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Southern Exposure:

To Live on Hopes

A Burping Troll Adventure

by

Sevilodorf, ErinRua and Celebsul

December 2005

A Note about Burping Troll Adventures

Like many Tolkien fans, we wanted to move to Middle-Earth. And like many others we created a Role-Playing Group to do so. The Inn of the Burping Troll opened February of 2002 on the Netscape LOTR Message Board and was soon populated by an exotic assortment of elves, men, hobbits and orcs, along with a bartending balrog and a lyrical warg. As the months passed, the personae we adopted took on their own lives. The characters brought in friends and relatives, and a mysterious stranger arrived to turn the place on its ear. 

The second phase of The Burping Troll began with the creation of burpingtroll.com to archive the adventures the characters insisted we tell. New, more canonical, guidelines were established concerning our use of Tolkien’s landscapes; however the warg, the balrog and the rehabilitated orcs refused to leave. Thus, our stories are set in the Fourth Age of a Middle-Earth where orcs play cribbage with elves, a balrog serves Rangers steaming cups of mulled wine and hobbit lasses scold the warg for tracking mud on the common room floor.
In addition to borrowing the landscapes and characters created by JRR Tolkien, we have included a poem created by Kashif Indorie that may be found at http://www.msci.memphis.edu/~ramamurt/idd_posts/lk14.html. No harm or damage is intended in this borrowing and believe us when we say no profit is made from this endeavor. We just really liked the poem.

Lines from Riddles from the Book of Exeter and The Battle of Maldon may be found in numerous places.
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Prologue:

The years of war were finally over; the Dark Lord defeated, and Elessar took the crown of the united realm of Gondor and Arnor. To the king came embassies from the tribes of once-enemies: peoples from Rhûn in the northeast, and from Harondor in the south, and Harad beyond the River Harnen, and Khand and many places of the east and southeast. Also came those from the borders of Mirkwood and from Dunland in the west. King Elessar made peace with all these peoples, and a time of renewed hope blossomed like the White Tree in the courtyard of Minas Tirith.

***

October 1419 SR

Five months after the Crowning of King Elessar

Markato on the River Harnen

"What have we here?"

The Gondorian accent sliced through the rhythmic pattern of Hisham's instructions. Mindful of the value the malak placed upon this ugly foreigner, the slaver dismissed his son with a flick of his fingers. As the young man strode towards the line of men being herded aboard a river barge, Hisham touched his forehead in greeting. 

"Kûn, by the wisdom of Tamar, Malak of House Minul, these worthless ones are being sent to the mines of Azhar."

"The old fox thinks to avoid trouble with the Kâthuphazgân." The Gondorian's black mustache twitched, inviting Hisham to join him in a private joke.

A brief tightening of his hand upon the butt of the whip coiled at his waist was the only sign of disdain Hisham allowed before drawing to his full height. He replied tonelessly, "Malak Tamar seeks always to maintain harmony with the House of Zimra." 

After a slight pause, the Haradrim added, "And with the Lords of Gondor."

Dark spiky eyebrows lifted to signal the smaller man's disbelief. "The treaty agreed upon by the Twenty Houses and the High Council of Gondor requires all prisoners of war be made available for ransom no later than November following the Great War. A mere seven days from now, I believe."

With a careful smile, Hisham replied, "All will be done by the agreed-upon date. Even now Khôr Tamar meets with a Captain of the Horse-people. The wuvin you see were born to serve, Kûn Khint. In accord with the treaty, the malak is removing the slaves within his household beyond the Harnen."

Above them, the midmorning sun burned its great, golden eye through thin riverfront haze. Even at this early hour, the threat of muggy heat whispered on the breeze, and stirred the fronds of trees lining the far bank.

Khint tipped his head toward the ragged men crowded into temporary pens erected along a warehouse's dun colored walls. "How curious that so many possess fair skin or hair."

The slaver shrugged. "Lands between the Poros and the Harnen have for many years been held by the Houses of Harad. It is quite common for those in lesser positions to possess ancestors from the North."

The Gondorian dabbed a silk handkerchief at the perspiration beading his forehead and said, "Indeed. Master Tamar is a model of cooperation. His example will do much to further the relationship between our peoples. I bid you good day, Kûn Hisham."

The slaver touched his brow and bowed low. His hand clenched once more about the butt of his whip as he watched the man's plumed hat bob across the market square then vanish into the crowded street beyond. Eyes narrowed, he turned back to the slave pens. The malak would not be happy. The loading would have been completed before dawn were it not for the delay caused the previous evening by the collision with a felucca. Hisham regretted that the inept captain could not be made to pay for his error more than once. 

When his son reappeared at his side, Hisham said softly, "See the third pen loaded next. I must inform Khôr Tamar of his guest's interest in things that do not concern him."

Part One: To Live on Hopes
Chapter One

March 1423 SR

Four years after the War of the Ring

Northern Ithilien
With a satisfied nod, Sevilodorf placed a check beside the total at the bottom of the row of figures. For the second month in a row, the account book for The Inn of the Burping Troll balanced to the last copper penny. A feat of no mean accomplishment considering the rather esoteric approach taken toward record keeping of any sort by the hobbits and elves who saw to the day-to-day operation of the inn. 

She blew gently upon the page and placed the stopper in her inkbottle, then wiped her pen and set it within the slot designed to receive it. The walnut lap desk had been a Yule gift from Anardil. A gift, he said, for himself as well since she would now have no excuse to go rummaging through the contents of his own desk. 

"After all," he laughed when she began an indignant protest, "a man must have some place to keep a few secrets."

Sev closed her ledger and shook her head at the memory. Any secrets the ex-Ranger possessed never saw the inside of a desk, but remained firmly in his head until required by those who sent him out to gather them. Though she had joined him in forays as far as the Eastern Borders, she would respect the boundaries he set concerning those missions which carried him beyond the safety of Gondor's borders. Indeed, the dedication to duty and obligation instilled by her Rohirrim upbringing required her to support him, no matter how thoughts of his solitary journeys in service to his liege left her pacing the dark hours, murmuring endless prayers to whatever spirits would listen. Thankfully, and Sev tapped the polished wood of the desk to ward off bad luck, since returning from Rhûn last September, Anardil had not been called to travel further than the mines opened by the dwarves in the Ash Mountains. 

Before the thought could take solid root - that along with fine weather, spring usually brought an increased need for calculating observers to monitor the actions of Gondor's enemies - she banished it and frowned at the ink staining the tips of her fingers. The hobbits would never allow her to sit at table in such a state, and dinner was drawing nigh. 

Splashing water into the basin atop the washstand, Sev reached toward the soap dish only to draw her hand back with a surprised yelp, then gave an undignified squeal as a brown mouse, disturbed in his savory snacking, attempted escape by racing up her outstretched arm. Throwing her hands up resulted not only in tossing the rodent across the room, but in a small shower as the contents of both ewer and basin landed with a splintering crash at her feet. 
Instantly a streak of black and white leapt from the bed and hit the floor in a lightning dash. Sev yelped again as cat and mouse shot squarely between her feet, and careened towards the opposite wall. A stool tipped with a crash, two pairs of shoes went tumbling, and Sev just rescued a half-drunk cup of tea from a teetering table before the mouse dove behind Anardil's battered trunk. There the tiny creature cowered, nose twitching in vast indignation. Meanwhile Tac crouched just beyond reach, glaring balefully, and swished his tail in equal annoyance.

"For pity's sake!" Sev muttered.

Setting down the cup, she scooped up a broom and a small basket, then nudged Tac out of the way. With a judicious poke of the broom and clever placement of the basket, she prodded the mouse into captivity.

"Oh, be quiet," Sev exclaimed as Tac followed her, yowling piteously, to the door. "If you can catch him outside, you can keep him."

Grasping the now resigned rodent by the tail, she pulled wide the door and flung the creature out - and straight into a broad masculine chest. Much to Tac's disgust, with considerable aplomb the man caught the tiny animal neatly between his two hands, saving it before it fell to the ground.

Grey eyes gleamed solemn amusement above those hands. Sev gasped and began a stammering apology only to stop mid-syllable as her horrified brain informed her mouth exactly whom she was addressing. Then to the astonishment of both the mouse's savior and his tall companion, she turned without another word and slammed the door in their faces. 
"I did warn you, sire," the companion murmured and bent down to prevent the loudly indignant Tac from making a ladder of the royal legs. 

"So you did, Tarannon. But I've had worse thrown at me and by those far less apologetic," replied the King of Gondor with a smile. Peeking at the trembling creature trapped within his hands, Aragorn added, "We'll allow the lady time to recover while we reconcile these enemies."

Tarannon tightened his hold upon Tac, whom he held stiffly at arm's length, and nodded stoically. In his two years as Captain of the Rangers at Henneth Annûn, he had developed a weary acceptance of trouble whenever he dealt with any resident of The Burping Troll. From tame orcs stampeding hogs in the streets of Henneth Annûn, to citizen complaints of the tame Warg begging breakfast sausages from Burping Troll guests, Captain Tarannon had ceased to be surprised at anything - even a mouse flung in his king's face. 

"Surely you trust my abilities of negotiation, Captain," said the king, a laugh lurking behind his eyes.

"Of course, my lord. I have every trust in you," declared Tarannon, by sheer strength of will concealing his wince as Tac twisted to wrap needle claws around his wrist. "It's simply that this is Mistress Sevilodorf's cat, and if even half the stories told are true I will be lucky to escape without losing an arm."

"I doubt such a sacrifice will be required. Here, let us sit while we parlay peace."

Aragorn settled on the well-worn bench beside the door, hands still cupped about the captive mouse, and stretched out his long legs with a sigh. "It is pleasant upon occasion to escape the bindings of courtly protocol."

For a moment he sat looking out upon the forest, and in the subtle relaxation of his stern features, Tarannon could see the Ranger his sovereign had once been. The ghost of a smile visited his own face; for he realized the trek from Henneth Annûn had been a rare diversion for Aragorn the King Elessar.

"I'm certain it is, my lord." Tarannon sat down carefully and grimaced as he pried the cat from his arm only to have it latch tightly to his knee. "And if I may be so bold, I believe you derived an additional amount of satisfaction by insisting you wander about with only two attendants."

Aragorn gave a snort of laughter and glanced toward the first line of trees. Almost unseen, two stalwart Rangers of Ithilien stood guard. Beside them, hair gleaming silver in the single shaft of sunlight to penetrate the grove, was Celebsul the Eldar: leader, though he would deny it, of the elves who made their home in the woods surrounding The Burping Troll. The elf and another of his kind had met them beyond the orchard to the south and led them to the back entrances of the inn by a circuitous path. A route designed not only to hide their approach from the casual eye, but also to provide time to send the young Mirkwood elf, Aerio, to give notice of their arrival to Anardil. 

"I spent many years ranging the wilds and somehow managed to survive."

"Indeed," Tarannon replied - through clenched teeth.

Aragorn looked to the source of Tarannon's discomfort and noted Tac tightening his clawed grip on the Ranger captain's knee. Slitted feline eyes stared back at the king, and the cat's tail lashed in clear agitation.

"I beg your pardon," Aragorn addressed the cat. "But as I am the king, and sworn to defend all of Gondor's folk, great and small, and as the mouse is now in my custody, I do not think my duty permits me to feed it to you." 


Tac blinked. The tip of his tail flicked sharply.

The king nodded solemnly. "Yes, I know I am not ruler of cats. However, I propose an exchange of prisoners. You release good Captain Tarannon, that I may have use of his services, and I release the mouse, who will remain at large for your later pleasure. What say you?"

Only by dint of a lifetime's service did Tarannon keep his face straight. The cat on his lap did retract those painful claws, though. Near-silent laughter transformed Aragorn's face as he took in the unlikely tableau before him: a dour Ranger captain stiffly holding a black and white house cat. Then Aragorn opened his hands and in a blink, the mouse vanished, scurrying in a flurry of tiny feet down through a hole under the building. When released in turn, Tac stood, lashed his tail once more - square across Tarannon's face - and leapt lightly to the ground.

Chuckling, Aragorn watched the tom saunter away. Beside him, Tarannon massaged a pricked knee.

"Ow," said the Ranger.

"I should think so," Aragorn replied, smiling. Then his expression sobered, and the king returned. "With the rest of the retinue left behind it is possible to maintain the fiction that I traveled no further than the garrison at Henneth Annûn."

Hesitantly, Tarannon voiced the thought, which had nagged at him since first being recruited for this plan. "Forgive me, sire, but was it necessary for you to come in person?"

"It was, Captain. I owe Anardil that courtesy for I ask a sacrifice greater than the arm he has already given." 
***

As the heavy thud of the door echoed within the room, Sev groaned and clutched her head. The mouse might be forgiven as an accident, but slamming the door in King Elessar's royal face could not be excused. She had leaped from the frying pan right into the fire. What in blazes was a king doing arriving unannounced and unaccompanied? 
A second groan escaped when she recalled the figure slightly behind the king. Tarannon? Of course. If only to make her humiliation complete. 

The faint rumble of masculine voices and the familiar creaking of the bench as someone settled onto it indicated the business of her "guests" was not with anyone inside the inn. Thus, there was nothing to be done but brazen it out. 

She expelled a deep sigh and jerked at her laces. If she must play hostess to royalty, she would not do it with ink stained fingers and a water spotted tunic. 

***

The hobbit cooks, if made aware of the impromptu affair taking place in the private quarters behind the elves' workshop, would have been horror stricken at the amount of food remaining upon the table. Especially as dinner for four was served from a basket prepared as a private picnic for two. That excuse being the ruse Anardil used to acquire the meal from the kitchen of The Burping Troll upon learning of the presence of "guests" in his quarters, one of whom was none other than the King of Gondor. As he sipped the dark Dorwinion wine added to the basket by Celebsul, the ex-Ranger considered that his lady would align herself with the hobbits if asked her sentiments.

While her ability to dissemble held true, throughout the meal Sev's smile never went beyond politeness and beneath the table her hands clasped knuckles white. Gracious as any noblewoman, she poured a second serving of the wine and persuaded Tarannon to accept a third sugar-crusted bun.

Then she rose and excused herself with a murmured, "I'll leave you to your privacy, gentlemen." 

"An excellent vintage, Anardil," Tarannon proclaimed into the silence left by Sev's relieved exit. 

The ex-Ranger ignored the social platitude and leaned back in his chair. Grey eyes shuttered, he studied the hitherto silent member of the gathering and said without expression, "You are hardly playing fair, my lord."

"Not a luxury I can afford in this instance," Aragorn replied.


Anardil nodded his understanding. Taken under the guise of trading jaunts with Sev, recent expeditions to the borderlands had gleaned a quantity of rumors, which combined with prior knowledge to form a disturbing picture. 

"Matters have gone as I predicted then?"

"Worse. Two men sent east into Rhûn have disappeared."

Almost imperceptibly, Anardil's jaw tightened. "Which, my lord, is more important… the men or the information they possessed?"

Tarannon held his breath as Anardil and the King locked gazes, both men similar in so many ways, save for Anardil's missing arm. Though Tarannon knew respect and affection bound them, he also knew the iron will that ruled each man. 

Aragorn said softly. "I would not ask if the need was not there."

"Forgive me, it is just…." Anardil stopped. This small, cozy room encompassed his duty to Sev and the future they planned together. But the man across the table embodied the duties that had shaped his entire life. "Whatever is your need, my Captain."

***

From the doorway, Anardil watched while Sevilodorf slid small cloth bags filled with various herbs into a multi-pocketed leather pouch. Though of a trading family and willing to use her skills at bargaining as a cloak for his gathering of information, his lady was first and foremost a healer: a craft with intimate experience of the atrocities men inflicted upon each other. Judging by the stiffness of her movements and the tightness of her jaw, she had drawn her own conclusions concerning the purpose of King Elessar's visit. 

In a voice devoid of all emotion and with her back still to him, she spoke but one word, "When?"

"At daybreak." 

Her hands paused, but pride and lessons learned in childhood forbade her begging for information. 

"Meleth nín…" In two steps, he crossed the room.

"Don't," she hissed and her hand fisted upon the final pouch. "You will do what you must do, and I will do what I must. That is who we are." 
Duty, ever the guiding thread within their lives. He could not turn his back upon the tasks his captain placed before him, nor would she ask it of him. Forced to remain behind, hers would ever be the lot most trying upon the spirit. He lifted the clenched hand to his lips and refused to release it when she tried to tug it from his grasp. 

"What you must do, meleth nín, is remember that I am even more stubborn than you. You have brought light back into my life, and there is nothing that will stop me from returning to bask in that light. Nothing."

Worry flickered in the depths of her blue eyes. "Such a declaration tempts fate, Anardil."

"Nay, love, I proclaim my faith in a future with you." He kissed her fingers a second time. "Wilt thou not maintain the same hope?"

Her eyes dropped from his. Hope was more difficult than duty. Too many times had she watched those she loved ride away and never return to be of an optimistic nature. Yet, belief in a life together was what Anardil had demanded from the first days of their relationship. She thought she had reached the point where the past no longer controlled her; but here she stood, once more certain the future shining from his eyes had no chance of coming to pass. However, it was not the way of the Rohirrim to send a warrior off with words of despair ringing in his ears. 

She gathered her shredded courage and managed a firm voice. "I will hold to hope, Anardil." 
"You are my hope," he replied, and drew her into his embrace. Though the long road waited and peril with it, her promise would ever be the candle that guided him home. 

***

Chapter Two
November 1423 SR

Northern Ithilien
A warm spring drifted in and out, then summer brought her grace to the forests of Ithilien and the greenwood rang with birdsong. In the meadows wildflowers bobbed in playful breezes while blackberries ripened and sweet herbs grew. In time apples swelled crimson among the houses of Men and autumn pinched a golden blush to ash and elm. The hobbit cooks of The Burping Troll put up their jars of preserves, while their elven friends saw to the proper stocking of the smokehouse. Slowly, inexorably, the seasons turned, and Anardil's friends awaited his return. 

Whirlwinds of fallen leaves skipped across the courtyard of The Burping Troll as the trader woman's cart rolled through the gate. Heart heavy, Tarannon gritted his teeth and rose from his seat on the porch steps in careful stages. There he stood balanced awkwardly, favoring his left leg, until the cart drew to a stop. Behind him, the door to the inn opened with a sharp click. Then Bob, one of the four Rangers officially stationed at this small outpost, stepped out to join him. A long-time friend of Anardil, as were his Ranger-sworn sister, Elanna, and her husband, Captain Halbarad, Bob's face held none of its usual cheer. 

After two hours of waiting for the woman to return, Tarannon found he dearly wished to delay the meeting. The careful words prepared over the long miles melted from his mind beneath the intensity of Sevilodorf's gaze. No greeting did she speak to either man as she handed the driving lines to Aerio, the young elf riding escort at her side. Absorbing the mood, Aerio's hitherto cheerful features became grim. Then the Rohirrim woman took a deep breath, climbed from the wagon's seat and made her way to the steps.

The wind whipped around the corner to drag strands of Sev's dark hair from its long braid. She brushed a gloved hand across her face, her eyes flicking between the waiting men while all the warmth in her body drained away.

Swallowing hard, she said, "Speak; the truth can be no worse than what I already imagine." 

In a precise voice, as if explaining a task to a new recruit, Tarannon began, "Anardil never arrived at the last meeting point. I waited two days, but was forced to leave. We had agreed this would be done. It was necessary the information we gathered reach the king." 

Tarannon halted, and Sev felt as if she had split into two people: one who observed unemotionally, the other, winter personified where storms raged and ice splintered into savage shards. The man wanted her to acknowledge the truth of his words, to absolve him of any wrongdoing, but the calculating onlooker would not. The other Sev could not; the very ability to speak seemed frozen, along with her thoughts and heart, so she numbly listened as the Ranger spoke on. 

"The border tribe who worked with us set a watch for him." Tarannon glanced towards the elf sitting motionless in the wagon. "It is possible he was merely delayed."

Somehow Sev held in the scream that threatened to tear out her throat, and she allowed the observer to reply in a hollow tone, "Anything is possible, Tarannon." 

Bob stepped forward, his earnest face arranged in an absurd mix of sympathy and false cheer. With visible effort, he forced his voice to heartiness and announced, "Halbarad and Morling left for the Black Gate as soon as we heard, Sev. Dil will show up in a day or two, and they'll bring him home. Won't they, Tar?"

Tarannon winced at the nickname and staggered as Bob clapped a hand on his shoulder, but nodded his agreement. With the ability honed by years of greeting heartache at her door, Sev exorcised her blizzard-self and walled away further thought of Anardil. She would not dishonor him by falling apart before his comrades in arms.

Briefly, she looked to the elf. "Are we unloading, or waiting for Yule?" Then she returned her attention to the Rangers.

"What have you done to your leg?" Sev raked Tarannon up and down with a disapproving glance. "And why sit out here in this cold wind? Anyone with sense would be indoors by the fire. Bob, take him inside. I'll be in as soon as Aerio and I see to the cart."

The two Rangers looked over her head and met her elven companion's somber gaze. Understanding passed between them. However well she hid it, Sevilodorf would not suffer her grief alone. It would be their duty to a fallen comrade, and compassion for a desolate friend.

***

February 1424 SR

Northern Ithilien
Grey winter came and grey winter passed, fading into spring. The folk of The Burping Troll continued as they had always done, but even when laughter rang before the great hearth, or the hobbit lasses' voices echoed cheerily from the kitchen, an absence remained.

They all missed him. Anardil, the enigmatic former Ranger who came to them from a dark alley in Pelargir, and who, with Sev's help, reclaimed a life and friends he had abandoned in despair after an orc blade took his arm. The hobbit lasses missed him simply because he belonged, and because they still looked for his lop-sided grin at the table. The elves missed him because he possessed a fey old soul that reminded them of long ago days. The Rangers, Hal, Elanna and Bob, missed him because once they regained their old friend they had intended to keep him for always. But now, so long after the great peace was won, ill deeds and ill times claimed yet another brother.


That Sev missed him did not bear examination. She bore her silent grief with the same stoic obduracy that Anardil had endured his missing arm.

Meri the hobbit peered out a kitchen window at two figures circling in the yard between the inn and the elves' workshop. With a sigh, she shook her head and turned away.

"She's not eating enough," Meri murmured.

Beside her, the hobbit lass, Erin, also shook her mop of curls. "She doesn’t sleep, either. I've seen a lamp burning at dreadful hours."

"I wish..." Meri sighed, and left the thought unfinished. They all wished a great many futile things. 

Outside, long shadows crept from beneath the trees and a chill grew in the air. Sev of Rohan felt it not, for the round shield upon her arm and the sword in her hand held her full concentration.

"Again," said Bob, his own sword at low guard. "This time slower. Pay attention to your feet. Keep that right leg forward, whether you advance or retreat. Stay on the balls of your feet."


With a curt nod, Sev readied her blade and let Bob begin another bout. Round and round they passed, forward then back, drilling to the steps of a deadly dance. Though Bob focused on his task as instructor, the worry that dwelt in his mind shadowed his expression. Both of them moved with a grimness Anardil would not have recognized, Sev with her own purposes and Bob helpless to do anything that really mattered.

At last, she stumbled and he stepped back. "Enough. The light is going." 

Sev could not disguise the tremor in her arm when she relaxed her guard and allowed her weapon to droop. 

He noted the slump in her shoulders, the circles under her eyes, and said gently, "You push yourself too hard." 

Bob held out a skin of water and frowned until she sheathed her blade and accepted it. 

"It keeps me busy."

Bob interpreted this to mean it gave her less time to think, not something he could actually argue with as, along with everyone else, he had spent the last few months trying not to think about the still-missing Anardil. Presumed dead, he forced himself to add. At least by everyone except Sev. 

Sev lowered the water-skin, sighed and dragged her sleeve across her forehead. "Tell the others I won't be in to dinner. I've accounts to write up." 

The lanky Ranger shook his head. "Oh no. If you want the hobbits to find out you're skipping another meal, you'll tell them yourself. I like my head attached to my shoulders." 

"I've food in my room." 

He propped his sword point-first between his feet and drummed his fingers on the cross-guard. "Which would suffice if you planned to eat it. But you don't and they know it."

For a moment, Bob thought the spark of battle in her eyes would ignite and she would argue the point. But instead, she gave a one-shoulder shrug and pulled her cloak from the branch where it hung. 

"Tell them or not as you wish," she snapped.

With an outstretched arm, he blocked her path. "You can't keep doing this to yourself. You don't sleep. You don't eat. You barely talk to anyone. Do you think Anardil would want you to behave like this?"

"I do…" Her words passed through clenched teeth and were spoken with what was the first honest emotion he could credit to her for weeks. "I do as I must. And who are you to ask what Anardil would want? I heard you and Hal. You believe him dead."

Hating himself even as he steeled himself for what he must say, Bob spoke with patient firmness. "I recognize the probability. Sev, you heard the last report. Who was it you think the Wolves of Rhûn executed? Just how many one-armed spies are there prowling in the East?" 
All of the emotion held in check burst free, and Sev's eyes glowed with a chill light. "Yes, I heard the report. I read it as well. Halbarad extended me that courtesy. Or was it a plot meant to turn me to your way of thinking? The Sube tribesmen never said the man killed was a spy. You assume that because the Wolves left the body hanging at the crossroads. There's more than one reason for doing that."

"And the lack of an arm? How do you explain that?" 

"Beyond that, identification was impossible." Steadfastly, she shoved aside the images, which had haunted her thoughts since reading the report. "I dare say the man lost his arm the same way Anardil lost his: during the nmad war. I know at least three men in Henneth Annûn who lost a limb; countless others who lost fingers and two that lost an eye. Not everyone was so lucky as you, Bob, to emerge unscathed from battle."

The sneer behind her final words struck Bob to the core, and he stepped back numbly. Grasping her chance, Sev swept past him and around the workshop towards her room. He stood dazed, head lowered, until the thud of her door broke the spell. With a stifled snarl, he swung his sword in a savage arc to decapitate a helpless twig.

"Sidh, mellon. You know her words were spoken out of grief and anger."

The cool elvish voice extinguished Bob's anger, leaving only the ashes of his own grief.

Bob sheathed his sword with a heavy motion and swallowed. "I would have thought she would be the first to think him gone. Not the one to hang on to a forlorn hope."

Celebsul paused beside the Ranger, his expression sad and gentle. "Can hope ever truly be considered forlorn?"

"I suppose not, but she'll get herself killed because of it."

The elf lifted a questioning eyebrow. 

Grimacing in vexation, Bob looked away. "She means to go to Rhûn."

"How would you know this?"

"Because I'd be on my way myself!" Bob exploded. "If Hal hadn't spent days talking me out of it. Though it seems certain Anardil is dead, there are others who still hunt for him and for the information the king needs. Sending anyone else endangers everyone." He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. "Sev, as we both know, shuns Halbarad's company. I suspect to avoid hearing any possible sense."

Celebsul nodded thoughtfully. "That would also explain why she drives herself to become more competent with the sword and knife."

"That's been my thought as well." The Ranger bumped the heel of his hand against his sword's pommel. "But I'm damned if I do and damned if I don't, in that matter. If she goes without training, and she would, she'll be dead in seconds." He met the elf's gaze with open wretchedness. "But no amount of effort will make her better than the average man. She lacks the patience to be a great swordsman, though she's fair enough with the knives. Given her luck, she might survive a contest or two. But I dislike trusting to luck when it comes to my friends."

The unspoken thought hung between them that luck had so obviously failed Anardil. Celebsul drew a slow breath and touched Bob's sleeve, turning him towards the inn and supper.

"We will trust then to vigilance and give her no opportunity to depart."

***

Early March 1424 SR

Northern Ithilien
March arrived, green, growing, and liberally doused with rain. In front of The Burping Troll, rows of jonquils nodded bright yellow heads as if altogether pleased with the heavens' bounty. When the sun emerged, one could almost hear the grass sprout and new buds bursting open.

On a particular day, the common room of The Burping Troll grew comfortably full as time for luncheon arrived. Voices tangled companionably about the tables while the hobbit cooks briskly set forth the noon repast. At one end of the room, a small group of dwarves tucked into hearty meat pies, pausing in their travels to the mines of the Ash Mountains. Closer to the kitchen, a party of merchants laughed merrily over rich bowls of soup, their journey taking them on the recently opened trail to Dale.

And as always, local folks enjoyed the comforts of home; several of the Ithilien elves, most of the Burping Troll residents, and a party of royal road surveyors all took their ease. At a table by himself, Ranger Captain Halbarad mused over a thick slice of pie and contentedly pondered the view of sunlit greenery outside.

A sudden slam briefly stalled conversation as the front door burst open and Sevilodorf stormed inside. To the amazement of all, she came in from bright sunshine with hair sopping wet while her garb looked hasty at best. Loose drawstring trousers, a baggy shirt plastered to damp skin, no overtunic - Halbarad eyed this queer spectacle with foreboding. Sev halted in the middle of the room, scowling fiercely around her, and Meri leapt from the kitchen with a cry.


"Sevi! Goodness sakes, you're drenched! Whatever have you been into? Why -."

Sev almost bodily shoved the hobbit aside and spun a chair teetering from her path, and Halbarad's stomach dropped. Slinking through the door behind her came none other than their fourth Ranger, Morling, and the man's face shone almost crimson.

Hal shrank down and muttered, "I hope she's not looking for me."

No sooner had he spoke, then her glare pinned him in his seat and on she came, stomping with every stride. She slammed to a halt before him and clamped both hands to her hips.

"This has gone far enough!" she barked. "I want it stopped."

If anyone in the room had failed to notice her entry, they could not miss her now. Halbarad struggled to grasp the frayed ends of his dignity.

"I haven't a clue what you're talking about. If you'd like to go upstairs to my office, we can discuss whatever is bothering you."

The trader woman's face contorted in broad disdain. "Don't play stupid with me, Halbarad. It had to be you, or has this pitiful excuse for a Ranger sunk to trespassing upon a lady's privacy?"

The pitiful Ranger in question hung back in the middle of the room, head bowed as he scratched his nose. Halbarad looked at the furious woman looming over him.

"Sev, I swear I don't know what you mean. But this is hardly the time or place. Let's go upstairs …"

"You'd like that," she snarled. "Sit me down and talk some sense into me. Well, I already have sense. More than you or that pack of toidis you've set to watching me." 

Coughing gently, Halbarad carefully arranged his fork on his plate. "Beyond making certain you have an escort when you travel the roads, I've done nothing of the sort."

"Escort? Is that what you call it? Well, I don't need a nmad escort to walk from my room to the stable." Sev flung a stiff arm out to point towards the world at large. "Or to stand outside the bathhouse door!"

"I'll escort you to your bath!" called a grinning man amongst the merchants.


Sev swung about with murder in her eye, and Meri squeaked in alarm. But Halbarad selflessly leapt between Sev and her would-be victim and grabbed the woman by one arm.

"Come with me," he ordered, and manhandled her rigid form towards the stairs. "And you, Ranger Morling - I'll deal with you later!"

"Let go!" Sev hissed, struggling as Halbarad propelled her out of the room. "Confound you, let GO!"

She jerked back hard as she could, but he had caught many a stronger prisoner.


"Walk," he commanded, and gave an extra shove. "Or be carried."

"You wouldn't dare!"

Halbarad halted. "Oh, wouldn't I?"

Sev shrieked when a firm shoulder struck her and powerful arms swept her legs from under her. Nor dared she struggle as Halbarad set his feet to the stairs and began marching upwards.

"I swear, Halbarad, I'll -."


But he paid no heed to her complaints and simply grumbled, "Lucky for both of us you've lost weight."


As soon as they reached the top, he packed his captive into the room the local Rangers used for an office, and plunked her unceremoniously into a chair.

"Sit!" he demanded.

Naturally, she sprang straight up, and Halbarad wheeled with a finger sharply pointed. "I said, 'Sit down!'" 

Sev tossed her wet hair back from her face and sat, though her expression remained mutinous. Between huffs for breath, Halbarad rummaged about the cluttered room and tossed her an only slightly dingy towel.

"Now." Hal dropped into the chair opposite her. "Explain exactly what is bothering you." 

She scrubbed the towel over her head in hard, angry motions. "You are having me followed."

"I am not."

Snap, the towel wrenched straight between her fists. "Then why from the moment I leave my room in the morning is there either an elf, an orc or one of your nmad Rangers hovering over me? For pity's sake, Hal, the hobbits are bad enough. Always pestering me to eat and wanting to entertain me."

She resumed toweling with more vigor than even her thick hair required.

"I had nothing to do with it. Wait!" Hal held up his hand as she started to interrupt. "I'm not saying it's not true, just that I did not have anything to do with it. I will find out who does and speak to them. Will that satisfy you?" 

Sev glared at him for a moment, then nodded. 

"Which Rangers and which elves?"

"Bob." Her lips thinned as she cocked her head and briskly rubbed the ends of her hair. "Once or twice Elanna. Never Morling until today. Celebsul, Aerio, Anbarad, Pippin and Belegalda for the elves. I found Gubbitch and Titch standing outside my door at sunrise two days ago. Grinning orcs are not my favorite way to wake up in the morning, I'll tell you. And Lugbac dogs my heels as if I were his flock and the wargs were howling nearby."

At mention of the small group of tame orcs who lived in the hills nearby, Halbarad suppressed the urge to groan. There were occasions when he almost shared Captain Tarannon's view of The Burping Troll as a perpetual carnival.

"Any idea as to why they are doing this?"

Sev crumpled the towel in her lap. "I thought it was you being nmad overprotective."

"Not me. I've mastered that lesson in regards to you." Hal tried a grin. "It only took me three years."

"I'm not entirely convinced, but I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. Why do you," Sev emphasized the pronoun, "think the others are following me?"

Halbarad ran a hand through his hair and vowed to assign Bob perimeter patrols for the next month. 

"One of two reasons. Either they think you are planning to run off to Rhûn and they're making sure you don't. Or they think you are planning to run off to Rhûn and they want to make sure you take one or more of them with you. Every one you've named, save for Morling, has come to me with a plan for going east." 

Sev's look of astonishment appeared genuine enough, but Hal blew out a long breath and decided to lay all his cards on the table. 

"Sev, I will not try to talk you out of believing Anardil alive. I know only too well the importance of hope. However, I am under direct orders not to allow anyone to go haring off to Rhûn on a rescue mission." He took a breath and willed Sev to hear the gravity of his words. "In fact, if any such attempt is made, I am to arrest that person and transport them directly to Minas Tirith for judgement by Aragorn himself. Do I make myself clear?"

"As crystal." 

For an instant, the Rohirrim woman sagged, and Hal knew Bob's suspicions were correct. But in a matter of heartbeats, determination replaced the bleakness in her gaze and she straightened once more.

"Perhaps I need to go speak to the king myself."

At that, Halbarad could only snort in wry laughter and shake his head. If the three years of their often-rocky friendship had taught him anything, it was that Sev never made an empty threat.

"Be my guest, Sev. I'm certain it would be a learning experience for both of you." 
***

Chapter Three
Mid March 1424 SR

Minas Tirith
"Sevilodorf of the family of Esthomas of Deeping Stream, and consort of Anardil, son of Cirion, humbly requests the honor of an audience with Aragorn, the King Elessar, Lord of Gondor and Arnor and friend of Rohan, regarding the disappearance of his servant, Anardil, in the eastern land of Rhûn four months past. The favor of this boon would bring great comfort to a bereaved soul."

Aragorn, the King Elessar, lord of numerous weighty things, lowered the small page - written in flowing elvish script - with a sigh. He added, "I have petitions from several ambassadors, complaints from two guild masters, trade treaty proposals from Umbar and a shipbuilder from Dol Amroth demanding his pay, none of which weigh upon my heart as this single request."

"Her courage is notable, beloved," spoke a gentle voice.

The king's face softened, as it always would when looking upon the woman he had at long last taken to wife: Arwen, Evenstar of her people. "Yes, which is why I cannot find the heart to deny her."

Arwen smiled. "Then shall we receive her in the solarium? I do not believe she would find ease or comfort in great halls."

"Thou art wise, as ever," said Aragorn with a smile.

Arwen rose from her seat, eyes warmly alight. "No, Estel. I simply understand the heart of a woman who waits."

***

In a city of stone, all roads were canyons and each hidden way a chasm that shut out the sun. So it seemed to Sevilodorf of Rohan, as she followed her kinsman, Esiwmas, through the narrow lanes of Minas Tirith. Beside her trod Celebsul, silent and impassive, whilst tall, broad-shouldered Esiwmas marched ahead as if daring anyone to stop him. Would that she owned the calm of one or the determination of the other.


But she did not, and so she entered the royal halls with dread clawing in her throat and her hands clenched into fear-damp fists. A soft-footed servant led the way past magnificent statuary and tall windows ablaze with light, but Sev watched only the heels of their guide. Too soon, the servant stopped at a door, opened it, and with a bow indicated that they should enter.

Sev took three steps and realized two things. First, the room before her glowed gently with a broad wash of diffused sunlight. Second, she looked at the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Lady Arwen; the name spoke in her mind even as her tongue clove to the roof of her mouth. The face before her transcended mortal beauty, radiant with light that seemed to emanate softly from within, while silken black hair fell in a shimmering mantle upon Arwen's shoulders. In form, the Evenstar was graceful as the birch, rendering the ordinary shapes of humbler womankind plain as earth. Yet it was her eyes that awoke Sev's heart: luminous grey and so deep with kindness that for an instant she felt near tears.

"Please, come," said Arwen. She swept a hand towards a set of wide stone benches strewn with cushions, behind which green plants nodded. "My husband will soon join us."


Only Celebsul retained composure, greeting her softly in the Eldar tongue and rendering subtle salute. Meanwhile, Esiwmas abruptly looked like a lumbering bear, torn between bowing to such beauty and obeying her directive. Yet Arwen smiled upon them and mirth transfigured her face to the charm of a girl.

"I have cakes and sweet cider to fortify you," she said, "after your journey through the maze of Minas Tirith. Please, join me, and tell me how matters fare in lands outside. What news do your traders hear, Master Esiwmas, and what rumors, Mistress Sevilodorf and Celebsul, have reached The Burping Troll?"

So they sat for a time in the warmth of the solarium and supped with the Lady Arwen. Sev spoke but little, grateful that Esiwmas and Celebsul were willing to answer the queen's questions and take care of the small talk, for she found herself nearly mute before a woman whose beauty was so absolute that simply lifting a cup to her lips became an act of grace. Before long, the door opened again and they rose to greet the king. Simply clad in black and silver, he came to receive his guests.

There Aragorn welcomed them, speaking to Esiwmas in the language of Rohan and Celebsul in the liquid tongue of the elves. Then he turned to Sev, and his deep gaze pierced her to the heart.

"What greeting can I give," he gently asked, "when words of consolation are empty?" 

Sev felt Esiwmas' troubled gaze on her, felt Celebsul's hand touching her back ever so lightly, and she mustered the shreds of her courage though her knees swam.

"You may hear me, lord, and answer with the truth."

Aragorn nodded gravely. "Then so it shall be."

Focused only upon his eyes, filled with a steady regard she found easier to accept than the sympathy-tinged looks of her friends and kin, Sev's voice gained strength.

"Anardil has told me much of you, lord. How you see clearly into the hearts of men. Thus I know it is unnecessary to speak of the long years he has given in your service, nor to remind you of the sacrifices he has already made in the name of duty."

From the corner of her eye, Sev noted Esiwmas shifting uncomfortably at her words. He had objected to this meeting from the beginning, and accompanied her because of his own sense of duty. To speak chastising words to one's lord was not the way of Rohan. Over the years, she had stood at the barrows of countless warriors. Silent and dry-eyed, she had buried the men of her family, one after the other: father, husband and son. No longer would she be silent, but she must tread carefully. For having gazed into his eyes, she knew the stories told of Aragorn the Elessar were true. 

"Forgive the bluntness of my speech."

Aragorn towered over her with the infinite patience of an oak. "You speak from your heart, lady."

"I speak from the edge of a dark chasm that I have been denied permission to cross. Before he left, Anardil asked that I give my trust to hope. But hope makes for a poor supper."

"Ae ú-esteliach nad, estelio Estel." 

At the queen's softly spoken words, Sev turned to face her. Again the deep kindness gleaming within the woman's grey eyes threatened to bring tears, but Sev forced them back and addressed her next words to the regal figure.

"You know of that which I speak, Lady Arwen. You, too, were left behind to wait. I have heard the tale of the banner you stitched in hope." 

"Yes," Arwen replied, her look perceptive, "and I know well the White Lady of Rohan who refused to remain behind."

When Sev's gaze dropped to the floor, Arwen looked to Celebsul. His unspoken answer to her unvoiced question caused the queen to sigh softly. 

"Are you set upon this course?"

To her weary chagrin, Sev found she could neither lie nor dissemble in the face of Arwen or Aragorn, who had after all shown only compassion. Said she, "I have never possessed the patience of the elves, my lady."

"I'll attest to that," muttered Esiwmas. 
"In that case, it is necessary for me to speak plainly." Aragorn stepped two paces aside, hands clasped behind his back, before facing her once more. At once, his expression became kingly, remote, though he looked upon Sev without harshness.

"While I understand your frustration at being forced to remain idle, I must insist upon it. To allow you or anyone else to journey to Rhûn will destroy what hope remains of finding Anardil and place at risk all those who seek the knowledge this kingdom requires. Therefore, Mistress Sevilodorf, you are commanded to abstain from travel in the direction of the Eastern Borders. In fact, madam, to reduce the temptation to disobey you are requested to absence yourself from the environs of Northern Ithilien until such a time as I see fit to rescind this request."

"But…"

"There are those amongst your friends who you would urge, or who would urge you to folly." Aragorn sternly ignored Celebsul's raised eyebrow. "The fondness and loyalty towards yourself and Anardil has already tempted my Rangers to recklessness. What the effect would be upon your more unconventional friends, I dare not contemplate."

With her doom pronounced, the world retreated into bottomless distance, leaving her alone in darkness. Sev swayed, but Celebsul's arm prevented her collapse. Yet her heart still beat, her lungs still drew air, and slowly the world returned.

Esiwmas had been right; no good had come of this meeting. All she had achieved was to be banished from The Burping Troll. Where would she go now? What was she to do? 

From a distance, she heard Arwen's gentle voice speak once more, "Estelio Estel." 

"Trust hope?" Sev repeated in bewilderment. What hope was left for her? 

"Trust the king," Celebsul whispered in her ear. "Estel, as he was named by the elves in his youth."

Snatching at his words like a drowning man seeks a lifeline, Sev searched the king's eyes, filled now with sorrow. "Should I do as your lady commands, sir? Should I give you my trust?"

Quietly Aragorn replied, "Be assured, lady, everything possible is being done. I do not lightly cast aside the lives of those who serve me, and I do not leave them lost in the wilderness."

A flash of anger cleared away the fog of despair; were all Rangers addicted to fancy words? If she asked the question plainly, would she receive a straight answer? Pushing free of Celebsul's support, she spoke before courage could fail.

"Lord, do you believe Anardil dead?"

The room seemed to echo with the hollowness of her dread. Behind her, Esiwmas' shoe scuffed the floor, but she did not look to see his face, or the distress she knew would shadow Celebsul's expression.

Aragorn meanwhile exhaled heavily, and the weight of kingship seemed to be replaced by far more ordinary human cares. His clear grey eyes met hers without guile or pretense.

"I say only that I yet hold to hope for his return. In my years, several times I have seen men presumed dead emerge from the shadow of death. Anardil has survived many dangers in his life with far less awaiting his return."

Sev turned the words over in her mind. Did he temper his speech in fear of finding himself faced with an inconsolable woman or did he possess information he was not at liberty to reveal? This was not a man who feared a woman's tears, nor would he counsel hope falsely. Her heart quickened to even this small chance.

Throwing aside her pride, she pleaded, "Wilt thou not allow me to seek him?"

Yet Aragorn became stern again. "Nay, and I would have your word that you will obey those limitations I have placed upon your freedom."

"Please, my lord." 

He stood in stillness. "Your word, madam, or would you prefer to remain my guest?"

Then she knew she faced a will as unbending as Mount Mindolluin itself. One other legacy had Anardil left her: say only the words one must, therefore making fewer falsehoods to keep track of.

Though her stomach clenched beneath the steady regard of Aragorn, the King Elessar, she summoned the will to speak without faltering. "I swear to abstain from travel to the Eastern Borders. I will not return to Northern Ithilien until such time as Aragorn, King of Gondor, gives me permission."

Aragorn nodded gravely. "I thank you, lady. And I pray you will not judge me too harshly. There have never been so many of the Dúnedain that I bear the loss of even one man lightly. If Anardil can be found, I will expend all efforts to do so. But it is my obligation to him to keep you safe until his return."

And with that, Sev had quite done with kings and lords and people who could move others by will and the weight of law. In fact, she felt rather light-headed, and gratefully recognized Celebsul's steadying hand once more on her elbow.

"Thank you, Lord King," she replied, and bowed so she need not face that regal visage more.

When she straightened, her last glance went to Arwen, sad and still at her husband's side. For a moment she thought Arwen might reach out to her, but Sev bowed again and retreated from the royal presence.

Blindly she found the door, and did not remember to breathe again until she stood in the echoing corridor outside.


"Sevil?" Es' voice lowered to unaccustomed gentleness beside her. "Are you all right?"

She looked up and only with effort bit back the sharp retort that leapt to her tongue. "It appears you have me as a house guest, Es. I will try not to make myself a burden."


Setting herself into forward motion, she added, "Celebsul, I hope you won't mind arranging to have my things packed up and sent here."

"Of course not," the elf replied. "You need only ask, and I will do anything I can."

"I'll make a list," she announced as they walked. "Some things can doubtless be left in the attic, or thrown away, but other things I wish to have with me. Then I -."

As she continued her enumeration, Esiwmas and Celebsul again exchanged glances over her head. Neither elf nor man knew if they quite dared trust this sudden capitulation, but the situation had been arranged beyond their control.

Meanwhile, Sev's mind wheeled even beyond her surface plans. Her cousins, Sewulf and Beregrid, would return from their trading ventures in Nurn, ere long. When they did, perhaps a private discussion about matters to the East would be in order. If direct means were closed to her, then she must find other ways.

***

Chapter Four

Late April 1424 SR

Minas Tirith
Believing the ties of trade lessened the chance of war; Esiwmas of the Deeping Vale had devoted the resources of his Rohirrim family to developing a web of commerce spreading across the length and breadth of Gondor and Rohan. From the shores of the Sea of Nurnen to the Greenway villages, along the mighty Anduin from Linhir to Cair Andros, through the forests of Ithilien and across the plains to Dale, the traders of the Esthomas family carried their goods and strengthened the bonds between men of distant lands. To fulfill his duties to the family landhold along the Deeping Stream and to their far-flung trade routes, Esiwmas established extensive stables and warehouses, as well as a residence in the city of Minas Tirith, and traveled from Rohan to Gondor on a regular basis. 

Chance thus placed the Rohirrim trader in Minas Tirith to provide Sevilodorf both sanctuary and company when the king's decree forced her from her home at The Burping Troll. Honest affection for his cousin by marriage led to a desire to see her happy again, which to Esiwmas meant returning to Rohan where she would eventually give up the foolish notion that Anardil was still alive. 

So it was when April drew to a close, the White City's resident Rohirrim family gathered for the noon meal. As ever, the table lay cluttered with hearty food while young and not-so-young eagerly helped themselves to the repast. Sarantha, an elderly widowed cousin who had accepted the task of keeping house in the Stone City, presided over the meal with smiling satisfaction.

Esiwmas poked his fork into a plump sausage and frowned at the solitary biscuit on Sev's plate. However, he held his tongue for he deemed it best to fight only those battles of importance with his kinswoman. Even then, he lost more often than he won. 

"Stop thinking bad thoughts while you eat. It will sour your stomach." Sev draped her napkin across her lap. "Besides it sets a bad example for the boys."

The big man glanced down the table towards his twelve-year-old son, Estev, and his adopted son, Rolfe, a year older. Both lads tucked into their meals with typical enthusiasm, only sparing attention for the adults when their mouths were too full to stuff in another spoonful.

"Nothing interferes with Estev's digestion," grunted Esiwmas. "And don't try to change the subject."

"I'm not changing it." She speared a sausage from the serving platter, broke it in half and tossed the pieces to the dogs curled beneath the boys' chairs. "The arrangements are settled to my satisfaction." 

"Sev…" Esiwmas began, but stopped when Estev rolled his eyes. "See, see what you've done. My own son disrespecting me."

Sev accepted the butter from Sarantha and calmly set about spreading it upon her biscuit. "Then stop being a loof. I gave my word to the King of Gondor. What more do you want?"

"Come back to the Vale with us."

"Or keep me company," suggested Sarantha, pushing a bowl of pickled beets toward Estev. "I'll rattle about in this house like a pea in a barrel once Es and the boys leave for home."

"Thank you, but no. I am overdue in Pelargir."

"Of all places," grumbled Esiwmas, and stabbed a bite of sausage with rather more force than necessary. "A city of pirates and ruffians and -."

"And some of the most industrious businessmen and cleverest merchants in Gondor," Sev replied tartly. "As you well know. Besides, while there I will be staying at The Slippery Fish, and I assure you, Hulda is as tall as you and half again as wide. A more formidable guardian I could scarce hope to find."

At the mention of the riverfront inn's redoubtable lady innkeeper, whom Sev had met on an earlier, star-crossed journey, Esiwmas' frown only lessened slightly. Sev paid no heed and spoke on.

"Then, as I have told you repeatedly, there is Lord Darien's invitation to visit Silverbrook." She did not add the words that would make her statement the whole truth, such as 'maybe' and 'one day'.

"A highly improper thing to do," Esiwmas observed prudishly.

The nobleman from Gondor's western reaches had in fact been at the root of considerable trouble for Sev, when he first appeared at The Burping Troll as a hunter of orcs. 
 That Darien had long since made amends, and turned enmity to friendship, was not a matter to which Esiwmas had quite reconciled himself.

As Sev's lips tightened, Rolfe cringed, Estev moaned, and Sarantha shook her head in fond disbelief. Even the dogs lifted their heads to gaze at Esiwmas with wide eyes. 
"Fæder," Estev began then stopped when Sev waved her hand.

"You're excused, boys. Tell Martham your father will be delayed returning to the stables."

Estev stuffed a biscuit in his pocket and tossed another sausage to the dogs. "Don't hurt him, Cousin Sevil. Modor wouldn't like it. Come on, Rolfe."

Rolfe gave his adopted father a sympathetic look and bid Sev and Sarantha a pleasant afternoon before hurrying after Estev; the dogs close to his heels.

"Impudent colt," muttered Esiwmas.

"He learned from the best."

"I'm not impudent."

"Overbearing is a better word, but it won't work with me. I'm not going to Rohan with you. I'm not staying in Minas Tirith with Sarantha. I am going to Pelargir with the pack train the day after tomorrow and from there the road leads to Silverbrook. I don't particularly care what people say about me visiting Lord Darien. He has invited those of The Burping Troll many times." Her words rolled out naturally, despite the care she took in their selection. "You should be happy. It's miles and miles away from Rhûn, and he offered to send an escort to meet me, and one to bring me back to Minas Tirith. You won't have to worry about me for months." 

"At least take Sarantha with you. Lend the trip a modicum of propriety."

Both women eyed their kinsman with incredulity. 

"Unless I've lost count, Sarantha will be seventy-one next September." The tilt of Sev's head emphasized her opinion of such an arrangement. "What exactly would she be able to do to stop me if I decide to behave inappropriately?"

"I don’t know, but she'd keep that nobleman from getting any expectations."

Her forehead wrinkled in puzzlement, Sarantha replied hesitantly, "But Esiwmas, Lord Darien is quite a handsome man with a well run estate. Don't you think Sevil should encourage him? After all, she's not getting any younger."

Sev gaped open-mouthed, then dissolved into howls of laughter. It was several moments before she recovered enough to speak. 

"The two of you harbor thoughts of Darien having designs upon my person? Oh my. You do flatter me, but I am most assuredly not the man's type. He dislikes all the sharp objects I insist upon carrying." Then tempering the harshness, for she held Sarantha in great affection, Sev said, "I am not free to consider such an alliance as Anardil has not released me from my pledge to him." 

"Oh, yes, of course, dear." Sarantha touched Sev's hand gently, then dabbed her eyes with her napkin and hurried from the room.

Silence shrouded the table, until Esiwmas exhaled heavily. "Sevil…"

In a tone signifying an end to all discussion, Sev interrupted, "So long as I obey the laws of the Kings of Gondor and Rohan and carry out the orders given me by Anardil, I am not yours to command, Es. As I said before, the arrangements are settled to my satisfaction." Rising stiffly, she added, "I'll send one of the maids to clear." 

Esiwmas waited until she closed the door before muttering, "Nothing is to my satisfaction." 

As things stood, there was little he could do save be thankful she was headed south toward Pelargir and Silverbrook rather than northeast toward Rhûn. Even then, he did not wholly trust her, and despite her reassurances regarding Pelargir, it was undeniably indecent for a female to go visiting unmarried lords without a proper escort. The Rohirrim trader closed his eyes and considered each of the men under his command and available to send on an extended trip south. A family member, rather than a sworn man, would be best. Estev and Rolfe were too young to consider. 'Twas unfortunate his brother-in-law, Liam, was not master of the train due to arrive tomorrow from Rohan and that his cousins, Sewulf and Beregrid, were already eight days out on their journey to the outpost established in Nurn. Esiwmas frowned. Best not to assign those two the task of controlling Sevil's wild impulses, or they'd all become permanent guests of King Elessar. Blast it, there had to be someone.

A voice broke into his thoughts. "Excuse me, sir; I thought you were finished here. Mistress Sev told me to clear the table."

"What?" Es stared at the girl standing in the doorway for an instant, then rose hastily. "Yes, yes. I'm done."

Nmad, he was late. He had a meeting with a council of merchants in the fifth circle, but then he'd talk this over with Martham. The stable master would have a suggestion about who might withstand Sevilodorf's plots, ploys and tempers. 

***
By the light of a single candle, Sev placed the final item in her baggage carefully. Had she packed enough to convince Es that she truly meant to pass several months at Lord Darien's Silverbrook holdings? It pained her to include all of her finery, as she expected to abandon most, if not all, in Pelargir. But without the fancy clothes and jewelry, her tale would not appear true. Not that she had really lied at any point. 

The Silverbrook lord had indeed extended an invitation to his estate, as well as the offer of providing an escort if necessary. However, that the offer was now nearly a year old and had been politely declined, were facts she did not intend to make known to Esiwmas. Especially since his focus upon the impropriety of that portion of her proposed trip meant she was able to remain vague concerning her plans for Pelargir. 

"Speak only the words you must, keep to the truth, though never the whole truth, whenever possible," she recited as a schoolboy does his lessons. Her eyes fell upon the thin volume of Haradric poetry she had carried with her from The Burping Troll. Though the words remained incomprehensible, the rose pressed within the pages was one of her greatest treasures and would now serve as sign that she had learned other lessons her man of shadows strove to teach.

With a wry grin, she thought of how amazed Anardil would be at her increased ability to cut the fabric of truth to fit her purpose. Then, frowning at the burnished mirror beside the door, she wondered if he would be equally pleased with other changes. The long months of separation had not been kind. Far more grey threaded the brown of her hair, and the lines upon her face were without a doubt deeper. Ah well, surely such changes were canceled out by the slimmer figure she now presented. 

She smoothed her linen shirt along her hips. Not exactly elflike, but decidedly less than when he had left. Almost thin enough to forego her corset for a tightly laced kirtle if she could find a way to make it double as a knife sheath. Until then, she would continue with the more cumbersome, but duplicitous garment. 

A yawn caught her mid-thought. The house had long ago settled into slumber and she must rest as well. Swiftly, with no further thoughts of vanity, she changed to her night robe and extinguished the candle. No light did she need to locate the trinket kept tucked beneath her pillow. 

In a well-established ritual, she drew forth the small brassbound box and lifted it to inhale the mellow fragrance of its contents. She sank onto the edge of the mattress and released the chains upon her memories. So many things made up the man: the easy movement of his walk, the lopsided smile that could seem both mischievous and self-conscious; the way his grey eyes kindled with warmth when he looked down at her; the delight of his laughter those rare times he voiced mirth with true abandon.

Knowing to the instant how long she could indulge in such images, before melancholy and the unfairness of having it all snatched away began to overwhelm her; Sev inhaled the scent of sun-warmed wood and glowing candles once more. Then she took out the memory which now provided the foundation for her days: Anardil's voice filled with faint frustration at her inability to believe in a future together. 

"Confound it all, would you bury me still breathing? We cannot choose our deaths, but we can choose how we live. Curse it all, Sevi! I will not live in fear of what might or might not happen! I will not let that be the reason you turn me away. I am through dying."

Before he departed upon this misbegotten quest, she had vowed to hold to hope. Until she stood beside his barrow and recited the warrior's elegy, she would not accept that he was forever gone; but hope without action was useless. Forbidden by honor and the well-meant interference of friends to take the direct route, she would go by different roads to search out the truth. 

She slipped beneath the sheets and tucked the brassbound box once more beneath her pillow. Eyes closed, she reviewed maps of the countries to the east and south, and the plans she had set into motion with Sewulf and Beregrid weeks ago. Somehow, she would make the journey or perish in the attempt.

Part Two: False or True 

Chapter Five

May 2, 1424 SR

Pelargir on the Anduin
The ancient city of Pelargir had seen many wondrous things: kings and captains, wars and pirates, crowns lost and found, and the passage of the Army of the Dead. But few of the city's marvels could equal that work of nature familiarly known as Hulda.

As Sev trudged up the wooden walk beneath a carved sign, she looked up to read its lettering: The Slippery Fish. For those to whom letters were a mystery, a graven fist clutched forever at a squirming salmon. Everything and everyone that passed on the great river soon or late came to Hulda's door, and now Sev reflected that she herself arrived washed up on the bitter tides of chance.

The bags she carried in either hand posed a problem as to how she would open the front door, but the door abruptly opened itself.

"AND DON'T COME BACK!" a great voice cried.


Sev stepped aside as a body came tumbling end over end, and end over end again, to sprawl halfway down the walk. The man thus evicted wheezed, coughed, and gathered his various parts together to lurch unsteadily to his feet. A hiccup seemingly propelled him on his way, and off he went, staggering near to falling at every step.


"Toidi," grumbled the voice from the doorway.

Sev looked up, and another blast of sound nearly parted her hair.


"BLESSED BARNACLES PINCH ME IN THE MORNIN'! Look what the tide floated in!"

And there she stood, Hulda the Magnificent, proprietress of The Slippery Fish. Tall as any Rohirrim who ever lived and broad as two ordinary men, her majestic form towered over lesser folk as Mount Mindolluin stood above the plain. Atop her head, a cloud of green ribbons clung precariously to the grey mountain of her hair, which was impaled into place by two steel skewers. Her laugh shook her immense bosom against the flimsy restraint of a purple shift, setting the tatters of once-gaudy embroidery to trembling in fear.

"Land sakes, I thought you'd forgot all about us - TORVAL!" she yelled over her shoulder to her brother. "Get out the sweet cider!"

Hulda clearly cared not a whit that her directive was heard by most of Pelargir, as she lumbered to greet the wanderer on her doorstep.

"Ah, lovey, yer a sight for sore eyes!" Hulda raised a massive hand to pat Sev's face. The big woman's smile pressed deep dimples in her cheeks and rearranged two of her several chins. "Where's that man of yours? And don't you have any elves with you?"

"No elves this time, Hulda," Sev replied, finding a tired smile amidst the gale of welcome. "And Anardil is off on business." 

"Ah, that lacsar. Say no more!" Hulda heaved a snort that sprung two or three bits of embroidery to their doom, for she knew more about Anardil's clandestine service than probably even Anardil supposed. Then she bent, amidst much straining of seams, to pluck Sev's bags out of her hands. "Need a proper meal, you do, and a proper bed I dare say - How long have you been on the road? Why, yer half the woman you used to be! Don't you know any proper innkeepers?"

"Few like you, I'm afraid."

Something of her weariness must have been audible, for Hulda stopped and cast a sharp look. "You come right along, dearie. I've just the room for you, end of the hall, nice and quiet."

Sev followed helplessly as a duckling caught in a warship's wake, and entered the inn's aromatic dimness. There the scent of roast meat vied with the rich fragrance of bread and some sort of pie. This would be the fourth time her travels brought her to Hulda's door, and though most of the patrons in the common room looked as if they had crawled out of a ship's bilges, Hulda made a vigorous certainty of the inn's good food, peacefulness, and every guest's welcome. It troubled Sev that even now she must mince the truth in fine pieces and only dole out the bits she chose.

"So, here on business, are ya?" Hulda's voice echoed along the dimly lit corridor.

"Yes," Sev replied, counting doors as they passed. "A little this, a little that. I came in with the pack train. How are you set for hangover remedy?"

Again, that booming laugh rang out, undoubtedly loosening a few nails in the walls. "The miracle of the age, that is. Positively inspired. We're nearly out of the last batch Torval mixed using those herbs you sent a while back. If you have some to trade, I'll not say no. You know how my lads love a good time, but oh, their poor heads in the mornin'. Here we go. See if this suits ya."

Hulda pushed open the door at the end of the hallway and stepped back, by some wizardry flattening her stately bulk against the wall to let Sev pass. A soft bed, colorful quilt and a washstand greeted Sev's eye. In her new awareness of subterfuge, she also noted the back stairs situated just opposite her door. 

"It looks fine, Hulda, thank you."

"Right, then." Hulda heaved Sev's bags inside and plunked them on the floor. She turned and studied the smaller woman with somber dark eyes. "You look done in, lovey. You want I should send supper up?"

"Yes, I would appreciate that. And a bath, if one can be had."

"I'll see to it. Torval will have some cider to cut the dust any minute. Just you make yerself at home."

Sev felt the big woman's lingering glance just before she shut the door. As the silence closed around her, Sev sank into the bedside chair with a sigh. Blank walls, an unfamiliar bed, and her possessions in an untidy heap by the door; her life had shrunk down to this, and a thin strand of hope too fragile to sustain her for much longer.

Yet before melancholy could claim her, a tap at the door signaled the arrival of her drink. She rose with her chin firmly set.

"You've come this far," she told herself sternly, and stepped to the door. With a tankard of sweet cider, she would begin to spin the next layers of stratagems and cunning.

***

May 16, 1424 SR

Pelargir on the Anduin
Beneath an oak already ancient when the emissaries of Sauron stirred the Haradrim to cross the River Poros and battle Gondor for control of Harondor, merchants from the Southron lands spread enticing displays: rainbows of silken scarves fluttered in the morning breeze while luxurious rugs begged buyers to trace their intricately patterned threads; and the odors of nutmeg and cinnamon mixed with those of cardamom and myrrh to create a heady fragrance that set the mind awhirl. Though many yielded to the tempting merchandise, and even more fell beneath the spell of the merchants' voices, their words rising and falling in an exotic cadence, Sevilodorf walked past the stalls with scarcely a glance. Only to the orange vendor did she slip a coin. 

"Peace be to you, lady," urged the aged fruit seller, his rosy cheeks bunching plump as his wares beneath twinkling brown eyes.

"And to you, sir," Sev replied, though her brief smile held a hint of sadness. 

From the baker's boy, she purchased a small crusty loaf, then retired to a stone wall to breakfast on fresh bread and juicy fruit. While lacking in comfort, her perch offered the advantage of a wide view of Pelargir's market. A characteristic she had put to profitable use many times during the past two weeks. 

Her forehead creased briefly in frustration. Deception, she had discovered, did not lend itself to haste. Fourteen days already past, and she begrudged each moment of delay. Unfortunately, no simple method appeared capable of overcoming the unexpected obstacle in her path. 

"Ic grete þe, Sevilodorf." 

The boy deserved credit for perseverance, and his mother deserved credit for instilling him with good manners. But no matter his virtues, it was impossible for Sev to look upon the broad-shouldered youth with favor. 

She lifted an eyebrow in reply and flicked an orange peel toward highly polished boots. 

A far cry from the grubby lad she remembered. From his boots to the dark blue cape strategically draped over one shoulder to display the family crest embroidered in gold and silver thread, seventeen-year-old Malthor stood before her a veritable dandy. Sucking the juice from a slice of orange, Sev wondered - not for the first time - what the boy's father thought of this sartorial elegance and why this particular family member? Eldest son of Esiwmas' sister, Malthor was considered by many to be among the best of the family's younger Riders. What had the young man done to deserve the task of becoming her guardian?

"Come now, cousin." Malthor switched easily to lightly accented Westron. "We are stuck with a situation that neither of us much desires. Might we not bury the hatchet and come to amicable terms?"

A seed ricocheted from the toe of his boot to join the orange peel amidst the gravel. 

"Highly unlikely." 

His deep laugh drew a dimpled smile from a passing dairymaid, as well as a saucy look from the greengrocer's buxom daughter. Malthor gave each a wink and a bow before turning back to face Sev's frown with a wide smile.

"You will not frighten me away with dire looks, cousin."

Sev brushed crumbs from her lap, and then ignored the hand he offered as she slid from the wall. To this point, neither fits of temper, evil looks nor an offer to double whatever Esiwmas paid, had been successful in relieving her of the young man's presence. Since his appearance at The Slippery Fish ten days ago, there had been no escaping him. His blue eyes and attractive smile made willing spies of every maid in town, while his never-ending supply of copper coins and jovial remarks had the potboys and stable lads at his beck and call. 

The closest she came to freedom occurred on a brief trip to the hamlet of King's Ferry for a visit with Anardil's friend, Arlen. The ancient blind man's rambling questions about the doings of the "Ranger boy" and the reticence of his charm-proof niece had lulled the young man into a nap during which Sev managed five miles on the road back to Pelargir. To make matters worse, the episode had served to increase Malthor's vigilance. 

Enough, however, was enough. Two opportunities to negotiate passage through Harondor had been lost because of his unwanted presence, and Sev did not intend to miss a third. A group of Southron traders would be departing the day after tomorrow, as well as a group of merchants headed for the Blackroot Vale. The final arrangements must be made tonight; therefore, regardless of kinship and his youth, harsher methods were necessary.

***

A spasm of trepidation twisted her stomach, and Sev hesitated before plunging into the dark alley after her guide. The bizarre thought that she was safe so long as it did not begin to rain brought a burble of nervous laughter.
Pale watery eyes peered back from beneath a dark hood. "Best not to laugh, missus. Some might think yer lookin' to have some fun."

Nodding acknowledgement of what was certain to be one of the best bits of advice she had ever received from Gafler, Sev fingered the hilt of the knife she wore strapped to her left forearm. 

"Just you make certain to remember what I'm looking for, and the consequences if you lead me astray."

Wiry, hunch-shouldered, and seemingly possessed of myriad twitches and itches, Gafler earned his meager coin as Hulda's potboy and jack-of-some-trades. Unfortunately, the small man owned little of his mistress' sterling quality, but rather survived by rodent-like cunning and intimate knowledge of Pelargir's underbelly. This latter attribute compelled Sev to engage his services now.

Stopping abruptly to peer around a corner, Gafler whined, "No need for threats, missus. Ain't I done what yer wanted? Slipped that powder in the young man's ale jest like yer wanted." He glanced at Sev and his features scrunched in dread anticipation. "Hulda will have my head if she ever finds out."

"Aye, you've done fine thus far." Sev bent down until her face was level with his. "See you continue to do so."

Gafler scratched behind his ear, swallowed loudly and pointed a shaky finger toward a dimly lit doorway. In the poor light, it was impossible to make out the image upon the sign silhouetted against the moonless sky. Though light in the windows offered welcome from the noisome closeness of the alley, a burst of harsh laughter within cast that welcome in doubt. Another wave of foreboding set Sev's heart thumping and, not for the first time, she considered abandoning this plan and seeking an alternate route. 


Meanwhile Gafler hunched his bony shoulders and bobbed his head anxiously. "Bound to find what yer lookin' fer in The Black Crow."

Without taking her eyes from the entry, Sev reached out and grasped the man's arm tightly. "You mean what we're looking for. You aren't leaving until I've finished my business."

"That weren't part o' the deal," protested Gafler as she propelled him across the alley, yanking against her iron grip like an errant ten-year-old. "Let go o' my arm!"

Keeping her hold on the writhing eel of a man took all her concentration, and Sev did not notice the broad shouldered behemoth that emerged from between two buildings until she yanked the hapless Gafler directly into his path. The collision broke Sev's grip, but Gafler's brief freedom ended when the shadowed giant reached out with a meaty paw and seized him by the collar. 

"Watch it there!" bellowed the man. Then lowering his head to peer beneath the hood, he exclaimed, "Why Gafler, you ol' dog. What you been doin' to make a lady want to drag your sorry butt around?"

"Nothin', Tom, nothin'," wheezed Gafler, skinny arms flailing as the fabric of his clothing drew tighter.

Of all the people in all the alleys in all the cities of the world, Sev never thought to see this man again. There could be no other Tom of such size and crudeness. Sev clenched her jaw to prevent a groan and pulled the edge of her hood across the lower portion of her face as Tom turned to her with a snaggle-toothed grin. 

"If'n you're lookin' for some company, missy, I'm available." 

"No, thank you," Sev replied stiffly.

Absentmindedly maintaining his hold on the slowly strangling Gafler, the large man cocked his head and frowned.

"You ain't one of Vernot's regular girls, but I know you from somewhere. Let me think on it for a minute."

Knowing what little she did of Tom's thought processes, Sev seized her chance.

"While you're doing that, we'll be about our business." Briskly she grabbed the prisoner's arm and gave a hearty tug. "Come, Gafler."

Yet a strangled squawk was her only reward, as Tom hauled the little man back into custody, bringing Sev staggering after.

"Now, missy, you aren't being very friendly. I'm a sight better company than Ol' Twitchy here."

"I'm sure you would be, but…." Sev cast about for some believable tale. "We're on an errand for Hulda, and she'll get upset if we aren't back before midnight."

"That's it," Tom exclaimed triumphantly. "That's where I know you from. The Slippery Fish. You're Dil's woman. How is ol' Dil? Ain't seen him in a rat's age."

Sev sighed through clenched teeth, the revelation bringing her no pleasure. Whatever Tom's thought, her keenest recollection of this man was him bringing Anardil back bruised, battered and stinking of beer after a colossal barroom brawl.

"He's been busy. Now, if you'll excuse me." 

Tom's chuckled, "Aye, he's a busy one all right." Then his face clouded up and he shook a finger at Sev. "Up to your old tricks, ain't you?"

Unable to decide to which of her many transgressions Tom could be referring, Sev simply gave the man a weak smile and tugged once more on Gafler's arm. 

"T'ain't no use pulling on him," Tom rumbled. "I ain't letting him go 'til you swears that Dil knows where you are."

The thought of what Anardil would do to her if he did know where she was caused Sev's stomach to spasm once more. 

Misreading her grimace, Tom's voice fell away to a whisper. "Ah, that sort o' business, is it? Well, you won't want to be talkin' here in the open."

Before Sev could protest, Tom tucked Gafler under one arm and grasped her elbow firmly. She found herself being directed into the alley from which Tom had appeared, then around a corner, up a flight of stairs that trembled beneath her boots, and over the threshold of a room filled with the unmistakable odor of chicken dung. Dropping Gafler on the floor, he kicked the door shut and clanked in search of something in the reeking dark. Light flared as Tom lit a small candle, though the room thus revealed showed little appeal when he shoved a pile of unwashed clothes from a chair and waved a hand toward the seat.

"Sit down, missus." Sev shook her head, and Tom grunted. "As you will. But be warned, I ain't letting you go 'til you've told me what's up. Been worried about ol' Dil, I have, and there ain't no way he'd be a lettin' you roam about with the likes of Twitchy." Tom dug a toe into Gafler's side. "Black Crow's no place for a lady, ya gormless fool." 

"She's the one askin' to go. Weren't my idea," muttered Gafler and cast a dark look in Sev's direction

The big man leaned like a storm cloud over Gafler's cowering form. "You ain't the kind to do nothing just for the askin'. How much she pay you?"

"That really is none of your business, Tom," Sev said firmly. "Gafler was only filling my request."

"Thought you said you were doing an errand for Hulda." Tom straightened and folded his arms with a knowing expression. "Course, that there's an outright tale, missus, ain't it? Hulda wouldn't send a friend of Dil's down to this cesspool. At least not one she wants to see again. You made her mad or somethin'?"

"No," proclaimed Sev, and aimed a look at Gafler that promised death if he said another word.

Desperately she sought to remember everything she knew of Tom. All too clearly she recalled Anardil's story of how an uncontrollable temper combined with the muscles of an ox led to the killing of one man, and sentenced the blunt-featured Tom to the shadow world of criminals and thieves. But Anardil had found use for the man, even considered him an ally of sorts. 

And Tom, did he feel the same toward Anardil? Certainly, he had seemed loyal enough the one time she spoke with him. Indeed, his devotion bordered upon servility. But that had been more than two years ago, did whatever bond once existed between the two men still remain? If she were wise, she'd give up her plans here and now. Go back to Hulda's, retreat to Minas Tirith and …no, she'd been sensible for the past six months and achieved nothing. It was time to be a little reckless.

"You're right. It was a lie. I'm trying to join Dil. We got separated." Sev shrugged. 

"You know how things go."

Tom nodded, and motioned Sev to continue. 

Taking care to shave the truth rather than lie, as her ability to tell outright falsehoods appeared nonexistent, she went on, "I must get to the town of Markato on the River Harnen. And I must do so quietly. Gafler was merely introducing me to -."

Tom burst into motion and slammed Gafler back against the wall. 

"You were takin' her to meet with Rassama!" Tom roared, and punctuated each word with a kick to the sprawled body. "Weren't you, you mangy, maggot-brained, boot-licking cur? Weren't you?"

The thud of Tom's kicks gave rhythm to Gafler's high-pitched squeals while the candle flung ghastly shadows on the walls. For an instant Sev froze in terror of the rage her words had unleashed. But she could not allow a man to be beaten before her eyes, even so craven a fool as Gafler. When one of Tom's blows missed and splintered a wooden chest, Sev gave a shout and leapt between them. Whether it was the shout, the pair of blades which now gleamed in her hands or that Tom actually would not hit a lady, Sev felt exceedingly thankful when he recoiled as if stung and stared at her with something very like panic.

Then sanity again flickered in the big man's eyes, and he backed away with his hands held out to his side. "Sorry, missus, sorry."

Sev spared a second to curse young Malthor for creating the situation whereby she had to sneak out of The Slippery Fish without her sword. Then she waved one knife toward the chair. 

"Sit down. Keep your hands where I can see them."

"Sorry, sorry." Oddly, the big man seemed to shrink before her eyes. "Now, missus, I wouldn't hurt you. You're Dil's lady. Never hurt. No, missus, ol' Tom never hurts a lady."

He dropped into the chair with a thud that creaked the floorboards, and exhaled as he dragged his thick fingers through his hair. "It's just that no-account addled vermin knows what kind of trading Rassama does, and he still brought you down here." Tom shook his head sorrowfully. "Dil ain't gonna be happy about that." 

Ignoring all consideration of who would receive the greater portion of Anardil's ire, Sev looked from the whimpering Gafler to the hangdog Tom. Which of them was the more trustworthy? The obvious answer was neither, but she had little choice in the matter. She could not make the necessary arrangements to travel to the River Harnen without some sort of introduction to the right, or should she say wrong, people. 

Holding to the thought that the fact she was yet alive indicated she did have a fair amount of luck, Sev cast aside all discretion. "Why should I not meet with Rassama? Would he not take me to Markato?"

Tom's face twisted in distaste. "You'd end in Markato, right enough, missus. With a rope around your neck and wearin' nothing but your shimmy, if they let you keep that."

"That's a lie," shouted Gafler, and Tom leapt toward him only to stop as a blade thudded into the floor at his feet.

"The next one goes into your throat, Tom. Back off." 

Hard-eyed, Sev waited until Tom lowered himself once more into the chair before stepping forward to retrieve her blade. As she did, fear and anger blazed red inside her skull. Every inch of her way had been dogged by well-meaning fools, or thwarted by idiots intent upon some small scrap of self-gratification in their wretched, pointless lives. And all this time, Anardil lingered somewhere, in pain, in torment, needing someone to help him. She turned and crouched beside Gafler to press the cold steel against the man's throat. 

"This is twice you've led me to the edge of disaster. Bodies are so difficult to deal with, or I'd slit your throat here and now." 

She watched the little man swallow spasmodically as shared memory passed between them. Three years ago she had trekked the alleyways of Pelargir seeking word of her brother, Nathirem, missing since his disappearance while on patrol during the War and possibly sold into slavery. That time Gafler's attempt to 'help' had led her into the arms of river pirates. The only good to come of that encounter was her chance meeting with Anardil, and the bitterness of remembrance turned even anger to ash in her mouth.

"As it is, I'll let you go. I doubt Hulda will be very happy when I tell her about what happened tonight. So if I were you, Gafler, I'd run as fast as my legs will go."

Sev flicked her wrist, and Gafler screamed as the sharp point of her blade drew a thin trickle of blood. With a muttered curse, the Rohirrim woman stood and snarled, "Now, get out of my sight." 

Unable to believe his fortune, Gafler remained huddled upon the floor with a hand pressed against his wound until Tom began to growl. Then with a squawk, the little man leapt up and scuttled out the door. 

As it slammed, Tom began to laugh, a deep guttural laugh that grew and rebounded off the flimsy walls. 

"You're a gutsy lass! Knew the boss had picked a good one that time yer caught me following you in the market. Not many manage to get the drop on ol' Tom, but you sure enough did. You remember that?"

Sev smiled wanly, but Tom needed no response and continued to ramble on without further encouragement. While he fondly remembered their distant first acquaintance, she trembled with a sudden chill. She'd been one step from plunging her knife deep into Gafler's dirty neck. A woman who had devoted most of her life to healing harbored a potential murderer in her soul. Never once did despair lead her to lie and lash out in the manner that this slender thread of hope provoked.

"I should have remembered those knives of yours…. Whoops-a-daisy!" Tom jumped up as Sev swayed. Grasping her elbow, he pulled her to the chair and gently pushed her into the seat. "Sit yourself down, missus. Takes some that way once it's all over. Shiverin' and shakin'. Important thing is you set that weasel straight first."

"Would you have anything to drink around here, Tom?"

"Aye. Got just the thing for them wobblies, missus." 

From beneath a small, rickety table, he pulled a jug and carried it back to set beside the chair. "You might want to put them away first."

Sev frowned in confusion then looked down at the knives still gleaming in her hands. "Yes, a good idea." 

She swiped the dark stain from one blade, and then returned the pair to the sheaths beneath her sleeves. Suddenly they seem heavier than usual. Though she had killed both orcs and men with these blades, it had always been in battle. Never as she had nearly done here: in cold blood. Her fingers trembled as she smoothed her cuffs. 

"Don't got no cups nor such," Tom said apologetically. 

"The jug will be fine." 

Sev grasped the heavy jar and, without hesitation, tipped a measure of the liquid into her mouth. Then she lowered the vessel and her eyes widened as she felt the whiskey burn a slow, relentless course from her tongue to her stomach. However, the chill of fear and horror eased gradually, and it seemed her veins took up the heat of the alcohol to deliver warmth and clarity to her brain. 

Tom watched her range of expressions in silent amusement. After a couple of minutes, he asked, "You feelin' any better now?"

Half-smiling, Sev handed back the jug. "Yes. Much so. Now I can think properly." 

And giving these words substance, she immediately went on, "If Rassama is out, whom do you suggest I see? My leaving must go unnoticed. One of my kinsmen means to prevent me from going, so the sooner I am away the better." 

If the thought that her kinsmen had the right idea passed through his brain, Tom kept it there. Having spent more than half his life keeping one step ahead of the hangman's noose, he understood all too well the need to leave a place quickly and secretively. Furthermore, as a man possessing a fair amount of common sense, he could identify a determined woman when he saw one. Though he knew it not, Tom suddenly had much in common with a group of Rangers in Northern Ithilien, for he recognized that since Dil's woman would not be deterred from her course, his only option was to help her. 

"Well, missus, I might know someone. But he's a little tetchy. The Swertings, they don't like making deals with womenfolk. If'n you'll let me make the arrangements, it would go better."

Again, it came down to trust. Dare she place her life in the hands of this killer? Her options seemed narrowed to giving up her quest, or relying upon this man of uncouth behaviors. Reflecting on how she had nearly become a murderess, maybe she needed to revise her perceptions of those who crawled the underbelly of the world. 'What would Anardil do?' she asked herself.

"I'll trust you, Tom." 

With those words, she earned the man's devotion. Few had ever looked upon him as someone worth knowing. More accustomed to suspicion and leery looks, Sev's profession of faith touched the same lonely, long-buried spark of humanity that Anardil had found in Tom years ago.

Aloud, however, he simply said, "Right. We'd best be getting you back to The Slippery Fish."

