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Who's Who: Cast of Characters

Chapter 1: Assumptions

October 18, 1421 SR

Sevilodorf stood in the common room of the Burping Troll, hands on hips and face flushed with anger. How Halbarad, that fine upstanding Ranger Captain, could manage to make her go from calm and reasonable to infuriated in less than five minutes was a wonder. She must be getting old. Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, Sev forced herself to clamp her jaw tightly closed on the words she felt welling up in her throat. Her mother had always told her that such language did not become a lady.

After counting back from ten, she opened her eyes and muttered through clenched teeth. “I remind you once again, Halbarad, you are not my father, my liege lord or in any way my keeper. I alone am responsible for me. If I wish to leave in the dead of night ALONE, there is no way short of physical restraint for you to stop me.”

“Obviously, appeals to your intelligence do not work,” snapped Halbarad. He steadfastly resisted the urge to leap to his feet knowing how the stubborn Rohirrim disliked being towered over.

“Of course they don’t. For you do not make appeals. You merely issue orders expecting to be obeyed without question.” Sevilodorf threw up her hands. “This is a pointless argument, CAPTAIN. I am leaving the day after tomorrow for Henneth Annun and from there I will make my way to Pelargir. I may return in three weeks. Or I may not. Stop trying to assume responsibility for every person in Middle Earth.”

"I've given up taking on the world, but it is a completely different matter when it comes to my friends. Even when I know that they are capable of caring for themselves as you more than proved in Nurn. That's not the point…”

“It is exactly the point,” interrupted Sevilodorf glaring at him.

Hal ran a hand through his hair and thought rapidly. He had tried being reasonable when Sev first mentioned this trip, but every discussion ended with her walking away. He had hoped that when Aerio had joined in the previous evening with reminders of what had occurred the time she went off alone in Pelargir that she would give in gracefully and agree to take a companion. Instead, she had gotten angry and shouted at Aerio as well. It was evidently time to try a different appeal.

“And what do you think Anardil would say about this proposal?” 

Hal knew the moment the words were spoken that he had made a severe error of judgment.  Invoking the name of the man in Pelargir whom she might - or might not - regard as a suitor was exactly the wrong tack to take.  The flush of anger faded from Sevilodorf’s face to be replaced with a mask of cold formality.  

In a stiff voice, she replied, “That would be entirely between Anardil and myself. Would it not, Captain?” 

Hal’s apology froze on his lips as she continued in that formal tone. “I appreciate that what you say is said out of friendship, but I will make my own decisions. My business takes me to Pelargir and I am leaving the day after tomorrow. Good evening, Captain.”

With a stiff nod and ignoring all his attempts to call her back, Sev swept from the common room to the stairs. Deciding that going after her would only make the situation worse, Hal slammed his hand against the bar and muttered a curse. There was no possible way he was letting her go alone on a two hundred mile journey. For one thing, he would not be able to sleep for the entire three weeks she was gone and for another he would be in great danger of being beheaded by Anardil for allowing it to happen. But how to stop her? What argument could he make that had not already been voiced? 

The door to the kitchen came open a cautious inch and the hobbit Camellia stuck her head around the corner uncertainly. “Are you and Sevi through talking? I was wondering if we could start setting the tables for dinner.”

“For all the good it did me, “Hal replied in a resigned tone. “Yes, we are through, Camellia.” 

Crockery and cutlery rattling faintly on her tray as she entered the room, Camellia frowned up at the tall Ranger Captain. “Halbarad, if you don’t mind my saying so. You are going about it all the wrong way.” 

For a moment, the hobbit’s words did not even register, then Hal smiled at the chiding tone and the look that so reminded him of his mother preparing to scold him for not thinking before he acted. 

Camellia clicked her tongue at him.  “I mean it, Hal. You just don’t understand how it is to be a woman and always told what to do and when and how. My brothers did it to me. And I know just how Sevi feels.”

Sobering, Hal nodded gravely. “I beg your pardon, Camellia. If you have any suggestions, I would be most interested in hearing them.”

Camellia studied Hal’s blue-green eyes carefully; but seeing only sincerity, she settled her tray on the nearest table and said earnestly, “Get Celly to talk to her. He can make her listen.”

Hal stood struck by the simplicity of the solution. If anyone could convince Sev to do something she had set her mind against it would be their venerable elf, Celebsul. Halbarad's sister Anoriath, herself a Ranger, while refusing to become involved in his campaign to prevent Sev from going to Pelargir unaccompanied, had told him repeatedly to remember the folk of the Burping Troll had been handling things quite well on their own before the Rangers arrived. The elf, Celebsul, had been in residence since the opening of the Burping Troll.

With a broad grin, Hal scooped up Camellia and swung her around. “A wonderful idea, Camellia.”

Laughing gaily as Hal set her back on her feet, Camellia said, “I’m glad I could help. Now maybe you and Sevi can stop glowering at each other across the table.”

Bowing low, then ruffling the hobbit’s blond curls, Hal said, “For my part I will be as pleasant as a summer day during the evening meal; however, I can not vouch for Sevilodorf.”

Halbarad discovered that there was no need to be concerned about Sevilodorf’s disposition at dinner, for she did not appear at the table. Pleading a headache, she had taken a tray to her room. 

Anoriath shook her head at her brother and said, “Have you been acting the supreme commander again, Hal?”

Bristling Hal replied heatedly, “Anoriath, surely you don’t think such an unaccompanied journey is sensible?”

“I never said I did, Hal. What I have said repeatedly is that you should trust Sev’s judgment.“ The lady Ranger carried her plate to another table signaling her refusal to be drawn into battle. 

It was not until after a dinner spent discussing the continued construction of the new Elvish haven in the woods to the west that Halbarad found the opportunity to meet privately with the silver-haired Celebsul. Seeing the elf go out the front door and settle on the porch of the Burping Troll alone, Hal gathered up two bottles of Cherry –B and followed. 

Eyeing the bottles, Celebsul cocked his head and lifted one eyebrow. “Bearing gifts, Hal?”

Setting the bottles on the table with a faint clink, Hal turned a chair and sat with his arms resting across the back. "I’m to the point of bribery on this, Celebsul.” 

In response to the elf’s inquiring eyebrows, Halbarad outlined his concerns about Sevilodorf’s planned expedition, his own attempts at convincing her of the need for a companion and his hope that Celebsul would see fit to use his friendship with the Rohirrim to convince her of that need.

Celebsul gave Hal a quiet look. “I will speak to her with you tomorrow, Hal. After she’s had time to cool off. I assume that one companion would be enough to set your mind at ease?”

“I hardly think sending one of the hobbits along would ease my mind; but yes, one is all I ever expected to be able to get her to accept.”

“Very well, I will do what I can.”

Hal sighed. “Then I will rest knowing the task is in the best possible hands.”

Celebsul gave a small smile. “And why do you believe I can succeed when you have not?”

Hal blew out a frustrated breath. “For some reason, from the beginning I have been on the wrong foot with Sevilodorf.” 

Recalling the incident surrounding the geyser’s eruption at the end of the theatrical performance in mid-July, Celebsul nodded. When Halbarad had learned that Dwarven engineers had warned Sev that the new hot-pool might erupt, but Sev had not seen fit to warn him, he had been livid.  In turn, Sev was not in the least amused by the thought that a captain of Rangers had any jurisdiction over acts of nature.  Both Sevilodorf and Halbarad were the type who naturally took charge, and there had been a strained period of adjustment while the two of them worked out the boundaries of their respective responsibilities. Celebsul, like the other residents, had hoped that the expedition to rescue Elanna from the raider Parcus in Nurn would have eased their relationship.  Both Halbarad's talents as a Ranger and leader and Sev's skills as a healer had been needed in unison, to free the young Ranger from her dread captivity.  But it appeared such hopes for peace were forlorn. Celebsul, however, regarded the fact that Sev would now stand her ground and shout rather than run away as a step forward.

Dragging his hand through his hair, Hal continued, “Everything I say seems to be taken by her in the wrong way.”

“That will be the first thing we need to take care of tomorrow.”

“We?”

Celebsul quirked an eyebrow at the Ranger captain. “Yes, we; you, me and Sevilodorf."

“But I assumed….” Hal stopped at the hint of amusement in the elf’s eyes. “Very well. We. After breakfast?”

Celebsul nodded and raised his bottle of Cherry-B. “To a meeting of the minds.”

Hal gave a rueful snort and raised his own bottle. “I sincerely hope so.”

*********

“You wished to see me?” Sevilodorf asked the silver-haired elf as she gazed curiously around the workshop.

For Celebsul to send Warg to the barn at this hour of the day with a request for Sevilodorf to come to the workshop as soon as she could was not only unusual, it was downright unheard of. Leaving the barn chores, she had hurried to the workshop expecting at the very least to find a disaster. But all appeared as normal.

It was not often she came here and the projects spread about in various stages of completion fascinated her. Tilting her head at a contraption made of a multitude of intermeshing grooved wheels, she snorted. Whatever it was, it had Aerio’s name written all over it.

Celebsul looked up from the wood he was carving and smiled at her expression. “A tree-planting device. It is not quite ready yet. The last time it was turned on it refused to do anything more than whirl madly.”

Sev returned his smile and said, “And I trust that Aerio then had fourteen different plans for its repair within a matter of moments.”

“And how would you know that this is the work of Aerio?” Celebsul asked with a tilt of his head.

“It is not in Gambesul’s style to create such a complicated device, nor in yours. Therefore it must be Aerio’s.” Sev pointed at a finely carved box resting on a shelf near the window. “That is more Gambesul’s style. He often includes purple emperor butterflies in his carvings.”

“You know us well,” Cel said lightly. Waving her to a seat on the bench nearest the window, he added, “As I believe I know you.”

Sev pushed her braid over her shoulder and with studied nonchalance replied,” And what is it about me that you know?” 

“For one, I know that you resent Halbarad giving you orders.” 

Sev stared at the elf wide eyed. She had not expected such a forthright reply and for the moment sat uncertainly. 

“And secondly, I know that you would not be setting off on a journey to Pelargir without adequate plans.” 

Sev opened her mouth to reply, but stopped when Celebsul raised his hand.

“Therefore, you are determined to teach Halbarad a lesson by refusing to tell him that you have already arranged accompaniment for your journey.” 

Sevilodorf drew herself up indignantly. “I have never refused to answer a single question Captain Halbarad asked me about my plans.”

When Celebsul continued to simply regard her with raised eyebrows, Sev muttered, “All right, I didn’t volunteer any information either.”

“Very well, now that we understand each other…” Celebsul began, only to be interrupted.

“Hold on a minute. I’m afraid I don’t understand anything. You sent word that you wished to speak with me this morning. If it was to let me know that you know what I am doing to Halbarad, I fail to understand why.” 

“Don’t you? Surely, you realize that by refusing to tell Halbarad, you are not allowing the others to know you will be safe either.”

“That is not true. Anoriath knows. She ASKED and I told her.” Sev blew out a breath of exasperation. “Celebsul, I am not one of Halbarad’s Rangers and under no obligation to follow his orders or tell him my plans. And before you say it, I am well aware that he only does what he does out of friendship. But he has not asked my plans, and simply assumes that I am so foolish as to go off alone.”

“And what of the others?”

Sev frowned, then a stubborn mask dropped over her face. “They have not asked. They have merely made assumptions, as Halbarad does.”

“Assumptions based upon past behaviors,” Celebsul said quietly.

“You have seen the same behaviors and not arrived at the assumption that I am so stupid as to go off on a journey of such a distance alone,” Sev retorted.

“They do not think you stupid, merely too independent for your own good,” said the elf.

Sev snorted. “A diplomatic way to say someone is too dumb to have the sense to take care of themselves.” 

“Now, who is making assumptions?” 

Sevilodorf turned her back on the elf and stared out at a courtyard illuminated by the first full light of day. Time was passing and she had things to get in order for her departure on the morrow.  Throwing up her hands, she said, “Very well. What would you have me do? I will not go explaining myself to Halbarad.”

Cel muttered something about the stiff necks of the Rohirrim, then smiled at Sevilodorf. “Your plan to teach Halbarad a lesson is your own concern; however, I agreed to intervene at Hal’s request for two reasons.”

“Hal…. Halbarad requested you intervene?” Sev narrowed her eyes. “And you agreed? And what exactly were those two reasons?”

“The concern of the others for your well being; and that I also have someone to teach a lesson.”

Sevilodorf considered the elf carefully. A few days ago, Aerio and Halbarad had teamed up on her at dinner, with Aerio retelling the story of her excursion into the alleys of Pelargir whence they had met Anardil. More than willing to admit that she was grateful to Aerio for his timely appearance during her ill fated meeting with the brigand, Tark, she still did not enjoy listening to him retell the story over and over again. Especially with Halbarad sitting there with that smug look on his face, insisting that she face the necessity for taking a companion along on this trip.  The very audacity of the two of them thinking her incapable of managing her own affairs had made her blood boil. She had screeched at them like a Nazgul that she had survived quite well without their advice up to this point and that she was certain she could continue to manage without it. Through it all Celebsul had sat with an expression of mild frustration which she had assumed was directed at Hal and herself, but now saw was more likely to have been the result of Aerio’s actions. 

Tipping her head to show agreement, she said,” What exactly do you have in mind?”

******

Chapter 2: Arrangements

October 19, 1421 SR

Sev held her chin up and stared at a point between Halbarad and Aerio.  From the moment she sat down at the table, she had made it abundantly clear that she was there only because Celebsul had requested it.  

“In other words, gentlemen, I am forced to accept Aerio as a companion on my journey to Pelargir.” 

“I would prefer to call it convinced,” said Halbarad running his hand through his hair.

This was not going as well as he had hoped. Granted, Celebsul had gotten the Rohirrim to sit at the table and agree; but Hal did not wish to just browbeat Sev into an agreement. He wanted her to accept the need and respond accordingly.

Briefly Sev’s eyes flicked to his face, then back to a point to the left of his ear. “And an orc might like to be called an elf, but that does not make it one.”

A pained silence settled over the group. 

“One stipulation however,” Sev leaned over and for the first time during this entire process met Hal’s eyes fully. “It is to be understood that I am in charge of this expedition. If Aerio does not follow my orders, he will be left at the nearest Ranger outpost.”

Aerio drew himself up indignantly. A human giving orders to an elf. And leave him at the nearest Ranger station.  Who did she think she was? He was her elder by at least a century and she must stop treating him like a brash youth.

Before he could frame his reply, Celebsul gave him a hard stare. Prior to this meeting, his master had informed him privately that there was no one else who could be given the mission of accompanying Sevilodorf to Pelargir. When Aerio had protested that it was doubtful Sev would ever agree to such a sensible course of action, Celebsul had frowned thoughtfully at his young apprentice. He had then replied that though she might put certain restrictions on the situation, he was certain that he would be able to convince her to accept Aerio as companion. After all, Celebsul had said confidently, he did have many millennia of experience to draw on.

Swallowing the words he had been about to speak, Aerio nodded his acceptance of the terms. Once on the road, Mistress Sevilodorf would discover how much she required his assistance and such terms would soon be disregarded.

Winding the end of her braid around her fingers, Sevilodorf narrowed her eyes and studied the young elf carefully. There was not a chance in the world he would allow her to leave him somewhere, but at least he had pretended to accept the conditions. So far everything was going according to Celebsul’s plan, and though she hated to take Aerio along, the opportunity to teach him a lesson could not be allowed to pass.

Pushing back from the table, Sev stood and tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Very well, I leave tomorrow shortly after dawn. Anyone who is going with me will be ready then or be left behind.” 

Excusing herself to Celebsul and giving Halbarad and Aerio a disdainful snort, Sev picked up the empty pack from the chair beside her and headed for the kitchen.  Celebsul watched her go with an impassive face. Did she realize he was attempting to teach her a lesson as well? Probably not, for Sev was just as guilty of jumping to assumptions as either Aerio or Hal.  

Halbarad heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Celebsul. I’m not sure what you said to her, but at least she agreed.”

Celebsul gave the Ranger Captain a small nod. Halbarad had developed a definite worry line in his forehead since their return from Nurn. Many of his worries centered upon Elanna, the young lady Ranger who also happened to be his fiancée. Elanna remained unable to face the memories of her imprisonment by Parcus in Nurn. Locked away, those memories darkened her dreams by night and grated on her nerves during the day. Elanna’s moodiness was affecting all the residents of the Troll. Celebsul had hoped that Elanna would be able to find her own path to healing but it appeared that other measures would soon be needed. 

One problem at a time whenever possible was Celebsul’s approach, so he would first focus on solving this little contretemps between Aerio, Sevilodorf and Halbarad, then turn his attention to Elanna. 

“I merely told her that I trusted her judgement,” Celebsul said as Aerio began to rise.

“But Master,” the younger elf protested. “That is not true. She is not showing good judgement by going alone.”

“You are correct that making such a journey alone would be poor judgement. Which is why I told Sev I trusted her judgement.” 

Halbarad turned a sharp eye on Celebsul. “Anoriath told me the same thing. To trust Sev’s judgement.” 

“And did you?” Celebsul asked mildly.

Aerio burst out. “But I do not understand.”

Celebsul pushed back his chair and looked at his young apprentice. “I know. But you will.” Standing, the silver haired elf said, “Now, I would suggest you prepare for your journey, Aerio. Sevilodorf will not wait for you.”

Aerio smirked. “I’ll be ready.”

“Please see that you are,” Celebsul murmured. “I would hate to have gone through all of this for nothing.”

Explaining that he needed to finish a project in his workshop, Celebsul excused himself and pushed through the door into the kitchen. 

Aerio began muttering a list of items to pack as he headed toward the back stairs. Halbarad tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the table and stared at the kitchen door. Something about the conversations with Sevilodorf and Celebsul bothered him, but he wasn’t sure what it was. Hal had the nagging feeling he had missed something important but could not figure out what. Did it matter? The important thing was that Sev was taking Aerio along. One less worry. 

As always his thoughts turned swiftly to Elanna. Her moodiness was affecting the entire inn. Something would have to be done, but what? Hal allowed himself to think briefly about how he would like to court Elanna if - make that when she was well.  She had permitted him that hope, and it was a hope that he clung to fiercely.  Once the demons of the past were laid to rest, ah, then he would woo her properly.  Music, that was a must.  Dancing, certainly.  Candlelight, yes.  Wine, only the best would do. At that thought, Hal froze. The best wine he had ever tasted and one certain to be special to Elanna was Frewulf of Nurn’s plum wine. And the only way he would ever lay hands on a bottle was through Sevilodorf’s cousin, the trader, Sewulf, 

Hal slumped in his chair. There was no way around it. In order to have that bottle of wine, he was going to have to ask Sevilodorf to arrange for it. And at the moment, he was certain that Sev would rather eat ground glass than do a favor for him. ‘Halbarad, when will you learn to think before you speak?’ His mother’s chiding voice rang in his head. 

“Never it seems,” Hal said aloud and slumped even lower in his seat. ‘Think, man, think. When would be the best time to approach her and what do you say?’

 The sound of laughter came from the kitchen. Not when she was with others. A glimmer of an idea formed in Hal’s mind. As it grew, he nodded to himself. At least she wouldn’t walk out on him there. Or at least he hoped not. Now to find Milo and set it up.

*******
Sevilodorf had spent the day tying up a myriad of loose ends. Milo had agreed to take over the fetching and carrying for the Troll and would travel with her on the morrow to bring back the week’s supplies from Henneth Annun and return Dream to the Burping Troll.  Her regular customers in Henneth Annun and its outskirts had been well supplied in preparation for her absence, and their resident "rehabilitated" orcs, Gubbitch and his lads, had been informed as well. She had repeatedly reminded the hobbits and Celebsul to be sure to update the ledgers at least every other day or she would force them to straighten them out upon her return. 

Reaching over to the table beside her bed she picked up the small brass-framed box Anardil had gifted her with in Pelargir and lifted it to her nose.  A light, sweet fragrance tickled her senses and teased a hint of a smile to her lips, before she tucked it into the outer pocket of her bulging pack. ‘Too much,’ she thought picking the pack up to test its weight.  ‘Have to go through it again and leave out some things.’ 

But it would have to wait until later; she needed to get to the barn for the evening chores. Meri would not allow her to sit down to table covered in dust and grime and smelling of horse, and from the aromas coming from the kitchen, dinner preparations were in full swing. Hopefully, Milo had gotten there on time and had started without her. Thank goodness nothing needed to be done for the horses in pasture and the few in the corral had been carefully groomed this morning. 

A quick glance out the window proved it was even later than she had thought. ‘Of course, if you hadn’t been slipping away into a daze every five minutes, you would have been done an hour ago,’ she told herself. Hefting the pack onto her bed, she headed for the door only to bump headlong into Elanna as she entered their shared room.  

From the girl’s windblown face, Elanna had obviously just returned from one of her long rides, which she often sought for relief from the shadows that troubled her. And from the set expression on that face, she had not returned in a good mood. Sev sighed, as she had neither the time nor the heart for either an argument or a session of listening to Elanna enumerate all of the reasons she should be allowed to return to duty as a Ranger. On that matter, Sev would bow to Halbarad’s authority, though if her opinion had been asked she would have said Elanna needed something meaningful to do. Something to take her mind off the past and allow her to focus on the future. 

“Going somewhere, Sev?” Elanna asked tugging off her riding gloves.

“Just to the barn to do chores. I won’t be leaving until tomorrow morning,” Sev replied, stepping out of the doorway. 

“Leaving?” Elanna looked puzzled for an instant, then said, “Oh, then you are going to Pelargir?” Turning to study the overfilled pack on Sev’s bed, she added, “You sure you’re coming back?”

Sev frowned at the pack. “It didn’t seem like so much when I laid it all out. I’ll have to repack it again after dinner. I really have to get to the barn now. Milo’s probably already there wondering where I am.” 

“He wasn’t there a few minutes ago.” Elanna tossed her gloves on the table beside her own bed and opened a drawer of the small chest she had for clothes to pull out a clean tunic. Keeping her face carefully turned from Sevilodorf, the girl said, “Hal was the only one there a few minutes ago.”

“Oh?” 

A meeting with Hal in the barn would certainly explain the look on Elanna’s face. Though the Ranger captain had given his permission for Elanna to ride accompanied by their giant wolfish friend, Warg, that did not mean he had to like the fact she was often gone for hours or even overnight. His love for the girl prevented him from shouting at her as he sometimes did with Anoriath, or from giving list after list of rational reasons as he did with Sevilodorf. Yet no matter how he shielded his emotions, she could still see the love and desire to protect her that was always uppermost in his mind. Since Elanna could not yet return his love, trapped as she was behind the lingering trauma and terror of her cruel imprisonment, and since she resented the need for protection, meetings between the two usually resulted in both of them seething in frustration. 

“Yes, he was cleaning Mithraug’s stall.” 

“Hal?” Sev asked in disbelief. “Hal was cleaning a stall?”

To Sev’s further astonishment, Elanna looked over her shoulder with a twinkle in her eye and said, “I did ask him if he was ill.”

Sev snorted. “Ill? He must be positively delirious with fever.” Then pausing, Sev shook her head. “No, there’s a simpler explanation. He’s feeling guilty and is trying to make it up to me.”

“Guilty? About what?” Elanna added her brush and comb to the little pile of clothing she had assembled on her bed.

“He’s ‘convinced’ me to take Aerio along to Pelargir,” Sev replied.