He planted big hands on his knees and pushed himself to his feet, where he stood looking incongruously meek.

"Yes," sighed Sev. "And let us both wish for luck getting there unscathed."

***

Chapter Six

Still dreary and filled with people and objects, which would not withstand close scrutiny, the back ways of Pelargir were not so dark and frightening as they had been with Gafler as a guide. Perhaps it was that Tom did not huddle against the buildings constantly searching the shadows for signs of trouble, but strode boldly down the narrow passages. His hand occasionally touched the small of Sev's back to guide her, but always with a gentleman's politeness. Though he had cautioned her to pull her hood down over her forehead and not to speak, Tom made no effort to turn attention from himself. He nodded to men standing silently in dim doorways, and even blew a kiss to a slim young woman with skirts rucked up to display shapely calves and rose-colored garters. Only when they emerged from the warren of crooked, dingy ways did Tom evidence any caution. Even then, his deliberate avoidance of the lights slipping from the doorways of dockside taverns was done in such a manner that only a trained observer would have noticed. 

"I'll go around to the back, Tom," Sev murmured as they neared the entry to The Slippery Fish. "I'll be in the marketplace tomorrow at noon."

"Do my best to arrange a meeting with Ishan." Tom jingled the small purse of coins Sev had given him. "This will go a long way to convincing him. Be sure you're alone. If he thinks anything's slippery, he'll back out of the deal. He's a right canny man."

Resolutely Sev pushed aside the twinge of concern his words evoked. "Alone might be difficult. Maybe I should borrow your friend as a distraction." 

"My friend?"

"With the rose garters," answered Sev dryly. 

Tom snorted a laugh. "Pearl's a right handful too. Though she don't much like to be up and about that early, she might do it. For a price, of course."

"Of course. Let the girl sleep. I'll manage somehow. Until noon, then. And thank you, Tom." 

Tom bobbed his head and touched blunt knuckles to his brow. "Night, missus."

***

Having taken care over the past two weeks to master the creaks and groans of the back stairway, Sev reached the upper level of the inn without calling attention to herself. Finding no rage-filled Malthor waiting to rebuke her for her absence, and no sleepy-eyed stable lad huddled in the far corner to watch her door, she felt gratified that at least some portion of her original plan remained intact. If she could keep her footing amidst the unexpected currents, perhaps she would succeed in escaping Pelargir after all. 

Risking no light, she undressed in darkness and slid between the cool sheets. Prudence was not to be allowed the opportunity to raise doubts concerning her decision to entrust a murdering thief with her purse and her safety. Sev turned resolutely upon her side and reached beneath the mattress for the brassbound box. The ritual of pleasant memories had become more than a touchstone of comfort. It was now her focal point for all she must do. To the man who gave this simple gift, she would give her all in return.

A heavy step in the hall sent her fingers toward the knife tucked beside her treasured trinket. Scarcely daring to breathe, she waited. Whoever walked there stood now outside her door. Creeping from the bed, she made her way to the corner behind the door, where she slid her short sword from the scabbard dangling from a peg. If anyone dared to enter, they would find a rather unpleasant welcome. 

The floor creaked again, and Sev heard Hulda's unmistakable voice, as well as lighter tones, which might belong to Darcene, the girl who served as barmaid and Hulda's personal hairdresser. Even with her ear pressed to the wall, Sev could distinguish few words before the second voice faded away. All hope that Hulda would go as well was dashed when a light tap jarred the darkness. 

To ignore the woman would be impossible, so Sev moved back toward the bed and called out, "Yes? Who's there?"

"Not wanting to disturb you, dearie, but there's a problem with that boy of yours."

Sev muttered that Malthor was not hers, but replied, "A problem? Just a moment."

Undecided as to whether to attempt anxious or angry, Sev slid the sword beneath the bed, and the knife under her pillow. She then grabbed up a shawl to wrap about her shoulders and eased open the door. 

"What's wrong? Is he sick? Hurt?" Even to her ears, the words sounded forced.

Hulda huffed in disbelief and curled a plump index finger towards the door. "Why don't we go see?" 

It was a question requiring no answer. Sev felt obliged to follow the massive woman down the corridor. Despite her size, Hulda could move quietly when it suited her, though when she opened Malthor's door and motioned Sev inside, she seemed less concerned about making noise than would be expected of someone entering a sleeper's room. However, the loudest sound of all, Malthor's snores, continued to vibrate the bed and tremble the flowers in a vase beside it.

"Come here and look at him," Hulda said, standing right next to the prone form.

Golden hair spilled on the pillow; an almost disgustingly handsome face; Malthor presented the very image of perfect serenity.

"I don't see anything wrong with him." Sev spread her hands in confusion. 

After another ironic huff, Hulda leant over the snoring youth and stared closely at him. "Healthy as a horse, is he?"

Tension tightened the back of Sev's neck for fear that Hulda would do something foolish like prod the lad to test just how soundly he slept. With effort, she schooled her voice to polite bafflement.

"He certainly sounds well enough." 

Snorting, Hulda straightened. "Aye, and if he goes on sounding like that, my windows are likely to break and the curtains blow into the river." She tipped her head towards the corridor. "Back the way we came."

Both women retraced the route to Sev's room, where Hulda resolutely shut herself in with Sev. There she stood like a mighty oak leaning against the closed door, her expression expectant.

Adopting an indignant posture, Sev demanded, "What is this all about?" 

Hulda crossed her arms under her wide bosom and tapped her right fingers on her left arm. "Half hour or so ago, Gafler came running in as if the hounds of Sauron were nipping at his heels. Looked as if they'd already caught him once. Refused to tell Torval a blessed thing and lit out of here with all his things before I could get to him."

"How does that have anything to do with me?" 

The cloud of green ribbons trembled dangerously atop Hulda's imposing hair, as stifled mirth shook her frame. "Ah, lovey, you're a bad liar. You'd do better not trying. Best you just go stiff and silent. People will think you're angry or standoffish. Whatever happened to Gafler he earned it. Man could find trouble in a field of daisies. Ain't the first time he's run off to avoid trouble, won't be the last." Her eyes narrowed as she studied the smaller woman before her. "I'm just wondering if trouble's going to come knocking at my door because of it."

Heeding Hulda's advice, Sev refused to speak. 

Chuckling, Hulda spoke on, bright eyes watching Sev's every expression. "As for that fine specimen of manhood down the hall, Darcene came to me when she slipped into his room and he wouldn't wake up. Strange behavior for a man his age, wouldn't you agree?"

As Darcene's femininity would return the moldering corpses of The Dead Marshes to life, Sev was forced to concur with Hulda's opinion. Blast it all, the dose Gafler slipped into Malthor's ale must have been too strong.

Though Sev strove to keep all expression from her face, Hulda nodded as if she had found the answer she sought.

"Up to your neck you are. Be in over your head, if you don't take care." She tapped a thick finger to the side of her nose. "I've a right good ear for listening, if you've a mind to speak. I know all sorts of people who can help a person." 

A mirthless laugh slipped out before Sev could stop it. "I need no more help."

"Got all you can stand, do you?" Hulda's multiple chins jiggled jovially. "I reckon that young man down the hall was sent to keep you from doing something you think needs doing. And Gafler…likely he found you trouble of a sort you never expected."

Pricked by the realization the innkeeper found her so transparent, Sev began to deny Hulda's insinuations. But then she slumped in defeat.

"If I am that obvious, it would be best I give up now."

The bedstead creaked alarmingly as Hulda settled her bulk upon the mattress' edge and took Sev's hands within her own. Her broad face softened into kindness as she looked up at the Rohirrim trader woman. 

"Dearie, save for the fact you can't tell a decent lie to save your life, you do a right fine job of keeping people off kilter. Been wonderin' what you've been up to for two weeks now, and I still ain't certain. But one thing's for sure."

"What's that?"

Big hands tightened warmly around Sev's like mitts of calloused bread dough. "Whatever brought you here has something to do with that lacsar, Anardil."

Sev's heart nearly kicked the breath out of her lungs. "Why would you think that?"

Hulda squeezed Sev's fingers before releasing them, and her plump cheeks dimpled. "Woman, that man was gobsmacked from the instant he laid eyes on you. He wouldn't let you traipse about all by your lonesome. Only reason I can figure for him not to have shown his face before now is he's gone and got himself in some sort of trouble."

Feeling an attempt at rebuttal was necessary, Sev replied, "I'm hardly alone. There is Malthor."

"Pshaw," Hulda said dismissively. "You'll never convince me that pretty little boy's your choice for a traveling companion."

"No, I suppose I couldn't." 

Sev chewed the inside of her lip for a moment, then sighed and pulled the brightly colored shawl more tightly about her shoulders. With rather less grace than intended, she plopped down on the edge of the bed beside Hulda.

"If tonight has taught me one thing, it is that I am yet an apprentice in the art of deception. Therefore, I will look to a master for aid." 

In a few short sentences, Sev related the bare facts of Anardil's disappearance and her plan to search for him. That she had lingered here for two weeks with no progress spoke volumes enough of how her plans fell far short of fruition. When finished, she sat staring at her hands and wretchedly waited for Hulda to declare her notions the height of foolishness. As the silence stretched on, Sev squared her shoulders and raised her head to find Hulda frowning thoughtfully. 

"Tom'll know who to talk to right enough." The innkeeper tapped a forefinger to her lips. "But we'll have to do something about that loof rattling the windows down the hall. I'll send Darcene back to cuddle up to him for the rest of the night. He'll be too busy in the morning to wonder if somebody slipped him something in his drink. We don't want him being too careful."

Clearly, Hulda had developed a plan for distracting Malthor, so Sev would not deny her the pleasure of relating it. 

 "We don't?" 

Hulda's eyes danced with sudden mischief. "Wouldn't do for the man to go thirsty at a party."

Sev grappled for understanding. "A party?" 

"Yes, a farewell party." Hulda winked. "Now that you've heard from that lord you were going to be visiting in Silverlake."

"Silverbrook," Sev said, beginning to see the path Hulda was setting.

Hulda waved off the correction. "Since you've got such a fine guard to ride escort, His Lordship is hoping you'll be able to meet up with him in Linhir. Save him considerable steps."

"Oh, yes, considerable."

"Of course, everyone knows how you like to be on the road early. Might even be tempted to run off without someone who overslept."

Sev returned Hulda's sly smile with a wide grin. "Especially if that person overslept because of drinking too much of a certain punch."

The big woman's chuckle shook her entire body and threatened several sets of seams. "I only serve it on special occasions, dearie. Guaranteed to make the hair on a hobbit's feet curly as a lamb, and the glow in an elf's eyes shine as bright as a full moon. "

Sev laughed, "Indeed. I've seen it do so myself."

Briskly Hulda rubbed her hands together. "Plus I'll set a few more trails for the young'un to follow once he's run to a dead end in Linhir. Send him every which away and keep him busy."

"Hulda, you are amazing. Simply amazing." On rare impulse, Sev turned and hugged the woman, and felt briefly as small as a child.

"Pshaw, lovey." Hulda returned her hug with gentle care, and patted Sev's cheek when they drew apart. Then a frown creased her brow. 

"Thinking about that meeting tomorrow. Tom's got one thing wrong. You don't want to show up alone. Take a companion and prove to this Southron you are a lady of quality."

Instant trepidation seized Sev, for she had gotten her fill of arranged escorts. "A companion? But who?"

"Why me, of course." Chortling heartily, Hulda added, "Like to see the man who could take on the two of us and come out on top."

Sev chuckled also, and for the first time in too long, she felt the stirring of genuine hope.

*** 

May 18, 1424 SR

The Slippery Fish
When Hulda decided to host a farewell party, a party of marvelous proportions it would be. So it was that the following day word went out; tomorrow night would be a Happening of Special Consequence. Naturally, nobody who knew Hulda wished to be left out, even if they had no idea whom the party honored. The point that truly mattered was to attend, and ample toasts would be drunk to whomever or whatever required salute.

Before the sun sank into the great river, people began to arrive at The Slippery Fish. Savory aromas of roasting meat and baking delicacies greeted them at the door, while the taps as ever flowed freely - and Hulda sold each customer his first two pints for but a farthing. The common room filled up swiftly.

Food, beer, and good cheer were the order of the evening, while raucous laughter clapped the walls. Meanwhile to one side a flute, a drum, a creaky old fiddle and an only slightly out-of-tune dulcimer made festive music. Jigs and reels and gay country dances, all had their turn beneath Hulda's roof. The serving girls threaded their way amongst the revelers with platters held over their heads, while the potboys scrubbed and the fellow at the tap kept pints frothing full. As the party wore on, it became apparent the musicians were also kept full, for their tunes became ever merrier.

For Sev's part, she found her spirits so buoyed by her turn in prospects that she rather enjoyed the evening. She even found it in her to be civil to Malthor's courtly attentiveness, though she breathed relief each time he got distracted by the fairer and much younger set. Hulda saw to it that Malthor found plenty of distraction. When the punch bowl appeared, it was greeted with cheers, but also with wariness by the wise. Though delicious as ever a nectar could be, Hulda's patent brew could fell an oliphaunt if taken in quantity.

And Malthor did enjoy quantity. Sev's smile became genuine when she observed the young man hanging blissfully between the soft shoulders of two tavern maids, whilst one of them daintily served him from a pewter cup. Several blinks later, Malthor became aware of Sev's regard, and tossed her a blearily happy salute.

Sev lifted her cup of sweet cider with a smile in return. "Enjoy, cousin," she murmured. "For the morning will not be so kind."

At last, over the heads of the crowd, she watched Malthor stagger off towards his room with the help of a willing maid. For a moment, Sev felt shame for bringing low this treasured scion of the family. However, she sternly reminded herself that even hangovers by Hulda's infamous punch were not fatal, and the need countenanced the deed.

In the relative quiet of the kitchen, surrounded by steam and odors of cookery, Sev spoke to Hulda one last time.

"You have everything set?"


"Don't worry, lovey." Hulda beamed and patted the unsteady tower of her hair - this night adorned in a fluttering flock of little red satin butterflies. "It's all handled. There's stories planted with the right people, if anyone comes askin'."

Dourly Sev replied, "Yes, and when Malthor realizes he's not dying, he will most certainly ask."

"Then they'll tell him what they know!" Hulda's chins rounded in rosy satisfaction. "They saw a woman just like you boarding a ship to Umbar. They saw a woman taking ship to Linhir. On the trail to Minas Tirith. Or was she headin' for Dol Amroth? Mercy, Sev, you'll be the most-seen, most-missed woman in all of Gondor. Nobody will know where you've gone."

The brink of fortune yawned at Sev's feet, and for an instant, she felt panic at the chances she was about to take. She felt it the more keenly when she looked past Hulda, and saw the hulking silhouette of Tom waiting out the back door in the darkness. Yet determination steeled her: Anardil would not waver, were their roles reversed.

"I don't know how to thank you, Hulda."

"Yes, you do." The big woman's expression sobered. "You bring our lad home safe. You're a brave lass, Sev. A good match for Dil. You find him, and you don't let him slip his mooring line ever again."

An unexpected smile eased onto Sev's face. "That is my intent."


"Off you go, then." Hulda glanced towards the common room when a particularly loud gale of laughter burst forth. "Tom's got all the food and necessaries packed."

Out of the warmth of the kitchen into the damp chill of night, the transition took but six steps. The aromas of cooking twined oddly with the musk of the river. For a moment, Sev looked back at the bright, welcoming rectangle of lamplight in the doorway. She felt Tom waiting patiently behind her, but for that instant could not move.


Then she turned and faced the future. "Come, Tom. Let us gather our gear and be gone. I want to be well on our way before we stop again."

"This way, missus," said Tom.

A moment more, and they were gone.

***

May 19, 1424 SR

The Slippery Fish
Morning came softly to The Slippery Fish, the party of the night before but a beer-smelling memory. The common room lay hushed and hollow, the light dim. Nonetheless, a groan of exquisite agony echoed in the corridor as a dragging step sounded. Slowly, the tragic remains of handsome, gay young Malthor of Rohan lurched towards an empty table.

There he caught himself with both hands and winced, his face contorted and pale. With great care, he eased himself onto the bench, and then set his head in his hands. A minute later, he let himself sink onto his folded arms.

"Please," he moaned to the vacant room. "Somebody kill me."

"A likely thought," spoke a tart voice, and a heavy tread announced a new arrival.

Malthor gingerly looked up - and up - to meet Hulda's scowl. "Hello," he croaked.

"Don't 'hello' me, you detsalb lacsar!" She sniffed and tossed her head, an act, which Malthor viewed with dismay, as the purple-ribboned tower of her hair swayed threateningly. "After the way you carried on."

Hulda whisked the end of her frayed apron across the table and shoved a bench into place with a grinding wooden screech. Malthor whimpered.

"Some people's children," Hulda huffed, and slammed another bench to its proper setting. "No respect. No judgment. Don't know what the world's comin' to, I swear!"

Malthor finally unclenched his teeth enough to beg, "Please, Mistress Hulda. What did I do?"

"What did you do?" Her eyes widened and she leant forward so suddenly that he viewed the fabric of her straining garments in terror. "It's what you didn't do!"


To his relief, she straightened to continue her diatribe. "Why, you carried on like an only child, you did. Dancin' and drinkin' and pinchin' the girls' bottoms. And singin'!" He flinched as she bent nearly nose to nose. "Someone might have said you got a pretty voice, but the songs you was singin'!"

Hulda's snort of exasperation almost parted his hair, and Malthor cringed. "I'm sorry, Mistress. I don't remember."


"Likely story." Hulda stood and planted her fists on her hips. "Well, I'll have you know it's only my fondness for Mistress Sevi that keeps me from tossin' you out like an overripe trout."

"Thank you, Mistress Hulda." Malthor sank his chin into both hands and shut his eyes. "Has Sevil come down yet?"

"Come down yet?" Malthor looked up to see broad disgust writ all over Hulda's face. "Dearie, she was up at sunrise and gone before you so much as rolled over."


"Gone?" The pallor in Malthor's face grew whiter.

"Silverbrook?" Hulda snapped her fingers under Malthor's nose. "Invitation from Lord Whatisface? Now do you remember? Some escort you turned out to be."

"Gone...." Realization caught up with a bang and Malthor sprang to his feet. "She's gone? She'll kill me - I'm late - I have to pack - can you put breakfast in a sack? She'll kill me - I'm late - where's my horse?"


"He's certainly not in here, boy." Hulda snorted in disdain. "Best you get a wiggle on, then, if you mean to catch Sev."

Yet she spoke to empty air and the sound of pounding feet, for Malthor had already fled to saddle his horse.

***

Four days later, that same young man sat at the same empty table with his head once more in his hands. However, this time he found himself entirely, completely, miserably sober. Between his elbows lay a sheet of writing paper. In one hand, he clutched a quill pen, though his expression suggested it was dipped in poison rather than ink.

"He'll kill me," Malthor groaned.

Then he set pen to paper and began to write.

"To Master Esiwmas of Rohan and Minas Tirith, wise and merciful captain of the Esthomas trading ventures, from his humble and unworthy nephew, Malthor, greetings:

It is with heavy heart and deep dismay that I must throw myself on your mercy, and confide to you the bitter news that Sevilodorf has deceived us all and is even now flown to parts unknown. Upon posting this letter I shall make all haste to Lord Darien at Silverbrook, but I warn you that I have found no sign of her on the road thence..."

***

Part Three: To Drink Heart's Blood

Chapter Seven

June 14, 1424 SR

A league north of The Black Gate

Though several hours remained of the summer evening, the solitary rider elected to set his camp within the shelter of a copse of stunted pines. The final miles of his journey would require him to pass the shattered remains of The Black Gate, a task best undertaken in the full light of day. Besides, this oasis of shelter held fond memories, which might prove sufficient to ward off the fevered dreams plaguing his sleep. 

Wearily Anardil slid from his saddle. He'd pushed himself too far today, and his legs trembled with the effort of standing. For a time, he leaned heavily upon the sturdy shoulder of his horse and cursed the weakness left by injury and illness. When the grey horse gave him a hard nudge, the man lifted his head and attempted a tired smile. 

"No need to scold, Gomel. I'm ready to call it a day."

Dark eyes regarded him, then the animal snorted disdainfully.

"Nmad nursemaiding horse," Anardil muttered and set about releasing the saddle's girth.

With a grunt, he pulled the saddle toward him, staggering slightly against its weight. Breathing heavily from the exertion, he managed to place the saddle over a nearby log without dropping it and returned to slide the headstall from Gomelfaex's boxy head. 

"There you go, lad," he panted and gave the horse a thump upon his neck. "Oats for you in a bit."

Trained to serve a warrior of Rohan in combat and on the trail, the grey required no hobbling to remain nearby - a fact for which Anardil was immensely grateful.  He sank down upon the log beside his saddle to wipe his sleeve across his forehead and dropped his hand to gingerly press the hidden wound on his right thigh. Perhaps he should have paid greater heed to the admonitions of the Sube tribe's healer, but the desire to be finally home had driven him onward.

Home. By this time, the King's message rider in his regular trek between Henneth Annûn and the Ash Mountains would have carried news to The Burping Troll of Anardil's return. And though he had specified that Sev should remain there and allow him to come to her, if he were honest, Anardil would admit to thinking that she might ignore such a request and ride out to meet him. Indeed, he had spent the past two days in expectation of seeing her trading cart appear upon the horizon. That is, when he was not wallowing in the fear she had given up all hope of his return. 

With a grunt, he reached for his skin of water. Tucking it between his knees, he held it steady and loosened the plug. Lifting it, he drank deeply then allowed the remainder to splatter upon his face. There was water here, though tasting strongly of sulfur, so no need to ration his supply. A smile creased his face as he shoved the plug back in place and brought from memory Sev's comment upon the quality of the water when they had stayed here during trading missions to the borderlands. 

"The only thing that makes this water drinkable," his lady had declared, her mouth twisted with disgust, "is the fact it tastes slightly better than the dust which crawls into your mouth when passing The Black Gate." 

His smile broadened at the remembrance of Sev, dressed in nothing but a thigh length chemise and corset, wielding a stout branch to beat the insidious dust from her clothing and threatening to take the stick to him if he did not stop laughing at her.

"And you would have thrashed me something fierce, Sevi," he murmured, chuckling.

Setting the flask aside, he sat a moment to gather his strength, and let his mind simply replay the fierce gleam in her blue eyes, the staunch boldness beneath her lush curves that held ready to do battle with anything. Her steadfastness had driven the demons from his sleep that night, when the ghosts of battle and pain came too near. Even in her absence, the memory of her and home remained the candle of his hope on every step of this long journey.

Soon he would see her. Soon the lights of The Burping Troll would shine welcome, and he would see all his peculiar family again. With that thought for comfort, Anardil rose and began making camp. 

***

Streaks of purple-tinged clouds bannered the western sky as Anardil spooned broth-soaked cram from his cooking pot. His latest bout with the recurring fever left a lingering lack of appetite, and the supper before him held little appeal. Sheer determination and thoughts of the bounty the hobbits would serve on the morrow kept him chewing and swallowing.

As he eyed yet another bland spoonful, he sighed. "How far you have fallen, old boy, when you count on the nursing of hobbits to mend your ills."

Then he froze with the spoon in midair, for Gomel stood staring off into distance. The big grey remained motionless but for the twitch of an ear, nostrils flaring as he tested the breeze. Anardil set the spoon down and reached for the sword beside him. Suddenly Gomel's ribs expanded around a mighty breath, and he whinnied a long, piercing greeting. From away down the road, a distant whinny echoed in return, and Anardil's heart leapt in his chest.

His joy lessened only minutely when he spied not Sev's cart, but two fast-trotting horsemen. Upon seeing him, they kicked into a gallop. Cloaks a-flutter and dark hair flying on the wind of their passage, Halbarad and Bob had come to find him. Anardil laughed in delight as the riders thundered into camp and whirled to a dusty halt.

"Mae govannen!" he cried. "What a sight for sore eyes you are!"

Halbarad laughed as he flung himself from his horse and caught his long-lost comrade in a rib-cracking embrace. "You scoundrel, I ought to thrash you for every day of worry you've cost us!"


He shoved Anardil off at arm's length and raked him with a measuring gaze. "You look absolutely awful! Where have you been?"

Anardil could only laugh as Bob elbowed in to get his share of mauling, hugging the former Ranger briefly off his feet. 

"The entire inn has been in uproar since news of your safety reached us," Bob said. Yet he, too, held Anardil sternly for examination and frowned at what he saw. 

"I'd say you're half the man you used to be," observed Bob, "but that might be too close to the truth. What have you been eating, for pity's sake? Bugs and snails?"

Ruefully Anardil shrugged. "For a time, yes. Come, sit, though I've little to offer but welcome."

Even that brief exertion cost him, leaving him wobbly and a bit light-headed, and Anardil sat heavily to watch his friends unsaddle their horses.

"Care to tell your tale?" asked Hal, as he loosened his girth. "At least, those parts you are permitted to tell?"

"Just a bit of bad luck," Anardil replied. "I got a little too close to the Wolves of Rhûn."

Halbarad snorted and gave his saddle a pull, dragging it and his saddle blankets off his horse's back. "We rather thought that. Though our intelligence suggested the encounter was ... shall we say permanent?"

The heavy slap of leather being dropped to earth punctuated Hal's meaningful glance, and he added, "They killed a man and left his body at one of the crossroads. A one-armed man."

Anardil's stomach plummeted. "A one-armed man?"

"Yes," said Bob, as he dropped his saddle down beside Hal's. He straightened and gave Anardil a look that held none of his usual joviality. "And that was how many weeks ago? So, where have you been then, Dil?"

"I'm so sorry. I would have sent word, but I couldn't until I reached the mines...." He slowly shook his head. "I have no idea who the dead man could have been. And Sevi? What of her?

"What of Sevi?" Halbarad slapped his horse on the rump, sending it out to find what feed it might amongst the dry grasses nearby. "You know her. Nothing and no one can convince her against her will. Be assured she refused to believe you dead. I think first you should tell us what happened to you, though."

"Very well." The former Ranger tapped his spoon against the side of his little pot. "The dwarves sent me off with some cram, if you'd like."

"Cram!" cried Bob, eyes widening. "Are you mad?"

He and Halbarad grinned in unison then they dug into their saddlebags, and produced what was, at least to Anardil's eyes, a veritable hobbit feast. Soft white bread, nutty cheese, seasoned cold meat, dried apple rings, and several squares of oatmeal-dried-cherry travel cake, all this Halbarad spread on a handkerchief for a Ranger's picnic. Anardil very purposefully tipped his sodden cram out into the weeds.

Thus while they feasted beside his small fire, Anardil sketched as much of his recent ordeal as he deemed necessary.

"In a nutshell, while in company with warriors of the Berke tribe, we ran into the Wolves and I got the worst of it. The Berke lads took me to their camp and nursed me back to health." He slanted his friends a wry look and added, "Though I believe they actually wanted my horse, and simply hoped I would either die conveniently, or heal up fast so that someone could fight me to win him."

Bob scowled while Hal scanned their one-armed friend with an openly worried look. "How badly were you injured?"

Dropping his hand to his thigh, Anardil replied, "The actual wound would not have been bad, but the Wolves either taint their spears with a low grade of poison, or their metals are foul in themselves. I got the wound fever and became ill for a long time."

With a snort, Bob said, "And I bet those Berke fellows bent over backwards to assure your every comfort."

"I've no complaints." Anardil favored Bob with a tolerant smile. "My injury was earned in honorable battle, and thus their laws demanded that I be cared for as one of their own. 'Tis only by luck and nature that I became ill, and by the arts of the Berke healers that I am here at all."

"Then we shall be grateful for that," Halbarad said, before Bob could mutter any more imprecations. "Tomorrow we'll have you safely home, and the hobbits can start putting some meat back on your bones."

"I was thinking that very thing," chuckled Anardil. Feeling much improved by their sparse but flavorsome repast, he turned his mind to his most constant thought. "How is Sevi, then? Is she off on one of her trading trips?"

His stomach shriveled as he watched his friends' faces become shuttered and still.

"Actually..." Bob hesitantly began.

Halbarad dropped his hands and a half-eaten bread heel into his lap. "We don't know where she is. From all the signs, she has gone looking for you."

For an instant, Anardil's mind went utterly, absolutely, horrifyingly blank.

"Gone where looking for me?"

Grimacing, Halbarad admitted, "That's ... what we don't know."

Anardil bit down hard on the urge to howl like a wounded warg. "Try narrowing it down, then," he said. "Did she go north? South? East? West? A grown woman with a cart and horse does not simply drop off the face of the earth!"

He realized he was nearly shouting when he noticed Gomel staring back at him from between the other horses. Teeth clenched, he waited for Hal's reply.

"That's just what she did, I'm afraid," the Ranger said. "She went to Minas Tirith three months ago to petition the king -."

"She did what?"

Patiently, Halbarad continued, "She petitioned the king for permission to go look for you, but of course he denied her. Further, he ordered her away from The Burping Troll and the eastern borders, suggesting she take a holiday with friends and family."

Anardil groaned and dropped his head into his hand.

"Aye," said Hal sympathetically. "Our Captain does not know Sev as we do. Anyhow, so she stayed on a time with Esiwmas, and then around the end of April declared she would take up Lord Darien's invitation and go to Silverbrook."

Without looking up, Anardil intoned, "And she never got there."

"She went to Pelargir first. I take it there is a lady innkeeper who is a friend to you both?"

"Hulda. The Slippery Fish."

"Yes, it was she. Then from there Sev would go to Silverbrook ... but the morning of her departure, the lad who was meant to escort her was too hung-over to get up in time, and she left without him."

Anardil looked at his friend narrow-eyed. "Who was this escort?"

"One of her innumerable kin, a young fellow named Malthor. I am told he wore the shoes off half a dozen horses trying to find her, but there has been no trace. Dil, we've all looked. Everyone. Lord Darien, Esiwmas, the Rangers and half the folk in Henneth Annûn, every elf in Ithilien..." Halbarad shook his head and spread empty hands. "It's as if the earth simply swallowed her up."

"Horse and all?"

"Horse and all."

"What of her cart?"

"She left the cart here for the hobbits to use when she went to Minas Tirith. Then used a mount and pack horses from the stable her kinsman keeps to travel to Pelargir."

"But why Pelargir...?"

Try as he might, Anardil could not get his wits about him. Exhaustion, illness and the shock of this bleak news all conspired to make a muddle of his thoughts, and the effort to plumb Sev's apparent conspiracy eluded him completely.

"Who was the last to see her?" he asked finally. "And when?"

Hal shook his head. "She left Pelargir nigh on a month ago. Beyond that, the reports are conflicting. We've concentrated our search on the trails and paths through Ithilien. There are few who know them better than Sev."

His words drew a jerky nod from Anardil. Nothing pleased Sev more than to discover a new short cut or a hidden path to some remote glade where she could gather the bounty of Ithilien's healing plants. 

"And nothing?"

"Not a clue."

"There has to be something. Someone somewhere knows or saw something. People don't just..."

And he let the sentence die unfinished, for he knew it to be untrue. People did simply disappear without a trace. In his long years of ranging in the wild, he had known too many disappearances, too many tragic mysteries. No man could untangle them all, nor dare he hope too much that, just this once, circumstances could be different. He felt panic crowding in his throat like a stifled scream, and clenched his fist until his knuckles showed white.

A warm hand settled on his shoulder, then slid around his neck to grip firmly. "We'll find her, Dil," Hal said softly. "I promise you, we'll find her."

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and let the bulwark of his sword-brother's presence be the barrier that kept him from the plunge into despair.

"You need rest," Halbarad then said, and gave him a pat before sitting back. "Get some sleep. We'll take turns at watch and we'll awaken you at first light."

"I've got first watch," said Bob, and rose to go check the horses.

When Anardil lay down in his blankets, he could hear Halbarad's soft breathing beside him, and the rhythmic crunching of the horses grazing close by. As he looked up, he saw the glittering black dome of the sky arched high overhead. Did Sev see the same stars? Was she safe? Did she lie somewhere alone and aching, just as he did now? Did she share the same clutching fears of the unknown, of all the dire things that could be?

But then he took a slow, deep breath and let it whisper out again. He would find her. In all this wide earth, he would find her. And he would never again let her go.

***

June 15, 1424 SR

Northern Ithilien

When the first wan light of dawn began to illume the eastern sky, the three men were already a-horse. A small breakfast, hastily eaten, would suffice until they arrived back at the inn, but their pace would be slow. Despite Anardil's eagerness to be home, his still-uncertain health would not allow him to ride quickly without tiring. For that matter, neither would Halbarad or Bob, and more importantly, Gomelfaex. The horse, seeming to sense Anardil's weakness on their departure from the Berke camp, had gone no faster that a steady walk ever since.

Long hours later, the riders entered the yard of The Burping Troll, and the moment they did so, two elves emerged from the porch. The younger one strode forward to take Gomel's reins while Anardil gingerly dismounted.

"Have a care with him, Aerio," said Halbarad, as he set booted feet on the ground. "I fear our stray is somewhat the worse for wear."


Aerio's eyes registered concern when he saw Anardil steady himself with his hand on Gomel's mane.

"Most welcome home, sir. I shall tend to your horse. Everyone wishes to see you, and greet you, and the hobbits are beside themselves with a desire to feed you. But first, Master Celebsul would like a quiet word, if you are willing."

Anardil glanced over Gomel's back and gave a nod of assent to the older elf waiting by the inn. "Thanks, Aerio. I'll do that right now."

He reached towards his saddlebag, but Aerio held up a slender hand in protest. "I'll bring them to your room. Sevilodorf would never forgive me if I allowed someone recuperating from illness to strain themselves unnecessarily … especially you."

About to object, Anardil processed the whole message. Aerio spoke of Sevi as if her absence were but a brief interlude, soon to be resolved. Whoever knew the true nature of an elf's thoughts, but be it hope or foreknowing, or just trying to ease the pain, Anardil would not slight this offer of assistance. One side of his mouth twisted into a half-grin half-grimace which Aerio interpreted as agreement.

While the young elf took Gomel off to unsaddle, Anardil joined Celebsul, who smiled in greeting.

"I fear our Ranger friends are right," he said. "You do look the worse for wear."

"You should see it from this side," quipped Anardil.

Celebsul chuckled then nodded in the direction of his workshop, where Sevilodorf and Anardil's room awaited. Without further words, man and elf strolled behind the inn and entered the small apartment, which now possessed an aura of abandonment.

Sighing heavily, Anardil looked around the room. "Did she leave anything or say anything? She wouldn't have gone without letting me know where." 

"We suspected as much, Anardil, but if she left a message, it is not one we have been able to interpret." Celebsul stepped over to the table to rest his hand on a small book of Haradric poetry lying there. "Sev sent this back from Minas Tirith, and asked that I give it to you on your return. It is my guess that if anything holds her secret, this does." 

The elf lifted the book and passed it to Anardil, who flicked through the pages quickly then sat wearily in a chair for a more prolonged study. Moments later, a brief rap on the door heralded the arrival of Aerio, carrying saddlebags over one shoulder and a basket in his hand. Past his feet slipped the lithe black-and-white form of Tac, yowling protest at the long absence of his humans.

Celebsul side-stepped the cat and smiled at the knowledge of what the basket would contain. "Come in and put those things down, Aerio. Perhaps you can help when Anardil finds which pages might bear a clue or code or cipher."

"Clues?" The young elf's eyes brightened. "I should very much enjoy discerning any such puzzles as our Mistress Sev might deign to leave us." Setting the saddlebags on a trunk, Aerio placed the basket on the table and started unpacking it. Tac sprang up beside it, tail lashing. Gently sliding the feline to one side, Aerio continued, "The hobbits wish you to know this is only to tide you over until dinner."

He placed a plate of meats to one side, again fending off Tac as he did so, and a dish full of small cakes to the other, and narrowed his eyes at the thin volume Anardil held. "It is my belief the poem that the book always falls open onto is the clue. Or the one with the pressed rose, but neither verse suggests a location."
Now the elf brought out a platter of bread followed by a jar of pickles and a bowl of summer fruits. At Tac's insistence, he also set aside some scraps of meat, which the tom contentedly crouched to eat.

All three took seats at the table, nibbling food and sipping berry juice while Anardil slowly leafed through the pages, studying each carefully. With a frown, he fingered the long dried blossom taken from an abandoned garden in Pelargir. The rose was not in its accustomed place; but while the words upon the new page spoke of the constancy of love, there was no clue he could decipher as to her plans.

Waving away the plum Aerio offered, Anardil allowed the book to fall open of its own. "The places where the book opens easily are her favorite poems. She knows those off-by-heart."

"She seemed to know the translations of many of them well," Celebsul commented. "And those which she didn't, she asked my help with many evenings over the course of the past year. Often, she made notes in the margins to remind her. I think she missed hearing you read them and wished to be able to imagine your voice. That was why I thought it strange when she sent the book back here."

Anardil traced one such note with his index finger. "Aye, here she has written the opening line, and the meanings of some of the more obscure words. That would be enough to allow her to recall the full verse."

Snack finished, Tac rose and twined his way into Anardil's lap, stropping his tail under the former Ranger's chin as he did so. A few moments later, reading yet another page, Anardil spoke again.

"She got the notes rather badly messed up here."

"Which poem is that?" Celebsul leant over to look, and Aerio did likewise.

"To Live on Hopes." Anardil cast a quick glance to both elves. "Not a poem I read very often - it's too mournful."

Celebsul nodded. "I know. She asked me to recite it to her several times. I tried to avoid doing so. Maybe that is why her notes are less accurate."

"May I see?" Aerio held out his hand, and Anardil passed the open book. The elf frowned at the pages. "I must admit to being incapable of deciphering Sev's esoteric formation of letters." 

"I think I know most of these words," the young elf said then he slowly translated the Haradric aloud.

"To live on hopes, false or true, for so long, for how long

To drink heart's blood instead of wine, for so long, for how long 

Consider, we'll either cross the river or will drown

This boat rocked by the storm, for so long, for how long

On the promise of one month, you spent a year and still did not return

This promise of one month, for so long, for how long

All the sorrows of the world are in front, and still we are alone

Hundreds of stones and just one mirror, for so long, for how long."

Aerio finished reading then blew out a deep sigh. "I may not have translated it perfectly but the meaning is frighteningly appropriate. I'm glad you didn't help her to memorize it, Master Celebsul."

The elf handed the book back to the man who studied Sev's scrawl in the margin. 

"This isn't even close!" Anardil declared, and read the words to his companions.

"Search unfulfilled followed again, for so long

Where shadow fell with kin I ride, for so long

From sea of sorrow to sea of hope, for how long."

Placing the open book on the table, he gazed at it and patted his fingers against his lips. "Search unfulfilled?" 

Aerio frowned. "If it is a clue, and is meant to indicate Sev's search for you, then she hadn't truly commenced it when she wrote those words. She had only just ascertained the king's command to remain away. So how could she take up the same quest again?"

Looking up, Anardil stared at the elf, his eyes widening. "You're right! It has to be a previous search that she started." 

On three faces, grins slowly brightened. Anardil thumped the table with his fist. "And now I know exactly what she means."

***

Chapter Eight

June 18, 1424 SR

Minas Tirith
The melodic trickle of the fountain in the inner courtyard, which floated through the opened windows, provided a surreal counterpoint to the tale of intrigue Anardil spent the best part of an hour relating to his king. The clashing of swords or the staccato pounding of the armorer's hammer would have been more fitting. 

Hundreds of reports, perhaps even thousands, he had given during his life as a Ranger. Habit, then, would account for his ability to keep his voice calm and his observations meaningful. Duty needs must be served first, with cold fact and careful words. But when his obligations to lord and land were fulfilled, he would release the hunter that howled within his heart. 

"The Wolves of Rhûn, though strong, do not yet have the allegiance of the nomadic tribes. If Tarannon is successful in his meeting with the nakhir of the Berke tribe, the Wolves will be held at bay. Many tribes owe loyalty to the Berke, thus becoming our allies as well."

"Captain Tarannon was most effusive in his report of your work with the Berke." Aragorn's fingers brushed the page on the table before him.

"A matter of fortuitous circumstances, my lord." Anardil pivoted and continued his smooth pacing. "The greater portion of my time with the Berke was spent flat on my back recovering from wound fever. It is perhaps one of the few times I have ever been grateful for protocol."

Knowing Anardil's distaste for the formalities of diplomacy, the king offered a small, wry smile. Meanwhile Anardil continued his narration.

"As you know, 'tis the height of bad manners among the nomadic tribes to steal a man's horse without a proper fight, and just as rude to deny healing for an injury gained in an honorable contest. Thus the nakhir was required by the bounds of protocol to see that I received the very best of care, so that he might challenge me for ownership of the beast."

Thoughtful now, Aragorn nodded. "Fortuitous or not, you managed to lay the groundwork for the treaty Tarannon will finalize. And now, let us call in Master Esiwmas and turn our minds to the matter of Mistress Sevilodorf."

Inclining his head in obedience, Anardil turned to the door and opened it to summon Esiwmas from the corridor outside. To his surprise, a lovely and regal figure stood with the tall trader, rendering Es almost bear-like by her grace.

"My lady." Anardil bowed. "If I might borrow your companion, my lord Aragorn has need of him, now."

"By all means," replied Arwen, and to both men's further surprise led the way into the audience chamber. "Heed me not, beloved," she said with a smile. "I merely wish to hear more of this curious tale."

"As you will, my lady," Aragorn answered, grey eyes warming as he watched his wife seat herself in a window alcove and take up a hoop of embroidery. Then he turned to Esiwmas and said, "Please relate once more the steps you have taken in your search thus far."

At the center of the polished table lay a large map, which skillfully detailed all the lands from Arnor to the River Harnen. Es hesitated briefly to orient himself, and then began to speak, his fingers from time to time tracing the paths of intrigue upon the map.

While the broad-shouldered trader told the tale of receiving notice of Sev's disappearance midway upon the trail to Rohan, Anardil's fingers beat an unconscious tattoo upon the arm of his chair. The ex-Ranger's thoughts were a continual whirl of unanswerable questions: Why had his nmad wound become infected? Why could not the woman find the patience to wait six more weeks? Why did Esiwmas not set a better watch on her? And where in all the lands could Sev be?

"My stable master, Martham, opened the letter from young Malthor like he does everything that comes in when I'm not in residence." Esiwmas traced the border between Rohan and Gondor then moved to tap a location in the Ithilien forest. "Being a smart man, he sent a messenger to catch me on the trail home and another to Henneth Annûn to warn my men there to be on watch. The news was then relayed to the Rangers of The Burping Troll."

As Esiwmas continued detailing the many reported sightings of Sev, and the various trails investigated by his traders, a curious sense of admiration began to replace Anardil's anger. Though he had heard all of these details over the last three days, hearing the events in their entirety made it evident one woman had managed to set an entire battalion of traders, Rangers and Gondorian lords to chasing their tails. Suddenly aware that Aragorn was studying his face, Anardil tightened his features and focused once more on Esiwmas.

"I've even sent word to my cousins at our trading station in Nurn. Just to check. A reply came back yesterday." Esiwmas hesitated then went on, "There has been no sign of her in that direction either."

"Your pupil does you credit, Anardil," remarked the king wryly, as the Rohirrim trader ended his tale.

"Sire," Anardil did not attempt to feign innocence.

"Think you she learnt such guile on her own?"

Grey eyes met grey without yielding, leaving a certain Rohirrim trader to squirm uneasily.

"Now, sir, you can't blame him for all of it." Esiwmas said. "'Tis more like he simply sharpened her natural talents. Sevil's always been good at doing what she thinks is right, no matter the obstacles."

Aragorn's expression remained stern. "I would not classify disobedience to the king of the realm as doing right."

Before Esiwmas could gather himself to defend his cousin, support came from an unexpected source.

Abandoning her needlework, the queen rose from her seat and said gently, "Mistress Sevilodorf did not break her sworn word, my lord. Impatience is her only crime; one, given the situation, I find myself in sympathy with."

As his liege opened his mouth to reply, then thought better and remained silent, Anardil carefully kept his face blank. He found it interesting to note that even the highest and mightiest lose contests of wits to their ladies. Taking up the gauntlet tossed by the queen, Anardil leaned forward.

"Sire, from what has been told me, my lady's words were quite specific. A habit I will admit to promoting in our missions together."

Broodingly Aragorn studied his liegeman. "I will grant that the letter of the oath has been kept, but you can not deny she has chosen to flaunt its purpose." 

Only the queen dared respond to the steel edge of the king's thought. "She followed the purpose of her heart, my lord. But we quibble over matters better left for another time." 

"Wise as ever, my lady." Aragorn bowed slightly to concede the point. "The problem at hand is finding her."

"My pupil she may be, my lord, yet she is but an apprentice." Anardil leaned forward and touched points on the map to illustrate his words. "The path to the north was blocked by her given word. Trails down river and toward Silverbrook have proven false. The only direction remaining is the Harad Road." Looking up to meet his lord's eyes, he added, "Her mistake was that she laid no false trail in that direction."

"By all accounts, your lady is a woman of sense." Aragorn crossed his arms on his chest. "If her goal was Rhûn, why would she select such a roundabout route?"

"She saw no other choice," Anardil replied crisply. "The Rohirrim do not give their word lightly. No matter how it may appear, she holds her promise to you as law. And while worthy traders, Master Esiwmas' men do not know Pelargir and its more unsavory residents as I do. Her connection to me is known to some along the river, and there are those in the city who would assist her for that reason alone. If she enlisted their aid, she might acquire champions that would keep her hidden from the eyes of those in authority."

"Is this what you know, or what you believe?"

"It is what I both hope and fear, my lord." Anardil held his king's gaze with the fervent wish that Aragorn would heed the plea of his heart. "What loyalty was once owed me by those who walk the shadows may not be of recent enough coin. I must go to Pelargir to discover if what I think is true."

For a moment, Elessar made no reply, but paced along the table and back again, stroking his chin in thought. Then he looked up and his expression cleared.

"That I will allow, though you are scarce fit for the task. But no further. While your contacts upon the river may be loyal, those in other towns across Harondor are decidedly not. It would be the height of folly for you to venture within arm's length of 

 Khôr Tamar again." Seeing that Anardil was about to object, Aragorn added firmly, "That is an order, sir. One to be obeyed in both letter and spirit."

The ill-concealed shadow of mutiny darkened Anardil's eyes, but the king knew his man well. In a kinder tone he said, "Alliances have shifted several times in the two years since you traveled the Southron lands. The enforcement of the terms of the treaty came as a shock to some, though the dates had been set since the ending of the war. The Council of the Twenty Houses holds the lands to peace, but there are those who see war as a profitable endeavor and strive to create problems."

Frowning at the memory of his old nemesis of his last foray south, Anardil said, "If Tamar is involved, it is far more than simple problems."

"True enough. And reason enough to keep you beyond his reach." Aragorn straightened and clasped his hands behind his back, the interview clearly at an end. "Scouts will be sent and inquiries made concerning Mistress Sevilodorf. I will have them report back to you in Pelargir. If she has passed that way, we will soon know and can plan our next step. Practice patience, so you might school your lady upon her return."

***

Tucked into an out of the way corner of the Third Circle, The Stone Fox boasted the best beer in Minas Tirith. This was an assertion which, after several rounds of sampling, both Anardil and Esiwmas were more than qualified to judge. Given the strain of the day's events, they had agreed a little evening relaxation would benefit the soul. 

The ex-Ranger stared blearily into the bottom of his empty mug. "In my considered opinion, Bob's homebrew is better," he intoned solemnly. 

The trader nodded then scowled with puzzlement. "Sevil said never to drink Bob's beer. That it had been known to eat paint off the side of a barn."

Anardil shook his finger in the general direction of Es' nose. "Sh-she's wrong. Doesn't drink the stuff, you know." He paused and looked thoughtful. "Though I think I've seen her using a barrel of it for removing stains from the pantry floor." 

Esiwmas lifted his mug, drained it and gave a yeasty burp. "Waste of good beer. She should've stuck to Enedwaith vinegar for cleaning stone and tiles. Even gets out plum wine."

A frown creased Anardil's face and he leaned forward and motioned Es to draw closer. "Tell me the truth, Es, what did you hear from Nurn?"

Between one owlish blink and the next, the trader's pleasant beer induced fog vanished. "You aren't as drunk as you seem."

"No." Anardil shrugged. "In my line of work, being drunk is seldom a good idea."

"Nmad." Es thumped both elbows on the table and sighed.

His boozy slur miraculously gone, Anardil gave a lopsided grin and said, "It also doesn't pay to tell everything you know, even to those in charge. Especially to those in charge."

Es nodded slowly. "But…"

"Please. We can spend all night dancing about the subject, or exchange a few truths and move that much closer to bringing Sev back where she belongs."

"Exchange?" The big Rohirrim seemed to swell ominously in his seat, fists clenching. "What do you know?"

Anardil shook his finger again. "You first." When the trader's face hardened stubbornly, he said softly, "My lord counseled me to practice patience. 'Tis a virtue I sadly lack."

Es snorted. "You and Sevil must have an interesting relationship."

"I find we are well suited. She is my light in the wilderness, and I have no intention of losing her." The former Ranger placed his mug very precisely before him, eyes never leaving Esiwmas'. "And whomever stands in my way to finding her has set their feet on the path to death."

January ice never looked so empty and chill as the grey eyes that held Es in his seat. In a face he thought he knew, he suddenly saw a stranger fully capable of a great many violent things.

Then Anardil smiled and the moment passed. "Come, Es, we are both working toward the same goal. I'll make it easier for you. Your cousins, Sewulf or Beregrid have some information you thought best not to relay to the king."

"I would not lie to the king, nor to you." The Rohirrim shook his head. "There has been no sign of Sev in Nurn."

"No lies, but not the complete truth." Anardil waited; but when Es appeared capable of holding out for hours that were too precious to waste, he said gently. "She has made plans of some sort with them, has she not?"

"I don't know. Perhaps." If Anardil could seem like a drawn blade, Es did a more than fair impression of a stone wall. "They were here in Minas Tirith shortly after Sevil was refused permission to return to The Burping Troll. I think…"

"That she made arrangements then," Anardil encouraged. "Do you have proof or only suspicions?"

"Suspicions. The answers to my inquiries to Nurn were signed by Beregrid."

"Ah." Anardil thought on what he remembered of the two cousins, foremost being that affable Beregrid let dour Sewulf lead in most things. "You find it strange that Sewulf did not reply."

"Very."

"Thank you. You have now confirmed my own thoughts concerning Sev's plans."

Es lifted a stiff finger. "You promised an exchange of information."

With a wan smile, Anardil replied, "Sev is on her way to Nurn. She means to join one or both of her cousins there."

He watched as Esiwmas' expression eased to relief then tightened in worry once more. "'Tis a long journey to go by the southern routes and much can happen."

Nodding, Anardil frowned thoughtfully. "If I knew where she would try to meet up with Sewulf, it might be possible to take a more direct route and catch up to her."

"King Elessar has ordered you not to cross the Anduin."

Anardil cast the big man a hard look. "Nothing will stop me from following her. Have I not made that plain?"

Thinking it wiser to refrain from discussing disobedience to the lord of the land in public, Esiwmas rose. He tossed two silver coins and a handful of coppers upon the table and said, "I suppose you have. If we are to leave for Pelargir on the morrow, we best be calling it a night." 

With a grimace, for his leg had stiffened during their tenure in the tavern, Anardil made to follow the trader to the door. Weaving his way through the tables, the ex-Ranger experienced the all too familiar sensation of being watched. Under cover of stumbling against the pert blond barmaid and offering profuse apologies for any damage done to her toes, Anardil scanned the room.

A narrow building, as were most of the White City's establishments, The Stone Fox provided little opportunity for its patrons to sit in unobtrusive corners. In Anardil's experience however, 'twas best to conduct your most secretive work in the full light of day. Fewer people believed ill of you if you met in a market square than if you slunk about in dark alleys. But so far as he could observe, no one now seemed interested in either himself or Esiwmas.

As he made an amiable play of watching the barmaid retreat, he took quick note of the tavern's current patrons. Two guards of the city quietly nursed their tankards near a window. A group of robed Haradrim merchants drank their green tea at another table. A burst of raucous laughter marked a gaggle of young noblemen clearly deep in their cups, who no doubt would find themselves in trouble with the guard on their way home. Last, a solitary gaunt man morosely watched the swaying hips of the barmaid, but Anardil did not credit him with that niggling unease.

Had he simply imagined the feeling of eyes focused upon him? 

Catching Es at the door and throwing his arm around the sturdy Rohirrim's shoulder, Anardil announced in a voice pitched to draw every eye, "Can't hardly call it a night 'til we visit The Red Rose, can we?"

The trader met the mention of one of the tawdriest brothels in the City with only a slight widening of his eyes and a stoic, "Are you sure you're up to it, man?"

The quickness of his perception earned him an approving wink from the ex-Ranger. Then drawing back in pretended affront, Anardil proclaimed in his best solemnly drunk manner, "I always rise to the occasion." 

Thereupon he staggered through the open door to a chorus of ribald comments from the young dandies. 

"I assume there is a purpose for all of this," Es whispered as he guided the now effusively merry Anardil down the darkened street.

"I love 'em all," the one-armed man loudly proclaimed. "Blond ones, redheads - though I confess a certain weakness for brunettes."

"So I have noticed, Cousin Dil," Es replied, though for whom they performed he had no clue.

Their unsteady path now took them toward the main thoroughfare leading to the gate that connected the third and fourth circles. Under pretext of grasping Es' arm to prevent a stumble, Anardil spoke in a lower tone.

"Through the tunnel, turn left and go three doorways into the alley," he muttered, "Keep talking as if I'm still with you."

"Where will you be?"

But Es found himself speaking to the empty night. Then in an effort to maintain the requested subterfuge, he began a loud one-sided dissertation upon what their fate would be if Sevil even suspected them of entering The Red Rose. 

As the Rohirrim's voice began to echo inside the tunnel slicing through the east-thrusting spur of the mountain, Anardil privately considered that Es was far too optimistic concerning the outcome of such a confrontation. In all probability, Sev would not stop with taking their ears, but would insure they had no further reason for visiting such coarse establishments with the removal of other body parts. Slipping deeper into the shadow of an ornate colonnade, which marked the private entry to a row of exclusive shops, Anardil allowed that if Bob's reports on Sev's improvement with weaponry were even half-true, it would be best to stay a considerable distance from The Red Rose. 

The rumble of Es' words faded just as a tall, dark shadow detached itself from the opposite doorway and followed the trader into the tunnel. Only the facts that the slender man wore the robes of Harad and moved as if well accustomed to such ventures were discernable in the brief glimpse Anardil had. Whether assassin or spy, Anardil felt certain the stranger knew what he was about. After giving his quarry the moments needed to traverse the distance of the tunnel, he moved quickly into the embracing darkness. 

Within a few steps, he could hear Esiwmas relating his woes concerning the poorly mannered horse Sev had left in his care when she departed for Pelargir. The feud between the trader and the belligerent gelding, Biscuit, was long-standing and a never-ending source of amusing stories. Unfortunately, Anardil found himself too focused upon the movements of the man following the trader to enjoy the latest episode.

The splashing of a fountain in a nearby courtyard covered his approach, during which Anardil drew his knife and sidled towards the shadowy figure. On silent feet, he drew near enough to smell a whiff of curry spice - and the stranger stopped, peering intently ahead. Anardil needed but an instant to close the space between them. 

Blade pressed against the man's neck, he said, "Is there a purpose to your following my friend?"

The man remained motionless, and answered with a softly accented, "I mean no harm."

Anardil knew his assessment had been correct. Their shadow was considerably experienced. 

With a muttered curse, Es hurried back to peer in the face framed by dark plaits of hair. "Nmad. Thought I caught a glimpse of you back at the Fox." To Anardil, Es said, "His business is with me, though I have told him I want no part of him."

His hands out to his side, the robed man turned slowly when Anardil withdrew his knife and stepped away. In the same liquid accent, the stranger said politely, "Fortune has assigned me a debt that I must attempt to pay, Master Esiwmas."

"Fortune be hanged," Es snarled. "Let's go, Anardil. He's not a problem, just an annoyance."

Before Anardil was forced to negate this rather simplistic view of a man who was obviously more than he appeared, the Haradrim said, "Forgive my intrusion, but I have information that might be of interest to you both. If the rumors are true of the disappearance of one dear to both your hearts." 

The hunter within slipped the bonds of control as the ex-Ranger slammed the stranger against the nearest wall with the full force of his body. The sharp steel of Anardil's knife pressed once more against the man's flesh and fury turned his words to hard stone.

"What do you know? Speak quickly!"

Though Anardil felt the man's wiry muscles tense, his prisoner made no effort to seek release. 

Esiwmas seized Anardil's arm. "By Helm's beard, don't kill him! He's the nmad Ulbar of the House of Tharan!"

Anardil's dark stare never left his captive's black eyes, only inches away. "I don't much care if he's the Kâthuphazgân himself." 

"Slitting his throat won't help us learn anything."

The matter-of-fact logic in Es' tone did little to assuage Anardil's ire, and he snarled, "True, but it might make me feel better." 

Though the Haradrim remained as silent and still as a stone, Anardil suddenly had the distinct impressive that the man understood exactly how he felt. Blowing out a shuddering breath, he eased away. 

"So speak."

The dark stranger directed a look toward Esiwmas, who sighed heavily and muttered, "When all of this is over, I'm going to get roaring drunk."

Then the Rohirrim turned upon his heel and marched away. "Best to do our talking in private. Don't worry about the guards at the gate. They won't think much of Ahmose being with us. Man's like a leech when Estev and Rolfe are in the city."

The sudden flash of white teeth in the dark face before him startled Anardil, until he realized that a half grin had twisted his own features. Sheathing his knife, he made a sweeping gesture with his hand for the man named Ahmose to follow the still-muttering Esiwmas. While he walked behind, viewing himself as more captor than companion, Anardil schooled himself to patience, but his pulse still hammered in his veins.


***

Chapter Nine

As the Rohirrim trader had said, the guards at the gate obviously recognized the dark stranger. Lamplight treated him handsomely, resplendent in red robes, the gold wire woven in his hair glimmering. It was Anardil's dour countenance that drew suspicious looks from the sergeant of the guard. 

Without missing a step, Esiwmas rumbled, "He's with me."

The faint amusement glittering in the ulbar's eyes set Anardil's blood to boiling again, until he reminded himself that this was someone whom Es apparently trusted with his sons. In single file, the three men trod the twisting path back through the prow of the mountain and to the narrow street where Esiwmas made his home. Pushing open the well-oiled wrought iron gate, the blond man turned and jabbed a finger at his two companions. 

"'Tis best if you remember to keep your voices and your tempers low. Sarantha's one to mind her own business, but she'll come out with a kitchen knife if she thinks there's trouble."

"I will do nothing to disturb Mistress Sarantha," Ahmose's rhythmic accent held a firm oath. "She is a lady both talented and brave."

Es snorted and pulled a heavy key from the lining of his cloak. "You like her because she sets to baking every time you set foot in the house. Women! There's no understanding their minds. Wipe your feet."

Again the sense of shared amusement overwhelmed Anardil as he and the mysterious man from the South carefully scraped their boots upon the mat. Then with Anardil bringing up the rear, they followed their host down the main corridor, where a night candle burned on a small table. There they came to a room lined with leather bound ledgers and furnished with an enormous desk, before which sat two well-worn chairs. 

After lighting a hanging lamp and closing the door firmly, Es took his seat behind the desk and motioned the other men to the chairs. There he stretched out an arm toward a conveniently placed decanter and glasses. Without a word, the trader filled two and slid them across the polished wood, then poured himself a double serving. 

Sipping deeply, Es leaned back in his chair and sighed. "Up to me to begin introductions, I suppose. Anardil, this is Ahmose, Ulbar of the House of Tharan. And, aside from you, the most stubborn man I know."

Anardil's grunt and hard stare stopped Esiwmas from going on with the introductions. In the resulting silence, the ex-Ranger looked over the rim of his glass to meet the steady gaze of the Haradrim. 

"You have some token of office, I assume."

Ahmose gave a nod and, keeping his movements slow, slipped a gold medallion from his neck. With a slight bow, he offered it to Anardil, who studied it carefully. Four slashes surrounded the coiling serpent of Harad, indicating House Tharan was the fourth of the Twenty Houses. Not then a man who could disappear easily, nor one who should be playing games of follow-the-leader in the dark. Yet neither was he a young man by any reckoning, for grey streaked his black locks, and he must have managed to survive any conflicts for at least sixty years.

Returning the medallion, Anardil said, "Master Esiwmas has told you of my stubbornness, and I will warn you of my impatience. You have knowledge you believe we would be interested to hear?"

Again, the Haradrim inclined his head politely. "A story of a most curious event, which occurred as I was passing through the city of Pelargir a fortnight past."

"Go on."

Long brown fingers lifted to press each other in a steeple shape, while Ahmose studied Anardil's expression. "A young man going from ship to ship in the harbor seeking news of a dark-haired lady."

"Not so curious. Women often slip through the grasp of young men." 

"True, good sir. But the search, which follows, more times than naught, provides fodder for much laughter among other men, especially when the man is as handsome as this young one. But though the youth continued to seek the lady he had lost throughout the streets of Pelargir, no one laughed. Being of a curious nature…" 

Ahmose paused as Esiwmas snorted; but when the Rohirrim did not speak, the dark man nodded acknowledgement and took up his tale once more. "As I have said, I owe a debt that I must seek to repay, or remain shamed to the end of my days. I knew from his crest-" He touched his shoulder where the emblem had been worn. "- that the young man was either kin or bondsman to Master Esiwmas. Intrigued by his plight, and seeking to be of assistance, I made inquiries. Something precious had become misplaced."

Anardil turned his glass very precisely between his fingers. "Did you make your interest known to the young man?"

"Nay, sir, I did not think my concern would be welcome. While young Estev and his brother of the heart, Rolfe, greet me as friend, I fear others do not trust my sincerity."

Anardil lifted one eyebrow and remarked, "Save, it seems, Mistress Sarantha."

A wide smile spread across the dark face, and Anardil understood why the elderly woman greeted this stranger from the South with open hospitality. "The lady of the house has indeed made me most welcome. Her gift of trust is most precious to me."

"Does her welcome extend to introducing you to guests residing within the household?"

"Upon occasion, I have been so honored." 

Dark eyes met grey and again Anardil experienced a sensation of understanding. 

"Most recently, Mistress Sarantha was kind enough to present me to a visiting cousin. A woman whose sapphire eyes held an unspoken sorrow."

In response to Anardil's hard look, Esiwmas shook his head. He had known nothing of this meeting. 

"Good sirs, is it then as I deduced? She who the young one seeks is the same whom I met within this house?"

Not prepared to validate the man's conclusions, Anardil asked, "Is there more to your tale? You said you made inquiries."

"We are all knowledgeable men and know there is much trade conducted along the river in which honorable men do not engage." Ahmose held his still-untouched glass carefully between both hands, watching Anardil closely. "But the buyers and sellers of such goods often possess information that others do not. Thinking to provide some small assistance, I sought out the wuvin and came upon another tale of a misplaced woman. One who had been promised, but was not delivered."

"Delivered?" Dread wrapped icy fingers about Anardil's heart.

Ahmose sighed. "The dark-haired lady is not the only person missing from The Inn of the Slippery Fish."

"Malthor never mentioned that," exclaimed Esiwmas.

"Perhaps because it is not unusual for this person to go missing." 

"Gafler," Anardil hissed.

The ulbar nodded. "You are familiar with this man?"

"To my misfortune, but go on."

"This man, Gafler, failed to deliver goods promised to one Rassama."

Anardil became as a man carved in stone, unblinking and barely remembering to breathe.

Taking another mouthful from his glass, Es put it back on the desk with rather more force than seemed wise. "I don't understand all this roundabout. Speak plainly. Who is Rassama? What was Gafler supposed to deliver? And how does any of this connect to Malthor's search for Sevil?"

Ahmose nodded as if receiving confirmation of some fact he had been uncertain of. "Sevil…Sevilodorf. Yes, that is how Mistress Sarantha addressed her."

Aware that he had released information which Anardil would have preferred to keep silent, Esiwmas kept his attention firmly upon the Haradrim. "Explain yourself."

But it was Anardil who spoke - in a voice that chilled his companions. "Rassama is a slaver. Gafler promised to bring him a female. Plump, but strong willed. There are those who delight in breaking the wills of strong-minded women and pay well to acquire them."

Es leaned forward and asked urgently, "But he didn't get her?"

"No," Ahmose replied and spread his hands. "I can find no trace of her, if it is the same woman for whom your young kinsman searches."

Closing his eyes briefly, Anardil drew in a long, steadying breath. "In the alley, you said 'dear to both our hearts'. The woman's connection to Esiwmas is plain enough, with young Malthor running hither and yon, but I would know what you have heard of me."

"A leap of logic, sir." Ahmose nodded toward Anardil's empty sleeve. "Though no one in Pelargir's depths assigned the lady to you, there are whispers that Gafler's greatest fear should not be the wrath of Rassama, but of a one-armed man."

"It is a defect that is hard to disguise," Anardil said with a shrug.

Ahmose rubbed his neck. "Believe me, sir, it is not the first thing one notices."

Somewhere, Anardil found a smile. After a moment of thought, he asked. "Es, do you trust our friend, here?"

"To serve our ends over his own or those of his phazgân, no."

"What if our needs do not interfere with his? Would you trust him then?"

Es looked directly at Ahmose and concluded, "If I had no other choice." His attention then focused on Anardil. "Are we at that point?"

By sheer act of will, Anardil eased his white-knuckled grasp off his glass and took a long, cleansing breath. Time enough for rage when battle must be joined; now the greatest need was clear thought. 

"She's been missing more than a month. If her plans had gone well, she would have completed the first part of her journey before now."

All too aware of Ahmose's presence, Esiwmas said, "Do we know she hasn't? Maybe Beregrid is not telling the truth or perhaps she has reached them and there has not been time to send a message. The distances are not short."

Anardil sighed heavily. There were too many possibilities, but this man might be a conduit to information he could never hope to obtain otherwise. Dare he take the chance?

"Sirs," Ahmose intruded gently, and touched his fingers to his breast when both men turned to him, "if your missing lady thought to journey through Harondor, she treads a dangerous path. The peace between our two lands is still in its infancy, and many between the Poros and the Harnen have yet to decide to whom they will give their allegiance."

"To whom is your allegiance given?" Anardil asked.

"To my master, Karif, Phazgân of the House of Tharan, and through him to the Twenty Houses of Harad."

Casting a quick glance towards their host, Anardil continued his questioning. "This debt of which you speak, how would you repay it?"

Ahmose gave a faint smile and inclined his head towards the big trader. "I have offered my life to Master Esiwmas, but he has refused it."

"Don't think there aren't moments I regret not taking it," said the Rohirrim dryly.

"There are moments when I am most happy you did not. If I may assist you in locating your kinswoman, I will do so with a glad heart." Ahmose nodded as if reaching a conclusion to an internal debate. "It would be best to move quickly. It is the belief of my master - and those who join him in the desire to see the peace between our countries reach its manhood - that some in Harondor who grew strong in power under the Dark Lord will soon seek to test their strength against the might of Gondor. If so, your lady will find herself a lark within a shamal." Seeing Es' frown, Ahmose translated. "A lark within a desert storm."

A wave of weariness coursed through his body and Anardil cursed his weakness. The strength, which he had always taken for granted, was not in him at this most crucial of all times. Then too there was the small problem that his Captain ordered him to remain on the western shore of the Anduin. He would not forsake Sev, but neither could he easily break the oaths of service and obedience that had formed the boundaries of his life for decades. 

As he forced his beleaguered mind to focus, a possible solution began to form. Would the Haradrim agree? Could he be trusted not to betray them now or later? Anardil squashed thoughts of the future. Now was all that mattered; finding some way to prove to the king that he should be allowed to go forth. 

Indeed, he must be allowed, as there was far more at stake than Sevilodorf of Rohan. This representative of the House of Tharan would not have said what he did if he were not willing to do something to prevent the conflict on the horizon. In spite of the man's denials, Anardil felt certain the ulbar knew more than he admitted. No doubt, the information his old foe, Tamar the Fox, had gathered two years ago was general knowledge in certain circles. Or perhaps Ahmose recognized Anardil from the trial on orc's rights? Though his true occupation had been kept hidden then, as in all his public dealings, his relationship with Sevilodorf would have been plain to the world. 

Finally, Anardil suspected the household of Esiwmas was under much closer watch than the Rohirrim trader would like. A life debt was not something the Haradrim set aside. At some point over the next few days, he must discover the details of the association between Ahmose and the younger members of Sev's family.

For now, he would set his curiosity aside and engage in a bit of recklessness. Nothing could be gained without risk, but the thought of what he stood to lose if he failed nigh took his breath away.

The Haradrim still patiently waited for his response, as Esiwmas also appeared to do, and so Anardil set his scheme in motion. "You say your master desires to keep the peace between our peoples?"

"Yes, good sir. Neither my master, nor his lord, the Kâthuphazgân, wish to see the dark days return."

"None of us do, so here is what I propose." 

Swiftly, the ideas flowing even while he gave them voice, Anardil laid the outlines of his stratagem before them. As he spoke, there was once again that mysterious sensation of being connected to the red robed man. Possibly it was due to the man's ability to grasp the essentials of his proposal immediately. Or perhaps the odd sense of fraternity came from the gleam in Ahmose's black eyes, that mirrored the same sense of delight and excitement Anardil felt whenever engaged in such furtive undertakings. Whatever the cause, Ahmose not only agreed to his plan but also suggested several revisions for its implementation. Something very like mischief danced gleefully in Anardil's breast, for he would test the greatest master of disguise that he knew.

As the long hours of the night moved toward morning, again and again it proved to be the Rohirrim trader who had to be convinced of one minor point after another. Finally, however, Esiwmas threw up his hands and declared he was content to leave this bit of intrigue in the hands of the professionals. 

Lines of weariness deeply etched into his face, Anardil looked from one to the other and said, "If we are then in agreement, we will set this plan in motion tomorrow."

"You mean today," Es said, rising and stretching his powerful frame toward the ceiling. "But before I go dodging and weaving before any king or phazgân, I need a few hours of sleep."

Ahmose stood and bowed low to the two men. "Until this afternoon, good sirs."

"Blessed be thy resting and waking," Anardil replied, and grinned to see the brief surprise on Ahmose's face at hearing a Haradrim good night from a Gondorian mouth.

Then Es guided their strange guest to the door and set him on his way. When the trader returned, he found Anardil nodding near sleep. Anardil started at the sudden hand on his arm, but did not resist when the touch became a clasp and a tug that hauled him bodily to his feet.

"Up you go, Anardil," he said. "If Sarantha finds you sleeping here, she'll have both our heads."

Anardil might have protested, but the effect was quite ruined by a cavernous yawn, and so he let Esiwmas guide him to his bed as if he were a sickly boy. Sleep claimed him the instant he hit his pillow. 

***

Chapter Ten

June 18, 1424 SR

Northern Ithilien

Inn of the Burping Troll
"Master?" The apprentice elf appeared at the workshop door.

"Yes, Aerio?" Celebsul continued sanding the wood gripped in a vice on the bench.

Stepping closer in an attempt to draw the Eldar's full attention, Aerio commented, "There are garments packed on your bed, as if for travel."

"Yes." Still the carpenter elf did not look up.

"Then you're going somewhere?"

"Indeed. Travel usually results in a destination." Smiling, Celebsul finally turned his head to look at his apprentice, one eyebrow raised in challenge.

Aerio leant his hip against the bench. Clearly he would only find the answer to his question if he arrived at it himself. "King Aragorn refused to let Sev seek for Anardil. Is it possible he will likewise prevent Anardil from seeking Sev along the convoluted route she has plotted?"

"Very probably." Adjusting the thin panel of wood in the vice, Celebsul added, "The borderlands to north-east and south-east are of grave concern to Elessar. Peace perches on a knife's edge and the slightest disturbance could see us once more at war with our neighbors."

"But Anardil is a man who may move amongst foreigners without making waves. The king knows this well."

"Aye, he knows him and values him. Depending on how the king views the current situation in the south, he might allow an injured man to risk his neck, but there is a greater chance he would choose to progress the search for Sev by his own means, and bid Anardil remain in Minas Tirith to recuperate." 

Frowning, the younger elf asked, "Would a search by the king's men be liable to succeed?"

"It has as much chance as any. Though those who sought her would only have descriptions to go by and," a hint of mirth twinkled in Celebsul's eyes, "little knowledge of Sevilodorf's way of thinking." 

Aerio smirked his agreement. "That is correct, Master. No one would search as diligently and wisely as Anardil … but if he is prevented from doing so, then Sev's friends might serve almost as well."

"They might, unless they too were forbidden, as is the case with the Rangers and, to some extent, with me."

Aerio's lips contorted into a puzzled grimace. "How is that so?"

"Because I was present when Elessar gave his commands to Sev," Celebsul explained, while removing the smoothed wood from the vice jaws and inspecting its surface. "It would be duplicitous to infer that what applies to Halbarad and Sevilodorf does not also apply to all her friends."

"Then we cannot help in the search?"

Placing the panel atop another four at the back of the bench, the silver-haired elf rubbed his hands together to remove the fine sawdust. "We cannot go directly to Rhûn any more than Sev could. Nor will we risk the road south as Anardil is trying, but we might try to intercept her on her journey."

"Nurn!" Aerio exclaimed in delight. "You plan to go to Nurn - and you said 'we' - am I to come too?"

"Aye, Nurn. I can think of no possible objections to us visiting the friends we made there." Smiling, Celebsul began to tidy away his tools. "And if you wish to join me, you are welcome. Gambesul will be back from Cormallen with a new load of wood in a day or two. He can take care of things here until we get back."

"Of course I'll come. When do we leave?"

Taking a final look around the workshop, Celebsul replied, "As soon as you're packed and I've obtained supplies from Meri. None here know that Sev intends to pass through Nurn, so our trip should not arouse suspicion."

***

June 19, 1424 SR

Seventh Circle
In an audience chamber apart from the great hall, a king and a diplomat spoke of weighty things. Meanwhile, beneath the weight of the voluminous robes and corselet of overlapping bronze plates of a Haradrim azgar, a thin trickle of sweat traced a path down Anardil's spine. Sternly he ignored the faint tremor of his thigh muscles. After a short night of fitful sleep, the winding path required to climb from the lower levels to the king's council chambers had robbed him of any belief that he was truly fit. The loose end of the black cotton hattah he wore across his lower face must needs serve the double duty of shielding his identity and his weakness. 

The long hour since spent standing in frozen respect while his "captain" met with the Lord of Gondor had proven almost as agonizing as the walk to get here. But it would not do to fall flat on his face before either of his captains, so Anardil gritted his teeth and prayed the diplomatic wrangling over land rights along the eastern bank of the Poros would soon end.

As if the quiet-spoken ulbar heard his thoughts, Ahmose tucked his hands into the sleeves of his robes and bowed deeply. "My thanks, lord, for your time. Blessings be upon your head and those of your household for your dedication to peace. My master, Karif Phazgân, wished me to restate his continuing support of the policies and treaties made between the Twenty Houses and the High Council of Gondor."

Inclining his chin slightly in acknowledgement, Aragorn brought the discussion to its conclusion. "Convey my greetings to Karif Phazgân, and my appreciation of his support. It is not our intention to force any man from lands long held by his father's father. Those who wish to follow Gondor's laws and show respect to its authority are free to stay within its bounds."

Ahmose bowed more deeply. "Gondor has been most generous." Then with a flick of the eyes to the clerks sitting at their tables and to the guards stationed at the door, he asked, "Might your generosity be extended to a few moments of private conversation?"

A frown of surprise and puzzlement creased the king's brow, and Anardil could almost hear the thoughts within the royal head: Karif and Ahmose had done much over the last five years to foster relationships between their lands. It would seem churlish to refuse this simple, if somewhat unusual, request.

"Indeed," Aragorn responded, much to the displeasure of the sergeant of his Guard to whom he nodded an instruction to carry out the request.

The flurry of departures, accompanied by many disapproving glances from both clerks and soldiers, soon vanished behind firmly closed doors. Ahmose's second azgar had also been included in the dismissals, and waited with the guards outside. Looking from the ulbar to his silent attendant, Aragorn raised questioning eyebrows.

With a small, graceful bow, Ahmose said, "Most noble lord, there is one other matter which I must bring to your attention."

Ahmose then looked expectantly to his yet-veiled swordsman, and the time for charades ended. Anardil unwrapped the hattah from his lower face, and watched his lord and captain's face go stern and wintry

"My lord -." Anardil began, bowing even as he spoke.


But the king pointedly looked away, instead fixing Ahmose with steely regard. In a voice deceptively gentle, he said, " Kûn Ahmose, you appear to tolerate a curious amount of impertinence within your household."

Again, Ahmose bowed with elegant humility. "It is true he is willful, lord, and often quite stubborn. But he is great of heart, and steadfast in his loyalty."

"Loyalty which does not appear to include heeding his king's word."

Anardil felt the floor begin to sink under him, as storm-grey eyes bent their weight upon him once more. This was Aragorn, his beloved captain, whom he had followed and revered since boyhood. But he was first Elessar the King, with the majesty of united Arnor and Gondor mantled on his shoulders, and the nobility of ancient Númenor upon his brow. In his hands lay the power to render Anardil's desperate hopes to naught, and leave him no choice but to be foresworn. The very thought of that possibility froze his heart.

Swallowing hard, Anardil took two steps forward and drew his sword, the same honored blade he had borne when he rode south with the Grey Company to answer their captain's need. Then he knelt and laid his sword at Aragorn's feet.

"My lord, I am thy man still; my sword is ever at thy service."

"Then why this bit of theatre now, amidst affairs far greater than one man's fears for his errant lady? If matters go ill now, yours will not be the only heartache in these lands."

"Yes, lord." Anardil remained kneeling, head bowed. "I know too well the risk and the cost of mistakes in our southern lands."

"Then why?"

That flat inquiry at last bid Anardil to look up, and he replied with quiet forthrightness.

"The lands between the Poros and the Harnen are tinder awaiting a spark. Information given me by Master Ahmose suggests that with the most recent shift of alliances Tamar the Fox has acquired both flint and steel. Gondor can ill afford a conflagration upon her southern borders at this time."

When he had done, Aragorn took several paces aside, and then turned to again regard his wayward liegeman. "These matters are not your responsibility, Anardil. I have not asked you to duty, because I prefer to keep you alive. I know Master Tamar seeks your life in recompense for the thoroughness of your last investigations into his affairs. You cost him a great deal of embarrassment, and gravely injured his repute amongst his peers."

"I caught him out, lord," Anardil replied bluntly, "like a thief with his hand in the jar, when he would have done ill against Gondor. Yet while I have regard for my own skin, I do not fear Tamar's wrath over the many other dangers in my life. Nor can I let fear deter me from that which my heart demands must be done. You never turned from the paths you had to follow, no matter how dark they became. Neither can I abandon one who, even now, may look for me as her only hope. If I do not keep the faith she rests in me, then who will?"

Taking a quick breath, he plunged on before apprehension could hobble his tongue. "My lord, I do know what I am doing. From the depth of despair, you returned me to duty, but Sev returned me to life. Allow me to both serve and live. Please -." The sudden surge of emotion threatened to seal his throat, and he bowed his head again, seeing only the gleaming steel of his sword upon the stone floor. "Please do not make me choose."

For a long moment hollow silence ruled, and Anardil heard the pulse beating in his ears. The bitter truth lay bare at last: of the two people whom he loved most, and to whom he owed absolute fealty, only one owned the secret rooms of his heart. 

Finally, Aragorn sighed. "Oh, get up, Anardil. You are putting a crook in my neck."

With dizzying relief, Anardil picked up his sword, the steel grating briefly on the flagstones, and heaved himself to his feet. When he looked up, Aragorn gazed out a window with his arms folded on his chest, while Ahmose tried to be as unobtrusive as a piece of furniture.

"You are a vexing man, Anardil," said Aragorn. "Has anyone mentioned this to you?"

"Frequently, my lord."

"Do not think I will simply turn you loose to go your merry way." The king slanted Anardil a keen look. "You will go at my behest, and under my conditions. Do I make myself clear?"

"Absolutely, lord."

"As for you, Kûn Ahmose..." Aragorn turned to include the silent Haradrim in his scrutiny. "I will thank you to continue your good works in the name of peace, and take this scoundrel with you on your journey south. For your part in today's farce, I bid you both to act as my eyes and ears, and to use your best judgement - your very best judgement, mind you - to avoid all entanglements and misfortune."

"Yes, lord," replied Anardil and Ahmose in uneven chorus.

"And when you have Mistress Sevilodorf in hand, you will bring her safely here before me. Is that understood?"

Anardil swallowed against the leaden drop of his belly. "Yes, sire."

***

"It went then as we expected?" 

Karif Phazgân carefully placed a parchment amongst many others on the small table where he sat. The sun sailed above the rooftop garden that served as his place of study whenever Gondorian weather permitted. During his terms as Haradrim ambassador to this foreign city, Karif took every opportunity to indulge his passion for knowledge. He did not often tolerate interruptions. 

"Yes, master. It went most well," Ahmose replied, and laid a scroll upon the table at his phazgân's elbow. "The Lord King requests that I be allowed to accompany Kûn Anardil."

As Karif touched the scroll, the gold rings on his fingers sent shimmering pools of reflection across his dark face. "A suitable consequence for your audacity."

"Yes, my master."

"A report arrived from Markato," the phazgân said, without expression. "Khôr Tamar has left to spend time supervising his estates in Aglar." 

"While there he will enjoy the hospitality of Fouad." A hint of disdain seeped into Ahmose's voice.

Shaking his head at his ulbar's tone, Karif explained, "To give name to the jackal who circles your camp is far better than to be in ignorance of what lurks in the darkness."

 "Your wisdom is great, my master."

"As is yours, my old friend." Karif looked directly up into Ahmose's eyes, and he smiled slowly. "It was you who saw how aiding this man, Anardil, would serve many goals. Go now and prepare for your journey. I will miss your wisdom."

"I pray that it will be sufficient." Ahmose clasped his hands and bowed.

"Never have you failed me. You will not stumble upon this final step. With my blessing go." 

***

Part Four: Cross the River or Drown

Chapter Eleven

June 14, 1424 SR

The Harad Road 

Day after day, the caravan continued upon its journey along the Harad Road. For nearly a week, Sevilodorf was simply satisfied to be finally moving in the direction she wished to go. The slow change of the land from the forests hugging the banks of the Anduin to the nearly treeless savannahs of eastern Harondor captivated her. Some days, seas of yellow grasses stretched to the horizon, while other times arid hills hunched barren spines against the sky. Occasionally, curious trees appeared amidst the plains, standing forth in shapes both strange and wondrous to her eye. When the long days ended, as this day did now, the sinking sun painted the landscape in glorious hues of gold, violet and rose. 

Her obvious delight upon seeing her first live oliphaunt, a small fellow only seven feet tall, seemed to annoy the caravan's captain, dour Kûn Ishan. Tom, however, proved most willing to listen to her recitation of the hobbit's oliphaunt rhyme. Indeed, he went so far as to learn it himself. Whether Tom learned the poem for personal pleasure or as a means to prod the taciturn caravan master was a point Sev did not care to investigate for she owed more to both men by the hour. 

Tom's resourcefulness became evident when he arranged for the purchase of a sturdy packhorse and two saddle mounts, so that she and Hulda might use the animals she had borrowed from Esiwmas to lay a false trail toward Dol Amroth. He had also been the one to steady her nerves during the two-day wait at the Poros River. Though the stories he told were seldom of the type meant for the ears of a lady, they provided excellent distractions at a time when Sev felt certain Malthor and an entire cadre of Ithilien Rangers would ride up and force her to return to Minas Tirith to face the judgement of Lord Aragorn. And though lacking any sign of riding ability, he steadfastly maintained the pace set by Ishan. 

Not, Sev considered with a frown, that one of the slow moving desert tortoises seen taking a leisurely stroll along the roadside would have difficulty keeping up with the caravan. Three weeks it had been since they left the Poros Crossing and they were only half way to the Harnen River. Or so she believed. She had given up trying to determine exactly where they were. After leaving the main road over two weeks ago, they had halted and taken side roads that went one direction and then the other so many times that Sev had no idea where she was. However, she dared to say with some certainty that they were not headed back to Pelargir. 

Her basis for this assumption was that Ishan, who proved as "tetchy" as Tom predicted about making bargains with women, had been sullenly impressed by Hulda's promise to see that he never traded in Pelargir again, unless he saw to it that her good friend, Sevilodorf, reached the town of Markato safely. That the obdurate young man, at least from Sev's viewpoint, was able to accept hard truth when he heard it spoken was one of the few favorable characteristics of his personality. If forced, she might grudgingly add that his men seemed to hold him in some respect and he had proven an extremely capable trail master.

A clatter of hoof beats jarred her from her musings, and she looked up as Ishan drew rein beside her, fixing her with hard black eyes.

"We will make camp very soon," he announced, his accent clipped to the sound of pebbles rattling. "You will place your tent immediately upon unloading, and you will not interfere with the work of my men."

Tight-jawed, Sev nodded acquiescence, and the man burst forward into a gallop, gravel flinging from his horse's hooves. "Toidi," she muttered. 

She might have forgiven him the sluggishness of their pace if he had deigned to speak to her just once in a tone that did not imply she was a willful child. A characterization she certainly did not deserve. Never once did she or Tom keep the caravan waiting. Nor did she make demands upon its supplies, in spite of the fact she had paid the man what must certainly have been thrice the normal rate for a guide. She even obeyed his absurd commands that she not speak to the men at any time, and that whenever she was out of the privacy of her tent she don a long linen hijab to cover her hair and lower face. Thankfully her habitual knee length tunic and loose drawstring trousers aroused no sanctions, or life would indeed have proven miserable.

If Tom had not been present to provide some semblance of companionship, she would have lashed out at the insufferable Ishan days ago; a situation she came to realize would not have served her purpose at all. Despite the many debts she owed Tom, she did not believe him as capable of treading the narrow road of safety through this land as Ishan.

She smothered a sigh and glanced over her shoulder towards Tom, riding a horse-length behind. Although he strove to entertain her, and spoke with her about the minor events of each day, he ever considered himself of less consequence than she, and would never cross the line to friendship. No, for all purposes, Sev rode alone.

Through the dust and ceaseless rattling of hooves, she looked ahead to a small village. As in the others they had passed, the little houses seemed to squat upon the hard earth, and the villagers eyed the passing caravan with suspicion. Women drew cloths to shield their faces while children ceased their play and watched with solemn eyes. Unlike the welcome the Rohirrim traders met in northern lands, she found little friendliness or goodwill in these people's demeanor.

From the day she crossed the River Poros, she sensed a tension in Harondor that set her looking over her shoulder for trouble. At first, she thought her anxiety only a product of her own problems; but as the days passed, she realized the edginess came from outside herself. The people of the farms, villages and mighty estates were afraid. She saw it even now, in the brittle quickness with which a woman ushered her children out of the caravan's sight. Sev heaved a melancholy breath and turned her eyes forward.

The rigid wariness in the folk the caravan passed chillingly resembled her own people during the long months before Helm's Deep, when the wizard Saruman sent orcs and wild men from Dunland to raid the scattered landholds. No one had known where death would strike next, but all knew it would come again and there would be little aid from the lords of the land for they had been subverted by the poisonous voice of Grima Wormtongue. 

At first, Sev could not believe she was correct. How could anyone feel such fear amidst so much prosperity? True, evidence yet remained of the passage of the mighty armies which later died upon the Pelennor Field, but the lands were well cultivated with great fields of beans, corn, sweet potatoes and other crops, and orchards of citrus and mangoes. Chickens scratched in yards, while many goats and sheep grazed upon lush grass, and the population appeared healthy and strong. 

Could it be that the people remained suspicious of one another? 

They were a strange mix of Gondor and Harad. Some from Gondor had come to reclaim lands held by their families over a century ago, while others sought to build new lives with fewer memories to face. There were also the Haradrim whose father's father's fathers had taken this land from Gondor. But the terms of King Elessar's treaty with the Southrons had been fair. More than fair, in the minds of some.

While the morose little village passed behind, Sev let her thoughts wander to what she knew of these lands. Though unyielding concerning the restoration of Gondor's borders to what they had been at the height of her power - to the River Harnen in the south and the Sea of Rhûn in the east - King Elessar proved merciful to those who held lands within those borders. If no Gondorian claimed an estate between the Poros and the Harnen, because the family had either died out or released their claims, those of Haradrim heritage would have their right to the land confirmed. They simply must show proof that they held the land by the laws of Harad, and were willing to follow the laws of Gondor and accept its king as their own.

For those lands claimed by Gondorian families, a commission composed of judges from both Gondor and Harad would decide who received the land and what compensation was due to those dispossessed. Even Harad nobles were allowed to retain a portion of their lands, if they conformed to the requirements of maintaining no more than ten swordsmen for their personal guards and employing only free men within their households and fields. Any slave of Harad within the boundaries of Gondor past the deadline set for six months after the signing of the treaty had the right to petition the commission for freedom, if his master failed to emancipate him or move him out of Gondorian-held lands. 

Anardil had tutored Sev to believe that information plus observation resulted in knowledge essential to both personal survival and the success of their mission. Thus, early on in her journey she forced her mind to recall the minute details of the hotly contested arguments concerning the treaty with Harad held in the common room of The Burping Troll. Since then she set herself the task of silently observing the people in the markets where the caravan traded. Finally, she concluded that for many of Haradrim heritage, their father's father's fathers had gained possession of this land and this was their home. For those who were not noble, it was the only home they had, and so long as they were allowed to live in peace, they cared little whether it be Gondor or Harad who ruled. However, those who had gained much in the Dark Years did not wish to see their power reduced and in all probability would soon attempt to remove these lands from Gondor's control. 

While the days passed Sev watched, with new understanding, as Ishan steered his cavalcade safely through the dangerous currents of shifting alliances with a blend of truth and lies that left her envious. The caravan leader, she noted, did not make the mistake of ignoring the thoughts and feelings of the common people. Nor did he restrict his dealings to those of Haradrim heritage. At one point, Sev wondered if those the king sent to spy out this land knew its dangers half so well as this brash trader. But surely, if she had figured it out, the king's men would have done so as well and passed the information on to the High Council. Besides, her duty lay elsewhere and the best she could do was pray that matters did not come to a boil until after she crossed through this land and over the southern spur of the Ephel Dúath into Nurn. 

"If that is, we ever manage more than ten miles a day," she muttered with a dire look toward Ishan's stiff back many yards ahead.

With a sigh, she readjusted the linen beneath her chin and let her thoughts return to the same point they always did. Somewhere Anardil waited. Somewhere he looked at the same rose-hued sky while the long day drifted to its end, and surely he turned his mind to her. When she closed her eyes, was it merely the soft breeze of a desert evening that caressed her cheek, or did his thought touch her, even now?

"Anardil..." she whispered, and let the breeze carry her wish where it willed. She would find him. It was simply unthinkable that she would not. 

***

June 16, 1424 SR

Town of Aglar, Harondor
Her net bag filled with fruit and dried meat, Sev gave a sigh of relief as she stepped into the small square of shade provided by the awning over the baker's stall. 'Twas nearly noon and the sun shone with a heat far fiercer than upon any day thus far. This would be her final purchase, and then she and Tom would be free to return to the inn where the caravan was settled until tomorrow. 

Pointing at two round loaves of dark bread, Sev held up two fingers. The baker raised his hands in dismay, and responded with his palm spread to display five fingers. 

"Yellem." Sev shook her head firmly and held up two fingers again. 

With dramatics worthy of any stage in Minas Tirith, the gap-toothed baker began a rambling diatribe. Unfortunately for him, the speed of his delivery made it impossible for Sev to understand more than one word out of every three. While the long days upon the trail had given her a far greater vocabulary than she previously possessed, she was unable to train her ear to the rapid pace at which commerce was conducted in the often-bilingual marketplaces. Thus, she resorted to pointing and using the few words her tongue had mastered to complete her purchases. 

"Hulett," she insisted into a pause for breath and placed two copper coins upon his table.

The baker tried once more. Shaking his head in sorrow, he switched to poorly accented Westron to say, "You rob me, lady with sky eyes."

"Sost, three, then," she responded with a laugh and added another coin. 'Twas pleasant to have someone remark upon what little could be seen of her features rather than the sword she refused to leave off no matter how Ishan glared. 

"Tiru no," answered the baker accepting the coins. 

"Yes, it is good." Sev's eyes twinkled with a smile above the lower fold of her hijab as she tucked the bread into her bag and said her thanks carefully. "Ameseghinallehu."

Then a large figure appeared at her elbow, stretching one ham-sized hand towards her.

"I'll manage it, Tom," she said pulling the bag of provisions out of the reach of her ever-present companion. "You know how Ishan frowns when he sees you doing 'women's work'."

"As if I care what that Swerting likes or doesn't like," Tom grumbled.

His scowl deepened beneath the linen gutra he had finally conceded to don as protection from the sun. It was a practice he agreed to only after noting the many men of Gondorian blood who assumed the Haradrim headdress, although not the long sleeved Southron robe. 

Too hot to take on the voice of mediation, Sev ignored his comment and continued to wind her way through the narrow streets toward the inn. No one moved quickly in the heat of the day, and she matched her pace to those remaining in the market. Several stalls and shops already stood shuttered for the afternoon, though she was pleased to see Ishan and his vendors continued their trading. With luck, she would make it back to the inn before the trail master, and be able to enjoy a pitcher of sweetened lemon water in the inn's tiny central garden, rather than be forced to take her refreshment in her room.

Slapping feet caught her ear just an instant before something struck her square in the stomach and bowled her sprawling in the street. Hard little elbows and a sharp rasp of breath were all she registered before a man's hand snatched her assailant away. A child - a boy in ragged clothes whose shriek pierced her hearing as the lad's captor jerked him off his feet. With a roar of unintelligible imprecations, the man backhanded the boy savagely then struck him again, and again.

Too stunned to cry out, Sev almost did not see Tom's big hand held to aid her, and she did not protest when he hoisted her bodily upright. Meanwhile the brutish stranger slapped the boy twice more, and the lad's shrieks reached wrenching levels.

"Best not get involved, missus," Tom muttered next to her ear, and she blindly fumbled the unpinned end of her hijab out of his awkward grasp.

The stranger now shook the boy like a rag doll, bellowing his further ire, and Sev seized Tom's thick forearm.

"Tom, he's just -."

"Most likely his da or his master, missus. Best we go now."

Where were the guards she had seen but moments ago? To her horrified surprise, despite the staring audience around the square, no one showed any sign of intervening. Then the man flung the boy tumbling to the ground - and from his belt seized a rawhide horsewhip.

"NO!"

Sev's cry shocked the street and she seized the villain's arm with all the strength at her command. "Leave him alone!" she raged, yanking against his unyielding brawn. "He's a child - he's only a child!"

Black eyes rimmed in red veins glared down at her, and she felt hard muscles tense beneath her grip. If he turned his rage on her, she could not stop him - but one glance at the boy's terrified, tear-streaked face, and she knew beyond a doubt that she must.

A mere flick of her wrist and cold steel pricked the man to sudden rigid attentiveness. Through her teeth she said, "Think again, sir. For the life of an innocent child, I will split you like a melon."

"You have no right." A thick accent underscored the man's growling voice. "This boy my apprentice."

Rage thundered in Sev's ears, and she knew she should bridle her tongue. But Tom loomed beside her, the crowd stared unblinking and silent, and she heard the boy sobbing in the dirt.

"Apprentice?" Sev spat. "What craft do you teach with fists and whips? What skill does brutality offer? What would his father think of your teaching methods?"

"His father paid me," the stranger grumbled. "That boy is an ungrateful cur."

"Paid you, eh?" Tom scratched his jaw, squinting in his ugliest air of thoughtfulness. "You sure this boy is bound to you?"

Think, Sev, she told herself, though fury trembled in her veins. Tom may have just opened a door.

"I have papers to prove it," the man replied. "Signed papers."

"Indeed?" Sev sucked a sharp, deep breath and stepped back, placing herself between the man and the boy, her blade still in her hand. "How ungrateful is this child?"

The man rubbed his fingers to the little spot of blood beneath his ribs, where Sev's anger had pressed her threat home. His brows lowered in cunning thought.

"Oh, he is lazy. Complains all the time. Hates to work. Very lazy boy."

"Ah. It is a wonder you would keep such a worthless child." She heard the boy's sniffles subside behind her.

Shrugging, the man repeated, "His father paid me."

Sev hesitated but an instant before taking the final plunge. "What would it cost to relieve you of this worthless one?"

A wide, unsavory grin spread across the big man's face. "For five pennies, silver pennies, I would sell his papers." 

Less than the price of a half-trained horse, Sev thought with disgust.

Even dusty and disheveled from a tumble in the street, Sev knew how to take on the demeanor of a lady. "Very well. Tom?"

Briskly Tom produced a purse, counted out the pennies, and set them in the man's grubby palm.

Lifting her chin haughtily, Sev said, "I believe that makes him mine."

Among those watching around the square, wide grins began to appear, and somewhere a young man's voice laughed. Even with silver in his hand, the stranger's face clouded once more to hear so much as the hint of mockery.

"You are only a woman! You are no guildsman to take on this boy."

The waiting hush seemed to press upon her, so many faces watching, waiting for her next move. For the first time in all her long journey, she spied Ishan's oncoming scowl with soaring relief.

"You are right, sir, I am not." She flung her hand towards the approaching caravan captain. "But Master Ishan is, and he will take the boy as an apprentice."

Astonishment manifest itself as an even blacker glower, but Ishan was nothing if not a man of keen perceptions. A swift glance at the grins and sniggering among the watching crowd made it clear where their sympathies lay. An audacious woman against a disagreeable bully held its appeal even in these Southern lands.

Thus, Ishan turned his attention to the urchin, who got up and dragged a dirty sleeve across his face. The trader looked down at him, thrust a stiff finger under the lad's nose, and spoke swiftly in stern tones. Though Sev could not follow his words, the boy nodded quickly and squared his thin shoulders. Ishan spoke again, and the boy's eyes suddenly came alight. He burst into a torrent of eager chattering, but was stilled by Ishan's upraised hand.

Nonetheless, Sev hid a smile to see the gentleness with which Ishan touched the lad's shoulder, and turned him away from his former master. Meanwhile Tom stood patiently with Sev's bag of shopping in hand, so she took it and shut the brutish stranger from her thoughts.

"We must be careful with the child," she said.

"Of course, missus." Tom crooked a finger at the lad and winked in summons.

"Then let us be on our way." With that, she pinned up her hijab and strode away, Tom grinning down at the boy as they followed in her wake.

After she left, Ishan exhaled heavily and then slanted a glare at three of his men, who stood by with ill-concealed smiles. With a curt gesture, he ordered them on towards the inn, and turned to the boy's still-grumbling master. They sorted out the matter of apprentice papers while the throng unraveled around them.

When they had done, the thinning crowd parted at last to reveal a lean, solitary figure in Gondorian garb and an odd plumed hat. The man stood in deep shadow and gazed after Sev's departure with narrowed, measuring eyes.

****

Chapter Twelve
Villa outside Aglar

Khint dabbed at the perspiration beading his forehead and spoke with pained tolerance.

"Yes, Ghazi, I am aware it is the middle of the afternoon and that the malak does not appreciate interruptions at this time. However, I assure you, Khôr Tamar will be most distressed if he discovers there has been any delay in my report."

The white bearded servant bowed low and replied, "I speak only to prevent you from unpardonable error, Kûn Khint." A subtle twist of disdain removed any honor from the title. "Be the matter on your head."

As the old man vanished behind the heavy door, which bore the engraving of a great mûmakil and the Haradrim rune for 'sky', Khint adjusted his plumed hat to a jaunty angle. While forced by circumstance to take up residence so far from Gondor's agreeable climate, he declined to adopt any part of the Southron style of dress. After many months, he would soon be able to fulfill his private oath to see those responsible for his present condition pay. Fate had placed him in the right place to become of great worth to the malak, while exacting his revenge upon all who slighted him, from the miserable Ghazi to that sanctimonious wench, Sevilodorf. 

A whisper of slippers preceded the old man's reappearance. "The master will see you."

The faint hint of satisfaction in Ghazi's voice let Khint know Tamar was not pleased by the intrusion upon his afternoon rest. However, his firm belief the old man would soon be choking upon his arrogance bolstered Khint's mood accordingly, and he followed with a brisk step.

Down a high-ceilinged corridor they went, until the old servant bowed Khint into a room of shaded coolness. Inside, two statuesque youths pulled the cords that spun two whirling fans, which stirred the perfumed air of the malak's private quarters. Silk tapestries softly billowed at the windows, through which an afternoon breeze drifted, and in one corner, water tinkled in a tiny fountain. Before a polished table, a low chair contained the single jarring note within the room's serenity. No, Khôr Tamar was not pleased.
"Khôr Tamar," said Khint, and bowed with every grace learned in Gondorian court. "Blessings be upon you."

Tamar did not immediately reply, nor indeed did he move. Sweat glistened upon the malak's well-muscled chest and darkened the golden vest he wore above loose fitting trousers. The jewel-encrusted scimitar on the table and the slit-eyed figure of Tamar's best azgar, swordsman, standing cross-armed against the wall spoke of an interrupted practice session. Having gained his office as Malak, or Guardian, of House Minul through use of arms, Tamar did not intend to have his power wrested from him in the same manner. Well into middle age, he kept the form of a much younger man through relentless exercise. Belatedly it occurred to Khint that Tamar might find sword-practice upon a hapless messenger to be amusing.

Finally, Tamar said, "You have information to impart." 

The lack of polite address brought a thin smile to Ghazi's wizened face.

"A discovery," Khint answered, removing his hat. "One that will greatly please you."

A dark, thick mustache served to disguise Tamar's feral smile, though the hardness of his eyes would disabuse anyone of the belief that the man within was as handsome as the man without. A swordsman, he wore only the signet ring of the House Minul upon his left hand, but a small fortune dangled about his neck and a thick hoop of gold pierced his right ear. 

The Haradrim noble leaned back and stroked his mustache. "Of higher quality than the poor facts you have gathered thus far, I trust. Past dealings with your former employer led me to believe you would prove an asset to my household. This has not yet come to pass. I am not pleased."

Khint ignored the sneer that twisted the azgar's lips. Jealous of his standing with their lord, the swordsman and Ghazi enjoyed watching the beetle-browed foreigner taken to task. 

In his meekest tones, Khint replied, "I regret that my service has failed to meet your expectations."

"Let us hope this new 'discovery' proves your redemption." Satisfied with the humiliation he had dealt Khint before the servants, Tamar dismissed them with a flick of his fingers. 

"Speak," Tamar commanded once Ghazi and the azgar departed.

"Before his untimely death, I was high in the confidence of my worthy employer, Lord Valthaur."

Yet if Khint hoped mention of the great law-lord whom he served for many years would be appealing, it had the opposite affect. Tamar's lips thinned.

 "If you are unable to temper your obsequious praise, it would be best to cease speaking." 

Khint hesitated and sought to smooth over the error. How foolish of him, for to mention Lord Valthaur was to remind Tamar of the knowledge he possessed concerning the illicit dealings between the deceased Gondorian judge and House Minul. Dealings which, had Valthaur's peers only known, would result in an even greater ruin of that lord's reputation than his downfall for attempting to manipulate legal processes under his judgement. 

Bowing, Khint said, "I meant only to assure you how saddened Lord Valthaur and I were with the delay forced upon us three years ago, and that I am fully aware of the reasons behind it."

However, at once he saw the mistake there, too. Two years ago, a spy in disguise as a merchant under this very roof had discovered many months of devious planning and carried his findings straight to Elessar the King. Clearly, Tamar burned yet at the memory of humbling himself before Gondor's upstart lord, when he had arrived as a powerful envoy. Khint now prayed he could stay alive long enough to divulge what he had learned since.

Tamar's eyebrows drew together. "Is there a point to reminding me of my failure? Or is it that you are the nuph Ghazi claims you to be?"

"No fool, my lord. Neither now, nor then." Khint twisted his hat in his hands and swallowed hard. Somehow, he could not help noticing the glittering keenness of the blade lying within Tamar's reach. "You sought Lord Valthaur's assistance in learning more of the man responsible. Unfortunately, information was not forthcoming at that time."

"A one-armed man should not have been so difficult to locate," Tamar said sourly.

"He has very powerful friends, as my lord discovered only a few months before his death."

Narrow-eyed, Tamar said slowly, "Valthaur did not inform me of this, and neither have you. How do I know you are not speaking with the tongue of a serpent?"

Ignoring the question of his veracity, Khint continued. "It was a matter my lord wished to be entirely certain of before telling you. Given the man's position it was necessary to be absolutely sure there was a true connection between your difficulties and similar problems Lord Valthaur experienced."

"Have you seen this man? Is that your discovery?"

"I regret to say no, but I believe, Master Tamar, that I have found the means to place this man in your hands." 

At last, Khint felt himself on solid ground. If Sevilodorf had been the instrument of Valthaur's downfall, and through Valthaur the vehicle of Khint's disgrace 
, the trader woman's one-armed paramour had been Tamar's bane.

Tamar's attention now riveted upon him, Khint swiftly told of the events, which occurred in the market and of Sevilodorf's connection to Anardil. "I saw no sign of the man in Aglar, but he will not be far away. The woman can lead us to him, or serve as witless bait to bring him to us."

Pleasure gleamed in dark eyes, but the Malak of House Minul fought to be prudent. Gifts of chance should be accepted with much caution.

"How do you know of her association with this man?"

"Lord, I saw them together with my own eyes several times, during the last session my Lord Valthaur held in Henneth Annûn. Their attachment is no secret in their home country."

"Why is she here?"

"I did not linger to discover, my lord, but it will be an easy enough task. She travels with the caravan of Ishan of Nagusa."

"Ah, a man like a scorpion." Tamar's mouth tightened and his nostrils flared. "Tread carefully, Kûn Khint."

Acknowledging his rise from fool to a man of honor with a nod, Khint replied warily, "I would avoid difficulties with greater efficiency if I knew how Trader Ishan might prove difficult."

Cold-eyed, Tamar studied the thin Gondorian and then spoke in brittle tones. "Once high in my household, the ungrateful wuvin foreswore his oath of obedience to me."

Swift fingers seized the glittering sword and swung it high. "Thus, for the tongue I will cut out of his head -." The blade slashed and the table cracked asunder. "And thus, for the sneering arrogance of his ways!"

And the table splintered with a clattering crash. For an instant Tamar loomed over the wreckage, bare chest heaving, and Khint shrank within his surcoat. Breath held, for this Ishan must possess friends as powerful as Anardil's to yet be alive, Khint waited for Tamar's fit of temper to pass. 

The Haradrim straightened and smiled coldly. "Do not believe, Kûn Khint, that the wuvin will escape my wrath. It suits me now for him to be allowed the freedom for which he abandoned me."

In spite of the cryptic nature of this utterance, Khint understood that the caravan master was once Tamar's slave. Unlike others who clung to slavery for fear of embarking into the unknown, clearly Ishan had been audacious enough to take advantage of the terms within the treaty. Evidently, the manner of his leaving had been less than diplomatic.

"But," repeated Tamar, "be assured the time is quick approaching when the wuvin will find the leash once again about his neck. Be cautious, but discover all that you may about this woman. Why does she travel through these lands? How did she come to be with the ungrateful cur, Ishan?"

"It shall be done, Khôr Tamar." With vast relief, Khint bowed low and left Tamar to his broken furniture.

***

Ishan swept into the inn's tiny courtyard with the fury of a shamal racing across the open sands of Far Harad. Around the courtyard, his men surreptitiously watched, for they could guess both the cause and the object of his ire. Spying two of his men at the central fountain, Ishan strode to them.

In tightly controlled tones, he asked, "Where is she?"

Both men pointed towards a closed door at a back corner of the yard, and then exchanged wide-eyed looks as their captain stormed away. In silent agreement, they and other men of the caravan decided to move to a safer distance.

Ishan crossed the courtyard in a half-dozen strides then hesitated. It was not proper for a man to enter the room of a woman unless she was a close relative or a woman who sold herself to men. Blessed be all that this woman was not his kin, but she was no woman of loose morals either. Until this day she had obeyed his orders to be modest in her speech and appearance, save for the sword she refused to part with. He had been aware of the smoldering looks he received from her, and her muttered comments concerning their rate of travel, but women were constantly dissatisfied. He was master and had obligations to both his men and his customers that were more important than the whims of this wayward female. 

Curse the need, which had driven him to accept the coins the man, Tom, spread before him. By taking them without proper caution, he became victim of that most unnatural of all women, Hulda of Pelargir. Flicking his fingers to ward off any evil that might be attracted to even the thought of that manipulating sorceress, Ishan pounded upon the door before him.

"Hold yer horses," grumbled a masculine voice from within. 

Ishan drew back. He had not expected Tom to be on the other side of the door. Never in all the weeks of travel had there been any sign that he was more than a servant. No matter how the woman smiled or spoke in a beguiling manner, the Gondorian resisted all her spells and maintained a proper distance. 

The door opened allowing Ishan a glimpse of Sevilodorf's back before Tom's bulk blocked his view.

"Don't be pounding that way," scolded Tom, glaring down at the smaller Haradrim. "There's a sick child in here."

"Child?" Ishan blinked. Occupied with matters of propriety, he had almost forgotten the boy. "He is there?"

"Where else would he be? Ain't in any shape to be going anywhere, but let's you and me step outside to talk it out." Tom leaned back into the room to say, "Be back in a minute, missus."

Sev's voice drifted placidly from inside. "Would you see if the innkeeper has more sweet balm?" 

"Will do, missus." Tom said over his shoulder, and then closed the door gently. Before Ishan had a chance to open his mouth, Tom asked, "You get the boy's papers? Mistress Sev's gonna want to see them."

The caravan master turned an interesting shade of purple and roared, "She has no say in the boy! It is my name upon the apprenticeship papers!" 

Tom merely beamed his ugly grin. "Don't know much about women, do you?" 

"Of course, I know about women!" Ishan sputtered, his dignity quite fraying. "I have four wives. All of whom are properly at home tending the orchards until my return. Who -," Ishan stabbed a finger toward the door behind Tom, "does that woman think she is? Speaking for me in front of the marketplace."

"Four wives? Guess that explains why you're taking your time on this trip," the big man commented dryly, then crossed his arms and frowned. "Didn't seem to be anyone else prepared to speak up."

This time Ishan scowled, rather than sputtered. "Insolent apprentices deserve to be whipped."

"Nothin' wrong with a good walloping to set a boy on the straight and narrow, but …" 

The big man's expression darkened. "Would you whip a wee lad like that? He's got scars like the meanest slave."

Ishan abruptly went very still, his dark eyes hard as obsidian. "Speak you not of slavery. You know nothing of it."

Tom eyed the caravan captain with interest, but Ishan drew a breath that hissed through his nostrils and changed tactics.

"You are no kinsman to her, nor does she treat you as servant. What are you to her?"

Stolidly, Tom replied, "I promised to keep her safe."

"Safe." Ishan snapped his fingers under the larger man's nose. "Safety from what? Her own foolishness? Are you her keeper, or are you her paramour?"

At those words, Tom rolled his thick shoulders and seemed to swell ominously. In deep tones he said, "Better be getting those thoughts right out of your head. I won't allow you to show Mistress Sev any disrespect."

"What respectable woman would travel without husband or kin?"

Tom's sudden discomfort became visible, for he knew far more of Sev's purposes than she would wish anyone to hear. "She's looking for someone."

"Someone?" Ishan's tone implied that he was quite capable of attaching any number of discourteous meanings to the simple word.

Tom shook his head. No matter what he said, the man seemed determined to see the worst in his words. However, he had heard rumors, confirmed by Hulda, concerning Mistress Sev's first venture into the darker alleys of Pelargir three years ago. Sometimes rumors served better than a secret truth.

"Her brother. She's lookin' for her brother. She heard he was taken for a slave right before the war ended."

Ishan frowned. "All soldiers were returned. Ransom was paid for them. It is part of the treaty."

Tom snorted heavily. "Since when does everyone follow the law?"

"It is still not proper for a woman to behave in such a manner. Has she no man to give her guidance?"

To that question, Tom could only scratch his head and offer a crooked grin. "Tell you what. Let me go get that sweet balm she's wantin', and then I'll take you in and you can tell her she ain't proper. You've got to promise to wait, 'cause it'll be a sight to behold."

However, Ishan had witnessed the knife that suddenly appeared in Sev's hand, when she leapt in defense of that boy, and the familiarity with which she wore that confounded indecent sword. He chose instead the path of prudence.
 
"No, I will speak to her in the morning, before the caravan departs. See that she knows, boy or no, we will leave on time."


"I'll let her know," Tom replied.
 
He watched with a twisted smile as the trader drew his dignity about him and marched away. Echoes of Ishan's frustration rang as he shouted for his men to get back to the marketplace for the evening hours. The trade of the caravans did not wait on man or boy.

***

Chapter Thirteen

June 18, 1424 SR

Village of Feresulla, Harondor

In the time of Shadow, the honeyed promises of Sauron's emissaries enticed those greedy for glory, wealth and power over other men. One by one, the great Houses swore oaths of allegiance to the Dark Lord. Through long years of servitude to Mordor, the men of the Southron lands learned the necessity of guarding their tongues. Beer and the heady honey wine called tej, were shunned by all but the most foolish, thus the drink of choice along the River Harnen became green tea. However, with the defeat of the Dark Lord and the arrival of men from the North, those possessing the skill for producing a worthy brew discovered their services once again in demand.

It was for this reason that, the second evening after his fortuitous discovery of Sevilodorf in the market of Aglar, Khint found himself pressed into the corner of a mud-daubed drinking hovel, and struggling to protect his precious plumed hat from the exuberance of a distinctly uncouth crowd of men. Never had Khint been in a meaner establishment; even the seedy Black Cauldron of Henneth Annûn would rank higher by the simple possession of a wooden floor. 

Settling his hat more firmly atop his head, Khint raised his spiky black eyebrows in feigned interest as the center of attention reached, for what must surely be the fifth time in three hours, the climax of his story. 

His words a mixture of flowing Haradric and stumbling Westron to fit the diversity of his audience, the caravan's nearly toothless old cook paused dramatically and looked around the circle of eager listeners before concluding, "Then my master, Ishan of Nagusa, halted the woman's blade."

"Such a death would have been fitting for Qutaiba, the worthless wuvin," muttered a voice from the crowd.

Khint ceased to listen as the men dissected the propriety of any man, even one so obviously dishonorable, falling victim to the blade of a woman, especially a foreign woman. Around and around the arguments would go, discussing the strange customs of the distant land of Rohan, while lips pursed in distaste, but eyes gleamed with delight. Somehow, under the influence of the homebrew, the story of Sevilodorf's interference in the marketplace of Aglar had become entwined with the tale of the White Lady of Rohan who slew the mighty wraith of the Dark Lord. 

Finally, when the old man refused another glass and rose on unsteady feet to depart, a voice asked the question Khint had been hoping to hear all evening. "This lady, has Ishan taken her under his protection?"

"Yellem," replied the old man with a cackle of laughter. "Master Ishan would sooner be staked out to suffer the rage of a shamal than take such a woman into his household. It is said she seeks a kinsman: the son of her father lost to the war."

Nods of understanding bobbed about the room, for the armies of Harad had marched north never to return, with even their names lost to the wind.

The stranger asked, "Are there no men in her clan to take on this task?"

Dolefully the old man shook his head. "Her servant says she is the last of her clan. Father, husband and son fell in the battles against the wizard Saruman. Only a rumor of her brother has she left."

Khint watched several men make the sign against ill fortune, for many of them had suffered similar loss, or had assumed responsibility for the women and children of men who never returned.

Khint kept hidden his own thought that the world would have been a much fairer place if Sevilodorf had met her end with her kin in the vales of Rohan. Instead, he listened carefully as the old man let drop the next destination of Ishan's caravan and the most interesting fact that they expected to be in Markato within a week.

Conversation soon after turned to other things, and Khint's unwitting informant came to the empty bottom of his cup. After the man stumbled away upon the arm of another of Ishan's vendors, the former clerk sipped the remains of his beer and considered the possibilities of what he had learned.

"Ah, me," he sighed, under the steady rumble of men's voices. "Master Tamar has no idea the sacrifices I make."

Thus he pushed himself to his feet, checked his hat's security, and made his way out into the dark. Several minutes later, he heaved himself into the saddle for the excruciating – he much preferred coaches - ten-mile ride in the dark to Aglar, and Master Tamar.

***

Caravan encampment 

Outside Feresulla

Too poor to possess an inn, the village of Feresulla could have little to attract a trading caravan, but Sevilodorf had all but ceased her attempts to deduce the reasoning behind Ishan's choices for his wares. In spite of his surly attitude, the man was an honest trader and would certainly have done a more profitable business by focusing upon larger markets. Perhaps, she pondered, he traveled the lesser roads because of some vow of benevolence? 

Sev hastily discarded the notion of Ishan possessing such lofty ideals. In spite of the brief moment of compassion shown toward the boy in the marketplace, the trader remained unremittingly churlish and continually sour as old milk. 

A soft giggle of boyish laughter drew a smile, and Sev peeked around the corner of her tent to find Tom and the boy, who had revealed his name as Nadim, engaged in a game of knucklebones. Tom, while possessing what to Sev seemed an amazing ability to understand even the most rapid Haradric, was even worse than she at forcing his tongue to produce the liquid tones of the language. In consequence, the game was being conducted with the two participants each speaking their native tongue. Occasionally, Nadim would giggle and attempt a response in Westron, at which Tom would beam and applaud. Given such encouragement it would be only a matter of days before the child's almost constant chatter became comprehensible. 

And a child he was. Unable to give an exact year of his birth, Nadim believed himself to be eight, or perhaps nine. If he could indeed claim that many years, Sev thought him small for his age. The clothing Tom bought from the next-youngest member of Ishan's company, a solemn boy of about fourteen, practically swallowed Nadim. However, they were a decided improvement on the rags they had found him wearing. 

Shifting about so that the light from the small oil lamp fell unhindered upon the cloth, Sev returned to her task. That the boy might enjoy some semblance of decency, tonight she altered the sleeves on his plain cotton shirt. Every now and then, she paused to stare up at the emerging stars. 


Long ago, during summers spent in the high meadows of the White Mountains, she delighted in sitting nestled in her father's arms listening to him tell the stories of the stars. The tales of mighty Menelmacar and valiant Eärendil were always favorites of her brother, Nathirem; but Sev preferred the tale of Wilwarin, the butterfly. During "trading" missions with Anardil, she had shared other star stories her father gathered on his travels to the Misty Mountains, as well as those her Dunland mother recounted from a childhood in the wilds near Methedras. 

Sudden tears blurred her vision. She missed him. Though Anardil served his king by walking amidst the shadows, he lit the dark places within her heart. 

It had been so long.

In a voice meant for her ears alone, Sev softly chanted.

"To live on hopes, false or true, for so long, for how long

To drink heart's blood instead of wine, for so long, for how long 

Consider, we'll either cross the river or will drown

This boat rocked by the storm, for so long, for how long."

With a sigh, she fell silent, but then from the gathering darkness came another voice, deeper but filled with a sorrow equal to her own.

"On the promise of one month, you spent a year and still did not return

This promise of one month, for so long, for how long."

Blinking away the traitorous wetness, Sev looked up to meet Ishan's dark eyes with less than her usual composure.

"How do you know this song?" Ishan demanded, leaving the final verse unspoken.

Sev shrugged and returned her attention to the garment in her hands. The truth was not the business of this man, and she possessed little ability to tell outright lies. Best to remain quiet, as Hulda suggested.

Ishan exhaled but did not leave. In the soft darkness around them, the homey sounds of camp continued: low voices, brief laughter, an abrupt thud of hooves, and again the light giggles of the boy mingled with Tom's deep mirth. Still Ishan lingered, his silent regard becoming weighty as a looming storm cloud. Sev simply continued her stitching and considered herself immune to such strategies. Anardil had long since taught her that not all silences needed to be filled. However, Ishan had learned his lessons in a much harsher school, and so they remained: him waiting, her ignoring.

Nadim's triumphant cry and Tom's hearty congratulations to the child broke the stalemate. Ishan sighed in evident admission of defeat as Sev bit off her thread and called the boy.

"Come, Nadim, it's time for a fitting."

Instantly the boy leapt up and came running eagerly, only to skid to a stop and stare wide eyed up at Ishan.

Impassive as the face of the moon, Ishan watched while Sev handed the newly altered shirt to the child. 

"You do this me?" Nadim asked, his eyes shining with delight. In the flickering light of the lamp, it was difficult to distinguish the bruises, which marred his face and torso.

"Yes, for you," Sev responded and waved her hands. "Put it on so I can see if the hem is even."

Unable to decipher all of what she said, nevertheless the boy understood the motions and slipped the garment over his head. 

"It will do. Tiru no," Sev said and earned a wide grin from Nadim.

"Good isss yesss." 

The words hissed out like a snake. Sev smiled approval, and the boy giggled then glanced fearfully up at Ishan. Instantly Sev realized the child did not expect to be allowed to keep his gift, but something shifted in Ishan's dark gaze. He knelt to the boy's level and spoke in swift Haradic. Though he held a finger up in stern admonishment, his face and tone were surprisingly mild. Whatever his words, Nadim's smile reignited and he nodded vigorously as he chattered a quick reply. Ishan almost smiled, and patted the lad's bony chest ere he stood.

Thereupon Nadim sketched a childishly charming bow, first to Ishan, then to Sev, and scampered back to his game. No sooner did he pass from view than his piping voice rose in new excitement, evidently showing off Sev's stitchery to Tom.

Sev tucked her needle, scissors and thread carefully into the small, pocketed kit the hobbit lasses insisted everyone from The Burping Troll carry in their packs when traveling. She gave a small sigh to think how far from home she was, and how far she had yet to go.

"You are good to the boy." 

Startled by this sudden praise, Sev gaped at the trader for a moment. Then she shook her head. She had heard much of the discussion between Tom and Ishan after her misadventure in the marketplace. When the trader declined to speak to her the following morning, she assumed he was either too angry or thought that by ignoring the situation it would go away.

"Thank you," she finally managed to mumble. Then more strongly, she said, "I would apologize for pulling you into the middle of my battle."

As ever, Ishan's narrow black eyes revealed nothing but reflected lamplight. "You are a woman and easily ruled by emotion. The sight of the wuvin beating the boy upset you, so that you did not think clearly." 

His casual dismissal of her apology won him a glare, which went unnoticed due to the increasing darkness.

"You have earned no shame for your behavior," he added.

"How wonderful," Sev replied in a deceptively calm voice.

"Yes, many have spoken to me of how your interference might be considered honorable because it is proper for a woman to care for a child."

"Interference? Might be? Proper for a woman?" Sev repeated the phrases through clenched teeth. 

Ishan regarded her with bewilderment. Why was she angry? He had just told her that her outrageous behavior had been found acceptable, though he personally believed the men of the area were simply happy to see Qutaiba, that great pig of a man, humiliated. Bah, why would he have thought she would act like a sensible woman?

"Yes, proper." He hurried on. "Because so many wish to assure me that while they found your behavior unbelievable, I should not feel responsible for it." Courtesy prevented Ishan from speaking of the many derogatory remarks made as well.

"Oh, indeed," snapped Sev. "You have no cause to feel responsible for anything I have done." 

Unable to understand why she had become even more upset, Ishan frowned, then continued with news he hoped would be met with favor. 

"We have turned much profit in the past two days, thus we will be able to move toward Markato at a more rapid pace." 

"Not rapid enough for me," Sev muttered, and stuffed her sewing kit into her pack with more vigor than called for.

Confused, Ishan replied, "In only a week, we will be in Markato, then your search might begin in earnest."

Sev froze. How did Ishan know of any search? Even if Tom decided to tell everything that he knew about her, never would he allow a single word about Anardil to slip. Of that, she was certain.

"Search?" 

Ishan eyed her as if debating her sanity, and not for the first time. "For your brother. Tom spoke of him."

"Did he now?" Any punishment she could devise would be too good for Tom when she got her hands on him.

"Yes," Ishan replied warily to the cold question. "Is it he for whom you sing?"

"Sing?" It was Sev's turn to look bewildered. Then she remembered, "Oh, uh... yes. My brother, who was reported missing along the Anduin. He is all that I have, if…"

To hear mention of her lost brother from Ishan befuddled Sev so badly that she could only pray her stumbling response would be credited to her "woman's" emotions. Ishan did not fail her.

In a tone that almost approached kindness, he asked, "What of your clan?"

Resolutely assigning her innumerable cousins by marriage to a momentary Void, after an attempt at a brave, but weak smile, Sev said, "Dead, all dead in the wars. We lived near the Gap of Rohan..."

Ishan flicked his fingers against evil, for even this far to the south, the treachery of Saruman was known. Wizardry remained a dark and dreadful mystery, even to those of Harad, and few would wish to earn a wizard's ire. 

Sev inhaled and squared her shoulders. "But that is the past, and the future is unknown. For today, I will be content with the aim of reaching Markato. There I might find something to tell me where to go next."

In solemn understanding, Ishan bowed. Though a woman, she tried to be brave and sought to do good. Perhaps he had misjudged her.

"Endemin ameshu, madam. Rest knowing that tomorrow you will be one day closer to your goal."

"Ameseghinallehu," Sev thanked him quietly and watched the man walk away. 

Was this good or bad? Whichever, she would have it to deal with. Meanwhile, a quiet conversation with Tom was in order. 

***

Villa outside Aglar

Torchlight flickered warmly in the evening shadows as Khint dipped his hands in the basin of perfumed water. Then he waved aside any further attentions from the cadre of servants summoned from their rest by a strangely obsequious Ghazi.

"No, I will not take the time to refresh myself until after presenting my report to Master Tamar." 

To appear before the malak in all his dust, Khint reasoned silently, would leave a much better impression of his efforts.

"Khôr Tamar retired to his chambers more than an hour ago," objected Ghazi.

Khint drew himself up sternly, hat plume trembling. "Do you dare to countermand your master's order that I am to appear before him immediately upon my return?"

"No, Kûn Khint."

Ghazi dismissed the other servants with a peremptory flick of his hand, then bowed and turned towards the wing of the house that held Tamar's private rooms. As the white-robed servant led the way down the shadowed corridor, Khint enjoyed a momentary satisfaction at finally putting the old man in his place. 

"Wait here, Kûn Khint," Ghazi said with another bow, and left Khint in the same audience room as before.

With silent steps, the old servant disappeared behind a cleverly contrived door, which to the casual glance looked like any other part of the polished paneling. Outside in the starlight, the robed figure of a guard paced the far end of the courtyard. Here in the room, the table smashed in Tamar's wrath had been replaced and the fans stood still, their muscular operators nowhere in evidence. Indeed, it seemed most of the house must be readying for sleep.

Straining his ears into the hush, Khint heard the polite muttering of Ghazi's voice, followed by Tamar's irritated sharpness and the not unexpected murmur of a female voice. Seconds later, a scuff of feet preceded Tamar's appearance.

From shadow into lamplight, he emerged like a sated lion, a loose-fitting wrap indicating his retirement for the night. Nonetheless, his eyes fixed on Khint with gratifying keenness.

Sweeping his plumed hat in a deep bow, Khint greeted the Haradrim. "Forgive me for interrupting your rest, khôr."

"Bring wine for Kûn Khint," the malak commanded the hovering servant then indicated a cushion at the side of the table. "Be seated. I trust you have gathered information of importance."

Khint paused while Ghazi poured wine from a silver ewer and then bowed to his master's dismissal and left. As the old man disappeared, Tamar rolled one hand in a motion for Khint to begin.

The wine tasted smoky and a bit sharp; not nearly the quality his old master, Lord Valthaur, would have served. Khint set his cup down and said, "The rabble have credited her disgraceful behavior to her woman's emotions and name her the Lady of the Sky Eyes."

Tamar looked at him with strained forbearance. "I care not for what the rabble thinks."

"I only mention it, my lord, because we may use this ill-placed respect to our purpose."

"Explain."

"She seeks kin lost to the war. A man of Rohan who might have become prisoner during the final months."

Khint paused, for Tamar now watched him with stony eyes and a thin, foxy smile beneath his mustache. "If she were given a trail to follow," the thin Gondorian continued, "we would be able to draw our quarry into a trap. But the trail must be believable, for she is a woman of devious mind and will suspect trickery."

"I see." Tamar sat back and laced his fingers over his flat belly, a great cat measuring whether the object before him was prey or not. "And because you were here five years ago and saw fair-haired slaves, you think you can play upon circumstances of which you know little."

"Yes, my lord," Khint replied, though his stomach lurched uneasily. "Others will remember, and they can add veracity to whatever trail we wish to lay. Deception is, after all, best served with the sauce of truth."

A wry tilt of Tamar's mouth indicated that he appreciated the wit, even if he harbored other doubts. "A dangerous game, kûn, with much risk. Are you certain that she is worthy bait for our trap?"

This Khint could answer with complete confidence. "She is the honey to draw the fly."

For an instant, Tamar's fingers drummed on the polished table and then his chin came up in determination. "Keep her in sight. Allow rumors to reach her ears of the mines of Azhar."

Only with effort did Khint conceal the surge of elation those words aroused. "As you command."

"Enjoy your wine, Kûn Khint," said Tamar, and gathered himself to rise. Khint scrambled to reach his feet as well, and Tamar cast him an ironic smile. "You may prove your worth yet, Gondorian."

With that, the warrior paced away, back to his leisure and pleasure, leaving Khint with a cup of ill-tasting wine and the first real hopes that his own revenge would see fruition yet. To the empty room, he hoisted his cup.

"Sleep well, Mistress Sevilodorf," he murmured. "I think you're going to need it."

Then he tossed back the wine in a single draught, coughed, and turned to seek his own rest. 

***

Chapter Fourteen

June 20, 1424 SR

Village of Ensira, Harondor
Beneath her hijab, Sev felt heat rushing to her cheeks. A week ago, she had been pleased to accept a simple compliment regarding the color of her eyes. Now, it seemed wherever she went someone remarked upon them - usually with a fulsomeness that made her want to laugh in the speaker's face. Occasionally, the overblown comments would be accompanied by a suggestive leer that set Tom growling and her own fingers itching for the weight of her knives. This time, however, it was neither her icy stare nor Tom's lowered eyebrows, but little Nadim who flew to her rescue.

Lowering the bright red parasol he had inveigled from one of Ishan's vendors to provide shade for Kali Sev, Nadim charged at the man spouting a stream of Haradric that raised Tom's eyebrows and set the nearest observers to laughing uproariously. Whatever the lad's threats, the fierceness of his diatribe sent her "admirer'" scurrying away.

"This has got to stop," she muttered. A swift grab managed to capture Nadim's sleeve and prevent him from following the hastily retreating man across the square. Tipping her head back to look at Tom, she asked, "Do I want to know what he said?"

"Best if you don't, missus," Tom chortled. "Does have a way with words though."

"I tell wuvin you not woman to howl for," Nadim declared.

His small face pinched with a hard scowl. By Ishan's command, no one must be allowed to show disrespect to Kali Sev. Clearly, the boy intended to enforce that rule to the letter.

Sev closed her eyes and pursed her lips to keep from laughing aloud. 

"Thank you for your care, Nadim, but…" Sev began.

"Tiru no," Nadim interrupted then positioned himself to place Sev in the pool of shade provided by the parasol. 

Something in the Haradric upbringing must teach the men, even ones as young as Nadim, to deal with women as if they were children in need of care. While it was nice to be pampered a bit now and then, as a constant diet the habits proved irksome.

Abandoning any hope of completing her errands without drawing a crowd, Sev said, "Never mind the carrots. I wish to return to the caravan."

"Tiru no, much hot for woman," Nadim agreed. Thereupon he began an earnest-sounding torrent of words that left Sev shaking her head in confusion, and Tom nearing an apoplexy of amusement. 

Ignoring the boy, for he could not help what he had been taught and Tom was in no shape to provide translation, Sev strode across the square with eyes demurely lowered, but with a determination that prevented further hindrance. Gossip, she thought wryly, traveled at a far faster pace than Ishan's caravan, and with the fantastical exaggerations added along the way, the tale of her meeting with Nadim had all the earmarks of becoming a legend to be repeated for many years. 

"So much for remaining anonymous," Sev sighed.

"Aye, missus, you have stirred the pot a bit," Tom observed as they walked. "But might be some good come of it. It'll make folk eager to step forward and tell what they know."

"You mean to make up information so they may become part of the legend," Sev replied sourly. "There is nothing else to be found. Every smidgen of rumor has been investigated countless times."

"Never know," Tom answered cheerily. "Might come up with something new to tell ol' Dil when we get to Markato. Set him on the trail and watch him sniff out the truth."

Grateful for the hijab that hid her expression, Sev managed a noncommittal grunt. While she never explicitly stated Anardil would meet them in Markato, she had never corrected Tom's assumption either. Only a few days from their destination, the situation was one she could not ignore for much longer. Her initial misrepresentation would be easily forgiven, but discovering she had lied by omission all these weeks was bound to hurt the man. What affect might it have on his willingness to continue aiding her? 

Deciding that putting the matter off would serve no good purpose, Sev determined to admit the truth of the situation upon their return to the encampment. She would send Nadim to assist the toothless old cook and Ratib, the boy whose shirt he wore, with the noon meal. 

Having reached the decision to confess, she could not help but be irritated when no sooner did they arrive than Ratib hurried up to inform her that Kûn Ishan requested her presence immediately. Of all the times for the man to break his habit of ignoring her existence. But the matter must be of some urgency if Ishan felt it important enough to assign one of his men the task of speaking to her. Sending Nadim happily off with the fourteen-year-old messenger, Tom and Sev proceeded to the modest tent at the center of the camp.

Beneath the awning shielding the tent's opening from the heat of the sun, a thick woven rug and three plump cushions had been arranged. Ishan, his stiff posture difficult to read, stood facing a rotund man with a tiny goatee that wagged on his chin like a peculiar tuft of weeds while he spoke quickly in the Haradrim tongue. Backs against the poles supporting the awning stood two dark-robed azgar and one of Ishan's burlier vendors.

With a nod, Ishan indicated Sev's approach, and the man ceased speaking. Again, Sev found herself grateful for the mask provided by the hijab as a shiver of distaste slid down her spine. Though respectably dressed in the robes of a distinguished man, something about the oily sheen on his round face and the button-hardness of his dark eyes set her nerves on edge. 

"Kûn Fouad," said Ishan, "let me make known to you, Kali Sevilodorf, once of Rohan."

Reading Ishan's stern expression as a command to be on her best behavior for this obviously important guest, Sev bowed her head and said carefully, "Endemin walu." 

Fouad's cheeks plumped with a broad smile. "Ah, the Lady of the Sky Eyes deigns to speak with the voice of Harad."

Sev noted the tightening of Ishan's jaw. "I fear, Kûn Fouad, you have now heard all my ill-mannered tongue is capable of saying."

"No matter," Fouad brushed aside her apology and settled upon one of the overstuffed cushions with a sigh. 

Ishan indicated that Sev should seat herself, and then gave Tom a glance that sent the broad-shouldered Gondorian to join the silent guards standing cross-armed and glowering.

"Kali, this man would have speech with you." 

While certain the words were not meant to be a request, Sev nodded and folded her hands quietly in her lap. "I would be most happy to give Kûn Fouad a few minutes of my time."

The small frown she earned from Ishan, and the momentary flash of impatience from the glittering brown eyes of the Haradrim merchant, warned her that levity of any flavor would be unwise.

Folding pudgy fingers across the straining brocade that sheathed his belly, Fouad fixed his beady stare on Sev and began to speak. "I hear a most interesting tale from the market place, Kali Sevilodorf. They say a woman saved a child from a beating by an unjust master, and defended that child with her own life. You are indeed brave to face a beast such as the man Qutaiba."

He paused as if measuring Sev's reaction. She chose to lower her gaze and say nothing.


Giving a small grunt, Fouad continued. "I also hear you seek a lost kinsman. A brother? They say he was made a slave during the war and lives on in this disgrace. I find it an unusual custom among your people that you would seek such a one."

The man's oily tones by now rendered Sev's jaw as tight as Ishan's, but by supreme effort; she held her tongue still.

"Be as it may," Fouad said, "it so happens I saw slaves who were sent upriver five years ago. I've no idea where they were bound, of course, but I recall clearly that it was only days before the Gondorian king's treaty deadline passed." The fat man heaved an immense sigh. "I cannot imagine why the King of Gondor would want those worthless ones back, for a man who would cast aside his honor and embrace slavery is no man at all. But the King was willing to pay a great deal for their return. In fact, I seem to recall the King of Rohan was just as eager."

Again his beady eyes fixed on Sev. Swallowing, she replied, "I have heard the same, Kûn Fouad."

"And yet your brother was not one of those ransomed?"

"He was not, kûn."

"Hmm." The merchant shifted his heavy bulk upon the cushions. "In all likelihood, then, he is dead. Many of the slaves I saw were fair of skin, but that indicates little." He nodded, fat chins rippling, towards Ishan's light brown complexion. "Many of the lower classes have paler skin."

The blatant rudeness of the man stunned Sev. What sort of ill-mannered beast walked into a man's camp and offered such insults? Clamping her teeth together, she strove to present the same impassive air of attention as Ishan. 

"But no matter." Again, Fouad flicked away the unimportant thought. "The undeserving ones I saw would not have been prisoners. No one would have sacrificed the profit to be earned in collecting the ransom."

The merchant paused and directed a sharp glance at Sevilodorf as if expecting a response. However, a glacial stare was all the Rohirrim woman dared allow herself.

"Your wisdom is well known, Kûn Fouad," Ishan interjected into the lengthening silence. "Will you honor me by taking refreshment?"

"No, no." Fouad levered his bulk upward. "I have more important appointments to attend."

Ishan rose gracefully and bowed to the man. "It was most gracious of you to carry this information yourself."

Fouad's lips twisted in momentary distaste; then curved into a false smile aimed at the still-seated Sevilodorf. "Perhaps you will be blessed to learn your brother met a glorious death in battle."

When Fouad and his escort disappeared accompanied by the burly vendor and Tom, Sev dropped her hijab and confronted Ishan. 

"Why ever would you put up with such rudeness? I trust it was not on my account."

Eyes unreadable, Ishan gave a small shrug. "Fouad is a man with powerful friends."

"Why did he bother to come see me, then?"

"A minor noble, Fouad's only estate lies outside the village of Aglar. He cannot afford to lose those lands, thus it is good for him to appear to assist you in your search; a search which has the approval of the Gondorians who now rule this land." Again, Ishan's shoulder lifted in a shrug. "There may even be several grains of truth in what he said."

"Coated with discourtesy as they were, I hesitate to look at them closely." 

"Perhaps that was also his intention. I cannot say." The caravan master's expression subtly gentled. "I regret the necessity of presenting him to you."

Acknowledging the apology with a small smile, Sev said, "I understand your position, Ishan. You have done far more than you bargained for in Pelargir. A few more days, and you will be free of me. Now, please excuse me, I wish to think upon the information Fouad has given me."

As she disappeared among the tents and picket lines of the caravan, Ishan stood staring thoughtfully after the Rohirrim woman. Had it been as he told her: Fouad seeking to keep on the good side of the new masters of the realm? Or was there another purpose to his visit? Fouad, as all knew, scavenged for scraps at the table of Tamar. Had the malak directed the man's steps? While his thoughts deepened, Ishan's hand moved to massage his left shoulder where still burned the brand placed upon his skin at the age of ten. 

It was now nearly four years since he dared to gather his wife and children and petition the newly formed courts for their freedom. An act that took almost more courage than he possessed, but which was necessary for him to continue to live. For the first three decades of his life, he worked as a slave within the household of Tamar and considering himself lucky to have such a powerful master to protect him from the dark times. Believing the lies told by the Lords of the Twenty Houses, he trained willingly with other men of Tamar's household to fight the evil Lords of the West. 

But when it came time to go to war, his master set plans, long held secret, into motion. Keeping the best of his warriors by his side, Tamar humbled himself before the council and accepted the task of organizing the movement of troops along the Harad Road. His sons and the armies of slaves he had trained departed for the battles in the north while he remained behind. Publicly he gnashed his teeth about the duties that kept him from the honors to be earned in battle, but before his specially selected group of swordsmen he proclaimed, "There is no honor in death, only in emerging the victor." 

By foul means or fair, Tamar meant to be victorious. Quietly, he assumed the duties of those lords gone to war, steadily gaining power within the highest councils. Then came the destruction of the Dark Tower and the vanquishing of the Dark Lord. Those men and dark creatures under His control fell into madness, ravaging the land in murderous rages. Noble men within the Twenty Houses, like the current Kâthuphazgân and the leaders of House Minul and Tharan, who had fought the Darkness in secret, came forth to do battle. The Harnen ran red in the setting sun with the blood of brothers slain by the swords of brothers. In the aftermath, Tamar claimed the position of Malak of House Minul by right of contest, displaying the head of his rival before the new phazgân. 

But Ishan possessed the true knowledge of that contest. 

Had Tamar decided it was time again to attempt to eliminate the threat Ishan represented, and thought to use the woman from Rohan in his plot?

Shaken from his reverie by the appearance of Nadim and Ratib bearing trays of dates and sweetmeats, Ishan gestured to the boys to put the fare down. 

Settling his tray upon the rug beside Ishan, Nadim leaned towards Ratib and hissed, "I told you we need not to bring food for guests. Fouad does not have the manners to accept the hospitality of Kûn Ishan." 

"How do you know of Fouad, little one?" Ishan asked. 

Nadim froze, eyes wide, and Ishan shook his head. "Come, lad. Every man and boy in this caravan has free voice. Let me hear yours." 


Thus emboldened, Nadim dove into an eager explanation. "Qutaiba, my old master, did much business with him. He liked to pretend they were great friends, but anyone could see Fouad used their friendship to avoid paying his bills." Eyes bright as a sparrow's, the lad barely paused for breath before pursuing his next thought. "Why is Fouad here in Ensira? For the past month, he has spent every possible moment with Khôr Tamar."

"How could you know such a thing?" 

The sharpness of Ishan's query shocked a reaction opposite of its intention, the boy hunching as if in anticipation of a blow. Frightened by the man's intensity, Nadim stood unable to speak. 

Striving to control his impatience, Ishan spoke softly. "Is this more of Qutaiba's talk? Speak, lad. I will not beat you for being a clever boy."

Nadim shook his head, and as the trader smiled ruefully, he regained his courage. "Khôr Tamar called Qutaiba to his villa to discuss the weaving pattern for a rug. Three of us boys went to carry sample yarns. While my master spoke to the Khôr, we were taken to the kitchens and given honey cakes and bread. The kitchen boys told how Fouad was always hanging about."

"How long has Tamar been in Aglar?"

"At least a month before Kali Sev took me away. He was there a few months ago too. And the man with the feathered hat also."

"What man?" Ishan frowned, for feathered men had not entered into any discussions he was aware of.

"The bald one who was in the market today watching Kali Sev. Perhaps Khôr Tamar came here with Fouad and the other? The kitchen boys said he was like a leech sucking blood from the malak."

"Fouad?"

"No, the foreigner. The man with the eyebrows that dance when he talks. He used to come to the market in Aglar and eat honey cakes."

"You are certain you saw this man today."

"Yes, Kûn Ishan. He was staring most impolitely at Kali Sev, but then he moved behind the spices stall."

Ishan held up a hand to silence the boy. Not a believer in coincidence, the trader was certain the child's chatter provided confirmation of Tamar's interest. Absently, he rubbed his shoulder. 

"Take Ratib and see if you can find this foreigner again. Do not let the man know you are watching him."

Nadim nodded, a thousand questions reflected in his wide eyes. But to his credit, he managed to hold his tongue and raced away with Ratib on his heels.  

Ishan looked upon the caravan, all he had worked for, all his men dared to dream. Curse the woman for rousing the sleeping lion. Lifting a date, Ishan began to eat his simple meal and plan ways to guard against Tamar.

***

June 24, 1424

Road to Markato
Fouad proved only the first in a stream of unwelcome visitors over the next four days. Dozens of men appeared to strain the tempers of both Ishan and Sevilodorf by disrupting the routines of the caravan and expecting polite discourse. All the more annoying was the fact that Ishan must act as chaperone for these interviews, since Sev was in his safekeeping. 

A majority of the tales contained information, which Ishan quickly dismissed as being long out-of-date or known to be false. A few, told by men with uncomfortable connections to Tamar, were a strange mix of hints and cautious warnings that some things were best left unfound. However, a handful of visitors spoke with compelling honesty. Thus, steadily, enough grains of truth were gathered to give cause to believe that somewhere eastward near the headwaters of the River Harnen there was a mine manned by many slaves whose origins were unclear.

As the tenuous rumors gained solidity, Sevilodorf's reaction bewildered Ishan. Some sign of increased hope would be more understandable than the restless pacing, and expressions of anguish, he had glimpsed when she did not know he observed. She seemed like someone who desired to achieve a goal yet feared to attempt it. Her fear, though never apparent before, was warranted, considering the absurdity of a woman pursuing such a course - but why now, when success seemed possible?

In many ways, the whole situation remained beyond Ishan's understanding. What happened in those lands of the north to make a woman need to carry a sword? Or go journeying without kin beyond the borders of her country? 

To seek a brother lost to battle and thus disgraced proved equally difficult to comprehend. From youth, the Haradrim were taught that those whose death was not in victory are named no longer. The only greater shame possible would be for a warrior to survive when all his sword-brothers perished around him. Though memories of his own brother, a slave in the army of Tamar and sent to the wars with Gondor, lived on his mind, he would not utter his name aloud. The Rohirrim, Kali Sevilodorf explained, were very different. 

"Our men are warriors, trained to love the bright sword above all else. Those who bring victory with their death are honored greatly with songs sung for generations. But we do not forget the others whose battles against the Darkness were lost. Our sons learn their names as well, to remind us that every act against evil, whether by the mighty or the weak, whether successful or a failure, will ultimately contribute to its overthrow."

Yet defeat meant weakness, not nobility; humiliation, not honor. Ishan found the logic of Sev's account so alien that he gave up the struggle to understand. However, it did explain why those who should be protected by the strong imagined they might do more than get under men's feet and distract them. It also made slightly more comprehensible the idea of a woman embarking on a man's mission and then becoming too afraid to go on.

Even more worrisome than the kali's behavior, and the constant interruptions caused by those seeking an audience with the Lady of the Sky Eyes, were the men who continued to dog Sevilodorf's steps. 

"You are sure?" Ishan asked his two young spies.

Ratib and Nadim nodded in unison.

"Yes, Kûn Ishan," Ratib replied. "Two more men have been following Kali Sevilodorf in the market place."

Little Nadim added, "One even waited when she went in the dressmaker's stall."

Ishan frowned, though less at the impropriety of a man haunting a woman's shop than at what this news meant. Now they could add two more watchers to the list containing the rotund Fouad and the beetle-browed foreigner. 

"What news of this other one, this man with the remarkable eyebrows?"

The boys exchanged glances, then Nadim added, "We have not seen any more of him."

"Very well," Ishan replied. "Now be off about your chores."

"Yes, Kûn Ishan!" the boys chorused, and ran off together.


In their wake, Ishan scowled and pondered their news. He still could not be certain if he was the target and the woman just the means, or if Sevilodorf was the target. Had some trouble from the north followed her? In any case, if something befell one known to be in his 'keeping', he would lose face. Somehow, he must find a way to keep her safe in the coming shamal. 

***

"She not eat," Nadim informed Tom with a frown, and slumped down beside the man.

"Again?" Tom finished off the last of his chicken, and passed a honey cake to the child. "Don't let it bother you, son."

Nadim stared at the cake without eating it. Then in a rush of Haradric, he asked, "What will become of me when we reach Markato? Kûn Ishan holds my papers, but I wish to stay with you and Kali Sev."

Tom sighed and answered in the common tongue, "I don't know, lad. The missus ain't been in a real talkative mood these past few days. I'm not sure we can take you with us."

The language switched again as Nadim insisted, "I am strong. I will work hard for you. I will not make any trouble and will keep watch for those men who follow Kali Sev."

"What men?"

Nadim's description of the men, and how Kûn Ishan had set him and Ratib to watching them, left Tom shaking his head. 

"Tom, you're losing your touch," he muttered. Ever since the incident in Aglar, there had been so many people gawking at them that he hadn't been able to keep track of who was who. 

"Good eyes me," Nadim said switching back to broken Westron to get Tom's attention. "I see mens."

"That you did. And told ol' Ishan too, just like you should."

"You talk Kali Sev. Tell her take me," Nadim exclaimed eagerly. 

"Seems we'll have a lot to talk about." Tom winked at the boy and said, "Eat your honey cake, lad. I'll speak to her."

***

The glow of the lamp in Sev's tent cast her shadow against the cloth walls. Thus, Tom witnessed her pacing back-and-forth when he approached. There being no door on which to knock, he tugged at a rope to signal his presence.

"Missus, you got a moment?" he called softly.

"Of course, Tom. I'll be right there." 

The brief sound of water splashing in a bowl suggested that Sev washed her face before she appeared at the tent opening, her hijab folded over her head but unpinned. She gestured for Tom to take a seat on the rug outside, and then sat beside him. 

Glancing at the guards walking the perimeter of the encampment, Tom said quietly, "We need to be making plans, missus. You think Ol' Dil will be in Markato tomorrow? Or will we have to wait around for him?"

Sev clasped her hands together and sighed. "Tom, I very much doubt Dil will be there."

"You think he had to move on 'cause we spent too much time lollygaging on the road? But you got another place set up to meet, don't you? Smart man like Dil's always got a backup plan."

"Yes, Dil would. But I don't. Not exactly."

Eyes narrowing with dawning suspicion, Tom's expression clearly demanded an explanation. Now, at last, Sev found herself unable to avoid the wages of telling untruths. Yet she lacked the strength to do anything but sigh and let her shoulders slump.

"Don't be angry with me, Tom. The truth is he's not there. In fact, the last I heard he was in Rhûn"

"Rhûn? Then what the bloody blazes are we doing tramping about here?" 

Sev twisted her hands. "It was the only way I could think of."

Annoyance and confusion fought for control of Tom's features. "Think of to do what?"

"To rescue Dil. He went to Rhûn and should have been home months ago."

Confusion now warred visibly with anxiety and hurt feelings as Tom slowly shook his head. "Well, if'n you'd told me that's where you wanted to go, I could've gotten you there a sight quicker than this, and by a more sensible route. Know I'm not much, missus, but I do my job, keep my mouth shut. You shoulda told me from the start."

"Yes, Tom, but I didn't know you well enough before we embarked on this trip to trust you with the truth, but now I know I can." The wounded, near-angry look remained on Tom's unlovely features, and Sev hastened on. "Please hear me out. It's a complicated tale."

Quickly, for she had rehearsed the words every night for the past week, Sev told the version of the truth necessary. Briefly, she explained how, when Anardil left Pelargir two years ago, she and Anardil had moved to northern Ithilien and became traders upon the Eastern Borders. Then had come the opportunity to go further east.

"You know what he's like," she appealed to Tom. "Always poking his nose into things, making deals with the strangest people. He wouldn't let me go. Told me to sit tight for a while; he'd be back. But he didn't come back, so I decided to go looking for him."

Tom frowned. "Why didn't you just follow the Eastern Road? Shorter trip."

Again, Sev reminded herself that she did not lie; she simply spoke an edited form of the truth. "I would have, but my relatives were watching me. They don't think Dil's quite respectable enough. I didn't lie to you about that." She shot him a quick glance. "You saw that young man, Malthor, in Pelargir."

"Aye, true enough." Tom knotted his big hands in his lap, not looking at her. "Still, you shoulda told me. I owe that man." 

"I'm sorry, Tom. Really I am." She did not have to feign the wretchedness in her voice. "I would never have made it this far without you. Will you stay with me?"

"Now it's me that's got to wonder who I can trust."

Tom looked at Sev, and though the light from the lamp in the tent did little to illume her face, he suddenly suspected that her eyes were pink from crying. Recalling that her sadness had seemed even greater in recent days, he let out a deep sigh.

"So, where do you plan for us to go from here?"

Dropping her head into her hands, Sev moaned. "I'm in a worse fix than before. Never in my wildest dreams did I think there was anything to find when you told that story about me looking for my brother. Everyone, even Dil, had looked for years and found nothing. It seemed the perfect tale to keep the truth hidden, but now…"

The big man's brow furrowed in slow understanding. "Now you've got to decide whether to go after Dil or keep lookin' for your brother?"

Sev nodded. "I made arrangements to meet someone on the border between Nurn and Harad, but I'm already overdue. I can't take the time to investigate the rumors of slaves working a mine in the mountains. The longer I delay looking for Dil, the less chance of finding him."

Silence settled for a moment while Tom digested the information, and then he shrugged. "Both trails go north. Well, more rightly northeast."

"Yes, and my cousin is probably already at the border."

"Cousin?" Tom asked, skeptically.

A whole truth burst from her in startling relief. "Foster-son actually, he is in agreement that I should go. Or at least he saw it was impossible to stop me and chose to help me."

With a snort, Tom replied, "Know the feelin', missus."

Sev bit back a smile. "I am a difficult woman, but I am now asking your advice."

Scowling thoughtfully, Tom straightened a few tassels of the rug before concluding, "We go meet this relative of yours. He takes you north towards Rhûn, and I'll go searching for your brother. "

Now Sev did smile, her teeth sparkling in the darkness. "You'd do that for me, Tom?"

"No." Her heart thumped a hard beat even as he continued, "But I'll do it for Dil. Do it because of all you done for him, and because you come this far. Don't go lookin' too satisfied, missus. There are some things still to be worked out. First, the boy."

"Nadim?"

"He's got it in his head to go with you."

Incredulity sharpened Sev's reply. "I can't take a child into such danger."

Tom guffawed. "Lad's lived through worse, and he wants to go. Probably run off and follow us anyway, so we might as well take him."

"But he belongs ... somewhere. What about his father?"

"Beg pardon, missus, but he ain't anybody's favorite son. He's never said, but either he's somebody's by-blow, beg pardon, missus, or he's the last son of a mighty big family. Besides," Tom's look darkened, "the man who would sign his own boy to the likes of that Qutaiba don't deserve to have him back. Boy's better off with folks what will learn him the things he should know, without beatin' the lessons into him."

With a long, soul-felt sigh, Sev gazed out into the desert night. "All right. I'll speak to Ishan about it."

"Might as well talk to him about finding someone to guide us up the river, too." Tom eyed her warily from beneath heavy brows. "Nadim's a likely lad but I think we need someone a bit more experienced, and neither one of us is any good with talking that slippery tongue of theirs."

"Very well. Anything else?"

"I'll let you know if I think of anything, missus."

"Good night, Tom. And thank you."

Tom grunted and heaved himself to his feet, where he gazed down at her, a monolith of ugliness and unexpected integrity. Sev felt small in more ways than one.


"Night, missus," he said.

Then he stumped away towards his bedroll, though she distinctly heard a fading mutter of, "Shoulda told me" as he disappeared from view.

"When we practice to deceive..." she sighed.

Thereupon she got up, went into her tent, and laid down for the first good night's sleep she had enjoyed in over a week.

***

Chapter Fifteen

June 25, 1424 SR

Road to Markato 

Dawn blew in from the east hard-edged with driven dust, rousing the caravan to gritty eyes and dry mouths. The pack animals did not care for the wind either, and were edgy, nervous and ill tempered as their handlers tried to ready them for the road. Before the sun even cleared the horizon, two of Ishan's men had been kicked and one of the donkeys broke loose to run around camp, evading all attempts to capture it. A pair of the younger men gave over-zealous chase, which resulted in the cook's tent half-collapsing when the runaway ripped out three of the tent stakes. Ishan then had to halt everything to pacify the cook's high-pitched ire.

As a result, the caravan master was not in his best humor, if indeed a best humor he possessed, when Ratib, reported to him.

"Kûn Ishan, I have news!" the youth cried when he drew near, nimbly dodging a packhorse as it scrambled backwards from a wind-blown tarpaulin. "Kûn Ishan!"

"What now?" Ishan barked, and the boy slid to a wide-eyed halt.

Bobbing his head in quick respect, Ratib said, "Forgive me, Kûn Ishan, but you wished to know what those men are doing."

"Yes, yes, of course." Ishan inhaled and let out a gusty breath, and beckoned the lad to follow. "What did you find?"

"Two of the men who watch Kali Sevilodorf are still about. They pretend to be interested in rugs."

"Ah." The caravan master's scowl changed meaning, but not its sincerity.

Ratib continued his report while they walked. "But the man with the feathered hat and strange eyebrows is gone, and so is Kûn Fouad."

"Did you learn where they went?" Ishan resolutely did not look as yet another packhorse leapt, kicked, and heaved its half-packed load over the heads of its scrambling handlers.

"I do not know where the eyebrows man went. But Kûn Fouad has returned to Aglar." The boy slanted a wary look up at his captain's grim face, and asked, "Is that not good news? That leaves only two men to follow Kali Sevilodorf."

"Better the jackal you can see than the one out of sight," Ishan muttered. But then he patted Ratib on the shoulder and said, "Well done. Now go find Nadim and see if you can help Cook sort out his kitchen. Be careful, Cook is in an evil humor."

No sooner did the lad race away than Ishan turned and nearly collided with yet another problem. A very large, very ill favored, very Gondorian problem.

"Thought we had an understanding," Tom announced. "My job is to keep Mistress Sevilodorf safe. Can't rightly do my job if you keep things hidden from me."

Irked at being confronted, Ishan glared up at the man and shot back, "Of what do you speak, O Insolent One?"

Unmoved, Tom replied, "Whoever you got them boys watchin'. Who are they?"

"Men who have business with me." 

"If they're followin' Mistress Sev, their business is with me."

"She is just a stepping stone."

"Stepping stones can get knocked into deep water too." Tom folded his arms across his thick chest and eyed the smaller man levelly. "What do you know?"

Yet before Ishan could reply, another figure appeared, feminine in shape and demurely shrouded in a hijab, but as ever, blue eyes met his with firm directness such as no Haradrim woman would do.

"Good morning, Ishan," said Sev briskly, and halted to study both men warily. "You look like two dogs with one bone between you. What should I know?"

Tom jerked a thick thumb towards Ishan. "He's got them boys watchin' some fellows that have been watchin' you."


"Watching me?" Sev's eyebrows leapt and she raised a hand to partially lower her hijab. "Whatever for?"

Tom looked to Ishan, who shook his head and replied. "These men work for one who is an old enemy of mine. He will undoubtedly lose interest when he discovers you are but a guest of my company."

The rising sun touched on a glittering in Sev's eyes, hard as knifepoints. "Indeed," she said, and Ishan swore her teeth clicked on that single word. "Then it is well that my sojourn with your caravan is nearing its end."

Hoping to divert her ire before it ignited, Ishan spread open hands and said, "You have the protection of the caravan, Kali Sevilodorf. Is there anything you require before I return to my duties?"

"As a matter of fact, I have a favor to ask." Her head tilted to a tenacious angle as she looked at him. "I wish to take the boy, Nadim, with me when I depart at Markato. Tom has also suggested that I request your assistance in locating a guide to help me on my way up the Harnen River. I know that whomever you recommend would be a trustworthy man, one who would be an honorable companion for a lady, which is why I come to you."

For an instant Ishan simply stared, trying to discern how on earth the woman could layer so many things into a single demand. On top of the outrageous request to take that foundling boy, she poured the honey of flattery for his wisdom - truly, the women of the North were a bewildering species.

"Kali Sevilodorf, a woman cannot take on an apprentice," he reminded her. "And I hold the boy's papers."

"Of course you do. But I paid for them." Once more, her gaze sharpened shrewdly. "For a child as young as Nadim, it is not improper for him to remain in my care. Furthermore, he is undersized for his age and not up to doing the hard work of an older boy like Ratib. Are you prepared, Kûn Ishan, to take on the care and keeping of a small child, on top of your duties to a caravan that must travel hundreds of miles a year?" 

Again, Ishan and Tom exchanged glances, whereupon Ishan decided he was getting a headache, and that he would probably have one for the rest of the day. He raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose, and ignored an outburst of angry shouting and thudding hooves somewhere behind him. All of a sudden, he had too many pieces of an unknown puzzle, the Rohirrim woman stood at the center of it all, and it irritated him that he had yet to gain control of the situation. Abruptly he came to a decision and raised his head to look at her.

"If you can delay your departure from Markato for a few days, I will be your guide to the mines." Ignoring the astonishment on her face, he continued, "If your brother is truly held there and his freedom may be purchased, you will need me to negotiate the settlement."

Sev's eyes narrowed, but before she more than drew breath, Tom bobbed his heavy head and said, "That's a fine idea, Ishan. You doin' the smooth talkin' would be a big help. I understand well enough, but I don't speak the language so good."

Ishan nodded once. "I will arrange for someone to meet my obligations for a time. You will be my guest at my home in Nagusa, where my wives will make you welcome."

"Where is Nagusa?" Sev's scowl matched Ishan's own.

"It is but two hours north-east of Markato. Is this not agreeable to you? It is my responsibility to assure that you complete your business safely."

Ishan had no way to know the true thoughts in Sev's mind; but to his relief, her expression cleared and she met his gaze with opaque composure.

"Yes, Ishan. This is very agreeable. Thank you for your help and your hospitality."

Ishan gave a brief bow and said, "The caravan will leave as soon as these foolish ones have completed our preparations."