“Take Aerio? But you don’t want Aerio tagging….” Elanna stopped and slapped a hand over her mouth as Sev frowned and folded her arms. 

“For the millionth time, I am going to Pelargir on business. I have a customer waiting for a shipment of hangover remedy. If, and I repeat, if I happen to see Anardil there I will be sure to convey to him greetings from all of you. Is that understood?” 

Elanna nodded solemnly with her hand firmly shielding the smile that was growing behind it. Business, indeed; even their Balrog knew it was not business that drew Sev to undertake the long trip to Pelargir. But if that was what Sev wanted to call it, there were few that were foolish enough to say otherwise. At least not to her face.

“Good. I’m glad that’s settled. Now to see about a certain captain of the Rangers.”

“Sevi, maybe you should be a little later. He might start on the other stalls as well. Save you some work.”

Sev said, “I doubt if he’s feeling that guilty about the whole thing.” Pointing to the clothes Elanna had assembled, she added, “If you are going to bathe, could you hurry? If I don’t at least rinse off, Meri will make me eat on the porch.”

 “I’ll hurry!” Elanna laughed as Sev went out the door muttering to herself.

***********

Sev pushed the barn door open with a bang. She had agreed to take the elf with her, but she had not agreed to pretend to like it and Halbarad was pushing his luck right now.  Unfortunately all her angry entrance did was to stir up the horses. There was no sign of the captain or of Milo. 

“Easy there,” Sev murmured as she stomped down the center aisle of the barn. Quick glances into each stall showed they had indeed been cleaned and their occupants provided with food and water. Reaching Dream’s stall, she rubbed the mare’s white blaze and patted her neck affectionately.  

“There you are,” said Hal emerging from the storage room with a bucket of grain. “Beginning to think you weren’t going to show up at all.”

Sev whirled to face him. “And what, if I might ask, are you doing here? Cleaning stalls, if I recall, is not on the list of Ranger assigned duties.”

“True,” Halbarad said peacefully, giving Dream a scoop of grain, then moving on to the next stall. “But as you will be gone for three weeks, someone will have to help Milo.”

“And did you bother to ASK Milo who would be helping him?” Sev said through tightly clenched teeth. All of her resentment about Hal’s assumptions concerning this trip and her ability to plan properly filled her mind and it was all she could do to keep from attacking the man.

Halbarad looked over his shoulder and cringed inwardly at the anger shining in her eyes. This was not going well.  “Of course, I assume you have planned for someone to help him. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“And how exactly did you mean it? Are you volunteering to be Milo’s assistant while I’m gone?” Sev said sarcastically. 

“Of course not,” Hal said quickly. Why did everything become a confrontation with Sevilodorf? “I just came out here tonight, to … well...”

“Yes, Hal, why are you out here? Feeling guilty about ‘convincing’ me to take Aerio along?”

Hal stopped before Mithraug’s stall with the grain scoop in his hand. “No, I am not feeling guilty about making you see sense. It would be foolish to allow you to go off alone.”

“Allow!” Sevilodorf fairly screeched the word.  Then drawing herself up, she marched up to Hal and poked him in the chest.  “Allow! You do not allow me to do anything, Halbarad. I am not under your command, nor, thank goodness, am I related to you.”

Halbarad stared down at Sev’s flushed face and was torn between a desire to echo her final words or to go down on his knee in apology. Mithraug snaking his head over his stall door and snatching, not the scoop, but the entire grain bucket from Hal’s hand made whatever decision he would have made moot. 

“Give that back,” Hal shouted at the horse as Sev ducked to avoid the swinging bucket.

“And that brings up another thing, neither Milo nor Gambesul, who I have arranged to help Milo, wish to have anything to do with that evil mannered creature. So you will either put him in the pasture or do his stall yourself,” Sev said firmly after Halbarad wrestled the bucket away from Mithraug. Then eyeing his dirt covered tunic, she smiled sweetly. “And speaking from experience, if you want dinner anywhere but on the porch, you will go and bathe before appearing in the common room.”

As Sev turned her back and began to walk away, Halbarad bounded on long legs to plant himself in front of her.  As she halted sharply, he looked down at her with a small, contrite smile. 

“Wait, please. I did not come out here tonight to argue with you. I came to ask a favor of you.”

Sev looked around the barn at the clean stalls and snorted. “Must be a large favor to require all of this.” As Halbarad stood before her shifting his weight from one foot to the other, she said, “So ask.”

Deciding the best way was the most direct way, Hal said, “I would be most grateful if you would bring me back a bottle or two of Frewulf’s plum wine.”

A calculating gleam appeared in Sev’s eyes and Hal wondered just how much more this bottle of wine would cost him. “If I can find it, I will gladly bring you a bottle or two. Though I hear it has become very popular and as the supply is limited, the price will be dear.”

“How ever much you feel it is worth, Sevilodorf.” 

Sev laughed suddenly, the sound easing the knot in Halbarad's belly. “That is not the way to do a trade, Captain. You take all the fun out of it. But as you insist…my price is the answer to two questions.”

Hal almost moaned. She had trapped him properly.  “Very well.”

“First, why do you want the bottle? If I recall, the cellar is filled to the brim with everything from Cherry B and that horrible beer Bob made to the sparkling wine from Dol Amroth.”

“It will be for Elanna when she is healed and has rediscovered our love,” Halbarad said simply.

Catching a quick breath, Sev ducked her head contritely. “Forgive me, Hal. It was none of my business. But I must admit that I think you overestimate the situation.  There has been little sign of improvement."

"Yes, I know," Hal replied quickly.  "But it's been barely a month, she just needs time."

"Yes, Hal, but how much time?  I know you mean only well, but you cannot risk pressing her too hard, no matter how good your intentions are.  Her nightmares, her tempers and weeping, her fears of allowing herself to simply feel anything ... these are not things one simply wills away.”

“She will recover. She must,” was Hal’s firm reply. 

“And when she does, are you certain she will want to ever be reminded of Nurn?" Sev asked gently.  "Don’t you think that particular wine would be a poor choice?”

Shaking his head stubbornly Halbarad said, “There are people and things she holds dear in Nurn, friends who were kind and cared for her, and with the wine I hope to remind her of those.”

“But such reminders could very well lead her deeper into her depressions.  She is fighting her memories and that is a difficult thing to do.”  Knowing the desperate faith Halbarad clung to, Sev did not wish to crush him, but she also knew the lonely battle to lay a bitter past to rest, and how the least wrong thing could shatter hard-earned progress.

But Halbarad's look was both weary and pleading.  “Would it ease your mind if I said I would save it until Yuletide?  By then we will know ... one way or the other.”

“Ease my mind,” Sev repeated. “You are tossing that phrase in my face on purpose, Hal. But I agree, by Yule we will know for sure one way or the other.  I’m not certain whether I should be encouraging your hope or forcing you to face reality.” Searching Hal’s solemn face, Sev said, “I will err on the side of hope, and fetch your wine for you. Now if you will excuse me, I still have some packing to do.”

“Nay, Sev. I will pay in full. You said two questions.” 

Giving him a nod, Sev said, “I actually do not want an answer to this one until I return from Pelargir. Can you agree to that?” At Hal’s nod, Sev continued, “My question then for you, sir, is this.  What is it that you have seen in my words or deeds that would have you believe I would undertake a journey to Pelargir alone?”

“But you said…” Hal stopped as Sev shook her head. 

“No, Captain. I did not. And I would wait for your answer until my return, if you please?”  Sev stepped around him saying, “Two bottles of Frewulf’s wine, if I can find it. Paid in full.  But I do it for hope of Elanna's recovery, and that is all. Don’t forget to put the grain bucket and the scoop away. Milo and Gambesul will need them tomorrow.”

As Sev strode away, Halbarad barely stifled a groaning sigh.  Surely the woman must take some sort of fiendish delight in letting him talk himself into corners. Did he truly think she would go all the way to Pelargir alone? Or was it as some accused, that his sympathetic heart compelled him to assume the burden of their welfare, without first allowing that others may not be as reckless or vulnerable or naïve as he feared? Well, at least he had three weeks to come up with an answer. Meanwhile, he thought he had better wash the egg off his face, along with the powdered hay and horse manure.

******

Chapter 3: Henneth Annun

October 20, 1421 SR

Moving quickly through the marketplace of Henneth Annun, Sev returned the greetings of the merchants without slowing and pointedly ignored their inquisitive looks at her towering blonde companion. While there was a small elvish population in Henneth Annun under the leadership of Morgaran, one of Legolas' trusted lieutenants, seldom did one of the Fair Folk frequent the marketplace trotting at the heels of a mortal woman.

“Couldn’t you have stayed at the stables? Everyone is staring at us,” Sev said over her shoulder to the elf, as they slipped between a table piled high with brightly colored bolts of cloth and the whirring wheel of a grinder. 

In the placid tone that Aerio had used all morning to respond to her sharp tongued comments, he said, “You agreed to my companionship.”

“Right, so you’ve said before.” Sev waved a hand at the apothecary’s assistant and sidestepped the butcher’s son carrying a leg of lamb on his shoulder.  “You may go to the door, but you are not following me inside.”

Ducking beneath the canopy of the costermonger’s cart, Aerio flipped a copper coin to the boy as he grabbed up three apples and began to juggle them as they walked. 

A small parade of laughing and pointing children began to trail after them. The elf, never stopping the whirling of the apples, tossed another coin to the poulter and added three eggs to the apples. 

Sev paused to close her eyes wearily and shake her head. Then pointing to a spot beside the open door of a shop, she said, “Stay here.”

Aerio glanced up at the sign hanging above the doorway and nodded once. Stationing himself where he could see into the shop, he continued juggling the eggs and apples. To the delight of the children, he redoubled his speed and sent the objects into a blurring spin. 

“Whatever is going on out there?” mumbled a thin-faced woman around a mouthful of pins as Sev entered the shop.

“Just a fool performing in the streets,” said Sev sourly, knowing full well that Aerio was able to hear every word. 

“’Tis market day. What can you expect?” asked the woman taking the pins from her mouth and sticking them carefully onto the large red pincushion near her elbow. 

Sevilodorf sighed and said, “From this one, anything is possible.” At the woman’s puzzled look Sev waved her hand. “Never mind, Mistress Devana. Do you have my things ready? I’m in a bit of a hurry. You did get my message?”

“Of course, Sevilodorf. And Rathard, sent the …” Devana stopped as Sevilodorf made a shushing motion with her hand and pointed to the door. Leaning over to look out the door, Devana met Aerio’s bright eyes. “Ah, he sent your other purchase to me just as soon as he received your message.”

“Tell Rathard, I appreciate all of the trouble he went to and that I know his craftsmanship is worth every coin.” Sev pulled out a well-worn pouch and counted out several silver coins. “I believe that was the agreed upon price for the two items.”

“Accurate as always. And I do hope that we will get a chance to see you wearing -.”

Devana stopped with an apologetic look as Sev motioned emphatically toward the door again. Scooping the coins from the table, Devana held up a finger for Sev to wait and bustled over to shut the door firmly. Sev caught a glimpse of astonished blue eyes as the door slammed in Aerio’s face. Devana smiled and hurried to the cupboard that completely filled one wall of the narrow shop. Pulling two packages from the shelves, she carried them with her to the table. 

As the woman began to unwrap the larger package, Sevilodorf protested, “There is no need, Mistress Devana, for you to open it. I trust that you have not mixed up the orders. I really must go and…” Sev winced as the door banged against the wall and an irate Aerio filled the doorway. In a small voice, Sev added, “closing the door was not a good idea.”

Devana stepped back as Aerio strode into the room and stood beside Sevilodorf looking the very model of elvish irritation. Sev glared at the elf, then laughed.

“You’ve got egg on your shoulder, Aerio.” 

Nodding a good day to Devana, Sev picked up her packages and shoved Aerio toward the door muttering, “You better not have damaged the door or the wall, or I’ll see that you build her an entire shop. Get out that door.”

*********

After checking that there was no visible damage to either Devana’s door or wall Sev stalked away, leaving Aerio to trail along behind her. Arriving at the stable yard of her cousin Esiwmas’ delivery company, they found Milo the hobbit enjoying a mid-day meal surrounded by an entranced group of stable lads. 

A lean man with ashy blonde hair sat at a nearby table pretending not to listen to Milo’s retelling of how he had met an ent and an entwife in the woods of Ithilien. Lifting his mug, the man indicated the empty seats next to him.

As the elf and the woman sat down, he leaned over and whispered, “Now, you aren’t going to try to make me believe such tales, are you Sevilodorf?”

“Believe what you will, Alfgard, but hobbits do not make good liars. Come visit some day.” Sev nodded as a serving girl held up bowls with an inquiring look. “And I want to thank you for your hospitality.”

“Now, Sev, none of that. You are family.” Alfgard stood and clapped his hands loudly as Milo reached the end of his tale. “All right, you lot, back to work. There are horses to tend and orders to sort. That shipment for the mines must be ready to leave in the morning. So get to it, boys.”

With cheerful thanks to the hobbit and nods to Sevilodorf and Aerio, the lads grabbed up final pieces of bread and cheese and pushed and shoved their way out the door. Alfgard murmured that he would return shortly and followed the boys out into the yard, his voice booming orders as he walked. 

“Family?” Aerio asked, accepting a cup from a serving maid who could barely keep herself from reaching out and touching his shoulder to see if he was real. The Fair Folk came seldom to the stables and the girl had seen few elves in her lifetime, much less served one.

Sev frowned at the girl as she lingered, until the girl blushed furiously and sped back to the kitchen.

“Yes, his family has worked with my husband’s family for three generations now. His father was the stable master for my husband’s uncle. As his older brother is now for Esiwmas. Alfgard and I have known each other for years.” Picking up her mug and bowl, Sev moved to join Milo at his table. 

As Milo and Sev made a final check of the supply list Milo would be filling before returning to the Troll, Aerio sat idly rotating his mug between his fingers. He realized full well that his master wished him to learn from this expedition, but what? Celebsul had said before, “I would that you stay here and learn wisdom from all races.” With the passing of the Elvish Rings, the time of the elves was fading away; but Aerio did not yet feel the urge to depart Middle Earth. Nor did he see that men did so much with the short years of their lives that could be considered wise. Sevilodorf had once told him, “It is respect, I desire of you, Master Elf, not pity or flattery.” How could he respect her when her actions were so incomprehensible? 

From the doorway, Alfgard’s booming voice called once more, then the man stomped his boots on the doorstep and reentered the dining hall. “Sev, your escort will be ready to leave in a few minutes. We have to repack one of the mules.”

Aerio’s head jerked up at the word “escort” to find Sev’s blue eyes dancing with amusement as she replied, “That’s fine, Alfgard. Milo, are you staying here tonight or at the Whistling Dog? This order will take you most of the day to fill.”

“At the Whistling Dog, Sevi. I made arrangements for Jasimir to help me,” Milo said, wiping a trace of jam from his mouth with a large napkin. 

Sev frowned at the mention of the teenage son of the Whistling Dog’s innkeeper. “Don’t let Jasimir talk you into a visit to The Black Cauldron, Milo. He’s been told to stay away from there and I do not want to deal with those folk. No matter how much profit there would be. Despite the opinions of some people, I do have some sense of self preservation.”

Aerio glanced over his shoulder as the tall Rohirrim filling the doorway had a sudden fit of coughing. Eyeing the man carefully, Aerio concluded that he was struggling desperately not to laugh. No doubt a man who had been acquainted with Sevilodorf for years had many tales to tell of close encounters with danger. Aerio decided a future visit to this establishment was certain to provide much enlightenment.  It would, however, be strategic to arrange a meeting without the attendance of Sevilodorf herself. Aerio sank into contemplation of a variety of suitable reasons for arranging such a meeting.

After Milo solemnly agreed that he had no desire to visit The Black Cauldron and would do everything in his power to keep Jasimir from going there as well, Sev nodded and bid the hobbit a farewell. 

“I’ll see you here in three weeks then, Milo. If we are delayed, I’ll try to send word.” 

Picking up her packages, Sev stood and waved her hand in front of Aerio’s glazed eyes. “Aerio, time to go.” 

Aerio looked startled for an instant, then bid Milo good bye and followed Sev out to find a pack train of several well laden mules and a trio of sturdy Rohirrim men waiting near the large barn. Standing nearby was Aerio’s own horse and a muddy grey gelding that stood with half-closed eyes and a dangling lower lip. Recognizing the saddle packs on this new animal as Sev’s, Aerio studied it in disbelief. The Rohirrim were known for their horses, yet this had to be one of the sorriest examples of the equine race he had ever seen.  

The animal’s nose was as pink as a pig’s snout and did little to adorn his big, boxy head. His long scraggly mane was a tangled mass of witch’s knots with half falling over his right side and the other half dangling on his left. Though Aerio was certain the horse had been groomed recently, the tail that it swished lackadaisically had several briars matted in it and there was a splash of mud across its left flank. 

As Sev rubbed the white blaze on the creature’s face and murmured affectionately to it, Aerio said uncertainly, “Is this your mount, Sev?”

Tilting her head at the elf and trailing fingers through the tangled mane, Sev replied, “Biscuit’s another old friend, Aerio. Alfgard has been kind enough to loan him to me.”

“Biscuit?” the elf muttered with a shake of his head. “Why, pray tell, is his name Biscuit?”

Sev shrugged, “I’m not sure I remember. One of the boys named him.” 

Aerio nodded as Sev’s voice trailed off and she focused her attention on tucking her packages into her saddle packs. He knew of Sev’s son and his death at Helm’s Deep. Perhaps the naming of the horse had been his doing or one of Sev’s other young kinsman who had perished in battle. Aerio judged the less said the better.

“Sev,” Alfgard’s voice boomed across the yard. “Don’t know if you remember Conrath and his men or not. Conrath’s been doing the trips from Rohan to Minas Tirith since shortly after the War.”

A barrel-chested man trailed after Alfgard to stand looking at Aerio with frank curiosity. In an overly hearty voice, Conrath said, “I remember Mistress Sevilodorf, whether she remembers me or not. Though we have not met since before Helm’s Deep.”

Aerio saw Sev’s back stiffen and moved to step between her and the man, much to the amusement of Conrath. 

“Call off your watchdog, Madam. I would not harm you with word, fist nor blade,” Conrath said laughingly. 

Aerio bristled as Sev laid a calming hand on his arm. “Aerio is not my watchdog, as you so graciously put it, Conrath, but a companion of many adventures. And well I remember you, Conrath. One of the best horse herders the family had. I’m certain Esiwmas could have found no better man for such a vital position.” 

Aerio detected the faint tone of sarcasm in Sev’s voice, though the man appeared to be unaware of it. But responding to the slight squeeze Sev gave to his arm, Aerio merely nodded at the man and stepped back.

Conrath smiled smugly, “Yes, Esiwmas chose only the best men to help him with establishing the trade routes.”

“Modest as always, Conrath,” Sev murmured with a careful smile. “But you are correct, he has chosen the best. Alfgard here in Henneth Annun and Sewulf to open trade to Nurn. The family must be doing well under his leadership.”

“Aye, that it is. And many wonder when you will return. Lady Halene was especially eager to know.”

Conrath’s words held an undertone that puzzled Aerio; but as the man made no move to approach Sevilodorf more closely, Aerio merely stared at him impassively.  He was aware that the nominal head of Sev's family-by-marriage was a woman, but more than that he did not know, and the nuances here were troubling.

Pausing imperceptibly at the mention of Esiwmas’s mother, Sev adopted a bright voice and turned toward Alfgard. “Lady? I was unaware that Halene had become one of the nobility. Has she remarried? I must make more of an effort to find out the family gossip. Perhaps I will have time to catch up on the news tomorrow night. Esiwmas will be in Minas Tirith when we arrive there tomorrow, will he not?” At Alfgard’s nod, Sev waved her hands toward the pack train and said, ”Good. Now, are we ready? I have no desire to delay you, Conrath.”

Conrath met her eyes directly, then eyed the lithe form of the young elf speculatively. “We were not aware that you were bringing a ‘companion.’” 

Sev lifted her chin at the implications in the man’s tone. Seeing Alfgard’s quick glance at Aerio, she groaned inwardly. Here was another reason she had declined accompaniment. A woman alone was bad enough, a woman traveling with a single male companion, especially one not only young-looking but extremely handsome, meant only one thing to most minds. Thank Eru, Aerio seemed oblivious to the man’s meanings or she would be forced to choose between defending the man from Aerio’s wrath and cheering as Aerio taught the loof some manners.

Meeting the question in Alfgard’s eyes with a blank look, Sev turned to Conrath with eyes open wide in feigned confusion. “Surely, this will not be a problem for such a well-organized person as yourself, Conrath.” 

Leaning toward the man and glancing over her shoulder to the kitchen steps, where Milo now stood with a biscuit in his hand watching their final preparations, Sev said, “I assure you, elves do not eat like hobbits. We should have supplies enough to make it to Minas Tirith without problem.”

It appeared that Conrath had not lost his abilities to judge a situation for he chose to laugh, and then swiftly excused himself to make a final check of the pack train. 

“Sev?” Alfgard said with another uncertain glance at the tall blonde elf standing protectively at her side.

“Don’t you dare,” Sev muttered harshly and took the man’s arm to pull him a short distance from Aerio. She knew the futility of the action, as elvish ears would hear even the faintest of whispers. “If you value your life, Alfgard, you will not even consider such possibilities. You know, even if Esiwmas does not, the connection Conrath has with Halene. Everyone in the Vale knew. Es just won’t see it. And if all of the Westfold does not know of Halene’s opinions of me, I would be much surprised.” As Alfgard ducked his head uncomfortably, Sev frowned. “So I thought. It is one of the reasons I left the Mark and have no intention of returning.”

Alfgard’s head jerked up. “But Esiwmas said…” As Sev pursed her lips and squared her shoulders, he stopped. “Never mind.”

“I certainly do need to speak to Esiwmas. Now, I see that Conrath is ready to go. Give me a leg up and be sure to offer Milo any help he needs.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Alfgard mumbled, in the same tone he had used years ago as a stable boy.

Sev laughed over her shoulder at him as she made her way back to where Aerio now sat mounted and ready to depart. Gathering her reins, she allowed Alfgard to help her to the saddle and smiled down at his worried face. 

“Don’t worry, Alfgard. I can handle it. And if I can’t, that’s why I’ve got Aerio along. Isn’t that right, Aerio?”

The elf nodded serenely. “Of course, Mistress Sevi. My sole purpose is to insure your well-being on this journey.”  Then with a subtle look toward the waiting pack train, he added, “Consider me a well-trained watchdog.”

Sev snorted a laugh as Alfgard stared at the elf in astonishment. “Aerio, I believe I am going to enjoy having you along after all.”

With a quick tap of her heel, and a nod to Alfgard, she maneuvered Biscuit to a position on Conrath’s left at the head of the train. Aerio was only a scant step behind her as Conrath lifted his arm and brought it down in a signal to move out. Milo’s cheerful voice called a goodbye from the kitchen steps to which Aerio and Sev replied with quick salutes as they followed Conrath out of the yard.  In moments the long line of horses and mules clumped out of sight.