Then he went on his way, barking orders to his men in Haradic as he went. Behind him, Tom watched Sev primly pin her hijab back in place.

Lowly he said, "You don't trust him, missus? Or you just keepin' a few things up your sleeve?"

Only her eyes visible over the linen, Sev replied, "Whatever do you mean, Tom?"

The big man grumbled his response. "You know what I mean. You ain't told him about Dil, have you?"

Sev sniffed and looked across the bustling encampment, the goods and gear of the caravan disappearing into its packs even as they watched.

"You know as well as I that Dil never advocates telling any more of the truth than is strictly necessary. One never knows when the wrong ears may be listening." Her blue eyes cut to him sharply. "Ishan's hospitality will be welcome, for it will give us rest and much-needed baths."

Grinning slyly, Tom asked, "But then you mean to give him the slip and go after Dil, eh?"

Sev's glance smoldered above her hijab. "It was your idea that we engage a guide. Now we have to put up with Ishan, himself, doing the guiding. Since when did you two become such great friends? Meddling, overprotective..."

Tom blinked in befuddlement, and replied, "He's right that he'll know how to talk to them folks at the mines. That would help me lookin' for your brother."

"Yes, but must he hover over me every step of the way? The pair of you are like wet nurses." Then Sev shook her head. "We need not involve Ishan any further than we already have. Perhaps he can be of help with the mines, but I must put my mind to escaping his clutches to meet my cousin and find Dil. Come now; let us see to our horses."

***

June 26. 1424 SR

Markato
The main home of Khôr Tamar, Malak of House Minul, reflected its master's status with unabashed opulence. As old Ghazi ushered Khint through corridors arched to embrace every breeze, the Gondorian viewed his surroundings with interest. From one room to the next, a profusion of rich appointments greeted and pleased the eye. Linen curtains drifted in tall windows, heavy, ornate rugs clad the marble floors, while silks gleamed on cushions and couches. At every glance, lustrous wood furnishings and gold-rimmed urns shone gently in ambient light. The pillars that held the high-vaulted ceilings were richly painted in scenes of hunting and war, highlighted in gold leaf, while the ceilings themselves shimmered with lavish visions of the heavens and the sea. 

Beside Khint, Tamar's favorite azgar strode impassively, resolutely not looking at his companion. Khint permitted himself a thin smile as they turned down another hallway. By his reckoning, anyone who made his living purely by the sword lacked the refinement to appreciate the better things in life.

An archway led to another airy room, where thick rugs padded their footsteps. In the center of the room, Tamar sat on cushions at a low table, picking at the remains of his meal. A serving girl who knelt beside him might have been carved in alabaster; while behind the malak, a large golden shield bore the painted sigil of his service. He looked up, hawkish in his glance as he viewed his guests.

A feline look of satisfaction crossed Tamar's face, and he dipped his fingers in a fingerbowl.

"Ah, your arrival is most timely," he said. "Speak, Kûn Khint, and tell me what news you bear."

"Yes, my lord."

One spiky eyebrow lifted in apparent salute, and Khint began his account with efficient brevity. He had learned well the moods of Tamar, and he knew the man preferred to receive information in a factual manner, and without elaboration: quite different from Khint's previous master's love of embellishment. 

"The caravan has arrived at Markato, and settled at an inn for the night so that Ishan may conduct his business tomorrow. Then his men will be released to go to their homes in Markato and Nagusa until it is time to journey back to Pelargir." Khint could not help the sly grin that arrived on his face when he related the next detail. "That journey might be delayed - Fouad and the others have done their job well." 

Allowing a brief pause for effect, the thin Gondorian continued, "The woman has taken the bait and follows the trail toward the mines." 

A slight smile curved Khôr Tamar's moustache at this, but he said only "Indeed" then gestured for Khint to continue.

"I am told Ishan has agreed to guide her." Despite his attempts to avoid unnecessary details, he added, "For a large fee or so rumor has it."

The malak frowned at the mention of rumor, so Khint hurried on. "She is to be his guest in Nagusa. Oh, and the Gondorian authorities seem to have taken notice of the woman. They have set their own watcher over her."

"Ah," Tamar responded, glancing at his swordsman who gave a brief nod of confirmation. "Fame - or rather notoriety - is a dangerous condition for a woman. I would conclude that her stream of recent visitors has alerted the king's spies."

Eyebrows nodding in agreement, Khint could hardly get the words out quickly enough. "We witnessed a companion of the Gondorian's watcher riding off in the direction of Pelargir."

Tamar gazed towards the open window where a breeze tugged at the heavy, half-closed curtains. His smile widened, as if he saw something there which delighted him. "Then we can be sure the Lady of the Sky Eyes' consort will soon hear of her whereabouts and the fact she courts danger - if he is not already aware."

Opening his mouth to speak, Khint promptly closed it again at the malak's raised palm.

"Kûn Khint, you have done well. The honey trap awaits the fly. You and the men assigned to you will watch the roads leading Markato, awaiting the arrival of a one-armed man."

"Yes, Khôr Tamar." Khint bowed then straightened. "Shall we bring the woman in?"

He regretted his query when he saw Tamar wince. Mercurial as the man's moods were, to ask questions that reached beyond one's instructions could be dangerous as prodding a poisonous adder.

Dark eyes hard, the malak explained with poorly feigned patience, "If the Gondorians are watching her, and while she remains within our easy reach, why would we bother? The woman is of no interest aside from luring the traitorous one-armed Îbal. When we have him, perhaps the woman will be useful in his chastisement." The malak jabbed a stiff finger to the tabletop. "If, and only if, she and that scorpion Ishan start traveling further than Nagusa, need we act. I will post an observer. You, Kûn Khint," Tamar almost spat the name, "will watch the roads into Markato. Attend that now while I speak to my azgar."

Such a dismissal could not be ignored. Khint bowed low then left as quickly as his diminished honor allowed.

The malak's gaze remained fixed upon the closed door for a moment before sliding to the swordsman. "You will see to it that Kûn Khint carries out his orders. Matters of far more importance have reached a most delicate stage, and my attention is required elsewhere."

"Yes, my master. The wuvin, Îbal, will be found and brought before you."

"So you said once before, Marid." Tamar allowed the reminder of the azgar's failure to sink in. Despite having only one arm, Îbal had evaded the swordsman three years ago. "Do not fail me again."

Remaining sternly impassive, Marid knelt before his lord. "I will not, Khôr Tamar."

"Go then, and see that matters proceed as I require." 

Tamar did not watch the azgar's departure. When Marid closed the door, the malak's eyes were fixed upon the silent serving maid who had remained completely immobile during the entire discussion.

***

Part Five: Rocked by the Storm

Chapter Sixteen

June 20, 1424 SR

Minas Tirith
The habits of a lifetime gave Anardil the patience to pass the hours between his audience with Aragorn and the time for departure without grinding his teeth, punching the walls or snarling at his hosts; habit, and the elixir either Esiwmas or Sarantha slipped into his evening ale. After ten hours of uninterrupted sleep, and the spring tonic Sarantha insisted he swallow before taking his leave from her hospitality, Anardil felt closer to his old self than he had in months.

Unfortunately, he recognized the feeling as only temporary. He had drawn from his well of strength too deeply. Plenty of rest, with regular meals which tempted the appetite, would replenish his reserves - but only if the treatment could be taken under Sev's supervision. The sooner he found her, the sooner his cure could begin.

Saddlebag thumping against his shoulder, he passed through the Third Circle gate with a stiff nod for the guards. His worn boots scuffed the paving while his uncombed hair hung in his eyes, and he resisted the urge to scratch at three days' worth of chin stubble. The guards' flint-eyed regard, proof of his knack to cast aside the guise of respectability, was a far cry from the look in old Sarantha's faded blue eyes as she pressed a bottle of tonic upon him at the last moment.

"It's Sevil's own recipe. She mixed it the first part of May. You know she'd want you to take it," the elderly woman insisted. Then pulled his head down to whisper, "You bring her back, young man."

Towering beside her, Esiwmas grumbled, "Why do I bother trying to keep secrets in this house?" 

"Because it makes you feel like you're in charge," Sarantha replied with a twinkle in her eyes and a final smile for Anardil.

"I still think I should be going with you," Esiwmas said. 

"Two men are less noticeable than three, and you're not exactly easy to hide," Anardil answered, favoring the tall, broad, and very blonde Rohirrim with a one-sided smile.

"Send word when you can."

"I will." 

In Es' somber eyes, the former Ranger saw the mirror of his own fears, and a pang of sadness gripped him. If only or promise something - but deeds, not words, must suffice now. Es gripped Anardil's arm in farewell and ushered Sarantha back into the house.

The soft click of his boot heels echoed as Anardil wound his way through the stone canyons of Minas Tirith. Step by step, the hunter within shed the vestiges of polite behavior, until passers-by drew aside from him and goodwives watched him go with dark suspicion. Tattered, unshaven, slouching as he walked, he became the character he must be for days to come.

When he reached the stables of Es' trading company, the stable yard stood silent but for several pigeons strutting across the cobbles. However, as he paused to glance about, footsteps crunched within the barn and a gruff voice hailed him.

"Say, you! Be on your way. No vagabonds here."

Anardil permitted himself a wry grin upon recognizing Martham, the stable master, and his grin widened as the older Rohirrim drew up short.

"Oh, it's you." Martham rubbed his greying beard and shook his head with a chagrined smile, giving a brief whistle. "Well, look at you. Didn't rightly recognize you at first." The man cocked a thumb toward an outbuilding set apart from the main barn. "Gomel's saddled and waiting. Down at the end with that cantankerous creature Sevil left to annoy Esiwmas."

"I know the way," Anardil answered with a feral grin.

"Right then. You know your business, so I'll leave you to get on with it."

Anardil sketched the stable master a salute by way of thanks and slipped into the shadowy recesses of the smaller barn. Stillness and the warm scents of horse and hay greeted him, the stable boys evidently off on other chores. Two other horses turned their heads to watch him pass down the aisle, before turning back to their equine breakfasts. In a stall at the far end, Gomelfaex looked up from munching the last of his grain and greeted Anardil with a throaty nicker.

Anardil thumped the horse upon the shoulder. "Enjoy your rest? We've a bit of a way to go again." 

He slung his saddlebags over the saddle's cantle, then turned to address the maleficent animal in the adjacent stall. Initially trained to serve a warrior of Rohan, Biscuit had become a one-woman horse, tolerating the presence of men only when it served his purpose. Sev undoubtedly encouraged that trait, Anardil mused, spoiling the animal with treats and sweets whenever she thought no one noticed.

Biscuit also raised his head to regard the intruder, his kinship to Gomel evident in the boxy plainness of his head. There the resemblance ended, however, for the white blaze down Biscuit's face rendered his nose as pink as a pig's, and his long, scraggly mane seemed perpetually tangled in witch's knots that defied every attempt at grooming. Furthermore, the look the horse presently gave Anardil fell leagues short of welcome.

"And what are you looking at?" Anardil exclaimed, matching the horse glare for glare. "By rights, I should give you the evil-eye. What were you thinking, letting her run off like that? You've got more sense, even if she doesn't."

To his amusement, the baleful look faded from the horse's eyes, and his head drooped with shame.

"Ah, don't take it so hard. She's set the whole lot of us chasing our tails. Here." Anardil offered a biscuit taken from the breakfast table for a peace offering, the horse's unprepossessing nickname acquired due to a fondness for baked goods of all kinds. "Gomel and I will find her and bring her back."

While Biscuit lipped the offering from his palm, the hairs on the back of Anardil's neck prickled. He was no longer alone, and abruptly he sensed a presence that in a very short time had become extremely familiar. 

"With, of course, the help of our good friend the Ulbar of House Tharan." Then Anardil looked around to examine the new arrival.

Biscuit snorted in disapproval and bared his teeth at the figure standing motionless in the aisle - a figure so far removed from the normally resplendent ulbar that Anardil found himself grinning broadly.

"I knew you were a man after my own heart," the ex-Ranger said.

Clad head to toe in the sort of dingy, patched robes a Haradrim goat-herder might wear, Ahmose little resembled the man Esiwmas' sons had grown so fond of.

The Haradrim touched his forehead in greeting. "A compliment of the highest quality, sir. As was the disagreeable welcome I just received from Master Esiwmas' man."

Studying the scruff of beard that blued Ahmose's chin and the indeterminate color of his hattah - perhaps it had once been some shade of orange - Anardil snorted. "You can't blame him." 

Ahmose adjusted the drape of his begrimed sash with a hint of satisfaction. "Many years have passed since I last attempted to be a man unworthy of notice."

Anardil raised an eyebrow, but set aside his curiosity. A long journey lay before them; there would be many opportunities to delve into the Haradrim's past. Particularly the man's association with Sev's Rohirrim kin.

"If you are ready…" Anardil indicated the door with a nod and turned to give Biscuit's forelock a tug. "Give Es a bite for me, old man."

The horse grunted then watched with resentment as Anardil checked Gomel's girth and pulled the knot on the reins. Seeing a likely target for his annoyance, Biscuit snaked out his boxy head and attempted to seize Ahmose's arm in yellowed teeth.

"A pleasant disposition," Ahmose said stepping beyond reach. 

"You might say he's a lot like his rider," Anardil replied, amusement gleaming in his grey eyes. "She's a bit argumentative herself."

"Ah," the Haradrim answered thoughtfully. "A woman with spirit. I begin to understand how she has accomplished so much, and why she is so dear to you."

Anardil came to a sudden halt and eyed the dark face with cold sternness. "Be warned, Ahmose, I will not allow whatever goals your phazgân seeks to achieve to interfere with my own purpose."

Unperturbed, Ahmose replied, "I think you shall find that your goals and his are much in harmony. Come, friend, let our journey begin."

The hollow clopping of hooves marked their departure, leaving the stable silent once more.

***

June 21, 1424 SR

Road to Pelargir
The road between Minas Tirith and Pelargir was a familiar one to both Ahmose and Anardil, and so they made good time. The evening of their second day, they established camp in a copse of trees which, unbeknownst to Ahmose, Anardil used as a stopping place more than once during his rides to report to Aragorn.

Their horses in a makeshift rope corral and a meager dinner eaten, the two men relaxed as quiet darkness settled upon the land. Then Anardil toed off his boots and wriggled his toes with relief. In spite of Sev's tonic and the green tea his traveling companion insisted upon pouring down his throat at every opportunity, he felt a weariness far exceeding that appropriate after two days in the saddle. The lingering affects of his wound and subsequent illness refused to relinquish their grip. However, sheer cussedness convinced Gomel to consent to a leisurely occasional lope, but nothing faster.

"An early start tomorrow, and we'll arrive in time for dinner."

Ahmose settled cross-legged before the fire and inquired dryly, "Earlier than today's start?"

Given that the one-armed former Ranger had roused Ahmose when dawn was but a silver blade on the horizon, and assured they were traveling before the sun showed its face, the question had merit. Anardil met the Haradrim's gaze with equanimity.

"About the same," he responded placidly. "We've a little over forty miles to cover."

"Many in my country believe the Men of Gondor to be slow in thought and action."

"If that nmad horse would stop playing nursemaid, we would have been there already." 

Ahmose glanced over to where their mounts grazed, mere shadow-shapes beneath the stars. "Do all horses of the North develop such attachments to their riders?"

"Not all, but Gomelfaex is of Rohirrim stock. Once the Rohirrim accept you, you are 

theirs forever." Delicately Anardil offered the first subtle move of his inquiry. "Have you not found this true?"

Smiling wryly, Ahmose titled his head to one side. "You wish to know how one such as I earned the friendship of the sons of Esiwmas."

"No. The boys are easy enough to explain. You are a mysterious man of the South. What I would most like to understand is how you managed to wrap Sarantha about your little finger."

Dark eyes widened. "But sir, it is the other way around."

"She is a very good cook," Anardil chuckled. "Nevertheless, you would have received naught but a moldy crust at her table if she did not believe you worthy."

The Haradrim bowed where he sat, hand to his breast. "My heart is pleased to hear you say so; the respect of a brave and gracious woman is a high compliment."

"Aye, so I have discovered myself. Come, sir, Esiwmas would say only that your acquaintance with his family began when those young scamps of his went searching the fields for battle relics. Did they discover the missing key to the treasury of the House of Tharan?"

"Ah, that would make a fine tale, would it not?" Water sputtered from the pot on the fire, and Ahmose reached forward quickly. "Ah, there, our tea is ready. You must have another cup before sleep. It is good for your constitution."

However, too much was at stake for Anardil to allow a stranger to learn all the secrets he might be called upon to reveal. Either the man took a further step toward trust, and ceased to be a stranger, or their partnership would end tonight, whether the decision pleased King Elessar or not. 

Ignoring the steaming tin cup Ahmose offered, the former Ranger said, "If we are unable to deal on equal footing, my lord Ulbar, we will part ways."

For an instant, it was the ulbar, and not a ragged goat-herder, who held Anardil's stare without yielding, and still offered the neglected cup. Coolly he replied, "You would go against the request of your king?"

"It would grieve me to do so, but yes." 

The Haradrim shook his head and offered the cup again. "It is good tea."

Anardil took it, for he was not ready to offer the offense of refusing hospitality, but he sipped it with a grimace. He said, "Even so, you will not trust me with the truth?" 

"That is not a path I may follow."

Anardil swallowed more than tea, for the depth of his disappointment surprised him. Looking at the unshaven yet no less noble face across the fire, he said, "So be it."

"Be not so hasty." Ahmose gently smiled across the rim of his cup. "My master foresaw such a difficulty and gave me permission to speak of many matters that those outside our House are seldom privy too."

"Many, but not all?"

Dark eyes twinkled. "Do you anticipate sharing all of Gondor's secrets with me?"

"More of mine, than Gondor's; and only those I must to achieve my purpose."

"So be it."

Anardil's eyes narrowed at the repetition of his own words, but Ahmose continued before he could draw breath to speak. 

"The young sirs found not the key to the vaults of House Tharan, but a relic of the Dark Times. Through their courage and strength of heart, the object was destroyed."

Alarm clutched Anardil's heart as both duty and concern awoke. "The king…"

Ahmose waved aside his worries. "Lord Elessar is aware of all that occurred. It was Master Esiwmas' one demand."

For a moment, Anardil sipped green tea and considered the fragments Ahmose had just given him. Whatever the boys had found while relic hunting, it had been both dangerous and important, enough so that Ahmose, Esiwmas, and the king had excluded Anardil from any knowledge of the situation. Curious indeed that Esiwmas allowed this man to continue association with his sons.

"Given the love of the Rohirrim for their children, you are fortunate your head is yet attached to your shoulders."

"My fortune is in the friendship shown me by the young ones and Mistress Sarantha and in the lessons in forgiveness taught by Master Esiwmas.'

Knowing the Haradrim warrior-culture, Anardil was faintly dubious, but he felt the sincerity of the man's words. Nonetheless, if the ulbar intended the mention of forgiveness as counsel for Anardil to practice patience, he found he had run out of patience with word sparring, and responded accordingly. 

"To move beyond the desire for revenge is not one I number amongst my few virtues."

Calmly Ahmose replied, "It is most difficult for me as well. But awareness of my deficit assists me in following the examples of those who do possess it. Your lord, Elessar, among them."

"Aye." Anardil drained his cup and tossed the dregs into the flames. "I believe you have first watch?"

"Peace to your dreaming," Ahmose said.

Wrapped in his blankets beneath a canopy of stars, Anardil listened to the soft crunching of the horses' grazing and the pop of their dying campfire. He liked Ahmose, but how much could he trust the man? Or had he been mistaken in choosing the matter of Ahmose's connection to Esiwmas' sons as his test of trust? Did it simply irk him that Esiwmas, whom he had come to view as a near-brother, would withhold a confidence despite Anardil's closeness to the king?

The thought he might just be jealous made Anardil snort softly. Perhaps the assignment of Ahmose as his partner was Aragorn's means of teaching him a variety of lessons: adherence to duty and trust in his captain and king foremost. Nonetheless, he ruefully reflected that, between the unnamed objectives of his liege and those of House Tharan, this mission was fraught with pitfalls.

***

Chapter Seventeen
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Pelargir on the Anduin
A man smelled Pelargir before he saw it; the rich aromas of the great Anduin River rising like a fog with the afternoon sun. Out on the broad, glistening waters small fishing boats sailed, trailing watery arrows in their wakes, while merchant vessels bobbed at their moorings. The tawdry and the grand crowded hip and shoulder all along the ancient ways; venerable guild halls and noble houses leaned above rickety vendors' stalls; behind high walls, green gardens emitted the dulcet notes of harp and song, while just outside beggars and pickpockets plied their trades. Narrow roadways bore the cast-off refuse of careless passers-by, whilst in the squares elegant fountains spilled their silvery music as they had done for generations of men.

To Anardil, Pelargir was almost like coming home. Before Sev, it had been home. Down its alleys and winding streets, he led Ahmose without hesitation; the Haradrim often casting a dubious eye at the more shadowy places and persons they passed. Soon the green tang of the river grew stronger, until the masts of moored boats tilted before them in a restless forest at the end of a crooked street. One more turn, and there before them stood The Inn of the Slippery Fish. Anardil's grin broadened and his steps grew longer.

"There it is," he said to his companion. "Wait until you meet its mistress, Hulda the Magnificent."

"I shall be pleased to do so," Ahmose replied. "I have heard many tales of this lady."

Moments later, Anardil pushed open the door to admit himself and Ahmose into the cool recesses of the common room, which breathed welcoming odors of roasting meat and good beer. Here at this hour between luncheon and dinner, the room lay hushed, only two patrons sitting quietly over their pints. Nonetheless, Anardil led the way towards the kitchen, where a clatter of pots and pans indicated the cook made ready for the evening meal.

He poked his head through the doorway and asked the architect of the racket, "Is Mistress Hulda about?"

Ahmose blinked at the liquid accents of Harad coming from Anardil's mouth, but said nothing. The cook barely looked up, and merely jerked one thumb towards the back of the inn.


"She's in the pantry."

"Ameseghinallehu," said Anardil.

Glancing back, he beckoned Ahmose to follow. Down a short corridor they went, towards the back door, which stood open to the sunlit yard behind the inn. Another door opened to a room at one side, and into this, the one-armed man peered.

In the same feigned accent, he quietly called, "Mistress Hulda? Are you here?"

Within the room, Ahmose heard something bump, then something thump, and then a heavy tread sounded. Anardil stepped back, and Ahmose watched while a mighty form emerged to utterly eclipse the daylight in the yard outside.

"Dil?" the figure cried, in stentorian tones of delight and disbelief. "Blessed barnacles pinch me in the mornin', is that really you?"

A woman it was, but such a woman, and he stared in very awe. Her reputation, he realized, fell leagues short of the reality of Hulda in the flesh. Majestic she was, immense as an oak and proportioned so grandly mere words would not suffice. The fabric of her clothing strained at every seam - and was that truly her hair, which shivered in a beribboned tower atop her head?

"Land sakes alive, what have you done with yourself now?" the woman bellowed, and swooped upon her hapless visitor like an onrushing oliphaunt.


Watching, Ahmose winced as Anardil almost disappeared within the woman's mighty embrace, the vigor of her hug such that he wondered if the poor man might suffocate before she relented. Nonetheless, Anardil grinned from ear to ear when she released him.

"Ah, Hulda, I have missed you," he said, and took her hand to kiss the back of her knuckles. "In all this wide world, I have found no one like you."

To Ahmose's amazement, the huge woman blushed like a girl and dimples appeared in her broad, rosy cheeks. "Pshaw, you do flatter a lass, Dil. Mercy, when did you last eat a proper meal? You look like your own ghost, lovey! And who's this you brung with you?"

Ahmose straightened when keen blue eyes fixed on him, for he suddenly realized the woman was not just looking at him, she was scrutinizing him.

"I am Ahmose, Kali Hulda" he replied, and bowed with his hand to his breast. "A humble traveler who begs only the kindness of a crust of bread and a cup of cool water."

"A CRUST?" Hulda boomed, and her guffaw gusted inside the fabric of her kirtle with near-catastrophic force. "Dearie, there ain't a crust in this place, but I'll fetch you the whole loaf and dinner to go with it, if you're a friend of Dil's."

Ahmose's dark face beamed the melting smile that had so won Sarantha's heart, and he replied, "You are the very paragon of benevolence, Kali Hulda. This unworthy one thanks you."

Chortling so that every chin wobbled merrily, Hulda slung an elbow into Anardil's shoulder and said, "Your taste in friends is improvin', lovey - this one actually has manners!"

Still chuckling, she set sail towards the front of the inn, and Ahmose pressed his back to the wall to allow her passage. Smiling, he followed her into the warm aromas of the coming meal.

"By the way, Hulda," Anardil called to their host. "Have you seen aught of a young Rohirrim man named Malthor lately? I'm told he was here."

"Aye, he is," Hulda replied over her shoulder. "I'll send someone to fetch him, as I reckon I know your business. But first, you need to get some food in you!"

***

Not long after, the two weary travelers sopped up the last of their meal with soft bread, and together sighed with deep contentment.

Said Ahmose with a smile, "Truly Mistress Hulda is a jewel in the rough."

"That she is," Anardil agreed, and settled back in his chair. "She has been my port in many a storm."

Ahmose absorbed that information with a tilt of the eyebrow. "She will have news of your lady? I am surprised she has not spoken of her already."

Anardil's expression sobered as he looked at the Haradrim. "Pleasure before business, Kûn Ahmose. She and I will undoubtedly have words before this day is through." 

"Ah, the young man who created such a stir in seeking your errant lady."

"The very one," Anardil replied grimly.

The Haradrim merely inclined his head in acknowledgment, and took a sip of his green tea. Then he saw Anardil's gaze lift to something past his shoulder and the former Ranger's eyes went utterly cold. Ahmose turned to see a tall, handsome young fellow with flowing golden hair and the look of a man who expects to see his entrails on a pike at any moment.

"Ah," said Anardil softly - too softly. "Malthor. How good of you to come. Pray do sit down."

The shriek of wood on wood punctuated the sudden thrust of Anardil's foot, as he shoved a chair back from their table. Malthor swallowed hard but gamely came as bidden and took his seat. Anardil leaned towards him and spread his open palm flat on the table.

"I would very much like to hear how you managed to lose the woman whose safety and wellbeing you were charged with. The whole tale, mind you, not just the parts you find easiest to tell."

"Yes -." Malthor coughed to steady his voice, his glance flickering under Anardil's almost reptilian stare. "Yes, sir. I arrived here in early May, four days after Mistress Sevilodorf, sent by my uncle, Esiwmas, to accompany her on her way to Silverbrook. She chose to stay here in Pelargir a little while, first, so -."

Swiftly the young man related the events of his and Sevilodorf's stay at The Slippery Fish, which were prosaic enough in and of themselves, in that Sev appeared to do little but visit merchants and acquaintances in and near the city.

"I truly had no idea she was - she was planning anything else," he said, and clenched both hands on the table before him. "The night before we were to leave, Hulda said we must have a farewell party, and..." Malthor glanced at Anardil then looked down and shrugged helplessly. "So we did. Have a party, I mean."

"Which you enjoyed immensely." Soft-spoken though Anardil's statement was, even Ahmose could hear the steel sheathed within it.

"I - why, I suppose so."

"So much so, in fact, that you failed to awaken until almost noon."

In spite of his height, Malthor appeared to shrink in his chair. "Yes, sir." Then he blurted, "She planned the whole thing, sir! You know that she did!"

Anardil's hand closed and clenched white knuckles, and he seemed not to have blinked in several minutes. "And yet it did not occur to you that it was the least bit strange for Hulda to host a farewell drinking party - for a woman who does not drink spirituous liquors?"

Malthor gaped, suddenly looking years younger than his sturdy frame suggested. "No," he said.

"And it further did not occur to you to temper your own behavior, so you would be fit to meet your responsibilities on the morrow?"

This time Malthor made no reply, but sat looking the very picture of misery. Anardil, however, showed no pity.

With a WHACK that shocked a dozing drunk half-sober, Anardil slammed his hand to the tabletop and exploded, "WHAT in Eru's blessed name were you thinking? You had a duty, a charge, an obligation to guard her - with your life if necessary - on a journey that would begin the very next morning, and yet you drank yourself into a stupor like a witless goat herder, and now you can't find her!"

"I'm sorry!" Malthor bleated, but Anardil's wrath boiled over, and he lurched half out of his chair.

"For pity's sake, you know better than that! You are a warrior, a soldier, and a man who knows the cost of carelessness! You have seen men die for an instant of laxity on the fields of Rohan, and yet you could not keep one woman safe! Tell me one reason why I should not thrash you all the way back to the Deeping Vale!"


Though Ahmose sincerely doubted the man could overcome his lingering infirmities to carry out the threat, Malthor clearly held no such hope. For an instant, Ahmose thought Anardil would strike the cringing youth, but then Hulda hove into view and dropped anchor looming above their table.

"Dil," she said firmly, "you ain't bein' fair to the boy."

Glowering, Anardil sank back to his seat. "I'm more than fair. I haven't twisted his head off yet, have I?"

Hulda snorted and cocked her head so that the cloud of purple ribbons shivered atop the mound of her hair. "It ain't all his fault."

"Oh? And whose fault is it."

Hulda lifted one great shoulder in a shrug that shifted several parts of her anatomy most interestingly. Ahmose surreptitiously leaned out of range.

"Mine," she said tartly. "And Sev's, too. Ain't a man alive can get by the two of us, when we put our minds to it. What are you scowlin' at, lovey? You don't think this whole thing was just an accident, do ya? Sev had things to do, she had your skinny ttub to rescue, far as she knew, and she didn't need Goldilocks here, tryin' to keep her wrapped in cotton wool. We set it up, Dil. Set the whole thing up, and on account of you!"

Her thick finger jabbed at Anardil with such force that a thread under her arm burst with a tiny pop, but Anardil merely glowered more darkly.

"Did you set her up with Gafler, too?" he said through his teeth. "Did you know he nearly sold her into the clutches of Rassama? Did either of you think one step beyond your hare-brained plan to get rid of everyone who could possibly protect Sev, and send her alone into who knows what danger?"


"She ain't alone, dearie." Dishes rattled when Hulda leaned to set one heavy fist on their table. "Tom's gone with her. Ain't much gets past Tom, neither." 

"Tom!" Anardil exclaimed. "How on earth did she end up with him?"

She wagged her finger at his startled look and said, "He's the one that saved her from Gafler's scheming with Rassama, you loof. Man's loyal as a hound to you, even if you ain't got the sense of a gnat, and he's a darned sight cagier than the lad here, when it comes to getting' in and out of scary places."

With a growling sigh, Anardil bent his head and dragged his fingers through his tousled hair. "He is that. But for pity's sake ... she's going into the lion's den, and everyone that should have kept her from it has failed to get the job done!"

"Is that so?" The tower of Hulda's hair wobbled to the sudden toss of her head, and she planted one ham-sized hand on her hip. "And tell me just when you decided anyone could 'keep' Sev from doin' what she darned well pleased, exactly when she felt like doin' it? Hmm? You tell me that, clever fellow."

For a moment, the two locked gazes, blue eyes on grey like blades crossing. But then something in Anardil abruptly gave way, and his expression crumpled oddly.

All his fire and fury gusted dead-out. "Hulda ... I have to find her."

"And you will." With lurching suddenness, the big woman dropped to crouch beside his chair and clasped his hand in her thick fingers. "You will, lovey. I've never seen you quit yet on a thing you set out to do."

But Anardil shook his bowed head. "I should have been here. I should have been with her. I -."

"Hush, now." Hulda laid her free hand to his cheek with gentleness that surprised Ahmose and Malthor, both. "You just do what you do best. Nobody can sniff out a secret or trouble like you, so you get to work, and I'll do what I can, and between the all of us, we'll have Sev back safe in no time."

Though Anardil's black hair bore hints of grey, in that instant, he looked curiously like a wounded boy leaning on his mother's comfort. But in the next breath, his expression cleared and his shoulders squared. A faint, lopsided smile creased his face and he squeezed Hulda's hand.

"Then I'd say we'd best get to it."

"There's my fine fellow." Hulda's chins rearranged themselves between her dimples, and she patted his cheek once more before heaving herself to her feet. "Get on, then, and I'll have a cozy room and supper waiting, when you get back."

She strode back towards the kitchen, leaving Malthor looking very much as if he hoped he had meanwhile become invisible. When Anardil's glance fell upon him, the younger man braced himself, but Anardil merely offered a wan smile and stood.

"I'll not eat you, lad," he said. "Your Uncle Es would probably be unhappy if I did."

Malthor gave a jerky nod, then looked up and said, "I'm sorry, sir. I truly am. I looked everywhere I could think of, but -."

Anardil's upraised hand stilled him. "I know. Mere men stand little chance against the force of nature that is Sev of Rohan. When paired with Hulda the Magnificent, that chance disappears altogether."

A look to Ahmose served as a silent summons, and while Haradrim and one-armed Ranger headed for the door, Malthor heaved an enormous sigh and dropped his head in his hands.

"I thought he was going to kill me, I just knew he would...."

***

As twilight gathered, they reached the edge of the deserted market square. Ahmose followed the lane leading to the grassy pastures where the Haradrim merchants pitched their tents, while Anardil turned down the street, which would bring him to The Stork and the Frog. With luck, one or two of Pelargir's Rangers would be frequenting the tavern and a meeting could be conducted with fewer folk the wiser. Not, he acknowledged with a wry grin, that there was any real reason to hide his actions. Games, Sevi called such behaviors, but his usefulness to the king relied upon the ability to remain within the shadows. Thus, every opportunity taken to practice his craft was wisdom rather than folly. 

A rambling structure of stone and wood, the pub appeared to have settled at least a foot since his last visit, or had it always been mired in the mud? One thing at least was the same as he remembered; the sign above the door yet depicted a tall blue stork impaling a frog upon its bill. Make that two things, for as the door opened to release a lanky man wearing sailor's garb, raucous singing burst from the tavern. The sailor winced as a voice climbed high above the rest to create an ear shattering shriek. 

"Like a flock of thieving seagulls," muttered the sailor, stepping around Anardil and frowning. "Only a deaf man could enjoy that caterwauling."

In silent agreement, Anardil placed his hearing at risk and slipped inside to settle at the table nearest the door. 

The flotsam and jetsam of Pelargir's population provided The Stork with its clientele: an ever changing, yet constantly similar, assortment of dockhands and deck crew. Ordering a beer from the harried barmaid, Anardil took welcome note of the presence of a tall, lean man garbed in hues of green and brown, with the sword of a Ranger hanging at his side. Embroiled in a boisterous game of fivestones with one of the local fishermen, the man did not notice him immediately.

Thus, Anardil sipped his beer and winced at the crack-jawed warbling of two rouged girls and several copper-lunged sailors, as they mangled a popular drinking song. The whoops and laughter of the knucklebones game certainly could do the already distorted tune no harm. Once the Ranger looked up and his glance passed over Anardil but without any visible change of expression, and he scooped up the carved bones for another toss. Within moments, the Ranger's last toss resulted in a missed catch and three of the five bones tumbling to the table. His opponent laughed as watchers offered catcalls, and the singers killed their song in a final shrieking crescendo. Laughing, the Ranger stood to clap his adversary on the shoulder.

Heartily he exclaimed, "With an eye like that, Sterlan, you'd do well as a counter in the king's own treasury. Enough for me, tonight. End of the quarter and my funds are tight until Loëndë." 

He flipped his erstwhile opponent a silver coin and dropped another onto the bar maid's tray as she passed, then turned toward the door. Anardil resolutely ignored the man, though the Ranger's unsteady tread drew near. Then with a clatter, the Ranger caught his heel upon an uneven section of the floor, and fell against the edge of Anardil's table.

"Whups, sorry, there, mate," the Ranger exclaimed.

"No damage, sir," Anardil responded, and the Ranger continued on his way with a nod. 

Not a moment too soon, either, as the songsters found their voices once more. After enduring an unearthly rendition of what used to be a soulful lament, Anardil spread a few coppers upon the table and nodded to the barmaid. She gave a tired smile before slipping the coins down her bodice.

"Come again, sir."

Gladly he stepped out into the darkness and left the tavern behind him. The soft sounds of the night surrounded him as he moved swiftly toward the docks. The splash of water upon the pilings a welcome change from the tavern's noise. Behind a haphazard pile of empty crates, Anardil found the Ranger sitting with his back against a post. 

"It's been a long time, mellon," the Ranger said with a grin. "Swan's in for repairs so no one should be around to bother us."

"Unless Sterlan's tracking you to take more of your silver, Ohtar." Grinning, Anardil crouched down beside the other man. "You shouldn't be so obvious about letting him win. Gives him bad ideas."

Ohtar huffed indignantly. "I didn't let him win, you dog. Man's got a rare talent for fivestones. I'll wager you couldn't beat him."

Ruefully, Anardil shook his head. "No time at the moment."

"So I've heard." Ohtar's tone sobered. "But you ought to be feeling better after that latest bit of news."

"What news?"

"Your wandering wench's been seen near Markato. Caused a dust up of some sort in Aglar over a grubby little apprentice."

Anardil smiled; his chances for success just increased by a hundredfold. 

Ohtar continued, "Never had a whisper of her until then. Reports call her Lady with Sky Eyes and claim she's a Rohirrim searching for some lost relative. Does that sound like your woman?"

"She's mine." 

"Glad to hear it. Our lads near Markato are keeping an eye on her."

"Why?" Anardil studied the man's profile in the dimness. "Weren't the king's orders to pick her up and return her to Minas Tirith forthwith?"

Waving off the reproach, Ohtar said, "I don't have all the particulars, but she seems to have wandered into the middle of some trouble with some muckety-muck in one of the Houses. Can't think of his name, but the boys decided to leave her be for a bit. Don't worry; they'll get her out if there's trouble though, now that they've found her."

Relief and outrage sprang up in a tangled leap, at the thought of Sev out there alone and in peril, whilst the powers that be simply observed her like a stray pup.

Nonetheless, Anardil leashed his emotions and asked, "Tamar?"

Ohtar shrugged and tugged on his ear. "Might be. You know him from work you did down that way before?"

Growling, Anardil replied, "I know him." 

The knife-edge in Anardil's tone raised Ohtar's eyebrows. 

"Like that, is it?" the Ranger asked with a twisted grin. "You're going yourself?" Anardil nodded. "Good, get her out of the way, then leave the problems to the boys. Take some time to enjoy the better things in life, brother. It's why we fought the bloody war."

"Excellent advice, mellon," Anardil sighed. "As soon as I have her chained to my wrist, I'll do just that."

Ohtar chuckled. "Feisty ones are always the best. Remember the redhead that led old Bob a merry dance one winter? You seen Bob lately?"

For a moment, Anardil let himself relax to a warm night and companionable gossip with an old comrade. It did make the night seem a little less empty, to watch the stars and the silver-black flow of the river, and speak of friends far away. Nonetheless, when he finally bid Ohtar good night, he returned to The Slippery Fish far too wakeful for sleep.

***

His narrow room proved useless for pacing, so Anardil lay upon the bed compelling his body to rest even as his mind spun in tight circles of thought, with only the occasional detour to wonder what delayed Ahmose. Finally, he heard the soft tread of the Haradrim in the hall.

Instantly Anardil leapt to his feet, and opened the door to see Ahmose's wry smile inches beyond the frame.


"Thought you'd gone for a midnight swim," Anardil said by way of greeting and gestured Ahmose in. "Have a seat."

"The water looked rather chilly," Ahmose replied lightly, and sat in the one straight-backed chair.

Anardil quirked a humorless grin, then took up his own position on the bed. "Well, then?" he asked, and thus opened the game of testing which of them had enjoyed the most fruitful search.

Ahmose's eyes shone with eagerness to impart his news, but he schooled his words to brevity. "No longer is your lady hidden from the world's view."

"The matter of the apprentice in Aglar?" Anardil responded.

A wry smile curved the Haradrim's lips in a subtle salute to Anardil's counter-strike. "Yes. The tale spreads now in ever growing ripples, unless she does indeed possess abilities similar to the White Lady of Rohan."

Anardil grimaced. An excessive reputation with a sword tended to attract the wrong sort of interest. 

"I am told she is much improved since I last saw her, but no where near that level of proficiency."

"Then it is well the master of the caravan proved more honorable than Madame Hulda implied." Ahmose spread the fingers of one hand to emphasize the value of his information. "Kûn Ishan has made clear by word and action that she travels under his protection."

"Will she need it?"

"A woman without a man invites comment. Her defense of the boy in Aglar has been deemed proper for a woman, though her audacity in drawing a blade upon the man continues to be a focus of censure. Allowance has been granted because of her Rohirrim heritage." Ahmose paused then said somberly, "Her search for a missing kinsman further serves to draw attention."

Anardil's eyes flashed. "The wrong sort?" 

"If the tales reaching Pelargir are true, many who look to Khôr Tamar for guidance have requested audience with the Lady of the Sky Eyes."

Wearily, Anardil sighed. Though the ruse may have initially been a clever one, Sev's use of her missing brother as a blind for her true mission drew more attention than she intended. Vital differences between the Rohirrim and Haradrim cultures did not simply cease with the end of war. 

"Their presence has been noted by those in authority." Anardil thus indicated that Ahmose's findings confirmed his own.

"One is forced to wonder why these followers of Tamar are present at all."

Brows lowering, Anardil said ominously, "I can think of several reasons, and none of them please me." 

Nodding slowly, Ahmose settled back in his chair and drummed his fingers briefly on one knee. Then he looked up and said, "Khôr Tamar's rise to power within House Minul involved more than one event causing great concern amongst the Council of the Twenty Houses."

Although he noted the rising stakes with this inside information, Anardil kept his tone even. "A fox living within the hen house should cause anxiety."

"Especially one who invites others of his kind to join him."

"It is well that both Harad and Gondor are aware of the situation." Anardil narrowed his gaze as he added deliberately, "Their attention to the matter will ease our mission."

Ahmose nodded, and something in the older man seemed to relax. Each knew the other was privy to affairs and schemes within their own countries that could not be divulged, but here Anardil made it clear that the goals of the Lords of Harad and Gondor were not necessarily his priorities.

"One other item did come to light," Ahmose observed. "The slaver, Rassama, has determined there would be no profit in putting forth a claim upon the female promised to him, though he continues to offer a handsome price for information concerning the still misplaced Gafler."

"Staying misplaced is a wise decision," Anardil said tightly. The thought of Sev in the slaver's hands continued to twist at his insides. "Gafler is one who will never gain my forgiveness. Rassama's punishment would be far quicker than any I dealt the maggot."

As quickly as it had ignited, the flame of his emotion expired. Deliberately relaxing his muscles, Anardil tallied up the information gained. 

"So our road is set. My lady, under the protection of Kûn Ishan and the watchful eyes of Gondor and Harad, will most certainly arrive in Markato before us. From there, her road is not clear. Either she remains focused upon her original quest to travel to Rhûn, or she turns aside to investigate rumors that may lead to her missing kinsman. Whichever path she takes will become fodder for discussion in every market square across the land, thus we will be able to track her easily." 

Ahmose nodded his agreement of this assessment, and eyed his companion with almost fatherly concern. "But not before we rest, Kûn Anardil. Let us sleep soundly, eat well, and leave Madam Hulda's hospitality as renewed men."

The mere mention of sleep spawned an enormous yawn, which Anardil cut short with a chagrined smile. "Wisdom indeed, sir. I'll trust you to make sure I don't oversleep in the morning."

"Rest," said Ahmose and rose to his feet. "The end to your quest draws near."

That hope followed Anardil into sleep, and he sank swiftly beyond reach of dreams.

***

Chapter Eighteen

June 23, 1424 SR

Eastern shores of the Anduin
The lowering sun stretched long shadows before them as Anardil and Ahmose lead their horses off the ferry. Hulda would pass on the brief letters Anardil wrote to Esiwmas and Aragorn the king, relaying their news of Sev's travels, and he set forth with a hopeful heart. For the first few days, he and Ahmose planned to travel in the cooler hours of evening and early morning. They would thus leave the hotter hours for rest, and for what little sleuthing might be required. Periodic contact with the Rangers scattered about Harondor would supply them with information concerning Sevilodorf and Tom's movements, but both men agreed that occasional checks of the voice of the common people could provide another useful viewpoint. 

 "Ameseghinallehu," murmured Anardil to the ferryman before tucking the loose end of his black hattah across his lower face.

Like many of Pelargir's residents, the man recognized bits and pieces of a dozen different languages. With a toothy smile, he replied, "Quite welcome, sirs. Pleasant journey to you both." 

After checking his saddle, Anardil swung himself up in his odd right-handed way. The light application of walnut stain would never render his skin as dark as Ahmose's, but the ex-Ranger was now several shades darker than his norm. Given his faultless accent and the adoption of Southron robes, he proved difficult to recognize, even amongst those who had seen him as many times as the ferryman. 

Though the lack of an arm proved more difficult to disguise, his was not the only limb lost to the war. Besides, as Ahmose said upon their first meeting, it was hardly the first thing people noticed. If anyone noticed him at all. For Anardil's greatest talent lay in his ability to walk unseen, and to adopt whatever persona fit his need.

Ahmose, a five-day growth of grey tinged beard masking his amusement, mounted as well. With a nod to the ferryman, who was far more likely to remember the beer his wages bought than the two quiet Haradrim, he followed Anardil up the riverbank. Thence they made their way through the town crammed between the river and the road to Harad. The glow of the setting sun stained the mud-daubed walls as they passed the last dwelling and began a steady trot into the settling twilight. 

Hours passed as they alternated between a walk and a mile-eating trot. Dusk deepened to darkness until a broad canopy of stars filled the black Harondor sky. At times, the campfires of other travelers were glimpsed a short distance off the road; at other moments, only starlight graced their journey. Still onward the two riders went.

During a brief halt to allow their mounts to drink from one of the troughs set up near a fresh water spring, Anardil worked his good shoulder against the tightness of an odd anxiety to which he could put no name. Pondering a moment, he tried to discern what might have increased his unease in the past hour or so. The speed they set was reasonable, the horses in good condition. What troubled him?


Then he looked up to scan Ahmose's starlit face. Though the older man's stern features revealed nothing, he realized that the weariness and apprehension weighing upon him were not entirely his own.

"Gomel will not allow a faster pace, kûn," Anardil said suddenly. "There is no need to worry that we will travel beyond the endurance of either of us."

His fist clenched to prevent the flicking away of evil, Ahmose's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Be thou of Elvish bloodlines and able to hear the thoughts of men?"

Anardil laughed and shook a cloud of dust from his garments. He had no explanation for the strange connection, which allowed him to sense the other man's emotions, so he evaded the question.

"The Elvish ancestry of my people is so far back in time that any such blood flowing in my veins resembles a single grain of sand dancing in a storm. As for your thoughts, since childhood I have trained as an observer." 

Ahmose's eyes were black in the dimness. "Few have so correctly interpreted my feelings when I did not mean them to be on display."

Shrugging, the former Ranger said, "A man reveals weariness in thousands of tiny ways. Perhaps, I recognize the signs in you so easily because I see them in myself."

"Perhaps," answered Ahmose doubtfully.

"Meanwhile, rest easy in the knowledge that no pace I set will go beyond your stamina." Anardil allowed a one-sided grin onto his face as he studied his older companion. "Indeed, thus far we have done little more than stroll about the countryside. After all, my lord Elessar, whom you hold in such esteem, completed the journey from Dunharrow to Pelargir in five and a half days."

The glance Ahmose returned was pointed indeed, though his eyes twinkled. "Have care, sir. The root of the aged oak is tougher than the stem of the callow reed. I'll wager when we stop for the night, it will be I who must bear your fainting body to rest."

Then Anardil laughed aloud, and nudged Gomel into motion. "That well may be true, Kûn Ahmose. Come, just a few more miles and then we'll sleep."

In a soft thudding of hooves, the travelers moved on into the night.

***

June 28, 1424 SR

Village of Dawulla, Harad
Where the main source of the Harnen spilt from the mountain, there huddled a small town named Dawulla. Each of its rectangular buildings displayed three walls of white, while the mountain itself formed the fourth. Thus the settlement stepped its way down a steep gully; houses perched on both sides of an equally steep road. 

While a pretty enough place, the residents seemed as carved from the rock as their homes. Flint-like faces rarely shattered into smiles, and the only song to be heard came from the cascade of water to the west of town. They needed to be hardy people, living as they did, half in baking sunshine and half in dank shadow, depending on the season and the time of day.

An hour's visit - the tall, muscular Rohirrim had discovered in the past on his trading missions - was quite long enough to appreciate the place; a week's stay became an agonizing torture. Sewulf packed his bags in the tiny, clammy room that he rented, while his thoughts centered mostly on food. The dour and wizened old woman with whom he lodged believed he could survive on the same rations that she ate. Already he could feel his bulk withering from starvation.

A man would do much for a foster mother who had raised him well, even if she were as obstinate and troublesome as Sevilodorf. But now his patience eroded beneath the grinding boredom of this mountain community and the constant abrasion of worry. The day set for their meeting had long since come and gone without sight or word of Sev. Given the many possible circumstances that might delay a woman traveling in Harondor, most of which he tried not to dwell upon, it seemed wise to dally for a while as agreed. But the arrival of the end of the month, and the lack of arrival of Sevilodorf, finally made his decision for him.

Sewulf's debates with himself had taken the form of: 'If I go looking for her, she'll be angry because I didn't trust her to get here. If I don't go looking for her, she may be in serious trouble and need my help. I'm denmad if I do, and denmad if I don't.' After shoving the last item in his saddlebag, he stared at the damp rock of the back wall and muttered, "I'm denmad not staying here another minute."

***

Leading his saddled horse from the goat-house - the village of Dawulla rarely entertained horses, and local people kept their ponies on nearby farms - Sewulf scratched at the puckered scar which disfigured the left side of his face. Though already tanned from the sun over Nurn, the heat on this mountain had deepened his skin several shades while lightening his blonde hair to almost white. 

Any sensible man adopted the headwear of the region for protection from the sun. Any Rohirrim would be wise to do so for the secondary purpose of averting the stares that pale hair and eyes inevitably invited. It was with a whole gamut of surprises, therefore, that Sewulf looked from under his hattah to see two tall, fair-headed figures leading horses down from the mountain path. 

"Well met, Sewulf," Celebsul said, when the elves arrived. 

"Well met indeed," replied Sewulf. "I was just leaving. What brings you to this cleft in the backside of Harad?"

Celebsul ignored the smirk suddenly gracing Aerio's face. "The same purpose as you. We traveled to Nurn in the hopes of intercepting Sevilodorf on her quest. Beregrid explained that you were here awaiting her arrival - so here we are too. We expected to meet you both on your way back to Nurn. I take it Sev has been delayed?" 

"Must have," Sewulf grumbled. "So we best go and pull her out of whichever mess she's stumbled in this time."

"Indeed," Aerio agreed happily, as if he had not been on the road for days. "I am keeping a journal of the ever-intriguing happenstances of Sevilodorf of Rohan, a Yeheyewete Tareeke, if you will."

"A what?" Sewulf did not wait for the answer before beginning his descent of the steep road. They would not ride their horses until they reached more secure ground.

The elves walked either side of the man, and Aerio explained, "It means 'biography' but, as it is not one of the words taught to me by Anardil, it may be somewhat archaic. My master has not traversed Harad in recent centuries."

This earnt a sharp-eyed look from Sewulf to the silver-haired Eldar. 

Celebsul shrugged. "I did explain that my knowledge of the language was restricted to either relatively few recent words and phrases, or a considerable wealth of older ones. Aerio insisted upon learning them all. Our journey required something to pass the time."

"I've learnt a bit of Haradic myself," Sewulf admitted. "Have to, to trade here."

Aerio smiled, recognizing another opportunity for learning. "That would explain the fine hattah you are wearing." He turned to Celebsul and asked, "Should we acquire hattahs?"

"Whatever for?" Celebsul's skin remained pale as ivory even after the long journey south. 

Sewulf noted the same to be true of Aerio. "No point, if the sun doesn't burn you. There's no headgear that could make an elf look like a Haradrim."

The stony faces of the few townsfolk they passed melted into expressions of awe that gawped after them until they went from view.

Sighing heavily, the Rohirrim observed, "We're going to attract an awful lot of attention."

***

June 29, 1424 SR

Town of Gasha, Harondor

A loose shoe, a sudden storm which rendered the road a quagmire of mud until the sun baked it firm, and a lightning induced fire which left acres of the treeless savanna blackened dared to combine forces and delay their passage by a full day. Fortunately for Anardil's temper, both the Harondor Rangers and the common folk within the markets reported the Lady with the Sky Eyes delayed her journey north along the river. She had, they learned by piecing rumors and reports, paused to allow Ishan of Nagusa time to complete necessary business before accompanying her to the mountains. 

"She may be hiring him as a guide, but there's not the slightest chance she's paying the amount quoted in those tales you're collecting," Anardil declared as he and Ahmose took seats at a courtyard table. "That's an outrageous price."

Amidst the cheerful racket of a caravanserai in the town of Gasha, the two travelers stopped for news and rest. Between gabbling conversations, a boisterous group of young men near the central fountain, and musicians merrily skirling away beside the inn door, their tree-shaded corner table offered security from curious ears. Nonetheless, Ahmose followed Anardil's lead in choosing his words with care.

"I too found it difficult to believe. The Rohirrim are known for their ability to strike profitable bargains. It is likely the tale has been exaggerated to make the lady appear more generous or to allow Kûn Ishan to get the best of the foreigner. Either motivation would make the tale more pleasing to certain ears."

Anardil shook with laughter. "The tale's approaching legendary status."

Conversation ceased as the innkeeper appeared, bobbing and grinning above platters of bread, sauces and a highly spiced stew. A serving girl brought a pot of the omnipresent green Haradrim tea, poured for them both, and then they were left alone.

Ahmose sipped his tea appreciatively before saying, "For a woman to gain such notoriety is not proper. Should she not have foreseen this as a consequence of her behavior in Aglar?"

Anardil shrugged while picking a hot pepper from a dish of its pickled fellows. "Given the situation, all she appears to have considered is the welfare of the child."

"A worthy motive, but drawing a knife implies impulsive behavior." Ahmose's dubious look may have indicated his thoughts about Sev, or it may have been due to Anardil offering one of the crimson-hued peppers.

Upon seeing that Ahmose showed no interest in the fiery delicacy, Anardil took it for himself. While he chewed, he frowned thoughtfully. "An impulse to protect one who is unable to defend himself can never be termed improper." 

"Whomever takes on the task of protecting such a woman sets himself a most difficult chore." Ahmose busied himself applying seasoned butter to his bread, and dipping it in his stew.

"Ah, but what worth holding is easy to obtain or keep? The regard of such a woman would be of greater value than that of some hired swords." 

Mindful of the possibility of listeners, Ahmose said, "Perhaps we might catch a glimpse of this woman tomorrow and allow you the opportunity to judge her merit."

"No," Anardil laughed. "We will barely make Markato tomorrow. I'm afraid I'd slide out of my saddle and be trampled by an oliphaunt if I attempt it all in one day."

"Leaving me to explain your death," exclaimed Ahmose with feigned horror. "No, no. The day after tomorrow will be soon enough to determine her worth."

Anardil selected another one of the fiery peppers, dipped it into a bowl of orange spice-sauce, and popped it into his mouth, before saying through his exhales, "However, it is necessary tonight to fix the allegiance of the gentleman beneath the flowering jasmine."

"He does appear to be taking an overwhelming interest in our conversation." Ahmose leaned back and deliberately stared at the man. 

Awarding points for innovation, Anardil tapped his fingers in a prearranged signal that their curious onlooker recognized. The round faced man smiled guiltily and came to their table bowing obsequiously.

"Forgive my rudeness, good sirs. If it pleases you, I am known as Dabnir of Feresulla, a humble merchant of salt. My ears caught the name of Ishan of Nagusa and continued to listen. Do you know the man?" Without pausing to allow an answer, the man prattled on with a detailed description of Ishan and all the minor, though highly profitable, ventures the man had carried out in partnership with the trader the year before last. "I am on my way to Nagusa myself. I have information that might be of assistance to the Lady of the Sky Eyes, and with my connections I will surely be granted an audience."

When the gale of words finally stilled, Ahmose spoke gravely. "I regret we are not acquainted with Kûn Ishan. However, the tales of the Lady intrigue my friend." He gestured toward Anardil. 

"Oh, sirs, is she not the most unusual woman?" Dabnir's face shone like a swarthy moon. "It has been my misfortune to do business with Qutaiba of Aglar. A most unworthy man. His poor treatment of his apprentices and bondsmen has been a topic of much discourse."

Elbow on the table and spoon paused over his bowl, Anardil cast the salt merchant a skeptical look. "Why then did it require a woman to wrest one of the pitiful creatures from the wuvin's clutches?"

Their guest leaned close to say, "Only a foreigner would be unwise enough to speak against a friend of House Minul. The malak gathers all such insults to his breast. Khôr Tamar possesses a long memory. But the lady with the knife would not know this." 

As if the man had whispered the most tantalizing bit of gossip concerning the woman in question, Anardil raised both eyebrows and whistled softly. "The qualities of a warrior hidden beneath the soft folds of a woman. A man could never be bored with one such as her."

"If one possessed the qualities necessary to catch her eye," responded Ahmose wryly to continue the façade. 

"You dare to challenge me? Shall we set a wager?" Anardil exclaimed indignantly, and then addressed the salt merchant. "Good sir, my friend casts aspersions upon my capabilities to attract the lady. Might I throw myself upon your goodness and beg for your assistance in arranging a meeting with Kûn Ishan and the Lady? 

When the merchant appeared to hesitate, Anardil slid a coin from his pocket and grinned conspiratorially as he set it on the table's edge. "Surely a man of your influence would be accompanied by an attendant or two at your meeting with the trader? All I require is a few minutes to gain the lady's notice." 

Under cover of friendly wrangling concerning the terms of the wager, Dabnir successfully transferred a great deal of information concerning the layout of the village of Nagusa. His prattle also detailed, in the guise of friendly if self-important local gossip, the number of people who realistically stood in the way of successfully removing Sevilodorf from any danger. Less successful, however, was the trio's ability to remain unremarked. 

Shadowed eyes followed the salt merchant from his seat and discerning ears listened in. The owner of those ears thus gathered the knowledge of an arranged meeting place within the city of Markato tomorrow. As the caravan boys, Ratib and Nadim, had identified those who followed Sevilodorf, Tamar's hired man had pinpointed those belonging to the ranks of Gondor's watchers. The decision to trail one of these spies now proved to be infinitely more productive than sitting in the dust near the crossroads. 

For the past two days, the swordsman known as Shaban had followed the instructions of his master's officious lackey, Khint, and took careful note of the dealings of Dabnir. Until tonight, the portly salt merchant merely passed on information Khôr Tamar wished known, thus serving his unwitting purpose most admirably. 

But who were these men with whom the smiling merchant chattered? The longer Shaban studied them, the more certain he became he knew the older man. Something in the rhythm of his voice tickled the memory. Then, as the man lifted his cup to sip carefully of the hot tea, Shaban recalled a meeting between his master and the phazgâns of Houses Minul and Tharan. This man had been there. Not in the guise he wore now, but seated at the right hand of Karif of House Tharan. 

Eyes narrowed, Shaban turned his attention to the other man. Lean, with deep lines etching his face, black hair beneath a dusty hattah, and the look of a hungry fox in his eyes. Silently, Shaban saluted the man for his ability to disguise the emptiness of his left sleeve. 

So, Shaban mused, at last he found the elusive Îbal, once a guest of Khôr Tamar and then an enemy spy, here in the company of the Ulbar of House Tharan. Which served as the other's pawn? A question Shaban decided he would be more than happy to let that meddlesome, interfering Gondorian snake, Khint, present to their master. 

While the observer watched from the corners of his eyes, Dabnir bid his companions good night.

"When you reach Markato tomorrow," Dabnir said, "you must stay at The Inn of the Blue Lily." His round face shone as he added, "Their lamb in spiced raisin sauce positively falls off the bone!"

Then he departed amidst many bows and much grinning.

Ahmose looked to Anardil and said, "Well, then. The promise of a good meal should make tomorrow's miles fly swifter, don't you think?"

"Indeed," Anardil replied quietly, though he could not return the other man's hopeful smile. "I can only wish the lady doesn't find any new troubles before we get to Nagusa." Dipping his spoon in his bowl, he reflected on 'Dabnir's' crafty guise; the 'merchant' had proven completely reliable in the past. Anardil felt reasonably confident that the information thus gleaned would be accurate.

***

Chapter Nineteen

June 30 1424 SR

Markato
The following day, the sun bathed the estate of Khôr Tamar in deceptive serenity. Ghazi swatted the single fly audacious enough to invade the veranda off Tamar's council chamber. The leafy branches of a calpurnia bush filtered the blooming heat of the morning sun as he rearranged cubes of melon and sliced strawberries into a more artistic pattern. Ghazi then passed the platter to a young serving girl who placed the fruit before their master. Tamar meanwhile lay back on his cushions in a lightly belted robe of deep yellow trimmed with brocade, aloof as a great cat whilst his servants prepared his repast. There were, after all, forms to be observed in the presence of a man of Tamar's stature.

Taking up the long-handled copper ceyze, with elaborate care the ancient servant began to fill the handleless cup in its filigreed holder. Heated to the exact temperature preferred, and with an appropriate layer of froth, the kaffe steamed gently in the cup. The final drops slid from the ceyze when Ghazi jerked at a sudden jangling crash from the doorway to the council chamber. The ancient man's satisfied smile turned sour, and a sharp horrified gasp burst from the serving girl as a dark pool of kaffe appeared in the gleaming white saucer beneath the cup and three drops splattered upon the linen napkin. 

The signet ring of House Minul glinted as Tamar plucked the napkin from the table and tossed it into the face of the abashed serving girl, before raising his eyes to where a tight-lipped youth quivered amidst the source of the clangor. The wheeled cart which once bore the wooden coffee grinder and an assortment of teas, sweets and confections now lay on its side, the wreckage of Tamar's repast at his feet. Behind the frozen boy, dust covering boots and clothing, stood Khint and the swordsman, Marid.

Tamar spoke not a word, however, but merely watched with one brow raised in warning. Khint only barely masked his sneer at the young servant's plight, his plumed hat hanging bedraggled in his hand. Marid, however, stepped casually around the items spilling on the floor to bow deeply to his master. 

"So soon?" Tamar inquired, spearing a light green cube of melon. 


Khint glanced toward Marid, but the azgar appeared content to remain silent.


"Yes, my lord. He spent the night in Ghasa and will arrive here in Markato at the Inn of the Blue Lily this evening."

A subdued clatter marked old Ghazi directing the swift clean up behind the new arrivals.

Tamar bit into the melon and chewed thoughtfully. "Is he alone?"

"No, my lord." Eyebrows quivering with suppressed consternation, the Gondorian continued, "He is traveling in the company of a man tentatively identified as the Ulbar of House Tharan."

Another bite of melon disappeared before Tamar responded. "Tentatively?" 

When Tamar fixed coal black eyes upon the azgar, Marid bowed his head and replied, "When I returned to the inn to attempt to confirm the possibility, both men had retired. Shaban, however, was certain it was the Ulbar Ahmose, and that he traveled with a one armed man. The pair were overheard in conversation with Dabnir the salt merchant. One we have long known as an informer to Gondor."

"Making it possible to supply him with the secrets we wish known."

"So it has been, my master," Marid agreed, then fell silent as Tamar looked once more to the Gondorian.

Khint said, "Dabnir is reported to have spoken to both men in detail concerning the Lady of the Sky Eyes. Another meeting was set for this evening here in Markato. I judged it best to carry this news to you as swiftly as possible, thus we rode through the night to deliver the information to you and await your decision."

After a lengthy silence, Tamar said, "You have done well. A wearying ride it is from Ghasa in a single night. Come, join me."

A clap of the malak's hands brought Ghazi hurrying to set plates of melon and berries and the girl to present steaming towels for the two men to wipe the travel dust from their face and hands. The elderly servant then glared daggers at Khint as Tamar absentmindedly dismissed him to a position on the opposite end of the veranda.

In stiff silence they ate, Tamar obviously in deep thought. A wise man did not disturb the malak from either his contemplations or his meal, and so the occasional clink of dishes made the only sound. When done, and before either Khint or Marid were completely sated, Tamar sat back from his empty plate and signaled for the dishes to be cleared away. Khint tried and failed not to look disappointed at the disappearance of his food, as the servants once again retreated.

"House Tharan stands high in the counsels of the Kâthuphazgân," Tamar announced. "If this is indeed the Ulbar, Ahmose, he will require a far different course of action than I plan for the conniving 'Îbal'. However, the opportunity to prove once and for all the strength of the connection between Tharan and Gondor is not to be lightly discarded. "

Tamar steepled his fingers before him and studied Khint and Marid keenly. "As our quarry have obliged by traveling stealthily, both men are to be taken without a disturbance to draw attention to them. The ulbar will serve as a lever to remove the impediment of House Tharan from the reuniting of Harondor with Harad." An icy smile flickered across Tamar's face then vanished as soon as it had begun. "Meanwhile, 'Îbal' will find himself at long last a guest of my hospitality."

The malak waited until Khint and Marid signaled their agreement with his plot and said, "The master of the Blue Lily has a young daughter. Remind him of her innocence and need for protection. He is to see that his guests are served well. Marid, you will give a vial of crowberry syrup to the tavern keeper. Instruct him to administer it to their food himself."

His dark eyes glittered. "Let no one give the prey reason to suspect a trap. Allow them time to succumb to the crowberry then gather them up and bring them to me. Suitable places will be prepared for their stays."

"My lord -." Khint winced as the full weight of Tamar's gaze fell upon him. Nonetheless, he stuttered, "Marid is most capable of seeing to your plan for their capture without my help. I think perhaps I should -."

"Do not think." Tamar touched the fingertips of both hands very lightly together. "You are not suited for it. Go now and rest, the coming night will require your clearest minds."

Marid laid his hand to the hilt of his sword and bowed lowly, leaving Khint to make his obeisance with far less grace. After a final exchange of glares with old Ghazi, he departed, nervously twisting his plumed hat in his hands.

Meanwhile Tamar smiled a slow, self-satisfied smile that chilled his servants into absolute silence.

***

Evening

Markato
In a narrow lane, far from the center of Markato, the boy, Ratib, accepted a loaf of date bread from his aunt, a hearty slap on the back from his uncle, and a sticky kiss from his smallest female cousin before bidding them all a good night, and promising upon the graves of his parents to convey their wishes for his master's good health immediately upon his return to Nagusa. Whistling softly, the youth trod his way without thought through the maze of streets toward the river and the warehouse holding the caravan's merchandise not yet delivered. Tomorrow or the day after, if the fates be kind, the final items would be collected. Then Chardan the vendor, the toothless old Cook and he would finally be free to journey on to Nagusa where Master Ishan awaited their return.

After four years with the caravan, the citrus orchard and vineyard maintained by the master's wives and the wives of the caravan's men in Nagusa was more Ratib's home than the apartment housing his only relatives. A lucky star had shone upon him the day his uncle arranged for Ishan to become his master. Only another year, and he would be a journeyman vendor and able to begin repaying his uncle the guild fee. 

Considering how he would barter the goods remaining at the dock if he had the bargaining of them, Ratib rounded the corner of an alley leading to the docks and came to a full stop. Blocking the way was a pair of men holding a third upright between them. The man's head lolled to one side, and he blinked drunkenly. Then his eyes rolled back up into his head, and he sagged between his two companions. 

"Out of the way, boy," snarled one of the men before hefting the drunk to his shoulders with a grunt.

Ratib retreated and dodged into a doorway scarcely daring to breathe while the men hustled their insensate burden away. Behind the drunk and his escorts, a bald head gleamed in the moonlight. The feathered Gondorian man, without his feathers, was here in Markato. As the man halted and frowned back into the alley's darkness, Ratib lowered himself to the ground and peeped around the corner. The bald man's fingers tapped a frustrated tattoo upon his thighs until the rear door of The Inn of the Blue Lily spilled light upon the refuse stacked along the walls of the alley. 

Revealed in that brief brightness was a trio identical to the first, save the man they supported was slightly younger and far leaner. As darkness returned, the bald man exclaimed, "Where…" only to stop when the door opened to release a final man. In obedience to this man's murmured orders, the lanky drunk was lifted across the shoulders of one of his supporters. Oddly, they seemed to have even more trouble getting a grasp on him, despite his lighter frame. 

Withdrawing into the darkness of the doorway as they passed, Ratib noted both the wide man carrying the second drunk and the man giving the orders were familiar to him. The first because he was one of those he had spied following Kali Sev through the markets, and the second because everyone in Markato knew the face of Marid, head azgar to Malak Tamar. Ratib discarded his half-formed plan to follow the men to their destination. Kûn Ishan had been most firm that he and Nadim were to remain unnoticed. A thing easy enough to achieve with fools such as the feathered man and the other lumps of mud, but far too difficult on his own against the likes of Marid. Besides, if they were here in Markato creating mischief, Kali Sev was in no danger from them in Nagusa. After counting silently to fifty and nibbling a bit of his date bread, Ratib crept from the doorway and continued on his path toward the warehouse.

***

Nearing midnight

Markato
Though darkness cloaked the lands of Harondor and good men slept soundly in their beds, in the house of Tamar, torches and lanterns burned while heavy footsteps rang in the corridors. Amidst the grunting of men grappling unwieldy burdens, the scuffing sounds of something being dragged heralded the approach of the newcomers to Tamar's chambers. He waited upon a cushioned couch with a glass of wine in his hand. When the polished door burst open, he smiled.

Marid strode through the doorway and bowed low, fist wrapped about the hilt of his sheathed sword. "It is done, my master," he said.

Tamar turned the glass between his fingers and his dark eyes gleamed. "Bring them."


Marid bowed again, turned, and gestured a curt command. From the corridor came an unwieldy clot of men, this resolving itself into two prisoners sagging half-unconscious in their captors' grasps, followed by the Gondorian, Khint, who looked even more sallow than usual. The captives' heads lolled and their legs dragged across the floor, ere they were hauled to semi-standing positions before Tamar's seat. At Tamar's glance, Marid reached over and snatched the linen hattah from first one, then the other prisoner's head.

Tamar smiled without warmth upon the men thus revealed. "So..." he said, his tone almost purring. He snapped his fingers, and Ghazi scuttled forward bearing two clay cups. Marid took one, then as the other men held the captives, he seized the hair of the first man, forced the cup to his lips, and administered it amidst an explosion of sputtering and coughing. Taking the other cup, he did the same to the second prisoner with the same affect, and then deliberately hurled the cups to smash on the floor.

"Make them kneel," the swordsman commanded.

Spitting weakly, the prisoners could not resist the brute strength that crushed them to their knees. For a moment, there was no sound but Ghazi hastily sweeping up the broken cups, and the harsh breathing of the men gathered before Tamar's seat. Finally, one of the prisoners raised his head and fixed the malak with a bleary stare. 

"Ulbar Ahmose," Tamar greeted the man silkily, "I am honored that House Tharan would favor me with your presence."

Though still visibly affected by the drug that had brought him to this condition, Ahmose set his jaw and made no answer. Near the door, Khint shrank in anticipation of an explosion but none came. Tamar merely chuckled and looked to the second man, and now his gaze narrowed to reptilian hardness.

"But the company you keep leaves much to be desired. Îbal, if that is indeed this unworthy one's name, is meat to be wasted, a dog that savages the very hand that offered kindness. Into my own house, I took him, sheltered him like my own brother, and he betrayed me to Gondor's usurper king!"

A swift lunge brought Tamar to his feet and across the intervening space, where the crack of his hand knocked Anardil's head to one side. Tamar seized the man's untidy hair in his fist and jerked his head back.


"Dog!" Tamar spat, his breath blasting into Anardil's face. "Do you know what you cost me? Do you know the shame your treachery caused? How dare you interfere in Harondor's right to cast off Gondorian rule?"

Again, he smote Anardil across the face, only the grip of the guards holding the one-armed man kept him upright on his knees.

"WHO SENDS YOU NOW?" roared Tamar. "What business do you have in my lands? Speak!"

Yet bleary grey eyes opened, slowly focused on Tamar's seething expression, and Anardil did not reply. Instead, his mouth worked briefly and he spat towards Tamar's feet. Khint squeaked in dismay, and the malak's inarticulate snarl punctuated another blow that struck Anardil's head with neck-cracking force. Florid-faced, Tamar turned towards Ahmose once more.

"Know you this, Kûn Ahmose," the malak growled. "I will not be thwarted. I will not be content to grovel for the leavings of Gondor's noble houses, when two thousand years of history proves Harondor's right to rule herself!"

Ahmose blinked heavily and asked, "With you as her captain?"

"Rule goes to the strong," Tamar snapped. "I will have my just rewards. And you!"

He pivoted to face Anardil again. " Îbal, whoever you are - you have no value, no house, no kin. You will die at my pleasure. But first, know that your Lady of the Sky Eyes will also suffer - oh yes! She is near, and soon to drop into my hand." Tamar smiled coldly. "A plump morsel she should prove to be. Perhaps I will let you live just long enough to bid her farewell."

Anardil lunged against his captors' grip with a snarl, but his boot slipped and the guards forced him back to his knees. Tamar simply chuckled, a sound like stones dropping together.

"Wuvin, your last breath is mine, and I promise, you will draw it in great pain." Tamar straightened. "Marid! See that Kûn Ahmose is escorted to the east chamber. Let guards be posted within and without. He is to have every comfort, but no one speaks to him. As for this nameless one..." The malak looked down at Anardil, lip curling. "Throw him to the bottom of the cellars."

In a swirl of brocade, Tamar spun and ascended back to his seat. There he watched the prisoners being wrestled to their feet, now aware enough to understand their situation but powerless to fight it. For his own amusement, he fixed a baleful stare on Khint, still cowering with his foolish hat in his hand. Tamar was gratified to see the spineless wuvin scramble backwards, almost fall in an attempt to bow, and then literally run from the room.

"Oh, and Marid?" The swordsman halted at his master's hail, and waited expectantly. Tamar added, "It is time for the ungrateful one, Ishan, to begin to pay as well. He likes to pretend he has honor. You will go to Nagusa with a special message..." 

***

Part Six: All the Sorrows

Chapter Twenty

Loëndë
Mid Year's Day 1424 SR

Village of Nagusa, Harondor
Beneath an array of multicolored awnings, the men of the caravan, their wives and children gathered to celebrate Midsummer's Day. Surrounded by low mud walls perennially under construction, and hedges of thorns where building had yet to reach, the broad central courtyard of Ishan's enclave bustled with activity. At every hand, the sights and sounds of festival greeted the senses, music and laughter, magic tricks and jugglers, and of course, tables laden with baskets of bread, sugared dates, fruits, crunchy pastries soaked in honey, a roasted pig and other delicacies. Games for young and old brought smiles and merriment, songs often gave way to impromptu dances with many hands clapping time, and contests of strength and agility garnered eager wagering. Little Nadim shrieked wildly when he and big, lumbering Tom won a piggyback race, and he literally leapt for joy when Tom won a wrestling match.


As Tom grinned his ugliest grin and hauled his dust-coated adversary back to his feet, Nadim scampered through the crowd to tug at Sev's sleeve.

"You see? You see?" the boy crowed. "Kûn Tom biggest strong!"

"Yes, Nadim," Sev chuckled. "I see." 

Always a time of celebration, when Chardan the head vendor arrived mid afternoon with the final payment received from their latest venture, the level of enjoyment increased exponentially. From slavery, the back alleys of Markato and the ruined estates of lords who never returned from the war, Ishan had gathered these men and instilled within them his dream of a better future. Four years of hard work and countless miles spent along the back roads throughout Harondor now reaped a profitable harvest. 

Seated upon a backless chair amidst Ishan's family, Sevilodorf wondered if she should prepare for the ending of the world. Never during the long weeks spent in the caravan master's company had she seen him smile so broadly and certainly never heard him laugh. The faint line of worry, which so often creased his brow, and the sternness that darkened his features and stiffened his jaw had vanished with the news from Markato. It was a pity the dour expression would no doubt return during the planned expedition up the River Harnen. An expedition that would finally begin tomorrow.

The week of delay stretched Sev's patience to the limit; however, she had learned much during her idleness. From the women, shy at first but each day more eager to share their pride in what they had wrought from the ashes of war, she discovered that while Ishan claimed four wives, in truth only one was his bride. Two were widows of men named as Ishan's sword brothers, while the last was a distant cousin of his true wife. Sev also learned that while the men traveled the road from Markato to Pelargir, their women worked together to maintain the fields and groves which fed this extended family, and to weave the rugs and cloth the caravan carried to distant Pelargir. A family based on blood and bonds of loyalty was something Sev easily appreciated. 

More difficult, but more importantly, she grew to realize how new the idea of planning for the future was to these people. The dreams all women make for their children were never prefaced with the word 'when'; instead, it was always, "If Sabirah reaches womanhood," or "If Jaral remains with me." At first, Sev thought this a matter of her poor understanding of the language, or disjointed translation by those children and women who spoke broken Westron. But one day she noticed the brand upon the upper arm of one of the older girls. When the girl retreated in silent embarrassment from Sev's attention, she took her inquiries to Tom, who pursed his lips. 

"Best not to mention it, missus. They don't like to talk about it."

Huffing with exasperation, Sev insisted, "Why? Explain it to me, so I'll know what not to say."

Tom pondered for a moment, then nodded. "You remember that fat toad, Fouad?"

"The oily one." Sev grimaced with distaste. "What of him?" 

"Talked about not understanding why the king wanted to ransom the soldiers."

"Yes, something idiotic about how because they embraced slavery they were not honorable. Better alive than dead is my viewpoint."

"It's not always that way to them." Tom rubbed his ear in thought. He'd overheard talk around the campfires while they traveled that gave him a good idea how the men thought about things. It followed the women might think the same way. "In fact, right contradictory the way they think. Slaves are the lowest creatures, called wuvin or dogs most times. Lots of slaves left at the end of the war, but not so many masters. Some of them, the slaves I mean, didn't know how to fend for themselves, and found themselves new masters."

"I can see how that might be," Sev said, trying to wrap her mind around such a foreign idea.

"A few stuck it out, some even left their masters and went to that court King Elessar set up and asked for freedom. Strange thing is some folk act like they broke some oath of loyalty by wanting to be free. Like they owed their masters to remain slaves." 

"Are you trying to tell me that girl was a slave?" Sev exclaimed in disbelief. "She would have been a young child during the war."

"Branded at ten. Left arm for the men, right for the women," Tom responded. 

"Were all of them?" Sev asked, immediately ashamed of her curiosity.

"Hard to tell. Right good at keeping it covered up." Tom shook his head. "Makes you think how lucky we were to be on the right side of the Anduin, don't it?"

Coming from a man who had spent more than half his life one short step from the hangman's noose, it was a most profound statement, and Sev found herself nodding in silent agreement. For the remainder of the week, the thought tempered her impatience and led her to wonder if the tradition of never speaking the names of the dead might be the Haradrim's only means of keeping the grief of constant loss and separation manageable. Silence as a weapon was a tactic she understood too well.

Now, watching Ishan laughing at something the toothless old cook said, Sev thanked the fates which conspired to place her in this man's path. Truly, it had been a fortuitous event, even if the pace of her travel had driven her to the edge of distraction.

For the space of five minutes, Sev enjoyed the feeling things were working out for the best; then Ratib appeared and ran up to Ishan. Too far away to hear the message the boy delivered, she could see its effect only too well. The smile, which graced Ishan's face for the first part of the day, vanished, and the all too familiar stubborn set returned to his jaw. Within seconds, a similar expression settled on the face of every man within earshot, including Tom, and amidst dark muttering spread from group to group like a plague. With a signal to Chardan to assume the duties of host, Ishan turned in a flurry of robes and marched toward the walled garden behind the kitchen. Ratib and two brawny traders, the latter two wearing swords, hastened only a step behind him. 

Giving her distracted hostess a polite smile, Sev excused herself and wound her way around the edges of the festivities to where Tom stood with Nadim.

"What is wrong?" she asked.

"News from Ratib, which includes the imminent arrival of some messenger from Markato. I'd say he isn't a welcome addition to the party." Tom nodded his head toward the men moving to form a line between their families and the gate to the kitchen garden. "Looks as if they're expecting trouble. Best get out of harm's way ourselves."

Ordering Nadim to follow close, Tom grasped her elbow firmly and propelled her in the direction of the covered corridor leading to their rooms. 

Sev dug in her heels and jerked free. "I'm not going anywhere. Nadim, fetch my sword." Allowing her sleeves to fall back, she loosed the knives from the sheaths upon her forearms and frowned up at Tom. "You do have your own, don't you?"

"Aye, missus." Tom grinned and freed a knife long enough to serve as a sword for a hobbit. "Never without it."

"Then we're as well off here as trapped in that tiny room," Sev remarked and turned to watch the women gather children and belongings and begin a silent exodus. 

***

In the little walled garden adjacent to the kitchen grew many fragrant herbs. Their scent greeted Ishan like a blow, for only the most careless tread would so crush the fragile stems. However, he knew his unwelcome guest would have no care. At an arched doorway, he bid Ratib and his two men to wait, and alone he stepped into the garden. There the intruder stood, wide-legged with one hand on his sheathed sword and one foot amongst the green thyme.

Ishan halted and folded his arms across his chest. He spoke no greeting. The swordsman, however, favored his hosts with a sneering grin.

"Ishan," said Marid, his tone slyly chiding. "Will you not offer an old comrade the comfort of a cup of tea?"

Face shuttered against any show of emotion, Ishan still did not reply. Marid chuckled and shifted his feet, crushing more tender plants.

"And still you scorn the hand that fed and clothed you for so long. Very well. Our master bids me to thank you. You have performed a noble service."

Marid reached to a purse tied at his belt and from it withdrew a smaller sack, which jingled in his hand. Hard gaze gleaming, he said, "For bringing the sky-eyed woman safely thus far and saving us much annoyance, Khôr Tamar sends his gratitude. I will return in a day or two to collect her. Come, will you not take your reward?"


He jingled the small purse, but when Ishan neither moved nor spoke, Marid's swarthy face darkened. With a sharp gesture, he flung the pouch to land in a clinking puff of dust at Ishan's feet.

"Dog," the swordsman spat. "Were you but armed, I would have your entrails on my blade now! Dog and son of dogs - you betrayed Khôr Tamar and all whom you once called brother!"

"These are my brothers now," Ishan said, a tilt of his head indicating his men outside and all the folk of his caravans beyond the garden walls. "We who are free men."

"Jackals," Marid snarled, "scavenging at the empty camps of better men. Look at this!" He flung one hand towards the thick mud walls. "Goats and sheep live better than this. Tonight I will eat roast peacock and soft bread, whilst you dine on curds and thin gruel. Fools, all of you!"

The warrior Ishan had been simmered in his dark eyes then, but in reply, he simply said, "Better a crust of bread eaten at my own table, than a feast lapped from a master's plate."

"Pah!" Marid spat. "Wuvin you are and wuvin you remain. Remember! I will be back for the woman. If you wish to keep your sheep unharmed, you will not interfere."

With that, Marid swept past Ishan and out the doorway. A flick of Ishan's wrist sent one of the traders outside to follow, and assure the swordsman's safe exit. Ratib and the other man, however, lingered with wide eyes on their captain's stormy visage.

After a moment, Ishan looked to the boy, his face a stern mask that forbade any questions, and commanded, "Bring Kali Sevilodorf here. I will meet her in the greenhouse."
"Yes, Kûn Ishan," Ratib responded, touching his forehead and bowing in obedience before dashing down the garden rows. 

"Inform Chardan to set double guards at every gate," Ishan directed the remaining trader. "Tell my wives the women are not to go to the orchards or vineyards unguarded. A close eye is to be kept on the children."

Hand clenched upon his sword, the man nodded and hurried away to deliver the messages. Left alone, Ishan turned and picked his way past the abused thyme and into the small greenhouse that stood at the garden's foot.

He stepped within and there paused, letting the humid air and rich scent of dark earth envelop him in calm. A row of flowers his wife had planted caught his eye, small, cheery faces in hues of pinks and reds peering from amidst the green. With careful fingers, he plucked a blossom and turned it gently for study.

The lives of all who looked to him for leadership were now at risk. Once set upon his vengeful course, Tamar would not turn from it. And none within the caravan had the means to stand against the man; even united they would fall swiftly beneath the blades of Tamar's swordsmen. But no matter the consequences, Ishan refused to consider handing any woman into the malak's hands. 

The best hope was to take her as far from Markato as possible. He would guide Kali Sevilodorf swiftly along the river. The road led toward the border with Nurn. Somehow he would convince her that for now she must abandon her search for her missing kinsman and flee from the peril of Tamar. A woman of the kali's determination would not accept such a course easily. To run from danger was not her way, but Khôr Tamar was a foe whom they had no hope of defeating.

Ishan frowned. Why was this woman so important to the malak? How had she attracted his attention? There were levels of intrigue here he could not decipher, but the heart of the matter remained that he had extended his protection to this woman and he would not fail to protect her if the means were within him to succeed. No matter the cost to himself.

***

Sev made her way briskly along the brief garden path, big Tom treading gingerly behind her. She heard the whispers and scuffing of Ratib and Nadim behind them, but spared no attention for the boys. The greenhouse door stood open, and inside, Ishan's harsh expression in no way matched the incongruous pink blossom in his hand.


Nor did he waste time with pleasantries. "Do you recall our conversation regarding the men who have been following you?"

Sev's stomach tightened into a knot, and she sincerely regretted that second slice of roast pork. "Yes. What of them? Did one of them cause some trouble tonight?"

"Yes."

"And what has any of this to do with me?" Sev declared flatly. "You told me the men watching me were your enemies."

"It seems they are yours as well. Earlier Ratib shared a story with me that I now wonder if you might have more understanding of than I." Ishan waved Ratib forward. "Tell Kali Sevilodorf what you saw."

Stumbling over the words in his fear that he had somehow done wrong, Ratib told a rambling tale of his visit to his uncle's house and the encounter with the men in the alleyway. "It was the same men, kali, who were watching you in the markets. I could not follow them alone."

"Of course you couldn't." Sev regarded Ishan with confusion. Previously, Ishan declared the watchers aimed in his direction. What had she missed that caused the man to believe she knew something of them? "Tell me more about these men, Ratib. I'm afraid I have been very blind not to notice them."

"Oh no, kali," Ratib exclaimed. "They were quite easy for a woman to miss. The feathered one never came closer than across the entire market square."

Overlooking the comment about women, Sev asked, "Feathered one?" 

"It is what Nadim named him," Ratib said, indicating the younger boy, "because he usually wore a hat with a long feather. He has black eyebrows that wiggle and no hair upon his head."

"Wiggling eyebrows?" Sev repeated, shaking her head in refusal. It could not be. "Is he Gondorian or Haradrim?"

"Gondorian, kali."

"Blast it all." Sev's exclamation brought Ishan's hard eyes upon her.

"You recognize this man?"

"Yes. Only I don't understand why he is here."

Ishan pointed to the boy standing wide-eyed behind Tom. "Nadim informed me that the man with the wiggly eyebrows is attached to the household of Khôr Tamar."

"Tamar?" The name sounded familiar, but try as she might she could not call forth where she had heard it before. "Khint, if it is the man, served as clerk for one of Gondor's highest nobles until the man's death."

"He has found another man of power to serve."

"Again I remind you that you claimed these men were your enemies not mine."

"I did not know you knew the man."

Sev bristled at the implication that she had been duplicitous. "You never bothered to describe him to me or point him out. If you had, I would have…" Sev stopped. She could not have told Ishan of the particulars of her connection with Khint without admitting far more of her past than she wished known. Stubbornly, she finished, "You should have told me."

Ishan returned her glare. "Has this Khint declared a blood feud with your clan?" 

When Sev remained silent, Ishan muttered a Haradric curse, and turned to Tom.

"It is still more likely the men seek a path to me. A foreigner could hardly involve the House Minul in a petty quarrel with a woman. Along with another of the men who followed your mistress, Ratib recognized Khôr Tamar's head azgar. He saw him again last night at the inn."

"A swordsman? Why would a swordsman be concerned with removing drunks from an inn?" Sev blurted out.

"I know not. Nor why he would break the peace of my home with threats against you, which he has just done."

"Me? I know nothing of a Khôr Tamar. Only of that weasel, Khint. And as you said, how would he convince a Haradrim lord to take up his quarrel with me?"

"Wait, missus," Tom said slowly. "There's another side to all this. Tell us about the men they carried, Ratib - tell it just the way you did the first time."

His glance flickered first to Ishan for permission, and then Ratib's voice took on the singsong quality of repetition as he began a more detailed description of the two incapacitated men. Though Sev listened closely, nothing seemed to warrant their attention until Ratib reached the end of his tale. 

"The first man they carry like any drunk, two men hold him up with his arms like this." Ratib draped one skinny arm around Nadim's shoulders and briefly pretended to sag. "But the second drunk, they could not carry that way - they have trouble. I think maybe he had a bad arm - or maybe only one arm."

Sev's heart leapt and plummeted in a single moment, and she raised startled eyes to Tom's. "You don't think…"

"Aye, missus, I do." 

"But it can't be him," Sev exclaimed. "He's in Rhûn."

"You can't never be sure where the boss will turn up," Tom replied wryly. 

"You know this man as well, Kali?" Ishan's tone was disapproving, as were his fathomless dark eyes.

"Perhaps."

Sev chewed her lower lip. If it were Anardil, what was he doing in Harondor? Why had these men taken him? Khint had sufficient reason to hold a grudge against both Anardil and herself; but as Ishan said, how did a foreigner convince a Haradrim lord to involve himself in such a feud? If it were not Anardil, who was the poor man and why was he being taken by this Khôr Tamar? But why else would this lord send someone to threaten her?

"There's nothing for it, Tom, but to find out who the man really is. We'll go to this Inn of the Blue Lily and make inquiries, then take it from there." 

"Right, missus. I'll get the horses." 

"I cannot allow you to do this, kali," Ishan declared as Tom stalked away. 

Sev ignored the caravan master to kneel before Nadim. "You must stay here with Kûn Ishan until Tom or I come back for you."

Instantly the boy's expression became stricken, his voice alarmed. "I go with you!" 

"No," Sev answered firmly.

'But -."

"This time you stay here. Now help Tom get things together."

Nadim's face set into a stubborn mien but Sev returned his stare evenly. "If you really want to help me, Nadim, do as I ask. Time is important, and we waste it arguing."

Ratib cast his young friend a disapproving frown, whereupon the boy relented with a shoulder-heaving sigh. He nodded once and ran after Tom, Ratib more slowly following. Getting to her feet, Sev turned to face her host.

"Kali, you cannot do this," repeated Ishan. 

"I can and I will, Kûn Ishan." Sev drew herself up and set her chin. "It seems my trip up the River Harnen will be delayed again. As I do not know for how long, I release you from your offer to be our guide. You are of course entitled to suitable compensation for the breaking of our contract, and may keep the partial fee already tended you."

"I have extended you my protection. It is my duty to keep you safe. Going into Markato and asking questions is not wise."

"Our agreement was that you would escort me safely to Markato. Your duty is done."

Something indefinable glittered in Ishan's eyes and his voice sharpened. "You do not understand the enemy you face."

"Then tell me, so that I might be prepared."

"What is he to you? This one-armed man."

For a beat, they stared at each other, unblinking, and then the truth burst from her in a cleansing gust. "If it is the right man, he is my life, Kûn Ishan; and I have no intention of letting that weasel of a clerk throw him in a hole so deep I'll never find him."

"It is not the clerk who is the danger."

"No, it is his powerful friend. Tell me of him, this Tamar. Why is he your enemy, kûn?"

"Why is the feathered one yours?" came the sharp retort.

Their eyes locked like antlers, Ishan never before having his will so directly challenged by a woman. Once today, his nose had been rubbed in the dirt by Marid's contempt. He would not suffer ignominy a second time, not from someone he was honor-bound to protect. Staring unblinking at her, he wondered again what kind of savage nation bred such warlike females.

Sev muttered a Rohirric curse and threw up her hands. "It must suffice that they are our enemies and have joined forces. I owe you greatly for guiding me this far in safety, and I deeply regret any harm that my presence has brought upon you or your family. However, the possibility that one who is more dear to me than life itself has fallen into the hands of those enemies now determines my decisions. Nothing you say or do will stay me from my course."

"Cursed be, you are a stubborn woman!" exclaimed Ishan. 

A wry smile twisted the corners of Sev's mouth. "You're not the first to say that, nor likely to be the last." Bowing low, she added, "I bid you farewell, Kûn Ishan, may peace be your path and prosperity your destination."

"Hold!" Ishan's cry halted her ere she turned and his swift step placed him not arm's length from her. "You will bring disaster upon us all with your refusal to listen to reason."

"What counsel do you offer, kûn?" She held his dark gaze, willing him to understand the desperate need in her heart. "To remain here under your protection? Surely that would bring an oliphaunt of trouble to your very door."

"An entire herd of mûmakil would be closer to the truth," Ishan said gravely.

"Then it is best I go quickly and hope trouble will follow me, and leave you and yours in peace."

Knowing his initial thought to guide her to the border with Nurn would be rejected out of hand; Ishan pursued his other idea. "You are of the north. Can you not seek protection from the Gondorians?"

"That would bring a realm of trouble on both our heads," Sev replied. "The Gondorians have chosen to ignore my passage thus far. I would prefer to keep it that way until I have no other recourse."

Ishan frowned. Again, he felt the shifting sands of deception. Why had the Gondorians chosen to pretend ignorance? Their observers had undoubtedly noted the interest in the Lady of the Sky Eyes and her quest for a kinsman. 

"I may not abandon you to the jackals, Kali Sevilodorf. We will go to Markato together to see if you know this one-armed man. If you do not, we will take the road along the river and seek to put as much distance between yourself and Khôr Tamar as possible."

At last, an agreement, or at least a truce of conjoined purposes, and oddly a layer of tension seemed to dissipate. Sev drew a quick breath before replying, "I would welcome your assistance in Markato, but I cannot promise to follow your counsel. I will however promise to listen."

"More I expect than you do in many cases," Ishan said sourly and resolved to present the matter to Tom. The man might be less willing to allow his mistress to ride off into uncertainty if he knew more of what was at stake. 

"You certainly know how to flatter a woman, Ishan. No wonder your wives speak so highly of you," Sev came the cryptic reply. "I'll tell Tom and the boys to saddle your horse as well." 

With a rueful smile, Sevilodorf hurried away. 

Ishan remained behind, shaking his head. He should have known better than to bring such a woman anywhere near his wives. It would be many weeks, if not months, before things returned to normal. 

If, that was, they managed to survive the next few days.

Chapter Twenty-One
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Nagusa
After the events of the previous day, the people who lived in Nagusa, and particularly those of Ishan's household, expected many possibilities. They did not, however, anticipate what came trotting into the village that morning. The big man on a big horse, his dramatic scars visible even beneath a hattah, would have been notable enough, especially given his blazing blue eyes. However, the two who rode with him aroused terrified awe in all who witnessed their passage. Men, they knew. Orcs, they knew. But to most of the people of Harondor, these tall, straight-backed beings with pale faces and flowing hair seemed not even to belong to the earth on which their horses rode.

"Elves," the word rushed in a torrent of whispers around the village thus reaching Ratib even before the riders located Ishan's compound. More curious than afraid, Ratib joined the guards at the gate to watch as the strangers arrived. 

Sewulf reined his horse to a stop, nodded at the guards and spoke in Haradric, "There are rumors that 'the Lady of the Sky Eyes' is staying here."

"We cannot say, kûn," one man answered, casting an uneasy glance at the elves. "You must ask Chardan."

Meanwhile, Ratib stared at Aerio. Noticing the lad's brazen inquisitiveness, the young elf smiled and winked.

Sewulf, now well used to the suspicion his companions provoked in the Haradrim, continued his inquiries. "I was told this enclave is the home of Kûn Ishan, caravan master."

"Yes, but he is not here," the guard explained, and he shifted slightly, turning his back on Celebsul and Aerio. "You must speak to Chardan in his stead."

"I'll take you to him," Ratib volunteered.

"You take the horses, Ratib," snapped the guard. "I'll lead these … visitors to Chardan."

After the strangers dismounted and entered the compound, the lad quickly tethered their horses, pausing only briefly to admire the animals, and then he dashed to Chardan's house. 

Sewulf sat with the elves at one side of him. Seated opposite, Chardan glanced up briefly when Ratib entered the room to settle cross-legged by the door. 

The discussion continued with Sewulf explaining, "Sevilodorf was traveling to meet me at Dawulla."

"This is not what she told Ishan." The Haradrim man appeared ill at ease, his eyes riveted on Sewulf but his fingers restless in his lap.

"She would be trying to keep her plans secret and involve as few people as possible."

"As few people?" Chardan's hand gestured briefly towards the elves, though he did not look at them. "A man wishing to travel unseen does not ride upon a mûmak."

Aerio's brows rose slightly at the implication. However, this went unnoticed by Chardan, and he pursued the argument. "No. A man riding upon a mûmak has his mind set on war."

Such convoluted ideas spoken in a foreign tongue almost eluded Sewulf, but he grasped at what meaning he could. "If you assert that by traveling with these friends, I am showing hostility, then I assure you it is not our intent." 

"Do you even know your intent?" Chardan made a warding sign. "Is it not true that a man's mind can be ensorcelled by such as these?"

Sighing heavily, Sewulf said, "If that were true, you would have told us where Sevilodorf is by now."

The Haradrim's eyes closed briefly in what might have been a salute, and he nodded almost imperceptibly. "You are not the only ones wishing to locate Kali Sevilodorf."

"I know. There is at least one other, from Gondor, searching for her."

"What is this woman's value that men and … others scour the land - that even Khôr Tamar wishes to posses her?"

"Who?" Sewulf had never heard the name.

Chardan dismissed the question with a click of his fingers. "My concern is not for him at this moment, but rather what your interest is."

"Sevilodorf is the woman who took me in at eight years of age, and raised me as her own."

The huff of humor that escaped the Haradrim went unexplained. "And these?" Again his hand motioned towards the elves.

Celebsul spoke for the first time. "We are her friends." 

Chardan's eyes snapped to the elf, and Sewulf knew the thoughts that flashed through the man's mind: never had he heard his own language spoken in such a voice, a voice that flowed like water; now that he looked, he could not stop looking; he would see how light glistened on silver hair, and how the elf's grey gaze shimmered unnaturally.

"Hundreds of stones and just one mirror," Celebsul recited. "Does this mean anything to you?"

A shiver ran through Chardan before some of his composure returned. "It is from a well-known verse. Ishan said that Kali Sevilodorf …" He stopped himself abruptly. "Do you steal words from my head?"

"If I did so," Celebsul reasoned, "I would know what you know, and would not impose upon your hospitality further."

That stung the Haradrim visibly, for he had offered no hospitality to these visitors in his home.

"Ratib!" Chardan sought the attention of the lad who seemed utterly transfixed by the elves. "Ratib, arrange tea for our guests." As the boy clambered up and went to fulfill the request, Chardan gestured to Sewulf. "Please, remove your hattah and make yourself comfortable. In my concern for Kali Sevilodorf, I have overlooked my lesser duty."

Sewulf unwound the scarf, relieved to note that his marred face did not disconcert the Haradrim. In a land wounded by many scars, an elf's ethereal perfection seemed more shocking.

Looking instead at the Rohirrim's blonde hair, Chardan gestured to his own dark curls and declared, "Now I feel like the foreigner in my house."

Aerio smirked broadly, his golden plaits gleaming. "Forgive us, Kûn Chardan. For we did indeed become as visible as mûmakil when we entered these sun-blessed lands."

The Haradrim inclined his head and smiled, acknowledging the formal title, and the humor of the young elf. "Do all elves speak Haradric, or perhaps all tongues are the same to you?"

"No, indeed not," Aerio replied. "I study languages: the ancient Quenya of the elves, Rohirric, and more recently, Haradric. Master Celebsul helps teach me for he has traveled many lands."

Chardan's brows arched in mild surprise. "The tales I have heard about your people led me to believe you were all knowing and beyond such mundane endeavors. It is a wonder to find you are a scholar with interests extending outside the realms of elven kind." 

The undamaged side of his mouth twitching, Sewulf inserted dryly, "It is rather difficult to find something that does not interest Aerio. Were you aware, Kûn Chardan, that the bridge over the River Harnen is an excellent example of the masonry arch?"

Sewulf's carefully exact pronunciation of the final phrase won him a beatific smile from Aerio, who plunged into a short recitation of the various architectural techniques he had noted during the journey from Dawulla. 

Thankfully, for Chardan's composure, the door soon opened and Ratib reentered the room. He carried a tray bearing glasses of tea, and plates of fruits and sweetmeats. These he distributed amongst the guests then he let Chardan select his choices before setting down the tray and reclaiming his place on the floor.

There followed a round of formal introductions thus fulfilling the courtesies required by Haradrim hospitality.

Aerio picked an item from his plate and asked Ratib, "What is this?"

"You have never seen one?" The boy looked astonished that he might know something an elf did not.

When Aerio shook his head, Ratib lifted a matching item from his own plate. "It is a fruit called a fig. They are good." And he proceeded to pop the fig in his mouth and munch with exaggerated pleasure.

Aerio also ate his, smiling his appreciation of the taste. Thus the boy and the young elf chatted for a while, with Ratib acting as exotic food expert. Their elders looked on indulgently.

Eventually, Celebsul put down his empty glass and turned to Chardan. "Sevilodorf is not here, for she would have known of our presence and sought us out. Unless, of course, she is kept from doing so against her will."

"We do not make prisoners of women, Kûn Celebsul," Chardan protested. "She was an honored guest of Ishan."

"Was?" Sewulf asked, all trace of amusement gone from his face.

Unable to deny his own words, Chardan answered, "She is not here now."

"Neither is she traveling towards Nurn," Sewulf observed, "or we would have met her on the road. Why did she leave? When did she leave, and where did she go?"

"Kûn Sewulf." Chardan spread his hands. "If I could only be certain of your kinship with Kali Sevilodorf. I do not wish to add further to her troubles."

Face screwing up in thought, Sewulf took a moment to respond. "From your hints, I would say she has stirred up a hornet's nest of troubles. Was she wearing her …" Sewulf searched for the word in Haradric and failed, "her brigandine?"

Chardan looked puzzled until Celebsul translated the word then shook his head. "No, she dressed as was proper for a woman and wore the hijab whenever she left her tent. The men were most respectful of her pri…" Chardan's reply stopped short when Ratib leapt to his feet.

"Her sword! Always she carried her sword!"

"Ah." A broad smile made Sewulf handsome. "Ratib, go to the hall where we left our weapons and bring my sword - you will recognize it."

"A family sigil?" asked Chardan while the boy scurried out of the room.

"Yes, the head of a Rohan horse with the moon riding above and three rays beneath. All who are bound to my family by blood and oath wear it. It is as much proof as anyone can give of kinship."

Returning, Ratib handed the sword to Chardan, pointing to the design embossed on the leather sheath. "See, it is exactly the same as Kali Sevilodorf's."

Chardan nodded then passed the sword to the Rohirrim. "I regret I do not know for certain where the kali is. She left last night, with Kûn Tom, Kûn Ishan and two more of our men, after a threat from Khôr Tamar."

Sewulf's eyes narrowed. "Who is this Tamar?"

"A powerful and wealthy malak of the House Minul. He is deadly, Kûn Sewulf," said Chardan, "His reach is far, and his grasp unyielding."

"So Sevilodorf flees from this malak?" Aerio asked.

"I assume…" Chardan started, only to be interrupted again by Ratib.

"No - she seeks the one-armed man I saw taken by Khôr Tamar's people," he said with eager certainty.

The Rohirrim and the elves exchanged sharp glances at these words.

Chardan stared at the boy. "How can you say this? Where did you get such information?"

Sheepish for a moment, the lad admitted, "I … overheard them talking: Kûn Ishan and Kali Sevilodorf." Then his enthusiasm sprang back. "I can lead you to them. I know where they will be in Markato."

"If Kun Sewulf and his friends will accept the guidance of such a rapscallion, then I think you better do so," Chardan concluded with a look toward his guests. Receiving a considered nod from the Rohirrim, he waved the boy away. "Go ready yourself, Ratib." 

It could not be much worse, Sewulf reflected while they awaited Ratib's return: Sev under threat; Anardil abducted by this Tamar character; and all this in a land where people spoke a different language and thought in different ways. No. It could not be much worse.

"I can't find Nadim." Ratib dashed back through the door, out of breath, but bearing a small sack of possessions.

Chardan muttered a word that Aerio had not heard before, and Sewulf scratched his jaw. "Who's Nadim?"

"The boy Kali Sevilodorf bought," Ratib said.

Frowning slightly, Aerio tried to tie up the ends. "This would be the child the rumors speak of - liberated from a persecutor by a weapon-wielding woman."

"Yes, and now missing like the rest of them," Chardan grumbled.

"I think if we go now," suggested Ratib, "we may well overtake him upon the road to Markato."

At this, Chardan laughed dryly and looked to Sewulf. "The sons of Kali Sevilodorf's choosing seem destined to follow in her wake."

***
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Markato
Thick mud walls provided a barrier against the heat, or would, if not quite so many people were stuffed in the tiny room tucked away behind a cloth merchant's dye yard. Nor could the walls do much against the pervasive odor of vinegar and alum from the boiling vats. Directed to remain within the confining room while Ishan went out scouting, Sev found herself battling a constant sensation of nausea and a hovering headache. 

Turning a blind eye to the horrified expression upon the dusky face of one of the caravan's men across from her, Sev concentrated upon preparing her arsenal of blades. First, she drew forth the two she wore upon her forearms, and laid them before her. These were old friends given to her long ago, when duties as healer to the family holdings required venturing onto roads subject to raids by orcs and others under the command of Saruman the Betrayer. Next, the short triangular blade kept tucked into her boot which had proven an unexpected surprise to more than one man who believed a woman traveling the North Marches alone was fair game for his pleasure. Then the knife she wore openly upon her belt and used at meals, but was equally useful for throwing. Conceding to propriety, she did not bring out the thin ribbon of metal hidden within the seams of her corset. Though it bore no point, it took an edge quickly and was easily overlooked if she was disarmed.

Finally, she pulled her sword from its leather scabbard, and set it beside its smaller brethren. Ishan would probably be pleased to know her insistence upon gaining more than a modicum of proficiency with the blade served as an ongoing source of contention with certain members of her family; that and the fact she had refused to place the blade upon the breast of her son when he was interred within his barrow at Helm's Deep. Ah well, Anardil understood and encouraged her need for independence. 

The sudden thought of him brought a hissing inhale of hurt. She would not be left alone again to wander the roads searching for some meaning to her life. He had promised her that, and she intended to see he kept his promise. Sternly forcing back the emotion that set her hands to trembling, Sev began the litany of memories which had sustained her for the past year. 

Her mind thus occupied, she took her small whetstone and one by one touched up the edge of each blade. She drew the stone along the last, her boot knife, when the chittering of one of the little desert ground squirrels signaled the return of Ishan and his second man. Tom roused himself from a nap and stood to press upward against the low ceiling, his thick muscles flexing as he yawned. 

Blinking in the brightness from the open door, Sev wrinkled her nose against the stench of vinegar, which accompanied the men from the vats outside. Her stomach tightened as she paused her task to look up at Ishan expectantly.

His sharp nod crushed the final seed of hope. No longer could she imagine that it had not been Anardil taken prisoner by the mysterious and powerful Tamar. Not that the information forced from the owner of The Blue Lily in the dark hours of the night had left much likelihood of that anyway. 

"The boxy-headed grey horse you described and a bay were left at a stable near the north bridge evening before last by two men," reported Ishan, accepting the water offered him by Tom. "Men who match the description given by Umaran of The Blue Lily."

"There is then no longer any doubt in my mind as to the identity of at least one of those men." Sev tucked the short blade back into her boot. "The other I do not recognize, but if he travels with my friend we must retrieve him as well."

"It is not as simple a task as fetching a bundle of laundry from the washerwoman," Ishan retorted.

Sev's jaw tightened. She should have known better than to accept an offer of assistance from this nmad man. But she would waste no more breath arguing with his stoniness. 

"Missus," Tom spoke earnestly, "it won't do a lick of good if we get ourselves caught as well. From the things I've heard, this Tamar is a bad one to cross. Somehow the boss has got on his bad side."

"All the more reason to move quickly. The longer we delay the more time …" Sev would not speak the images that filled her mind and turned her gaze once more to the sword she took in hand. 

"A little time spent wisely now would increase our slim chances. We," Ishan indicated his men, "know many of the servants in Khôr Tamar's household. Not all are loyal to their master. Give us a day to make contact with them."

"A day?" Sev protested. "When all it takes is a second to kill someone?"

"If the malak meant only to kill them, he will already have done so. That he has gone to a great deal of trouble to take these men indicates he has other plans for them."

"Poor comfort," sneered Sev, and Tom growled and cracked his scarred knuckles noisily.

"Would this man wish you to throw away your life?"

Eyes downcast, Sev resolutely ignored Tom's mutters, for their rather strenuous conversation concerning the same topic had ended with no changing of opinion. She returned her sword to its scabbard and caressed the faded insignia stamped into the leather baldric. Beneath the horse head representing a landholder of the Westfold lay the three rays symbolizing truth, knowledge and justice: ideals for which her husband, her son and so many of her kin had given their lives. Could she be less stern in her resolve than they who bore this sword before her?

"A day. No more." She looked up to meet Ishan's gaze with an iron stare, certainty a sudden flame in her belly. "Tomorrow I find my own way to breach Tamar's walls, if I have to tunnel under them with my bare hands." 

Ishan exchanged frowns with Tom but elected not to waste further breath on arguing with the woman. If all else failed, Kali Sevilodorf would find herself bound and gagged. Entertaining himself with the image of the woman silent and obedient for once, the caravan master settled to discussion with his men as to how and where to make contact with those of Tamar's servants likely to possess the information they needed. 

With difficulty, they narrowed their decisions as to who could be trusted not to give information to Khôr Tamar or his azgars, and what the best method of reaching these people would be, to a select few. Grim-faced, Ishan's two men departed to seek those they wished to find. 

When the door closed, Ishan sat upon the one stool, his head bowed. There was little chance of discovering anything of use but they would try. 

Then from the window high in the wall came the chattering of a reed warbler. Not unknown to the region, it was decidedly out of season and drew the heads of the men up like hounds catching the scent of a hare. Sev stared up at the narrow slit with an incredulous expression that blossomed to exultation when the call repeated. 

"Aerio!" she cried and headed for the door. 

As Sev evaded Tom's grasp, Ishan cursed fluidly, sprang to his feet, and hastened after her with knife in hand. Outside, he found Sev anchored by the cloth merchant's firm hand, and sputtering with vexation, but this was not what caught his astonished attention. There amidst the steaming dye vats, their passage barred by the rotund merchant and his well-muscled employees, two figures shimmered like a mirage in the deep deserts to the south. Pale and comely as beings in a dream, Ishan blinked hard to assure that he truly saw what his mind insisted stood before him. His eyes fixed upon the two elves standing within the cluttered courtyard, he failed to note two shorter figures peering out from behind a sturdy man whose blue eyes gleamed with amusement.

"Tell them these are friends, Ishan," Sev exclaimed, glaring up at the man who still held her arm in a bruising grip.

"They have come to help Kali Sevilodorf." Ratib's emphatic endorsement earned him a stern stare from his master. The youth swallowed hard, pointed to the tall blond man beside him, and continued in a respectful tone. "Kûn Ishan, this man is of the kali's clan."

Ishan wrenched his gaze from the impossible perfection of the elves' faces to observe a tall, blond man whose features formed stark contrast, gashed and distorted as they were by a livid scar from cheekbone to jaw-line. Yet before Ishan could muster words of welcome or even inquiry, the newcomer spoke.

"Sewulf, son of Sejard, once of Rohan and now of Nurn," he stated, clapping Ratib on the shoulder. "Celebsul and Aerio of Ithilien ride with me as friends of Sevilodorf."

The elf named Celebsul smiled gently, "If you are Ishan of Nagusa, we owe you a debt of gratitude."

"Rio?" Tom stepped closer to peer into Aerio's face. "Been a while, but you're the same as ever." 

"A pleasure to see you again, Tom," declared the younger elf. "However…"

Ishan gathered his wits and waved off the merchant and his men, then dared interrupt the elf. "A gathering of friends indeed, but it would be best to take our conversations to a more private location. Too many…" he paused and looked directly at the elves for an instant, "exotic visitors will attract attention to our good cloth merchant."

"Interestingly enough, they don't attract as much notice as you might think," remarked Sewulf, a smile twisting the undamaged side of his face. He nodded toward the elves and moved in the direction indicated by Ishan. "No more anyway than Sevil has managed herself."

Rubbing her arm in irritation, Sev exclaimed, "Believe me, I didn't set out for any of this to happen."

Aerio smirked as Sewulf sighed, "You never mean to, Sevil. It just happens."

"Well, I couldn't very well let that toidi Qutaiba beat Nadim senseless," she declared, holding out her hand to the boy. "What are you doing here, Nadim? I told you to wait until Tom or I came back."

Nadim frowned stubbornly, "I not wait. You need me."

"Please, kali," Ishan insisted with a glance toward the open gate. "Inside."

"Very well," Sev acquiesced. "But I want a complete explanation for why Nadim and Ratib are here, as well as what brought Celebsul and Aerio. Not that I'm not happy to see them." 

Only the litheness of the elves and the willingness of Nadim to sit pressed tightly against Sev's side enabled five additional people to be fitted in the cell-like confines of the storage room. Leaving the door ajar allowed for a small stirring of air, but that relief was nearly overshadowed by the pungent odor of boiling pokeberries outside. 

An arm wrapped about Nadim's thin shoulders, Sev fastened her eyes upon Celebsul to ask the question, which had besieged her mind since discovering Anardil might be in Markato.

"Did he go to The Burping Troll?"

The elf had no need to ask of whom she spoke. "A little over a fortnight ago."

Her fist clenched upon her thigh. As she feared, he was not here as a result of his duties to the king, but because of her. Driving back a wave of self-castigation, she managed to ask evenly, "Was he well then?"

"Tired and sore, and most anxious about you."

"Anxious!" Her control fractured, and she laughed shakily. "More likely ready to bite nails and cursing my lack of patience."

Celebsul smiled. "A fair description."

While Tom rolled his eyes, Ratib grinned at the elf's wry expression.

Her fault had led to the worst possible consequences. But there was no time to waste bemoaning the foolishness of her actions to this point. All that mattered now was finding some way to save Anardil from this powerful Haradrim lord. Sev heaved a gusty sigh.

"And now circumstances are worse than ever. Given that I am the one who set the current state of affairs in motion, I will tell my tale first." She directed her gaze around the circle of faces. "With apologies to all for the deceptions I practiced along the way."

Reaching to hold her hand, Sewulf's missing fingers became apparent to those who had not previously noticed. While people either stared at or averted their eyes from his scarred face, few heeded the absence of two and a half fingers.

"That's the spirit, Sevil," he said. "Regrets won't fix the situation. Let's get the details straight."

Leaving aside the fact that Anardil had been sent to Rhûn by the King of Gondor, and skating over the reasons why she elected such a roundabout path, Sev told her tale of making the decision to go to Rhûn. She explained how Sewulf agreed to meet her on the border between Harad and Nurn and how Hulda and Tom aided her in finding a route from Pelargir to Markato. 

"Then I complicated things even more by taking Nadim's part in Aglar and forcing Ishan to champion us both. Tom added to the problem by spreading the tale that I searched for my brother. Nathirem was indeed lost in the final months of the war, but until now, those who searched were always directed toward Umbar and Far Harad."

Sewulf squeezed her hand. "When we have reclaimed Anardil, we will continue the hunt, Sevil."

Sev nodded and drew a deep breath. "I'm certain Sewulf is here because he tired of waiting for me to show up, but that does not explain Celebsul or Aerio."

"'Twas the message you left for Anardil," Celebsul answered, following Sev's lead in avoiding mention of King Elessar. "He chose to follow your steps to Pelargir and down the Harad Road. Aerio and I attempted to intercept your path in Nurn then continued on in Sewulf's company."

"As soon as we reached the plains, Mistress Sevilodorf," Aerio inserted, "we heard rumors of your exploits. Given the slowness of your passage, we fully expected to find Anardil with you. The information given us by young Ratib was most disturbing. Has it been ascertained that the man taken is indeed Anardil?"

Face stricken, Sev nodded. "Tom suggested we search for the horses. Ishan found Gomel not far from here this morning."

In response to the eyes now directed at him, Ishan replied, "It is most certain that the men who left the horses are the same who were taken from The Inn of the Blue Lily."

Sewulf's eyes glittered icily. "Your man, Chardan, told us this malak was a dangerous man to have as an enemy." 

Expressionless, Ishan noted, "Khôr Tamar is very ambitious."

"The boss must have stepped on his toes somehow," Tom added. "Boss is a lot like the missus here. Stands up for the little people. Best we get him out of there fast as we can, now that we got you fellers to help out."

Sewulf regarded Tom carefully, the scarred knuckles and a nose broken enough times to set it back straight. "What has been done so far?"

"Well now," Tom said slowly, rubbing his jaw. "Ishan knows some o' Tamar's people who might be willing to give us some information. He's sent his men to talk to them. But up to now, we figured our first job was to keep the missus out of harm's way. Right difficult thing to do at times."

"Indubitably," Aerio said, smirking. Ishan nodded agreement while Sev huffed with indignation.

"She does have a habit of attracting trouble," Sewulf agreed. "As her kinsman, I am most grateful for your guardianship of her thus far. My family owes you a great debt." 

"Onliest thing I want from you is help getting the boss out of this mess. Know Rio's a darn good fighter," Tom grinned at the elf. "Seen him in action in Pelargir.
 Figure you must be too, to have lived through whatever battle gave you that scar."

A dry snort formed the only reply the Rohirrim allowed himself, but Tom winked knowingly and settled back with his thick fingers folded in his lap.

Sewulf then looked to the caravan master. "Kûn Ishan, you have been most sorely used by my kinswoman and become embroiled in matters beyond your concern." Seeing Sev about to speak, Sewulf frowned her into silence. "My family's debt to you is already vast indeed, but I pray that you will continue to aid us until our good friend Anardil is again free."

Ishan stared back sternly. "Khôr Tamar is a rampant cactus whose thorns will impale all who displease him. He has this man imprisoned, and now believes he can take Kali Sevilodorf. As I cannot, by honor, let him do so, and as she will not go to safety without this Anardil, we must attempt to rescue him. In truth, I am unwilling to leave any prisoner within Tamar's grasp, but our hopes of success are extremely small. Unless elven kind are indeed capable of magic?"

"Not of the sort you mean," Celebsul responded, "but few are able to see us if we truly wish to remain hidden." 

Ratib and Nadim both clasped a hand over their mouths, eyes huge, but Ishan merely swallowed and said cautiously, "An ability of great worth. Art thou as capable with sword and knife as the legends say?"

"That would depend upon the legend," Celebsul answered with a smile.

"Consider each of them equal to at least ten men," declared Sewulf, "and quite capable of sneaking into a lighted room and out again with no one the wiser."

The two boys stared as if expecting the elves to vanish on the spot, but to his credit, Ishan absorbed this evaluation with no change of expression.

He nodded and said, "Counting my men and Ratib, we number eight."

"Nine," stated Sev. "You will not leave me behind to wait."

Nadim struggled to his feet and stood before Ishan. "Ten, Kûn Ishan."

The elder Haradrim began to refuse the boy, then stopped and studied him thoughtfully. 

"There is a way," Ishan said slowly, "that I had not considered before. Far too narrow for any man, it is possible that a boy might slip through."

"No!" exclaimed Sev. 

"Kali, you need me. I do it," Nadim declared stoutly.

"Tell us more of this passage," said Sewulf before Sev could voice further objections. "What must he do?"

Ishan knelt, and with his dagger, he sketched an outline of Tamar's villa into the dirt floor. "Here there is a narrow culvert." The tip of the blade etched a small mark. "It leads to a drain with an opening in one of the private courtyards within Tamar's walls. From the courtyard, Nadim would seek a storeroom," the knife outlined a rectangle, "with a stairway leading to the cellars beneath the servant's quarters. He would then unbolt a trapdoor, which opens outside the walls."

"You can't honestly be thinking of sending a child," Sev protested.

"If even half as successful at following people around as Ratib claims, he will be in little danger," Sewulf interjected. "Few take note of small boys."

"If dressed as one of Tamar's servants, he would be suitably disguised." Ratib grinned at his own clever idea. 

"Do we have any such robes?" Sev asked impatiently.

"It would be possible to acquire them," Ishan answered, reclaiming his seat and sheathing the dagger. 

"I can do, kali. No one see me," insisted Nadim. 

"It is the best hope for getting inside the walls without being seen, kali," Ishan declared. "And a plan we can set into motion immediately."

Sev's concerned glance flickered to the small lad, then back to Ishan. 

Sewulf commented grimly, "Boys his age died upon the walls of Helm's Deep, Sevil."

Though that offered no comfort at all, defeated, Sev gave in. "Very well, if a proper disguise can be found." She pointed a stern finger as Nadim gave a leap of pleasure. "And if he swears to follow orders exactly."

Instantly Nadim plopped down to sit perfectly still at Sev's side, face beaming with an eager grin. "I promise!"

"And," Sev frowned at each of the men in turn; "there will be no more foolishness about sending me to safety. I may not be as good at sneaking about as Nadim and Ratib, but I am nmad well capable of throwing a knife." 

Sewulf raised both hands to ward off her anger. "I wouldn't dream of leaving you behind, Sevil."

"Best make her stay close where you can keep an eye on her anyway." Tom folded his arms and grinned wickedly to remind Sev of certain bits and pieces she had left out of her tale concerning their meeting in Pelargir. "She's a right tricky woman." 

"Thank you, Tom," Sev said, wondering how she would ever keep it straight as to who knew what.

"Tiru no." Ishan stood and beckoned Ratib to his side. "We will seek out my men and set this new plan into motion."

"You were wrong earlier, kûn." Sev joined them at the door. 

"How so, kali?" 

A glint of merriment danced in her blue eyes. "In at least one way, it will be as simple as picking up a bundle of laundry from the washerwoman."

Ishan snorted a laugh and bowed. "May it be that I am found wrong in many ways."

The specter of sadness returned to her face as he followed Ratib out the door. She watched them weave their way through the chaos of the dye yard, and then closed the door firmly.

***

Chapter Twenty-Three

Second Lithe 1424 SR

Markato
The villa of Malak Tamar had many opulent rooms, each more richly appointed than the last. Within one of these rooms was ensconced Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan. As Ahmose lay back on a couch thick with silk cushions, he reflected that he did indeed have every comfort a guest could wish. Beneath the cool caress of freshly laundered linen robes, his skin still tingled from the bliss of a hot bath. The platters on the lacquered table before him bore the remnants of a kingly repast. Silk sheets lay on the bed, sweet wine filled his cup, and his grey-streaked hair hung combed smooth and lightly scented with fragrant oils. Obliging servants waited silently for the least lift of his finger - indeed, he had seldom met more princely treatment.


He found only one - make that two- glaring discrepancies; the lack of privacy and the complete lack of freedom. The pair of stone-faced azgars standing within his doorway robbed him of those greatest treasures. Tamar's sumptuous courtesy was no more than hollow mockery, and in that knowledge, Ahmose silently burned.

'I have failed.' The words whispered unbidden within his mind, and he turned his bleak gaze to the wine within his cup. Dark as blood, the fluid shimmered minutely. 'I have failed.' In his thoughts loomed the stern, honest features of Esiwmas the Trader, to whom Ahmose owed the very debt of life. Swiftly there followed the bright features of Esiwmas' sons, the memory of their laughter and liveliness, and the joy their presence brought to a childless, aging man. Debt alone no longer bound him to the big Rohirrim's family, and yet Ahmose could not even hope for a suitable death, in recompense for the doom he knew Tamar planned for Sevilodorf, Esiwmas' dear kinswoman.

And from there, his thoughts inexorably turned to his companion of these many miles. Somewhere on the grounds, Anardil languished, but Ahmose had no illusions of the conditions the former Ranger surely suffered. Nameless, without family or benefactor, branded as a spy who had once crept within Tamar's own household - aye, the man Tamar knew as 'Îbal', and whom Sevilodorf knew as beloved, would face the malak's wrath without defense.

'I am sorry,' Ahmose whispered in the silence of his heart. Then he lifted his eyes to the statue-like swordsmen framing his door. Once, in younger years, Ahmose had been a warrior fierce as these. He had not lost those skills yet. Chance. He needed but a single chance, and he would balance his accounts in the great book of Fate. Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan, would not relinquish hope just yet. Especially since success did not require that he survive.

***

In a hollow, darkened room meant for no living thing, Anardil, once a Northern Ranger, lay with the grit of failure beneath his palm. His body ached in more places than he cared to count, old wounds and new injuries gnawing at his strength and his clarity of thought. His captors took rather too much glee in depositing him here, and those times he had visitors brought only more pain.


Slowly he rolled onto his back and looked up. Far, far above him hung a pale opening to light and the free world, yet so far beyond his reach it may as well have been the moon. He knew where he lay: in one chamber of the wind tower which occupied the southwest corner of Tamar's villa. A tall, narrow structure - it was designed to capture the arid breezes of the savanna and funnel them down into the household rooms below. When sealed off, its chambers very neatly doubled as a dungeon. If he but had wings, freedom lay only a few lengths overhead. Yet he had neither wings nor hope.


Sickness, exhaustion, hurts that went deeper than flesh and bone, all wore upon him as the desert sands erode stone. Unfortunately, Anardil was not a man of stone.

He thought of Ahmose, his comrade for this long journey to disaster, and closed his eyes. The absence of the older man left a hollowness he had not expected, and yet now he wished fiercely that Ahmose had stayed behind. Would that he remained safely in Minas Tirith, there to tantalize and teach Esiwmas' sons with visions of a wider world and to confound Esiwmas with his stubborn insistence on mysterious debts and loyalty.

Esiwmas. Aye, there lay further grief, for Anardil had promised this near-brother that Sevilodorf's safety would be assured. Instead, he had bumbled like the veriest fool and allowed his enemy to take him unawares. Now Tamar plotted his villainies and none stood to obstruct him.

And Sev ... Anardil's breath caught on a near-sob, and his fingers clenched fiercely into the sand beneath him. Again, the patch of sunlight far above reach mocked him with its clearness. Sev had come seeking him, had followed that damnable, magnificent, deadly Rohirrim loyalty to bring him out of danger he should have been clever enough to avoid. Instead, he had led her straight to his greatest enemy and her greatest peril.

He wanted to believe the caravan master, Ishan, could keep Sev safe. Itinerant traders the lands over, whether Rohirrim, Gondorian or Haradrim, possessed cunning wits and stern self-sufficiency. The caravanseri of the southern lands must, of necessity, be cleverer than most, for the turmoil and treachery of the Dark Times had not yet entirely dissipated. Nonetheless, they were humble men of commerce, not war, and Anardil's stomach shrank to think of Tamar's hired wolves tearing into an innocent train of laborers, merchants and water boys. Nor did he have any sense of just how powerful Ishan's loyalty could be. Would the man risk so many lives to preserve one woman? Or would he find the scales weighed too strongly against him and give in to Tamar's demands?

A stifled howl surged and stuck behind Anardil's clenched teeth, hatred that Tamar aspired to include Sev in his revenge, rage that this Ishan might cast her to the jackals' fangs, fury that Sev cared so much about a tired out, useless, one-armed rover that she would throw her life away. But most of all, he hated himself, his helplessness and his weakness.

A sharp clank echoed in the confines of his prison. He sat up as stone grated and wood grinded and the heavy shutter that sealed his narrow chamber slid aside. Blinking into the sudden light, he saw three silhouettes standing just beyond. One held a stout cane, such as the mûmakil drivers used to goad and guide their great beasts.

Tamar smiled a predator's smile while he lifted the cane and slapped it across his empty palm. "Îbal," he purred. "You still do not greet me with joy. What a pity. But no matter. I will have the truth of your presence soon enough. Oh, yes. You will beg to tell me many things."

A tilt of his head, and two azgar stepped into the chamber, seized Anardil's arm and clothing and jerked him to his feet. He just had time to spit his disdain before the first blow struck.

***

Twilight 
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As if determined to balance the slow passing of time in the morning hours, the afternoon sped by with a series of planning sessions that covered every contingency the active and decidedly devious minds of Aerio, Sewulf and Ratib could dream up. Several times Ishan responded in detail to one of the more bizarre situations proposed by the trio of planners, and his tidbits of information revealed a wide expanse of knowledge concerning the interior plans of Tamar's villa. Sev wondered at his source. Yet the two times she attempted to question Ishan about his expertise, Tom interrupted and turned the conversation to other concerns. The tiny gleam in Sewulf's eyes and audacious wink Aerio gave her proved the situation was not merely in her mind. 

"Men and their games," she muttered and turned back to the task of altering the garments Ishan had borrowed from Wafid the cloth merchant to fit Nadim. 

As the sun slid below the horizon and the world changed to the jewel tones of twilight, Wafid bid them success in their endeavors and promised completion of the arrangements requested. Then, in groups of two and three, led by those who knew Markato's winding back alleys best, they made their way by varied routes to Tamar's great villa. 

Aerio, his blond plaits covered by a hattah because Ratib and Nadim insisted the elves needed a disguise, strolled the narrow passages in the company of Ishan and Nadim. Though he refrained from speech, the occasional giggles of Nadim having proven his accent was yet imperfect, the elf's bright eyes and keen ears missed nothing. From elements of architecture to snippets of strange Haradrim song heard over a garden wall, Aerio's eager senses drank in every detail.

Arriving at the walls of the malak's stronghold, Aerio signaled the absence of any immediate threat and the trio followed a narrow channel leading toward the walls. Here many years of rainwater dripping from a culvert, which drained the private courtyard within the walls, had gouged a weed-choked ravine. The three interlopers found the gully to be an oasis for plants and small animals. It also proved the perfect avenue of approach, and with great stealth, they at last hunched among tall weeds in the shadow of Tamar's outer wall. Before them, the grate-covered black opening of the culvert itself, silent, small and uninviting. When a thumb sized rodent scurried across their path, Nadim exhibited his only sign of trepidation concerning his assignment. 

Tugging the sleeve of his own dark thobe down to hide the gleaming white of the servant's robes he wore beneath, Nadim eyed the opening before him and whispered, "Do you think there might be rats?"

Aerio stroked the petals of a wild rose with an elegant finger; then, in a lightning motion, he scooped up a striped lizard. Lifting his cupped hand, he murmured to the reptile too softly for human ears to hear.


He knelt before the boy, and said, "I have told him you are on a mission of special importance. He will speak to the rats if any appear."

Wide-eyed, Nadim accepted the tiny creature with thanks and tucked it inside his shirt to rest dryly against his skin. Aerio smiled and patted the boy's shoulder before turning to examine the grill blocking the drain.

For a moment, he crouched completely still, only his bright eyes moving as he studied the grate, its hinge, and the lock that sealed it against intruders. Abruptly he smiled.


"Ah," he breathed. "I see." 

From a pocket, he drew a thin wire, palmed from some unknown source, and inserted it into the lock's opening. For several beats, he hunched unmoving, eyes unfocused as he gingerly sought the lock's hidden inner works. A soft click signaled success, and the grate swung fractionally outward. Stepping back, Aerio allowed Ishan to apply a dab of grease they had brought upon the hinges. Slowly, tensing at even the slightest creaking, Ishan pulled the grill open. 

"Remember, let the lizard do the talking," Aerio whispered.

Nadim grinned and wiggled into the opening. For an instant, it seemed that even he would prove too large. But with a muffled curse that drew a raised eyebrow from Ishan, the boy organized his cramped limbs and disappeared. 

For a time, they heard only the occasional hollow scuffling, and at one point, a soft exclamation and what might have been the murmur of a voice. Then only the wind stirred the dust along the wall above their heads and the elf and the Haradrim knew it was time to go. 

Another lizard scurried across Ishan's boot as he eased the grill closed, and he looked to the elf. 

"The other said you do not do magic."

"No magic." Aerio smiled. "I am however a student of languages." 
Ishan frowned and studied the lizard, now watching them with an unblinking stare from the top of the drain. With acerbity, the man muttered, "Let us hope your accent was not that of an enemy to that lizard's clan."

***

From the narrow confines of the drainpipe, Nadim peeked once more through the ornate grate into the sheltered courtyard beyond, which he observed was filled with large tubs growing a variety of fruit trees. The walls dripped with flowering vines, some of which partially hid the drain where the boy waited, anxious to proceed to the next step of his mission. Only one obstacle remained: a pair of well-polished boots planted firmly before the grill. The steady rhythm of the azgar's voice droned on while Nadim attempted to make heads or tails of the orders being given to the two other, less-polished pairs of boots a short distance away. 

The azgar's voice rose and sharpened as he concluded, "Khôr Tamar has placed Ghazi in charge of the other. His orders are to be obeyed as if they were my own."

One of the boots rumbled something unintelligible to Nadim, which caused the azgar 
blocking the gate to respond in a silky voice that sent shivers down the boy's spine. 

"I will convey your sentiments to our master. He does not confer trust upon many, but those who earn it enjoy great privileges as well as responsibilities. Those who do not meet his standards find themselves chasing vermin in the streets for a fourth of a copper coin." 

The voice paused, and Nadim strained to make out the words spoken, but to no avail. Happily, the stream of orders appeared to have reached an end. Nadim waited until there was no sound of the three men, and then pushed against the grate. As Kûn Ishan promised, it swung silently open. Wriggling free, Nadim pulled off his own begrimed thobe and stuffed it into the drain. With infinite care, he drew forth the striped lizard and whispered his thanks. The creature peered over his shoulder in the direction of a handcart loaded with gardening tools. Nadim nodded at the suggestion then closed the painted grill carefully. 

Choosing a weed-filled basket to give the appearance of being about his chores, the lad scanned the courtyard for the black wrought iron gate that would lead to the servants' route to the storage rooms. Sighting the first of the given landmarks, and wondering idly how Kûn Ishan knew the way so well, Nadim strolled off confidently.

***

Hands tightly clasped to prevent any sign of the tremors coursing through her body; Sev narrowed her eyes and regarded the tumbled detritus littering the landscape beyond their shadowy hiding place with disapprobation. During one of his inexplicably knowledgeable moments, Ishan had related how the battles waged on the day of Sauron's destruction ruined many portions of the city. Even here in the disputed lands below the southwestern corner of the Dark Lord's domain, the power of that struggle was felt.

"The earth herself joined the fight that day," the caravan master had grimly murmured. "Great crevasses swallowed both the fair and the foul. Portions of the underground tunnels and storehouses collapsed." Ishan's dagger traced a line across the outline of the southern walls of Tamar's stronghold drawn in the dirt floor of that pitiful storeroom. "Only a few know the section leading to this trapdoor was cleared."

Sewulf's sharp elbow had prevented her from probing this information, but from all appearances, no one risked disturbing the malak's privacy with any effort to rebuild the area. Or were there ghosts here the people of Markato preferred to leave at rest?

A series of runes marked the remaining wall of what might have been a barracks. Their translation was beyond her capabilities, but Sewulf's hiss of disgust and the warding signs Ratib and Ishan's men made against evil before hunkering down in the shadows let her know their meaning was of an unpleasant nature. Tom, unable to read the runes, eased himself into a narrow opening and sat peering about uneasily as the gloom of evening deepened. Only Celebsul remained unaffected by the dismal atmosphere. He sat like a statue, impassive. On his keen senses the little company relied, trusting him to hear the approach of any foe long before mortal ears could. 

The stars began to appear, and scavengers emerged to dart in and out among the rubble. Sev winced when Tom shied a rock at a rat that had raised itself up on its hind legs to sniff the air only a few feet in front of her. The rat appeared to sneer disdainfully as the rock clattered away into the dark, but it scuttled off at the crunch of approaching footsteps.

Ishan, his mouth set in the hard line Sev recognized all too well, strode by with no acknowledgement of their presence. Evidently, he judged the darkness heavy enough to mask their movements, and Sev's stomach thumped with sudden unease.

He marched past the runes' dire proclamations to a tumbled pile of mud bricks at the base of the villa's shadowy wall. From there he turned east and walked six careful steps. Dropping to his knees, he brushed away a layer of dirt to reveal a thick iron ring set in a door, and then settled upon his haunches to stare at the ironwood boards. Any axe known to man would have splintered uselessly against its surface. Their only hope for entry rested in the hands of an eight-year-old boy. 

Following silently upon his heels came Aerio, young by Elven standards, yet filled with an insatiable curiosity. Watching him tilt his head first one way, then the other, Sev was forced to swallow against a sudden tightening of her throat. He was so like her son. A comparison that was scarcely proper given Aerio was her senior by more than a century. Yet, here the elf stood upon the very brink of battle puzzling out a translation, while her son had spent his final hour in life discussing the wonders of the Aglarond Caverns with an admiring dwarf. It was one of Sev's deepest regrets that Essel never had the opportunity to explore the world beyond the Deeping Vale. She had lost so much already, surely fate would not be so cruel as to take Anardil from her as well.

Her eyes closed against the pressure of hot tears, Sev felt, rather than saw, Aerio seat himself beside her. Drawing a steadying breath, she opened her eyes to find him frowning slightly. 

Daring a whisper, she asked, "Did all go well with Nadim?"

"Master Ishan's information proved most accurate," replied Aerio.

While not quite an answer to her query, Sev recognized it as possibly the most heartening bit of information to be gathered. Yet, even in dim starlight, she could see the elf's face bore the subtle signs of discontent. 

"What's wrong?" she insisted.

"Are you aware some of the writing upon the wall is a line of verse?"

"No, but I don't read Haradric. Even though Anardil frequently recited the poetry, and I managed to memorize a bit."

Aerio lifted an eyebrow and nodded. "Yes, and among the passages upon the wall is a line from one of the poems you asked Master Celebsul to read for you."

"It is?" Sev stared at the runes but was forced to shrug. "I had no idea."

"What is most curious is the verse selected." Aerio paused, awaiting a response.

With a sigh, Sev muttered, "If you think I'm going to sit here playing guessing games with you, you are sadly mistaken. Spit it out, Aerio."

The elf looked thoughtful, then recited slowly in Haradric before translating, "For so long, how long, hundreds of stones and just one mirror."

Though the spoken inscription burnt into her with the memories it carried, she could not grasp the significance here. "But what does it mean?"

The elf shook his head. "I know not. Perhaps it has to do with the fact this structure is where orcs were domiciled in Markato."

Sev's eyes widened. "How do you …" she began, then stopped and answered her own question. "Ishan told you." 

"All orcs within the city were slain that day, though they managed a considerable amount of damage during their maniacal frenzy."

Aye, so the stories told. Bereft without the Dark Lord's control, the orcs and men sworn to His service descended into madness.

Prompted by Aerio's comment, Ratib's words coming from the darkness across from them sounded pale and spoken in the manner of an oft-told tale. "Brother met brother on the banks of the Harnen until the evil of the Dark Lord washed away. Red blood washed black blood on the banks of the Harnen until tears washed the river clean again.

"And here?" Sev asked.

Ratib flicked his fingers against evil. "Battalions of orcs lived outside the walls of every nobleman, kali."

"To do their bidding, or to ensure the Dark Lord's orders were obeyed?"

"Both. If a nobleman wished to live, he gave his obedience to those under the Dark One's command. It was not until after His fall that those who thought differently dared raise their heads without fear of losing them." The boy's dark eyes glinted in the starlight. "But then their knives drank deeply."

Though he sat close to hand, and spoke softly, Celebsul's voice seemed to emerge from a great distance. "Men's souls are not beholden to the Valar, not even He to whom Sauron bowed. When free of manacles, men choose which paths to walk. When they are not in darkness, they may perceive what truths they will. Yet the sun and the moon and the stars arise in Aman, and this far from the western shore, the Evil One's shadow quenched every spark of light, aside from the fire of greed in some hearts, and the candle of hope in others."

Ratib nodded, his boyish face somber. "And for some," he said, "I think being suddenly free of Him was so much light, it drove them mad."

Celebsul dipped his chin gravely. "Even so. A lifetime of servitude to evil can so twist a soul that madness looms but a breath away. It is light such as yours, young one, which keeps the eternal darkness at bay."

The wisdom of the elf's words silenced their tongues and turned their thoughts inward to focus upon keeping the wavering flame of hope alive. Then, a faint grating was heard, and Ishan rose to pull firmly upon the iron ring. In a shower of dust, the door moved upward to reveal Nadim's proud face silhouetted against the dim light of a flickering candle. 

"Come, come." The boy beckoned them inside. 

One by one, they descended a fragile ladder made from abandoned storage crates and bound together with thin rope. Last in, Ishan balanced precariously to tug the door closed, sealing them away from the untainted stars, and then dropped from the ladder to land beside Sewulf. 

Crowded against the crumbling walls, thick darkness wrapping about the feeble candle flame, the group waited while Nadim made a breathless report in Haradic, which Aerio translated quietly to Sev. 

"You have done well, Nadim." Ishan gave the child a nod that set him grinning broadly in the flickering light then directed his words at Sewulf and Celebsul. "It is as my men and I discovered. The prisoners have been separated. For whatever reason, one is being kept in the east wing and being provided with many comforts." 

"And the other?" In the dimness, Sewulf's scar and grim expression gave him the appearance of a battle-scarred hound whose hackles bristled at the scent of a foe.

"The servants did not know. It is believed he is alive. For the past two days, Ghazi, of whom Nadim heard the azgar speak, has delegated his many duties to an underling and appeared only to gather small amounts of food. None can say to where he disappears." Ishan lowered his head apologetically. "We could discover no more in such a short time."

Tom shook his head and spoke the words Sev only dared think. "Doubt the one in the east wing's the boss. He's not likely to be accepting comforts from someone who drugged him and carried him off in the night."

Sewulf spoke no false assurances. "We will take the bird we can find, hoping he or his guards might know more. If necessary, we will search the place room by room." 

"This way," Ishan said brusquely, and turned away from the candle's meager light. 

"I do good, kali?" whispered Nadim, taking up a position beside her in the earthen corridor.

"You did very good," Sev managed to say and accepted the boy's hand in hers. 

Single file and in near-total darkness, they proceeded, their two elven comrades leading the way to assure no unpleasant surprises. Once, they were forced to drop to their knees and crawl beneath a collapsed support beam. Finally, they arrived at an underground crossroad. Here faint light flickered in their view, and before them continued the earthen corridor, while to either side ran a brick lined hall that curved away to the right, whence the dim lamplight came, and ended in a stout door on the left.

"Kali Sevilodorf and the boys will remain here," Ishan directed. His stony expression allowed no argument, but he deigned to appease their indignation by adding, "To guard the way out."

Seething, but knowing that if she did not stay neither would the boys, Sev growled, "For a time, but I will not remain here forever. If you do not return within an hour, I will send the boys away and come to find you."

"If we do not return within the hour, kali, there will be nothing to find," Ishan replied. 

Then he gave Ratib an order in rapid Haradric to which the youth nodded sullenly. His expression eased somewhat when Ishan handed him a short, curved sword and bid him tuck it through his belt. 

With no further delay, Ishan signaled the others to follow and disappeared around the curve. Sewulf saluted Sev silently while the elves touched her arm before departing. 

Lastly, Tom gave her a solemn wink. "Chin up, missus. We'll find him and be out of this rat's nest in a bit. Ishan hasn't steered us wrong yet." Then he ruffled Nadim's hair and strode away. 

Praying that Tom's confidence was well placed, Sev extinguished the candle and led the boys a short way back down the earthen tunnel. There they settled to spend the eternity that would pass before the others returned. 

***

Chapter Twenty-Four

The lavishness of the public corridors was missing from the dimly lit passageways through which he led them. Trod only by servants, Tamar found no need to waste fine rugs or marble flooring here. Whether the result of some prior arrangement between Ishan's men and their friends here, or simply due to the demands of an extensive household, the servants themselves were absent as well. 

A raised hand brought the group to a halt before the opening to a steep stairway. Without a word, Ishan's two men ascended silently. They were gone but a few minutes, and returned silently. At their nods, Ishan motioned the others to draw close and addressed the elves in a whisper. 

"If it is indeed possible for you to move without being seen, now is the time. Up the stairs there and to the right, you will find two guards. It is best they not be killed, but they must be removed before they may signal those inside the room. Then, we will need to draw once more upon Aerio's skill with locks."

Celebsul glanced at Aerio then the pair sprang into action with feline grace. Once in the opulent corridor, their feet moved silently over polished marble, eyes fixed like hunters, the scent of their prey already detected. Aerio peered round a corner and ducked back - quicker than the human eye could detect. He gave a nod to Celebsul. Just beyond, the two guards conversed quietly, facing each other and chuckling over some small jest. At this late hour, their manner displayed the relaxed indolence of men who believed they would not be caught in their inattention to duty.

No breath of sound alerted them. Something flowed through the wavering shadows between torches, and the elves struck. A mere flicker of motion and sharp blows smote just below both men's ears - and they collapsed into elven arms, instantly unconscious.

Aerio laid his inert burden upon the carpeted marble then knelt to examine the lock in the door. After lowering the second guard, Celebsul signaled to Ishan. The group assembled quietly, watching the young elf inspect the lock's inner mechanism.

He looked up at Ishan and mouthed, "Ready?"

Ishan looked around, and steel whispered from sheaths. Satisfied, Ishan drew his own blade and nodded. 

A click, then the door sprung open. Within, the two guard's faces turned to look, but had not even time to register shock before the elves were upon them. As two more bodies were lowered, Ishan's men dragged the outside guards into the room and closed the door.

Then they looked up, and found themselves being surveyed by dark eyes in a swarthy face that wore a wry look of amusement. Smiling, Ahmose tucked a finger into the pages of the book he held, and gestured gracefully with his free hand.

"Please, come in," he said. "I would offer you tea and welcome, but my host has removed my servants for the night. Kûn Ishan, I believe we last met in the house of my esteemed lord, Karif Phazgân. He would declare this a fortuitous chance."

Startled to recognize the prisoner as the right-hand man of one of his wealthiest business patrons, Ishan bowed low, eyes averted in stiff formality. "Khôr Ahmose," he said in the Haradrim tongue, "this unworthy one begs your pardon for his intrusion, and prays you will accept his offer of assistance."

Chuckling, Ahmose rose to his feet, set his book aside, and answered in the same language, saying, "Kûn Ishan, you have never been more welcome. And you bring most interesting companions."

He cast a pointed glance to the elves, now binding and gagging the four unconscious guards, with the assistance of hulking Tom and Ishan's two men.

"I should have known it was you." Sewulf snorted as he sheathed his sword. "Esiwmas said you had the most uncanny ability to turn up everywhere."

Touching his forehead in greeting, Ahmose replied, "Ah, Kûn Sewulf, I am delighted to see you again. From your presence, might I conclude your kinswoman is not far away?"

Blunt as ever, Sewulf fixed the older man with a hard stare. "Sevil's close by. Where is Anardil?"

Grimacing, Ahmose replied, "Uncertain, though Tamar mentioned the cellars."

"Nmad," the Rohirrim exclaimed. "That's where we left Sevil. Ishan, she's not going to sit still for long. At the least, she'll search the cellars. We'll need to get back swiftly."

"A moment, if you please." Ahmose stepped swiftly forward and knelt to pick up a curved sword and a knife from one of the prostrate guards. Rising, he thrust both through his belt and said, "Kûn Ishan."

The caravan master bowed respectfully. "Yes, khôr?"

"Is it possible to store these…" Ahmose frowned at the guard at his feet, "somewhere along the way?"

Ishan nodded, and signaled to his men. "An excellent suggestion, khôr, if Tom will assist."

Beaming his unsightly grin, Tom bent and scooped up the two smaller guards, which he then tucked beneath his arms like kegs of ale. With a grunt, he heaved himself and his ungainly burden upright, whereupon he jerked his chin at the door.

"Get that for me, will you, Rio?"

Aerio opened the door with a flourish, and smiled brightly in invitation. "After you, O He of Notable Strength."

Followed by Ishan's men, each bearing the weight of one guard, Tom departed with an easy, "We'll meet you back at the cellar."

Seconds later, the door to Ahmose's lodgings closed, leaving silent emptiness within. The footsteps of the intruders swiftly vanished.

***

Unable to sit quietly, Sev and the boys cautiously followed their tunnel to its end, where they discovered nothing more interesting than baskets of rotten grain half buried by the collapse of the tunnel's ceiling. Returning to the brick-lined passage, they focused their attention upon the door blocking the western arch. 

Hesitantly, but ignoring the small voice that urged her to sit down and be patient, Sev attempted the door. It would not budge. With a frown, she stepped back.

"Here, kali," Nadim pointed to a bolt at the bottom of the door. 

Sev knelt and, with utmost caution, worked the bolt back. Once it scraped sharply, the sound seeming to burst against their eardrums in their hollow enclosure, but several moments of tense listening revealed no response. After easing the bolt the last fraction, she dragged Nadim behind her and unsheathed one of her knives. With a nod to Ratib, who drew the sword Ishan had provided and pressed against the wall so as not to be seen, she pulled the door open slowly to reveal a yawning blackness. 

Nadim took the candle stub from his pocket and pointed at the faint light to the east end of the dark corridor. "I go light," he whispered.

"No," Sev shook her head. "You might be seen. There's nothing in there anyway. Listen."

Poised on the threshold, the trio strained to hear or see anything in the blackness before them. But nothing could they discern, save the impression that the darkness extended some distance further. No sound of breathing, no scuff of feet or clothing stirred the thick silence beyond. Suppressing a shiver, Sev allowed Ratib to close and bolt the door, and then reluctantly they returned to their waiting. 

Sev had reached a count of eight hundred and forty-three when the passage to the east brightened and Aerio returned with Celebsul following. Before she could put voice to any inquiry, the men appeared behind them. Her thoughts divorced themselves from her body as she counted six, but did not find the one she most desired. Teeth clenched to prevent her despair from finding voice; she stared dumbly up into dark eyes that regarded her with deep compassion. They were the features of a stranger, not the beloved face she so wished to see, and she clamped her arms about herself to stifle a cry of anguish.

Through the roaring in her ears, she heard Ishan question Ratib sharply and the boy replied with a negative. Nadim added something then she felt Sewulf's touch upon her arm.

His low whisper brushed her ear. "Sevil, the boys say you found no trace of him here?"

Jerking away from the comfort he offered, for it would only serve to weaken her, she shook her head. 

"There must be other cellars," grumbled Tom. "Place this size must have lots of room to store things."

"There are," Ishan agreed in hushed tones. "But they are in constant use. No one could be hidden there."

Eyes glinted in the shadows as Aerio whispered, "We must not linger. Someone will discover the absence of the guards at Khôr Ahmose's door."

Celebsul's unmoving alertness in the corridor beyond reinforced that danger, yet Sev simply could not conceive that they would retreat now.

"Anardil is here somewhere," she hissed, "and I will not leave until he's found!" 

Only one man dared attempt to stem the determination behind the words.

"Kali, he would not want you here." The compassion in this stranger's quiet voice acted on Sev as oil to a fire. 

"Who are you to presume to tell me my business?" Sev's chin lifted, as she demanded, "By what right do you dare speak for Anardil?" 

Bowing before her, the man answered quietly, "It grieves me that you do not recognize me, kali. I am Ahmose, Ulbar of the House of Tharan. Your kinsman, Sewulf, will give his surety as to my identity. Since a chance meeting, I have been companion to Anardil while he tracked you across Harondor. I speak with certainty when I say that his most heartfelt desire would be for you to remove yourself from Tamar's reach." 

Confronted again with the knowledge that Anardil had fallen into this trap because of her, guilt ripped through her. Viciously, she turned the emotion upon the man before her. 

"I remember you now." Her lips curled tightly around her words, as if she expelled something that tasted foul. "We met briefly months ago, in Minas Tirith. Sarantha twittered about you being someone of importance. Are you the cause of this? Was Anardil taken because he was with you?"

Ahmose's gaze remained gentle. "Tamar's hatred for Anardil is not due to his acquaintance with me."

Tom grumbled, "Told you the boss stepped on the wrong toes."

Sev strove to control the fury born of helplessness and guilt. "Then why imprison you at all? If you are as important as Sarantha claimed, it would seem the height of foolishness to take you captive."

"Sevil, we don't have time for all of this," Sewulf declared, placing a hand upon her arm.

Seemingly in agreement, Ishan's two men cast bleak looks along the corridor whence they had come, while Tom's uneasy gaze flickered between Aerio and Celebsul for any sign of approaching trouble.

All but growling, Sev threw off her kinsman's hand. "I would know one more thing from this Ulbar of the House Tharan. You claim friendship with Anardil; will you then join me in finding him?"

The many years spent shielding his thoughts and emotions from the minions of the Dark Lord allowed Ahmose to meet Sev's wrath with equanimity. "Kali Sevilodorf, there is more at risk here than one man."

"Such as your precious skin?" Sev shot back. "Anardil has spent his entire life defending others - and what thanks does he get? When his life is in danger, he suddenly becomes inconvenient!"

Ishan glanced over his shoulder in horror that anyone would speak to an ulbar so, but Ahmose merely sighed. "Kali Sev, you must understand. I have spent hours -." 


"Lying on silk cushions!"

"- Examining the situation from every angle. No matter how Anardil came to Tamar's attention, his abduction is due to Tamar's desire for vengeance. He named Anardil as a spy, and his shame and anger are very great. My presence was simply an unexpected gift to Tamar's schemes."

Narrow-eyed, Sev snarled, "Then why don't we give you back?"

"Please listen, kali," Ahmose replied patiently. "Whatever we do, we must use the greatest care. My master, Karif Phazgân, and the leader of the Twenty Houses of Harad must tread a delicate path amidst the various alliances of Haradrim nobles. Tamar's ascension to Malak of House Minul was unplanned and unwelcome, but it is unarguable. If he were to reveal my association with an accused Gondorian spy, Harad would be split in twain. Years of work would collapse in an instant, and this fragile peace would not survive its infancy. Do you understand, kali?"

"Of course. Politics has no care for the life of a single man." Sev sneered and spat, "May I never be the friend of 'important' people." 

Pointedly turning her back on the man, she demanded, "Ishan, you know this rat's nest. Where would you hide someone? Will you lead me there, or give me one of your men as a guide?"

Ishan's features appeared oddly pinched in the poor light. Softly he said, "Kali, to stay longer is certain death."

"I am Rohirrim. I do not fear death. Let those who do, depart with this lord of Harad." 

Sev's glance raked over Celebsul, Aerio and Tom, and refusing to look at Ahmose, she said, "If I must, I will open every door I find until I recover what is mine."

In the instant following her proclamation, Ahmose closed his eyes. Unbeknownst to her, he faced the cold realities of debt and honor, and their weight all but crushed him. Once he had nearly cost that good man, Esiwmas of Rohan, the lives of his sons, when they found and at last destroyed a cursed Haradrim serpent dagger. 
 The evil wrought by that blade in decades past had seemed worth any price to win its destruction - or so it seemed, until he looked upon those children's faces. Now, the choices he faced for a greater good risked another innocent life, and again he brought peril to those whom Esiwmas loved.

The muted rumble of Tom's voice brought Ahmose back to the moment. He knew by the big man's stormy expression and the steely glint in Sewulf's pale eyes that Sev had already won her partisans. For that matter, the two elves gazed at him as if gauging his worth, or the lack thereof. Silently Ahmose begged his distant master's forgiveness, and set his feet upon another, more risky path towards peace.

"Only the jackal can be sure where the bone is buried," he said, and ignored startled looks while he turned to the caravan master and announced, "Kûn Ishan, a meeting with Tamar will be necessary."

Ishan's dark face creased in a positively predatory smile ere he turned to the others.

"Kali Sevilodorf, you have already opened the door that was most needed."

A quick word sent one of his men running down the passage, to return seconds later with the torch, which had lit the distant entrance. Sev meanwhile pressed her fingers to her throbbing temples, dimly grateful for little Nadim's solicitous touch on her sleeve.

Then Ishan addressed Ahmose in Haradic. "Khôr, the malak is treacherous and has no honor."

Ahmose's fingers lightly touched the sword at his side as he replied in Westron, "It is time to cast those without honor from our lands once and for all. With the help of our allies, we will render the jackal's belly sour and his teeth blunted."

"At the very least," Sewulf spoke up with a grim smile, "someone will compose a verse to our ending."

"They already have," Sev said, and the entirety of the Haradic verse scrawled upon that broken wall returned to her. From memory of Anardil's own translation, she lowly chanted; 

"To live on hopes, false or true, for so long, for how long.

To drink heart's blood instead of wine, for so long, for how long." 

No more false hopes. No more bitter failure. Ishan's dark eyes glittered with a strange new eagerness as the swift jab of his fingers directed the order of their march. The mysterious door opened to cautious hands and revealed hollow darkness beyond. Celebsul led and Ahmose followed close behind, and the little company disappeared into shadows that swallowed all but the flickering light of their single torch. Ishan closed the door behind them, and they passed beneath the floors of Tamar's rich house towards the point of no return.

***

Chapter Twenty-Five

Khint smiled in secret satisfaction while Tamar upbraided Ghazi over some minor inconvenience. No one could predict what the malak might find fault with, only that sooner or later he would explode, and when he did, let it be anyone but Khint on the receiving end.

Having no idea why he had been summoned, or why the oft-absent-these-days Marid stood stiff-backed by the window, Khint tried to keep his eyebrows from twitching. However, they positively leapt when a swordsman burst into the room.

Tamar swung around at the interruption and fiercely demanded, "What?"

The breathless man made hasty obeisance, answering as he did so, "Khôr Ahmose is not in his room, and his guards are missing."

A moment of lethal silence followed those words and a storm brewed in the malak's eyes. "Is there a search?"

"Yes, khôr."

Tamar jabbed a palm in the air, ordering silence, and Marid stepped forward. They froze in place, only their heads turning alertly. Apparently both had heard something, but Khint had no idea what, only that they drew their swords in response.

"Deal with Îbal," Tamar hissed, and Marid swept instantly from the room.

Sword held low, Tamar stepped back and reached with his free hand for a silk bell-pull. A tug of the cord and four of his azgars appeared through a doorway behind him, drawing their curved swords as they came. Khint's stomach congealed to an icy knot, and he retreated behind the heaviest piece of furniture he could find - Tamar's couch. Ghazi likewise withdrew towards the back wall.

Seconds passed, and still Khint heard nothing but the rasp of breathing, the scuff of a shoe as the swordsmen arranged themselves to either side of their master. Tamar's dark face fairly seethed with silent wrath, and Khint shrank down until one eye and his bristling eyebrows showed over his bulwark of mahogany and stuffed satin.

A hollow thud sounded in the outer corridor - and the carved doors to Tamar's chambers slammed inward, screeching off their hinges, and Khint shrieked before a storm of swords. Steel and bright-kindled eyes, a roaring bellow and a rush of furious bodies exploded into the room, and shouts of battle rang. Old Ghazi dodged a grappling duo to pelt through the splintered door; his wails for help fading as he fled.

The caravan master, Ishan, battered aside an azgar's strike, his other fist bludgeoning the man backwards over a table that splintered as he fell.

Ishan's hot gaze raked the room as he bellowed, "MARID!" but of course, no answer came.

He spun and nearly collided with the Rohirrim woman and two boys, their tangled shouts lost in the tumult. Khint watched Sevilodorf shove Ishan towards the door and sword in hand, Ishan pounded off down the corridor in the direction Marid had flown.

Tamar snarled and barked commands even as he fended off a desperate assault, one of Ishan's men abruptly back-pedaling from the malak's savage defense. A cry and the fellow went down. Swifter than words could tell, an elven blade wrenched Southron steel flying, to clash against the marble floor and skitter past Khint's cringing feet. The azgar thus disarmed seized a second blade from his belt, but one blow from the silver-haired elf flung him senseless. The cringing Gondorian thought his heart would freeze in his chest, when blazing un-human eyes briefly met his.

The furious knot of struggle grew when more azgar burst in, and the shouts and clangor of combat hammered the walls. In disbelief, Khint watched as even the woman and boys sprang into the fray, slashing at every opening their foes allowed. A roaring, scar-faced Rohirrim and a burly, even uglier man seemed to vie for who could wreak the most mayhem, shattered furniture and howls of pain marking their progress. To Khint's dismay, more of Tamar's men began to fall to the attackers' assault. The battle crashed on.

***

Down the empty corridor Ishan raced, feet flashing without thought past frescoed walls and priceless tapestries. The gilded lair of a jackal he knew this place to be, and he ran with the iron spear of duty driving him forward. Out graven doors he sped and across a hollow, torch-lit courtyard, his footsteps deadened by clean sand. His shoulder brushed and nearly toppled a potted tree as he passed, and he plunged into another shadowy hallway.

Then ahead he saw the glow of torchlight, and he dropped to a panther's stride, silent-footed with his curved sword leading the way. Around a corner, he found his quarry, the swordsman Marid bending next to a heavy shutter that lay heaved aside, exposing the crumpled body of a man. For an instant Ishan's breath caught, fearing his debts had just doubled. But then he watched Marid grab the fallen man and drag him out into the torchlight of the passageway. A groan and the slow writhing of half-consciousness marked the prisoner as still alive.


But the gleam of Marid's sword promised that situation was about to change. Ishan stepped into view. Instantly Marid's gaze snapped towards him, and the azgar's black eyes narrowed as he straightened from his intended victim.