*****

Îbal was the solitary walker's name, or that was the name he gave if he spoke at all.  Beneath the unblinking brazen eye of the sun he passed as a fleeting grim shadow draped in dusty linen robes.  He bore no papers that would tell of his errand or any sigil that would name his master.  The loose folds of his clothing masked both the absence of his left arm and the curve of a Southron sword and even the ruddy, sun-touched hue of his features, where not covered by flowing cloth, was not entirely unusual for these northernmost of the desert lands.  For long ago the fair blood of Gondor had mingled with the dark folk who lived here.  Only his pale sea-grey eyes might catch the casual glance, and Îbal had long since mastered the art of avoiding most eyes, when he wished.  To those he encountered this day he was but an exile, a wanderer without tribe or chieftain.  Proper folk drew themselves aside when he passed, and refused to see him when he sat motionless on a dusty roadside.  This was as he wished it to be.

The River Poros drew near and upon its low shore the traveler could already see a mist of green marking ranks of olives, tamarisk and other trees that huddled close to the river banks.  There he would find water and rest, and an unhindered crossing if the fates were kind.  The humor of fate had been less than gentle in recent days, and Îbal trod with a weary stride.  A beggar he was today, a prince he might be another day, and other times he had been a merchant, a mercenary, a slave or a fool.  As his master wished and as the situation demanded, so he would be, and a wry smiled quirked his lips as he walked.  One day he would like to come before his lord in one of his many guises, if only to watch the flutter among the nobles at court, and to see the amusement in his lord's eyes.  His chieftain had been a man of many names in his own time and would appreciate the humor.

Ah, but first the vagabond called Îbal must survive to reach the end of this journey, where he could rest his feet beneath his own table, in his own humble house, and be simply Anardil, son of Cirion, once a man of the North.  A man who, at this moment, wished very much the days and miles ahead were flown so that he could rest in his lady's arms.  At least he prayed she would be there when he arrived, as promised in her last letter.

Now he could smell the damp musk of the river and the olive trees whispered soft welcome.  His welcome had become scanty some four days past, when the subtly bitter whiff of something halted a cup before his lips, to see the eyes of his host watching with a serpent's cold glitter.  It had taken a clever artifice to pretend to miss-step at just that moment, the cup slipping to smash at his feet in a quick gush of shattered pottery and spilt wine.  A one-armed man could perhaps be excused for such clumsiness, but he did not miss the instant of keen frustration that flashed in Master Tamar's expression.

Gazing back at memory now, he whispered with a grim smile, "Almost, you old fox."

Not soon enough could Îbal/Anardil excuse himself from that house, although over his host's false protests, and that night when he had heard a soft footfall on the stair, he fled from his rented room by the rooftops.  Aye, someone had watched too closely or guessed a little too well and so he vanished into shadow.  By starlight he became Îbal the beggar and had fled the town walls.

Yet all was not lost and now his mind carefully sorted the names, numbers and places he had gathered in his travels.  Some called these desolate lands Harandor, the southernmost reaches of ancient Gondor and home for generations to folk owing their fealty not to vanished kings, but to the darker folk of Near Harad.  Though many lords and nobles had sworn loyalty to Elessar the King Returned, there were as many in these southern lands that were reluctant to give up old ways or allegiances.  However, those who, like Master Tamar, fomented rebellion and unrest against the return of Gondor's king would find that their plotting had not gone undetected.

Sand slid with a soft hush beneath his sandaled feet as pale leaves cast their weave of light and shadow about him.  Beyond the fine curtain of graceful limbs the River Poros gleamed in polished welcome and he sank on his heels at the water's edge with a soft, grateful sigh.  For a long moment he simply squatted there, feeling the river breathe coolly upon his face as he listened to the liquid lap of its voice.  A swift, thin V marred the river's face and he watched as a water-snake swam with sinewy quickness.  Yet another of the many oddities of this land, which he added to the mental catalogue of things he would tell Sev when they met.

The spicy scents of the trees mingled on a dry breeze and he stared across the water towards the empty, shimmering distance beyond.  Some one hundred miles beyond lay the mighty Anduin and the port of Pelargir, and beneath the sun's glare that expanse seemed to ripple like a broad, shallow sea.  Would that he could simply set sail from here and let the tides carry him smoothly home.  But such was not to be, and dreams dangerously beguiled the waking mind from watchfulness.

Sitting in the sand he took off his sandals and slipped his feet into the cool water, sighing at its blessed caress.  Then he pulled the cotton hattah from his head and bent forward to sluice water into his face and shaggy dark hair.  It would not surprise him if Master Tamar had riders searching for his erstwhile guest even now, and it would behoove him to keep moving ever further from the man's reach.  Shifting forward onto one knee, he braced himself and dunked his entire head into the river, only to sit back sharply and shake his head like a dog, water slopping his shoulders heavily.  Here in the shade the sudden soaking was chilly, but miles of open sun lay between him and night and rest.

Water dribbled to either side of his nose as he again sat and stared north into white emptiness.  Somewhere on another, safer road traveled the woman who held his heart.

"I'll be there, Sevi," he whispered.  "Wait for me ...."

Some while later only footprints remained, walking into the broad, shallow river and coming out the other side.

******

Chapter 4: Osgiliath

October 20, 1421 SR

Against the brooding dark green backdrop of pines and cedars, the golden needles of the larch burned a slash of color that drew the eyes upward to the heights of the Ephel Dúath. Splashes of red and yellow marked stands of myrtle or oak midway up the slopes; and closer at hand, the bright cherry-like clusters on the cornel plants tempted one to taste them. A temptation Sev was careful to resist due to the extreme bitterness of the berries.  The autumn sun beamed even as the air drew tiny claws of chill against the skin, and above the blue vault of sky shone with not a cloud.

Letting Biscuit drop his head to drink from one of the rivulets winding its way alongside the road south of the sprawling village of Henneth Annun, Sev tilted her face up to watch the lazy circling of a hawk.  As Aerio stopped beside her and allowed his mount to drink as well, she met his curious eyes with a smile. She knew he was burning with questions about her escort and wondered how long it would be before his curiosity overcame his indignation at being left uninformed. 

The afternoon had so far passed uneventfully, with over half the distance to the Osgiliath crossroads behind them. Within the hour they would be passing the turn off to the Morgul Vale, into which a scant few months ago Aerio and Gambesul, along with their master, Celebsul, had entered to exterminate the remnants of a nest of fell beasts. A sudden vision of Aerio lying pale and still due to the poisonous claws of those monsters caused Sev to shudder.

“We almost lost you that time, Elf,” Sev responded to the questioning tilt of his head.

“Ah, but Mistress Sevi, it was your skills that brought me back.” While his reply was accompanied by his customary smirk, the fact that he had so quickly known of what she spoke proved that it was on his mind as well. 

Sev snorted indelicately and said, “It was Erin’s over-packing that saved you. If she hadn’t packed vinegar and Troll Oil…” Sev stopped and shook her head. 

The liquid gurgling of the stream filled the silence as Aerio considered the matter, and the muffled clop of passing hooves. From a grandfather oak stretching its heavy branches back toward the road a yellow leaf fluttered down, to be carried off by the small stream on a quick, bobbing course.  The world moved swiftly for mortals, like the leaf caught by the water and speeding away. For the elves the pace was slower, like the long life of the oak itself. Yet, each was a part of the other. Aerio was uncertain how it all fit together but he did know that there was a lesson he had learned.

“True. Yet without your knowledge and skills, the outcome would certainly have been different.”

Sev looked at the young elf with astonishment as he smirked again. “Ah, Sevi. That lesson is one I have learned well. Just as now I believe I recognize the lesson you meant to teach me, this time.”

“Not I, dear Elf,” Sev said turning her head to watch as the pack train appeared and began to move past their stopping point. “Your master set us both to learn new lessons.”

“Be that as it may.  I now understand that I should trust you to use good judgement. It is my fervent hope that you will allow me to continue to accompany you on this journey. I know that you have undoubtedly made arrangements for other escorts along your route."  The young elf - young by the standards of his folk, though not by the count of Men - studied her with not his usual mien of mischief but with a surprisingly kind expression.  "However, I would be honored if you would accept me as a fellow traveler on your trip. Not as a guard, guide or watchdog, but as a friend.”

Sevilodorf smiled happily at the elf, then sobered and said, “Now I will tell my lesson. One that Celebsul has been trying to teach me for many months. It is a wonder he has not given up on me.”

Aerio gave a shake of his head. “Never.”

“Considering the stubbornness of his students, it is a good thing Celebsul is immortal,” Sev said ruefully.

Aerio made a slight motion toward the approaching tail end of the pack train. “Pray tell, before we must rejoin your escort, what lesson did you learn?”

Giving Biscuit a pat and pulling his head up, Sev flushed. “My lesson is that I no longer have to be alone.  I have friends to call upon for help if I wish. A hard lesson for me to learn. But I will try.” Sev smiled slyly at the elf. “Beginning with asking my friend to go with me on my journey to Pelargir.”

Aerio returned her smile saying, “Oh course, Sevi. I will be most delighted to accompany you to Pelargir.”

“And I am most delighted to have you," Sev said as they urged their horses back to the road and followed in the wake of the pack train.  "Although I trust you will be able to entertain yourself while I am about my business in Pelargir. If not, I feel certain that Hulda could provide you with suggestions for passing your time.” 

Aerio groaned at the mention of Hulda, the magnificently-proportioned owner of The Slippery Fish tavern and inn in Pelargir. Hulda’s adoration of elves was unsurpassed and while she somehow restrained herself to pinching cheeks and giving hearty hugs, her eyes spoke volumes of her desires. 

“Oh, would that you had been more determined not to allow me to accompany you! I forgot all about Hulda. ‘Twill be a fate worse than death. Alas, poor me.” Aerio laid one arm dramatically across his eyes and heaved a mighty sigh.

Sev laughed at Aerio’s histrionics. “I doubt that she’s forgotten about you. Though she would probably prefer that Celebsul had accompanied me.” 

“True,” said Aerio glumly, remembering how his master had drawn the brunt of Hulda's special treatment upon their previous visit. “However, if I am the only one present, she will certainly turn her full attentions upon me.”

“Poor elf.  What a horrible thing to happen to you. Are you certain that you wish to continue? You could always go back to the Troll.” 

Sev’s sympathetic tones were so patently fraudulent that Aerio gave her a mock glare before responding sorrowfully. “Alas, I could not be so faithless. I will go forth bravely to face Hulda. I hope only that you will recognize my sacrifice and think more favorably upon me in the future.”

“Your sacrifice will go down in the annals of history kept by both men and elves," Sev said with eyes twinkling.  "No one will ever believe the tale.” 

The sharp clatter of trotting hooves interrupted their silliness and they turned their attention to the road to see the pack train had moved ahead and Conrath was riding back toward them. His face was twisted in a grimace and Sev rolled her eyes at Aerio as the laughter died on their lips.

“If I am to be responsible for your safety, you must stay closer to the train, Sevilodorf," Conrath said in exasperation, as he reined his horse in beside Biscuit.

Sev stared open mouthed at the man. When she finally regained her voice, she said, “Whatever gave you the idea you were responsible for me?”

Conrath frowned at her. “Esiwmas told me to take good care of you.” 

In a frigid voice that made Aerio glad she was not speaking to him, Sev said, “He did, did he? Conrath, let me set your mind at ease. You are not responsible for me.” As the Rohirrim glanced at the tall elf riding at her side, Sev’s voice became even icier. “Neither is Aerio, so you can stop looking at him. I am riding with you to Minas Tirith because it would be idiotic to ride there alone and because it is faster to travel with pack animals than with a cart.”

“Furthermore…” Sev clamped her lips together and glared.

Hurling invectives at the man would do nothing more than relieve her anger for a short time. Given Conrath’s connections to Halene in Rohan and his temperament, he would delight in carrying tales of Sevilodorf’s outbursts back to create problems for Esiwmas, for Halene in no way shared her son's affections for Sev.

Straightening her back and lifting her chin, she said, “However, you are in charge of this train and if you wish me to remain closer, I will.” 

With only a slight squeeze of her thighs and a lift of the reins, she urged Biscuit into a lope that left man and elf staring at the braid bouncing between her shoulder blades.

Conrath muttered a curse in Rohirric, and then said to Aerio, “Can’t you control her?”

Aerio lifted his eyebrows in unconscious imitation of Celebsul and said mildly, “Why ever would I attempt to do that?”

“I thought you…” Conrath’s feeling of self preservation halted his next words as Aerio’s eyes became glittering orbs of blue ice. 

“As you heard, Mistress Sevi is responsible for herself. However, be aware she has many friends who would take it amiss if she were in anyway distressed.”

Aerio gave a small smile that reminded Conrath very much of a mountain cat he had once seen sunning itself on a large boulder. Then with a quiet word, the elf and his horse moved forward to join Sevilodorf. 

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

By steadfastly ignoring Conrath’s attempts at conversation, Sev succeeded in holding her temper in check for the remainder of the day. With Aerio at her side, she rode at the head of the train as the road turned toward the river at the Morgul crossroads. As the day passed she grudgingly admitted that Conrath knew his job and did it well, in spite of a certain amount of unnecessary blustering.  

Nightfall found them encamped on the eastern shores of the Anduin not far from the remains of Osgiliath. Much had been done to clear away the filth left by the occupation of the ruined city by the minions of Sauron, but it was a task that would take decades to complete. For now, few chose to dwell amidst the crumpled walls. A community of hearty souls had established a growing village along the river slightly north of the ruins. A small tavern had as yet no accommodations for travelers, but was able to serve a good meal and provide pasturage for the mules and horses. 

Long hours spent in the saddle and knowledge of an early start led the party to bed down not long after dinner. In the chilly velvet wrap of night, the flickering campfires painted fantastic shadows among the trees, and occasionally struck gleaming orbs in the eyes of horses on the picket lines.  Having arranged her blankets at a slight distance from the fire and against the side of a large boulder, Sev was kneeling to brush away stray leaves when she had the uncomfortable sensation of being watched. A careful sidelong glance proved that the two herdsmen were busy at the picket lines settling the animals for the night and that no one else was visible in the darkness. 

In the faintest of whispers, she said, “Aerio?”

From his shadowy perch atop the boulder the elf replied quietly, “He’s beyond the trees. Near to the river.”

Continuing to straighten her blankets in an effort to appear that she had no knowledge of Conrath’s scrutiny, Sevilodorf murmured, “Nmad. He’s doing it just to irritate. He can’t possibly mean to make trouble. He values the respect he gets from being connected to this family too much to toss it aside for a chance to do me any harm.”

“Why would he wish to do that?” Aerio asked placidly.

“You might have years enough to spend listening, but I do not have the years it would need to explain. Suffice to say that Conrath and I are on different sides of a family quarrel.” Sev sat cross-legged on her blankets and began to unlace her boots. 

“Is he of your family as well? There seem to be a never-ending supply of your relatives.” Aerio stood atop the boulder and turned to face the river more fully. “He is aware that you are cognizant of his observation.”

Sev snorted as Aerio jumped from the boulder to land lightly on his feet beside her blankets. “You don’t know the half of it, Aerio. There are more relatives and tenant families back in Rohan than there are leaves on some trees. And I did not leave peaceably.”

Aerio nodded. There had never been a doubt in his mind that Sevilodorf had left Rohan without some form of argument or disagreement. Reading his expression in ruddy firelight, Sev frowned up at him. 

“It wasn’t my fault.” When Aerio smirked, Sev slapped at his knees. “Well, it wasn’t. And I was well glad to be away.”

“Yes, but you were just as happy to be reunited with your kinsmen. Perhaps it is time to put past quarrels to rest,” Aerio replied calmly. 

Unthinkingly she fingered the chain about her neck. In the more than twenty years since she had accepted Eswidan’s offer of marriage, its silver links had seldom left their place about her neck. Her hand moved to touch the flat oval of the pendant that rested beneath her shirt. She had been beyond simple anger and despair, when she dropped the chain at Halene’s feet and departed the landhold on the Deeping Stream. With the death of her son just four years after her husband was slain in an orc raid, Sev cut the last ties that bound her.  When she had finally made her way past the turmoil of her grief, it had seemed she had burnt her bridges most thoroughly behind her. 

Sev pulled off her boots as she recalled how overjoyed she had been to see Esiwmas appear at the Troll last July and how grateful she was when he returned the necklace and pendant that stood as symbols of her place in the family. As she had told Alfgard, she had no intention of returning to Rohan. Too many hurtful memories lay in that direction. She had made a home at the Burping Troll, and now there was a chance for something more. 

Anardil had stepped out of the rain in a back alley of Pelargir and somehow found a way into her heart. In Nurn, she had tried to deny her feelings out of fear; but he had refused to be driven away. A faint smile formed at the remembrance of him raging at her that he would not accept such a flimsy reason as fear for giving up the chance that they had to be together. A chance that she was now reaching out to take, with this trip south. 

Shaking herself from her reverie, Sev jerked her chin toward the now-retreating figure of Conrath. “And you think he’s ready to let go of the quarrel as well? Oft times it takes only one to make a disagreement; and Conrath is tightly connected to the other side of this situation. And she, I know, will never give it up.” Setting her boots carefully beside her blankets, Sev sighed. “Let it rest for now. Tomorrow we reach Minas Tirith and Conrath goes on to Rohan while we turn south to Pelargir.”

Aerio’s bright eyes reflected the fire’s glow. “And do we acquire a different escort for that portion of our journey?”

“Being as you have finally thought to ASK, I will gladly tell you,” Sev replied. Patting the blanket beside her, she looked up at the elf. “Do sit down. You give me a crick in my neck when you tower over me like that.”

Aerio folded his long legs gracefully and settled beside her. “Is that the secret then? One must ask?”

“Of course. All you or Halbarad had to do was ask or trust me,” Sev replied impatiently. “I have no idea what I have done to make everyone think that I am so rash and unthinking as to undertake a journey of such a distance without planning.”

“You are, as always, correct. Your consistency in organizing a multitude of details at every opportunity should have provided us with ample rational for trusting that you would approach this expedition in much the same manner. I pray you will pardon my unthinking behavior.”

 “I might when I figure out what you just said.” Sev laughed, then gently teased, ”Doesn’t your tongue ever get tied up on all those words?” 

Aerio smiled broadly and said, “Very well, you speak and I will listen.”

“There’s little to tell. Esiwmas is sending a supply train to the Riders based in Linhir, those we met seeking our folk lost in the war. We will be tagging along with that train.”

“More relatives?”

Sev shrugged. “Probably. Esiwmas didn’t say who was in charge of that trip, though from my experiences today, I should have asked.”

“Yes, you should have.” Aerio replied, then leaping to his feet he narrowly avoided the elbow Sev had aimed at his midsection. Laughing down at her, he said, “You should practice what you teach, Mistress Sevi.”

Sevilodorf looked indignant for a moment then laughed. “True. Good night, Aerio.”

“Good night, Sevi.”

Aerio climbed back atop the boulder and settled to watch the stars in their slow dance. Aerio allowed a small smile to flash as he saw her slip a small brass bound box from the outer pocket of her pack and lift it briefly to her nose before wrapping herself tightly in her blankets and curling up to sleep. 

******

Chapter 5: Minas Tirith

October 21, 1421 SR

Aerio’s slim form slipped in and out of the tattered remains of the mist that hovered along the edges of the river. Knowing the mysterious turns of an elvish mind, perhaps he was listening to songs whispered in the water, or simply looking for a colored stone to catch his fancy; Sev knew not.  The sun creeping above the peaks of the Ephel Dúath sent a slow warmth that would dissolve the mists and leave the air bright and shimmering. A fair day was at hand, and the small company had chosen to make the most of it by beginning their travels early.

Sevilodorf set the flat-bottomed iron pot that doubled as a baking oven carefully into the bed of coals and dusted flour from her hands. Conrath had been willing enough to allow her to prepare biscuits, tea and a pot of thick porridge while he and the other men began readying the animals for the day. Cooking, of course, fitted with his image of what a woman should do. Sev gave the porridge another hasty stir and pulled the smaller pot away from the heat. By no stretch of the imagination was she up to hobbit standards in cookery. Too many years spent supervising the other areas of a large household rather than doing the cooking had left her with a limited repertoire. However, biscuits and porridge were well within her range, and scorching the porridge was not to be thought of.

While the biscuits baked, Sev rolled her blankets and set her pack to rights. She had just enough time to pull a comb quickly through her hair and rebraid it before rushing back to lift the baking oven from the coals. Raising the heavy lid revealed a dozen golden brown biscuits. A slim fingered hand appeared from over her shoulder and pulled one of the biscuits from the pan. Slapping the lid back on the pan with a clank, Sev turned to find Aerio tossing the hot biscuit from hand to hand. 

“Silly elf, you’ll burn your fingers. Are you that hungry?” Sev tossed a small metal plate to the elf.

Aerio caught the plate deftly, but set it back down and bit into the still warm biscuit instead. “They’re better hot,” was his reply, through the inhaling of several great, cooling breaths.

Sev shook her head and ladled some porridge into a bowl. “Here, not quite hobbit cuisine, but it will fill you up.”

Nodding his thanks and accepting a spoon, Aerio settled onto a nearby log to eat and watch Sevilodorf call Conrath and his men to their meal. The men received their portions with a smile and some comments in Rohirric that made them grin broadly, before bobbing their heads in thanks and moving to the other end of the log to eat hastily. Conrath, on the other hand, received no pleasantries with his meal and from the sour look on his face he resented the fact. Sev pushed a wayward strand of hair from her face with the back of her hand and filled her own bowl with the last of the porridge. After refilling the pot with water to heat, she made her way to sit beside Aerio.

“Very efficient, Sev,” Aerio murmured. 

“Years of practice, Aerio. Five mouths is nothing compared to the numbers at harvest or shearing or gatherings. Like I said, more people than leaves on a tree.” Sev pulled off a piece of biscuit and tossed it to an adventuresome squirrel. “Rohirrim are almost as bad as hobbits when it comes to family ties, those of blood, marriage and obligation.”

“No one could be quite so bad as hobbits,” Aerio said with feeling, having been audience to several discussions by Meri, Erin and Camellia tracing their family ties back and across what had seemed hundreds of generations.

Sev stirred her tea and said, “I’m not so sure. The skald at my husband’s uncle’s funeral gathering recited fifteen generations.”

Aerio’s eyes widened slightly. “All at one time?”

“Yes.” Sev’s eyes glittered as she said offhandedly, “And he was required to drink a toast after each generation. Poor man earned his fee that day.”

Aerio smirked. “I’m sure he was eternally grateful for your hangover remedy.”  

“Ah, but that was before I had acquired it. The man took a week to recover, if I remember correctly.” 

Conrath’s gravelly voice interrupted, “The skald stayed on for two weeks. You are the one who left a week after the gathering.”

Sev stiffened at the censure in his voice.  But then she turned to the man by the fire and said calmly, “I stand corrected. You would have the more accurate information, as I recall you were one of the few men with the household. Most having gone south to Gondor.”

For a heartbeat, Conrath looked undecided about whether to take Sev’s words as an accusation of some kind or a mere statement of fact. After a quick glance at Aerio, he settled for glaring at Sev.

He said coldly, “I was released from duty by Lord Erkenbrand to assist in the building of Esrob’s barrow.”

“True,” Sev replied peaceably. “And to help clear the ground and lay the foundations for rebuilding. I understand from Esiwmas and Alfgard that the new houses are even better than the old.”

“It was a difficult job,” Conrath said with a hint of pride. 

“I’m certain it was, but you no doubt did it well. Just as you were a good herdsman and are now a good trail-master. None ever had complaints about your duties, Conrath.” Sev reached out to stack Aerio’s empty bowl with her own; then she stood and asked, “Are you finished? I can have the kitchen gear packed up in about fifteen minutes. Will we be ready to leave then?”

Conrath handed Sev his bowl and said, “Will your companion be saddling his own horse and yours or shall I have the men do it?”

Sev shrugged her shoulders and turned to Aerio who said, “I will be there in a few moments to care for them.”

“Very well.  Fifteen minutes.” Conrath gave a brief nod. 

As Conrath turned and walked toward the picket lines, Aerio smirked. “And you say you are not diplomatic.”

 Sev shrugged. “Would you prefer he walk around in a snit all day? A few hours and we will be shed of him. I’d rather have them peaceful. And nothing I said was false.”

Aerio laughed softly. “I do get the impression, though, that you did not tell all.”

Gathering up the items needed washing, Sev smiled. “Just enough to satisfy him. It took a bit, but I think I’m remembering how to handle him.”

“Too bad," Aerio said with regret.  "I was hoping for a chance to show you how useful I could be.”

“Useful?” Sev furrowed her brow in puzzlement for an instant. “You mean you were looking for an opportunity to fight with him? Now, Aerio, how fair would that be? Consider the fact that you have years, possibly centuries, of experience on him? That would hardly be equitable.” 

Pouring hot water into a basin, Sev began to wash the dishes. “No, if anyone gets to fight with him, I do. But if possible, I think neither of us should. Esiwmas might get a little upset if Conrath isn’t able to lead this train on to Rohan.”

Aerio frowned. The thought of Sevilodorf’s mountain of a relative becoming upset was sufficient reason to reconsider the tentative, although amusing, plans he had made while the mortals slept.

“As you wish, Sevi. Conrath will remain whole and capable of journeying on to Rohan.”

“Good. Anyway, he fights like a weasel. No class.” Sev raised a wet hand and pointed to her pack. “Everything’s ready there. The sooner we get on the road, the sooner we escape Conrath.”

Aerio nodded and grabbed up Sev’s pack. His eyes widened at the weight and he said, “Taking lessons from Erin, are you?”

Sev flicked water at him. “I know it’s heavy. There are things in there I don’t want anyone else to have a chance to see, so I can’t put them in the packs on the mules.”

Aerio looked startled and pointed to the line of mules standing with packs ready. ‘You mean one of those animals is also carrying things for you?”

A mix of smoke and steam boiled up as Sev pulled the last dish from the wash and poured the water onto the fire. As she began drying and repacking the plates, she said, “No, two of them do. How am I supposed to trade if I don’t take trade goods along?”

“I thought…” Aerio snapped his mouth shut as Sev stood with hands on hips. “Never mind.”

“If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a million times. I am going to Pelargir on business. Now are you going to go saddle those horses or do you want to finish here and I’ll saddle them?” Sev frowned sternly at the tall elf. 

“I’m going, I’m going,” Aerio muttered. Then he thought, ‘Me thinks the lady protests too much.’ But he was careful to keep the thought to himself.

If it was slightly longer than fifteen minutes, before they were on the trail heading toward the great bridge that connected the eastern portion of Osgiliath to the western shore, it was not by much. Conrath nodded with satisfaction and said, “We should arrive just as the gates of the city open. An hour or so to conduct my business with Esiwmas and then we will be on the road north. For home.” Slyly, the man looked toward Sevilodorf and said, “Are you certain you will not go on with us?”

“Minas Tirith and then south to Pelargir. That is my route, Conrath,” Sev said with a trace of exasperation.

“If you ever change your mind, just send word and I will come to fetch you,” Conrath said. 

Sev bit her tongue to keep from scolding the man. ‘Fetch me. Indeed! As if I were a parcel or a loaf of bread.' 

Aloud she muttered, ‘I’ll keep it in mind.”

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

Approaching the Great Gate set into the black rock of the Othram, the pack train joined a jostling stream of wagons, carts and laden animals. Men of the Guards rode back and forth along the column to keep the early morning traffic in order, but the pace was slow and Conrath expressed his impatience with sharp unnecessary comments to his men.  The massive walls of the White City shone in the rising sun as if rooted in all the strength of the earth itself, and Aerio rode with his head tipped back and eyes gleaming.  Far above them stood the Citadel and the Tower of Ecthelion, glinting as an immense spike of snowy marble holding up the very vault of heaven some thousand feet above the plain.  From its pinnacle waved the dark banner of the King, seven stars and a crown above a white tree.

Sev marveled that the ingenuity of Men and Dwarves had come so far in obliterating the scars of war.  She could find no sign of places where once shattered stone had gaped like broken teeth or the sad collapse of burnt rafters jutted like broken bones.  The paving stones were smooth and flawless and above the upper walls she glimpsed the green-gold of trees and gardens.  In the two years since the war, Elessar the King had inspired in the people of Minas Tirith a wondrously fierce drive to rebuild and reclaim the prosperity and splendor of other days. 

Passing the last checkpoint, they made their way through the massive iron gates and turned left into a wide passageway of the city’s lowest circle. Conrath blithely ignored the shouts of the young boys offering themselves as guides through the city’s stone streets. After a bewildering series of turns, Sev began to feel that she should have attached a thread to the gate and trailed it along behind her. During her one previous visit to the White City, she had been careful to tread its mazelike byways secure in the company of one of those very lads Conrath had seen fit to ignore. In truth, she had sought to escape the city as quickly as possible. 

Another turn to the left and they passed down an alley so narrow Sev heard the occasional scrape of canvas on stone as the mules’ packs slid along the walls. Reaching the end, she was relieved to see a large sign bearing the familiar insignia of the family. The crescent moon was a shimmering silver, while the three lines below the horse head were a vivid gold that reflected the morning sun.  Earthy aromas of horse and hay filled the air but the yard was raked spotlessly clean and the buildings were in immaculate repair.  The family must indeed be doing well, to have established a yard of this size and grandeur in Minas Tirith as well as the Henneth Annun branch. Esiwmas had been hiding his light under a bushel for the last twenty years. But then again, expanding the family’s businesses beyond the Westfold had been his dream since even before Sevilodorf had joined the family. 

Lost in memories of riding alongside a gangling sixteen year old Esiwmas, who talked nonstop of breeding horses and trading opportunities, Sev gave a small shriek as she was hoisted bodily from her saddle by the large firm hands of the very object of her thoughts. A rumbling laugh and a hearty, “Sev!” were all she heard as she was clasped in strong arms.

“Stop that you great loof! I can’t breathe!” Sev thumped a fist against Esiwmas’ firm chest. Esiwmas gave out a startled oath and Sev found herself suddenly released.

Reeling slightly as she regained her footing, Sev stared up at a frowning Esiwmas. “What in the world is wrong with you?”

The blond giant before her rubbed his arm ruefully and grinned, then his eyes lifted past her and widened.  Taking a deep breath he roared, “I thought I got rid of that nmad horse. What is it doing back here?”

Sev turned to find Biscuit returning Es’ glare. If a horse could be said to snicker, Biscuit was doing it now. Clapping a hand over her mouth to hold in the laughter, Sev shook with suppressed mirth. Aerio moved to stand beside her and Conrath was heard to snort indignantly, before turning his back on them to attend to the mules.

Keeping her laughter in check with difficulty, Sev said, “I’m so sorry, Es. I forgot that he doesn’t like you.”

“Forgot! How can you forget something like that? The nmad horse takes a bite of me every opportunity he gets.” Esiwmas pushed up the sleeve of the shirt he wore beneath a worn leather vest to expose a puckered crescent scar.

“He wouldn’t have done it this time, if you hadn’t been manhandling me," Sev said stroking Biscuit’s bright pink nose. "You know he’s trained to protect his rider.”

“Trained,” sputtered Esiwmas. “It’s not training and I would not manhandle you. He just likes to bite.”

“Only you,” Sev said calmly, casting a wry glance that spoke volumes as to their differing definitions of his forms of salutation. “Now, do stop being a baby about it and make a polite greeting to Aerio.” Turning to the elf, who now stood at her side, she waved a hand toward Esiwmas. “Aerio, my cousin Esiwmas. You met in July at the Troll I believe.”

Esiwmas easily made three or even four of Aerio, and tall though the elf was, the towering Rohirrim looked him level in the eyes.  Mustering the most courteous smile he could, Aerio opted to forgo risking his hand in the man's massive paw and gave a small bow.

"Good morning, Master Esiwmas," he said.  "Well met, once again."

Seeming a trifle taken aback by such formal courtesy, Esiwmas clasped his hands at his back and nodded.  "Good day to you, Aerio.  Thank you for seeing Sev safely here."

Still the very model of decorum, Aerio said, "It was my honor."

Deciding elvish manners were liable to lose him in a wilderness of pointless niceties, Esiwmas cleared his throat.

“Sev, we do have a slight problem here.”

“Oh?” Sev replied.

“I know from our correspondence you planned to stay the rest of the day here and leave on the morrow.  But the supply train made better time than we expected and it will be ready to continue on this afternoon. I don’t have anything else headed toward Pelargir for three or four days.”

Sev chewed her lower lip and considered her options. A delay of three or four days did not fit well with her plans. Of course with Aerio as escort, she could very well make the journey without waiting for one of Esiwmas’ trains; but with two pack animals trailing along, that seemed an open invitation to any would be thieves. A larger train with more men was better protected, and then too, Aerio did not have experience with pack mules. 

“If Aerio does not mind, I am certainly willing to leave this afternoon. I have no objections to reaching my destination earlier than planned.”

Aerio smirked at these final words, and Sev forced herself to resist the urge to stomp on his toes.  Knowing Anardil waited for her was ammunition she more than once regretted the elf had.

Esiwmas snorted and said, “So I heard from Sewulf.” As Sev’s face darkened with anger, he held up his hands in a motion of surrender. “Far be it for me to stand in the path of true love.” 

Stepping back quickly, Es avoided the blow Sev aimed at his stomach and laughed loudly.  Then he pulled her into a rib-cracking hug, brawny arms wrapping around her fondly.

Over her head to Aerio, he asked, “Has anyone warned the man of her tendency to lash out at the slightest provocation?”

Aerio nodded. “I believe Anardil is conscious of her more violent tendencies. He is also well acquainted with her capacity for misadventure.”

Pushing herself free of Esiwmas’ hold, Sev glared at Aerio. “If the two of you are quite finished, we could focus on the matter at hand.”

Esiwmas gave her a wide smile. “But we are, Sev. I have a reputation to uphold that would not be improved if you managed to maim or murder a King’s Man.”

“And how do you know he is a King’s Man?” Sev’s eyes narrowed as Esiwmas realized his error. “Have you been sticking your nose into my business again?”

Aerio watched with amusement as Sevilodorf burst into a stream of Rohirric and rounded on the blonde giant of a man, poking her finger repeatedly into his chest.  Although he spoke no Rohirric, it seemed to Aerio that Sewulf's name appeared more than once in her diatribe.  Sewulf had met and by all appearances liked Anardil during their September foray to Nurn, but Aerio decided Sev's absent kinsman had likely been a little too forthcoming in information, here. After several minutes, Sev threw her hands in the air and stalked off toward one of the long barns with Biscuit trailing along behind her. 

Esiwmas shook his head. “I have no idea where she learned such language.”

Aerio burst out laughing. “You are fortunate she confined herself to words. Sevilodorf has a decided aversion to being looked after.”

“Well I know.” Esiwmas studied the elf carefully. “But you managed to convince her to take you along. That must be a tale worth hearing. I must get Conrath’s report first and send him on his way, then I would be most glad to discover how you became part of this 'business' trip of hers.”

Aerio smiled slightly. “And you think to discover more of Anardil from me, as well?”

Es shrugged his broad shoulders. “No harm in trying. Sewulf spoke favorably of the man, but I would hear all that you know.” 

Aerio met Esiwmas’ eyes with a steady gaze. “But you, sir, will be remaining in Minas Tirith while I will be journeying on with Mistress Sevi. Would it be prudent of me to speak or to remain silent?” 

Esiwmas stared slack jawed at the elf for a moment then gave a loud guffaw and slapped him on the back. Unprepared, Aerio staggered slightly to be righted by Esiwmas’ strong arm.

“Aerio, my lad, you show uncommon sense.”

Aerio blinked rapidly but took no offense at Esiwmas’ mannerisms. There was no harm in the gentle giant of a man and he obviously cared for Sevilodorf very much. For that alone, Aerio would forgive him far more than a simple “my lad.” 

“Davi!” Esiwmas called to a long legged boy leading one of the pack mules from Conrath’s train to the stable. As the boy looked up with a smile, Es motioned him over.  “Tell Liam that your cousin Sev has decided to head on out this afternoon. That mule and one other are to go with her. Then come back and see to Aerio’s horse.” 

“That will not be necessary. Show me the way and I will tend to him myself.” Aerio smiled down at the boy who by appearance must be close kin to Esiwmas. 

Esiwmas gave a satisfied nod, then tousled the boy’s thick blond hair. “Aerio, this is my eldest, Esdav. Davi, this is a friend of your cousin Sev’s.”

Esdav bobbed his head, then said quickly, “And of Rolfe. He’s told me about you, sir. About all of you.”

“Only good, I hope.” Aerio replied.  The elf smiled at the memory of the boy whom his master Celebsul had briefly befriended, after the youngster's parents had been murdered near the Burping Troll.

“Oh, of course.” Esdav reached back and slapped casually at the head of the mule that was nuzzling his shoulder. “If you will follow me sir, we’ll get your animal tended to. And I will tell Liam about Sev.”

Bowing politely to Esiwmas, Aerio murmured to his horse to follow and walked with Esdav to the stable. Biscuit had been unsaddled and was contentedly pulling hay from the rack in his stall; but of Sev there was no sign.

Esdav pointed to the empty stall to the left of Biscuit; “You can leave him there, sir.”

Opening the stall door and motioning his horse inside, the young elf said firmly, “Aerio, Esdav. My name is Aerio,” 

Esdav nodded happily then led the mule to a stall further along. He returned in moments with a forkful of hay and a brush. “I’ll be back in a minute and then we can go find Sevilodorf.”

The boy hurried away to return shortly leading the second mule laden with Sev’s trade goods. Aerio could hear the boy muttering Rohirric phrases to the animals as he tended them. Some of the words sounded vaguely familiar and Aerio decided that he would have to turn his mind to learning Rohirric.

Aerio had carried his saddle to a nearby rack and was standing leaning on the stall door when a man hurried into the stable.  Tall, fair haired and broad shouldered in the way of the Rohirrim, he peered into the stable's dimness calling, “Esdav!”

“Here!” came the response and Esdav leaned out of the stall where he was working. “Oh, Liam, my father said to tell you that Sevilodorf will be leaving with you this afternoon.”

The man nodded. “He met me in the yard, Esdav. I just wanted to be sure I knew where the two animals were.”

Esdav pointed into the stall beside him. “Here and there. They’ll be ready to move out with your lot.”

Liam appeared to notice Aerio for the first time and gave him an inquiring look; but before he could speak, Biscuit shoved his head over his stall door and gave a loud snort. Liam stared at the horse and moaned.

“No. She didn’t.”

Recalling Esiwmas’ reaction to the animal, Aerio’s lips twisted in a half smile as Liam pointed to the horse and said, “Is that what Sevilodorf rode in on?”

As the man appeared to be speaking to him, Aerio replied, “Yes.”

“And does Esiwmas know?”   Liam's strong, pleasant face twisted into a comically dubious grimace.

“He and Biscuit met in the yard a few minutes ago,” Aerio said. 

“And I missed Esiwmas’ face when he found out? Nmad.”

Liam shook his head regretfully and eyed Aerio again. The Fair Folk were often to be seen in the higher levels of the city, but few were to be found in the stable yards.

Aerio nodded to the man as Esdav rushed up and said, “Aerio, this is Liam. He’s the trail-master for the supply train. Liam, Aerio will be traveling with you, too. He’s from the Burping Troll. Rolfe talks about him.”

Liam smiled at the boy. “So he does. Mae govannen, good sir.”

A younger man than surly Conrath, Liam’s smile was refreshingly open and honest. There was no hint in either voice or manner that he found anything unusual with Sevilodorf’s choice of companions. The next portion of their journey now promised to be more pleasant than the previous day. 

Aerio sketched a slight bow. “And to you. Mistress Sevilodorf was kind enough to allow me the honor of accompanying her on her journey. I do hope my unexpected presence is not an inconvenience.” 

“Not at all. Another guard on the trail is always good.” Liam studied the elf frankly for a second and added, “Especially one so keen eyed as an elf.” Turning to Esdav, Liam said, “Are you done here?” When the boy shook his head, Liam smiled. “I’ll finish up. You take Aerio over to the kitchen. Sev’s probably in there.”

Esdav’s eyes brightened as he tossed the currycomb he held to Liam and motioned to Aerio. “Come on, it’s time for a snack anyway.”

 “You’ll be as big as your father soon, Esdav.” With a nod to the elf, Liam excused himself. 

Taking the brush Aerio had been using, Esdav tossed it into a nearby bucket and led Aerio along the row of stalls to a door at the far end. As the door was open, the delicious odor of cinnamon and apples floated out. 

“Apple pie!” exclaimed Esdav and hurried past a line of cloaks hung on pegs along the wall and another door that Aerio deduced led back to the courtyard. Ducking under a low doorway Aerio found himself on the threshold of a long narrow dining hall filled with an assortment of tables and benches just as a large dog bounded up and slurped Esdav’s face. 

“Dog, get down! Rolfe, make him stop!” cried Esdav pushing at the animal.

A dark haired boy leaped from his seat and shouted, “Down, Dog.”

The dog dropped obediently and held his poise for perhaps thirty seconds, then began to twitch and squirm. The boy, who Aerio now recognized as Rolfe, hurried over to stand in front of the dog with his hands on his hips frowning. 

“Stay,” Rolfe exclaimed just as the dog lunged for his face and deposited a drooling lick.

Aerio’s eyes shone as he watched Rolfe and Esdav wrestle with Dog. Rolfe was no longer the silent grief-stricken boy of just months ago. Esiwmas had taken the boy to foster after the death of his parents by a band of mercenaries in late summer, and Celebsul would be pleased to hear how well Rolfe had settled in.

“Over here, Aerio.” Sevilodorf waved to him from the table near an opening that surely led to the kitchen. “Rolfe will, I’m certain, greet you more politely in a moment.”

Stepping carefully around the boys and the dog, Aerio crossed the room to where Sev sat with three-quarters of an apple pie at her elbow. A large slice of pie occupied a plate before her and another half eaten slice marked Rolfe’s place at the table. 

“No need to ask if you’re hungry, for you are a bottomless pit,” Sev said, lifting a slice from the dish at her elbow. Sliding the plate to the space across from her, she motioned to the elf to sit.

“You didn’t eat all of it did you?”  Esdav said, rushing up to the table with Rolfe close at his heels. At Sev’s raised eyebrows, they skidded to a stop and Esdav said, “I beg your pardon, cousin.”

“There’s plenty left, so you just come over here. It has been far too long since I last saw you. You’ve grown at least six inches. Have you caught up to Malthor yet?” Sev held her arms out and gave Esdav a tight hug. “How is your mother?”

Esdav returned her embrace, then scrambled to take a seat as Aerio placed a massive slice on a plate and passed it to the boy. Through a mouthful of pie, Esdav  said with disgust, “Malthor is still taller. But not by much. I will catch up.”

“I’m sure you will. And your mother?” Sev prompted with a grin.

“She is well. She stayed home with Estev, Kembryll and Esgyre this time.” 

“And how could she stand to part with you and Rolfe?” Sev said with a glance at the other boy.

Esdav shrugged. “It was my turn and Rolfe always comes. Kembryll got mad 'cause mother wouldn’t let her come.”

As Sevilodorf slipped into Rohirric and spoke to Esdav of kin who remained in Rohan, Aerio found himself the focus of Rolfe's attention and a seemingly endless string of questions concerning the residents of the Burping Troll. Delighted to see the shine in Rolfe’s eyes, Aerio answered every inquiry and to the boy’s great amusement slipped pie crusts under the table to Dog.

Time passed swiftly and it was at least an hour before Sev stacked the empty plates and took the empty pie pan from Esdav, who was running his finger around the edges. 

“Esdav, lead us back to your father and then I know the two of you must have chores we have kept you from,” Sev said.

Esdav grinned. “That’s all right, Sevilodorf. I don’t mind.’

Sev laughed. “I know you don’t, you young scamp, but your father might.” As Esiwmas voice rumbled somewhere beyond the entryway, she added, “Ah, there he is now.”

“Tell him we went back to the stables to help Liam!" Esdav said over his shoulder, as he and Rolfe raced for the kitchen door.

Sev snorted as the boys and Dog disappeared just as the door to the entryway came open to reveal Esiwmas - followed by Liam.  So much for the boys' alibi.

In a quiet whisper to Aerio, she said, ‘Well, I don’t think that would be the right thing to say now, would it?

Esiwmas settled with a sigh onto the bench beside Sevilodorf and gave her a stern look. “Why didn’t you tell me about Conrath?”

Sev’s eyes glittered as she shrugged. “What was there to tell? Conrath was being Conrath. I can take care of myself against the likes of him.”

Esiwmas said, “But you shouldn’t have to. You should tell me so I can do it,” and Aerio winced in expectation of Sevilodorf’s reaction. 

“I should?” Sev said with a frown. “Why? No, don’t answer that, Es. I’ve had this conversation several times too often in the last few weeks, and I am not having it with you.” Pointedly turning her back on Esiwmas, she met Liam’s amused eyes with a determined gaze and said, “Liam, it’s been a long while. How is your sister? I believe I heard that she married.”

Behind her Esiwmas sighed and resigned himself to being ignored.  At least for the moment.

“Aye, that she did. Nigh to a year ago it was,” Liam responded with a grin and launched into a long description of the wedding festivities. A serving girl emerged from the kitchen with a tray of mugs and a thick clay pot of hot water just as he concluded. 

“Will you have tea or ale, gentleman?” the girl asked. 

“Tea, to take the chill off the room,” Es said looking narrow-eyed at Sev. 

Accepting a mug from the girl, Sev turned to laugh up into his face. “I know how you can warm things up, Esiwmas. I have a little commission for you, since you seem so determined to take care of me.”

“All you have to do is ask, Sev.” Esiwmas said spooning tea into his mug and adding hot water. 

“Very well. I need two bottles of that wine Sewulf is bringing back from Nurn.”

Esiwmas shook his head ruefully. “I should have known you wouldn’t make it easy on me. Are you aware that the shipments for the next year are already reserved?”

“Are they? I’m delighted. A steady income and a focus on the future are just what Frewulf and the settlers on Lake Nurnen need. But Es, you can’t expect me to believe you sold every bottle. Somewhere you have a supply and it is very important that I get two bottles by Yuletide. Preferably before I return to the Troll.”

Esiwmas nodded thoughtfully. “Liam will be coming back through Pelargir about the fifth of November.  Will your ‘business’ be finished by then?”

Sev rolled her eyes and elbowed Esiwmas in the side as Aerio smirked and Liam beamed at her. “You are not going to let this rest, are you? Doesn’t two mules worth of trade goods prove anything to you?”

Esiwmas gave a snort. “No. For all I know you have decided to move south and all your worldly possession are on those mules.”

Aerio straightened and looked at Sev sharply. 

“Now don’t you start, Aerio.” Sev waved a finger at the elf. “I am not, repeat not, moving south. For some insane reason I like living at the Troll. Except when certain Rangers and Elves think they know best for everyone.”