"You!" Marid spat.


Ishan made no reply, but sank into a Southron swordsman's ready stance.


Marid's mouth curled in a snarl as he stepped away from the prisoner and gripped his own blade in readiness. "Cur," he sneered. "Traitor. Slave. Wuvin you have ever been, and so you shall die. My sword shall drink your blood with gladness."

Ishan's expression never changed. "For my brother whose place you usurped," he said, "and who went north to die in your stead, I claim my vengeance."

"The vengeance of dogs!" scoffed Marid, but Ishan spoke no further word.

Instead, he waited, motionless, until Marid growled and sprang to the attack.

 ***

Over the bedlam that rocked Tamar's chambers, a commanding voice rang out: "HOLD!"

And the chaos stumbled to a halt. A shuddering groan, a wheezing gasp marked the positions of Tamar's fallen men. Two who remained on their feet slunk back, breathing hard and glaring bitterly. Ishan's two traders stood weaving with ruddy stains on their clothes, whilst the big ugly man had blood streaming down one side of his contorted face.


Yet it was Tamar who held all eyes, and Tamar who gripped the youngest boy dangling in the crook of his arm, a knife pressed to the lad's throat.

"Ah, now," purred Tamar, a hard grin creasing his face. "This is all so unnecessary."

"Not if we kill you!" Sev snarled, a knife poised for throwing in her right hand.


But the boy choked as Tamar brutally tightened his hold. Big Tom growled and surged forward, but halted when Tamar's blade pressed the soft flesh under Nadim's jaw. Sev's fingers tightened on her knife, but she dared not risk a throw with death but a fraction away from Nadim's jugular vein. Her teeth clenched in helpless rage as the lad's small fingers clawed at his captor's arm.

"Now, now," chided Tamar. "If you want your little pet alive, you will do just as I say. Lay down your weapons. NOW!"

But the bark of his command had no effect. Silent steps brought the two elves gliding to the fore. Aerio's blue eyes gleamed with an unearthly light, matched only by the steely glitter of his saber.

"You are unwise, master of jackals," said the young elf softly, the tip of his blade weaving before him like a serpent's hypnotic dance. "If you harm the child, you merely call down greater wrath upon yourself."

"I do not fear death," sneered Tamar.

Aerio shrugged languidly, his saber poised. "So be it. But the manner of your passing is entirely up to you. Release him, and we will let you depart this life with honor. Harm him, and I assure you that your demise will be distinguished solely for its ignominy."

For the first time, disconcertion flickered in Tamar's dark face. He tightened his hold on the boy, forcing a gagging sound from his slender throat.

"You are not listening!" the malak rasped. "All of you - lay down your weapons! Do it now!"

"I think not," spoke a new voice, and from the grim tableau that faced Tamar walked a trim, erect figure. Said he with a thin smile, "I, Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan, challenge Tamar, Malak of House Minul, to a contest of swords. Will you meet me, or do you forfeit without honor?"

For an instant, Tamar barely seemed to breathe, rigid in his fury. Then his knife arm shifted minutely, and Ahmose held out his free hand, that fey, small smile again on his face.

"Come, Nadim," he gently said. "There are other matters to settle, now."

Swift as an eel the lad twisted from Tamar's grasp and Sev sprang to shield his escape with her own body. Pressing Nadim behind her, she stepped backwards from their foes, towards the steel-tipped shelter of Celebsul and Aerio. Instantly Sewulf closed ranks beside her, and Tom loomed at her back. But Tamar remained as the boy left him, a statue of rage while he faced Ahmose.

The field of combat had changed, and those watching drew back towards the walls, leaving the floor to Tamar and Ahmose. Briefly, they faced each other without word or movement. Magnificent they were, each in his own way, dark warriors with the knowledge of battle burned into their sinews, age beginning to etch streaks of silver to their hair and the fine lines of years about their eyes. Yet in both dwelt hard muscles and the skill of countless challenges, and deadly purpose from which there would be no turning.

Then Ahmose lifted his sword in formal salute, moved gracefully into a ready stance, and scarcely a breath stirred in the room.

"I believe," he said, "the first blow is yours."

Tamar lunged with the fury of a charging lion, his curved blade a blizzard of steel, but Ahmose answered as a desert storm.

Few eyes would ever see another contest like this, the ringing of swords and grating of steel singing a dire tune. Swift as hawks whirling upon fierce winds, two aging warriors struck at each other's defenses, the flash of their blades almost too fast for mortal eyes to follow. For those whose brief acquaintance knew Ahmose for his quiet dignity, they watched amazed as the warrior in his heart burst free.

Round and about, back and forth, they leapt in the lethal dance of the sword, guard and strike, parry and riposte, lunge and retreat, until at last they stepped apart. Lamplight caught the sheen of sweat on their brows as the combatants heaved for air. With a jerk, Tamar wrenched his robe from his body and let it fall, leaving him bare-chested, clad only in loose trousers and soft slippers. Crisscrossing scars formed a brutal map of battles in his past, battles in which he had always prevailed. Clearly, Tamar did not intend to lose, now.

Ahmose again waited, only his shoulders moving with the gust of his breathing, his sword ready.

"Traitor," Tamar forced through gritted teeth. "You consort with spies for the downfall of your own people. How much did the Gondorian king pay to buy your loyalty?"

Ahmose again offered that brittle smile. "Not as much as you paid to stay home from war."

With a roar, Tamar launched his attack again.

***

In the passageway beneath the southwest wind tower of Tamar's manor, another deadly conflict raged. But here there were no other eyes to see, no hearts to will their champions to victory. Here, it was only sword on sword and an overdue debt of blood.

Ishan fought in utter silence, the fluid passage of his sword speaking for him as he stepped and turned. Marid meanwhile snarled with each cut and growled with each thrust, as if propelled by the sound of his own rage. Forward he leapt with battering force but Ishan twisted aside, steel screeching on steel. His blade disengaged and flicked and blood sprang from Marid's sleeve.

A yowl marked Marid's ire as he savagely retaliated, driving Ishan back and back, and again Ishan flowed aside, his sword thirsting and thrusting for more. Thus Ishan fought, all the grief of bitter years distilled to this final moment of atonement. He gave way as the wind bends around a great stone, for in the end, it is the stone that wears and the wind that remains. He would triumph or he would die, and in either event, his debts would be served.

At last, they broke apart, gasping harshly, swords gleaming in the deadly space between them while they circled. Blood now stained Ishan's left side, linen cloth clinging darkly. A moan sounded from the collapsed prisoner, but neither spared him a glance, their eyes locked only on each other.

Finally, Ishan spoke. "My brother's name was Rashid," he said.

Marid's eyes widened in shock, and for an instant, his pace faltered. "Fool!" he spat. "You name a dead man! What evil are you calling?"

"My brother's name," Ishan repeated stolidly, "was Rashid."

A strangled growl announced Marid's attack, and his fury drove Ishan on the defensive once more.

***

In the golden light of Tamar's inner chambers, the clashing of swords beat a deadly measure. Sweat gleamed to Tamar's every cut and thrust, his hard muscles clenching and flowing in iron tirelessness. He was the slash of a cat, the grace of a panther, and the implacable ferocity of a lion in his wrath. But Ahmose was the power of storms, the strength of tempests, and between one heartbeat and the next his sword struck home.

Sev's gasp nearly whistled as she wrenched her face away, clutching Nadim's thin frame tightly to her. Steel sheathed in flesh was a sight no child should see. For a beat, the two men stared at each other across the brief length of Ahmose's sword, and it almost seemed Tamar felt nothing. But then the malak's mouth contorted in a rictus of rage and pain, and Ahmose jerked his blade free.

Tamar staggered, fingers clutched to the wound, but with his sword still clenched in his other hand. He spat a black Haradrim curse ere he lunged once more. Ahmose's sword flashed and swung wide, and Tamar dropped to his knees. He teetered there briefly and collapsed facedown with a sodden thump. His ribs lifted as he sucked one final breath. And then Tamar, Malak of House Minul, breathed no more.

The room held silent for several heartbeats. Blood oozed from beneath Tamar's body and crept darkly onto the polished floor, seeming to move of its own volition. Only the scrape of Ahmose's sword sliding back into its sheath seemed to break the spell. The ulbar scanned the room, his expression weary and stern.

"You are witness," he said, and his voice rose in power as he spoke. "Fairly I met and fairly I bested Tamar, late Malak of House Minul. By right of arms, I claim his seat, and by the laws of the Twenty Houses, I shall perfect my claim. So be it."

Tamar's two still-upright azgars took their swords from their belts, knelt to place them on the floor, and there bowed until their foreheads touched the cool marble. As Ahmose's smoldering gaze swept those watching, Tom whistled under his breath.

"If that don't beat all," he whispered to Sewulf. "I wonder who a man has to kill to become king in these parts?"

A sudden scuffling sounded behind Tamar's couch, and a skinny figure burst into view, scrambling frantically towards the main door. Spectators barely had time to notice a bald head and bristling brows, before Sev leaped in pursuit. Ratib bolted past her swift as a hound, with Nadim close on his heels. The boys leapt upon the escapee, grappling him around the legs, and down they crashed in a kicking, cursing heap.

Khint might have fought free of two stripling boys, but he stood no chance against Sevilodorf. Her full weight slammed astride his chest, her best knife gouged his throat, and his skull whacked the floor sharply as he tried to flinch away.

"Mercy!" he squealed. "Mercy!"

Blazing blue eyes bent within inches of his own. "Where is he?"


"Where - AGH!"

Chill metal pricked the pale skin of his throat. "Don't play me for the fool!" Sev hissed. "You were the toad in Tamar's pocket long enough - where is Anardil?"

Over Sev's shoulders, Khint saw only a circle of unsympathetic faces staring down at him, human and elven. One of the elves lifted an eyebrow.

"I would cooperate, if I were you," he said.

Khint squeaked as icy steel pressed harder, and he felt something warm trickling on his skin. "The south-west wind tower!" he bleated. "He's in the south-west wind tower!"

Sev glanced up, scowling. "What on earth is a wind tower?"

Ratib sprang to his feet. "Come, I show you!"

Sev heaved herself upright, leaving Khint to gasp relief, but only so long as it took Celebsul to plant a commanding foot on his sternum.

"Come!" Nadim cried, and he and Ratib turned and ran. Sev followed with no thought for anything else.

***

The corridors seemed endless, the passageways a maze, but evidently the architecture of great houses in Harondor varied little, for the boys found the way with few hesitations. Across a silent, shadowed courtyard they flew, Sev's lungs burning as she ran, and then into another dimly lit hall. Torchlight and the discordant clang of swords brought their headlong rush to a halt.

"Wait!" Sev hissed, and curtly gestured both boys to her side.


With little surprise, she noted Tom and Sewulf skulking beside her, but Ahmose's presence she had not expected. Nonetheless, her attention anchored forward, to the shadows that leapt against a distant wall. A dozen paces more and her mind nearly burst with horror.

There in a ruddy circle of torchlight, Ishan and Marid circled each other. Just beyond them another man lay in the shadows, motionless as ink on the floor, and she only just stifled the cry in her throat. Tom's gnarled hand touched her shoulder and retreated.

"Bide, missus," he whispered. "I see him breathin'. Let Ishan finish his job."

Her pulse thundered in her ears, her ribs suddenly too tight for her lungs to expand, but she was distantly aware of Nadim and Ratib both clutching her arms. He breathed - Anardil breathed - but how could Tom tell? How -?


Fiercely she willed herself to clarity, to understand the moment at hand. They had found Anardil; they were not yet too late. Now she must let a warrior do a warrior's deeds. Nonetheless, she kept her sword to hand, for nothing and no one would stay her from Anardil's side, if Ishan were to fall.


If Ishan were to fall. Torchlight painted him terrible and bloody with eyes of black flame, and though Marid's assault flashed in hammer blows that drove his lithe form in seeming retreat, Ishan surged ever into the fight. Sev gasped and hard hands gripped her shoulders as Marid's blade flashed past Ishan's head. But the caravan master was no longer there, and his sword struck like an adder's bite. Back and forth, the duel surged across the shadowed hall, exhaustion dragging the combatants' movements but never slowing their wrath.

Then Marid lunged in renewed ferocity, Ishan barely warding his blows - and the caravan master slipped and fell to one knee. Ratib shrieked warning as Marid sprang forward - and Ishan's sword slashed one last time. Marid staggered past his opponent, bending double as his blade fell clattering from his hand. He collapsed beside it, and rolled heavily onto his side.

In the sudden stillness, his eyes glittered and his teeth bared. "Kill me," he rasped.

But Ishan remained as he was, on his knees gasping thickly for air.

"If you have any shred of honor, kill me!" Marid snarled.

Ishan raised his head, and his dark gaze came from somewhere far away. "My brother's name," he panted, "was Rashid."

"Master Ishan!" Ratib's cry pierced the gloom, as the boy flung himself forward.

Ishan caught the lad with one arm and held him, his cheek pressed to the boy's hair. He looked up, and now only unshed tears glimmered in his eyes. He let go of his sword and held out his other hand for Nadim, who came to him more slowly. With both boys in his embrace, he looked over their heads to Sev.

"I was not too late," he said.

Somehow, it seemed almost a question. Sev took a step and found herself free of restraint. She did not glance to Marid, bleeding on the marbled floor beneath the pitiless gaze of Aerio and Tom. She did not look to Ishan, who watched her pass with no further word. Her only thought was for the crumpled figure at the edge of torchlight, and she sank to her knees beside him.

He moved. Like a man still gripped in dreams, he rolled heavily onto his back, seeming unaware of her feather touch.

"Anardil," she whispered.

He blinked slowly, and then grey eyes looked up at her, looked up and cleared to comprehension. His mouth worked before a breath of sound escaped his lips.

"Sevi..."

Anardil lifted his arm, his grubby fingers wavering as he touched her cheek. She turned her head to kiss his hand, caught it tightly in her own, and her tears flowed as she bent over him.

"Anardil..."

A great sob or gasp hitched in his chest and Anardil fumbled to reach her, to hold her. "Stay," he breathed. "Stay. Please."

Two sounds gripped that bloodstained corridor then, the rattle of a bitter life ending and the soft weeping of two lives reborn.

After a time, Ahmose eased forward and knelt beside the pair. Sev looked at him, puffy-eyed, and his glance asked a question. She nodded, and Ahmose bent to slide an arm under Anardil's shoulders and lift him from her lap. The former Ranger's eyes opened again and focused on Ahmose's familiar face. He smiled weakly.

"Still here?" he whispered.

"Yes," said Ahmose, and returned his comrade's smile. "We're still here."

"Good." Anardil's eyes drifted closed. "Good."

Sewulf helped Sev to her feet, whereupon Ahmose gathered Anardil in his arms. He staggered as he rose with his burden, but then stood firmly. Sev glanced around to make sure Ishan was up, leaning on Ratib's shoulder but otherwise under his own power. Nadim took her hand, and finally, the company turned and began the walk towards the light and living. No one looked back, and the torch soon flickered out, leaving Marid alone in darkness.

***

In Tamar's own chambers, on Tamar's own bed, Anardil lay pallid and still. Yet nearby were the faces of friends, the quiet voices of allies. The dead had been laid from sight, the living foes locked safely away. Now Sev sat at Anardil's head, and her eyes appeared huge in an ashen face while she clutched his hand. She watched blankly as Ahmose's dark hand drew a cloth over Anardil's pale skin, gently laving away dirt and grime. Once Anardil hissed in pain, his grip nearly crushing her fingers, but at Ahmose's murmured reply he relaxed once more.

Sev's lips thinned as she took in the livid welts and oozing bruises that marred the former Ranger's body. Hues of bruising ranged from blue to muddy green, and a corner of her mind itemized the fact that such injury likely came from several beatings. If she could recall the dead for but a moment's revenge, Tamar would suffer the very fires of Mount Doom.


But Tamar was gone, and the gentle man who tended Anardil's wounds had claimed the malak's place. What that meant in larger terms, she did not even attempt to ponder.

A much smaller hand reached into her line of vision, and Nadim almost but not quite touched the puckered stump of Anardil's left arm. Sev flinched, reaching to ward the boy's curiosity away, but Anardil's eyes flickered open with a smile.

Nadim shyly returned the smile as he leaned on the bed's other side. "It hurt?"

"Sometimes," Anardil whispered. "But not like it used to."

Nadim nodded, brow furrowing while he pondered the long-healed wound with childish frankness. Again, he lifted a small finger to touch the white skin then smiled.

"You kali's man?" he asked.

"Yes."

Dark eyes met grey in a moment of measuring. Sev frowned a warning at the boy, but he paid no heed, and evidently drew his own conclusions. The bed shifted briefly as he clambered onto the coverlet and planted himself cross-legged at Anardil's other side.

He rattled something at Ahmose in quick Haradic, whereupon the older man smiled and fetched another cloth from the washbasin, wringing it before handing it to Nadim.

"I help fix," the boy said, and proceeded to carefully mimic Ahmose's ministrations.

Anardil shifted his gaze to Sev, and the old, lopsided grin creased his face. "He's a little larger than a kitten, meleth nín," he said.

"Hush you," Sev replied sternly. "We're trying to patch you up."

"Yes, ma'am."

His voice sounded repentant, but the lingering touch of his finger against her cheek and the twinkle in his eye was anything but. Another small piece of Sev's heart settled back into its proper place. For the time being, she could rest while little Nadim bathed Anardil's wounds and Ahmose soothed them with fragrant ointment.

Moments later, a shadow briefly blocked the light as Ishan came to stand at the bedside opposite Ahmose. He wore clean clothes now, the thickness of new bandages creating a stiff lump above his belt. As ever, his face revealed little, but something seemed changed in his demeanor. His glance touched Sev and Ahmose before dropping to Anardil's prone form. Sev braced herself for any number of denunciations or blame for all the trouble her endeavors had wrought. However, none came.

Instead, Ishan bowed formally, hand touching his breast and brow. In pleasantly accented Westron he said, "It pleases me to see you well, kûn."

"It pleases me," Anardil replied, "to greet the man who led Sevi to me."

Ishan shook his head. "No, Kûn Anardil, Khôr Ahmose led us. I am but a humble man who seeks your pardon, for he who is slain was my enemy. This enmity I fear brought your lady into peril." The caravan master bowed again. "I beg your forgiveness."

For an instant, Anardil and Sev stared in perfectly matched astonishment, while the former Ranger's unlikely nurses paused in their aid. Then Sev snorted and Anardil chuckled dryly.

"Kûn Ishan," he said, "the ill feeling between you and my late, unlamented host may be older, but it was no keener than what I earned for myself. We were old foes, he and I. And I fear my lady finds her own dangers without the help of anyone else."

Ishan straightened and studied the pair dubiously, but then a faint grin tugged one side of his mouth. "As you say," he agreed.

He glanced at Ahmose, who leaned again to cleaning the grime of mistreatment, and the caravan master squared his shoulders.

"Kali Sevilodorf, Kûn Anardil," he said, "Allow me to speak truly. Once I was as those you fought, an azgar in the master's employ. He bought me..." - the Haradrim paused to make sure the words registered - "when I was but a child, and trained me in the ways of the sword, along with other young men. Our choices were service or death."

Ishan hesitated again, his glance darkening. "My brother he also bought and had trained beside me. When the Nameless Lord sent for legions to answer His call of war, my master schemed to avoid service himself - but he sent men he considered less valuable." The word twisted on his tongue. "He whom I slew tonight had my master's favor, and so made certain my brother went to die on the Pelennor Field. But the only revenge I dared was to claim my freedom, when Gondor won these lands. Until today, I feared my disgrace and my brother's death would go un-avenged."

For the third time, Ishan gravely bowed. "It is lucky chance that turns ill fortune to bring a proper end." Straightening, he added, "Kali Sevilodorf, my duty remains. I will help you learn your brother's fate. We know too well the loss of kin, you and me."

And with that, Ishan stiffly turned about and strode away to tend to other things. Anardil blinked thoughtfully, and Sev sighed.

"That is nearly the kindest thing he's said to me," she murmured, and Anardil snorted in lieu of laughter.

"I think I smell a story for the telling," he said.

"But another time," Ahmose admonished, his smiling glance touching them both. "Now you must rest, and let your lady heal the wounds mere salves cannot."

Anardil's gaze drifted upwards, his grey eyes softening as they found Sev's face bent above him. "That I will do gladly," he said gently.

Ahmose signaled the completion of their task to Nadim, and the lad handed off his washcloth. With a final touch of small fingers, first to Sev's hand, and then to Anardil's face, the lad slid off the bed and scampered away. Ahmose followed more slowly, and drew the silk curtains about the bed, enclosing them in welcome stillness.

Anardil sighed, and let his eyes drift shut.

"I should help them," Sev murmured, glancing through the canopy towards the dimly seen shapes of their friends and comrades beyond.

"Let be, Sevi," Anardil replied, eyes still closed. "They are warriors, and they know as much of the binding of wounds as you do. Stay, and rest with me."

Even as she looked, two of the lamps went dark; leaving only one lit while hushed footsteps exited the room. They were indeed warriors, Sewulf and the elves, Tom, Ishan and his men, and the boys would be well cared-for. Meanwhile, the night grew old and the soft shadows gathered, and her love lay warm beside her.

Sev kicked off her boots, unbuckled her belt, and let it fall to the floor. A clinking of steel followed, as she likewise shed her knives, and Anardil's silent chuckle shook the bed.

"Go to sleep," she ordered sternly, as she stretched into the softness of silk sheets.

"After you kiss me," he whispered.

So she did, and he did, and peace descended upon the house of Tamar, once Malak of House Minul.

***

Part Seven: Hundreds of Stones
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Markato 

As ever, dawn's chill light pulled Sev from the depths of sleep, but Anardil's battered face upon the adjacent pillows kept her within the silken cocoon of the curtained bed. Never again would she take for granted the simple pleasure of awakening beside this man. Her fingers, seeking reassurance that he was not simply the product of her imagination, stretched toward him; but resolutely, she drew them back. Sleep was the best remedy for the exhaustion and pain gouged into every line of his body. 

Cataloging the visible damages, she was torn between gratitude that his hurts, though horrifying to the eye, were repairable and guilt that he suffered at all. Closing her eyes to hold back the threatening tears, she considered the damning truth. If not for her wild scheme to search for him in Rhûn, he would have spent the last two weeks safely recovering from the ravages of his long mission, rather than racing madly across Harondor and then being held prisoner by a deranged Haradrim lord. Would he ever forgive her for all he endured because of her foolishness?

"Hope, Sevi, not foolishness, guided your steps." The raspy voice was the barest of whispers.

Her eyes flew open to find him watching her. Surely, she had not spoken her thoughts aloud. But then, she did not have to speak; he knew her. 

"If I truly hoped, I would have been waiting patiently in Ithilien for your return," Sev replied bitterly.

"Patience, meleth nín," wry amusement twisted his lips, "is a virtue we are both commanded to practice."

Sev winced. "You've spoken with King Elessar."

"Twice. It is difficult to say whether he was more vexed with you or with me."

"I harbor no hope on that score, Anardil." She drew a deep breath and acknowledged the worst with head bowed. "Especially since my disobedience nearly resulted in your death."

His fingers traced the line of her jaw then lifted her chin. "Nay, my lady, you may not take all the credit for this debacle. From Ishan's explanation last night, it must be shared amongst the three of us."

Sev dismissed his words with an obstinate shake of her head. "You would never have been here if it were not for me."

"And you would not have been here, if not for me." Anardil reached for her, but hissed in pain as bruised ribs protested his attempt to pull her close. 

Instantly contrite, Sev gently pushed him prone. "Shush, lie still. Let me tend to you."

"I can't lie about forever," Anardil grumbled, frowning as he took stock of his condition. "I'm only a bit stiff."

"A bit stiff?" Sev exclaimed. "You're nmad lucky to be alive."

"Luck had little to do with it. Tamar was enjoying himself too much to kill me quickly." Ignoring her objections, he pushed himself into a seated position and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Through gritted teeth, he said, "Though my horrible habit of falling unconscious after only a few blows annoyed him thoroughly."

At Sev's sharp intake, Anardil looked over his shoulder and offered a wan smile. "It's over, Sev. I'm still alive, and he's not. Let's count our blessings, curse the aches and move on."

Biting her lip, she managed a nod.

"That's my indomitable lady," Anardil said, and his smile grew to lopsided chagrin. "Come help me up."

Scrambling across the wide bed, she muttered, "How do I explain you falling flat on your face to Tom?"

Standing before him, Sev tugged her thigh length chemise straight and pushed aside the filmy curtains to peer about the chamber beyond. Thankfully for her modesty, the vast room was empty, though evidence suggested friends were recently present. Five steps away, a tiled table, one she remembered as being against the far wall, held an array of quartered melons set in a tempting display around a tall pitcher and a basket of the sugary crackers that melted away in the mouth. Draped across two well-cushioned chairs were robes of deep blue silk. Beside one lacquered place setting was a beribboned bottle bearing the emblem of what Sev had learned was called 'Khezama'.

Looking upon this display of hospitality with pleasure, Anardil said, "Now this kind of service a man could get used to."

With far less effort than expected, they maneuvered the few steps to the table. Anardil remained upright by leaning upon the tall back of one chair while Sev assisted him with donning a robe and tucking its empty sleeve into the wide sash. He then sank into the comfortable cushions to watch her drape rich silk about her curves.

His smile widened as she tied the sash, thus pleasantly accenting her waist. "It is too bad we must wrap that lissome new figure of yours in a robe, Sevi."

His words brought a flush to her cheeks and a small smile of pleasure that he had noticed her trimness. 

Busying herself with slicing a melon thinly and settling it before him, she said primly, "'Tis best for now to remove temptation."

Anardil chuckled, "For the moment, Sev; but believe me when I say, having you close to hand at last, my recovery will proceed at a most miraculous pace. Now, indulge me with the tale of the young one. Nadim?"

And so they passed a pleasant hour exchanging tales of their journeys, Anardil taking particular enjoyment in coaxing Sev's descriptions of and reactions to the many new things she saw in her travels. He laughed aloud at her anecdotes of little Nadim's antics, a sound which rang like music in her heart. Then almost between one word and the next, Anardil sagged. 

"To bed with you," Sev said briskly, and rose from her seat to pick up the beribboned bottle from the end of the table. "A massage with this oil of marjoram will serve to ease the soreness of those bruises,"

"Yes, ma'am."

Rising with some effort, Anardil returned meekly and gladly to the softness of the enormous bed. There he stretched himself on his belly and let his thoughts simply drift. Beneath the soothing strokes of her fingers, his muscles relaxed and his spirit sank into a deep, pure sense of contentment that he had missed these many months.

His eyes drifted shut, only to spring open moments later as he exclaimed, "Nmad, I almost forgot!"

Hands firmly upon his shoulders to keep him from rising, Sev said, "Forgot what?"

"Gomel. Send someone for Ahmose. He knows where we left…"

Sev interrupted, "It's already taken care of. The nmad owner of The Blue Lily told us enough that we were fairly certain it was you who Ratib saw being taken by Tamar's men, but Tom suggested we find the horses too. Ishan's friend, the cloth merchant, said he would see them collected from the stables."

In relief, Anardil smiled and nestled again into the silk-encased pillows as her fingers resumed their gentle massage. "You are proven a most worthy pupil, meleth nín."

"That I came so far is due more to Tom's abilities, and to Ishan's, than my own," Sev declared ruefully.

"Their efforts were made at your bidding, Sevi. Take pride in the accomplishment. You confounded the Rangers of the King for weeks." He peered over his shoulder, grinned lopsidedly, and teased, "Young Malthor is convinced you are a sorceress capable of disappearing into thin air."

"That boy," she sighed and rolled her eyes, though her fingers never ceased their ministrations. "I thought I'd never get rid of him. If he weren't so showy, he'd do well as a King's Man himself. He couldn't be bought or distracted."

"Save by Hulda's punch."

"That punch has been the ruin of far more seasoned men," Sev responded in Malthor's defense. 

"True enough, love," Anardil said.

When a final pat of her fingers signaled she had finished his treatment, he rolled over with exquisite care for his ribs. A yawn set him wincing from a crack to his jaw.

"I swear even my hair hurts," he sighed, and fumbled the silk sheets up his chest.

"Sleep, min heorte." She reached from the bed and drew the curtains against the light. "It is the best cure." 

He nodded, but clasped her hand and whispered, "Stay with me, Sev. I need to know you are here."

She dropped a kiss upon his forehead. "I won't go anywhere. Now, sleep."

He squeezed her fingers then within minutes, his breathing deepened and she knew he slept. That exhaustion could take him so quickly served as yet another reminder of how completely used he was. His wound got in Rhûn had yet to loose its grip on his strength, plus the wear of travel and the abuse of Tamar had sapped him terribly. To see this strong man so weakened chilled her more than she liked to admit. 

Taking care not to release his hand, she at last slipped beneath the sheets and lay beside him. For a long time, she simply held his hand and watched him. Outside, a desert lark welcomed the new day, and she nodded to herself. The future, that is where Anardil directed his vision again and again; thus, she would set aside the recriminations over the past and focus upon the future as well. 

***
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Markato

As the warmth of late morning bathed the manor walls, little birds twittered amongst the citrus trees placed in pots about the courtyard. Yellow and orange fruit gleamed amongst the dark leaves and filled the courtyard with sun-warmed fragrance. Anardil sat on an ornately carved bench in the sunlight and inhaled this sweetness with deep appreciation. A corner of his mouth turned up to think how circumstances had changed, that he could sit at peace in the home of his most bitter enemy.

"You'd have a knife in my ribs by now, I'd wager," he murmured, "or poison in my tea."


But Tamar was dead and Anardil lived, and that was victory enough. He breathed the scent of citrus and closed his eyes to let the sun bathe his face. Thus, he heard the clump of someone inside the house, and listened to the steps draw closer and deaden on the sand of the courtyard. Anardil did not open his eyes until that other stopped beside his bench.

He looked up and his lips quirked in a half-grin as Tom nodded greeting and turned to lower his bulk to the bench beside him. For a long moment neither man spoke, content to simply enjoy the peace and sunlight. Finally, Tom leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and knotted his fingers together, clearly gathering his thoughts to speak. Anardil waited.

At last Tom said, "Messy business, boss."

"Aye." Anardil nodded once in agreement. "That it was."


Tom glanced over his shoulder at the former Ranger. "I done the best I could by Mistress Sev."

"I know you did."


The big man studied him an instant, then turned his eyes forward and nodded. "Wasn't always what I thought she ought to do. But we had to get you found. Couldn't let that go."

"I suppose not." Anardil paused and said, "I owe you."

Tom glanced back with a scowl of surprise, but Anardil spoke on. "She is my sun and moon, Tom. I'm grateful you were there to guide and protect her. Considering the sort of places she was liable to end up ... I couldn't ask a better protector."

Tom grunted and shrugged his thick shoulders. "She's a good woman, Dil. Even with being a bit on the stubborn side."

Anardil grinned. "And how would she put up with me if she weren't?" 

"That's a point, boss." Tom's knowing grin then faded to sobriety as he stared down at his thumbs. "Good thing you turned up when you did though, not sure how good a job I would've done keeping her free of that Tamar fellow."

Anardil smiled wryly at Tom's insistence that any credit for the situation belonged to him; but knew all too well that any attempt to divert the praise elsewhere would be steadfastly ignored. "Tell me, Tom, about the men who followed Sev. I've collected bits and pieces of the tale, and I'd welcome another view."

Shaking his head slowly, Tom grumbled, "Sorry to say I never even saw them 'til almost the end. So many strangers around, it's hard to tell where to look, you know?"

"I understand. Just tell me what you know."

"That little rascal, Nadim, was the first to notice them. Leastways, that's what Ishan said when he finally spilled the beans about someone watchin' us. Nadim insists the feathered man was following us in the marketplace at Aglar even before he ran into Mistress Sev. Of course, by the end of it all, every mother's son seemed to be followin' us and takin' up lots of valuable daylight with their demands. Course that's my fault."

"How so, Tom?"

Ruefully the big man shrugged his heavy shoulders. "It was me started the tale about the missus lookin' for her brother. See, Hulda told me a bit about it. Given the way the Swertings refuse to speak of dead kin, I figured they'd just ignore us. Didn't work out that way though."

A resolute voice echoed in Anardil's head, 'My brother's name was Rashid.' 

"They never forget, Tom. It just hurts too much to speak of the missing and the dead. If peace continues, maybe that will change." 

Tom nodded slowly, and for a moment, they sat in silence, each reflecting on friends and comrades lost during the dark years. Finally, Anardil stirred and glanced at Tom anew.

"You said, 'the feathered man.' Would that be Khint?" he asked.

"If he's a weaselly looking fellow with caterpillar eyebrows and a shiny dome." Tom responded, digging the toe of his boot into the sand.

"Aye, that's the one." 

A hard gleam lit Anardil's eyes. Tom's confirmation that Khint initiated the watch on Sev reinforced the conclusions reached during the long hours of his confinement. His hand balled into a fist and a hiss blew through his teeth.

Tom turned and stared at the cold fury in his companion's face. "What?"

"Master Ishan is wrong in thinking himself the reason Tamar was drawn to Sev," Anardil explained in a voice grown lethal. "Khint pointed the unmourned Malak toward her. He knew if she were here, I would be close by."

"Missus said you'd had problems with the fellow in the past, but never said what." Then with the practical insight that made Tom so useful, he drove to the heart of the matter, "How would the weasel know you were on Tamar's list of least favorite people?" 

Anardil frowned. How much of the carefully contrived fiction maintained during his prior associations with Tom did the man still believe? Though the revelation of Ahmose's exalted status certainly aroused the man's suspicions, Tom's words and actions indicated he was quite content to carry on the old façade. Undoubtedly, Khint's previous capacity as clerk to the powerful, unscrupulous law lord, Valthaur
, had given him unfortunate access to privy information, including Anardil's own clandestine service to the king. However, Anardil's activities in Harad and Harondor were never meant for idle ears, and so he pondered his reply.

"That, my friend, is a good question," he said finally. "Let's just say that Khint's old master was a dangerous and powerful fellow with a finger in many pies. Another question is how does a Gondorian clerk wind up in Harondor working for a Haradrim lord?"

"Nadim claims the man's been around for months. Clinging like a leech. Servants here say the same." 

"Interesting," Anardil murmured, and then his attention focused on a point over Tom's shoulder.

At that moment, all thought of intrigue left his head, and a broad, foolish smile spread across his face. It deepened to an expression of supreme satisfaction. Tom, for his part, simply gaped.


Sev had appeared, but not Sev as either of them had ever seen her. Drifting through soft shadows into the sunlight of the courtyard, she moved as a vision in deep red silk. Soft, shimmering fabric sheathed her body and glided about her bare feet, sunlight gleaming on intricate gold embroidery at every seam, while tiny silver bells chimed sweetly with every step. A gold-edged crimson hijab draped over her dark hair, gracefully framing her face and the hesitant smile that grew under his scrutiny. By no criteria would this garb meet Ishan's requirements for modesty, but modesty abruptly became the last of Anardil's concerns.

Still drinking in the sheer sight of his lady, he rose to his feet and spoke. "Say, Tom?"

"Yeah, boss?"

"Go away."

He barely noticed as Tom chuckled, got up, and slouched off into the house. Truly, Anardil thought his heart might burst with gladness when Sev stopped before him. She lifted one hand to self-consciously touch the gossamer fabric of her hijab, and her gaze flickered downward from his.

"I know this is a bit much," she said, "and I'm not sure it suits me, but some of the servant girls thought -."

"You're beautiful."

She looked up, blue eyes luminous beneath the elegance of ancient Harad. Her breath caught as he lifted his fingers to trace the line of her chin, the curve of her cheek, the smooth skin of her brow. Lastly he touched her lips, and then let his hand drop to her waist, circle it, and draw her gently close.

"For so long ... for how long ..." he softly half-quoted, then bent to claim the kiss he saw waiting on her lips.

When they at last drew apart Sev turned and, glancing over her shoulder, she silently held out her hand. He took it, and let her lead him away amidst the whisper of silk and the tiny chiming of silver bells.

***
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In what had until recently been Tamar's private council room, an unlikely duo sat at a long, polished table, scowling at a broad assortment of paper and parchment. Finally, Sewulf pushed a stack of papers away from him and leaned back to stare thoughtfully at the two shields prominently hanging upon the opposite wall. Each bore the black serpent of Harad coiled menacingly upon a scarlet field. However, in the lower quadrant, the shield upon the left carried the sky rune of House Minul, while the one on the right was emblazoned with the four slashes symbolizing House Tharan. By displaying them side-by-side in his newly acquired council chamber, Ahmose proclaimed his intention of assuming the office of Malak of House Minul while continuing to serve Tharan's Phazgân as Ulbar. Sewulf reckoned this a situation certain to be seen, by many Haradrim lords, as unwelcome as Tamar's ascension to the position had been to others. 

Much in agreement with Sevilodorf concerning the wisdom of being friends with important people, Sewulf regarded Ahmose's unique relationship with his cousin Esiwmas' family with trepidation. Now that the man possessed even greater rank and power, those misgivings soured Sewulf's outlook to the point where it was difficult to distinguish the permanent twisting of the left side of his face from the scowling upon the right. Ahmose had proven the most gracious of hosts: supplying every need and going so far as to provide Sewulf access to Tamar's personal files to glean fact from fiction concerning the possible location of Sev's brother. Yet this only served to increase the Rohirrim trader's feeling that he was being manipulated.

"It's too good to be true," Sewulf muttered to his brawny companion.

"Easy life gives me the heebie-jeebies, too," Tom agreed from his place across the table, sprawled in a satin-upholstered chair. "I'm always waiting for the other shoe to drop."

Evicted earlier from Anardil's company, the Gondorian attached himself to Sewulf's side and watched with frank admiration as the trader worked his way through a large stack of closely written documents. Tom could read only the simplest words and barely scrawl his name, so Sewulf's facility with such quantities of text impressed him greatly.

Pointing to the discarded pages, he asked, "You find anything?"

Sewulf scowled even more darkly. "That's what's most disturbing. It's all right here. Laid out as neatly as a map. Exactly as those men told Ishan and Sevil. Tamar," he nearly spat the name, "shipped large numbers of prisoners to mines in Harad only days before the treaty deadline. Prisoners he denied knowledge of to Rohirrim Captains who came looking, even as his slave masters loaded them upon the barges."

"Man was a dirty piece of business," Tom declared vehemently. "That's for sure. It's a wonder no one tried to kill him off before now."

A whisper of movement revealed that the comment had been overheard. They looked up to see Ahmose entering the chamber from the wide veranda, with Ishan by his side.

As they approached the table, Ahmose responded, "Some did, but Tamar's ears were long. Those rumored to be preparing an attempt to wrest the position of Malak from him would often meet with unfortunate accidents."

"Contrived accidents," murmured Sewulf, for the idea tickled his mind with familiarity. 

Ahmose nodded, splaying his fingers on the tabletop as he eyed the reams of documents. "Not all of his opponents met their fate with poisoned cups, but enough to make his lack of honor evident to those who chose to see."

"And to attract those with no honor of their own," stated Ishan.

"Like that fat toad, Fouad?" questioned Tom.

"All the better to see the jackals as they gathered together so conveniently," Ahmose replied.

"As convenient as this information was to find?" inquired Sewulf bluntly, tapping the pages before him with stiff fingers. "How long have you known and done nothing?"

"I do not yet know, for you have not told me." Ahmose's cool stare met Sewulf's narrow-eyed scrutiny without wavering. Then clasping his hands loosely before him, the Haradrim said quietly, "My master, Karif Phazgân, suspected much, but nothing could be proven, as the power of House Minul protected Tamar from inquiry. To proceed without certainty would have threatened the alliances my master wished to build. Alliances which allowed the foundation for peace between Harad and Gondor to be laid."

"Meanwhile these men were left to slave in some mine for Tamar?" The coldness of Sewulf's tone was unmistakable.

Ishan glanced sidelong at the older man, but he said nothing while Ahmose's gaze fixed unseeing on the papers spread on the table. In the next breath, Ahmose's expression resumed its bland opaqueness.

"For the good of the many, their needs were set aside," he said. "We had no conclusive proof such prisoners even existed."

Tom snorted loudly, though Ishan still held his silence.

"How do you sleep at night?" sneered Sewulf, and seized a sheaf of papers to shake them in a brittle crackling of parchment. "Which mine are they at, Ahmose? The records show both Azhar and Waheldo received shipments of men within two weeks of the treaty. That was almost five years ago - where are they now?"

The ulbar sighed, "If the information is not there, I know not. All was speculation before."

Slapping the papers back to the tabletop, Sewulf painted the air with a blistering curse. "According to this, Tamar had the audacity to meet with a captain of Rohan and exchange six prisoners the very same week he shipped over a hundred unnamed Rohirrim prisoners up the Harnen. Was there no one from Gondor or Harad watching him?"

"What about the weasel?" Tom asked suddenly. When the others looked at him, he elaborated, "That skinny Khint feller we got locked up. Boss said one way Tamar connected him with Mistress Sev was the weasel. No one understands why Tamar even kept him around."

Sewulf stared at the hulking, unlovely man on hearing such discerning thinking, and then nodded slowly. "Sevil mentioned him. Maybe we should check with her first?"

Tom reddened and rubbed his ear. "Might not be a good idea to disturb them right now."

"Why not?"


Then recognizing Tom's discomfiture, Sewulf snorted and half-grinned at once. He muttered, "Indecent," and in a screech of wood on marble pushed back his chair. "Ever cornered a weasel before, Ishan?"

The caravan master's eyes gleamed as he inclined his head in a brief bow. "I should like to learn the Rohirrim way of weasel-cornering."

Sewulf rose to his full height, markedly taller than Ahmose. His hard grin looked only a little less disconcerting than his scowl.

"And I should like to show you. Ahmose, you won't mind waiting, will you?"

Not pausing for the ulbar's response, to either Sewulf's question or his repeated refusal to use a courteous title, the Rohirrim strode from the room. Ishan and Tom hastened close on his heels. Behind them, Ahmose sighed and cast his gaze over the scattered pages left on the table. Lines of regret settled upon his dark features.

To the empty room, he murmured, "'For so long, how long, hundreds of stones and just one mirror.' What does your mirror show, Ahmose?"

***

Amongst the many rooms of his estate, Tamar did in fact have proper prison cells, along a corridor just adjacent to his wine cellars. Down the shallow steps, Sewulf led the way, Ishan and Tom clattering behind him. One of Ishan's men sprang up from a bench beneath a bright torch, and touched his brow as he bent in respectful greeting.

Ishan acknowledged the man and asked, "No one has come here?"

"No, Kûn Ishan. No one since you sent the morning meal."

That numbered among the many changes in the household Tamar had once ruled: prisoners were actually fed. One of Ahmose's first duties was to appoint Ishan in nominal control of the household servants who carried on each day's work about the estate. Some of Tamar's servants and slaves had simply vanished during the night, while a few, including vitriolic old Ghazi and the surviving azgars, remained under lock and key for fear of the mischief they might cause. But the majority greeted Tamar's death with joy, and for the first time the kitchens rang with laughter and the halls even heard snatches of song.

Ishan nodded and held out his hand for the key, which his man handed over. Tom took a torch and lit it from the one already blazing, and at Sewulf's nod, the trio stepped to a cell door a dozen paces down the corridor. At the clank of the key in the lock, a muffled yelp and a scuffling noise sounded within.

More cockroach than weasel, Khint skittered to the back of his cell. Torchlight gleamed in his wide eyes as Sewulf, Ishan and then Tom entered, their armed proximity seeming to suck the air from the tiny room. His head jerked to watch each man in turn, and he seemed unable to keep both feet on the ground at once. 

When the three men failed to say anything, Khint squeaked, "What do you want with me?"

Sewulf's slow smile gleamed like a knife in the torchlight. "I was just thinking how easy it would be to squash you."

"Why me?" Matching the agitation of his feet, each of Khint's eyebrows waggled with complete independence.

The deadly smile broadened. "We seem to have killed anyone capable of giving us the information we need."

"Oops," said Tom. 

Ishan stepped closer to the prisoner. "He who has no knowledge has no worth."

Flattening himself against the wall, Khint squawked, "I know things. I know lots of things."

"Such as?" asked Tom.

Ishan drew a dagger from his belt and inspected it closely. "Something of value."

Tom scowled and clenched one knotty fist until the knuckles popped.

Eyes almost revolving in his attempt to think, Khint finally spluttered, "The lost brother. I know where he might be."

Nodding thoughtfully, Sewulf looked at Tom. "Maybe we'll not damage him too badly if he keeps talking."

Tom clicked his tongue regretfully, and Ishan stroked the dagger's edge. "And if he does not speak …"

Khint spoke - in fact, he gabbled. "Prisoners of war, fair of skin and hair, lots of them. Taken to Azhar. I saw them with Hisham. He's Tamar's slave master. "

"Did you now?" Sewulf growled, and moved forward to block the torchlight like a thundercloud. "And when was this?"

Khint mewled and appeared to be trying to melt into the wall behind him. "Nearly five years ago - just before the treaty deadline."

Sewulf and Tom's eyes narrowed. The Rohirrim said, "So you were a traitor even then?"

"No, no!" Khint yelped, waving both hands and his eyebrows in frantic denial. "Lord Valthaur sent me - he was my master, you see. He had business in Harondor, he was a law lord involved in the treaty, he knew important people, the king needed him as an advisor here, and my lord sent me to -."

"SILENCE!"

Sewulf's bellow could carry across battlefields, and it nearly blasted Khint off his twitching feet. The skinny clerk cringed with both hands clenched to his breast. Giving a growling sigh, Sewulf looked to his companions before addressing Khint once more.

"Now," he said, "I want details. Numbers, time of year, destinations, everything you know. Fail not ... or I'll let Ishan spit you like a toad. That is, if I can keep Tom off you."

The caravan master's eyes glittered when he looked up from cleaning his nails with the tip of his dagger. Tom simply grinned his most horrible grin. Khint swallowed spasmodically and then began to spill every word he had ever heard about Rohirrim slaves after the war.

***

Chapter Twenty-Seven
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The following day passed amidst the bustle of preparations for yet another journey, but this would be much unlike any of the participants' previous travels. Ahmose had ordained that their expedition to the mines of Azhar would take place in the noblest style - borne by a caravan of mûmakil.

Though these were not the huge war beasts that had thundered onto the Pelennor Field, being instead the smaller, more docile females of the species, Sewulf nonetheless viewed preparations with narrow-eyed distrust. Set a fifteen-minute walk from the villa itself, the oliphaunt compound formerly owned by Tamar roiled with activity. As handlers goaded the huge animals about the oversized stable-yard, readying equipment and supplies, the Rohirrim's scarred face twisted into even harsher lines.

"Oliphaunts," he growled, and spat into the dirt. "A good horse is all a man needs, not this Haradrim foolishness."

His gaze then fixed on the architect of said Haradrim foolishness, where Ahmose paced across the grounds wearing a small smile of satisfaction. Gone was the disheveled vagabond who had accompanied Anardil south from Minas Tirith; here clad in fine white robes and silk slippers strode the man who now sat as both the Ulbar of House Tharan and Malak of House Minul. Somehow the fact that Sevil walked at his side, her disdain tempered by both Anardil's respect for the man and her fascination for oliphaunts, increased Sewulf's irritation.

At the Rohirrim's side, Anardil viewed the proceedings with contrasting ease. "True," he replied. "But I confess having wished to ride an oliphaunt, just to see what it would be like."

Sewulf snorted. "Did you not see enough, when they trampled our wounded and crushed our dead, while their battle flags bathed in the blood of our fallen?"

Anardil slanted the younger man a look, but chose not to answer that question. Gazing across the yard again, he asked, "Is it the oliphaunts that trouble you, or the man arranging them?"

"That question answers itself," Sewulf retorted.

"Ah." Anardil lifted his chin in acknowledgement.

"Besides, after five years those slaves are likely long gone, or dead. We don't even have a list of their names. This whole thing may be nothing but a farce to bury the truth. Neither your king nor mine can pry answers from dead men."


"Aye, but despite any misgivings, we have to go and see for ourselves. Ahmose is making that possible," Anardil replied.

Sewulf scowled at him. "Doesn't it raise the hairs on your neck even a little?"

Anardil tilted his head in lieu of a shrug.

With a grunt, Sewulf jammed the thumbs of both hands into his sword belt. "I'd sooner trust a serpent in my boots. How can you know what those people are thinking? How can you know they won't slit our throats the minute we're out of public view, eh? How do you know what side this Ahmose fought on? He may have sent slaves up the river, himself."

"No." Anardil's mild rebuke earned a sharp glance, which he ignored. "Ahmose serves peace as I do."

"As you do? What oaths has he sworn that your King Elessar trusts? For that matter, what worth is the oath of a Haradrim, at all?"

Eyebrow lifting, Anardil shifted to face his companion. "My, you have chewed your paw over this, haven't you?"

"Of course I have!" Color darker than mere sunlight could account for tinged Sewulf's cheeks. "Sevil was stalked, threatened and nearly killed by a Haradrim warlord with visions of starting war all over again, and this - this Ahmose -." His out-flung arm indicated the man's distant, retreating back. "- kills Tamar and then takes his place. One stroke of the sword, and suddenly he has lands, slaves, titles - and oliphaunts, for pity's sake! And I'm supposed to trust my foster mother's life to that?"

"I do."

For an instant, blazing blue eyes locked with placid grey, and then Sewulf growled and turned his face away. "You've spent too much time in foreign lands, Anardil. It's made your heart - or maybe your head - too soft for your own good."

"Dil - Dil! Dil!"

A piercing cry broke the tension and both men looked to see Nadim racing pell-mell towards them. A white grin nearly split the lad's little brown face in two, and he slid to a halt in a miniature cloud of dust.


Seizing Anardil's arm in both hands, he bounced and cried, "Wait you see! Wait you see!"

"See what, Nadim?"

"Aerio make thing. You see."

Following in the boy's wake at a more sedate pace came the elves, Aerio and Celebsul. They shone like animate flame in the brilliant sun, and the oliphaunt handlers paused in awe to watch them pass. Nadim's attention, however, swiveled to and locked on something Aerio carried in his hands. As he drew near, Anardil realized the elf held some sort of wooden carving.

"Hello, Aerio. What do you have?"

"It is nothing, really." The tall elf smiled gently upon the lad. "Nadim wished a toy and so I have carved him one."

Celebsul stopped beside the little group and smiled proudly. Nadim bounced and tugged Anardil's arm harder.

"You show, Aerio, you show!"

With a smile and a flourish, Aerio spread his hands to reveal a marvelous creation of interlocking wooden rings of various sizes and shapes. Each was sanded to a satin luster and emitted a warm fragrance from the wood itself.

"The object," said Aerio, "is to free the rings one by one in consecutive order, and then reassemble them in their correct fashion. Observe."

A few deft flips of the hand, and the rings clattered softly into the elf's palms. Another series of swift movements, and the wooden chain hung as before. Sewulf whistled lowly.

"A bit much for a lad, don't you think?"

"Of course not." Aerio blinked. "Nadim is a clever young fellow, and I am certain he will discern the manner of this toy's function in a very short time." The elf frowned at his construction. "But first I must seal it with a good finish. Nadim, do you wish to assist me?"

Nadim glanced up at Anardil, who nodded consent, and off the boy went, galloping eager circles around Aerio as the elf walked away. Watching, Sewulf chuckled.

"Lad has almost adopted Sevil as his mother." The Rohirrim cast Anardil a cheeky grin. "I suppose that makes you 'dad'."

Sewulf and Celebsul both laughed aloud at Anardil's blank look of realization, whereupon he cleared his throat, and narrowed his eyes. 

"Yes, well, son." He grinned at Sewulf's pained expression, for indeed Sev was as much mother to the Rohirrim man as to the Haradrim waif. "Have you reached a decision, then? Do we travel with Ahmose in the morning, or would you rather skewer him and leave him for the kites to eat for breakfast?"

Sewulf's brief humor faded as he drew a breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. "Be the hardest thing I've done in a long time," he grumbled. "Man just rubs my hair wrong."

"He is a man of honor, Sewulf. Of this I am certain."

"Haradrim honor," Sewulf snorted.

Celebsul cocked his silver head thoughtfully, catching Sewulf's eye, but he spoke before the Rohirrim could react.

"Honor," said the elf quietly, "is not the province of one nation or another." He met Sewulf's thundercloud frown with a gentle smile. "Honor is born of the good-at-heart. Have you thought to look at Ahmose's heart, and there take his measure?"

Sewulf's mouth tightened, twisting the scar on his face. "He would have left Anardil to die in Tamar's torture chamber, if Sevil hadn't shamed him into action."

But Anardil shook his head. "No. He would have let Tamar see him retreat - and then come back for me in secret. Haradrim do not leave their comrades alive in enemy hands, if there is any chance to free them."

"And if there was no chance?"

Anardil met Sewulf's eyes evenly. "Then he would have slain me. Either way, I would have been free of Tamar."

"You know this?"

"I know his heart."

The Rohirrim's broad shoulders lifted and then settled around a long, slow breath. Looking at Celebsul, he asked, "What about you? What does your gut say?"

The elf's brows lifted minutely and he turned to cast his eyes over the stable yard, and the great, lumbering forms of the oliphaunts moving there.

"It says I should like to ride an oliphaunt," he replied, and smiled in anticipation.

***
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Eastern Harondor, Tamar's holdings

Though the travelers would leave the opulence of the malak's spacious house, it immediately became evident that this would be no austere merchants' caravan. The sheer quantity of provisions and equipment arranged by Ahmose left little doubt that few luxuries would remain behind. In the oliphaunt yard, great mounds of equipage lay heaped ready for loading, from baskets and crates to plump rolls of bedding, to tightly rolled tents and collapsible camp furniture. Sewulf and Tom together watched in awe as a basket of fresh bread as large as both men was loaded up and tied into place.

Meanwhile, Ishan strode amongst oliphaunts and their handlers overseeing all with a keen, stern eye, and his voice rang often in command. Those of Tamar's household who had sworn service to the new malak sprang to obey Ahmose's appointed caravan master without question. The competence of his commands quickly became evident and with surprising swiftness, the mounds of goods disappeared into well-organized packs.

Inside the great house, those traveling with Ahmose made final preparations. 

"Those two, if you would Ratib," Sev said pointing to the packs beside the door. 

"Of course, kali," the youth replied with a grin and shouldered the bundles easily. "Kûn Ishan wished me to remind you that departure is set for half past the hour."

Narrowing her eyes, Sev snorted. "Seeing that you have become such a diplomat Ratib, you may find some polite way of reminding your master that never in all the weeks I traveled with him have I been the cause of delay."

"As you say, kali." Ratib's dark eyes glowed with amusement.

"Go on with you, you scamp," Sev directed with a flap of her hand. "Find Nadim and be certain he's not annoying anyone."

"He was sitting outside the gate with Kûn Aerio when I came in. They were singing."

Sev rolled her eyes and shuddered. Aerio's repertoire ranged from Elvish ballads in ancient Quenya to bawdy Rohirrim drinking songs.

As Ratib disappeared down the corridor, she muttered, "Wonderful. Ishan will be so pleased."

"About what?" asked Anardil, emerging from the antechamber with his boots in hand.

"Aerio is teaching Nadim to sing." 

"Ah, that should be interesting." 

After scanning the room a final time for forgotten items, Sev draped a plain black hijab over her head and pinned it behind her ear. She frowned as Anardil eased himself into a chair.

"You should spend another week resting."

"I'm fine, Sevi," he answered reassuringly and pushed one foot into a boot. "I've spent more time in a bed during the past five days than in the last two months."

Despite the blush ignited by the gleam in his eyes, Sev held her ground. "You can scarcely call yourself fit when you can't walk across the room without creaking."

"Fit enough for this task." His grey eyes watched as she tugged at the hem of the sturdy leather tunic she wore over a linen shirt, and settled her sword more comfortably. If he thought wistfully of her silken garments of previous days, he did not let it show. Softly, he said, "Keep to hope, dearest. It's served us this far."

Realizing he had again discerned her unspoken thoughts, Sev sighed and sank onto an embroidered settee. "So much is rumor and speculation based on the words of that weasel, Khint. A man who couldn't follow a straight path if it was laid out before him."

"Aye," Anardil agreed. He reached onto a nearby table and drew towards him two letters sealed in plain wax. One would go to Esiwmas in Minas Tirith, assuring Sev's kinsman of her safety and naming their next endeavor, while the other contained a brief report to his king. "And according to Khint's account, many of those who came to speak with the Lady of the Sky Eyes," Sev wrinkled her nose at the designation, "were sent by Tamar. Regardless of their purpose, they did speak bits and pieces of the truth. As did others, who had no reason to lie and came forward genuinely hoping to help."

"Why didn't they come forward when the captains of Rohan and Gondor were searching years ago? When some good might have come of it?" Sev asked heatedly, and then despair twisted her face. "What can be left now to find? We don't even know for certain that Nathirem was among Tamar's slaves. This might be only a wild goose chase."

Knowing she had recognized the uneasiness of the people at any sign of authority as she crossed Harondor, Anardil declined to lecture her on the differences between the Haradrim and the peoples of the West. That she spoke her fears aloud he regarded as a compliment of the highest degree, for her trust had not been easily won.

"Do you wish to give up the quest then?"

"You know I can not. Duty demands I continue the hunt, no matter how slim the possibility of success. Yet, I do not like dragging so many people down this forlorn path with me."

"Those who walk with you do so of their own choosing, Sevi. Do not hold yourself responsible for them."

For an instant, she looked as if she would argue the point with him, then she pursed her lips, stood up and placed her hands on her hips. "It is your fault if I do."

"Mine?" Anardil exclaimed. "By what logic do you arrive at that conclusion?" 

"You left me to spend over a year in Ranger Captain Halbarad's unleavened company. Is it any wonder I've been infected with his tendency to assume the responsibility for everyone and everything?" 

Anardil laughed and rose to his feet, closing the brief distance between them. "For shame, Sev, blaming the worthy captain for your own faults. I have heard from numerous sources, meleth nín, that you have been a meddlesome and controlling female for many years."

"You can't believe everything you hear," Sev replied.

"I don't, though discounting half the stories still leaves too much evidence to ignore." Anardil leaned his forehead against hers as his voice dropped. "As is the case with the tales concerning those working the mines of Azhar. Even if we fail to find your brother, we will return freedom to someone."

"I yield to your optimism, sir. Forlorn or not, our path awaits."

With a gentle smile, he brushed a kiss to her cheek, picked up his letters, and together they left the room, taking the first steps on yet another uncertain journey.

***

July 9, 1424 SR

The trek, by Ishan's estimation, would take seven days and initially follow the River Harnen on its western bank. By close of the first day, though still within the boundaries of Harondor, human habitation grew scarce as the intense greenness of the countryside closed about them. When they crossed the river on the second day, leaving Harondor on the west bank to enter Harad on the eastern shore, those of Gondor and Rohan felt acutely that they had passed into foreign lands.

Two days into their journey, Sewulf's conviction, that they were now pawns upon a board controlled by Ahmose, approached oliphauntine proportions. At every crossroad, representatives of Haradrim nobles met their cavalcade and delivered messages of acknowledgement and acceptance of Ahmose's new position. Handsomely arrayed in colorful foreign silks embroidered in gold, they drew the Rohirrim's narrow-eyed distrust from first sight. That many who sent their support were minor lords within House Minul was not lost upon Sewulf; nor, it seemed, upon Minul's phazgân. On the third day, the entire company found themselves the guests of Sharab, Phazgân of that House.

Owner of a palatial estate that made Tamar's holdings seem tawdry in comparison, Sharab Phazgân clearly enjoyed the finest of Haradrim style. From lavishly painted ceilings to frescoes on the walls, from carpets an inch thick to a huge bathing pool built entirely of white marble edged in gold, the leader of House Minul showed his guests about his home with visible pride. That Ahmose nodded and made all the proper noises of admiration comforted Sewulf not at all.


Tour complete, the aged Haradrim ushered them into a high-windowed hall, wherein dozens of thick cushions lay about low, gleaming tables. There a row of richly dressed minor nobles sat waiting to greet the new malak, their dark eyes intent, unreadable. Gesturing his guests to their seats, Sharab clapped his hands to summon the first round of serving lads and lasses, and the feast began. It had taken Sewulf and Tom some time to adjust to the unusual flavors of Harad, but now they could judge between poor fare and luxury. The delicacies set out on this table were most definitely luxurious. 

Some of the dishes mystified Tom, however, and asking Nadim and Ratib to explain did not provide all the answers; they seemed equally unknown to the boys. Both lads proved happy enough to sample anything and everything, and offer an opinion on what Tom should try next. Most pleasing of the discoveries was a heady drink that Nadim avowed to be disgusting; a child's opinion always indicated the strength of the brew.

To Sewulf's eyes, however, the setting proved as much a testing of power as a meal to honor guests. 

Considering the method of Ahmose's elevation in status, the Rohirrim trader sat in his low seat and sourly wondered what schemes the ancient Sharab had employed, to prevent Tamar from seeking to effect his own rise by removing the head of House Minul. Careful attention to the murmurs of the nobles gathered about the table allowed the Rohirrim trader to deduce that Tamar had been formally requested to remain on the west bank of the Harnen; ostentatiously as a more effective means of performing his duties as a Malak, or Speaker, for House Minul.

Said a crimson-robed greybeard knowingly, "He best served our master there, where his skills could be better employed without the restraints of being too close to our honored phazgân."
When Tom's eyes met his with a knowing gleam, Sewulf knew the Gondorian had arrived at the same conclusion.

"I'd have sent him to Minas Tirith," Tom whispered under cover of passing a tray of sugared dates. "The farther away the better."

"Aye," murmured Sewulf. "Though one must wonder if Sharab has not exchanged one viper for another."

Tom nodded his understanding of this thought, but shrugged and turned his attention back to his plate. "The boss don't seem too worried about Ahmose's motives," he muttered, "and Dil has been playing this sort of game longer and better than most men."


Sewulf leaned to take a twist of honeyed bread, using the movement to murmur, "Perhaps. But what do you think of our new malak using Sevil's search as a means for gaining support?"


To that, Tom had no answer, and he settled back to his food with a dark look of concern shadowing his eyes. Even as he did so, he watched their host smile obsequiously while passing a platter of jellied eel for Mistress Sevilodorf's attention.

The tale of the Lady of the Sky Eyes, who searched for her only remaining kinsman, had lost nothing in its journey across the Harnen. Neither had the story of her rescue of Nadim from a beating by a cruel and unworthy master. That Sharab viewed both events as deserving of approval was evident in his request for Mistress Sevilodorf and Anardil to be seated at the highest table. From Sev's stiff posture, Tom suspected she was not as comfortable with the honor as Anardil, who conversed easily with the phazgân.

The elves also occupied Sharab's table, adding to the remarkable spectacle and attracting many a sidelong glance from the diners around the hall. Plainly, the Phazgân was not above maneuvering to elevate his own status by keeping the most exotic guests at his right hand. Not that Tom envied the elevated positions; he was quite content to sit with Sewulf and young Nadim, and to concentrate on the tasty food. 

He had no inkling of the darker suspicions Sewulf continued to harbor behind opaque blue eyes, while watching Ahmose seem to become ever more foreign to his view. Thus, Tom sipped and nibbled, and felt at peace with the world. Tonight he would sleep in a soft bed, and tomorrow, perhaps, the oliphaunts might have learnt to walk like any normal animal.

***

July 10, 1424 SR

Harad
Morning arrived with the now familiar parade of oliphaunts wearing the canopied platforms in which most of the travelers rode. Jameela Anan, the matriarch, as always first in line, with Rahimah and her baby following after. At a word from their handlers, the great beasts bent their oddly human rear legs into a kneeling posture then lowered front legs onto elbows.

Celebsul and Aerio paid their elven respects to Jameela Anan, who appeared to greatly appreciate this courtesy and touched each of them with her trunk. The elves then sprang lightly up her shoulder while the handler set a ladder against her side for Ahmose to climb aboard. 

In a similar manner, Nadim scrambled up into Rahimah's spacious saddle while Sev ascended via rungs. Anardil found both methods difficult, but the mother oliphaunt had taken to turning her head to assist him with her powerful trunk. This morning, even her baby joined in, making Anardil's eyes widen when the small trunk pushed at his rear end.

Ishan, Ratib and Tom, waiting to ascend the ladder of the third oliphaunt and Sewulf, standing by his horse, witnessed Anardil's comedic chagrin and burst into gales of laughter. Soon the entire party was ready to move, the long train of riding and pack oliphaunts moving into oddly graceful motion. Sewulf again wrestled with his horse's vigorous objections to traveling in such exotic company, until the animal settled into a springy walk, blowing and eyeing the placid oliphaunts warily. Sev, on the other hand, beamed with delight as she watched the baby oliphaunt trundle along, clasping its mother's ropelike tale with its trunk.

The forests changed while the caravan strode its ponderous way, wending a slow path eastward along the mountains. The trees began lifting into high, thick canopies of glossy leaves, amongst which strange birds cried out in unfamiliar voices. Often the heavy foliage almost shut out the sun, shadowing the travelers in hues of deep green, until unexpected hillsides spilled open in riots of color where flowering shrubs filled the air with heady perfume. Then the forest would close over the path once more, like the high-vaulted roof to a mysterious hall.

Ever and anon, a clearing would appear amidst the green, sometimes a charcoal burner's wood yard, sometimes a farmstead that seemed to barely keep the ferocious growth at bay, and sometimes a tiny village that perhaps eked a living from fishing the thick green waters of the river.

The oliphaunts themselves proved amiable company, friendly and affectionate with their human companions as well as each other. Their vocabulary of rumbles and grumbles and blasting bugles was a source of delight to Sev, and she laughed aloud at the baby's tenor squeals. Even Sewulf's demeanor softened notably when one of the oliphaunts gently touched his face with its trunk, and then plucked the cup from his hand in a clear gesture of playfulness. He was after all a Rider, and good beasts of all sorts deserved a kind thought.

The nights were soft and warm, the travelers housed in fine tents with rugs on the ground, cushions to rest on, silver cups for their tea or wine, and of course Nadim and Ratib guarding Sev and Anardil against the oversized insects that inhabited the forests. Each night the cook and his helpers served up meals fit for kings, and Ahmose kept the mood warm and comfortable with stories and tales of travel.

Only the guards posted around the camp each night, armed with bows, curved swords and spears, gave indication that unpleasant things lurked in the darkness beyond the campfires' glow.

"Do not," warned Ahmose in quiet firmness, "go outside camp alone or unarmed after sunset."

Not even the two elves argued his warning. The caravan moved on.

***

Chapter Twenty-Eight

July 10, 1424 SR

Harad

In the dark bosom of the forest that wrapped the remote southern arm of the Ephel Dúath Mountains, campfires cast wavering shadows. Beneath brooding trees that leaned at the river's edge, a scuffling snort marked the baby oliphaunt playing in its mother's food. Other oliphaunts splashed in the stream's deep pools under the watchful eyes of their tenders. Nearby, a wooden flute softly sang an ancient lullaby, while closer to the fires, oliphaunt handlers and camp tenders finished their chores and posted their watches for the night.

Around the fire closest to Khôr Ahmose's opulent tent, those responsible for this unusual outing lay at their ease, comfortably weary from the day's travel. Ishan and Anardil both nursed cups of Ahmose's green tea, which he swore would hasten the healing of their wounds. Unlike the sturdy labor of Ishan's merchant caravan, Ahmose assured that his guests lacked nothing for comfort, no matter how dark the wilderness that surrounded them. Firelight shone on their fine tents and winked on the gleaming silver service that held the leftovers of their evening tea. Big Tom gingerly held in his scarred hands a dainty gold-rimmed plate, on which the remnants of a honey-soaked dessert remained. Meanwhile the elves, Celebsul and Aerio, contentedly sampled fine wine in cups of polished silver.

Amidst the relaxed quiet, Ahmose looked up from the scroll that he studied most evenings. "If all goes well, we will arrive at the mine upon the very day Kûn Ishan predicted." 

"Will there be trouble?" asked Sewulf, pointedly staring at the row of ornate frames which served as saddles for the oliphaunts. "We've not been exactly subtle in our approach. What is it that Chardan said? 'A man riding upon a mûmak has his mind set on war.' " 

"No trouble," Ahmose said. "Men do not ride to war on the gentle female oliphaunts." One hand touched the medallions, given by the phazgân of House Minul, that hung about his neck. "My claim to Tamar's lands is unarguable and has been accepted by Sharab Phazgân."

Sewulf, however, could not trust such certainty. "For the past week, you've attempted to convince me that the Haradrim wish only peace. That the keeping of prisoners who were to be ransomed was an activity to merit the wrath of both your country and those of the West. Yet, you now claim that we may simply walk in and carry away whomever might be left without even a fight. If it was so easy, why didn't you do it before now?" 

"Before?" Sevilodorf's disbelieving voice joined the debate. "I thought Tamar kept the information within his circle of jackals." 

"A circle carefully watched for years," Sewulf emphasized the final words. 

"Years?" Sev digested this bit of information, and then stood to confront Ahmose. "You knew?" 

"Rumors had reached the ears of my master, kali," replied the new malak evenly.

"Yet, you did nothing? Why?" Anardil drew breath but her words trampled his thoughts before he could speak. "Were they not important enough to you? Could you not at least point those who searched in the right direction?" 

Ahmose looked up at her, his dark eyes reflecting the campfire. Whether from respect for her, or certainty of his own blamelessness, he did not react to her anger.

Instead, he answered steadily, "Regretfully, kali, to appear too cooperative with Gondor at that time would have forever alienated many who have since come to wisdom and joined us."

"For the good of the many, their needs were set aside. Isn't that what you said before?" Sewulf growled; and Tom nodded, his frown ambivalent.

"Yes, and whether right or wrong, who can judge?" Ahmose sighed heavily. "Who knows what might have befallen had we acted otherwise. But it is a decision long since taken and can not be changed by regrets."

"Would you still be ignoring their existence if Tamar yet lived?" Sev demanded. Her tone recalling to all the price paid for that death.

"We cannot ignore what we do not see, kali. The truth had not come before our eyes, until now. It was your presence that gathered sufficient rumor to give it substance." Ahmose lowered his head to glance at Anardil. "Even then, it is no trivial matter to accuse a malak of such crimes. Loyalties bind our culture, but they are also the greatest force for division."

"Politics!" Sev injected the word with venom and glared when Ahmose looked up at her again. "A malak is protected while men of Rohan and Gondor slave in his mines; an ulbar is honored while those who died in battle are stripped of even their names."

Ishan's swift glance of shock indicated he found Sev's outburst in poor taste, given the rank and generosity of their honored host, but he spoke not. With the arrival of Anardil and Sewulf, it was no longer his duty to attempt to curb the woman's outrageous behaviors. Only the tightening of his hands clasped in his lap revealed his unease. Ahmose, however, bore her wrath with equanimity. 

"Kali, you are a lady of much spirit." The Haradrim's gentle voice contrasted oddly with the steel edge of her anger. "Your people have long held their heads up and spat into the face of evil. My people only recently dared to do so. Always before, our grief for those who vanished was silent. You gave that grief a voice. To call forth the dead is a mighty power."

Realizing he had avoided answering her question about Tamar, Sev focused on his final words, "Is that what we do now? Call upon the dead? Is all of this," she waved her arm toward the oliphaunts eating out in the darkness, "a show? For whose benefit, Ahmose, mine or yours?"

In the face of Sevilodorf's anger, Nadim shuffled closer to Anardil, and Sewulf tempered his own question. 

"What are the chances of finding any of our men still alive?"

Face expressionless, Ishan answered, "Most men value their slaves. They are a sign of wealth and thus not to be squandered. Many slaves in Harondor, when given the choice of freedom, remained with their masters. Tamar was a cruel man, but not a fool. A dead slave cannot dig for tin. Though nothing is certain, I would think the slaves at the mine would be fed and cared for sufficiently to keep them fit enough for hard labor."

"In other words, they may live, but in conditions fit only for beasts!"

"Even so," Ishan replied, and inclined his head gravely.

"How could you?" Sev hissed, and her voice rose. "How could any person with a conscience, with a heart, stand by while other people are treated like animals?"

Ishan's eyes were pools of shadow when he looked up at her. "Do not judge us by your own values." His gaze shifted for a moment to the two silent elves.

Sewulf snorted and his mouth twisted as if he would spit into the fire, but then he did not. Sev had no such compunctions.

Seething, she turned on Ahmose once more, and through clenched teeth she said, "I don't know what I most wish: whether to find my brother dead, so I may mourn the warrior he was, or him alive, so you can look in his face while he asks you why."

With that, she spun and strode away past the row of richly gleaming oliphaunt saddles, past the torch-lit elegance of Ahmose's tent, and out of sight into the darkness. Behind her, Anardil grimaced and then looked at the boy sitting silent and wide-eyed beside him.

"Look after her," he said softly, and Nadim instantly sprang up and darted in her wake. A whisper of movement was Aerio the elf rising to follow.

In the awkward silence left by the departures, only the pop of the fire and the gleam of flames reflected in inward-staring eyes showed any life. Finally, Ishan stirred, and looked at Anardil and Sewulf in turn.

"Do you have any idea how alien you seem to us?" he quietly asked. "What of your widows? I have seen how they are left to fend for themselves, to bring up children without the influence of a man. We do not neglect our women in this way. Even one without relatives of her own would be taken under a man's protection."

Sewulf's scowl grew darker. "You know little of our northern lands, caravan master. I cannot speak for the manner of things in Gondor, but in Rohan, no woman is left alone, save she chooses not to marry, and no child goes hungry or homeless."

The two men glared at each other, but before the conversation could gouge any deeper cultural rifts, Anardil spoke.

"Khôr Ahmose, Kûn Ishan, what do you think we will find when we reach the mines? What are the odds that slaves who were taken as prisoners of war are still alive? Would they not be a danger to their masters, under the treaty terms?"

"They would," Ahmose replied. "But only if found."

"Did anyone look?" growled Sewulf.

"They did." Ishan replied, and Ahmose blinked at him in surprise. "The former malak always knew before any representatives of the new king or his allies could arrive. We were always told to make ready for their arrival." A thin, humorless grin twisted his lips. "Even when we weren't supposed to know they were coming."

"Did they come often?" asked Sewulf sharply.

Ishan shook his head. "Several times to my old master's house, where he feasted and wined them. I think only once or twice did these visitors travel at any length on his lands. Exercising his subtlety, Tamar directed their attentions in other directions."

Sewulf shifted his attention to Ahmose. "And you, Ahmose? Did you know about the mines, but chose to trust lazy servants who ignored the truth?"

The older Haradrim shook his head. "I have said, Kûn Sewulf, there were only the barest whispers of rumor. I never learned for a fact Rohirrim prisoners were here."

Anardil shook his head and sighed. "Of course. Tamar had ears on high - undoubtedly someone like Khint's former master." Looking at Sewulf he added, "It would be an easy thing to hide any inconvenient slaves before investigators could arrive at the mines. As we are learning, it is not a single day's journey. And the people here would be too afraid to speak to strangers from the north."

"I cannot think they are still alive," Sewulf retorted. "Why has no one seen them? Why has no one escaped to return north?"

Ishan replied, "The mines are secluded in a forest long thought evil and full of many dangers. Dark are the trees and strange the creatures there. Some say a man alone would be consumed by beasts and only his bones ever found."

Ahmose nodded agreement. "Thus we travel as we do, with oliphaunts and armed men. It is not only for the nobles of these regions that we must appear strong. The forests themselves respect only strength."

"But one man - even just one man!" Sewulf insisted. "Why has no one escaped from the mines? The men of the Mark have long battled wolves and warg riders and the uruk-hai of the White Wizard - cunning has ever been our ally. Surely those taken prisoner cannot have lost all heart."

"What is heart, but hope?" asked Ishan. "And what hope, when one's fate is bound in iron and blood, and the only escape is death? Or the death of those you love?"

Stubbornly Sewulf shook his blond head. "If it were me, I would rather die in the attempt. At least then I might take some of my enemies with me!"

Yet Ishan did not react, save to ask, "You would wish the kali's brother dead? Or would you wish him the courage to endure until freedom is within reach? I waited twenty years, Kûn Sewulf. Freedom is worth that patience."

At that, Sewulf had the grace to look chagrined, and he nodded as he gazed down at his hands in his lap. "Aye. There is that."

"Also," added Anardil, "even if a man escaped, who would aid him? The folk here have lived their entire lives in the shadow of the Dark Lord." He gestured towards the mountains, now hidden in darkness, which marked the southern borders of Mordor. "Death is an easy punishment, and helping an enemy could bring destruction on a man's entire family. They do not all see the hope that King Elessar and men such as Khôr Ahmose and his master labor to bring them."

Peering from under his brows, Sewulf said, "You live in a cruel land, Kûn Ishan."

"All lands are cruel," the Haradrim replied. "It is men such as us who must rise to make our people's lives better."

Trader and caravan master looked at each other, and in that, at least, they found understanding.

Ahmose then glanced at the faces around the fire and asked, "Who here can tell the story of what happened to Kali Sev's brother?"

Tom shrugged, Sewulf and Anardil glanced at each other, and Sewulf shook his head. "I do not know the tale in full. Only that he served along the North Marches for many years."

"I do."

Another voice spoke from the fire's dancing shadows, and they looked towards the gleaming hair and shining eyes of Celebsul the elf. Firelight reflected in his gaze as he added quietly, "Once she graced me with the story. Shall I tell it?"

Anardil, although also sharing this confidence with Sev, nodded assent. "Yes, Master Celebsul, please do."

Clasping his hands loosely before him, Celebsul began to speak.

"At an early age, Sevilodorf and her brother, Nathirem, were orphaned during a raid upon their family's home. They lived then with their uncle while Nathirem grew to manhood. But Mordor's shadow lengthened." Glancing at Ishan's surreptitious warding sign, Celebsul continued. "Riders were needed to guard Rohan's eastern borders; Nathirem went to join them. Soon after, their uncle arranged a marriage for Sevilodorf to a man of the Deeping Vale. Thus it is that she last saw her brother twenty-six years ago, when he left the Westfold. Messages were exchanged across the wide miles twice a year, but all communication ceased as troubles grew in the East. After the war, she learnt that his patrol along the river had vanished without trace."

The elf paused, his eyes coming to rest on Sewulf. "Clinging to that small hope, she scoured the circles of Minas Tirith and the lands along the Anduin. But years passed and her search found nothing. Accepting that she might never know her brother's fate, she settled in Northern Ithilien. Months later, a fisherman from Cair Andros spoke rumors of Rohirrim men returning from captivity in the south. Taking up her duty once more, she journeyed south. In Linhir, she met with the captain coordinating the Rohirrim efforts to locate the missing." 

Turning his gaze to Ahmose, Celebsul continued, "Searches were made, but mostly toward Umbar and the Far lands … thinking the spirit of the treaty held strong here."

"In Pelargir, she found another willing to adopt her quest as his own." Finally, Celebsul smiled at Anardil. "I recall your very words: 'The people of Rohan have unbreakable spirits'. This is evident in Sevilodorf. Let it be the same for her brother, Nathirem." 

Ahmose inclined his head, bringing his hand gracefully from his breast to his head. "May it be so," he replied. "Your story merely confirms the rightness of our course. Together, let us bring peace to old grief."

Murmurs of agreement passed around the campfire, Sewulf staring into the flames with his gaze looking far back in time. After a moment, Ishan looked up.

"If you will pardon me," he said, "I must tend to certain matters."

Then he rose and disappeared into the shadows.

***

Near the river, the snuffling of oliphaunts, the liquid murmur of water and the rhythmic chirping of unseen insects filled the newborn night with a sense of peace. Stars glittered like chips of diamond in spaces between the tall trees, jeweled and distant, yet still familiar. They were not so far from home that the stars had much changed.


At the river's edge, Sev sat on a large, flat stone and watched the silver-black flow of the water, secure in Aerio's watchfulness nearby, and little Nadim alertly standing beside her. Armed with a horsetail swatter, the boy turned a palm-sized insect from a path that would have allowed it to crawl up Sevilodorf's leg. 

With a shudder, Sev withdrew her feet and remarked, "I will be glad to return home where the beetles are smaller. Much smaller."

"We go your home soon?" Nadim asked, sinking down beside her. "Aerio live there? And Dil?"

Sev smiled. The boy divided his day between the elf and the man, peppering them with a never-ending stream of questions and listening wide-eyed to every response. 

"Yes," she replied patiently, for he asked the same question at least five times a day. "Aerio and Dil live there too … and Celebsul. There are other elves and men as well. Not to mention the hobbits." 

"Tell again about hobbits," Nadim requested, wafting his swatter to deter a hovering moth. 

"Very well." 

She began a series of small tales concerning the doings of the four hobbits who made their home at The Burping Troll. Stories Sev knew appealed to the boy because of their sense of hominess and family, qualities which his life to this point had not contained. Hopefully, she was not filling his mind with dreams that had no hope of coming true.