Turning to point the same accusing finger at Esiwmas, Sev said firmly, “I am, however, going to Pelargir to trade. I will remain there until Liam returns north, at which time I will join him BECAUSE it would be foolish for me to travel alone. Now will you be able to lay your hands on two bottles of plum wine, or do I need to spend the next few hours scouring the city?”

“Won’t do you any good,” Esiwmas said calmly. “None to be found. Limited amount for this first year.”

“So what do you suggest? Halbarad is most insistent it should be this wine.”

“Ah, the wine is for Halbarad?” At Sev’s nod, Esiwmas said, “Sewulf told me of the events in Nurn. A horrible thing to happen to a young girl. And then, you right there in the middle of it all.”

“Elanna is recovering, and Halbarad is looking to the future.” Sev tapped her fingers impatiently on the table. “And the worst danger I faced was being dragged from my horse and tossed behind a rock to protect me.”

Aerio opened his mouth to remind her that she had been involved in the battle when three of Parcus’ men tried to steal the horses.  But he closed his mouth quickly as Sev kicked him in the shins.

Esiwmas looked from the elf to his cousin and shook his head. “And who dared try to protect you Sev? Is the man or elf still breathing?”

Sev was unable to prevent the slow smile that spread across her face as she replied, “As a matter of fact, he is.”

Esiwmas nodded in satisfaction at the smile. He would prefer that Sev give up her wanderlust and return home; but if her heart were truly engaged he would not stand in her way. Unless, of course, he discovered something unsavory about the man. Up to now the worst that had been said of Anardil, once of the Northern Rangers, was that he was one of the most willful patients the Houses of Healing had ever seen, excepting for those few Rohirrim forced to reside within their walls for more than a few hours. Sewulf had further reported that Anardil’s attentions to Sevilodorf had the obvious approval of Halbarad, the captain of the Rangers at the Burping Troll, and Celebsul, an elf who had impressed Esiwmas with his steadiness and wisdom. 

Reaching out and patting Sev’s hand, he said, “As it’s you and for Halbarad, I will have two bottles waiting for you here upon your return.” 

Sev leaned over and, hugging him tightly, said, “Thanks Es. Now I’m sure you’ll be reasonable on the price.”

“Sevi, Sevi, Sevi,” Esiwmas said, shaking his head sorrowfully. “You know better.”

As she looked at him with confusion, he said, “You never make a bargain without setting a price beforehand.”

Liam roared with laughter and Aerio smirked broadly as Sev firmly shoved Esiwmas backwards off the bench. From the floor, the big man shouted through his laughter, “Enough, enough. Ten silver pennies a bottle and that is a reasonable price.”

“Six,” Sev said instantly.

“Trying to rob me, are you? Nine,” Es said from his position on the floor.

“Fifteen for the pair,” Sev responded. 

“Done,” Esiwmas said holding out his hand for Sev to shake. “Half now and half on delivery.”

Sevilodorf nodded and took his hand to shake quickly. 

Esiwmas climbed to his feet and brushed crumbs from his clothing. “Someone’s been feeding that nmad Dog under the table again.”

Sev snorted and glanced sideways at a carefully innocent Aerio. “Yes, someone has. Now, do you have time to sit and talk or do you and Liam have business to finish before we leave?”

Esiwmas clapped Liam on the shoulder and laughed, “Liam’s nigh to ready to go. He’s made good time thus far and may even get you into Pelargir earlier than you expect.”

“I will try.” Liam drained his mug and pushed back from the table. “But if you will excuse me until the noon meal, I will go and tend to a few last minute necessities.”

Saying that he wished to wander about the City for a few hours, Aerio also excused himself to leave the two cousins in privacy. Careful to confine the conversation to news of the family in Rohan and questions about the trading endeavors of the now wide-flung family, Sev and Esiwmas passed the rest of the morning in relative harmony. As the stable hands began to gather for the noon meal, Esdav and Rolfe joined them at their table and sat wide-eyed as Sev told of her trip in August to the Bay of Belfalas.

“The sea!” Rolfe exclaimed with shining eyes. “I would love to see the sea.”

Esdav nodded in agreement and said eagerly, “Father has said we might go with Liam next summer down to Linhir.”

“If you prove yourselves useful,” cautioned Liam coming up behind the boy.

“Ah, Liam, you know we always do what has to be done. It’s Estev who causes the problems not me,” Esdav complained.

“Takes after his father, Estev does,” Sev murmured and laughed when Esiwmas gave her a hard look.

As the servers brought forth heavily laden platters of meat, bread and dried fruit, Aerio appeared in the doorway. Sev smiled at his punctuality for Aerio seldom missed a meal. No one looking at the slender form of the elf would suspect that he could eat almost as much as a hobbit. A truly bottomless pit and most unfair to her mind was the fact that he never showed an ounce of it. Unlike herself, who the kindhearted labeled plump. 

Sev chewed the inside of her cheek. She had stopped worrying about her appearance, other than to be neat and tidy, after Eswidan’s death. ‘Good grief that was over six years ago,’ she thought. And things had certainly gone downhill since then.

For convenience, she had adopted loose leggings and knee-length tunics as an everyday costume. A few strait-laced individuals had raised the occasional eye at her clothing, but most accepted it with understanding of its practicality. Since settling at the Troll she had steadfastly resisted the hobbits attempts to dress her in skirts. When planning this trip, she had realized that Anardil had never seen her in anything but travel worn clothing and battle gear. While, she thought with some satisfaction, he had not appeared to mind, Sev had decided for once she would make the effort to dress as a woman should. Tucked deep within her pack was the result of several days of Mistress Devana’s best efforts. “An outfit to be worn for someone special,” Devana had exclaimed at the last fitting. 

“Sev, are you in there?”

Eswimas’ hand waved in front of her face brought her attention back to the table with a start. A slow flush crept up her neck as she realized the entire table was looking at her.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.  What did you say?” Sev said in what she hoped was a calm voice.

“Never mind,” Esiwmas snorted. “I’ve seen that look before and any answers you give me will be illogical and totally off the subject.”

“Aye,” Liam said knowingly. “My sister had that look the day she put the washing water in the butter churn and the milk in the laundry tub.”

Esdav looked up from his plate as the red in Sev’s face deepened and said, “Why would anyone do that?”

Esiwmas tousled his hair. “You’ll find out when you’re older. Much older.”

“If you gentlemen would excuse me, I believe I’ve had enough for now.” Sev rose and quickly threaded her way out of the dining hall.

Rolfe and Esdav looked after her with bewilderment, then exchanged glances.  Adults were peculiar at the best of times and sometimes there was just no understanding them. With a shrug the boys turned back to the task of eating.

Aerio stood to follow after her, when Esiwmas stopped him. “She won’t go far. And the yard is safe enough. Give her a minute.” 

Reluctantly Aerio retook his seat and continued to glance anxiously at the doorway every few minutes throughout the remainder of the meal. Just as Liam and Esiwmas pushed themselves away from the table, Sev returned to the dining hall. 

“Are we ready?” Sev asked approaching the table. “Your men have the supplies organized and loaded up, Liam. And I’ve saddled the horses, Aerio.”

“Eager are you?” Esiwmas teased gently.

Sevilodorf’s jaw twitched but she made no other indication she had heard. Hugging Esdav and Rolfe tightly, she admonished them to be certain to pass on her greetings to Irosa in Rohan and slipped them each a copper coin that she whispered was for them to buy something special for themselves. 

The men and Aerio followed her from the dining hall to find the courtyard filled with mules and the saddle horses. Organized chaos was the term that Aerio felt best described the yard. It was evident everyone there knew their job, and was trying to do it as quickly as possible, but with Liam’s six men and Esiwmas’ stable hands, there were so many people moving about that all seemed confusion. 

Sev strode quickly over to where Biscuit and Aerio’s mount stood with ears swiveling about in interest. She pulled the loop on Biscuit’s reins and stood holding them as Esiwmas approached eyeing the horse with obvious dislike.

“Why ever did you bring this horse?” Es muttered.

“I don’t need showy. Showy attracts attention. What I wanted and got was a horse that will go forever. He’s tough, Es. Alfgard appreciates that, as do I.” Sev said forcefully.

Es nodded at the logic then reached out to wrap her in another bone crushing embrace.  “You be careful, Sevi.”

Reaching up she pulled his neck down for a hug and whispered into his ear, “Don’t worry, Es. I do know what I’m doing.”

Es pulled back to meet her eyes and said softly, “Are you sure?”

Sev chewed her lip and replied as quietly, “No, but that’s what I’m going to find out, isn’t it?”

“You just remember where to find me if he causes you any problems,” Esiwmas said.  He released her but only long enough to shift his grasp and lift her to her saddle.

“What? And ruin your reputation? After all,” Sev said with a lift of her chin. “He is a King’s Man.”

******

Chapter 6: Arrival in Pelargir

October 24, 1421 SR

Forty-two leagues from the gates of the White City to the river city of Pelargir. Three and a half days of a steady mile eating pace that left Sev more time than she desired to think. Did she know what she was doing? What did she know of this man, other than he set her heart to beating rapidly with a simple look? Would she possibly be able to live up to the image he held of her in his mind? She knew only too well her own faults and the vision he voiced, while flattering, was far from the reality of a stubborn, opinionated woman who had spent the last two years going her own way and relishing the freedom. She had told him she could not give half a heart, but would she truly be capable of letting go of her fears and giving him her whole heart? Such a man deserved nothing less. 

The more she thought, the more she realized she did know him. She had seen him reflected in the voices of his friends, the Rangers who had known him for years; and from them, she knew of his sense of duty, and of his own brand of stubbornness. A stubbornness that had caused him to push aside his friends after the loss of his arm and refuse help from anyone until he had rebuilt his life on his own terms. Ah, perhaps they were not so different then.  Perhaps there would be a common ground, something more to base a future - and oh, how that word scared her - upon. Was she strong enough to attempt it? 

So lost within her thoughts was she that Liam and Aerio almost gave up speaking to her, contenting themselves with being sure that Biscuit did not suddenly wander off in a direction of his own choosing because his rider was oblivious to the road. Shared guard duties put the man and elf into close contact and Aerio decided to utilize the opportunity to learn Rohirric. Liam’s quick smile and easy nature made him an ideal teacher, while Aerio’s active mind and retentive memory created the ideal student. By the end of the first full day of travel, Aerio was making simple sentences that had the men of the train smiling broadly at him and responding in kind.

As they neared the outskirts of Pelargir during the afternoon of their fourth day on the trail, Aerio was busily translating one of the hobbits’ many songs into Rohirric. 

“Oh! Oh! Oh! ot eht elttob I og,” the elf’s clear voice rang out in song. Riding beside him, an amused Sevilodorf snorted loudly.

“A fitting song, o master elf,” said Sev with laughing eyes. 

Aerio paused his song to say, “But Sevi, I am doing what my Master commanded. Learning wisdom from all the races.”

“I’m not quite sure drinking songs composed by hobbits and translated into Rohirric by a Mirkwood elf qualifies as wisdom. Though I do know it certainly serves the same purpose as blowing a horn, everyone for miles will be aware of our arrival.” Sev nodded to the curious faces peeping out from behind curtains as they made their way toward the stables located toward the southwestern end of the town.

Liam had explained previously that, although not a part of the family business, the stables in Pelargir acted as the midway stopover for all trains moving between Minas Tirith and Linhir. It made welcome respite for the men and a chance to rest the animals before continuing the journey to the seaport, where the Rohirrim had established a base for their searches for kin captured and sold to the southern lands as slaves.  By dint of careful management, Liam had managed to arrive mid-afternoon. More than enough time remained for the animals to be tended before dinner, thus allowing the men a full evening to relax and enjoy a breather from the duties of the road. 

Curving around the town rather than going directly through, they caught occasional glimpses of the Anduin at the end of roads leading to the east. Gone were the lush summer greens that had blanketed the countryside, when first Sev had come here, she seeking news of Rohirrim slaves perhaps sent into Harad during the war, and Aerio's Master Celebsul sailing down to the Isle of Tolfalas, to lay ghosts of the past to rest.  Now though the fields around the town still showed green beneath the autumn sun, the woody runs were clad in flaming cloaks of gold and red, and the dark green waters of the Anduin herself slid along a wide channel ablaze with glowing color.  In a few gardens still gaily winked the last flowers of the season, for in these southern lands fall came brightly but gently.

Long accustomed to the regular traffic of heavily laden mules upon the South Road, the people of Pelargir took scant note of them at first. It was the realization by the observers here and there along the road that one of the Fair Folk traveled with an obviously Rohirric train that began heads turning and whispered comments. The tale was still being told of how a party of elves accompanied by a mortal woman and a hobbit lass had taken a ship down the Anduin to the sea, only to return with a herd of Rohirrim horses. Many wondered if this was part or parcel of the previous expedition or something entirely new?

Seeing the carefully disguised glances from the polite and the open stares of those  who should know better, Sev sighed. “Aerio, you are the lodestone for their curiosity. “

“Few have ever seen an elf, and even fewer have seen one in such company,” said Liam, smiling merrily as he drew alongside them.

“I would certainly like it more if they did not stare, but I suppose that traveling with an elf does draw an excess of attention,” Sev said with a pointed glance.

Aerio smirked and said, “But think how much I save you on hiring heralds to announce your arrival, Sevi. The entire city will soon know that you are here.” Emphasizing his words with a raised eyebrow, Aerio said, “How else did you plan to announce your presence, Madame Trader?”

Sev muttered something about possibly knocking on a door; then as Aerio resumed his song and moved slightly ahead, she turned with an apology to Liam. “I am sorry I have been such poor company.”

Liam shook his head. “No apology necessary, Sevilodorf. Your companion has filled the silences left by your contemplation quite adequately.”

Sev gave Liam a hard look and said, “You have obviously been corrupted by the elf. Such language.”

Liam smiled broadly and leaned toward her. “Just wait until he shows you what we taught him.”

“I would prefer not to discover Aerio’s newest talents, considering his instructors,” Sev said with a slight shudder.

Celebsul would be very upset if Aerio was returned to him with an extensive repertoire of bawdy Rohirric drinking songs. But on second thought, remembering a certain song Celebsul himself sang quite expressively on the Isle of Tolfalas, perhaps Aerio’s new knowledge would be appreciated.

Liam laughed, then sobered and said quietly, “I had understood that elves who journeyed to the sea did not return, but both you and Aerio tell of a journey to the sea and back.”

“Yes, with two other elves from The Burping Troll, Celebsul and Gambesul. The sea often awakens a longing within the elves for Valinor, but Celebsul had a debt of honor to repay and judged there would be little danger for Gambesul and Aerio. Given their age.”

“Danger? Their age?” Liam looked closely at the elf riding in front of him. 

“Danger that they would choose to depart Middle Earth,” Sev said solemnly. Then with a shrug, she added, “As for ages, who can tell with an elf? And no one can pry information from an elf that he does not want to reveal.”

Liam nodded toward Aerio. “By appearances, he is merely a youth. Perhaps in his twenties, though of course one must assume he is older.”

Sev smiled, “Much older. As he constantly reminds me. Though by the reckoning of their race, many of the elves living at the Troll are mere youths.”

“Many? I have heard Rolfe’s tales of elves, hobbits and a warg, but to be honest gave them little credence until now.” 

“Our reputation continues to spread, I see. And how much credence did you give to Sewulf’s tales of the events in Nurn?”

Liam’s eyes gleamed seeing the direction of Sev’s thoughts. “Why Sev, of course, Sewulf’s every word was believed. Especially those concerning you being in the midst of things.  Desperate rescues, savage battles with raiders - surely you would not let that deter you.”

“No, Liam," Sev said primly.  "I was told very plainly that my presence on the battlefield would be a hindrance and was requested to remain with the horses.” 

She did not bother to mention that a trio of men who tried to abscond with the horses met their ends on the sharp points of blades - wielded by herself and their guide, the blind elf Aglaran.

“And you did so?” Liam asked in disbelief. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips and he said, ”I really must meet this man.”

“Perhaps, Liam, perhaps. Have to warn him first. I’m not certain he understands exactly how far-reaching this family is. And Esiwmas led me to understand you might soon become more firmly connected.” 

Liam’s eyes acquired a look Sev had seen only too often in Halbarad’s lately. Frustrated love, Sev called it. 

“If Leneswyn will give up her foolish notions and marry me,” Liam replied.

“Es mentioned no problems. He seemed to think you of you as a brother already.”

“Ah, but it is not Esiwmas who has the final word. Can you imagine what would be the result if he ordered his sister to marry me?”

Sev snorted as the image formed in her mind of Esiwmas galloping wildly with an enraged Leneswyn swinging her sword overhead and chasing after him. Leneswyn had stood up to her mother quite firmly over her first marriage to Rethil, who slept now among the dead at Helm's Deep, and was more than capable of standing up to her gentle-hearted brother.

“Only too well. What are Leneswyn’s objections to you, other than you have the most incredibly poor taste in songs?”

Sev pointed to Aerio who had formed a trio with two of the herders and was now singing in perfectly accented Rohirric one of the most annoying drinking songs in creation.

"Ytenin-enin selttob fo reeb no eht llaw."  

Liam snorted, then said, "She does not want to saddle me with three children who are not my own. And then of course, there's our vast age difference."

"Vast age differences?" Sev gave Liam a puzzled look, then said, "Oh, I remember, she is three years older than you." With a sly smile, she added, "And has she also mentioned the fact that she often bested you in practice sessions?"

"Trust you to recall that. I would appreciate it if you did not go putting new ideas in her head. For that matter, it would be best if I could convince everyone to leave her alone. I can speak for myself," Liam said sternly. "I will not let her go for such ridiculous reasons."

Sev jerked as Liam's final words called up the echo of Anardil's voice in Frewulf's tiny cottage in Nurn; "I will not accept that you are afraid of things that do not yet exist.  I will not let you go for reasons as flimsy as that."

"Maybe you should meet Anardil," she said.  "At least the two of you could commiserate with each other on the hardheadedness of the objects of your affections." 

Liam looked at Sev with triumph. "Ah ha, so you finally admit it. And does the poor man have a chance?"

A bright red stained Sev's cheeks as she realized what she had revealed. The words of denial she had been mouthing for weeks sprang to her lips, then her own words to Anardil came to mind, "I would choose to be with you." She had spoken the words, but with the distance between them and a resurgence of her fears, she had taken the path of denial, even as she supposed her true feelings were evident for all to see. 'No more,' she thought. 'Tis faithless to continue to deny the man. You have made the vow to take a chance. Then reach out with both hands and take it.'

Straightening in her saddle, she said firmly, "Yes, Liam, he does and I thank you for making me say it. I will no longer deny it, and I hope for your sake that Leneswyn soon comes to her senses as well. There are not enough days in our lives to spend them denying any happiness we could have."

Liam smiled widely and said, "In that case, I must meet the man. In order to warn him what he is getting himself into."

"He knows, Liam," Sevilodorf exclaimed with a laugh, as the fence line of the stable’s pasture appeared. "Sewulf was more than happy to tell him. For that matter, I told him myself, quite forcefully."

Liam nodded. He had had a few forceful conversations with Leneswyn in the last few months. But they had only made him more determined and he felt certain Sev's protests had had much the same effect on this King's Man of hers. 

Giving a shrill whistle, Liam signaled to his men to keep the train under control, for the animals sensed that rest was near for the evening and had quickened their pace. Aerio’s two choir partners broke off mid-note and began to ride up and down the line, speaking calmly to the animals. Kneeing her horse, Sev moved up alongside Aerio at a trot. 

“We’ll see to the stabling for the mules and horses for the time we will be here, then I am going to The Slippery Fish. You are welcome to come with me, or go along with Liam and his men.” 

“Of course, I will go with you.” Aerio looked at Sev a bit uncomfortably, then blurted out, “Sev, I promise you that I will not interfere with your ‘business’, but I will not leave you to wander the streets of Pelargir alone.”

“I know that, Aerio. I have no intention of wandering anywhere alone. I have arranged to meet Anardil here. Will he be enough of an escort to ease your mind?”

Aerio nodded. “You do realize that if you had told us your plans…” Aerio’s voice faded under the full force of Sev’s glare.

“If either you or Halbarad had bothered to ASK me my plans I would have told you,” Sev exclaimed loudly. “Honestly, do you never learn? I am not a toidi nor a loof. So stop treating me as such.”

With a sharp kick, Sev urged Biscuit into a lope and sped toward the gate at the end of the fence line throwing up a stinging cloud of dust and small rocks. Aerio winced as the tiny rocks connected with his face. Heaving a great sigh, he kicked himself mentally; 'There is only one loof here and his name is Aerio.'

Overhearing the words between the elf and Sev, Liam snorted loudly as she rode away. No matter the elf’s true age, his experience with females was decidedly lacking. As Aerio murmured softly in elvish to his mount and hurried after Sev, Liam thought, 'Roop loof.'

***********

Satisfied that the horses and her pack animals were well housed, Sev promised Liam she would arrange a meeting with Anardil, when the pack train returned to Pelargir on the 4th of November.

"Perhaps I will profit from his advice," Liam said with a grin.  "Leneswyn's objections cannot last forever; as there was a key to your heart, so I will find the key to hers."

Sev snorted then held out her hand.  "Thank you, Liam.  And good journey to you."

"Until later, Sev.  May you fare well in all your ventures."

Snatching up her heavy pack even as Aerio reached for it, Sevilodorf slung it carefully to her shoulders. After giving The Slippery Fish as her direction to the stable master, she stalked from the yard as Aerio was bidding Liam goodbye.

“She’s escaping, Aerio,” Liam said with a laugh.

Aerio sighed. “At least I know where she’s going. Last time I had to track her in a downpour through the back alleys.”

“Last time? I see there are many more tales you could tell, but I fear that if you do not go now you might lose her. For now, well met, Aerio. I look forward to seeing you again.”

“Namarie, Liam. May your journey be successful and trouble-free.” Aerio sketched a quick bow, then hefted his own pack lightly to his shoulders and turned to follow Sevilodorf.

Taking a road to the east, Aerio soon found himself walking the quay beside the river. Sevilodorf, though still ahead and refusing to acknowledge him, had slowed her pace and occasionally stopped at a merchant’s booth to finger a bolt of cloth or ask the name of an unknown fruit or vegetable. Once she had even left the dock and entered a side street. Aerio saw nothing unusual about the lane she chose and in his own scrutiny of the crowded, untidy living habits of humans he failed to notice her searching glances up at a particular window. He did however note that her face settled into a tight worried expression, and lengthened his stride to catch up with her.  She still did not speak, but neither did she try to evade him.  Moments later they returned to the riverside road and resumed their course towards the Slippery Fish.

"Is aught amiss, Mistress Sevi?" Aerio then asked quietly, for her face remained pensive.

"No," she said.  A few paces more and she added, "Not yet."

Frowning over that indecipherable puzzle, Aerio decided his observations would be better spent on the various forms of watercraft bobbing along the quays.  Here the glossy, smoothly-flowing face of the great Anduin was the highway for much travel and commerce, and the green scent of river water hung heavily beneath the beaming sun.  Then another scent tugged his senses and Aerio looked ahead.  Sausages, he was certain he smelled sausages frying.  There loomed the solid bulk of the Inn of the Slippery Fish, where all the human detritus of the river sooner or later washed to rest.  Once it had been he and Sev and their companions, sailing for the Isle of Tolfalas, who sought shelter from a storm, but today the sun shone and the weathered walls of the building gleamed in tawdry cheer.  The structure was, he decided, a fair match for its mistress, the redoubtable Hulda.

They had arrived at an hour too late for luncheon and too early for supper, and Aerio briefly mourned the absence of hobbits in this town, who made sure a proper meal was ready at almost any hour of the day.  But as they stepped into the open doorway of the inn, a gust of cooking odors enveloped them.  They followed their shadows cautiously into the relative dimness of the interior - and a second gust struck them, this time of sound.

"Blessed barnacles pinch me in the mornin'!  Look what the river washed up!"

And there she was, Hulda the Magnificent, a specimen of female physical glory unsurpassed in all the realm.  As she lumbered towards them she was taller than any but the greatest Rohirrim and broad as two of them rolled together.  Atop her head a towering mountain of grey hair was speared uncertainly into submission by two steel skewers, and an enormous smile pressed deep dimples in her cheeks and dislodged two of her several chins.  The vast crest of her bosom shuddered to the burst of her booming laughter, and her huge, faded pink blouse waggled bits of what once may have been ribbons.

"Land sakes, I wondered if you'd been et by river goblins.  TORVAL!  Bring us a jug the sweet cider!  Folks 're out here dyin' o' thirst."

Hulda hove to before them like a ship of war finding anchor, and smiled down - even at tall Aerio - with undisguised delight.  Her eyes twinkled as she lifted a hand the size of whole ham, and Aerio manfully refrained from flinching as she reached towards him.  Mercifully her touch was but a mild swat on the cheek.

"Ah, lovey, and here I'd thought to never see yer handsome self again!  What a sight you are for sore eyes."  She winked and added, "And what of that handsome friend of yours?"

"Alas, Master Celebsul is not with us," Aerio replied, mustering his best polite smile.  "He sends his regards."

"OH, stars a'mighty!"  Hulda flung up her hands with another great laugh, and various portions of her mighty anatomy shifted alarmingly.  Still chuckling she reached both hands to Sev, and somehow managed a less than bone-crushing clasp.

"And you deary, I'm tickled speechless to see ya.  We'll do some proper business when the time comes - you did remember the hangover remedy, didn't you?  But first yer due a proper Pelargir welcome.  TORVAL!  Where's that cider?  Don't mind him, lovey, the sweet cider is down in the cellar and knowin' him he's lost in the dark.  You know I've been waitin' on you - that man of yours made certain of that.  Oh, mercy, where's my mind?  If it was dumplin's I'd burn it.  He left somethin' for you, just you wait a shake.  Sit anywhere you like, yer welcome as family.  I'll be right back."

If that was Hulda tickled speechless, Sev could not imagine what would happen if Hulda ever pronounced herself at a true loss for words.  She and Aerio exchanged wry glances and both managed to smother the threat of laughter as Hulda strode back towards the kitchen.  As they took their seats at an empty table, Hulda's voice drifted from the door; "Won't be two winks!"

Seconds later a man came through that same door with a jug and two mugs.  Hulda's brother Torval was a tall, solid enough fellow in his own right, but next to Hulda's magnificence he dwarfed to the markedly ordinary.  Which suited him just fine.  He smiled as he set his burden on the table.

"Cider is from local pressing.  Best apples we've had in years."

With a quick nod to Sev's word of thanks he retreated back to the kitchen, where he could leave the entertaining of guests to his sister's grand style.  Aerio uncapped the jug and poured the cider, and after sliding Sev her cup he lifted his own to sniff cautiously.

Sev smiled.  "Afraid he's slipping us some more of Hulda's punch?"

Blue eyes looked at her and blinked.  "As a matter of fact, yes!"

They laughed together at memory of their first visit here, and the debilitating effects wrought by Hulda's ever so flavorful punch.  It was that very punch which created a market for a suitable hangover cure, one of several markets Sev hoped to tap into in Pelargir.  This was simply cool, sweet apple cider however, and they drank in quiet gratitude.  Sev was further pleased that Aerio either overlooked or tactfully ignored Hulda's reference to "that man of yours" and felt her cheeks warm at the thought of what Anardil might have left for her.  Should it prove to be anything embarrassing she would make sure to throttle him at the earliest convenience.  If he would just get home on time…

"I found it!"

That booming hail announced Hulda's ponderous return, her great legs flapping aside the food-stained skirt draped about her hips.  The thought occurred to Sev that the woman wore leggings beneath her skirts simply as a precaution against the event of catastrophic failure of her clothing.  Then Sev's gaze shifted to the folded square of parchment held in Hulda's big hand, and her eyes followed it all the way to the table.

"Anardil left this for you, lovey," Hulda said.  She leaned over so that various parts of her person vied curiously for position, and set the folded sheet gently on the table with an oddly-muffled clunk.  "He'll be home quick as he can, mark my words.  But until he is, yer welcome as my own kin here.  You won't want for nothin' with Hulda lookin' after ya!"

With another jolly laugh Hulda straightened, and tossed Aerio a saucy wink.  "Now, you, handsome, might have some tales to tell a girl.  What mischief have you been up to since I saw ya last?" 

Recognizing that Sevilodorf would want at least a semblance of privacy to peruse her correspondence, Aerio swallowed.

‘Loof, she is only a mortal woman, not some demon from the depths of Moria.’ Aerio scolded himself as he stood carefully on knees that threatened to knock together. With a polite wave of his arm, the elf said, “Let us leave Mistress Sevilodorf to her reading while I tell you, Madame, of our latest adventures.”

Sev gave Aerio a small smile of gratitude, at which he rolled his eyes before taking Hulda’s dimpled elbow and escorting her to a table closer to the kitchen. For a moment, Sev simply sat listening as Aerio began a theatrical retelling of the barn raising in Nurn. Beginning of course with a description of how he had helped to design the barn to be the most efficient for the maximum utilization by the settlers. Then her eyes returned to the missive before her and both Aerio’s lilting voice and the great booms of Hulda’s laughter faded. 

‘Tis only a letter,’ she told herself. But still her fingers trembled as she turned it over. Neither side was marked, but then how many letters would Hulda have for safe keeping that it needed to be labeled. A small speckling of what Sev recognized as cinnamon adorned one edge and caused her to wonder exactly where Hulda kept those letters that she did receive. 

Catching herself lightly stroking the smooth parchment, Sev gave a small sigh. There was no use denying it, the very thought of the man reduced her to lovesick adolescent behaviors. Breaking the plain wax seal, she opened the folds to reveal a key. Clasping the coolness of the brass in a suddenly sweating palm, she traced the neatly flowing words with one finger. 

My Dearest ~

If you are reading this then I am delayed or perhaps you are early, if I dared flatter myself to think you might hasten your arrival.  In any event, since I am not here to welcome you in person, permit me to offer you the hospitality of my humble home.  The door key is herein and I pray that you will find everything tidy enough to offer you comfort until my return.  Whoever your traveling companion or companions may be, they are also welcome, for I trust in your choice of friends, even if you are so imprudent as to permit my disreputable self.  Whatever you may find is yours to use, and should you need it there is a small purse hidden to the left side of the hearth, beneath a reddish stone.  There is a grey cat that sometimes comes to the door; I know not where he calls home so you may welcome him or not, as pleases your fancy.  I fear I have quite spoilt him.  Hulda knows of your coming and she will mother you beyond endurance if you permit her.  By the way, she makes splendid cherry-stuffed goose.

Alas, now I must close and endure the long wait until I may greet you with kisses rather than poorly scribed notes.  May fate kindly grant that your wait (after reading this) is a much shorter one, and I shall make all possible haste on the homeward road.

Yours faithfully and always ~

A
After her first slow deciphering, she reread it twice more to commit the words to heart. Her tongue clicked at his self-deprecations. ‘Disreputable, indeed.’ And she snorted lightly at the realization that though the plans she had sent him made no mention of a companion, only that she would come south in the company of a supply train bound for Linhir, he had known someone would be traveling with her. Did that speak of his knowledge of Halbarad’s overwhelming sense of protectiveness, or was it an indication that he thought she had “sense” enough to arrange such companionship for herself? 

Then tendrils of worry began to sprout. Why was he delayed? What had happened? Was he safe? What business had called him away? Neither he nor the other Rangers had ever explained how Anardil had come to be in Emyn Arnen with information concerning Parcus. Sev had formed her own conclusions concerning a man who appeared out of the rain and admitted to traveling dark roads alone. A King’s Man, he was, and would always be, in whatever capacity he could serve his lord. A gatherer of information was Anardil, and such information as he collected did not come easily. There were many dangers; and the worst of it was he could possibly disappear and she might never know what happened. Ah, there were worse things in life than to be called to weep upon a warrior’s grave. Uncertainty was one. 

Ruthlessly Sev shoved such thoughts aside. Anardil would not appreciate her imagining worries that did not exist. Better to focus on the present and trust that there would be a future. 

Deciding that she might as well begin, as she planned to go on, Sev tightened her fingers upon the now warm key and lifted her head in time to see Hulda disappear into the kitchen. Meeting Aerio’s inquiring eyes, Sev waved the elf back to her table.

“And what have you said to our hostess?” Sev asked with a smile as the tall elf resumed his place with a relieved sigh. 

“I have endeavored to appeal to her hospitality by mentioning the fact that the enticing aromas drifting from her kitchen were incredibly difficult to ignore.” Aerio smirked.

“If you mean you told her you were hungry, why don’t you just say so? I already know you have an extensive vocabulary,” Sev said with a shake of her head. “But it is just as well, we have a small matter to discuss and I would prefer to do it out of Hulda’s hearing.”

Aerio nodded toward the parchment still spread open upon the table. “Something to do with the message you received?”

“In a way.” Sev tapped the key nervously upon the table as Aerio sat patiently attentive. “I know of no other way to say this except in my normal blunt manner. I am not staying at The Slippery Fish. Anardil has been delayed, but has left me the key to his room.”

“Ah, our little detour down the side street,” Aerio said with sudden understanding. Then with a trace of sternness, he continued, “But Sev, I can not leave you to wander the back ways of Pelargir alone.”

Sev held up her hand to halt his words. “Yes, master guard dog. A fine flock of sheep you have chosen to herd.” She chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip while carefully refolding the letter. “There must be a solution we can both live with. Would you be content with watching from the outside, if I swear not to leave the room once I enter?”

“That would be acceptable,” Aerio said. “And for my part, I will vow that after Anardil arrives I will leave the two of you alone.”

Sev flushed and said with honesty, “I know I’ve been silly about it. But I am only too aware of how you all tease Camellia and Milo. I know that I would not be able to take it as calmly as the hobbits. Plus, until now I was denying things to myself. I will do so no longer. While I am here in Pelargir to fulfill trading agreements made with Hulda months ago, I am also here to discover if there are enough feelings between myself and Anardil to base a future of some sort.”

Aerio's blue eyes registered blank astonishment for an instant, for such personal candor from Sevilodorf was a rare thing.  But in the next moment he schooled his face to a look of grave understanding, and nodded.

"Of course, Mistress Sevi.  I will keep your confidences with the same care with which I guard your safety."

Sev looked at him, and decided to leave that flowery declaration alone.  “My regret is that you will now be alone at The Slippery Fish. Will you manage to survive? I would be able to occupy many of your mornings with guard duties, as I sincerely doubt that Anardil will wish to spend the early hours of the day following me about the marketplace. Also, I would be glad of your assistance mixing up a batch of hangover remedy. However much of my afternoons and evenings are going to be spent with Anardil once he returns.”

Aerio’s features twisted in a slight grimace. “Deserting me to the ravages of Hulda, are you?”

Sevilodorf’s blue eyes blazed with quick anger until she caught the teasing gleam in the young elf’s eyes. Rapping his knuckles with the heavy brass key, she said, “You deserve a worse fate. You and Halbarad treating me like a toidi.” Then more seriously, she asked, “I am grateful for your friendship, Aerio; but your presence could make things a trifle awkward.”

Aerio's brows arched in mild alarm.  “Surely you do not believe Anardil would have the same speculations about our companionship as Conrath, do you?” 

“I wasn’t certain you picked up on that,” Sev said. “But no, Anardil would have no such thoughts. More likely, he will be thanking you for taking care of me.”

“While I, Mistress Sevi, will be prompt to inform him that you did not need to be taken care of and that I imposed myself upon you in order to revisit the loveliness of Pelargir,” Aerio exclaimed.

“Do not spread it on too thickly, Aerio. Remember that Anardil has known Halbarad for years.” Sev tapped the letter resting on the table. “It’s now my belief that Anardil knew full well that Halbarad would raise a storm over my going and that someone would be traveling with me.”

Aerio flashed a quick grin, but the reappearance of Hulda bearing a wide tray laden with a steaming platter of sausages, a loaf of new bread, a small dish of butter and a small pile of jam filled tarts delayed any further comment.

"Eat up, loveys," she boomed, as she leaned to place the tray on their table.  Aerio eyed - or rather tried not to eye - the alarming strain that movement put on the material confining her generous bosom.  "That should keep ya 'til the supper bell."

She gave Aerio a wink.  "Mercy knows you need fattenin', though skinny looks good on you."

Her laughter rolled once more as Aerio's head bobbed up with a look of startled outrage, but Sev's sharp kick to his shin silenced any protests.  Mustering a smile instead, Aerio managed a polite nod that would have done Master Celebsul proud.

"Thank you, lady.  I believe this will keep us nicely."

"Enjoy!" Hulda said, and came about and hove a new course back into the kitchen.

"Well," said Aerio into the following quiet.  "I guess we're officially here."

"I guess we are," said Sev, and plucked a jam tart from the pile an instant before Aerio's nimble fingers.

******

Chapter 7: Pelargir

October 24th Evening

From her seat on the bench set upon the small covered porch of The Slippery Fish, Sev watched as the crew of a two-masted vessel loaded cargo. The sun’s dying rays stained the river a deep liquid orange and cast long black-velvet shadows across the pier. Idly, she wondered if they were sailing upriver toward Minas Tirith or down to the sea. Then from a perch among the furled sails came the trill of pipes, and the men’s voices rang out with what seemed an answer to her query.

“We are the men before the mast
That plough the raging sea
And on this simple subject
Will you please enlighten me
Common sailors we are called
Come tell us the reason why
And on this simple subject we'll reply

Don't you call us common sailors anymore
Don't you call us common sailors anymore
Good things to you we bring
Don't you call us common men
We're as good as anybody that's on shore

The young girls of this country
Their growing days we bless
We brings them silks and satins
Out of which they makes a dress
To gain the heart of some young man
As fancy dresses do
Don't never despise the sailor, boys,
That sails the ocean blue.”

Tilting her head she could make out the figure of the youth playing amidst the spars, a gentle smile softening her face as the men’s movements settled to the rhythm of the song. The door to the inn opened and Aerio stepped lightly out. As usual he worn his saber at his hip, and in a sheath at his belt was his knife. The same knife, Sev supposed, he used to kill Tark in that dark rainy alley on their first visit to Pelargir, four months ago.  The smile faded from her eyes at the memory.  Her hope of finding information about captured Rohirrim sent south as slaves during the dark years, perhaps through this very town into Harad, had beguiled her dangerously.  The last of her blood kin to own a place in her heart had been her brother, but he had vanished while patrolling the Eastfold against the enemy.  So eager had she been for the chance to at last find leads to his disappearance, that an encounter with a would-be informant had very nearly cost her life.  Only Aerio's timely appearance saved her.

She glanced up at Aerio's tall form while the elf paused to listen to the river-men's voices.  What might Nathirem think of her keeping company with an elf?  If nothing else, her brother would be grateful for Aerio's protective loyalty to her, and she swallowed hard on the sudden pang of empty wishes.  Sev reminded herself that Anardil still pursued every avenue he knew, and when he found the least word or clue of her brother's fate she would hear of it.  But until then … until then she must hold faith that one day her brother's fate would be known, one day perhaps they could reach across the missing years.  Meanwhile, she would practice the patience she had so harshly learned.

“Perhaps you and Halbarad are right to treat me as a fool,” Sev said as the elf came to sit beside her.

Aerio smiled slightly and shook his head. “You will not trap me that way, Sevi. What supposed foolishness are you referring to?”

“Tark.”

“Ah,” Aerio said quietly. After solemnly considering Sev’s encounter with the Pelargir ruffian, he said softly. “I would be forced to admit that given the opportunity to locate information concerning a lost relative of mine, I fear that I would have done the same.”

“You would?” Sev asked.

“Sevi, what you must consider, however, is that you have incredibly bad luck. What were the chances that the person Gafler would lead you to was the very person who had lead the attack on us in Allenham?”

Aye, the summer journey of the ship Rowan had met more than one near-disaster.  Mention of the would-be robbers who had, earlier in that voyage, attacked their little ship's company brought a rueful look to Sev's face.  Though they had fended off the brigands then, it was ill-chance that brought their paths to cross with Tark's again at Pelargir.

“True," she said.  "Or that he would be so lost to reason as to think we carried elvish treasures?” 

“Aye, there was that as well. The greed of mortal men is something I do not comprehend.”

“Are elves not greedy then?”

Aerio took a sharp breath, reconsidered, and then exhaled and clasped his hand over his chin and mouth with a frown of deep contemplation.  "It is true elves have wanted for material things," he said slowly.  "Sometimes to their ruin.  But I suspect it is motives that differ.  We crave things of beauty and power for the sake of being, for the joy their use brings.  I cannot imagine those ruffians would have appreciated the workmanship of elvish treasure, for example, any more than they care what is blazoned on the face of a silver penny."

"Perhaps," said Sev, and looked over at him knowingly.  "But they would take equal joy in the pleasures the worth of those things brings.  One loves a jewel for its own sake, the other loves the wine and good food and fine clothes that jewel could buy."

The frown on Aerio's brow deepened as he pondered that thought.  "Perhaps…   But would elves have ambushed an innocent ship and her crew, on the chance that treasure could be gained?  I think not."

"No," Sev said.  "But if you can tell me that elves have never done tragic things for love of objects which they hold precious, then I will withdraw my question."

"I cannot say that."  Aerio shook his head and looked outwards across the wharf, towards the darkening water.  "The history of the Silmarils is fraught with tragedy and ill deeds.  But that is not the same!"  He turned to look at her keenly.

"No, it is not," Sev replied quietly.  "But greed has many forms, and it is not confined to one people.  The motive behind it is no more or less noble if it is conceived by a king or a thief."

His mouth quirked as if chewing the thought for its flavor, and then Aerio snorted and chuckled softly.  "Truly Master Celebsul is wise," he said.  "So I will ponder your lesson as he wishes, Mistress Sevi."

"And to the matter of my luck -."  Sev smiled and aimed a finger under his nose.  "If my luck is so bad, how is it that you arrived in time to save me? And what are the chances a certain ex-Ranger would be wandering that same alley? By some standards that would be considered good luck, Elf."

For a heartbeat Aerio simply looked at her, his face the very picture of perplexity.  Then he shook his head slowly and his chuckle built into a laugh.

"I yield, Sevi!" he cried, and flung up open hands before him.  "I see now why Halbarad cannot best you in a contest of words, and I further salute your Anardil if he can hold his own."

"Be careful, Elf," Sev said with a mock scowl.  "You are just close enough to stick and my knives are sharp."

He managed to smother his laughter to a muffled giggle, and Sev relaxed and turned her contemplations to the day just past.  The day had been long, and now the peaceful cool and quiet of the evening was a balm to her weary self.  The two-master's crew appeared to have completed their labors, and now lanterns glimmered dimly on deck.  They would sleep there, it seemed, and sail on the dawn tide that swelled the great Anduin's flood.  Sev found herself quietly mesmerized by the slow, gentle tilt of dark masts rising and settling upon the river's darkly-gleaming breast, as boats and ships shifted sleepily at their moorings.

The afternoon had been spent washing away trail dust and discussing with Hulda and Torval the particulars of Sev's hangover remedy. The elixir, while potent, did not retain its restorative qualities for more than a fortnight; so Sev had brought with her not the remedy but the herbal ingredients to produce large quantities. If the morrow proved fair, for sunlight was necessary to successfully activate the mixture, Sev planned to demonstrate to Torval the proper procedures. During the remainder of her stay in Pelargir, she would provide him with sufficient training to be able to produce whatever quantities he desired. Within the limits of the herbal ingredients whose mixture and exact composition would remain her secret. 

Tentative arrangements had been made for shipments of the ingredients to Pelargir, but for now the future was held in abeyance, for Hulda realized, if Torval did not, how deeply troubled Sev was by Anardil’s delay. She did a fair job hiding it, but Hulda had seen the expectant looks the Rohirrim woman aimed at the door each time it swung inward; the disappointment that shadowed her face when it revealed only a stranger.  By the dinner hour, a haunted look had settled in the woman’s deep blue eyes, and Hulda was moved to pat her arm and whisper, “The dlo lascar will turn up. He always does.”

Sev had nodded quietly. “I know, so he has told me.”

As before, word of an elf’s presence in the dining room of The Slippery Fish increased the custom of the inn to the bursting point. The cacophony of the crowd coupled with the smoke and the smells from a dinner she could barely stomach had combined to form the beginnings of one of Sev’s intense headaches. Her arrangements with Torval settled for the morrow, Sev professed to weariness and asked Aerio if he was willing to accompany her to Anardil’s lodgings. After a massive hug from Hulda, she had gathered her pack and settled on the bench before the door to await Aerio.

Now with the sun slipping below the horizon, Torval came out to light the lantern set in the post beside the door. The glow of lamps began to fill the windows of the buildings along the quay, and Sev shivered at a slight breeze. Nodding pleasantly to Torval, she reached down to haul her pack to the bench beside her. When Aerio stretched out a hand, she allowed him to hoist it to his shoulders.

Together they walked the wharf as the twilight deepened and the stars twinkled into existence. In whispering silence the river flowed in glossy billows of shifting indigo and silver, and the golden leaves on the far shore dimmed and went dark.  With a slight wave of her arm, Sev indicated the lane they had taken that afternoon. Narrow houses, their rough boards a faded gray, crowded together as if for comfort. Here were the simple homes for the families of the sailors who spent their lives sailing the waters of the Anduin, or for those who worked upon shore to send the sailors’ bounty further inland.

To Sev it told of those who worked hard but had little to spare, what it said to Aerio she did not know. How would an elf view the hard-scrabble life that most mortals faced? A far cry this dirty alley, smelling of overripe fish and overcooked cabbage, was from the elegance and grace of the elven hall she had visited in Henneth Annun. It was distant even from the simpler haven the elves of the Troll had created in the woods behind the inn. 

For an instant, Sev wished that she was back at the Troll, secure in the niche she had carved there. But then a pair of storm grey eyes filled her mind and her heart leaped. Abruptly she stopped before a house indistinguishable from the rest and pointed to a flight of wooden stairs. 

“Up there, and I would judge from the lack of light that he is not yet returned.”

“Sevi, have you forgotten we are a day earlier than you planned? You must allow for that,” Aerio said quietly. 

“I am well away of that,” Sev snapped, then immediately apologized. “I am sorry, Aerio. I should not rail at you.” Indicating the twitching curtain in the lower portion of the house, Sev said, “Can we not go up? We are attracting attention.”

The stairs squeaked as they climbed and Aerio wondered if they were allowed to continue to do so to serve as heralds of visitors, or due to lack of carpentry skills. Taking the key Sev passed him, Aerio turned a well-oiled lock and pushed the door open slowly.