Fearing to overwhelm Anardil while he recovered his strength, Sev had put off any direct discussion concerning Nadim's future, but she knew her attachment to the boy had been noted. Nothing in the last few days indicated Anardil would object to the idea of taking the boy back to Ithilien with them; however, Ishan's consent was certain to be more difficult to obtain, especially after her latest diatribe.

Ahmose might give grudging praise to her as a lady of spirit; Ishan would more probably view her behavior as outspoken and disrespectful to a lord of the land. The caravan master had never forgiven how Hulda manipulated him into providing an unaccompanied female with an escort to Markato. Then his sense of duty and the mistaken belief that he had drawn the Malak's eyes to her forced the man to join her assault upon Tamar's household, putting all that he and his people worked for at risk. That they had succeeded would not change his opinions concerning the continuing inappropriateness of her behavior. 

As if conjured by her thoughts, the caravan master appeared beside an enormous fern with Aerio at his side. 

"Kûn Ishan would speak with you, Sevi," the elf said and tilted his head as if seeking her approval.

Schooling her features to allow no sign of her inner turmoil, she nodded and patted Nadim's arm. "Go with Aerio. I will finish the tales of the hobbits later."

Touching his forehead in obedience, Nadim jumped up and ran to where the man and elf stood. Bowing to Ishan, the boy presented his flyswatter and rattled off a sentence in Haradrim that set Aerio to smirking as Ishan turned the instrument over and over in his hands. To Nadim's obvious pleasure, the man murmured a soft response and ruffled the boy's hair. With a final half bow in Sev's direction, Nadim took Aerio's hand and began to chatter. The boyish voice punctuated by the lilting tones of the elf faded as they moved a short distance down the path. 

Her hands tightly folded in her lap, Sev waited for Ishan to speak. Instead, he settled quietly upon the smooth rock at her side. Around them, the sounds of night continued: crickets chirruped somewhere in the shrubs, their voices blending with the river. Occasional crackles of burning wood, and men talking round a fire, their words undistinguishable. Somewhere beyond the trees, the surprisingly soft sounds of oliphaunts as their trunks snaked hay into their mouths.

A moth fluttered past her face, and Sev lifted her hand to brush it aside.

"Peace, kali. It will not harm you. Watch there." Ishan pointed over the water. 

Sev peered into the darkness and for a time saw only the occasional flickers of insects flying in the starlight. A dark shape darted down and snatched an insect from the air. Then another appeared, or perhaps the same again. 

"Bats," Sev exclaimed, identifying the predators. 

"Aye, and their appearance should bring you pleasure. Each will eat scores of those insects which trouble you."

"I don't like the way they feel crawling on my skin," declared Sev primly.

"Such is the case with many women." Ishan's teeth flashed white in a sudden grin as he held up the flyswatter Nadim had given him. "It is a circumstance which provides a man with the means of appearing very brave."

Sev gave a snort of laughter. "I should have guessed that was what Nadim said to you. He is a most unusual boy. Many his age would be more interested in using the insects to scare someone. I know Sewulf delighted in annoying his sister with grasshoppers in her bed."

Ishan chuckled, and turned his eyes to watch the bats swooping down upon their prey. Then in a voice tight with emotion, he replied, "My brother, Rashid, did much the same once to one of our cousins. He placed one of the desert spiders within her shoe. A furry one with bright red eyes."

Gently, for she knew what it cost him to speak of his brother, she asked, "Was he a mischief maker?"

He shook his head slowly, and she saw his hand move toward his upper arm where lay hidden the brand which proclaimed his years of servitude. 

"Before the war's end, kali, the children of Harad had little time to engage in mischief." 

Unable to frame a response that did more than offer the same platitudes she disliked hearing, Sev said nothing until Ishan turned dark eyes upon her.

"And your brother, kali, did he fill your bed with grasshoppers and your slippers with spiders?"

"No, that was the province of our cousins." She swallowed the lump which had suddenly formed in her throat. "Sometimes Nathirem would drive me to distraction calling me silly nicknames; but in all that mattered, he was the best of brothers."

Silence fell as each retreated into thoughts of the past. Then Sev continued, "I have not seen him since he left the Westfold many, many years ago. Twice each year, messages would come. Promises that when the times of trouble ended, he would come to visit. But when they did, he was gone. Everyone was gone."

Embraced by darkness and the soothing music of the river, sitting beside the strangely gentled Ishan who had bared a little of his soul, Sev felt compelled to explain the reasons for her unruly tempers.

"As a proper woman of Rohan, I lay the others within their barrows without tears. Keeping my grief within me and doing what must be done to serve those who yet lived. But for Nathirem, no barrow could be built. Thoughts of him haunted me. I searched." Inhaling deeply, she admitted the shameful truth of her actions. "Not with hope; but that I might place him within his tomb and be free to enter my own."

Ishan's stillness invited her to continue, and she spoke on. "Then in the darkest alley of Pelargir, I met another who had stood upon the rim of the same dark abyss that called to me. He dared me to face the future once more with courage. So I set aside thoughts of death and with them my quest. Only to discover while I basked in the light of hope and the future, Nathirem may have spent years in the darkness of slavery. I don't even know for certain that he is among those sent to this mine; but I am honor bound to search."

Drawing a steadying breath, she said, "Accept this, Kûn Ishan, as apology for the words I spoke earlier. Their harshness was meant for myself, not for you or Khôr Ahmose. It was I who abandoned the search, who abandoned my duty."

Ishan shook his head slowly and sadly. "None here is to blame for your brother's fate, yourself included, kali. Many a time I have cursed that I was somehow lacking, to have not been chosen in place of Rashid, or sent to war at his side. Yet I have learnt to accept that I keep his memory in my heart and his family in my home; that I live for him, Kali, as he died for me."

Picking a pebble from the ground, Ishan turned it in his fingers. "You have burnt a light for Nathirem that now draws near the truth. Whatever it illumes, death or suffering, would remain in darkness without you. Look at the candle's flame, not at its shadows, if you would see your worth. Too many throw rocks at their own souls rather than daring to witness its beauty. There are thousands of stones, kali, but only one mirror."

With stunning clarity, the meaning of the verse sprang clear, and Sev looked at him, feeling the prick of tears she swore she would not shed. Ishan simply offered a sad smile, seen but dimly in starlight.

He stood up and reached out his hand. "Come, kali," he said quietly. "We have sat long enough in the dark."

She let him help her to her feet, and then they walked together back towards the campfire, towards light and the rippling notes of a Haradrim lute, and a burst of laughter that beckoned them near. For the first time, perhaps she and Ishan began to understand one another.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

July 11, 1424 SR

Harad
The caravan continued its journey, drawing ever closer to the mountains that formed the southernmost border of Nurn, the boundary of the Dark Lord's blasted lands. Rugged green peaks rose sharply above the forest canopy, a brooding wall whose head was often lost in clinging clouds. One might imagine the mountains themselves watched with malignant disdain the puny mortals that intruded upon their realm. Streams now rushed in angry white torrents over black, moss-grown stones, and thickets of ferns stood tall as a man. Where the undergrowth parted to open space, the trees loomed in a heavy green roof, which shut out all sight of the sky. Hidden in branches high overhead, mysterious birds continued to call raucously, but the travelers below rarely saw them.

Sewulf's horse meanwhile abandoned fear of the oliphaunts for a far greater distrust of things lurking in the woods. It was a sentiment shared whole-heartedly by its master. He eyed a leafy grotto which breathed odors of musk and rot, and clamped one hand around his sword. Behind him, Celebsul and Aerio cast their elven gaze about them, and neither song nor cheer did they offer.

"This is an ancient place," Aerio murmured, "and not altogether welcoming."

"Yes," Celebsul replied. "Far older than the races of Men."

Near the head of the column, Nadim rode in front of Sev and did not squirm against her arm protectively circling his waist. Some places were too grim even for brave boys to face alone. Amidst the soft plodding of oliphaunts, the caravan continued onward.

That evening the oliphaunt tenders kept their fires bright and their weapons close. Those not familiar with these lands noticed the handlers' visible tension and hushed voices.

"What is wrong?" asked Sev, Sewulf glowering at her shoulder.

Ahmose shook his head and did not attempt to disguise the concern on his face. "They say our mûmakil are uneasy tonight. I believe it is wise to listen to the animals' instincts."

Sev and Sewulf let their silence be agreement, for the folk of Rohan had long trusted their own mounts' sense of danger. Sev beckoned Nadim and Ratib to her side, and went to sit with Anardil by the fire. Twilight came early there beneath forest roof, and supper was consumed without its usual air of holiday. Ishan doubled the guards and quietly bid Anardil, Sewulf and the elves to keep their weapons close.

In response, Aerio and Celebsul rose and joined the guards in their vigil. Though the fierce Haradrim would not admit it, they took comfort in the elves' presence, ghosting silently as mist through the darkness that closed thickly about their campsite. What human ears and eyes could not detect, perhaps the preternatural senses of the Eldar would discern.

When at last the company sought their beds, more than one person tried to comfort themselves with that thought. As Sev patted their bedding out flat, she also assured that her sword and two of her knives lay within reach. Nor did she fail to notice that Anardil drew his sword and laid it naked at his side of the bed.

"I don't know why we are being so skittish," she said, frowning. "There are animals in the wild wherever one goes, wolves and bears. It's not as if we've never dealt with them before."

"I agree." Anardil sat and gave her a smile, before turning his attention to removing his boots. "And the guards are vigilant and well-armed."

"Plus there is nothing I can think of that could get past Celebsul and Aerio." Sev slid her legs beneath the silk sheets and nodded with determination. "It's all these blasted trees! It seems like we haven't seen the sun in three days. Sewulf is beside himself."

Chuckling, Anardil laid down. "As I imagine he should be. We are far indeed from the fields of Rohan. But all will be well. Come, meleth nín, let us seek our rest. The end of your quest is near, and then we'll go home."

Sev blew out the lamp and settled comfortably into the curve of his body. It was simply the strangeness of this country, so dark and unfamiliar, that put her so on edge. Yet she had set her course, and she would not falter now.

Nonetheless, her eyes remained open a long time, staring up at the blank gloom of the tent walls, while she tried not to think about what might lurk outside.

***

A shattering blast as a trumpet gone mad shocked the camp into instant wakefulness. Men leapt from their beds shouting with weapons in hand, and the trumpet-sound blared again, to be echoed thrice over. Torches flared and spears and swords flashed, while the oliphaunt handlers bolted into the darkness towards their charges.

Again that great bugling, this time in several voices, and a howling shriek ripped from the night. Chaos and movement churned through the shadows, shouts and cries tangling in warning, in fear - for the oliphaunts had wakened in rage. Not against their human companions, however, but against something terrible and huge that blundered in the dark, and howled a ghastly, sobbing cry.

A shriek rent the night as the fires sprang to new life, and Sev gasped, "Nadim!"

She plunged from her tent with her sword in hand, and Anardil surged past her, bare steel flaming in firelight. In a great voice he shouted inquiry - in elvish, and was instantly answered by a clear voice in the same tongue. He spun to block Sev - "Stay!" he gasped, and he leapt away into bounding shadows and firelight.

"NADIM!" Sev screamed, and Ratib appeared from the chaos with the smaller boy in tow.

Ratib shouted something in Haradic and thrust the lad at her, then whirled back towards a new torrent of oliphaunt trumpeting and the attacker's frenzied howl. Sev grabbed for the older boy, panic leaping to choke her cry, but Ratib already sped from her reach, a short sword in hand. Sev caught Nadim tightly with her free arm and held her sword ready - but to face what?

Out there in the darkness, branches cracked in staccato brittleness beneath the weight of anger and unseen strife. More limbs snapped and voices shouted, and someone screamed what could have been warning, but it was in the Haradrim tongue. The oliphaunts bugled once more - and Sev saw it, a hurtling rush of movement, a white flash of terrible fangs, and then - her heart nearly stopped at the sight - glowing eyes fixed squarely on her, blank, pitiless, filled only with primordial hunger.

Just an instant and it vanished with impossible swiftness. Silence fell. The shouting stopped. The trumpeting stopped. The snapping and breaking and crashing stopped. In the inky darkness beyond the fires' glow, she heard the oliphaunts grumbling in subterranean tones, and one of them blew a sharp blast of air. Heart pounding desperately in her chest, she waited and watched.

In moments, she saw torches moving and heard voices speaking in ordinary tones. When more torches kindled, she could see the oliphaunts shifting nervously together, their huge ears lifting and falling like leathery sails. Men began returning to the campfires. Nobody limped. Nobody bled. Yet she did not breathe until she saw Anardil appear, walking between Ahmose and Aerio. He looked up and turned his steps towards her.

"DIL!" shouted Nadim and broke from Sev's hold to fling himself at Anardil.

The former Ranger caught him awkwardly, and then knelt to lay down his sword and hug the boy reassuringly. When Nadim did not let go, Anardil looked up and reached towards Sev. She came to him, shivering, and sank to her knees beside him. His long arm wrapped boy and woman tightly.

"What was it?" she asked.

She felt him huff a brief sigh. "I don't know. Some creature of these mountains. It apparently tried to attack the young oliphaunt."

Nadim asked a muffled question in Haradic, clearly too shaken to attempt Westron, but Anardil answered so that Sev could understand.

"No, no one is hurt. The big oliphaunts threw the thing back into the forest."

"I hate this place," said Sev, and wished she did not feel like weeping in fear. She wished she could stop trembling so badly. Or did Anardil tremble, as well?

A moment, and she felt Anardil shift, and she pushed herself to stand. When Anardil tried to rise, Nadim remained clinging to him, both arms wrapped around his neck. Sev therefore picked up Anardil's sword in one hand, and absently rubbed the boy's back while she turned to look about the encampment. She saw Sewulf speaking to Celebsul and Tom, the latter armed with a wood-splitting ax, and Ratib shadowing Ishan who gestured to several of the guards, his free arm pressed gingerly against the still-healing wound in his side. Meanwhile Ahmose stalked about coal-eyed with a curved blade in his hand.

Now she understood. The forest itself was a prison. These mountains and the creatures in them were its wardens. The burn of tears rose in her throat, to think of Nathirem, of anyone, trapped in such a nightmare, and she did not know whether to wish her brother still alive, or to hope he had found the freedom of death. If indeed, he had ever been here at all. So much might be only a fool's hope.

When at last she returned to her bed, Nadim wormed his way between her and Anardil, and the three of them lay wakeful for a long while.

Finally, Nadim said solemnly, "Some bad things too big for fight. Some bad things too much for people can fix."

Anardil rolled onto his side so he could lay his arm over the boy, and stretched to twine his fingers with Sev's on her pillow. At some point, they must have slept, for grey dawn already lightened the tent walls when next Sev opened her eyes.

Daylight revealed long, weeping claw marks in the mother oliphaunt's left shoulder. Though the wounds were not debilitating, Ishan ordered Rahimah's saddle moved to one of the spare oliphaunt. She and her baby fell into the line of march as before, and she walked without lameness. Yet her wounds served as constant reminder of the dangers still waiting for them.

***

July 12, 1424 SR

The caravan stopped for its noon meal in a clearing that offered the first true scene of beauty in several days, at least to the eyes of those from Northern lands. Towering trees stood sentinel above an open hillside wreathed in blossoming shrubs that blazed dazzling hues of reds and yellows. A merry little stream leaped musically amongst mossy stones, and its banks were clad in a further array of flowers that turned tiny faces to the sun, beaming in pinks and purples, blues and crimson, white and incandescent yellow. At the forest's edge, the travelers finally glimpsed the squawking birds that had invisibly punctuated their travels. To the astonishment of the strangers to these forests, the birds' plumage was as bright as their voices were harsh, splashed in red, green and brilliant blue.

Nadim cried out in glee while pointing out each burst of color among the branches, and for once Sev could look at the great trees and smile. Anardil smiled as well, as he took his cup of tea and left woman and boy to their enjoyments. Among the oliphaunts, Sewulf's horse grazed companionably, the Rider sitting equally sociably on a log beside Ishan. Judging from their gestures, Anardil guessed the two were comparing notes on the various means of packing and transporting trade goods, and he smiled to see it. It would not surprise him if Sewulf took home to Esiwmas the idea of extending the family ventures further south.

Walking on, Anardil turned his attention forward, to the Haradrim who had not won Sewulf's affections. Ahmose presently stood defending his luncheon plate from the baby oliphaunt, whose serpentine trunk kept slyly slipping over Ahmose's shoulder.

As Anardil drew near, Ahmose heaved a longsuffering sigh and held a wedge of fruit for the inquisitive little snout. The infant took the offering gently and swept it back into its mouth.

"Thou fiend," Ahmose grumbled, and took the respite to enjoy a bite of his own.

"Soft touch that you are," Anardil chuckled, and the malak stood and ruefully shook his head.

"It is hard to refuse a creature so endearing, especially when it weighs as much as a horse," he said.

Sure enough, the little oliphaunt's trunk came drifting back, softly working its way up Ahmose's back. Anardil laughed aloud to see Ahmose again feed the animal, shaking his head as he did so.

Then Ahmose set his hand on Anardil's shoulder and turned him to walk, though casting an appraising look as he did so. "You appear much repaired, I must say."

"I am," Anardil replied. "Thanks to Sev's care - and continued doses of your tea."

He gestured with his cup, and Ahmose chuckled. His hand remained on Anardil's shoulder as they strolled leisurely.

"It is well," the Haradrim said. "I fear I have been a poor friend these last days, though I have endeavored to be a good host."

"Generously so," Anardil replied. "Sev and I have never traveled so comfortably."

Giving a pleased nod, Ahmose walked several steps before speaking again. "We will reach the mines tomorrow morning." Glancing at the younger man, he added, "I do not wish us to arrive there at evening. I do not think we would find it pleasant rest."

"What do you think we will find?"

Ahmose let his hand drop, and Anardil wondered if the sudden tightness in his belly was his own, or Ahmose's.

"It is hard to say," the malak replied.

In a lower tone, Anardil then asked, "What do you fear?"

They ambled past the small fire the cook had made for tea, and past Tom and Ratib talking to several oliphaunt handlers before Ahmose responded.

"My first duty, my first loyalty, has always been to my master, for Karif Phazgân earned my love long years ago. His task and mine has ever been to bring peace to our troubled lands. But to those of Esiwmas of Rohan's family, your lady included, I owe another debt. One incurred by the terrible peril his sons faced when they came upon a relic of ancient evil that once belong to my people." He looked aside at Anardil. "I have never told you the whole of that tale, and I shall not, for it is not mine to divulge. But know that innocent life nearly paid for the folly of evil men - and that my duty to extinguish the malevolence was great enough that I put its destruction ahead of the need to save a child's life."

Anardil digested that thought for several paces more, and weighed what his instincts told him. Then he asked, "If you are so cruel a man, why do your actions grieve you?"

Ahmose sighed, stopping to cast his gaze out into sunlight and hues of floral beauty. "Perhaps because I have learned to love those children, even as you love Nadim. The heart, I find, is often its own master."

"If you will forgive my rudeness, Khôr Ahmose, have you a wife or child of your own?"

Ahmose gently shook his head. "I am wed to my duty to my land and people. Even as you were."

The use of the past tense did not escape Anardil's notice, but he felt little surprise that Ahmose had detected his growing division of loyalty. Almost without thought, his gaze sought Sev and Nadim on the far side of the encampment.

Aloud he said, "A just man discerns where to stand between the anvil of duty and the hammer of conscience."

"A Haradrim proverb." Ahmose looked at him and smiled, but his smile swiftly faded. "I have thought long, and I have no easy answers. What I do know is that, whatever we find tomorrow ... I will act for the greater good."

"The greater good being?"

"Justice." Brown eyes met grey squarely. "Justice too long delayed."

As they once again paced the subtle duel of words, Anardil asked, "What of justice, when it may upset a larger balance? You understand as well as I the delicate dance between Gondor and her neighbors. Rohan's young king is a powerful man and dear to my lord Elessar. What we find at the mines may earn Éomer King's wrath."

"True. And if Kûn Sewulf is any indicator of his people -" Ahmose's mouth quirked sardonically - "diplomacy may bear sour fruit."

"What, then?"

"We must be good smiths," Ahmose replied firmly, and his gaze glittered darkly. "We must employ the anvil of duty and the hammer of conscience to forge the right end. Whatever we find at the mines tomorrow, by nightfall, all slaves there shall be free. So say I, Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan and Malak of House Minul."

Ahmose sealed his oath with a swift, graceful gesture, touching his lips and then his breast as he bowed. When he straightened, his eyes softened and he seemed to search Anardil's face.

"Will you stand with me?" he asked quietly.

In that instant, it dawned on Anardil that, amongst all this company and all its servants, Ahmose had no other friend. Some might say that the wily ulbar simply knew how to influence less clever men, but Anardil believed otherwise. As he looked on that dark, oddly weary face, he believed he knew the truth of Ahmose's heart.

"Together," Anardil said, "we shall forge justice. After all, how can we fail? We have with us the blood of four peoples, all of whom desire the same thing."

Ahmose blinked and glanced around with an expression of growing amusement. Beneath a flowering shrub gleamed the shining heads of Celebsul and Aerio, whether communing with it or simply enjoying the fragrance, no mortal could say. Nearby, Sewulf's blond locks towered above the swarthy oliphaunt tenders, as well as Sev's softer form. Sev meanwhile stood with Ishan and Nadim, whose brown faces lit with laughter at something Sev had said. Chuckling beside them, Tom loomed big, unlovely, and loyal as a hunting dog. Aye, Gondor, Rohan, Harad and the elves all waited to achieve the noblest goal of all: the freedom of enslaved men.

 "Indeed," murmured Ahmose. "How can we fail?"

Ishan then turned and looked directly at them, chin lifting in inquiry. Ahmose nodded, whereupon Ishan turned and clapped his hands, crying out in command. Instantly a scurry of motion began, as the caravan readied to move once more.

***

July 13, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine
The company awoke early and packed swiftly to move the next morning. The forest canopy closed over their passage as before, and only the soft sounds of the oliphaunts and the low-voiced commands of their handlers broke the quiet. Several times the oliphaunts alerted to unseen things in the forest, their great ears flapping wide. But though their human companions peered tensely into the wall of growth, nothing came of it. Their way climbed a wide, rutted path now, the road long since reduced to hard, uneven mud. Upwards the oliphaunts trod in their odd, swinging pace, stepping gracefully over protruding roots. That the trail, however rough, saw use was borne out by boggy spots built up with cut logs laid in a side-by-side fashion, and rocks placed to channel rain runoff downhill.

Anardil rode with Sev and Nadim, the two of them seated before him. Even Nadim's perennial cheer seemed dampened, the boy restraining himself to brief, muted conversations with Sev. Anardil reached forward to stroke the boy's hair, winning a quick smile in reward, but he did not speak. Sev, he knew, retreated into memories and fears over two decades old, and he could only imagine her inner turmoil as the end of her long quest drew near. Whether grief or joy, or disappointing uncertainty waited, after today, a page of her life would be writ large. 

Celebsul and Aerio meanwhile dismounted to travel on their own light feet, and disappeared into the undergrowth for long periods.

Up the caravan climbed, higher and higher across the bony green knees of the mountains. Black rocks jutted beneath moss and ferns like the bones of ancient beasts. Once in a while brief gaps in the forest canopy offered glimpses of other high ridges whose heads were wreathed in drifting fog. A drizzling mist began to fall, sifting weakly through the branches to dampen the company's faces, but not wet enough to warrant putting on more clothes.

Twice Aerio reappeared, silent as a deer.


"We are watched," he whispered to Anardil, and ran ahead to pass his message on.

Of course, Anardil mused darkly. Hisham, Tamar's slave master, doubtless kept spies and scouts all around his unholy domain. No wonder the truth of his endeavors escaped exposure for so long.

Abruptly the trail plunged steeply downward, only to traverse a long slope back up again. Anardil and Sev both eyed with unease the precipice that opened to one side, its steep plunge falling away between ranks of trees to jagged rocks below. Fortunately for their peace of mind, the oliphaunts slowly but surely picked their way without mishap. At last, the trail leveled, following the tree-clad top of a high, narrow ridge. So dense was the forest that they had no glimpse at all of whatever valley opened beneath them. Onward the trail meandered in a tunnel of thick green, until finally light appeared ahead. Not sunlight, for the clouds clung lowly, but at least a parting in the trees.

Moments later, they realized what awaited them was not nature, but the utter demolition of the forest.

Sheer as if slashed with a blade, the forest ended and naked devastation began. A vast, steep-sided basin yawned before them, its rust-hued earth dotted in thousands of broken stumps, and gashed so savagely Melkor himself might have reached from the Void to tear the earth in brutal fury. Huge pits yawned in bloody-seeming wounds gouged into the mountains' breast, and holes pocked the hillside, fronted by barren earth mounds that seemed to ooze thickly from the lesions. Here and there, swathes of green struggled to survive, but they were grasping vines that gave the appearance of parasites crawling across festered flesh.

The oliphaunts continued stolidly on into the open, but for their riders, time stopped at the forest's edge. Anardil shifted forward to embrace Sev's waist, and her fingers bit into his arm with painful strength.

"Be of stout heart, meleth nín," he whispered against her hair. She made no reply.

Along the ghastly valley's upper rim the trail steadily wound, towards a collection of buildings huddled overlooking this butchery of nature. As the caravan drew closer, its riders began to see other structures scattered along the lower slopes, squat and flimsy, nearly overwhelmed by the hungry vines. They also began to see people, toy figures laboring amongst the ruin that formed their world. The bent silhouettes of women moved slowly amongst steep fields bearing some sort of crop. To the viewers' dismay, the smaller shapes of children also appeared wielding hoes and shovels.

Higher on the mountainsides, men labored about the mounds of earth, pushing barrows, thrusting with shovels, swinging picks that lifted and dropped oddly out of time with the tinny clang of each blow. Murky red water flowed down long wooden chutes as if the earth ran with dirty blood, and at the very bottom of the valley laid a stagnant pool, whose green waters periodically belched oily bubbles.

Perhaps the greater awfulness lay in the fact that, despite a dozen oliphaunts and all this noble panoply appearing in their midst, no one rose to watch or call greeting. On the oliphaunt behind Sev and Anardil, Ishan flicked his fingers in a gesture warding evil, and he pressed them to his lips in a silent plea for protection. This, then, was slavery; the slow demise of the spirit. Anardil's jaw clenched so tightly his temples began to ache.

When they drew closer to the larger cluster of buildings, a rider on a shaggy brown cob appeared, and whipped the animal into a stump-legged gallop to meet them. As he approached, he began shouting Haradic in bold, stentorian tones, until wheeling his pony to stand astride the path. From his high seat atop the matriarch oliphaunt, Ahmose replied in the same language and an even sterner tone. Thereupon the rider cried out in what seemed enormous delight, his free arm gesturing grandly. Then he wrenched his stubby mount around and galloped back the way he had come.

A slower clop of hooves caught Anardil's attention, and he looked down to Sewulf on his fine Rohirrim horse.

"What was that all about?" demanded Sewulf.

"Form and protocol," Anardil replied wryly. "First he challenged us; then Ahmose announced himself, and then our friend on the absurd little horse proclaimed his joy and undying humility, and bid us all a heroic welcome. I imagine his master is waiting for us ahead."

"Waiting for my sword in his guts," Sewulf snarled, and stopped his horse to let Anardil's oliphaunt pass.

Soon the buildings stood clearly before them, the largest visible now as a stout, handsome house built of stone and timbers, which stood just above the road. It almost appeared picturesque, framed as it was by towering, mist-shrouded peaks. Fronting the house sprawled a broad, shady verandah festooned with flowering vines. Cut stones formed wide steps and a gently winding walkway, while other rockwork shaped a fountain whose musical notes echoed sweetly against the curved wall of a small green lawn. More flowers nodded against the garden wall, and a little bird warbled cheerfully in an ornate cage.

Anardil winced as Sev's nails pinched his arm, but his own stomach churned to see the ease and comfort given to the man who oversaw this living nightmare. The man himself waited at the foot of his stone walk, smiling as the oliphaunts swayed towards him. His composure faltered only briefly, when he met the frigid eyes of Celebsul and Aerio, who walked silently at the head of the caravan.

Shifting his gaze to the more easily borne scrutiny of mortal guests, the man drew breath. In a great voice, he cried out, arms flung wide in welcome, and then he bowed with stilted grace. As he did so, the leathery coils of a whip shifted briefly in its place, tied to the back of his belt. Thus, they met Hisham, slave master for Tamar, late Malak of House Minul, who now stood subject to the man who took Tamar's place. When he straightened, Anardil's first opinion was "oily." When Hisham smiled and spoke again, he amended that to "greasy".

"Like Fouad the Fat, kali." Nadim pressed closer to her side and made the warding motion against evil. 

Sev patted the boy's arm, and shifted to hiss over her shoulder, "What is he saying?"

Anardil whispered his translation: "Welcome, Khôr Ahmose, most noble and powerful, most blessed and merciful. Let me be a worthy servant to the Malak of House Minul, as I have always striven to be."

Hisham bowed again in a sweeping gesture of humbleness. Anardil heard Sewulf spit forcefully somewhere behind him, and Sev's tight inhalation.

"Spare me any more," she growled, "or I may become physically ill."

What Anardil did not speak of, and what he knew Sev and Sewulf had also noted, were the slaves working within their view. Not a one displayed the flaxen hair, fair skin or statuesque height of the Rohirrim. Every man, woman and child in sight, near or far, bore the dark hair and complexion of Harad. Thus, he and Sev grimly waited to see what Ahmose would do next. While the oliphaunt train swayed to a halt, the mist intensified to a sullen drizzle.

Chapter Thirty

July 13, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine

The fragile porcelain of her teacup slid smoothly between her hands as Sev reflected wryly that if she were of a disposition to believe in prophesy, the omens left upon the bone white interior would lead to a fit of the vapors. Not only was there an axe signifying danger, but the ears of a deceitful cat. And if she squinted just a bit, she could easily convince herself the watery clump in the corner formed the net heralding a trap. Setting the cup upon her saucer with a firm click, she decided the only thing missing was a dagger to symbolize the death of the contemptuous Hisham.

Their host lay upon a mound of silk cushions on the far side of a low, lacquered table, sprawling in nearly indecent abandon as he urged his guests to try each of the dishes spread before them. Of note was the blank-eyed, wizened old man who sat at Hisham's left hand: on a tray before the old man were an array of little saucers and spoons with which he sampled every item before ever Hisham took a bite. A pity, Sev thought sourly, that someone had not thought to cut the slave master's throat while he slept, and remove his fears of poisoning. How Ahmose, Ishan and occasionally Anardil managed to converse with the man without gagging on their food escaped her comprehension entirely.

Even with her imperfect grasp of their discussion, Sev realized that Hisham was wily enough to "misunderstand" or sidetrack all of Ahmose's politely worded probes for information. Instead, the conversation spiraled back, time and again, to woes and misfortunes within the mining operations, and how beset by inadequate help the slave master was. Undoubtedly, Hisham knew that Tamar's sins would more than likely come to roost on his head, so he dared not divulge too much until he understood his new malak better. Ahmose of course must be careful for fear that Hisham might have moved any Rohirrim prisoners someplace no one would find them or set guards with orders to kill. Understanding all this, however, did not ease Sev's mind or her waning patience.

Tucking her hands primly inside her sleeves, she caressed the hilts of the knives within the sheaths strapped to her forearms and entertained herself with thoughts of conducting her own questioning of the fat toidi: beginning with shaving off his luxurious black mustaches. Sev had just reached the point in her imaginary interrogation where Hisham, in an effort to retain what little manhood he could claim, began spewing forth a fountain of information, when she became aware of Anardil regarding her with a faint look of disapproval. The blasted man was reading her thoughts again.

Eyes lowered to prevent any sign of her irritation from being visible to their host, Sev wondered exactly what sort of plot Anardil had concocted with Ahmose. She had watched the two of them in deep discussion the previous day and suspected them of engaging in some complicated maneuvering to leave Hisham tied in knots and their own men in complete control of this misbegotten mine. Unfortunately, their efforts were conducted in Haradrim, which she could not completely follow, and they were taking far more time than her limited patience could stand. To be so close to possible answers and forced to accept the odious hospitality of a man such as Hisham was almost more than she could stomach. And if she dreamed of using steel persuasion upon the slave master, there was no telling what Sewulf was considering; or for that matter, Celebsul.

Never before had she seen the elf so stern and cold, but somehow she knew that beneath that imperious exterior raged an anger more forbidding that even her own. In the eyes of an elf, Hisham's sins did not begin or end with his exploitation of slaves: his chosen occupation was the wonton violation of the earth itself.

She knew Anardil was as aware of the elf's tightly bridled wrath as he was of her impatience. His disapproval might hold her in check for a time; it would not serve to deter the Eldar if he chose to unleash his fury. If Anardil and Ahmose expected their intricate planning to bear fruit, they would need to remove the more hotheaded members of this group from the immediate area. And soon.

Suddenly, it came to her, the perfect excuse for her to escape and take the others with her to clear the way for whatever strategies her devious Ranger and his Haradrim accomplice planned. 

Lifting her head, she focused intently upon the conversation and waited for a brief lull in the seemingly endless banter between the slave master and the malak. Then, in a carefully modulated tone, she addressed Ahmose.

"Forgive my interruption, khôr. With your permission, might I be allowed to retire? Clearly your business is far above my head."

Only the faintest lift of an eyebrow indicated that Ahmose sought to read the meaning behind her request. "Of course, Mistress Sevilodorf. Shall I beg our host to summon a servant to guide you to your rooms?"

"Actually ..." Only by keeping her eyes on Ahmose, and not looking at Hisham at all did she keep her voice pleasant. "I wondered if I might be of some use. As I am a healer, perhaps I could offer comfort to any of the people here who might be ill or injured." Mustering every ounce of deceit at her command, Sev bowed in her seat towards Hisham, her gaze confined to the mud-stained tips of his silk slippers. "That is, if our honored host will permit it."

When she looked up, the slave master's dark eyes glittered with suspicion, but he also frowned in thought. She rigidly schooled herself against a shudder of revulsion when she noticed crumbs stuck at the corners of his mouth.

"Truly she is a healer?" he asked, speaking in accented but clear Westron as he turned his gaze to Ahmose and Ishan.

Both men inclined their heads in acknowledgement, and Ahmose replied in the same tongue, "She is both skilled and prudent, Kûn Hisham. I have witnessed the work of her hands with my own eyes." With a faint paternal smile, he added, "You know the soft hearts of women, particularly foreign ones. Forever they seek little wounded birds."


"Very well." Wheezing a brief chuckle, Hisham flicked one hand in dismissal. "But she shall only visit the hakem bet. She is not to go near any of the workers. The worthless wuvin would scent an opportunity to escape their labors."

Being spoken of as if she were either deaf or invisible once again tested Sev's self-control to the limit. Nonetheless, she resisted the urge to hurl the entire dining table against Hisham's fat head. The slave master clapped his hands to summon a silent azgar, to whom he rattled swift instructions. The swordsman bowed low, and then straightened to face Sev, expressionless.

"I also think ..." Ahmose's further comment halted Sev before she could rise. His smile deepened as he looked across the table at their host. "I also think it would be well if we send her kinsman and friends to escort her. Do you not agree?"

If this were an attempt at subtlety, Ahmose shot leagues short of his usual mark. A more blatant dismissal of unwanted ears, Sev could scarce imagine. However, Anardil displayed only calm attentiveness, and she told herself that he and Ahmose might have struck upon the same idea as she, rendering this part of a greater plan. Hisham, meanwhile, beamed in oily pleasure.

"Yes, of course. How tedious it must be to listen in on boring talk, particularly when in a language not one's own? By all means, let them go with her. Oh, but by the way ..." Hisham's eyes glittered hard as stones even though he smiled. "She will not bear any weapons."


Tight-mouthed, Sev removed her Rohirrim sword and her belt knife, and very deliberately handed them to Ishan. The caravan master accepted both gravely and laid them beside his seat.

Sev was not entirely sure how she found herself following Hisham's azgar with Sewulf, Anardil, Tom and both elves at her heels. Yet when she glanced back, Hisham leaned to pour more green tea for Ahmose, while young Ratib stoically looked on. Only Ishan watched her go, his dark eyes seeming to will her to some sort of comprehension. Nadim's small hand slipped into hers, and she gratefully heard the door fall closed behind them.

That relief proved fleeting, however, when she faced the view from the slave master's veranda. Beneath gloomy, mist-shrouded peaks, the devastation of the valley yawned hollow and oozing at her feet. She felt the hair rising on the back of her neck, and knew without looking that Celebsul and Aerio stood directly behind her. Then Anardil's hand touched her waist, jolting her from her reverie, and she glanced to see the azgar beckoning them.

"You come," he said. "You come."

Down the stone pathway, they followed him, and thence onto a narrow path which wended down the steep hillside and amongst the groping vines. When Sev looked up, she saw armed men prowling the higher reaches, bows and swords in their hands. Suppressing a shiver, she quickened her pace.

***

"Now we may speak freely, Kûn Hisham." Ahmose nodded to the slave master, and then braced both palms on his knees and inclined his head to Ishan, as a malak to his azgar.

Understanding, Ishan rose to his feet and took up a position by the door, hand on the hilt of his sword.

Hisham's eyes followed the man then returned to Ahmose, brows raised. "Indeed Khôr Ahmose. I see you have engaged Tamar's escaped tiger."

"Yes. He has proved very useful," the malak said cryptically. "He will be well rewarded, as will all who prove their loyalty and increase my means."

"You travel in strange company, khôr. Surely these foreigners threaten your means." 

"Kûn Hisham, it is your role to keep this mine fruitful. By what I have seen thus far, you serve your purpose with great efficiency. I do not expect you to involve yourself in the webs of diplomacy that a malak must negotiate. Suffice to say that Tamar, amongst his many errors, allowed the presence of this place to become known. Indeed, he fed rumors that Rohirrim slaves might be here. I am very gratified to 'see' no evidence of that."

Hisham's slow, smug smile answered, and Ahmose continued.

"It pleases me to find you an intelligent and resourceful man. Our guests will leave, content that we have nothing of value to them, but, Kûn Hisham, what is of value to them is of far greater value to the House Minul. There may come a time when our negotiations require unusual ammunition."

***

A long, low building stood out from the hillside, half-shrouded in vines. Its roof appeared made of long, thickly layered leaves, and the walls only came partway up, leaving the upper third open to the outside air. The azgar halted his unwanted guests with a rigid arm and hard glare.

"No men," he said sternly. "Woman only."

Sewulf, his scars twisting the left side of his face into a frown that matched the disapproval upon the right, growled, "She goes nowhere alone."

Silently cursing this overprotective attitude and wondering how Sewulf managed to succeed as a trader with his disposition, Sev stepped between her cousin and the baleful azgar to address the swordsman. "I will need someone to assist me."

The man shook his head stubbornly. "Woman inside. She help." 

Sev sighed regretfully. "Unfortunately, I speak your language poorly." Laying a hand on Nadim's shoulder, she asked, "Might I take the boy with me to translate?"

While the swordsman examined Nadim closely, Sev gave Sewulf a narrow-eyed warning to behave himself and added, "My kinsman and friends will remain here."

Unable to find any obvious danger in the undersized boy hanging on the foreign woman's arm, the azgar consented with a reluctant wave of his hand. 

Deliberately mispronouncing the phrase, Sev responded, "Ameseghinallehu." Then heart suddenly pounding, she looked to Anardil, who simply offered her a small, warm smile.

"Go ahead, love," he said quietly. "We won't be far."

Uncertain if she truly deserved the confidence shining in his eyes, Sev nodded jerkily and turned away. One quick breath and she stepped through the doorframe with Nadim following behind. This hakem bet, she realized, was the closest thing to a place of healing these poor people would ever find. Bundles of herbs hung from low rafters, along with several gourd drinking vessels, whilst perhaps a dozen narrow pallets lined the walls. Most of these were empty, little more than woven mats with thin blankets folded at the foot. But upon some lay motionless forms, their very silence raising the hair on Sev's neck. Two were men, bent bundles of sticks who barely seemed to breathe. On the right, separated by a curtain of woven grass lay two women. One so old and fragile she almost looked dead already. The other, swollen with child and obviously near her term, tossed fitfully in a sweat soaked sleep. Two were half-grown children, though whether boys or girls she could not tell, clad as they were in shapeless tunics.

Something moved amidst the dimness, and a woman rose from a low stool in the corner. The woman drew a ragged hijab across her face and stepped swiftly to meet her guest. But before Sev could formulate a greeting, the woman's gaze went past Sev's shoulder, eyes widening ere she sank to both knees. Then, to Sev's dismay, she bowed completely prostrate at the Rohirrim woman's feet murmuring a repetitive litany beyond Sev's comprehension.

"She beg protection from the shining eyes," whispered Nadim. "She never see elves before."

Stricken with horror, Sev spun to see matching shock on Aerio's and Anardil's faces, whilst Celebsul, gaze fixed upon some distant point, appeared carved from ice.

"Go!" Sev hissed, gesturing violently with both hands. "Go away, you're frightening her!"

Anardil understood, urging their elven friends to move from view. But when Sev turned back, the poor Haradrim woman remained a motionless heap of humility, and Sev felt her lunch congeal to stone in her stomach.

"Please," Sev said softly, and knelt on the dirt floor, hand poised over but not touching the woman's bent back. "Please do not fear. I am your friend. I am here to help."

She watched the thin fabric of the woman's dress shudder to an indrawn breath, and sat back as the poor creature carefully straightened to a more ordinary kneeling position. Ink dark eyes gazed at Sev across the tattered hijab, beautiful eyes as limpid as a fawn's, but in them gleamed only fear.

"I am your friend," Sev repeated gently, and stood and held down her hand. "Please. Let me help. Nadim, tell her."

Squatting beside the woman, the boy spoke quickly, repeating Sev's words and adding reassurances of his own.

A long moment passed before the woman lifted slender fingers, and Sev effortlessly raised her to her feet.

"Will you tell me your name?" Sev asked. Touching her own breast, for she knew not whether this woman could understand Westron, she said, "I am Sev. Sev."

Soft dark eyes blinked, and then the woman lowered her gaze and softly spoke. 

"Kamilah."

Just a single word, but Sev knew it to be her name.

Glancing fearfully toward the doorway, the Haradrim woman swallowed and murmured a soft question to which Nadim replied negatively and launched a long recitation filled with repetitions of Aerio's name. Sev gave up trying to follow the child's rapid words and simply watched the woman's expression shift from fear to disbelief to a wary hope that vanished with the sudden interruption of the azgar 's strident voice.

Bowing low, the woman signed her acceptance of his orders. The swordsman frowned into the dimness then turned away with a sneer. The sound of his footsteps subsequently crunched away, much to the relief of both Sev and her reluctant hostess.

***

Perhaps thirty yards above the healer's hut, Sev's male companions sought patience in various ways. Sewulf opted to scowl at the torn, mucky hillside as a whole. Tom peered about in frank curiosity. Celebsul and Aerio, meanwhile, held their own soft-voiced discussion, excluding their mortal companions.

The quiet words passing between the elves were spoken in a tongue seldom heard in the lands of men. Unfamiliar with the tone and manner of these most alien of his charges, Hisham's azgar stared stonily into the distance. Anardil, however, recognized only too well that Celebsul's gentle nature had hardened to brittleness; even Aerio seemed disconcerted by his master's icy rage. Whatever the two whispered, confusion and anger soon melted from the young elf's features to be replaced by a trace of his usual smirk. The swordsman's attention focused sharply when Aerio spoke in Haradric.

"But master, you fail to appreciate the cunning methods and devices these clever men have wrought. Judging by the smoke and steam I have seen issuing from the ground, I surmise the miners heat the harder rock faces by means of fire, and then they pour cold water upon the rock to fracture it." Turning to the azgar, Aerio said, "Perhaps our esteemed escort will confirm this."

The man squinted with stern suspicion, but he allowed, "Yes, that is so."

"Ah, excellent, inspired." A smile beamed upon the elf's handsome face. "And by what ingenious apparatus do they raise the ore and pump water?"

Thawing slightly, the azgar responded, "By horse-driven drums, and a rag and chain pump."

"A rag and chain pump! I have never even heard of such a wonder, not even amongst the dwarves. Could you describe the mechanism?" Aerio's eyes danced with avid curiosity.

The azgar blew a long-suffering breath, but replied readily enough. "It has pipes made from tree trunks. Chain loops with rags tied to them circle through the pipes forcing the water up."

Staring in what seemed utter disbelief, Aerio protested, "Surely such an extraordinary contraption is not feasible. I cannot even imagine it."

"You doubt my word?" The swordsman scowled. "I tell you it is so."

"Ah, and I believe you," Aerio reassured. "It is simply that I fail to visualize such a miraculous contrivance." Turning to Anardil, the elf asked, "Can you comprehend this rag and chain pump?"

"No, I can't. Though I wish I could." Anardil understood the device well enough, but he also understood Aerio's plan. "Perhaps we might be permitted to see it in operation?"

Before the azgar could respond, Aerio added his own enthusiastic plea. "What an excellent idea. May we do that? We won't touch anything or interfere with the work. If only I could witness the equipment, I would be able to sing the praises of Haradrim ingenuity."

The azgar, either responding to Aerio's compliments or trying to shut him up, nodded slowly. "Very well."

He cast a final wary glance towards the healer's shelter, but seemed to accept its quietude as sign that all was well. "You stay!" he barked at Sewulf and Tom, and cast a warning glance at the armed guards still pacing the slopes above. Then with a curt gesture, he motioned Anardil and the elves to follow.

***

Hearing the sound of footsteps outside, Nadim ran to peep out the door, then reported, "Kûn Sewulf and Tom stay, but elves and Dil go up mountain. Why?" 

Mindful of Kamilah's listening ears, Sev sought an innocuous reason for the men to go looking about. "Aerio probably spotted some piece of equipment he's never seen before. They'll be fine. We've our own tasks to do, Nadim."

"Yes, kali," the boy replied and hurried back to her side. "We help people?"

"We'll try," Sev answered, and then added silently the thought that they might also discover some useful information.

Believing it best Kamilah remain ignorant of her ability, limited though it was, to understand Haradric, Sev began a subtle interrogation of the woman through Nadim. Sprinkled amongst her questions, mostly concerning the patients within the hakem bet and the nature of the ailments treated here, were inquiries about the number of slaves, their jobs and the day-to-day operations of the community.

"It must be hard here," Sev said. "So much work must require many hands. Surely Kûn Hisham makes sure no one is treated unfairly."

Through Nadim, the woman replied hesitantly, "Yes, very hard. Many hands here, work all the time. Mans sick much."

Nodding in sympathy, Sev said, "Then it is good he has you to tend them. You must be great comfort to your people."

"Yes, I help, but mans sometimes die. Kûn Hisham angry when mans die."

"Do the women also work in the mines? And children?"

"Sometimes. Not in dark. Outside, move rocks. Childrens work, too."

"I see you have gardens. Do you grow all your own herbs, or can you find some in the forest?"

And so Sev's investigation went, inquiry carefully cloaked in sympathy. Once or twice, Kamilah hesitated and glanced fearfully toward the open doorway, as if expecting the reappearance of the azgar, but she answered every question honestly. Or so Sev judged. 

Other questions, the ones that mattered most, could not be dealt with at an angle; yet Sev hesitated to ask them. Some instinct prevented her from asking about Rohirrim prisoners, and she was careful to monitor Nadim's words so that he released no inadvertent information. While waiting for Nadim to translate a question concerning a bundle of herbs, Sev attempted to pinpoint the reasons for her hesitancy. 

Was it a case of wishing to avoid hearing that there were no slaves here of Rohirrim or Gondorian backgrounds? Fear that they had arrived too late to do any good? Or was it reluctance to involve Nadim in this subterfuge? A fine apprenticeship she was giving him. Or was it Kamilah? Any information gained could be traced back to this one source. Hisham would exact the highest penalty possible for any knowledge learned. Was it worth the woman's life to find out what she knew? Didn't Anardil and the others have more chance of discovering what was needed? Blast it; she would never make a proper spy if she remained so concerned about the niceties of the situation.

Kamilah broke off as the gravid girl moaned "Muk" from her pallet. But the Haradrim woman did not move to her patient's side until receiving Sev's permission. From her position upon the room's one stool, Sev watched as Kamilah dipped a cloth in a basin to lave the girl's forehead. Here was the key to her reluctance to question the woman. By habit, she sought permission from someone for each of her actions. Thus, it could be expected that she would report every word and act as well. Reviewing what had been said, Sev concluded she had gained all it was presently safe to discover. 

Satisfied that she could set aside her role as calculating observer for the moment, Sev moved to kneel beside the old woman whose dark eyes now studied the girl tossing beside her. Paper-thin skin creased by decades of wrinkles stretched tight as the woman gestured a hand toward the girl.

In a reedy voice, she said, "Tiru no, Yaseema, tiru no."

Unasked, Nadim translated, "She say, 'it is good,' kali." Without waiting to be directed, he dipped a gourd into the water bucket and carried it to the woman.

Sev nodded and slipped an arm under the old woman to steady her as she drank. "Ask if there is anything we can do to help her, Nadim."

The old woman beamed a toothless smile at the boy and patted his arm at his question, then pointed to a string of pale yellow fruit hanging from the ceiling. Easing the woman back onto her pallet, Sev rose and reached for her belt knife to cut the fruit, only to come up empty. 

"Blast, Hisham," Sev muttered, unwilling to reveal the knives fastened to her forearms. "Nadim, find me a knife." 

With a grin, the boy reached into his boot and pulled out a thin blade. 

"Where…" Sev began only to be interrupted.

"Kûn Sewulf gave it me. Dil said was good." The boy nodded importantly and began to slice the pink-fleshed fruit. "Need to keep kali safe." 

Suddenly aware that Kamilah was watching this exchange intently, Sev bit back her opinion regarding the arming of small boys, and motioned him to take the fruit to the old woman. From the other side of the grass curtain, a singsong muttering began. One of the men must have awakened. Picking up the water bucket, Sev ignored Kamilah's soft protest and pushed aside the curtain.

What she saw shocked a gasp of horror from her throat. Every visible inch of the man's pale, emaciated body was strewn with spots and eruptions, which crowded one another like lesions on the skin of some ghastly fruit. Septic fluids oozed and the man's bared gums were equally ruined, once-strong teeth gone dark with rot. The rasping breathing of constant agony was the only proof the man yet lived. Clearly, Kamilah had endeavored to keep the man clean, for a basin and fresh cloth lay near the man's feet. But for an awful instant, Sev expected to see blood, rather than clean water, and a grim Rohirrim surgeon with his knife. However, there was only Kamilah, twittering fragile-voiced warnings behind her.

Taking shallow breaths until she regained control of her stomach, Sev continued to ignore Kamilah, who went so far as abandoning her pregnant patient to tug at Sev's sleeve, in an effort to prevent her from moving further. 

"Kali, she say, 'no go, not proper you…" Nadim's words ended in a gasp that brought Sev around quickly to block the boy's view. 

"Ask Kamilah if others may get what the man has by touching him, Nadim." As the boy paled, Sev put the bucket down to settle on her haunches before him. "Do not forget, Nadim, I am a healer. Did I not fix Dil? He is better now, isn't he? I will make certain that you stay well. The man would not be here if others could get sick being near him, but it is best to check. So ask her, please."

Stammering over the words, Nadim asked. 

"Yellem, kali, yellem," replied Kamilah firmly, and continued with an explanation that restored the color to Nadim's face. Nonetheless, Sev was hard pressed to keep her own features blank as the boy related the details in broken Westron.

"Man sick of water in mine. Old part. Not used now. He here long time."

"Very well. Fetch me a piece of that fruit, please."

Both she and the boy ignored a renewal of Kamilah's fluttery warnings. Nadim hurried to get the fruit, then came back with it in hand and said hesitantly, "Kamilah say not good you help mans. You kali, not wuvin."

"And what do you think?" Sev asked accepting both the fruit and the small knife from the boy. 

His face screwed up in thought; then with a sigh similar to those Sev often heard from Sewulf and Anardil, he said, "You stop Qutaiba when other stand and watch. You help mans." With a determined look upon his face, he turned and spoke sharply to the Haradrim woman, "Tiru no." 

Whether it was the imperious finger the boy pointed, or the stern frown upon the Rohirrim healer's face, Kamilah bowed low and returned to her place beside the young Yaseema. To Sev's amusement, the ancient woman paused in licking juice from her fingers to bestow a toothless smile and a wink. 

Leaning forward, Sev said, "You go talk to the old woman. You know the questions I've been asking."

"Yes, kali. I do." Heaving a grateful sigh and giving the grass curtain a final frightened glance, Nadim scampered back to settle chattering beside the old woman.

Releasing a deep breath and rising to her feet, Sev tucked the fruit inside her tunic and slipped the boy's knife into her belt. Wondering silently if Anardil ever experienced the feeling that the situation had gotten totally out of his control, she pushed aside the grass curtain again. 

Chapter Thirty-One

While Aerio kept the azgar's attention by praising various contraptions that the young elf could no doubt improve on a thousand-fold, Celebsul and Anardil exchanged quiet words in Sindarin.

"What are your thoughts, Master Celebsul?" Anardil asked.

The elf gazed rigidly about the mine's shaft, strewn with rubble and cluttered with ugly chunks of iron machinery. Around them wafted metallic odors of torn rock and stone, and the chill, damp breath of the earth's deepest places.

"Not even the dwarves at their greediest ever created an abomination like this," he replied thinly. He turned glittering eyes on Anardil, and the former Ranger only barely resisted the urge to step back. "I would wish this place destroyed. I would wish the mountain cast down to bury its wounds, and the forest returned to hide its shame. I would wish the men who engineered this evil shut up in the prison of their own works, to watch the endless dark."

Then something shifted and saddened in Celebsul's grey eyes. "But the world is no longer ours, my friend. A new age has begun, and we must let it pass into other hands."

A pang of melancholy stabbed Anardil with unexpected strength, and he swallowed as he lifted a hand to almost, but not quite, touch his friend's shoulder.

"But now Ahmose owns this," he said. "He is a good man. Perhaps you could advise him in better ways."

"Perhaps." Celebsul took a breath and abruptly shifted into a more practical mien.

"Some of the machinery is not in operation," he observed. "Though it has been used recently."

"Aye," Anardil agreed. "The handle of this winch remains set at a height that would not be comfortable for most of the men we see here."

Celebsul eyed the device with cold contempt. "It seems the mine is not working at full capacity. By the evidence of the destruction wrought here, I would not expect such inefficiency."

"Some of the slaves are missing," Anardil concluded. "Why - we can guess. Where they are, and in what condition …"

***

"The profits have remained good, then?" Ahmose asked, looking sternly across his tea.

Hisham nodded deeply, both hands pressed together. "We waste no effort, Khôr Ahmose, and we have consistently secured the best prices for our tin ore."

"Have you the records, that I may see them? I would trust your old master commanded you to keep such details for his scrutiny."

"Of course." Hisham bowed in his seat. He clapped his hands and a silent servant appeared. "Bring the master's books," he commanded.

"For the past five years," Ahmose added, and hardened his gaze. "I will know to the penny what your services have been worth, what this mine costs to run, and how much has been earned from it."

Smiling nervously, Hisham bowed again. "Of course, most honorable one."

The servant left, disappearing through a side doorway. Ahmose smiled and relaxed with his tea.

"To honor service with its due," he said, "has always been my practice. When my own masters are pleased, then I am pleased, as well, and those who serve me are richly rewarded. Do you understand, Kûn Hisham?"

The slave master's dark eyes gleamed. "Of course, Khôr Ahmose."

Moments later, the servant returned with his arms full of heavy leather-bound ledgers. At Ahmose's nod, he set them on the lacquered table. Ratib knelt and turned the volumes to face his malak.

"Come, Hisham," said Ahmose, and opened the first ledger in a crackling of heavy parchment. "Help me understand what I will see."

With an oily smile, Hisham hitched himself forward to scan the ledger's pages.

***

Careful to let no sign of her distaste show, Sev knelt beside the thin pallet. Eyes closed and humming in a repetitious singsong tune, the man gave no sign of being aware of her presence. Then without warning, his eyes opened and his black-splotched hand reached for her sleeve. Sev's quick exclamation of surprise set the man to cackling. As his grip tightened and he felt the knives hidden beneath the cloth, the man's laughter increased until it descended into a fit of coughing. 

Mad though he might be, he remained a human being in need. Helping him upright, Sev scooped water into the drinking gourd and held it to the man's lips. Greedily, he drank, and then dropped back onto the pallet in exhaustion. 

Breathing heavily, he studied Sev. Though the poor illumination of the place played tricks, the color of his eyes was undeniable. They were blue, blue as no Haradrim's could ever be. His tangled hair owned no discernable color: perhaps grey, perhaps not. His mouth worked to produce a recognizable sound, but nothing beyond gibberish emerged. Plucking the battered fruit from inside her tunic, Sev took up the knife received from Nadim and began to slice off chunks of the sweetly scented fruit. His agitation eased somewhat as he savored each bite. One at a time, she fed them to the man, all the while keeping up a stream of idle chatter meant to calm her own nerves and gazing straight into the faded blue of the man's rheumy eyes.

"Poor fellow," she murmured in Westron. "You should be home with your grandchildren by a warm hearth. Do you know how I despise this place? I have learned there are new depths to human wickedness, and it is a lesson I could do without."

After devouring nearly half the fruit, the man turned his head away and refused to accept another piece. Instead, he reached toward the small knife. Sev lifted the blade beyond his reach and frowned as he closed his eyes - those strange, blue eyes - and again took up the singsong Haradric tune. Ever mindful of the audience listening from the other side of the grass curtain, Sev did not dare blurt out the questions she wished to ask. 

Then the man's tune changed and Sev found herself scarcely able to breathe. In broken, reedy gasps, the man muttered in the cadence of a riddle:

"Ic eom rices æht, reade bewæfed: stið ond steapwong, staþol wæs iu þa." 
 

Numb with shock, Sev's mind registered the verse, ere the fellow sighed and slipped back into Haradric. 'Power and treasure for a prince to hold: Hard and steep-cheeked, wrapped in red.' The words were those of a riddle common in Rohan.

Throwing caution aside, Sev leaned forward to hiss into the man's ear, "Saga hwæt ic hatte."

The man's blue eyes opened, suddenly keen with sly understanding, and his smile revealed blackened gums. He looked towards the knife and answered the puzzle. "Cnif, hlæfdige."

This man at least must be of Rohan. "Are there others?" Sev asked in the same tongue. "Where? How many?"

But rather than answers, she received another rasping verse: "Hige sceal þe heardra, heorte þe cenre, mod sceal þe mare, þe ure mægen lytlað." 

A voice spoke beyond the curtain, the young woman gasping something in breathless anxiety. Alerted by an exclamation from Nadim, Sev sat back and tucked the knife away. She was staring in bewilderment at the again-delirious man when Kamilah pushed through the frail barrier. With an insistence at odds with her previous behavior, the Haradrim woman spoke rapidly and motioned Sev to move beyond the curtain. Bowing low and gesturing urgently toward the door, Kamilah made it clear it was time for the visitors to go. 

Nadim, indignation stamped clearly upon his young face, drew himself up to argue with the woman, but stopped at a small shake of Sev's head. To press their luck now would lead to disaster for all. Better to retreat and return to fight again later. A sharp cry broke the tension, and both women wheeled to see Yaseema twisting on her pallet, fists clenched and jaw tight. Kamilah hissed insistently at her unwelcome guests, her meaning needing no translation.

"Come, Nadim," said Sev, and held out her hand.

Another cry from the pregnant girl goaded them out the door, where woman and boy breathed clear air gratefully. Sewulf and Tom turned towards them, one scowling, the other frowning in concern, and together they started downhill. Swiftly Sev made her way to meet them.

In low-voiced tension, Sewulf asked, "What did you find?"

By way of reply, Sev spoke the sick man's final verse. "Our hearts must grow 

resolute, our courage more valiant ..."

When she cocked a meaningful eyebrow at him, Sewulf slowly completed it: "Our spirits must be greater, though our strength grows less."

Glancing up the hill in the direction Anardil and the elves had gone, Sev nodded stiffly. "Aye, so I was told by a patient within."

Sewulf's gaze also turned uphill and swept the torn, fissured mountainside around them. "So they are here…. but where?"

"That, I was not able to discover."

"In mines," Nadim chirped, and all three adults stared down at him. Nodding emphatically, he said, "Old woman say baby father in dark place. Say not proper lady have baby when no mans there."

Sev caught the boy's shoulder. "When did she say that?"

"When I talk her. Other lady hurt with baby. It make old woman sad." Nadim's white grin bloomed large. "I ask questions, same like you and Dil. Very clever, me."

Tom snorted and shook his head. "Boy's a chip off the ol' block."

Sev sighed at the thought of Nadim becoming an apprentice in the arts of calculating observation under Dil's tutelage. Then she held up the knife Sewulf had given the boy. 

"And whose idea was this?"

Sewulf only shrugged.


"My right as an older brother," he replied. All four turned at a clattering of rocks above, and they saw the azgar returning with Anardil and the elves close behind, coming down the steep, stony path. Jaw tightening, Sewulf murmured, "Now maybe we'll see ..."

Another flash of movement alerted them closer at hand, and they turned to see Kamilah fleeing from the healer's hut, her hijab drawn close about her face as she sped towards another path leading up the mountain. Upwards, and straight towards Hisham's fine house.

"Blast!" snarled Tom.

Despite a brief flare of anger that Kamilah's fear overruled her responsibility for her patients, Sev sighed and shook her head.

"She has no choice," she replied. "It may mean her death, if she did not speak. Come, we must be prepared for anything."


With that, she drew herself up sternly, Sewulf and Tom following suit, and they braced themselves to hear whatever Anardil and the elves may have learned. She could only pray that Anardil and Ahmose had their keenest wits working, for her own efforts may have just cost them dearly.

***

"So the work force has remained at about three hundred men?" asked Ahmose.

Under his fingers lay a page written in long columns, each entry a name penned in curling Haradrim script. Beside occasional names, notes and dates were scrawled, cryptic in wording but clear in meaning. "Fled. Punished." "Sick. Finished." "Injured. Disposed." "Childbirth. Finished." Thus were marked the lives and deaths of humble slaves.

"Yes, Khôr," Hisham replied. "During the war our numbers rose; the need for metals, you understand. But some of our workforce was inferior, imported workers, if you understand, and it proved a troublesome time."

Fingers of chill traced a path along Ahmose's scalp, as the veiled meaning became clear. Imported workers. Prisoners of war.

"Have we any of those inferior workers left?" he asked, giving Hisham a stern look. "Are they an impediment to the work?"

"Few," Hisham replied with a quick smile. "Very few. Though they still sometimes prove problematic to operations. They can be easily removed, if you order it."

"No," Ahmose replied quickly - perhaps too quickly. "Let be for now."

He turned another page, and then several more, before coming to a page of columns which made him pause. Most of the entries were crossed out, and the names themselves appeared very odd. Certainly not Haradrim, and he frowned as he tried to sound them out. What sort of name was "Ehmon" or "Wafgur" or "Conolm"?

"Pay those no mind," Hisham said, flicking his hand above the page. "Most are gone. The unworthy ones. It was an unfortunate experiment with inferior tools."

Cold, Ahmose felt the chill of the mountain mists seep into his very bones. He had spent enough time with Esiwmas and his family and traders of Minas Tirith that his mind abruptly provided translation without bidding. Éomund. Wulfgar. Coenhelm. All Rohirrim names. Scores of Rohirrim names. All but a few drawn through with heavy, final lines of ink. Not even dates were noted.

"Of course," Ahmose replied, and again felt the slowness of his response.

He closed the ledger and Ratib silently set it aside with the other volumes. Ahmose looked at Hisham levelly.

"We cannot allow inefficiency. Now I would like to learn about shipments. Tell me how the ore is transported, and how many days it takes to reach its market."

Did he see suspicion in Hisham's beady eyes? Ahmose could not say, and the slave master obligingly launched into detailed discussion of the ore's handling. You are an old fool, Ahmose told himself, and you have gotten soft and slow since the war. Desperately he hoped that Anardil and his friends would remain clever and safe. His task remained to render Hisham harmless, either by guile or by force, until the truth of the Rohirrim slaves could be uncovered. Whether he had hours, days or minutes in which to work, Ahmose realized he had no way to know.


Where were the remaining Rohirrim slaves?

***

Anardil frowned as he descended the steep path from the mine, passing his gaze over the eroded hillside around him. What had just tingled down his spine, like a whisper almost heard? Undoubtedly the ghastly damage done to this place preyed upon a man's spirit, even if not as keenly as it did the elves'. Nonetheless, his unease deepened when he looked ahead to see Sev waiting with Sewulf and Tom, and he recognized lines of tension in their faces.

Nadim took Anardil's hand as he joined them, and clung without a word. Anardil offered Sev a wan smile but did not speak.

"Remarkable!" Aerio exclaimed breezily, as he came to a halt and looked at his friends. "They have such fantastical machines to facilitate their labors. What a pity I have not time to study their designs - why, I'm certain a person could scrutinize them for endless time and discern new wonders at every moment. By the way, Mistress Sev, were you able to render assistance to the needy as you desired?"

"Perhaps," Sev replied, mindful of their unwelcome guide's scowl. "I tried to offer kindness, at least."

"There's my lady," said Anardil warmly.

"Though I fear I frightened my hostess."

She tilted her head to indicate the now-distant figure of Kamilah, her skirts and hijab a-flutter as the woman ascended the last distance to Hisham's house.

"A pity," murmured Celebsul. "She should have known your kindness never offers harm."

Sev's heart thudded as she struggled for one last bit of subterfuge, a means to relay her discoveries even under the enemy's eyes.

"Yes, a pity. A healer's duty is ever to help those in need." She looked squarely in Anardil's face, willing him to understand. "Especially those who must dwell in darkness."

Sev watched Anardil's eyes narrow, saw Celebsul's brow lift ever so slightly, and felt her tension slightly ease. She had been understood. Further than this, she did not see a path.

The azgar then stepped forward, clearly annoyed with such pointless conversation. "We go," he said. "Go back now. Come."

***

"What concerns me," said Ahmose, hands folded beside the stack of ledgers, "is the renewed interest of our neighbors to the north."

"Even so, Khôr," said Hisham. "My old master spoke often of the long noses of the northerners."

A door banged out of sight, followed by rushing footsteps and a shout of alarm. Ratib sprang to his feet even as Ishan stepped between Ahmose and the source of the commotion. A slave woman appeared, followed by a confused-looking azgar, and she flung herself prostrate beside Hisham's seat.

"Forgive me, master!" she gasped, winded from her hasty arrival. "Forgive me!"

"Speak, girl," ordered Hisham.

"The foreign woman -." The slave girl gulped for breath again, though she remained bent to the floor. "She was asking questions. She spoke to the sick ones. She even talked to the dying one."

Hisham eyed the girl's bent form, but his attention appeared to focus elsewhere. A hesitation, then he said, "It is as I permitted. The foreign woman has my leave. Go back to your duties."

"Yes, master." Bowing to the floor once more, the girl gathered herself to leave.

Hisham meanwhile looked to his azgar and said, "See that she returns to work."


Thereupon he dismissed them both with an odd little flick of both hands. The azgar bowed as the girl backed towards the door, whereupon both passed from view. Only then did Ishan retreat to his post against the wall, while young Ratib remained watchfully standing.

Hisham looked at Ahmose and smiled through a vast sigh. "Please pardon the disruption, honored one. You see the difficulties of this place - the littlest things require wiser minds to resolve."

"Yes, I understand," Ahmose replied, though something in Hisham's manner struck him oddly. Since he could not identify it, however, he continued his original thought. "Now, to the matter at hand."

"At your will, Khôr Ahmose."

"I speak now of the Gondorian king. He and his councilors offer trade agreements and treaties to us, as building blocks of peace, they say. He promises leniency in import tariffs, but at the same time he would meddle with the source of the very goods they claim they will buy."

"It is as I have heard, Khôr."

"What troubles me is how far those long noses may probe. It would not do for them to disrupt our commerce and production, nor those who oversee them. Do you understand, Kûn Hisham?"

The slave master's brows lowered and his lips pursed. "Yes, I believe I do."

"Therefore I think I shall have you come to Markato for a time. You shall oversee operations from that end until I am certain no problems will arise." Ahmose cast the man a meaningful glance and added, "Men such as you are seldom found."

Hisham's eyes squinted above an especially unctuous smile. "Thank you, honored one. It is my duty to serve."

"In the meanwhile, you will assist me in assuring that all is in order, should the King of Gondor probe more deeply. I'm certain there are certain ... details, which you and your former master kept carefully shielded from prying eyes."

"We have little to fear," Hisham replied, and picked up his tea. "In fact, we have less to worry about than when you arrived."

His dark eyes glittered as he lifted his cup to his lips, and Ahmose felt his belly grow cold.

"Speak plainly, Kûn Hisham," he ordered. "I have little patience for riddles."

Hisham shrugged languidly, and set his cup back on its saucer with a brittle click. "Only that I have ordered the remedy of our largest problem. A reduction of inventory, if you will, in inferior and increasingly dangerous tools." A thin smile tipped the ends of his moustache. "You may strike out their number with your own hand, if you wish."

Horror washed over Ahmose in a crashing wave, understanding and bitter self-recrimination. He had misjudged, he had miscalculated, and the azgar who had just left them must be halfway across the mine's operating area by now. Nor could Ahmose find any words to reply.

***

Chapter Thirty-Two

Between one step and the next on the rubble-strewn path, Anardil gasped to a shock of dizziness. His heart leapt to a frantic pace and suddenly he could not breathe, and he caught himself just before he stumbled and fell.

"Anardil?"

He heard Sev's concern, saw her face swimming before him, but what on earth -? For reasons beyond his grasp, he suddenly felt ... fear. Terror that shot through him and left him lightheaded, but it was not his own - not him - outside? Abruptly he snapped his gaze uphill, towards Hisham's stone house.

"Ahmose!" he breathed.

"What of him?" growled Sewulf, his dark expression an echo of Sev's visible worry.

"I don't -."

Not Ahmose. Ahmose, but not -. Why could he not name it? Fear, but for what? It faded, now, left only a sick-sinking feeling in his stomach, but behind it washed a growing sense of doom that oddly refused to subside. Rather it grew, crawling with such intensity that he spun to see if an enemy were behind him - but he saw only Celebsul's puzzled expression.

"Master Celebsul - help me?"

Why he asked this, Anardil did not know, but it suddenly felt like a very right thing to do. The elf stepped up beside him and met his eyes gravely.

"What do you sense?" he asked in quiet Sindarin.

"Fear."

"Whose?"

"Ahmose. But not ... I do not think he fears for himself."

"Then for whom?"

Anardil stood very still, aware of his companions watching him, of the azgar scowling with growing impatience. However, he dismissed all of it, trying instead to gather the formless threads of his alarm, though it felt ethereal as catching spider webs on the breeze.

"Others," he breathed, and the certainty abruptly sharpened to a razor point. "Here!"

He and Celebsul turned to see two of Hisham's azgars scrambling across an isolated slope, towards the dark opening of an abandoned shaft.

Sev's words returned to him, "Those who must dwell in darkness..."
"Tom!" barked Anardil. "Put our friend down for a nap!"

The big man's fist flashed, the azgar dropped, and Anardil was already running. The two elves bounded after him and Anardil slashed his arm ahead.

"Go!" he cried. "Stop them!"

Celebsul and Aerio leapt past him as if shot from twin bows, leaving their mortal companions to scramble more slowly across the tumbled hillside. In their wake, Sev stumbled to a halt and heaved a breath of exasperation. What business had she in rushing to confront armed men in dark, dank holes in the ground? Nadim, already fled beyond her reach, raced to catch up with Anardil. Her heart lurched after them both, but then a muffled cry reached her ears. Turning, she gazed back down at the leaf-roofed hut wherein lay a young girl in the final stages of labor. Where the timid little healer might be, Sev did not know, nor did she care. She knew where her duty lay.

When Anardil glanced back, Sev gestured to indicate her intention, and received his nod of understanding. Down the path, she strode, sliding betimes in the broken earth, but firm in her purpose. Moments later, she stepped into the hakem bet. In the corner of her vision, she noted the old woman's toothless grin of approval, but Sev had eyes only for the girl twisting painfully under the great swell of her belly.

"Shhh," Sev murmured as she knelt and touched the girl's brow. Dark eyes popped open to stare up at her in confusion, and Sev offered a faint smile. 

"Tiru no," she said softly. "I will help you."

Puzzlement furrowed the girl's sweat-damp brow, but then it smoothed and her gaze softened. She nodded once and sucked in a long, ragged breath.

"That's right," Sev said. "Just breathe. Your child is coming, and we will see it safely into the world."

Thus in a place of sadness and gloom, Sev and the girl-woman, Yaseema, set to the work of performing nature's greatest miracle. 

***

Ahmose used movement to firm his composure, turning his teacup slightly on its saucer. When he looked up, he fixed Hisham with his most baleful stare.

"You presume much, Kûn Hisham," he said, teeth clipping the words short.

Hisham merely smiled and settled deeper among his cushions.

"Do I?" Purposefully or not, he mimicked Ahmose's gesture in idly moving his teacup. "My former master taught me many things, Khôr Ahmose. Foremost of his lessons is the need for a clever man to think several steps ahead of his adversaries. Those people who sniff and roam about our workings are not our friends. They are the foes of Harad, and the minions of Gondor's upstart king. I have done you a favor, honored one."

Daintily he lifted his cup to drink, only thinly masking the gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. Ahmose looked briefly towards Ishan, standing stone-faced against the wall, and Hisham lowered his cup to chuckle.

"Oh, there is no need for that," said the slave master. "If you are but patient, you will doubtless hear the rumble of your troubles disappearing soon. Very soon."

He lifted one hand and snapped his fingers sharply. Instantly two azgar appeared from a doorway to Ahmose's left, and two more appeared from his right. Ishan's sword sang from its scabbard as he sprang to Ahmose's side, but Ahmose had seen what the others did not.

"Now, now," he said chidingly, and a genuine smile bloomed across his face. "Should we not look to Kûn Hisham's well-being, first?"

For Hisham lay sprawled rigid as a post across his fine cushions, whilst young Ratib's left fist clenched in his greasy hair, and Ratib's shining blade caressed the slave master's throat. Hisham's swordsmen stopped in their tracks, their gazes darting from him to Ahmose, who now rose to his full height.

With one hand on Ishan's shoulder, the other on his own sword, Ahmose schooled his face to its most imperious manner.

"You have a choice," he told the other azgars coldly. "Cast your lot with the wuvin who would betray his malak, and let your names fall with his into dishonor, or swear your loyalty to me. Choose swiftly!"

They were, after all, merely hired men working for an unappreciative master in a place that reeked of despair. As if drawn by the same string, all four knelt and bowed their foreheads to the floor, their swords placed at arm's length before them.

"Forgive us, khôr," their captain murmured. "You are most worthy."

And then, as suddenly and truly as sunlight pouring through an open window, Ahmose knew, beyond all doubt or reason, that Hisham's bid for murder would fail.

He squeezed Ishan's shoulder, and smiled across at Ratib. "Well done, little warrior," he said. In the silence of his heart, he added, 'Well done, Anardil, my friend.'

***


Celebsul and Aerio reached the abandoned mineshaft well ahead of their comrades, only Anardil laboriously narrowing the distance. The two azgar had already disappeared inside, possibly unaware that they were pursued. The elves hesitated only for an instant, their keen ears detecting the scuff of boots deeper inside the tunnel. Silently the elves followed the sound, until a thin gleam of light appeared, bouncing off jagged stones and aged timbers. The azgars had lit a lantern to guide their way. Even following at many paces remove, where shadows clung thick as ink, that light was ample to guide the elves onward.

Anardil reached the mineshaft's entrance next, and dropped to a hunter's pace, soft-footed with sword in hand, as he peered into the waiting darkness. A soft patter of feet brought Nadim to his side, and he cautioned the boy with a stern frown. Meanwhile, Tom and Sewulf huffed and puffed some distance behind, but he did not wait. Trusting them to understand his movements without the need for speech, he lengthened his stride to its lightest measure, heading deeper into the shaft.

Darkness swiftly clasped about him as daylight receded behind. Chill, metallic air pushed past and a sense of hollowness grew ahead. Anardil stopped, Nadim's small hand clutching the back of his belt. Somewhere behind him Tom and Sewulf also stopped. He listened. 

For a long moment, Anardil heard nothing but the sound of his own pulse and a more distant, hollow rasp of Tom's breathing. He felt the tug of weakness reminding him that he was still not entirely well, and pushed the awareness aside. Anxiety climbed within him, but his straining eyes saw nothing but black. Were he alone, he would forge ahead, but he feared for the safety of those following.

Then a muffled thump drifted from the inky blackness, followed by a second thump and a hollow scraping sound. And silence. Suddenly something shifted in the darkness, flowing towards Anardil without sound. However, he recognized a familiar presence.

"Aerio?" he whispered, scarce a breath.

"Here," the young elf replied in ordinary tones, smugness clearly audible.

Metal clinked and scraped, and a light abruptly flared, illuminating Aerio's smirking smile. He held the lantern higher to examine Sewulf and Tom further down the corridor.

"Ah, there you all are. Come. We have something to show you."

He turned and, lantern held aside to light the way, led them deeper into the bowels of the mountain. Past aged timbers cracked with stress, Aerio guided them, past fissured rock scored by thousands of pick- and hammer-blows, and once a pit that dropped away into numbing depths - Nadim kicked a stone whose impact they never heard. Finally, another glow appeared ahead, and they rounded a final turn.

There Celebsul stood, silver hair shining in the light of another lantern. At his feet sprawled the motionless forms of Hisham's two swordsmen - plus two others Hisham had left to assure the hidden prisoners could not escape. Beside the fallen men lay two large sledgehammers. The sort of tools one could use to break large rocks or to collapse an unstable mineshaft.

Beyond Celebsul, a half-fallen tangle of timbers and rock blocked the way, precariously balanced and pierced by a narrow opening that would permit entrance by only one man at a time.

"I think," Celebsul softly, "they would prefer to hear a human voice, first. Sewulf, if you would?"

With that, he set the lantern in Sewulf's hand. Briefly, Sewulf hesitated, and then he clenched his jaw and stepped forward. Feet braced and shoulders square, he drew breath and boomed in a warrior's voice.

"RIDERS OF ROHAN - ARISE NOW, ARISE! Out of doubt, out of dark, to the day's rising!  Come forth, Rohirrim!  Come forth now!"

Like mighty bells and the tempest's shout, his cry rang in the clutching darkness. On the echoes rebounded, and it seemed only silence would reply.

But finally, something scuffled beyond the broken timbers and shattered stones. Rocks rattled and dirt scraped. Then in the lantern's wavering light, a single face appeared. Gaunt, bearded, hollow-eyed with hair hanging in dirty strings, the man looked out in bewilderment.

"Who are you?" he croaked.

Thickness seemed to fill Sewulf's throat, for his voice came tightly. "I am your sword brother. I have come to take you home."

"Home ..."

The man seemed to taste the word to see if it would be sour or sweet, his expression still dull and unchanged. Then he looked down to mind his hands and feet, and began clambering from his prison. Another pale, grimy face appeared behind him, and then more and more and more.

"Oh, the poor miserable beggars," muttered Tom, his blunt features slack with sympathetic dismay.

When the rescuers led the full number of freed Rohirrim back out into daylight, they looked around to see no sign of the guards who had patrolled the mine's rocky hillsides. Ahmose had his victory, as well; the guards were relieved of duty for good.

Several minutes later, Sewulf strode into the quiet serenity of Hisham's house, and tears of rage stained his cheeks. But he squared himself to face Ahmose's silent inquiry with an expression of fierce, proud joy.

"We have them," he announced. "They are alive."

Hisham shrank into his cushions, a broken and frightened man.

***

While Sewulf ran ahead to inform Ahmose of their success, Anardil and his companions recognized their first priority was getting the prisoners well away from the unstable abandoned mine shafts. Though the prisoners cast looks of mingled awe and misgiving at Celebsul and Aerio, they complied readily. To the rescuers' relief, all the prisoners proved sound enough to walk under their own power, though Tom lent his brawny shoulder to a man with a pronounced limp.

However, as the group made its way across the broken hillside, Anardil surveyed the begrimed group of Rohirrim men blinking in the sunlight, and his stomach sank. All were so gaunt, so filthy that he realized the odds did not favor his and Sev's final quest. Nonetheless, he clutched Nadim's shoulder and asked the question that he feared might dash Sevilodorf's hopes.

"Is there a Nathirem amongst you?"

Some of the released prisoners hesitated and glanced warily between themselves, still absorbing the implications of what had just befallen. A tall man, hair darker than most beneath the grime, stopped and met Anardil's scrutiny, suspicion creasing his dusty features. 