The faint starlight admitted by the door was enough for Aerio’s elvish eyes to know that the single room was unoccupied. He stepped aside to allow Sevilodorf entrance and smiled as she reached unerringly for the flint and steel set on the shelf above the table. Aerio smirked to himself as he closed and latched the door. ‘Does she realize how much she divulges by her actions?’ 

At first glance, the light of the candle set in a plain brass candlestick revealed a tidiness that would win accolades from even the most fastidious of housewives. The only personal objects appeared to be a wall hanging depicting an oliphaunt above the table and a carefully aligned shelf of bound books. A tall wardrobe stood against the wall beyond the bed, at whose foot a trunk crouched. Another trunk stood under the window, partially draped in an oddly patterned small woven rug.

Sev ran her fingers along the edge of the plain white basin set on a washstand and held it up for Aerio to see. “He’s been away for a while.” Quickly counting back to when her letter detailing her plans would have arrived, she said, “Ten days to a fortnight, I’d say.” 

Wiping her hand on a towel she took from inside the washstand, she said determinedly, “He will be back. As you said, we were early.” 

Aerio leaned over the small table to examine the wall hanging more minutely as Sev moved rapidly about the room dusting off surfaces. 

“What language is this?” Aerio said lightly touching the black and white symbols around the edges.

Sev turned from the shelf where she was carefully dusting the books to shrug. “Aerio, I have enough problems with Westron. You’ll have to ask Anardil.”

“I will do so,” Aerio said. Then he muttered, “Possibly some language of Harad. Hmm ...’

Sev snorted as Aerio got that “I’m concentrating” expression on his face and began to murmur to himself. Pulling the broom from the corner by the door, she swept the dust balls from beneath the bed and out of the corners. Opening the door, she swept the debris out and shook the towel she had used to dust. 

Returning inside, she said, “There, that’s all that need be done tonight. A good airing out and everything will be fine and dandy. Thank Eru for tidy men.”

As Aerio continued to stare at the wall hanging, now tracing the vines created by the vivid threads, Sev sighed. “Aerio… Aerio… you can go now.”

Aerio jerked and blinked rapidly. “Oh, of course, Sevi, good night. You will remain inside until I return in the morning?”

“Just don’t show up at noon. I want to get that hangover remedy mixed and sitting in the sun soon after Torval finishes with the breakfast crowd,” Sev said firmly.

“Yes ma’am,” Aerio said with one last longing look at the wall hanging. “I will be on guard during the night as well.”

“I know the signals, Aerio,” Sev said, referring to the series of whistles and calls used as signals by the elves and rangers at the Burping Troll. Opening the door pointedly, she said, “Good night, Aerio.”

“Namarië, Sevilodorf,” the elf said slipping through the door.

After latching the door, Sev turned and stared about the room. Strange, how it felt like she should be here. Pulling Anardil’s letter from her pocket, she sat at the small table and reread it slowly. The last line she found herself murmuring aloud, “May fate kindly grant that your wait is a much shorter one, and I shall make all possible haste on the homeward road.” 

Folding the letter, she hefted her pack onto the bed and slipped the letter into one of the side pockets. From the pack she pulled the last of her clean clothing and opening the wardrobe made a space for her things. All but the plain cotton nightgown, which she laid upon the bed. Tomorrow she would retrieve the rest of her clothes from the laundress Hulda had sent them off to. At that time she would also arrange for the woman to iron the wrinkles from the outfit still residing within the wrapping given it by Devana. A special outfit required a special evening and Sev planned to arrange one. 

“Cherry stuffed goose, is it? We’ll see,” she said softly, then whirled at the sound of a thump on the windowsill. 

The sound of a loud "MEEEEOWRR” caused her to close her eyes and swear softly. Returning her knife to the sheath on her left forearm, she moved to the window and lifted the thick brown curtain. Upon the sill, a large cat sat tapping impatiently at the window, obviously with every expectation of being allowed inside. At another “MEEEOWRRR,” Sev sighed; spoiled was not the word for this animal, demanding would be more correct.

Pushing the window upward, she said, “I warn you, there’s nothing in here to eat.”

Ignoring her words, the gray cat gave her a steady yellow-eyed stare. Leaping to the chest and thence the floor, he sniffed her boots with disdain. With a snort, she closed the window and let down the curtain. Turning to examine the cat, she found him sprawled across her nightgown calmly licking his front paw.

“No, you don’t. Off. At least, until I get into it.” Sev said tugging on the gown. Reluctantly the cat gave way and jumped from the bed to stalk across the floor and arrange himself in the center of the table.

“I see we will have to be setting some boundaries, sir,” Sev said meeting the cat’s look with a frown. 

Deciding she was of no account, the cat turned his head and by all appearances fell fast asleep.

“I suppose that puts me firmly in my place,” Sev said, with a soft laugh that grew into a yawn.

Four days of travel with hours of serious thought was catching up with her. Slipping into her nightgown, she folded her clothing and left them atop the trunk nestled at the foot of the bed. Her all but empty pack was kicked under the bed, and her knives were placed within easy reach. Padding softly on bare feet across the floor, she snuffed out the candle, and returned to the bed.

Unbidden, images of laughter and pleasure shared rose in her mind as she slipped between the cool sheets. Sea gray eyes that reflected the moonlight, the firm touch of a warm hand, a low voice repeating her name and the light scent of honeysuckle.  

‘None of that,’ she told herself firmly. ‘Or there will be no sleep for you.’  

But such things are easier said than done; and for a time, no matter how hard she tried to shove them away the visions replayed themselves again and again. Rolling over with a groan, she whispered, “You are far too old for such adolescent behaviors.” 

Finding herself stroking the Haradrim silk pillow coverings, Sev clenched her hand into a fist and thumped the pillow with frustration. An answering thud from the other side of the room had her sitting upright and staring toward the door. 

“Nmad tac,” she said seeing the gray shadow pacing toward her. “You scared me.”

The cat considered her with a look that reminded her of one of Aerio’s smirks, then bounded upon the bed and butted her chin with his head.

“Oh, ho. Now you want attention. What makes you think I’ll give it to you?” Sev said even as her fingers tickled the cat’s chin. A deep purr was her payment for services rendered, and she found it comforting enough to continue, when the animal nestled against her warmth and offered its back for scratching. 

“Don’t get too used to it,” Sev said as a wide yawn stilled her hand and earned her a demanding nudge. 

Closing his eyes into mere yellow-gold slits, the cat purred even louder.  As the woman’s eyes closed and her hand stilled, the cat gave her a scratchy lap of his tongue and smirked quietly to himself.

***********

October 24

South Harad Road, One Day Away From Pelargir

Îbal he had been, Anardil he would become, but for this moment he was simply a bone-tired man in dusty robes.  From golden sands to golden wood he had journeyed long and now his weary feet trod the last leagues home.  His steps were pillowed in deep drifts of leaves in gold and red, and above his head arched a whispering vault of autumn gold, luminous with the light of the sinking sun.  He was now but a day's journey from the mighty Anduin's majestic course through a verdant land, and the wanderer was glad to be back.  He walked now only until a likely campsite appeared in the wood, and by this time tomorrow he would be home.

"Not far," he whispered, and he felt his heart unaccountably quicken.

Had he so lost himself that the thought of the woman who waited stirred him thus?  Aye, so it seemed.  A sigh escaped him as he turned his gaze to the fading of the light.  Chill purple shadows began to fill the hollows like fog, seeping from thickets and behind fallen logs.  It was an August evening much like this when he and Sev first walked the wharves of Pelargir, watching stars fill the sky and find their mirrors in dark water.  She was a traveler far from home, bound on paths that only by rarest chance crossed his own.  Yet fate had its own designs.

"Ah, Anardil," he murmured.  "What strange stars do you follow now?  What sort of old fool are you becoming?"

For many years he had lived by an austere code: no wife would he take, he who might too easily leave widow and fatherless children behind.  His lot was to protect the goodman and his family in their honest homes, not to sit safely within such warming walls.  That was a path he had chosen long ago, and steeled his warrior's heart against longing for what could not be his.  Then one day the Captains of the West faced all the armies of Sauron before the Black Gates, and well the world might have fallen into darkness forever.  Yet the Ring was destroyed and the Sun came again, and Anardil awoke as a man broken in body but miraculously alive… and life went on.

However, although he now believed himself ready for whatever may come, what if Sev was less eager?  Her letter spoke of coming to Pelargir on business, and that they two would meet, but little else.  What if he had misread her and presumed too much?  He had left a note and his key with every anticipation that their reunion would be as sweet as their first meeting, and that what he had felt in her arms and seen in her eyes would endure.  But chance had flung them together so fiercely, first in Pelargir and again during the perilous journey to Nurn and back, he knew not if a little peace and distance might cool her heart.

Nor could he entirely blame her, for behind him in lands of sandy seas a man had nearly taken his life with a poisoned cup.  The memory struck him under the heart with unexpected sharpness, and on its heels flooded fear.

What right did he have to ask Sev to risk the stern, fragile peace she had found for herself since the War's end?  Sevilodorf would meet him in Pelargir … But what right did he have to ask her or any other woman to cleave to him?  No, he no longer hunted the wilds for orcs and other things of evil and his job now depended on remaining undiscovered, unobtrusive, unseen.  However, he had been discovered, or at least had triggered Master Tamar's suspicions with near-fatal acuteness.  The thought of Sev waiting for him alone in Pelargir was like an icy knife in his belly.  What sort of selfish fool must he be, that he had even let things go this far?

Yet a stronger internal voice cried out in dismay that he could even think of casting aside this one, precious chance.  Through Sev he had awakened to life again.  Through her he not only found that his heart was not withered, but come September he found himself reunited with friends he thought to never see again.  His Ranger brethren, whom he had driven away in the fog of pain and fear after the war, and whose loss pained him as much as the lack of his arm.  He was needed and once more stood beside Halbarad, Elros, Bob and Anoriath, as they marched to destroy raiders who tormented the freed slave lands of Nurn and there held Elanna, Halbarad's betrothed, cruelly hostage.  How the wasted time had fled, when he looked into their eyes and saw the welcome he had so crassly discarded.  Aye, he owed Sev for that, as well.  Whatever powers ruled the ways of Men, it seemed he was not meant to live friendless or forsaken, and that was a gift he would not lose again.

"Be absolute for death or life, but stand not in between," he whispered.

And thus the voices that once clamored what a fool he was, he who had come too often into death's shadow, were ground beneath a savage heel.  He had failed to die at the Black Gates, he had failed to die beneath the surgeon's knife that left him with a mere stump of his left arm, and he had failed to die in the two dark years that followed.  Now he was busy with the much-delayed business of living.

He had nearly lost Sevi in the grim aftermath of Nurn, when the faces of the dead and the hurts of the living loomed too large in the Rohirrim healer's mind.  She had seen Anardil for the soldier he was and the specter of grief had stricken her with terror.  In Rohan her husband and virtually all her blood kin had been lost to the ravages of war, her son dying in her arms at Helm's Deep.  Never again would she sit and wait whilst others went to their deaths.  Oh, he had raged and pleaded, and grasped desperately for any argument that would sway her.  He had not known he was lonely, until her.

And Sev's response?  Anardil smiled a crooked smile.  At long last she declared that she would stand with him, aye, but beside him, not left behind like baggage or a lame horse, should peril arise again.  She would live fully and freely, not closeted in narrow safety while others lived full lives around her.  She had the stubbornness of her Dunlender mother and the fierce independence of her Rohirrim father.  However, he suspected that her ability to stand so strongly alone could be misread, for more than once he had seen the shadow of old hurts in her eyes.

Ai, but he prayed he would find her in Pelargir, and would find his welcome shining in her blue eyes.  He hungered for her touch like a starving man craves meat, but as much as that, he wanted to know the mysteries those eyes concealed.  She was a puzzle that teased his inquisitive mind, soft but stern, passionate but stoic, fragile but strong.  'I know your body, Sevi; now I ask for the chance to know your heart.'  His own words whispered in memory.  Tomorrow he would be home, and tomorrow his questions would be answered. Whatever her choice would be, he must honor it.  He had pledged and offered all that he could, and now it was hers to take or refuse.

Perhaps he could forgiven, however, if in his heart of hearts a silent voice cried, "Please be there, Sevi … Please be there."

Then in the deepening twilight he spied the ruddy hue of a leaning sapling, which formed a bower yonder among a stand of ash.  Here he would sleep … here he would dream of blue eyes and a sweet feminine form, and pray for all that might be.  And perchance he would consider changes he might have to make, for if Sev was waiting in Pelargir, if she was willing to take a chance on him with all his flaws and foibles, his life would no longer be entirely his own. 

******

Chapter 8: Pelargir

October 25, 1421 SR

The first rays of the late October sun were turning the sky a slate blue when Sev was awakened by the insistent demands of her feline bedfellow. ‘A good day for brewing hangover remedy,’ she thought, while receiving his scolding farewell and watching his departure over the rooftop. Propping the window open with a small stick that had obviously seen such service before and pinning back the curtain to allow the morning breeze to air the room, Sev sat upon the wooden chest beneath the window and took the opportunity to study the room. 

On her only other visit to this place, she had been otherwise occupied and last evening her mind had been a whirl of fatigue and worry. With the dawn, however, had come a semblance of calm. What would be, would be. She must simply wait, as patiently as an impatient woman could, for what would come next. She would strive to hold firm to the belief that if Anardil had managed to survive thus far in a life filled with dangers, he would return once more. Meanwhile, she would do as she always had, get on with what needed doing. Beginning with discovering as much as she could from this room. 

A simple room it was, with sturdy, but plain furniture. No doubt, the owner of the house supplied the furniture. The trunk at the foot of the bed had the battered but polished look of an old companion, and certainly belonged to Anardil as did the books and wall hanging. Well she remembered the wall hanging for it had captivated her as it had Aerio. Its blues and greens were an eye-catching contrast to the browns and tans of the rest of the room. A smile tugged at her lips as she recalled Anardil combing out the tangled mass of her thick brown hair, as she sat tracing the swirling patterns of the background with her eyes, aching to reach out and touch them with her fingers. 

Shaking her head, she muttered, “No drifting off. There’s much to be done today.”

Hopefully Aerio would not be delayed this morning, she knew that he was much more of a night owl than a lark; but if he was to be her guard, he would have to bow at least a little to her demands. Mornings were market times and tomorrow or the next day, Hulda had agreed to introduce her to the merchants and businessmen of Pelargir. Sev had no intention of setting herself up as major competition for anyone, but if she was going to ship hangover ingredients south, she might as well search out something to bring back on the return trips. Alfgard, in Henneth Annun, had agreed to help her with arrangements for regular shipments, but much of those arrangements would depend upon whether she planned to accompany the shipments herself. And that of course, depended upon her relationship with Anardil.

Pulling her nightgown over her head and hastily donning her clothes, Sev sought to prevent her thoughts from slipping into the circular paths that she had trod so often in the last month. She was from a society of warriors and knew only too well that promises and relationships forged in the aftermath of battle often could not survive in peace. 

Too, there was the simple fact that she was frightened silly by the depths of her feelings. How could such emotions be lasting and real? She’d only met the man a few months ago. Save for the time they had spent together in Nurn, there had only been two short meetings in Pelargir. ‘No,’ she reminded herself with suddenly flaming cheeks. “Let’s not forget that encounter in Emyn Arnen.”
Determined to at least pretend to be the mature woman she was, Sev focused her mind on combing and re-braiding her hair. Tying the leather thong about the end of the braid, she flipped its heavy mass over her shoulder. After tugging on her boots, she straightened the bedclothes and checked that nothing was out of place. More the sort that kept things neat enough to find rather than excessively tidy, Sev felt a small twinge of anxiety when she considered that even the wardrobe was organized. A man who had lived by himself for years might be more set in his ways than he thought. 

“Stop it,” she said aloud. There was absolutely no reason to spend time imagining difficulties. She needed something to clear her mind. A cup of tea, that would do the trick.

It was only as she pulled the stopper from the earthen jug Anardil kept on the shelf above the table that she realized her problem. No water. Nmad, how stupid could one be. And the instant she stepped outside that door, Aerio would appear and harangue her for breaking her word. 

Looking out the window for any sign of the elf, Sevilodorf tapped her fingers impatiently as she watched a woman emerge from a house along the lane and carry her water bucket to a covered public well. It was ridiculous that she be imprisoned like this. The nmad well was only a few steps away. How much trouble could she possibly get into?
Grabbing up the jug, Sev tucked the key into a pocket of her tunic and unlatched the door. Sitting on the landing before the door was a large covered crock with a folded paper tucked into its handle. She could think of only one person who could navigate those creaky stairs without her hearing.  Lifting the lid, Sev found the crock full of water. Unfolding the note, she saw, as she knew she would, Aerio’s flowing script. 

Sevi. You promised.

“Evil elf,” she muttered, picking up the crock and carrying it inside.

Just as she remembered Anardil doing, she lit a hat-full of fire in the small brazier on the hearth, and began heating water in the copper teakettle.  Waiting for the water to boil, she pulled her pack from beneath the bed and from a side pocket took several small packets of dried herbs. ‘Peppermint would be nice,’ she thought carrying the assortment to set on Anardil’s shelf. 

As the kettle whistled, she spooned the peppermint into a mug and then poured in the water. Blowing steadily across the top of the mug, she carried it carefully to settle herself once again on the trunk by the window. 

This time she turned her attention outward, sternly resisting the urge to add foot-tapping to her mental enumerations of her actions.  Letting the fresh fragrance of the tea distract her thoughts to momentary stillness, Sev studied Anardil's neighborhood below.  The tall wooden houses shouldered tightly together, but as plain as they were she suspected many were divided into apartments.  The street was grooved into hard ruts, and only some houses had any sort of wooden or stone walkways, and several buildings were long past their last coat of paint.  Yet bright laughter drew her attention and she saw children playing several houses up, their clothes plain but neat, their rosy faces clean.  Before another house two women sat in an open doorway, one with a basket of laundry beside her feet.  Sev smiled faintly to see that both women held cups much like her own in their hands.  These folk probably seldom had silver to spend frivolously, but in the warm light of an October morning, there was much to be said for the austere tidiness of honest, hard-working people. 

Then movement caught her eye at the far end of the lane, and the tall lithe figure of an elf appeared. Sev was relieved when she glanced up to find the two women on the stoop had disappeared, and mercifully Aerio was able to approach without attracting a crowd.  Sunlight glinted off his blonde hair and as he looked up at the window, his eyes shone merrily.

“Fair day, Sevi,” cried the elf calling up to her. “Are you ready to leave?”

“I’ve been ready for some time, Elf. I’ll be right down.”

Sev pulled the prop from the window and pushed it firmly closed. Unpinning the curtain she grabbed up her mug and swallowed the rest. Setting it on the table to wash upon her return she opened the door to find Aerio, arms crossed and glaring.

“If you didn’t think I’d need the water, why did you bring it?” Sev said mildly pulling the door shut and locking it. Brushing past the elf to pass quickly down the stairs, Sev added, “Thank you for thinking of it.”

Aerio gave the railing a careful shake before descending the stairs two at a time. Despite the creaking, the rail did not wobble. As he had thought, the steps served as a warning of visitors. What sort of visitors were Anardil seeking to avoid? The possibilities served to strengthen Aerio’s resolve to guard Sev carefully. Aware of the sidelong glances and outright stares he received, he pondered ways to do so in a less conspicuous manner. 

“So where, oh wise woman, do we go now?” Aerio said facetiously.

“Don’t call me that. And we go first to the stables to arrange deliver of the ingredients for hangover remedy to The Slippery Fish. Then to the market place for a look about. Then…”

“Halt, for pity’s sake. Have you no plans for breakfast or food of any kind?” the elf asked plaintively.

“Are you positive you aren’t part hobbit?” Sev laughed. “And I will make certain you do not expire from hunger, Aerio.”

Aerio frowned at Sev’s back. He knew better, once she got started she would not stop for anything. This was going to be a long day.

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

Aye, a busy day. First Aerio trailed after her to the stables. There she arranged for delivery of the hangover herbs and had a quick conversation with Biscuit in Rohirric that Aerio, to his chagrin could not follow, but the horse with all his head shaking and ear twitching appeared to understand quite well. Then she led him a merry chase through the market place. Aerio failed to understand why Hulda would need to accompany Sev to introduce her, for to his eyes Sev had spoken with every merchant and vendor from the rag buyer to the wine seller. Aerio further found himself feeling a bit dazed by the myriad accents coloring the Common Tongue in Pelargir, for it seemed folk from all corners of the land had found their way to this river-port city.  Colored cloth and colored vegetables, banks of cut flowers and bottles of spices, rugs and brassware and a multitude of scents from fair to foul all served to excite the elf's senses almost to capacity.  Yet each time he was tempted to indulge his curiosity on anything, off Sev swept once more.

After wandering hither and yon through the market, Sev bustled off to The Slippery Fish, where after a meager breakfast she spent the remainder of the morning instructing Torval in the fine art of brewing hangover remedy. For their labors and his - for Aerio was requested to haul the cask of ale and crates of wine from the cellar, a request that had shocked Torval but merely caused Hulda to explode with booming laughter - twenty brightly colored bottles of hangover remedy now resided on the shelves at The Slippery Fish. 

Insisting upon a more substantial luncheon than his breakfast, Aerio managed to keep Sev in one place for nigh on two hours. She spent much of her time sitting at another table discussing the frequency of shipments from the north with two cloth merchants, who sent wondering glances in his direction. And with her increased custom, Hulda had time only to pinch Aerio’s cheek before she was off shouting for Gafler to get his yrros ttub out and serve the customers.  Thus Aerio thankfully spent a relatively quiet noon meal, and ignored the many curious eyes in the room.

He needed the rest, he later decided, for the afternoon was spent roaming those lanes of the town devoted to the smaller, permanent business establishments, and ended in a back alley filled with rows of flapping laundry and steaming kettles stirred by red faced women.  Aerio had never seen Sev talk so much as she did that day. To him, she had always appeared a rather reserved person, restricting her speech to the practical, though her dry wit was often used in attempts to puncture his ego. Today, he saw another side of her. Greeting with courtesy all from the lowly water boys at the laundries to the regal wine merchant, Sev soon had each one talking to her. Watching and listening carefully, Aerio discovered that though she somehow encouraged others to speak of themselves, she seldom offered much information about herself. 

Taking the bundles of their cleaned clothing from one of the laundresses and passing them to Aerio, to add to the collection of things they had acquired in their meanderings, Sev met the elf’s amused eyes with a sly grin. “The secret to successful trading, Aerio, is to let the customer talk about himself. Then you find out what he needs and wants and can offer it.”

Sev then asked if the elf had any errands that needed running, for she had completed her tasks for the day.

Aerio heaved an exaggerated sigh of gratitude and said, “The only thing I would like is the chance to sit down.”

Sev snorted inelegantly and stepped out of the way of a man easily balancing a large crate of fish on his shoulder. “And what of the famed fortitude of the elves? Aerio, you’ve been corrupted by hobbits. You now desire a minimum of six meals a day and think that any activity requiring real effort is grounds for a long nap.”

“And what is wrong with this?” Aerio insisted. “Recall, if you will, that I have been commanded by my master to learn wisdom from all people. That is the wisdom of the hobbits.” 

Laughing, Sev said, “I yield. You can use that rationale for doing just about anything. Though please, if you will, draw the line at learning the culinary habits of the orcs.”

Aerio shuddered and agreed heartily. “Are you truly done for the day? If so, I do have one request.”