"Who are you, that you ask?"

Anardil almost smiled at the familiar stubbornness of that reply, although the man's face remained that of a stranger. "I am a friend," he replied.

The reality of their freedom bore out that truth, but still no clear answer came. Touching his forehead in an unconscious gesture, the man asked, "How may I serve you, khôr?" 

"No service do you owe me, sir," Anardil answered. "But there is one below who is most eager to see you again."

Instantly the man's face tightened to hawkish sternness. "Who? Yaseema? Is there something wrong? Has the baby come?"

Startled, Anardil stammered, "No, I don't -."

"Baby?" Nadim piped. "It your woman in hakem bet? She have baby now. "

"Now?" The man eyes, the same blue as Sev's, glinted beneath dirt-darkened lids as he said tautly "By your leave, khôr, I must go to her."

"Yes, of course," Anardil replied. "I'll go with you." Turning, he caught the attention of the elves and Tom. "If you can manage things here, I'll accompany Nathirem."

"Certainly, Anardil." Celebsul inclined his head and added with a cryptic elven smile, "I think many hopes have been fulfilled today."

Then Anardil, Nadim and the father-to-be turned onto the downward path towards the hakem bet.
***

As they descended the last yards of the trail, Nadim ran full pelt ahead of them, impatient with their steadier pace. Within seconds, the lad disappeared inside the hakem bet. 

The hut looming before them, Nathirem glanced at Anardil between strides. "I don't know who you are, or how you came to find us, but -."


Anardil halted as they neared the door. "Hisham never faced anyone quite so determined to find you, Nathirem son of Nathrum, once of the Westfold." 

The man stopped and stared at Anardil in disbelief. "None here know that. How…why…"

"We have heard much about you," said Anardil. He smiled at the man's confusion and gave him a push towards the door. "Go, your lady waits."

Nathirem's next question died unspoken as Nadim descended the steps of the hakem bet with a dark-haired woman in tow, her hijab draped loosely around her shoulders.

"See, kali, see." The lad's grin revealed every tooth in his head. "We bring. We find." 

Sev stood before the tall, begrimed once-warrior and looked up into a face at once familiar and strange. Chiseled cheekbones like their father, but the stubborn cut of his chin a heritage they shared from their Dunland mother. Would he see the same similarity in her? Surely, she more resembled her mother now, than the young sister of Nathirem's memory. For a moment neither moved, both man and woman studying each other with stoic interest. Watching his frown, she waited patiently for him to recognize her. She would not realize until later that tears streamed down her cheeks. Blue eyes looked deeply into blue eyes, and a clenching of Nathirem's jaw preceded a question forced out with desperate hope.

"Sevil?" The word came in a harsh whisper.

"Yes, Nathirem." Her lips twitched in the beginnings of a smile.

He stared another instant before giving a full-lunged whoop of joy. Thereupon he grabbed her under the arms and swung her around like a child.

"Sevilo" he shouted, whilst his imprisoned sister gasped something that sounded very like, "You loof!" Then he set her upon her feet and hugged her, and looked into her face, and hugged her again. 

As he watched, Anardil bit his bottom lip, half-smiling and fighting back tears of his own. Meanwhile, Nadim's grin grew unbelievably wider as he jumped up and down on the spot.

"We find, we find!" he crowed.

"Sevil - how - what -?" Joy and disbelief made a tangle of Nathirem's words as he held his long-lost sister to search her face. Her smile wobbled beneath a sheen of tears, but before she could speak, a thin but strident wail rent the air.

"Yaseema? The babe!" Nathirem blurted, his glance darting from Sev to the hakem bet and back again. "Is it -?"

"Babes, Nathirem," Sev said, her smile widening as she reached both palms to frame her brother's bearded cheeks. "Two boys. Yours, or so Nadim tells me."

Nathirem's grip on Sev's arms tightened as even greater joy transfigured his face. "Twins? I have twins?"

"Yes," Sev chuckled, and lowered her hands to push at his chest. "Go to them. Yaseema needs to know you are well."

He stepped back then hesitated. "Come with me."

But Sev smiled and shook her head. "Go. I'll be there in a moment."

Nathirem mashed a whiskery kiss to her cheek, then spun and leapt up the steps towards his waiting family. As he went inside, Sev sighed and pressed unsteady hands to her face, trying inelegantly to erase the signs of her discomposure.

"Sevi?" Anardil moved to take her hands and gently clasp them together, thence to hold against his chest. "Are you all right?"

Even Nadim ceased his capering to watch in concern.

"Oh, Anardil." She uttered a sound as much a sob as a laugh. "After all this time … I can't …" With a hearty shrug, she gave up trying to find words.

Laughing softly, Anardil released her hands but only so he could draw her into his embrace. There he pressed a kiss into her hair, and rested his cheek where his lips had touched.

"My dearest debt is paid at last, meleth nín," he said, sighing as the weight of long-held tension bled away. "Do you remember? It was my first promise to you, and one I feared I could not keep."

"I remember." Sev's eyes danced as she studied his face. "'To live on hopes for so long'."

"True hopes," Anardil responded to her quotation.

She smiled. "'All the sorrows of the world'."

"Behind us, Sevi, and we are no longer alone."

Nadim broke the spell by insisting, "No, Nadim here, and want to see kali's brother with babies."

"So do I," Sev said, reaching to touch the boy's hair. Then she turned to look at Anardil again and grinned. "It seems our family has grown considerably. Shall I introduce you to the newest members?"

Wreathed in smiles, the three ascended the steps to the hakem bet.

Chapter Thirty-Three

July 13, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine

That night the mines of Azhar echoed to sounds never heard before in that dismal place: the sounds of unbridled gladness. Among the huts of the slaves, many lanterns shone whilst wild, skirling music mingled with scores of gaily singing voices. Beneath the lanterns men, women and children clapped and danced, their faces alight with joy, for freedom was now theirs. Yet what was freedom to people born as slaves, and whose fathers and grandfathers were slaves before them? That tale fell to the men of Ishan's caravans, who formed the bulk of Ahmose's retinue here. Choices, they explained: choices for your children to live however their gifts and skills permit; that is the first gift of freedom. The rest comes as the spirit grows braver.

Up the hill, more lanterns hung in the branches of fruit trees about the lawn of Hisham's great house, and in their light, another gathering formed. For the first time in too many long, dismal years, forty-seven Rohirrim men wore their beards neatly trimmed and combed, and their hair hung once more in the shining plaits of warriors. Among them sat a few shyly smiling, dark-eyed women and their small children, and surrounding them were the beaming faces of their rescuers.

Around Ahmose's seat gathered those instrumental to the end of Azhar's torments. Ishan smiled widely and often where he sat with Ratib, while big Tom grinned like a fool every time he got a glimpse of Nathirem's infant twins. Beside them, Sev reveled in the voices of those she loved, Nathirem, Anardil, Sewulf and Nadim, and often the silvered laughter of their elven friends. Sometimes, too, sounded tiny new voices and the crooning voice of motherhood: Yaseema wore the mantle of her state with a gentle beauty that struck the hearts around her.

Of Hisham himself, no sign was seen, for the slave master now waited in bonds to answer inquiries by the phazgâns of the Twenty Houses. Tonight there would be only gladness. While a bright fire burned in an open hearth amidst the lawn, and meats sizzled fragrantly in a pit to one side, Sev watched as her brother rose and stood before his brethren, kin, and newfound friends.

"This day," he cried in a great, bold voice, "our long, dark night has ended. Though Shadow left these lands five years ago, we thought our shadow might never pass." He paused, blue eyes shining. "We were wrong. This day, I call upon the shades of my fathers to witness, to bless, and to hear the names of my two newborn sons. So say I, Nathirem, son of Nathrum, once of the Westfold. Hark now, while my sons hear the names of their fathers."

Then in sonorous tones, he recited the roll of his forefathers down long generations, a litany of honorable and honest men that reached into the deeps of days. When he had done, he turned with a gentle smile. At his gesture, Yaseema and Sev rose, each with a babe in her arms, and came to stand beside him. Nathirem bent to kiss both wife and sister, before carefully lifting the first precious bundle from Yaseema's embrace.

Turning, he reverently held the newborn for all eyes to see. "Here is Nazeem, son of Nathirem!" he cried. "Look upon thy brethren, my son, for they are strength and freedom!"

A thunderous shout went up, from which Yaseema flinched in surprise, but her lovely, bashful smile widened with delight. Nathirem returned the infant to her, and lifted the other from Sev's arms. Once again, he repeated his blessing, and this babe he named Nadhir. The second welcoming cheer awoke a fierce wail from the child, to which Nathirem laughed proudly.

"Look!" he said. "Already he has his father's temper!"

Laughter swept among those watching, and Nathirem turned and ushered his family back to their seats. There Yaseema with her babies reclined on many cushions under a canopy of colored silk. Ahmose would not permit her any lesser comfort, and he knew that no better nurse could this place offer than Sevilodorf. Moments later, the cry went up that the feast could begin, and laden plates passed hand to hand.

"Then there are indeed better ways?" Ahmose asked, intently watching his dinner mate even as he savored his meal. "Means of working the mines that are not so ruinous to land and lives?"

"There are, as I have said." Celebsul gravely inclined his shining head. "The dwarves are masters of engineering, with generations of expertise in their craft. But neither are the elves without cunning and skill."

"Send them to me!" Ahmose pled fervently. "Send their engineers, their books, send their knowledge however you may. I would learn, Master Celebsul. I would give this place to its people without the fear I am merely granting them a slow, ghastly death."

Celebsul smiled, both at Ahmose's use of Anardil's pet epithet for him, and at the realization that Sev must have given the edge of her tongue while relaying the slaves' working conditions. "However I may help, I shall do it, Khôr Ahmose."

"If I may -." Aerio hitched himself forward, eyes bright. "I have conversed with several of the senior workers and I have arrived at possible solutions for several temporary developments to improve operations, both in quality and safety. Firstly, there is -."


Celebsul smiled with deep satisfaction while the younger elf launched into a detailed exposition of improvements to the mines and Ahmose listened attentively. Perhaps hope had more layers than one might suppose, and even the land could one day begin to heal.

Nearby, Sev sat amongst her now greatly expanded family while they sought to bridge the gap of lost years and sundered lives. How much like their father Nathirem seemed, the dark hair of their mother's kin now lightened with grey, and laughter and intelligence twinkling in his blue eyes. But she also saw the shadows that sometimes passed across his face, and sorrow and joy kept close company within her heart. Of pleasure to her was the realization that Nathirem and Anardil found immediate liking for one another, perhaps recognizing the scars of war, both seen and unseen.

As Yaseema watched over the tiny twins asleep in swaddling cloths of Haradrim silk, Nathirem asked, "How came you to find us? We have long thought ourselves forgotten."

"Never forgotten, just misplaced," Anardil reassured. "You have remained always within the hearts and minds of those who cared for you."

"I feared there were none left beyond this place who cared for me. Hisham and his men delighted in informing us of the destruction wreaked upon Rohan and Gondor. From their reports, victory over Sauron was achieved at exorbitant costs. And the treachery of Saruman…" Nathirem stopped and apologized, "Forgive me, Anardil, despair becomes an easy habit in this place." 

"Take comfort then in the knowledge that neither Hisham nor his men were masters of the truth. The long awaited King has returned to Gondor and renewed the ancient borders. He claims as sword brother Éomer, King of Rohan."

Nathirem shook his head in wonder. "Éomer... King? Much has changed in our years here." 

"Aye, many things of worth have been lost; but much remains of value," Anardil said. "Be content in knowing that Théoden fell nobly in battle, covered in honors and once again the valiant king he was meant to be."

"It is well," Nathirem said, nodding somberly. "Too long the Wormtongue tainted our king's heart and the White Wizard sapped his soul. I will hear the fullness of that story another time." 

Again shaking his head like a person coming out of a dream, Nathirem added, "And today, as your elvish friend said, many hopes have been fulfilled. Few here maintained any thought of freedom. But it has been returned to us, and I have Yaseema and our babes. Far more than I thought would be my portion a scant day ago. A thought which leads me in circles. What brought you to us? Hisham's trick of hiding us has worked for him before."

Aided by observations from Tom, and occasional cheery remarks from Nadim, Sev and Anardil then told the account of her long search for her brother, and the events leading them to this place. Nathirem spoke little as he listened, very much his father's son as he absorbed it all in quiet repose. Nonetheless, the occasional widening of his eyes, or exchanged glances with Yaseema, revealed clearly how remarkable he found the tale to be.

When they had finally done, Nathirem smiled and reached to clasp his sister's hand. "I should have known, Sevilo. You never would give up, never would cry quit. You have not changed so very much, after all."

But Sev shook her head, old wounds bared and pricking tears in her eyes. "I should have tried harder. I should have come sooner. I -."

"No, sister mine." He tugged her fingers gently and smiled. "Fate works as fate wills. I will not deny that I often cursed the ill fortune that put me here, and hope became a stranger to me. But now ... if my tribulations were the road I must travel to win me Yaseema and my sons, how can I have any regrets? Tonight I am a man blessed. Join me in that blessing, Sevil. I have a sister again. You have a sister and two nephews. For all we've lost, we've something found."

Sev nodded, trying diligently to quench the threat of tears but uncertain of her success. Nadim snuggled against her side, even as he crammed his mouth with delicacies, in his child's way trying to ease the discomfort he sensed.

"Yes," Sev replied, and returned her brother's clasp. "But it is hard to let grief go."

"I know." Nathirem smiled. "I know, little sister. But it will one day pass. I have to believe that." He gave her hand a final squeeze then released her. "Now, there is something I would hear in full. How exactly did you and Anardil meet? Pelargir is many leagues from the Deeping Vale."

Sev immediately blushed while Anardil laughed heartily, and Tom chortled in wicked glee. "Let that tale wait for another day," she pleaded. "It would only prove beyond doubt what a fool I can be."

"Not a fool." The words came in gently accented Rohirric and Sev turned to meet Yaseema's sweet smile. "You are very brave, Sevilodorf. You are a worthy sister to my husband."

Laughing self-consciously, Sev replied in kind. "You speak the language of the Mark and you understand the Common Tongue. Has my brother become such a teacher?"

"Yes." Yaseema blushed prettily. "And I try to be a good student. He said that one day we might see a wider world. He said our children were not meant to be slaves."

"No." Sev swallowed a sudden knot in her throat as she touched her slumbering nephews' tiny, well-bundled forms. "They are not. No child is."

The conversation turned then to other things, Tom and Anardil amusing Sewulf and Nathirem with tales of life along the Anduin in the seedier parts of Pelargir. After a time, however, Anardil noticed Sev had grown quiet, and under cover of Sewulf's and Tom's boisterous laughter, he leaned towards her.

"Something troubling you, love?" he asked softly.

Sev blinked from her thoughts and gave him a wan smile. "I'm trying to muster my courage."

"For what?"

She lifted her chin, indicating the area around Ahmose's seat. "To talk to Ishan. If I don't do it tonight, I might never get it said."

Anardil looked to where Nadim and Ratib gathered around Aerio, the three of them chatting animatedly.

Enclosing Sev's fingers in his own, Anardil asked, "Is this what you want?"

She nodded slowly, then more emphatically. "Yes. I can't save them all, but I won't throw back the one I've already pulled from the river."

"Ishan is not a cruel master."

"I know that... but a child so young..."

"Especially one who has stolen your heart." Anardil gave a lopsided smile. "As he has stolen mine."

"He needs time to simply be a boy," Sev said. "To grow and play and run - I would not see him made to work too much, too soon."

"I agree. Then since we share the same wish, I -."

"Kali Sev!" The object of their conversation abruptly appeared before them, bright-eyed and bouncing. "You come, you come!"  

"What is it, Nadim?" she asked.

"Aerio is … juggling." He managed the unusual word then grinned with delight. "You must see."  

Chuckling, she got to her feet at the lad's bidding, and went to investigate what the young elf might be up to now.

Some while later, Sev found herself standing not ten feet from Ishan, where he sat alone listening to a trio of Haradrim youths sing a wistful song. A quick glance located Anardil a short distance away, talking to Sewulf, but she figured she might as well test the waters with Ishan before going back to Anardil for final decisions. Thus determined, she stepped into Ishan's line of vision.

"Good evening, Kûn Ishan," she said. "If you have time, there is a matter we must settle."

With a trace of a smile, Ishan swept his hand inviting her to take the empty cushion beside him. "I am at your service, kali. What is it about?"

She sat down and said, "It is about Nadim."

Ishan looked confused. "Are not matters already settled to your liking?"

Sev clasped her hands primly, tightly in her lap and met his eyes without wavering. "No, I can not agree to leave things as they are."

Ishan's dark features stiffened. "I have been most generous with my arrangements."

"Yes, but caring for a child of his age can be a great burden."

If anything, Ishan's expression grew even more severe. "Do you seek then to abdicate the responsibilities? You wish to nullify the transfer of apprenticeship?"

"What transfer?"

Obviously, she had missed a step, but Ishan glared at her as if she were one who was mad. His next words, spoken with icy enunciation, merely added to her disorientation.

"Kûn Anardil came to me earlier seeking custody of the boy."

"He what? When?"

The look on Ishan's face now bordered on antipathy. "Yes, he has acquired a great fondness for Nadim, and agreed to provide the child with suitable training and education. I hesitated to agree, as I must confess grave misgivings as to your suitability as a guardian."

Misunderstanding or not, Sev's temper began to boil. "My what? What on earth are you talking about?"

Ishan settled back in his seat, narrow-eyed. "Misgivings which I see I set aside too easily."

Sev's anger erupted faster than she could muster words to respond, and in that instant, Anardil appeared. His easy smile withered under the heat of matching glares.

"You already made some arrangement with Ishan?" Sev demanded.

Anardil frowned. "Yes, of course. We discussed it."

Through tight lips, Sev retorted, "Nothing was settled."

The former Ranger's perplexity deepened as he lowered himself to sit on the lawn beside her. "What was there to settle? I want the boy... you want the boy."

"She is telling me," Ishan interrupted, "that a boy of this age is a burden."


Sev almost choked on her fury before sputtering, "I wanted to make you think that, so you'd be willing to give him up!"

"So I would -." Ishan clenched his teeth and brought his fist to his brow, muttering a Haradic curse.

"Kûn Ishan," said Anardil, "the misunderstanding is my fault; I had not yet informed Sev of the terms of our agreement. I assure you, she is most willing to join me in accepting responsibility for Nadim."

Ishan did not look convinced. Nor, for that matter, did Sev.

Tightly Sev said, "I would hear the terms of this agreement."

Ishan glared, dividing the expression equally between Anardil and Sev. "This is a matter between men."

Sev lifted her chin and set her jaw, while Anardil winced.

"A matter between men?" she echoed. "As the exorbitant settlement for your escorting me to Markato was between you and Tom?"

A muscle in Ishan's cheek twitched, for he knew that he had taken unfair advantage of that situation.

Sev spoke on, saying, "You say the matter is one between men; then we shall allow a true trader to judge the fairness of this agreement. Sewulf!"

At her hail, Sewulf ambled over. "Yes, Sevil?"

"We have a question of bargains," she said. "I wish to hear your judgement on it."


She explained the situation to him, and then with a hard look indicated the men should provide the details. Swiftly, Ishan and Anardil outlined the terms of the agreement, which was after all the most basic form of a child's apprenticeship. Included were the usual requirements of proper clothing, food, lodgings, and education and training to be provided, plus fee paid to Ishan for the transfer. Furthermore, Ishan interjected sternly, the child would also receive suitable instruction in the culture and lore of Harad, with the aid of Khôr Ahmose and such other means as Anardil could enlist to the purpose.

While they spoke, Sewulf nodded at each point. When they had done, the trader spread his hands before him and shrugged.

"If all parties are in agreement, it seems fair enough."

 

"Ah," said Sev, "but there's the rub. I am not in agreement. All this talk of apprenticeship is well and good, but that is not what the boy is to be. If we -." She aimed a pointed glare at Ishan. "- take the child, he will be as much our son as a child born to us."

Ishan shook his head. "That is not possible at the moment, kali. To adopt the child would require the permission of the father."

 

"Father?" Sev's stomach dropped, and Anardil sighed. "Nadim made no mention of a father, just his mother who died soon after the war ended."

 

A shrewd glint appeared in Ishan's eyes. "It is part of the apprenticeship papers from Qutaiba. His father bought this apprenticeship to provide for the son he fathered upon one of his female servants. You examined those papers, kali."

Sev felt herself blush as she admitted, "I could not read them."

Ishan gave a snort that suggested he had thought as much. "Kûn Anardil has already agreed to ask Khôr Ahmose to present a suitable recompense to the father. As malak, he has the ability to assist the removal of such obstacles."

"But ..." Sev found her wits still spinning.

Anardil bent to catch her eye and offered a faint smile. "That will come, Sev," he said gently. "For now, this is how it must be. This agreement will give us the right to take him home with us."

Reluctantly, for she disliked the sense she must wait to claim the entire victory, Sev nodded. "And there is the final problem. None of us have asked the boy what he wants."

Ishan blinked in surprise, while Sev stuck two fingers in her mouth and gave a short whistle. Nadim and Ratib, who now sat chatting with Ahmose, looked up at the sound and Sev beckoned.

"Come, Nadim," she called.

The boy leapt to his feet and presented himself in a rush, grinning broadly. His smile wavered however, when he saw the solemn expressions before him.

"What wrong?" he asked. Behind him, Ratib arrived more slowly, watchfully observing the faces of the older folk.

"Nothing is wrong, lad," Anardil said with a smile, and took the boy's hand. "Come, sit with us."

Obligingly, Nadim plopped down between Anardil and Sev, without thought settling against her side. Ratib sat behind them, his young but silent presence a support to his little friend.

"Nadim," said Anardil, "we need to ask you a very important question. We have been talking to Kûn Ishan about you."

The child's expression grew pensive as he looked from one to the other. "I do trouble?"

"Oh, goodness, no!" Sev exclaimed. "You see, Nadim, we have asked Ishan if we may take you home with us."

Instantly his eyes lit with joy. "I go where you live? I see hobbit ladies and Gondor peoples and more elves?"

"Yes, you will." Unsettled by such eagerness, Sev steeled herself to say what she must. "But you need to understand, it is a very long way from here."

Anardil added, "And it may be a long time before you see Ratib and Kûn Ishan again."

Nadim frowned and shrugged. "I go with Kali Sev. I keep her safe, serve the kali and Dil and -."

"No, Nadim," Sev interrupted. "You would not serve us."

"But I work hard!" Nadim cried, stricken. "I not be lazy boy for you. You no want me?"

"Of course we want you." She cupped his small face in her hands. "Not to be a servant, but to be part of our family."

The child looked up at her, and his wide dark eyes suddenly held shadows far too old and worldly-wise for someone young as he. Quietly he said, "I want you family for me. You and Dil. Please, kali?"

"Yes." Sev found her voice had failed, and she could only whisper, "Yes, Nadim."

Then she reached for the boy and he flung himself into her arms, and she felt Anardil embrace them both. A moment passed ere Anardil drew back, though his arm still encircled woman and child.

He looked at Ishan with a gaze of iron and said, "We will pay his apprenticeship, Kûn Ishan. I will buy every scrap of paper in Harad, if I must. But I will take my lady and my son home."

Ishan spoke no reply, but only nodded, his mouth pursed and his eyes glinting oddly while Ratib grinned from ear to ear. Sewulf, meanwhile, sat with a slow smile twisting his scarred face.

"Well," he said. "Seems I have a little brother, after all."

***

Then from the dark, a merry riot of sound grew, music played and bells rhythmically jingling and drums thumping a syncopated beat. Scattered laughter burst at the outskirts of the lantern light and people moved aside - to admit a leaping, spinning, jangling procession of dancers and musicians. Nadim crowed in delight, and smiles bloomed all around as the dancers forged into the open space that appeared before Ahmose and his companions.


Sev for her part sat and stared in amazement. Though these humble women did not own the gilded silks of more fortunate sisters, from secret hordes and hidden places they found the means to adorn themselves with color and music. For in music they moved, supple and sinuous, bells ringing at their fingertips and chiming at their ankles as they danced like living flames. Faster and faster, they spun and turned, their hands gracefully flowing, now swift, now slow, as if describing tales without words. Though gauzy hijabs veiled their faces, their dark eyes flashed and shone, seeming to demand witness to the joy of their offering.

Then finally, the drums slammed to a halt and the dancers softly fell, like flower petals to the lawn at Ahmose's feet. But they soon lifted their heads with eyes alight, and trilled a chorus of jubilant cries. Swiftly as if swept on a sudden breeze, they rose and fled from the grass. Into the places they left, new dancers leapt, lads and young men who struck up a vigorous dance punctuated often with fearsome cries.

Sev started when Anardil's breath tickled her ear. "Now do you see, Sevi?" he whispered. "Now do you see what Harad can be when she is free?"

She looked at him, face illumined in golden lamplight, and she saw also the black-haired child briefly held captive in his lap. In moments, Nadim would squirm free, too full of activity to long endure even the constraints of love. But now, Sev sought to preserve this vision forever in memory.

"I see you," she replied, and lifted her hand to trace the familiar, beloved line of Anardil's jaw, smiling at the brief scuff of stubble beneath her fingertips. "I just see you."

Firelight kindled even greater warmth in his eyes ere he leaned to claim her kiss, softly, deeply, lingeringly.

Then a childish treble blurted, "EWWW!"

Sev and Anardil laughed as they drew apart to face Nadim's indignation. But Anardil hugged the child closer and growled in his ear, "Get used to it, mischief. It's what happens when people love each other."

"Me not mischief!" Nadim corrected sternly. "Me Nadim!"


Childish pique became a merry shriek as Anardil tickled the young imp, and Sev looked upwards, smiling while her vision oddly blurred. Far above the glow of lanterns and firelight, countless stars hung in glittering nets, not so different from the stars she had gazed upon so many years ago. She listened to strange music thumping, Anardil and Nadim laughing, and nearby the contented burbling of a well-fed babe. Nathirem's voice rumbled gently with Yaseema's lighter tones, and Sev closed her eyes.

This night, in this place that had known so much grief and despair, she felt the rare gift of perfect peace.

***

July 20, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine

A quest so long in fulfilling did not end in a single day, but at the turn of the week, Ahmose bid his companions farewell. He would carry with him the correspondence that Anardil carefully wrote, to the king, to Esiwmas waiting in Minas Tirith, and to their friends back home at The Burping Troll. The news of the success of their long quest would ease many hearts.

"I will watch for you in Minas Tirith come September," Ahmose said to Sev and Anardil. "But in the meantime, there is much I must do to assure these people's best interests are carefully guarded."

"I know you will succeed admirably," Anardil said with a smile. "Though I don't envy you the task of explaining everything to Karif Phazgân and King Elessar."

Ahmose cast him a wry look and said, "I shall plan to be there when you present your own accounting, my friend."

Sev groaned and Anardil laughed, but the sound may have lacked heartiness. Ahmose turned then to Ishan, and the caravan master bowed with a faint smile.

"For all you have done," said Ahmose, "I would grant you any wish at my command, Kûn Ishan. You know this."

However, Ishan merely bowed again, even as he shook his head. "You honor me, Khôr Ahmose, and I am the least worthy of souls. But I have no great wishes, only the safety of my family and the prosperity of my people." He paused before adding, "Many fears were removed when you became malak."

They exchanged somber glances, for Tamar had been the wolf forever stalking the edges of Ishan's life, a continuing threat to the security he sought to build for his humble folk.

Nodding, Ahmose said, "Then I will wait to learn how matters go here. Your men are remarkably eager to help these people find their feet."

"They are our brethren," Ishan said, dark eyes glittering. "Each of us bears the mark of slavery. It is enough that our children will not."

Ishan's hand dropped to Ratib's shoulder, and Ahmose smiled then spoke. "Perhaps I can at least see that more merchants hear your name. You are an industrious man, Kûn Ishan. If opportunities were to appear, I have no doubt your caravans would meet a growing market."

"You are too kind, Khôr Ahmose," Ishan replied with another bow.

Ahmose then stepped away, towards the oliphaunts and men waiting to take him, and his prisoner, Hisham, back down the long road to Markato. But he paused to place a hand on Anardil's shoulder, and looked at the others with warm regard. Ishan and Ratib, Sev and Nadim, Celebsul and Aerio, Tom, Nathirem and even Sewulf stood to watch his departure. Meeting the malak's glance, Sewulf gave a somber nod.

Ahmose nodded just once in return or perhaps in answer to some private thought. Then he turned and strode away, disappearing behind the massive, gentle bulk of Jameela Anan. In moments, Nadim jigged with delight as he watched the ponderous wonder of oliphaunts on the march. 

***

July 30, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine

In days to come, those who delayed their leaving found much to occupy their time. Ishan and a number of his men who had not accompanied Ahmose, spent their hours amongst the mine's workers, advising them in the first steps from slavery to masters of their own fates. Aerio clambered virtually every inch of the mine's operating areas, observing, studying, taking copious notes, and asking countless questions of the workers. Celebsul, however, quietly refused to set foot again on the ravaged mountainside, but instead sat with the eldest slaves, listening to their stories, myths and legends. Sev meanwhile worked beside Kamilah, who sought her out with tears of abject repentance, tending the ills and injuries of the people here. 

Sev also spent every moment possible with Nathirem and his family, the tales of their lost years interspersed with memories, both sweet and bitter. Nathirem covered his eyes and silently wept, to hear of Sev's son fallen among the honored dead at Helm's Deep. Yet he laughed with fierce joy as well, when Anardil told of the deathless bravery of the Rohirrim when they rode to Gondor's aid, and of the gallantry of their kings, both old and young.

"The world has indeed changed," Nathirem said. "But Éomer was a bold and clever captain; I have no doubt he is a noble king."

"You will be able to judge for yourself," Anardil reminded him, "when the babes are old enough to travel."

But Nathirem made no reply. Instead, he looked upon his wife as she tended their sons, and smiled a wistful smile.

Later, Sev stood on the verandah of the great house and gazed up at the craggy green peaks thrusting their heads into drizzling clouds. "I have found my brother," she said, "yet still I wonder, 'what now?'"

She hugged her arms across her chest and looked at Anardil and Sewulf beside her. "Do you know?" she asked.

Anardil frowned and stepped to wrap his arm around her from behind, while Sewulf shook his head and replied, "I don't know, Sevi. I don't think Nathirem knows, either."

Nodding, Sev schooled herself to the stoic endurance that had guided her for so long. The end of her quest was in truth no ending at all, and unseen roads still lay before her and her brother, both.

The sky cleared the next day, and Sev and Kamilah sat in the sun and spoke for some time, even with the barrier of languages, on the herb lore of Rohan and Harad. Meanwhile Sewulf and Anardil coached Nadim in the finer points of horsemanship, the lad's steed one of the scruffy, sturdy cobs that pulled ore carts within the mines. What now, indeed? Sev had her brother restored to her, but he had his own family, and now she had again become mother and wife in all but fact. She tried not to think of loss or partings, when so much had only just been found. Later she spied Anardil with Nadim in his lap, the two of them happily studying a book of illustrated poetry that Ahmose had left. Nadim could not read, but she suspected that would soon change, and her last concerns that she had goaded Anardil untimely into fatherhood disappeared.

Two days later, Nathirem found her where she and Nadim sorted herbs together upon the steps of the hakem bet, and he came to sit beside them. At a quiet word from Sev, the boy leaped up and scampered off to play.

"He is a fine lad, Sevil," Nathirem said, eyes twinkling as Nadim vanished from view. "I think you are fortunate to have found each other." He looked at her and added, "As I am also glad you have Anardil. He is a good man."

"Yes, I know," Sev replied. "I've been blessed with better luck than I deserve."

However, she knew her brother had come with weightier matters to discuss. She realized her hands were clenched, and spread them flat upon her knees.

Nodding slowly, Nathirem said, "Aye. We are not often given second chances."

He sat silent a moment, strong fingers threading together then loosening so he could study his nails. Finally, he asked, "Where will you go, when you leave here? Will you go back to The Burping Troll?"

"I suppose so," she replied, and twisted her mouth in a wry grimace. "After we present ourselves to be mortally humiliated in Minas Tirith. I'll be lucky if King Elessar doesn't banish me to the far reaches of Rhûn, after all this."

Nathirem smiled, but let that pass as he hesitated over his thoughts. "Sevil ... do you think you'll go back to Rohan one day? To stay, I mean."

"I don't know. Most times, I don't feel there is anything left for me. Es and his family are in Minas Tirith many months of the year, and I see Sewulf and Beregrid when their trading ventures bring them out of Nurn. I left the Mark seeking death." A peal of distant childish laughter brought a faint smile to her face. "But I found life. What duties I owed to those of the Deeping Stream, I have fulfilled. It is no longer the green fields of Rohan that call to me."

"Aye." Again, Nathirem fell silent a time, before speaking once more. "I have talked with Yaseema."


Sev looked at him, noted the pensive cast to his profile together with the stubborn set of his jaw. It was a look she remembered from long ago, of a hard decision sternly settled.

"She has never been out of Harad," Nathirem continued. "Until she was sent here, she had never been away from the village where her old master lived. But she is willing to come with me. She ..." A brief, foolish grin warmed his features. "She says she loves what we are together."

Smiling, Sev reached and took his hand. "As do I. Yaseema is your heart."

"Aye." He closed his free hand gently over their clasped ones. "And so are my sons. Which is why ... Sevi, I don't think I can go back to Rohan. We know too well, you and I, the hardships faced by those who bear 'tainted', foreign blood. I would not see my children so troubled. Nor my wife face the censure which our mother endured."

Very carefully, lest her voice betray her anxiety, Sev asked, "Where will you go, then?"

"I'm not certain yet. But Sewulf has said we would find welcome with him. He says the people of Nurn were slaves, too; and now that they are free, they do not look upon a man for the color of his eyes, or who his mother or father were."

Nurn. Sev frowned to feel the hollowness that word brought, an unexpected pang that foolishly echoed the loss she suffered so many years ago, when Nathirem rode away into exile. Had she truly thought Nathirem could simply return with her - and to where? What place could he find in the stone canyons of Minas Tirith, or the little provincial village of Henneth Annûn? For she could not imagine Nathirem, a Rider for Théoden King, shackled within places so small as that.

Nurn, however.... Once it had been a place much like these mines, blasted, forsaken and forlorn. Yet at war's end, King Elessar gave it entirely to the slaves that dwelt there, as recompense for the suffering that those people endured under Sauron's rule. Now the people of Nurn rose up from ashes and built their lands anew, and Sewulf the trader knew their ways better than most.

Sev took a deep breath, dispelling for good the ghosts of loss and fear, and she smiled as she watched her brother's eyes. "I have been to Nurn," she said, "and there are good people there. They are strong and great of heart. I think you and your family would fare well among them. And you will love Frewulf's plum wine." 

Nathirem exhaled sharply and smiled, seeming to relinquish a sudden weight of worry. "Good. That is good. I -." He looked down at her and squeezed her hand. "I did not want you to think I would abandon you so soon."

A jolt of emotion flooded through her, that Nathirem read her thoughts so well, and only by supreme effort did Sev keep her voice steady. "You know the man I follow, Nathirem. He is not bound to any one place or land, nor am I. Our paths will always cross again." She smiled and added, "And the message service between Gondor and Nurn is greatly improved, these days."

With a deep, contented chuckle, Nathirem released her hands but only so he could wrap his sister in long arms. He held her, his chin resting in her hair, and she breathed the comforting masculine scent of him, again reminding her of their father.

His voice rumbled gently as he quoted, "'Our hearts must grow resolute, our courage more valiant ...Our spirits must be greater, though our strength grows less.' The man who first spoke that verse must have known how dark the days could be."

"There is another verse, though," Sev replied. "One that belongs to this place."

Slowly she recited:

"To live on hopes, false or true, for so long, for how long;

To drink heart's blood instead of wine, for so long, for how long. 

Consider, we'll either cross the river or will drown;

This boat rocked by the storm, for so long, for how long.

On the promise of one month, you spent a year and still did not return;

This promise of one month, for so long, for how long ..."

She paused and pushed away to smile at him as she spoke the final stave, but with its words subtly changed.

"All the sorrows of the world are now behind… and no longer are we alone…

Hundreds of stones and just one mirror, for so long, for how long."

"Aye," Nathirem said softly, and returned his sister's smile. "None of us are alone any longer."

***

August 11, 1424 SR

Azhar Mine

Finally, the time of departure arrived. Once again, Ishan strode about the yard where the remaining oliphaunts waited, the wounds of his duel with Marid fully healed. As of old, he barked commands and oversaw the handling of the baggage and supplies intended to see the travelers comfortably out of the mountains and back to Markato. Many of the Rohirrim prisoners would travel with the caravan, anxious to return home to the Riddermark. But others would leave later, when healed of illness and injury, or like Nathirem, when they resolved concerns for their mixed-blood families. One, who lived just long enough to see his freedom, would stay forever. The old man in the hakem bet finally succumbed to his dreadful illness and now lay buried alongside comrades who had died during the cruel years.

Sewulf saluted the grave when he rode past it towards the yard. As before, he chose his trusted horse, but he no longer viewed the great oliphaunts with the same suspicion as previously. For that matter, his horse accepted the beasts as well, and only offered an equine scowl when the baby oliphaunt tried to investigate its braided mane.

Men shouted and scrambled and piles of equipment swiftly disappeared onto the oliphaunts' packs, while the travelers bid farewell to those who would stay behind. A shyly smiling delegation of the freed slave women also came bearing fruits and bread, to sustain the travelers on their journey. Kamilah bowed many times while she presented Sev with a thick packet of herbs, suitable, she indicated, for curing every ill the dark forests might harbor.

Nathirem and his wife likewise appeared to offer their embraces and blessings, and to present the babes for kissing. Nadim seemed particularly attached to the little ones, and insisted on learning the word for "cousin" in Rohirric and Elvish, as well as the Common Tongue.

Then at last, Ishan climbed to his seat on Rahimah's great shoulders, and sternly gazed about, shouting only once in Haradic that the time had come. Immediately the women set up a trilling, ululating cry that echoed joyfully across the mountainside. Their call continued like the cries of strange, lovely birds as the oliphaunts began to move, and it followed the riders down the road from the mines. Ishan would return once he had assured matters fared well at home, for his promise remained to advise these people into their future. But for the rest, this path might never come before them again, and Sev looked back with unbidden tears stinging her eyes.

Yet as she gazed up at the great house and the people gathered there all about, she saw Nathirem standing straight and tall amongst his Rohirrim comrades. For a moment, the years rolled away and he was only nineteen, a proud young warrior of Rohan. A beam of sun lanced through the morning mists and bathed house and mountainside in gold.

"SEVIL!" Nathirem shouted, his voice ringing across that vast place. "We'll meet again! Just you wait - we'll meet again!"

Then he gave a great whoop that echoed, over and over, and his Rohirrim brethren shouted a mighty cry. Thus, the caravan departed the mines of Azhar. 

***

Part Eight: One Mirror
Chapter Thirty-Four

August 18, 1424 SR

Markato 

The journey out of the southern lands was as pleasant as the company's arrival had been tense and anxious, all the weight of worry left behind. From the grim, dark forests to the verdant low country along the river, the great oliphaunts strode their way, and when they reached Markato, those who would continue onward sadly bid the gentle giants farewell. Sewulf had already turned north towards the passes over the mountains to Nurn, but he would return when the heat of summer eased to guide Nathirem and his family to their new home. 

Meanwhile, Sev, Anardil, Tom and their elven companions reclaimed their horses from Tamar's, now Ahmose's holdings, and though Ahmose was gone on to Minas Tirith, they enjoyed the opulent hospitality of the great house once more. All bore witness to Nadim's boundless glee, when he learned that Ahmose had left an ancient, docile mare for the lad to ride all by himself.

Ahmose also left a sealed note for Anardil: the slithery clerk, Khint, who fled misdeeds in Gondor to serve Tamar, had been found dead in his locked room two weeks before. Suspicion was that wicked old Ghazi, Tamar's former head servant, had poisoned Khint's supper in a fit of delayed jealousy, for the wily oldster left that night and vanished without a trace. Sevilodorf heard the news with relief; Khint would have no third opportunity to threaten her life.

That evening Ishan brought them to his home in Nagusa, where the women and children of the caravan greeted the party with trilling cries of welcome. Anxious to be on the road home, the travelers stayed but a single night, and took their leave of Ishan and Ratib the next morning.


The elves and Tom saddled the horses, allowing Sev and her little family to make their farewells. With his hand on Ratib's shoulder, the caravan master looked at the threesome before him and smiled. "Kali Sev," he said, "I will never understand a woman with a warrior's heart, but none of us will forget you. I wish you blessings, Lady of the Sky Eyes."

Odd, that she could actually find a lump in her throat to part from someone as prickly and impossible as Ishan. Nadim then hugged his friends fiercely and made tearful promises to write - just as soon as he learned how.

Then they rode forth into a golden morning, the broad lands of Harondor bathed in the light of the rising sun. No sooner were Ishan's holdings behind them than Sev stripped the hijab from her head and flung the gauzy material high into the freshening breeze. Nadim stared at her in bewilderment, but Anardil and Aerio laughed aloud. All of them watched as the hated garment fluttered drunkenly end over end, wafting on rising airs until it plummeted into a field of sweet potatoes and draped there like a dead thing.

"That for the precious morals of Ishan!" Sev exclaimed with a toss of her proudly bared head.

"Now, Sevi," Anardil chided, eyes twinkling, "he's not so bad as that."

"Is he not?" Sev's look would have curdled cream. "You didn't have to spend weeks catering to the man's every notion about what was or was not proper."  

"She's got a point, boss," Tom observed, to which Anardil merely smiled and sighed.

Nudging her horse on, she continued, "I'm quite sure I'll grow fonder of him, the more miles fall between us. Why, by the time we reach Minas Tirith, Kûn Ishan may actually seem likeable."

Nadim abruptly giggled from his aged mare's saddle. "Kali Sev funny," he said. "She do funny things."

Tom chortled while Anardil chuckled warmly and responded, "Yes, she does. You'll find that is a way with her."


Celebsul and Aerio meanwhile looked anywhere but at Sev, trying very hard to seem utterly removed from the conversation: for that alone, she gave them her best scowl. At the next village she procured a black cotton hattah, such as Anardil and Tom wore to shield their heads from the southern sun, and enjoyed the change to practical comfort despite offense to local ethics.

The miles slid past to the clop of horses' hooves, leading them once again into the vast savannahs of eastern Harondor. Nadim stared in wonder as the world broadened before his very eyes. At every hand, countless miles of golden grass and bony-backed hills sprawled to the horizon, while isolated stands of wondrous, contorted trees reached their crowns towards the sun. The long, easy days sank softly into hues of crimson, violet and gold, and at night, their campfire gleamed beneath a glittering canopy of stars. No man could say if these lands had ever before heard the sweet songs that sometimes arose at night, when two elven voices twined in silver notes and sung laud to the southern heavens.

Music at least as sweet to Sev's ears, however, was the gentle murmur of Anardil and Nadim's voices, when the two lay together beneath the night sky and discussed the names of the stars. That she could join them and place her head on her beloved's chest, with the son of their heart at her side, seemed the greatest prize of all. At long last, she could look into the mirror of her soul and see peace.

***

August 30, 1424 SR

Pelargir 

Ten days after leaving Markato, they approached the final river crossing. When the travelers reached the vast expanse of the Anduin, Nadim ignored the small group of people waiting on the dock and stared open mouthed at the water. "Is the sea?"

"No," Celebsul answered, smiling. "Just a very large river. That is Pelargir on the other side."

"How we get over?" 

Crouching, the elf held Nadim's shoulder and pointed to a small, square speck out on the river's gliding surface. "See that boat? It is a ferry. When it gets here, it will take us across." 

While they waited for the ferry to creep its way across, Celebsul told the boy of how Isildur met his fate in the river, and also related the tale of Queen Berúthiel and her cats.

Then all the passengers boarded the boat, Nadim taking a seat between Aerio and Tom. During the slow crossing of the Anduin, the young elf explained about the age and history of the city, and Tom embroidered the account, making the lad either laugh or gasp in disbelief. Then Nadim scrambled forward to lean precariously from the ferry's bow, and watched the strip of water narrow between their boat and the stone quays of the ancient city.

The ferry finally arrived in Pelargir. As people disembarked, Tom ruffled Nadim's hair and the group mounted their horses, setting off along the waterfront. Nadim stared in awe at the forest of masts swaying above countless moored boats. His eyes grew even wider while Anardil told of Aragorn's arrival here, with the commandeered Black Fleet at his command and the Army of the Dead a cold fog at his heels. And somewhere along the way, Tom simply disappeared between one street and the next, slipping back into the shadows. It took a few minutes before Sev noticed and commented on the absence, but Anardil showed no surprise.

"If ever we have need of him," he said, "we know where to find him."

Nadim meanwhile continued to peer owl-eyed at the great, broad flow of the Anduin, and again at all the countless streets of stone.

"We see pirates soon?" he asked. "We see smuggle mens?"

Sev eyed the boy suspiciously, while Anardil shook his head.

"Who told you such tales? Was it Tom or Aerio?" Sev asked, casting a narrow glare towards Aerio.

"Yes, Tom tell!" Nadim nodded eagerly. "He have many stories for river city. Tell all about Umbar pirates and smuggle mens. Is true bad mens sell mothers?"

"Come along, Nadim," said Sev sternly. "There will be no pirates today."

Two nights' rest at The Slippery Fish saw them caught up on all the local gossip and fed nearly to the bursting point. Hulda the Magnificent refrained from any repeats of farewell parties, but she did pinch Anardil's cheek, flirted with Celebsul and Aerio shamelessly, and scolded Sev for not taking better care of herself. Hulda also hugged Nadim at least fifty times and told him what a lucky boy he was no less than thirty. For his part, Nadim cheerfully christened the majestic innkeeper "Kali Mûmak", to which she laughed until every one of her chins wobbled, and then her bosom jiggled for ten minutes after. Before they left, Hulda reported that the unfortunate Gafler had been spotted boarding a ship for the coast of Umbar, fleeing the ever-increasing weight of his imprudent dealings.

***

September 2, 1424 SR

Minas Tirith 

When at last Mount Mindolluin loomed from the plain and the White City spread gleaming in sunlight, a hint of autumn touched the crystalline air while the Pelennor Fields lay heavy with the bounty of the coming harvest. After so long away, the lofty magnificence of the Tower of Ecthelion and the wide gates standing open below looked very much like home. As they neared the city, Nadim sat on the ancient, docile nag Ahmose had arranged for him in Markato and stared about him with eyes wide as teacups.

"King own all this?" he asked.

Anardil laughed and said, "No, lad, this is a city for all the people."

Leaving their horses at the stables owned by Esiwmas' trading company, they made their way at last to the home of Sev's kin. Es himself was not in residence, have departed to Rohan to attend long neglected business, but old Sarantha met them at the door with cries of joy. Sev's youthful kinsman, Malthor, greeted them also; smiling tentatively as he faced Sev and Anardil and the sum of all his failures.

However, Sev laughed at the young man's worried look and gave his cheek a firm pat. "You poor lacsar," she said. "Next time you are told to be my minder, be a clever fellow and refuse the job."

Anardil laughed and gripped Malthor's hand, adding, "You know you were out-classed the moment she set her mind to escape you?"

"Aye, that I do," Malthor replied, and his usual handsome smile reasserted itself. "I am a wiser man today. And who do we have here?"


Nadim grinned up at them with every tooth in his head, and announced, "I Nadim! I new son to Modor Sev and Fæder Dil!"

Thereupon Malthor promptly dissolved into big-brotherhood, or cousinhood as the case may be, and Sarantha became the shamelessly doting grandmother Nadim never had. Proof of the lad's conquest came not only in the amount of food Sarantha poured into him, but also when he took up following the old woman about the markets of Minas Tirith, shielding her with a scarlet parasol.

In the meantime, though Esiwmas and his sons were again away to Rohan, the weary travelers took pleasure in the comforts of home. Celebsul and Aerio made time to stroll the city's circles and admire the great works being done there, the scars of war now almost disappeared. At Elessar's bidding, the elven folk came hence to restore the many gardens of the city, whilst dwarves and men labored together in creations of stone. Nadim accompanied Celebsul on one such walk, hearing from the soft-spoken Eldar the great tales of Minas Tirith.

Sev and Anardil, however, confined most of their time to Es' home or the trading company's stables, content to rest amidst familiar surroundings. Anardil sent his final written report of events to his king, and now they waited until Aragorn's summons arrived. Three days passed, during which Nadim did his best to befriend everyone in Esiwmas' household and employ, including Martham, the grey-bearded stable master.

Martham took one look at the sleepy-eyed old mare that brought the lad this far, and shook his head. "Boy needs a better horse than that," he grumbled. "Them foreigners have no sense when it comes to horses."

Malthor agreed. Being an excellent horseman, and recalling his not-so-distant boyhood, he eagerly fell into a discussion with Martham about a suitably spirited mount for Nadim. Neither man noticed that the boy in question conducted his own exploration of the stables. Only when they paused in their conversation did they hear Nadim's voice coming from an end stall, where the door stood open wide.

Eyes widening, Malthor rushed to the rescue. "Not in there, lad. He's a -."

"He nice," Nadim said, stroking the pink nose of the horse. "What his name?"

The two men watched in astonishment as the animal blew gently upon the boy, encouraging the petting.

"That's Biscuit," Malthor replied, scratching his head.

Martham scratched his greying beard as well, frowning at what he saw. The old grey gelding, bane of Master Esiwmas and anyone else who didn't meet the horse's exacting standards, appeared as smitten with the child as Nadim was with his new friend. Nadim's giggle soared to a near-shriek when Biscuit nuzzled tickly whiskers against the boy's neck and blew a warm breath in his ear.

"He likes me!" Nadim cried, and plunged both hands into the tangled grey mane, while Biscuit held his unlovely head low for the child's attentions.

Martham snorted. "You're one of the few, boy. But fact is, that cantankerous beast has taught many a young fellow to become a proper Rider. He knows more about horsemanship and the arts of war than most grown men."

"He old horse?" Nadim asked.

"He's got some age on him," the stable master replied. "But he still has some good years left. He taught Master Esiwmas' boys to ride, and quite a few of their cousins, too. Even Malthor, here, learnt his paces on Biscuit's back."

Nadim's eyes widened, for while his meeting with Esiwmas and all his new cousins was delayed until their return from Rohan, he had heard many tales about his expanding family.

"Then Biscuit teach me ride?" The lad's grin flashed bright in the barn's dimness. "Like cousin boys! I learn ride like them!"

Malthor grinned and rubbed his nose, while Martham looked thoughtful. As both Rohirrim watched, Biscuit closed his eyes to the scratching of small fingers behind his ears.

Chuckling, Malthor said, "I guess that settles that."

The stable master shook his head. "Confounded beast has made his choice, I'd say. At least it's all in the family."

"Family!" Nadim echoed eagerly, looking up at both men with a wide smile. "Biscuit family! Now tell who is modor and fæder him, please?"

"You mean Biscuit's mother and father?"

"Yes!"

"Well …" Martham frowned thoughtfully. "If you really want to know, I can tell you the names a long ways back. He's got good blood, even if he's not pretty to look at."

"Please tell," Nadim pleaded, patting Biscuit on the neck. "I hear his family."

So, Martham turned an empty nail keg on end and sat to recite Biscuit's long lineage, peppered with anecdotes of his equine forbearers' strength, endurance and courage. Nadim meanwhile listened intently whilst drawing a currycomb over every inch of the old horse he could reach, and thus the bond of horse and boy was sealed.

***

Chapter Thirty-Five

September 10, 1424 SR

Minas Tirith 

The summons for their audience with Aragorn arrived, fittingly enough, on a dreary foggy morning. While Anardil, Sev, Nadim and their two elven companions walked up the quiet streets of the city, mist rose off the river to linger in the lower circles. As they climbed higher, it seemed as if they were above the clouds, treading ancient pathways towards the sun.

"Remember, Nadim," said Anardil, "we all must be very well-behaved when we meet the king. He is a very important man."

Nadim nodded solemnly, eyes wide as he peered into the courtyards and gardens behind iron gates and stone walls that lined the ancient way. From hidden places wafted the fragrance of flowers and sometimes the liquid music of small fountains.

As a mark of his efforts to contain his normal exuberance, he answered in a hushed voice, "Like Khôr Ahmose, yes?"

Sev wisely restrained her thoughts on the importance of men, and let Anardil answer with a smile, "Yes, something like that."

Nadim nodded, and took Sev's hand while they walked. Not long after, two Tower guards admitted them into the great, hushed halls of the king. A liveried servant waited for them there, and graciously bid them to follow. Beneath high-vaulted ceilings they walked, past statuary and tapestries and relics of noble times of yore, their footsteps gently echoing. Nadim's attention fairly swam to see such grandeur at every hand, and once Celebsul caught the lad when he tripped on a thick carpet, and set him back on his feet.

Then the servant stopped at a carved door, knocked, and pushed it open. Sev had time for just one steadying breath, one quick squeeze of Anardil's hand, ere they stepped within. The servant ushered them into a smaller audience chamber, where a cheering fire burned upon the hearth, and Ahmose waited with a man in Southron robes whom Anardil recognized as Karif Phazgân. A slightly younger man than Ahmose, Karif appeared scholarly but with inner strength radiating in the steadiness of his dark eyes. At the other side of the hearth, Aragorn stood, while Arwen reclined upon a velvet chair, smiling gently when she met Sev's eyes.

"Sevilodorf," said Arwen in greeting, "so many feared for you. It was a comfort to us all when word reached us of your safety."

Suspecting the king's viewpoint was not so understanding as his queen's, Sev offered only a curtsy and a brief, "Thank you, my lady."

Then Aragorn stirred and spoke. "Come hither, friends, and take your ease. While your initial report arrived many weeks ago, curiosity has only been whetted by the tale told by Ahmose." His gaze then turned kindly as he looked down and added, "I would first know what foundling you have brought with you out of southern lands."

Nadim abruptly seemed rooted in place, his eyes huge with trepidation. But Anardil placed his hand on the child's shoulder and drew him against his side.

"My lord," he said, "this is Nadim. He is our son."

Aragorn's kingly brows lifted in wry amusement. "Even as Khôr Ahmose said. Then I name this child blessed, for I have heard how you, Madame Sevilodorf, lifted him from cruelty. Pray do let us hear the entirety of your journeys."

When all were seated in chairs about the hearth, Anardil began his accounting of all that had transpired in the long weeks since he left Minas Tirith. From his much-delayed return from the East only to learn Sev had gone searching for him, to Sev's complicated subterfuge of going south, intending to search in Rhûn by longer roads, followed by Anardil's and Ahmose's expedition to Harondor to find her, the long story unfolded. Celebsul and Aerio added their observations from time to time, with Ahmose speaking quietly when Anardil looked to him. Sev would have preferred to remain mute through the entire discussion, but when prompted, she too gave her part of the narrative. Nonetheless, she pared her reiteration of all but the most important details, who, where, when and how. Ishan doubtless would have been amazed and delighted at her willingness to let the men carry the conversation.

As they spoke, Arwen tugged a bell chord to summon servants bearing refreshments and sweet cider for their guests. She also requested paper and sticks of charcoal for Nadim, who then happily sprawled before the hearth sketching pictures and munching sweetmeats.

Meanwhile, the others continued the chronicle of the summer's deeds and events. The trek to Markato, the treachery of Tamar, and the strange alliance of Sev and the trader, Ishan, and Ahmose's final confrontation with the cruel, ambitious malak of House Minul, all these were spoken, as well.

Karif Phazgân looked at his life-long friend with pride, then, and said, "Truly, Ahmose, you are honor's champion, as are these whom you claim as friends." 

When the tale turned to the mines of Azhar, and the Rohirrim prisoners held so long as slaves, many to die long before rescue, Aragorn's eyes darkened, but he listened with little remark. Arwen's gaze grew steely when details of the tragedy and suffering of the slaves emerged, men, women and children imprisoned amidst fear, grief and the devastation of greed.

"How could any lord misuse his people so?" she asked. She looked at Nadim and sighed, "How could this Tamar condemn their children? Alas, there is evil that resides in the most mortal of forms, and just men must remain vigilant against it."

Celebsul spoke grimly. "Not only the people, but the very earth he cruelly misused. Khôr Ahmose has vowed to put this right."

The malak inclined his head. "With the help and advice of Kûn Aerio, and others. I have also sent news to Éomer of Rohan. Rohirrim captains will soon be guests of House Minul and House Tharan as we conduct further investigations and resettle the men we have found."

For a while, the air hung heavy, however, descriptions of Sev's reunion with her brother, and the birth of his twin sons, brought smiles to everyone in the room. Amidst hardship and peril, there ever remained hope, and hope at last prevailed.

The sun was well on its path when they finished. Aragorn questioned them on one or two points, primarily sounding out the present state of affairs in Harondor and the mines.

Then Aragorn nodded and looked to Ahmose and Karif Phazgân, and said, "Unanticipated though events have been, I have no doubt they will prove favorable to the cause of peace. It pleases me to know that I will have a friend in the new malak of House Minul."

Ahmose inclined his head in humble thanks, while Karif smiled. "Indeed, lord," said the phazgân, "it is even better that you will have friendly eyes to help you see clearly in eastern Harondor."

"Even so," Aragorn replied, in gentle mimicry of the Haradrim phrase of accord.

Karif then asked Ahmose and Anardil several questions, clarifying matters regarding the new alliance with House Minul, before returning them to the king's attention.

Thereupon Aragorn rose and moved to stand before the hearth, smiling briefly as he avoided Nadim's drawings scattered on the carpet. He took a sip from the cup of cider in his hand and pondered a moment before speaking.

"We have heard a mighty tale," he said, "and a telling of marvelous deeds. Bravery, cleverness and courage abound at every turn. But there remains one lingering issue."

He turned stern, almost paternal eyes on Sev, who froze in her seat like a rabbit beneath a hawk's shadow. "It is time to pronounce my judgement upon your actions, madam."

Setting his cup upon the mantle, he began to speak. "Did I not, Lady Sevilodorf, bid and compel you to remain removed from all matters regarding Anardil and his mission to Rhûn? Clearly, my words were not explicit enough. Unless I am mistaken, my directive to avoid the eastern lands simply encouraged you to reach them by a more circuitous route. I wonder, madam, what would happen if you ever decided to invade another country by force."

Small, stifled sounds indicated some in the room found that observation amusing, but Sev made no reply, and Aragorn continued.

"I forbade you to go to Rhûn on the grounds it would endanger others who labored there in my name, and might compromise efforts to rescue Anardil, himself. Yet you gave your oath to the letter of my orders, and disregarded their meaning entirely, instead seeking out what was an even more dangerous path to achieve your ends. What if you had, madam, actually reached Rhûn, and found Anardil long gone? Would we even now be searching for you - or for your body?"

Sev swallowed hard and stared into her empty cup. Nor was Aragorn through.

"You are not alone in your transgressions, either. Anardil, former Ranger and son of the Dúnedain, you did well in your mission to Rhûn, albeit at cost to yourself. But where exactly did my instructions regarding Harondor go awry?" Aragorn lifted his fingers in enumeration of Anardil's failings. "You were to use your very best judgement to steer clear of entanglements. Specifically, you were instructed to avoid Tamar, whose clutches you barely escaped once before. I certainly do not recall giving you any directive to aid in the overthrow of one of the most dangerous nobles in the Southron lands, one who in fact had made his personal enmity for you clear."

Anardil had the grace to look chagrined as he replied, "No, lord. You gave no such directive."

"Then I can only say you and your lady are well matched, indeed." Aragorn's tone muted to a near-grumble. "Nadim may possess better sense than the two of you."

Into the silence following this proclamation came a child's imperious voice. "Modor Sev and Fæder Dil good peoples. I take care of them." 

All eyes turned to where Nadim stood amidst his scattered drawings, dark eyes narrowed and arms folded across his thin chest. Aragorn blinked and held the child's measuring stare, and was abruptly reminded of the haughty poise of Sevilodorf's cat. The Lady Arwen meanwhile hid a smile, and Anardil cleared his throat. 

"Yes. Well," Aragorn continued, after Nadim, whose eyes still glowed with a dark fire, settled at Sev's feet. "Returning to the matter at hand; madam, did you not promise to abstain from travel in the direction of our Eastern borders with Rhûn?

Sev swallowed hard and managed to reply, "Yes, lord."

"And did you not willfully disobey the spirit of that directive by plotting to enter Rhûn by another direction?"

"Yes, lord."

"Anardil, did you not flagrantly disobey my order to avoid Tamar and the dangers he posed to you?" 

"Yes, lord."

"Disobedience to the sovereign of the land is intolerable. However, petitions for leniency have been made on your behalf." He cast his glance to Arwen and Ahmose. "Thus, in recognition of the service done to both Harad and Gondor during your recent escapade, my judgement is that you, madam, are to solemnly swear to obey any order given you to the full extent of both its spirit and its words."

In her relief that the king had made no mention of prisons or shackles, Sev blurted out the first thought to come to her mind: "Any orders, or just yours, my lord King?"

Aragorn cocked his head. "Let us not strain your veracity. I will limit the requirement to those directives given you by myself or Faramir, Lord of Ithilien and Steward of Gondor."

"I am allowed to return home to The Burping Troll?"

"Indeed madam, you are commanded to return there, and remain within its boundaries for a period of no less than three months."

Sev felt the weight of worry slipping from her shoulder, and she actually mustered a faint smile. "And after that?"


At her feet, Nadim continued to cast Aragorn wary looks, but upon seeing Sev's smile, the child's frown eased.


Aragorn's expression warmed when he replied, "After that, you will be paroled to travel as you will throughout Gondor, so long as you are in the company of this rapscallion or his elected representative."

Both of them glanced at Anardil, and Sev asked, "And what, my lord, is your judgement for this rapscallion?"

The king's eyes narrowed and slanted back to Sev. "One moment, madam. I do not believe you have yet sworn to uphold my orders. It would be most remiss of me to overlook that omission, would it not?"

"Yes, my lord." Color rose in Sev's cheeks. "I give you my oath on the matter." 

Acknowledging this with a nod, Aragorn turned to Anardil. 

"Punishment should fit the situation. Therefore, Anardil, you are not to travel the roads beyond the borders of Gondor without my express orders or consent, the exception being the lands of Rohan." A sardonic smile quirked Aragorn's lips. "I would not want the news of your body being rent by the Wolves of Rhûn to come as a complete surprise."

And so it ended, not in dire recriminations or grim judgments, but in the just rulings of a compassionate king, who above all wished his people safe and well. All relaxed amidst easy conversation; the tray of sweets making its rounds again. The Lady Arwen beckoned Nadim to her side and whatever confidences she shared, the lad's defensive posture relaxed and he stared up at her in adoration, beaming his brightest smile.

"I promise, Lady Star Eyes," he said. "Nadim promise."

Aragorn laughed aloud. "Already a poet and a charmer," he said. "Lad, I think you will keep 'Modor Sev' and 'Fæder Dil' busy for many years to come."

But when attention turned to Anardil, he appeared quiet and contemplative. "My lord, there is one other thing."

"Oh?" Aragorn replied. "Speak, Anardil. You have never hesitated to share your mind before."

Visibly screwing up his courage, Anardil stood and faced his king. "My lord, I humbly beg you to release me from your service."

Gasps fled about the room, and Sev's hand flew to cover her mouth. Dismay and hope warred within her. Duty was the weft of the very fabric forming Anardil's life: how could he bear to cut that part of himself away? What would be left? But to never again be forced to face months of uncertainty, while he sought information down paths she was forbidden to tread ... could this be also his wish? 

Aragorn did not reply, merely the lift of an eyebrow indicating he would very much like to hear more about this.

Anardil pressed on. "My lord, you have been my captain and my chieftain for as long as I can remember. I have never regretted my service to you. And when I lay in the Houses of Healing, thinking myself a broken, useless thing, you restored me to life - to honor, by giving me the means to fulfill my duty to serve you. I will owe you to the end of my days for this mercy."

He looked at Aragorn, expression frankly pleading, like a son to a strict father: " But life, as I have found, is more than duty. All I wish, my captain, is the same chance of ordinary men that I may return home safe each night to my family."

He fell silent, watching tensely as Aragorn's expression registered a slow montage of thoughtful surprise, serious introspection, and growing austerity. Aragorn paced a moment, before returning to stand in front of Anardil, where he assumed a stern pose.

"No, Anardil," he said, "I will not release you from your service."

Anardil stiffened beneath his lord's gaze, while Sev bowed her head to hide her emotions. Then Aragorn continued. "I will not break the honored vows that have bound us and our kin down all the generations. Such bonds may not be undone at the whim of any man."

Aragorn paused, and then said, "Here is my pronouncement, Anardil son of Cirion. You will return home with your lady and son, where you will live the life of a productive and honorable man. You will raise and love your son as faithfully as your father raised and loved you, and you will cleave to Sevilodorf until the end of your days. And if ever, I should find need of a clever scoundrel who travels with a stubborn woman and a precocious lad …" A twinkle suddenly appeared in Aragorn's eyes. "... I will send for you."

Warm laughter flooded the room and warm hands patted Anardil's shoulders, though he appeared near to fainting with relief. He reached for Sev and pulled her close, despite watching eyes, and then reached past her to clasp first Aerio's hand, then Celebsul's.

"We go home now?" piped a cheery voice, and Anardil and Sev looked down at Nadim's hopeful face.

"Yes, little one," said Anardil with a smile. "We go home now."

"Good!"

Nadim flung himself at them to wrap his arms around Sev's waist, giving a quick squeeze. Then the lad bounded back to the hearth to collect his drawings.

A much taller presence loomed near, and the couple looked at the king.

"My lord," said Anardil, a lump suddenly in his throat, "I thank you. It is more than I dared hope. I -."

"Anardil," said Aragorn kindly, "since the day I found you wounded and bereft in the Houses of Healing, I have wished you only peace. I think, if I am not amiss, that you have finally found it."

"Yes." Anardil looked down into Sev's shining blue eyes. "Yes, I have."

"Then go home. Treasure the peace you fought so long to win." Aragorn lifted his hands to rest on Anardil's and Sev's shoulders. "You have been given a mighty gift, in the person of that child. Love him, teach him well."

And Arwen stood beside them and said, "We have seen the darkness of Shadow and the ending of an Age. Teach him to be a beacon of light in the new world that comes."

"We will," Sev replied. "As much as we know how, we will."

Finally, they turned to Ahmose who waited quietly near the open door. Anardil smiled.

"How long a journey it has been," he said.

Ahmose returned the smile, glancing from Anardil to Sev and Nadim, and back again. "But worth it. Perhaps things were as they are meant to be, however arduous the road."

Then Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan and Malak of House Minul, knelt to give Nadim a Haradrim blessing. "We will meet again," he said. "There is a wide world for you to learn from."

Nadim smiled into the face of the man who would one day be his teacher, and said, "I learn many things. You see. I clever boy."

Chuckling, Ahmose kissed the child's brow and stood to face Anardil one last time. "Nor have our paths sundered, my friend. Who knows, perhaps one day soon I will wish to visit your Burping Troll and sample hobbit cooking."

Anardil laughed and on impulse stepped forward to hug his friend, and was warmly embraced in return. At the door, he paused once to look back at his chieftain and king. But Sev held his hand and Nadim bounced in the doorway, and Celebsul and Aerio waited in the corridor outside. Anardil stepped firmly forward. It was time to go home.

Behind them, the phazgân turned to Aragorn and said, "A verse among our people says, 'there are hundreds of stones, but just one mirror'."

At the puzzled look on the king's face, Karif smiled. "A fool who sees something he dislikes in a mirror, breaks it. A wise man polishes the mirror to see more clearly. Your realm has a leader of great wisdom."

***

Epilogue

September 16, 1424 SR

Northern Ithilien 

The first gold of autumn tinted the trees that lined the long road through Ithilien, contrasted by the deep greens of spruce and fir, and the softer greens of meadows. Silence lay gently upon the rutted way until a rattling of hooves arose and grew. On the riders came, a man, a woman, two elves and a boy who clung happily atop an old grey horse. From the rugged flanks of the Ephel Dúath, a crisp breeze whispered and brought with it the spice of leaves and the musk of damp earth.

Soon the road made a certain turn, and the trees opened to reveal a curved drive, a green lawn, and the squat, homey bulk of a roadside inn. The yard lay silent but fragrant smoke curled from the chimneys, and the riders clattered up the lane.

An instant later, the inn door flew open with a bang and a perfect tumult of voices and bodies spilled forth. 

"Sevi!" "Anardil!" "Aerio!" "Celly!" "Mae govannen!"

The greetings jumbled merrily over each other, while laughter rang and people shouted questions that no one stopped long enough to answer. Nadim stared in happy wonder as he spied, amongst the expected human inhabitants, the statuesque figures of several elves and the short, plump shapes of three hobbit lasses. Anardil swung from his saddle, checked that Sev was helping Nadim dismount from Biscuit's, and turned to meet a battery of distraught hobbit voices.

"Good heavens!" cried Meri, "you're all wasting away! When did you last eat a full meal?"

"And you all look so tired!" echoed Erin. "Why, we must fix a proper supper, with roast pork and pudding and gravy."

"And pie!" Camellia added. "At least two kinds of pie - Goodness sakes, it will take weeks to make you fit again!"

"You'll have your chance, ladies," Anardil laughed - and was nearly bowled off his feet.

"Anardil, confound you!" Halbarad shouted in his ear, and crushed him in a zealous hug. "Don't you ever do this again - don't you -."

The Burping Troll's Captain of Rangers paused only long enough to pull a startled Sev into a three-fold embrace.

"Don't either of you do this again," Halbarad choked. "Never again. Swear!"

His hug tightened fiercely, and Anardil chuckled to realize his sword-brother fought back tears.

"We're home, Hal. I promise we're home."

Hal withdrew enough to look at them, his face scrunched in unlovely lines but elation nonetheless shining in his eyes. "I'll say you're home. Do you know how long we had to wait for news of you? I'm never letting either of you out of my sight again!"

"Now, Hal," said Sev primly, "I'm only under orders to the king and Lord Faramir. Nothing was ever said about obeying you."

Halbarad stared then tossed back his head and laughed. "Thank heavens some things will never change."

He was interrupted by a yell and hurtling motion, as Bob came bursting among them. With a joyful roar, the Ranger grabbed Anardil from behind, and hugged him bodily off his feet. Then Bob dropped him so he could grab Sev in a slightly-gentler hug - whereupon she pelted him about the head and shoulders crying, "Let go, you great loof!"

Joyous laughter rang about the yard, and Bob turned his greetings next to Aerio and Celebsul.  His place was immediately taken by his sister, Elanna, who pounced on Anardil and then Sev with tearful shouts of glee.

Meanwhile Halbarad focused on the newcomer among them, and asked, "Say, who is that little fellow? None of the messages mentioned … is this the boy you rescued?"

Freed of Elanna's embrace, Sev beckoned Nadim away from the hobbit lasses, and when he suddenly became shy, she drew the child against her side. Anardil dropped his hand to stroke the boy's hair.

"This is our son," he said. "This is Nadim. Nadim, greet your Uncle Halbarad and Uncle Bob."

"Hello, Uncle Halbarad and Uncle Bob."

Silence, then the hobbit lasses squealed, Bob whooped, Halbarad laughed for joy, and a dozen voices gabbled all at once.

"Would you look at that?" Halbarad chuckled, and cast a quick smile at Elanna, beaming tearfully beside him. "I never would have imagined you two becoming parents - especially before Elanna and me! Oh, you must have some stories to tell."

"Aye, we do," Anardil replied with a crooked grin.

"But we have time to tell them, now," Sev said. She looked upon the many dear, smiling faces that surrounded them and added, "We have all the time in the world."

THE END

Appendix A: Haradrim Language, History and Locations

All information here is the result of our imagination and should not be taken as Tolkien canon.

Haradric words:

ameseghinallehu - thank you

azgar - swordsman 

endemin ameshu - good night

gutra- linen headscarf worn by men

hakem bet- place of healing

hattah- linen turban worn by men

hijab- veil worn to cover the hair and lower face of women

kaffe- Haradrim coffee

kali - honorific, female

Kâthuphazgân - Conquering One, Leader of the Council of Twenty Houses

khôr - lord

kûn - honorific, male

Malak: Guardian, an underlord in charge of his region, reports to the phazgân

muk - hot

mûmak – oliphaunt, plural is mûmakil  

nûph - fool

Phazgân - Prince, Leader of one of the Twenty Houses

shamal - a desert storm

thobe - robe

tiru no - It is well. 

Ulbar: Strength, a trusted lieutenant, often the Phazgân's right hand man

wuvin - vermin

yellem - no

The Twenty Houses

From The Serpent's Lure by Sevilodorf, Ahmose's retelling of the Haradrim history
“Long ago, the lands of Middle-Earth fell victim to the Great Plague. No country escaped its sword. Not Eriador, not Gondor, not Rhûn. Not Harad. Children were left orphaned and parents were left childless. Tribes were left leaderless, and leaders were left without people to follow them. Those few who survived in the lands beyond the River Harnen combined their numbers. Thus were born the Twenty Houses. To them, all tribes belong, and to the phazgân of each House is owed great loyalty. As is the nature of men, some are weak, others strong, some are born to lead and others too frightened to take command.”

“A weak man,” the Southron continued, “if born in peaceful times may do his duty with no hardship, but sad is the House whose leader is unworthy when the enemy marches upon their door. This fate befell the House of Tharan in the times of our fathers’ fathers’ fathers.”

“In the midst of our woe, there appeared, from distant lands, an emissary. With honeyed voice he spoke of the power of his Lord. A Lord who would fight our enemies as his own and raise this weak phazgân to great heights so that all might do him honor. As proof of this great Lord’s respect a gift was made. A dagger etched with the Serpent of the Twenty Houses and bearing the name Nuphar.”

"Oaths were taken. Binding our House to the service of this distant Lord for so long as the dagger remained whole. Through the years, similar fates befell the other great Houses, until all were subject to the commands of Mordor.”

“Evil directed the counsels of our leaders, young masters. Yet, not every man turned from honor. Those few who believed not in the evil ways of the Dark Lord and worked to free our people from this terrible alliance lived careful lives. To be discovered was the path to unpleasant death. My master is one such man. On the day the Dark Lord fell, we seized our chance. The West’s victory against Sauron was ours as well. Great was the price we paid upon the fields of the Pelennor, but more bitter was that claimed upon the banks of the Harnen for there brother drew blade against brother.”

House Names:

When the Twenty Houses were formed under the leadership of the Phazgân of House Zimra, the first four took their names from simple counting words. As other tribal groups organized, they adopted more descriptive names. 

Though high in the counsels of the Kâthuphazgân, the First Four by no means dominate the Council of Twenty Houses. Alliances between the Minor and Major Houses and between the tribal and clan groups owing fealty to the individual house constantly shift. Thus the governing of Harad is an intricate dance of diplomacy.

Major Houses (in order of founding): 

Zimra - jewel - Hereditary House of the Kâthuphazgân, ruler of the Twenty Houses
And - First House

Halet - Second House

Sost - Third House

Tharan - Fourth House

Orot - Mountain

Sakal - Shore

Azulada - East

Minor Houses (in order of founding): 

Minul - Sky 

Narak - Eagle

Agath - Shadow

Tarakhil - High man

Sama - Ivy

Tapuk - Rabbit

Raba - Dog

Aduna - West

Gimil - Star

Bawiba - Winds

Bannut - Hills

Belawa - Knife

Houses whose lands bordered the Harnen River (Tharan, Minul, Agath, Orot, Aduna and Belawa) laid claim to many estates in Harondor during the years of Haradrim occupation. 

Locations: 

Markato: Major trading city that spans the River Harnen

Nagusa: village north of Markato on west bank of River Harnen

Aglar: town where Tamar has an estate

Feresulla: village

Ensira: village

Duwalla: village on border with Nurn

Azhar: tin mine in mountains

Waheldo: mine

Appendix B: Index of People and Beasts

Of The Burping Troll:

Main Characters:

Anardil: former Ranger, now in covert operations, companion of Sevilodorf 

Aerio: male Elf from Mirkwood

Celebsul: male Elf of the Eldar

Sevilodorf: traderwoman and healer, once of Rohan, companion of Anardil 

Tarannon: Captain of Rangers at Henneth Annûn

Supporting Characters: 

Anbarad, Belegalda, Gambesul and Pippin: elves living at The Burping Troll (passim)

Biscuit: ornery older Rohirrim horse now belonging to Sev, half-brother to Gomel

Bob: Ranger of the Burping Troll

Camellia: a hobbit lass from the Shire

Elanna: wife of Halbarad and Ranger (passim)

Erin: a hobbit lass from the Shire

Gomelfaex: Rohirrim horse belonging to Anardil, younger half-brother to Biscuit

Gubbitch, Titch, and Lugbac: reformed Orcs living near The Burping Troll (passim)

Halbarad: Captain of the Burping Troll Rangers

Meri: a hobbit lass from the Shire

Morling: Ranger of the Burping Troll

Tac: feline owner of Sevilodorf and Anardil

Warg: resident talking warg at The Burping Troll (passim)

Of Harad:
Main Characters:

Ahmose, Ulbar of House Tharan

Ishan: caravan master and trader

Tamar, Malak of House Minul

Ghazi: servant to Tamar

Hisham: slave master for Tamar 

Îbal: alias used by Anardil when traveling in Harad and Harondor

Karif, Phazgân of House Tharan

Marid: Tamar's head azgar
Nadim: apprentice to Qutaiba, later to Ishan

Ratib: apprentice to Ishan

Supporting Characters:

Chardan: Ishan's head vendor

Cook: employed by Tamar

Dabnir: salt merchant and Gondorian informer

Fouad: minor Harad noble, friend of Tamar

Jameela Anan: matriarch of the oliphuants
Kamilah: Haradrim slave woman, healer

Nazeem and Nadhir: twin newborn sons of Nathirem and Yaseema

Qutaiba: rug maker and merchant, friend of Tamar

Rahimah: mother oliphaunt

Rassama: slaver in Pelargir

Shaban: azgar to Tamar

Sharab, Phazgân of House Minul

Umaran: owner of The Blue Lily in Markato

Wafid: cloth merchant and friend to Ishan

Yaseema: Haradrim wife of Nathirem of Rohan

Of Gondor:

Main Characters:
Aragorn: King of Gondor

Arwen: Queen of Gondor

Tom: tough guy in Pelargir, occasional assistant to Anardil

Supporting Characters:

Arlen and Elly - blind man and his niece, friends of Anardil and Sev near Pelargir (passim)

Darcene: barmaid at The Slippery Fish in Pelargir

Darien: lord of Silverbrook in Blackroot Vale, friend of Anardil and Sev (passim)

Gafler: employed by Hulda

Hulda: owner of The Slippery Fish in Pelargir

Khint: former clerk of Lord Valthaur, now employed by Tamar

Ohtar: Ranger stationed in Pelargir

Sterlan: riverman 

Torval: brother of Hulda in Pelargir, cook and bottle washer at The Slippery Fish

Valthaur: former law lord of Minas Tirith, master to Khint, deceased (passim)

Vernot: owner of seedy Pelargir brothel (passim)

Of Rohan:

Main Characters:
Esiwmas: Master Trader and head of Sevilodorf's family

Sewulf: foster-son of Sevilodorf, cousin to Esiwmas, trader in Nurn

Supporting Characters:
Beregrid: cousin to Esiwmas, trader in Nurn (passim)

Essel: Sev's son, slain at Helm's Deep (passim)

Estev: Esiwmas' son

Frewulf: Rohirrim man. taken as slave into Nurn, now freed, wine maker (in passim)

Malthor: nephew of Eswimas

Martham: stable master for Esiwmas in Minas Tirith

Nathirem: brother to Sevilodorf

Rolfe: Esiwmas' adopted son

Sarantha: aged cousin of Esiwmas and his housekeeper in Minas Tirith

Of Rhûn:

Berke tribe: tribe in the borderlands of Rhûn (passim)

Sube tribe: small tribe living in Rhûn at Gondor's eastern borders, befriended by Anardil and Sev in previous adventures

Wolves: hostile tribesmen in Rhûn, enemies to Gondor (passim)

Appendix C: Trollisms- Words Unique to The Burping Troll

lacsar – rascal 

loof – fool 

nmad – mild Rohirric curse

toidi – idiot

� Bloodstone, Obsidian, Adamant available at burpingtroll.com


� Kashif Indori 


� Adamant, burpingtroll.com


� The Serpent's Lure, burpingtroll.com 


� A Worthy Companion, burpingtroll.com


� The Serpent's Lure at www.burpingtroll.com


� Kashif Indori


� Adamant, burpingtroll.com


� The Voyage of the Rowan burpingtroll.com 


� Riddle 69, The Book of Exeter


� The Battle of Maldon, Anglo Saxon Poem
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