“Yes, Elf. I’m done. And shall I guess your request?” Sev slowed and looked up at him with lips twitching in amusement.

“Please do,” said Aerio with a smirk.

“You wish to return to Anardil’s room for the mystery of the writing on the wall hanging is calling you,” Sev said smugly, certain she was correct.

“You never cease to amaze me. Is there anything your eyes miss, Sevi?” Aerio said.

“Aerio, how hard a guess was that?” Sev said indignantly. “You’ve been muttering ‘oliphaunt’ and ‘similar to southern Gondorian runes’ for the entire day. I can hear, you know.”

“I was not aware you were paying me any mind. So caught up in your trading were you,” Aerio replied haughtily.

“That wasn’t trading. That was merely laying the groundwork. The real job begins with proper introductions from Hulda, who is already known to them. I have allowed them to form an opinion of me prior to forcing Hulda’s upon them. That way, hopefully, hers merely serves to confirm their own, making them feel very clever for thinking me a good person.”

Aerio stopped abruptly then hastily sidestepped to clear the path of a boy carrying several bolts of cloth. Aerio exclaimed, “Why, that is the most devious thing I have ever heard.”

Sev halted as well and chuckled. “Aerio, I’m not devious, for I am honest. There are some who could and would sell you weevily wheat or a lame horse and have you believing you wanted it that way.”

“I have no doubt of it if their tongues are as clever as your own,” Aerio said. Then cautiously, he asked, “And where did you learn such techniques? Have you always been a trader?”

“No, Aerio,” Sev said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I did not start trading of any kind until I left Rohan. My duties for the family were primarily those of healer. Half trained as I am, I was the best we could manage in such troubled times.”

“Half trained?” Aerio snorted. “You do as well as many elvish healers.”

“That is a compliment far from the truth, Aerio,” Sev said in a clipped tone. Clearly she was uncomfortable with the direction the conversation was taking. “I do what I can. But I am more than aware of my limits. Enough, let us gather something to nibble on until dinner and away we shall go to solve the mystery of the wall-hanging.” Sev indicated the sign of a baker halfway down the lane.

Aerio accepted the change of subject gracefully and tossed the bundles of laundry and other acquisitions to Sevilodorf.

“Nibbles it shall be,” he said, with a courtly bow, causing a nearby maid servant to pause in her task of sweeping the steps of her master’s house and sigh dreamily.

Pointing firmly to a space beside the baker’s door, he motioned for Sev to stand on the spot he had chosen. Turnabout was, he decided, fair play, and he had not forgotten the door slammed in his face whilst he waited for Sev in Henneth Annun.  She had only time to fume softly, before he returned carrying a long loaf of bread, a lumpy package wrapped in brown paper and twine and a warm muffin that he presented her with a smile.

“Thank you, sir.” said Sev gravely. “Now, I do believe if we turn here and go two streets over, we will arrive at Anardil’s rooms.”

Aerio tore off a chunk of bread to chew, while he reviewed the maze of streets and alleys he had spent the night wandering. Sev might not consider him a night owl, but he had felt it necessary to patrol the area as she slept. 

“You are correct as always,” Aerio said, swallowing and tearing off another piece of bread. 

Sev looked more delighted with this praise than she had with his compliments on her healing abilities, and taking a bite of her muffin she said with an impish grin, “Not always, Aerio. Just most of the time.”

Companionably the two walked swiftly through a narrow alley, whereupon Aerio insisted they take a roundabout path to ensure that no unexpected guests had taken up residence in their absence.

Sev looked sternly at the elf. “And what is the chance of guests? Of the unexpected kind? Did Halbarad warn you about something I should know?”

“No, but Sev, consider the paths Anardil treads. Surely it is wiser to take precautions.” The elf’s blue eyes softened, for he realized the worry showing in her eyes was not for herself, but for the man who for some reason had been delayed. 

“Very well, take what measures you deem necessary, but my patience for imprisonment is limited,” Sev said with asperity.

Aerio nodded and led her a circular route that allowed them to scan all approaches to Anardil’s rooms. Seeing nothing to rouse his suspicions, Aerio led Sev up the stairs. Passing her the lumpy package from the bakery, he took the key and opened the door. After a quick examination of the room, he waved her inside.

“Will this be necessary every time we enter?” Sev said setting her packages upon the table. “If so, perhaps I’ll just go to Hulda’s.” 

Aerio shrugged. “What measures Anardil will choose to follow, I do not know. But yes, Sev, until I am more knowledgeable of our surroundings and the dangers we might encounter, such behavior will be necessary.  My memory is as clear as yours, regarding the sort of vile folk we know inhabit the darker parts of Pelargir.”

Sev clenched her jaw. While she understood the reasoning, she still inwardly rebelled against the necessity. “But you must meet my demands as well.”

Aerio nodded as he cut the twine from the baker’s bundle to reveal a small mountain of bite-sized pastries.

“Nibbles,” he said in response to Sev’s lifted eyebrow. Then with a mouth full of moist sweet pastry, he said, “What demands?”

“Market day starts at dawn, Elf. You are here on time or I go without you.” Sev tossed her own bundle of clean clothing into the wardrobe and shut the wardrobe door with a decided bang.

Aerio met the determined look in her eyes with a slight scowl. “I was here this morning.”

“Your definition of dawn and mine differ by about an hour.”

Sev gathered the remainder of the bundles from the table and stowed them upon the shelves above the table. Then she turned to study the elf with her arms folded and fingers tapping impatiently.

“Your dawn it will be, Mistress Sevilodorf.” Aerio bowed.

“Thank you, sir,” Sev said with a tight smile. Then she turned and carefully took the hanging of the Southron warrior upon an oliphaunt from the wall and lay it on table. “Here, enjoy yourself.”

As Aerio leaned over the hanging, Sev crossed the narrow room to run a finger along the spines of the books on the shelf near the hearth. Pulling a thin brown volume from the shelf, she said, “And try this too. The lettering on the title looks somewhat like those around the edges of the hanging.” 

As the book was all but snatched from her hands, she rolled her eyes. Aerio paid her no mind however and sat down at the table to reverently turn the pages of the book. Recognizing his intense look of concentration, Sev snorted and settled upon the trunk by the window to pull off her boots. Aerio would be unreachable for several hours. Here was her chance to make up for the sleep she had missing during her restless night. 

A sudden thump on the windowsill and a tapping on the panes proved that Aerio was not completely lost to the world, for he appeared beside her with knife drawn in an instant. 

“Hold, Aerio. ‘Tis only a cat.” Sev lifted the curtain and showed Aerio the large grey animal impatiently smacking the window glass. “See.”

Aerio frowned at the cat for an instant, then returned to the book and the wall hanging.

Sev lifted the window for the cat’s regal entry saying, “So we meet again, your majesty. I am pleased to inform you that we can now provide you with a small treat.”

Apparently wrapped parcels were known to the cat, for when she opened the packet of "nibbles", the cat was at her elbow almost instantaneously, his long tail sinuously curling in an arch of approval.  Aerio did not even blink as the tail wafted past his face, so engrossed was he in the strange script on the pages before him.  To Sev's surprise the cat had good manners, sitting quietly on the table until she placed two of the tiny pastries before him.  Realizing they were more people-bits than cat-bites, she mashed them lightly with her forefinger as the cat watched with bright, alert eyes.

Meeting that unblinking gaze, she said, "Does that meet with your approval, lord?"

Apparently it did, for he dismissed her utterly from his attention and crouched to enjoy his treats.  Aerio did not even look up.  With a soft snort Sev rewrapped the rest of the treats, and then followed her body's urgings towards the bed.  Within moments her eyes closed and her breathing settled into a slow, deep rhythm.  Nor did she move when the cat sprang up to curl beside her.  For a long while thereafter the only sound in the room was the purring of a cat and the occasional whisper of a turned page.

*****

On the Anduin River, nearing Pelargir

Anardil could smell the green waters of the river long before he would see them, could smell the spicy musk of fallen leaves that his feet stirred in dry drifts as he walked.  Even though twilight wrapped the woods and fields in deep velvet, he would have known he was home even with a blindfold.  He had been able to catch rides here and there on his trip into Harandor, but the last days home had been quite another story, and weariness leaned heavily on his shoulders.  A Ranger's training held him to his long stride, however - that and the thought of she whom he prayed he would meet in Pelargir.

We shall take a chance on each other.  So they had said, and so they had vowed, that they would face an uncertain world together.  But now his stomach clenched nervously, for the test of their resolve came swiftly.  Would she find the favor in him she once had, when quiet peace let her see him as simply a man, neither as good nor as wise as he wished to be?  Would her tolerance for him remain, when she found he was eccentric in his ways, given to talking to himself, waking bolt upright at small sounds, or putting his belongings precisely in their places?

"And snoring," he said softly as he walked.  "Don't forget snoring."

Of course the snoring was only when he was very tired, and one only had to elbow him to roll over, and he would stop.  But still ... ai, and he was almost out on his feet, now.  With any luck she would not be early and he could rest this night, and get the snoring business out of the way before she arrived.

The Anduin flowed as a mighty banner of indigo and silver by the time Anardil spied the dim glimmer of the ferryman's lamp.  The man was willing enough to leave his snug cottage when shown good silver, and anyhow the new stars had just begun to spangle the deepening sky.  Wood heaved slow, gentle presses against his feet as he watched the far shore draw near, Pelargir all a-glitter with lamplight that winked at its reflection in the broad breast of the river.  Then his feet thumped from wood to the dead firmness of dry ground and his stride lengthened.  In moments he vanished in the twisting dim alleys and hidden lanes of Pelargir.

******

Aerio started as the grey cat brushed against his leg, having become so caught up in his study of Haradic that all else in the room had faded from awareness. The cat, leaped into his lap and butted his chest impatiently. A glance at the bed showed that Sev now lay curled atop the blankets asleep. 

“So, your lordship,” murmured the elf. “Having exhausted your first choice, you turn now to me as a poor second.”

A repeat of the head butting was the response Aerio received until he began gently rubbing the cat beneath its chin; then began a reverberating purr that brought a smirk to the elf’s lips. 

“Shush, sire, or you will awaken Sevilodorf. And she has had a busy day and deserves her rest.”

The cat bounded from his lap and twined once more about his legs, then with a backward glance that was clearly an order sauntered across the room to perch upon the windowsill. 

“As you command, Sire.”

The elf carefully marked his place in the slim volume of what he believed was poetry. He had yet to discover the key to unlock its mysteries, but time was ever on the side of the elves in such endeavors. Placing the book a safe distance from the sticky crumbs that were all that remained of the pile of nibbles, Aerio hastened to open the window as the cat began an impatient twitching of its tail.

“You and Sevi have much in common,” Aerio murmured to the animal as it slipped out the window and disappeared into the descending darkness.

“Exactly what do you mean by that?” A raspy voice came from the bed as Sev sat up rubbing her face.

“Impatient creatures, both of you.” Aerio said mildly and easily caught the pillow she tossed at his head.

Smoothing her hair with a hand, Sev replied evenly, “I’ve been called worse.” Then as her stomach growled, she glanced toward the window. “How long did I sleep? You must be perishing from hunger. Let me straighten my hair and wash my face and we’ll go get some dinner.”

Aerio busied himself with returning the wall hanging and the book to their places while Sev tidied herself. After wiping the crumbs from the table, Aerio asked, “Are you ready?”

Sev looked down at her wrinkled clothing. “To be honest, I think I better change. I am a trifle rumpled to be seen in the company of your elegance.”

Aerio eyed Sev’s sleep creased tunic and said, “Yes, I do see your point.”

Sev laughed and said, “Get on out of here and make a perimeter check or something. I’ll only be a moment.”

******

Anardil had never learned to trust the luxury of coming home like ordinary men.  Away in the North there ever lurked the dangers of the Wild, and now he followed even more shadowy paths.  Thus when he came at last by hidden ways to the house where he kept his rented room, he did not simply climb up to his lodgings.  No, first he passed the place on silent feet, a stranger in something that might have been Southron robes, if any noticed him at all.  After that he carefully circled around.  He saw lamps glimmering behind curtains where his landlady doubtless sat.  He smelled something burnt where a neighbor had botched a job of cooking.  He watched a fellow across the street weave a boozy path to another door, and fumble some while before producing a key.  Then Anardil paced at last beneath his own high window and froze.

"MEEEEOWRR," complained a sudden voice.

Anardil looked up to see the silhouette of a large cat on his window sill, framed against the warm glow beyond the pane, an easy leap from the roof over the front porch.  Anardil's heart suddenly sped to a galloping pace, and he tilted his head back to watch a shadow shifting against the ceiling above.  Whoever it was had pinned the curtain back - it must be her, his eager heart declared, but years of caution bid him wait.

"MRRRRRRR," grumbled Tom the cat, obviously dissatisfied with the speed of the service he was getting.

Then the shadow upstairs abruptly moved and deepened, and Sev's silhouette appeared before the glass.  Wood grated softly as the window was pushed open.

"Come in, then," he heard her quietly say.  "Good heavens, can't you use the door like ordinary folk?"

The cat leaped within, and she closed the window and disappeared.  Anardil drew a deep breath, and let it out in a long, contented sigh.

And knew with dead certainty that something - someone - stood right behind him.  His fingers found the hilt of his belt knife as he listened, heard nothing ... and then a faint sense of recognition tickled the edges of his awareness.

Anardil breathed into a quiet chuckle, but he remained watching the window above.  "Good evening, Aerio."

"Good evening," came the soft reply.  "Do you often watch your own windows?"

"As often as seems prudent."  Anardil smiled as he turned to face the tall, dimly-shadowed figure of Sev's guardian elf.  Although here walls and roof peaks and ruddy lanterns would dim the light of the stars, to his eyes Aerio almost held his own faint luminescence.  "And do you often lurk in people's front yards?"

White teeth shone briefly as Aerio replied, "As often as seems prudent.  One never knows who else might be lurking about.  I thought I heard footsteps."

"Ah.  May I presume Sev has any number of sharp objects readily at hand, whilst you make your inspection?"

"You may."

Then Anardil did laugh, and reached to grip the elf's shoulder, steering them both towards the house.  The warm feel of a living form beneath his hand was oddly comforting, and it struck him how rare it was to come home to the presence of a friend.

"Then I would ask you to please continue your guard and escort me thither, for I fear if I fright Sevi she will skewer me ere I can speak!"

Up a narrow stair they climbed, treading creaking boards up towards where the roof peaked and a single door stood blank and silent.  Anardil started when a sudden warble of birdsong filled that narrow space, but it was Aerio's signal, for few mortals could mimic such a sound.  The latch softly clacked as they mounted the last steps and then the door swung wide.  Framed in golden lamplight, Sev stood waiting.

Her smile was everything he had dreamed of; welcoming him to what for the first time seemed home. But no, it was not the place but the woman that was home. 

“You came,” he said softly.  In those two words he allowed himself to admit how much he had feared she would not.

Ever practical, Sev said, “Of course, I said I would.” Then as he took her hand, she stepped close and whispered, “I am glad you are safely returned.”

Aye, he thought he read many things in her soft voice, in the gentle solemnity of her eyes.  Had she feared for his return?  Yet as he tightened his fingers around the clasp of her own smaller hand he watched her chin come up just a fraction, and he smiled to see her determination to ignore the fear and move forward.

"I am a man of my word," he said.  Oh, how he wanted to wrap her in his embrace, but with Aerio's silent presence behind him, he contented himself with bending his head to lightly touch hers.  "Besides, someone has to rescue you from that overbearing cat.  He'll demand to be let in and out three times an hour, if you let him."

The soft gust of their laughter brushed between their faces, and then Anardil did permit himself to press a kiss into her hair.  "You look wonderful, Sevi."

Her cheeks may have warmed to higher color as she stepped back for him to come inside, but in that dim light it was hard to tell.

“And you look as if you have had a dusty and tiring journey. Do you wish to eat or bathe first? There were some pastries here, but I think Aerio has eaten them all. We were just about to leave for The Slippery Fish.” Sev forced herself to stop for she realized that nerves were causing her to chatter like a magpie. 

But Anardil simply laughed, a sudden joyous peal that clapped about the walls of the small room and inspired an answering smile on Aerio's face.  Moving towards his bed, he slung his pack onto the trunk at its foot and faced them again.

"Bath first," he said, and screwed his face into a comical grimace as he rubbed his stubbled jaw.  "I fear that as I am now I would spoil enjoyment of any meal.  There is rather a lot of my journey that insisted on sticking with me, if you follow my meaning."

Aerio smirked and Sev smiled.  "Then I'll see to some supper.  How long will you be?"

With a shrug, Anardil said, "Thirty minutes at most."

"All right."  Sev glanced over her shoulder, but Aerio had already vanished down the stairs.  "Silly elf. You'd think I never fed him.  Do you want to meet us at the Slippery Fish, or shall I bring something back."

Sighing, Anardil offered a weary smile.  "If it's not too much trouble…”

"I'll bring it back."  Sev nodded, and unaccountably found her heart making funny little flips in her chest.  She would come back here and he would be home - Loof, she told herself.  That is why you came, isn't it?

"In thirty minutes then," she said, and turned towards the door.

"Sevi?"

She paused and turned to face him.  He seemed not quite the man she knew, tall in those strange Southron clothes with an unfamiliar curved sword at his side.  But his eyes, ah, the warmth in those grey eyes and the soft, crooked smile he wore, those she knew as hers alone.

"Thank you," he said gently.  For many unspoken things.

Birdsong warbled from below with startling insistence, and they both laughed.

"I'd better get the elf to his supper," Sev said wryly.  "His efforts to learn mortal wisdom apparently include adopting hobbit eating habits."

Anardil chuckled as she stepped out and closed the door behind her.  Several beats later he realized he was still staring at the door and smiling like an idiot, and shook himself back to awareness.  A sense of eyes on him turned his head, and he looked at the cat, who had been watching from atop the table all this time.

"Just keep it to yourself, Tom," he said, and ignored the placid blink he got in return.

In moments Anardil was dressed once more in his usual Northern greens and browns, and with towel and razor in hand, he left.  The cat's ears swiveled curiously as the man's footsteps bounded down the stairs with unfamiliar buoyancy.  Humans were peculiar creatures at best.  But perhaps if one were patient, one might be rewarded with something tasty.  The cat was quite certain he had heard the word "supper" spoken.

******

Velvet night wrapped Pelargir in a cloak of chilly darkness as Sev and Aerio stepped off the low porch of the Slippery Fish.  The streets and pier lay hushed now, for it was well past normal supper time, with most fishermen and river folk home for the night.  Here and there along the quays lanterns bobbed aboard ship, and somewhere across the water brief voices carried from sailors aboard ships awaiting daylight and a seaward wind.  The cool breath of the river smelled of dank green water, but far more savory fragrances wafted from closer at hand.

“There really is no need for you to delay your dinner any longer, Aerio. Torval said he would accompany me,” Sev declared, swinging the small basket, which Hulda had filled with dinner enough for two. In her other hand, she held the last of a beef pastry forced upon her when her stomach voiced its own protest at further delay. 

Aerio looked down at her and said, “Just this afternoon you said, ‘Take whatever precautions you deem necessary,’ and now you’re arguing with me.”

“I am not arguing.” Sev replied, her indignant tone rather muffled by final bite of pastry. Swallowing and licking a dribble of juice from her fingers, she said, “I am merely saying that you do not have to be the one to walk me back. Torval does know the streets of Pelargir.”

“But I deemed it necessary,” Aerio said calmly, then motioned before them. “Though I do believe I will be able to go to my dinner after all.”

Looking up, Sev saw a tall man emerging from the shadows, making his way toward them with a familiar odd cant to his walk. The folds of his cloak disguised the fact of a missing arm, yet the mind still recognized a faint difference. As Anardil closed the distance, Sev found herself suddenly feeling awkward and nervous. She could see that he was freshly shaved and combed slick as a whistle, while here she stood licking her fingers clean like a five year old. Eyes lowered and brushing hastily at crumbs left by the pastry with one hand, Sev clutched the handle of the basket with the other. 

Would the man always catch her at a disadvantage? So far he had found her rain-sodden and standing in a back alley with a dead man practically at her feet, then another time covered with dust and aching in joints she had long forgotten she possessed after a long day spent riding the length of Ithilien. And of course, during the trip to Nurn, he had been treated to several days of her clad in battle leathers.

Such elegant attire. How she must look standing next to Aerio’s perfection. Why was it that elves never seemed to have a hair out of place or a crease in their clothing?

Twisting the end of her braid, Sev lifted her eyes as Anardil stopped before her.  With a wry smile he said, "It would seem my timing is perfect.  Is that our supper I see you sampling?"

Taking a breath to muster her composure, Sev discovered he smelled faintly of soap.  "Of course," she said, and found herself smiling at the answering twinkle in his pale eyes.  "I am making sure it is only the best for our wanderer returned."

"Ah, you are looking out for me."  Anardil's smile deepened as he lightly touched her cheek. 

“I will leave the two of you here, then,” said Aerio quietly. “Sev, I will be prepared to accompany you and Hulda to the markets at dawn on the day after tomorrow.”

Sev felt her cheeks warm and thanked the darkness for its cover as she replied in a controlled tone, “That will be fine, Aerio. Good night.”

Aerio nodded to Anardil and said, “Namarië.” With a slight smirk, the elf walked away - suddenly chanting lyrically in elvish. 

As the meaning of the elf’s words settled into Anardil’s mind, he gave a small snort and aimed a grin at the departing elf’s back.

Sev’s eyes glinted as she asked, “What did he say?”

Not wishing to be the cause of the elf’s demise, Anardil shook his head and, tucking his towel firmly under his arm, he reached for Sev’s basket.   “Nothing. Just an elvish song - you know, about the stars or some such.”

Sev frowned suspiciously, and then retrieving her basket from his grasp, took the towel from him as well and tucked it under the basket’s handle.  Then she took his hand in her free one. 

Anardil narrowed his eyes slightly as Sev raised her chin determinedly.  How a man could play the gallant for a stubborn woman like this was obviously going to take deeper study.

With a small laugh, he said, “As you will, my lady.”  After all, holding her hand was in no way a bad thing.

Sevi’s smile reached to her eyes and as they turned to walk the quay, he considered his mental translation of Aerio’s words; “As Beren looked into her eyes, Within the shadows of her hair, the trembling starlight of the skies, he saw there mirrored shimmering.” Leave it to Aerio to see the connection between the love of a one armed man and a willful Rohirrim and that of Beren One-Hand for his determined elvish maid, Lúthien.

Ah, and with Sev's warm fingers twined in his own and the stars above Pelargir mirrored in her eyes, Anardil thought that perhaps Aerio's sentiments were not too far off the mark.

As they walked he said, "Would you oblige me with news of those at home?  How are Halbarad and the lads?  And Anoriath?  And how fares Deby - that is, Elanna, now?"

"They are all well.  Anoriath and Elanna send their love.  Elros and Bob say you owe them a good drunk.  And Hal still labors under the annoying illusion that he is responsible for the entire world."

Anardil laughed with complete understanding, and then he listened contentedly as Sev continued with little anecdotes about the rest of his family of friends.  Thus the weary traveler went, towards home and food and rest.

******

Chapter 9: Pelargir

October 26, 1421 SR

Sev lay staring up at the ceiling watching the faint line of light created by a tiny slit in the heavy curtains grow steadily brighter. Habit had brought her awake at dawn, yet she had no chores to perform and no plans for the day, for Hulda had insisted - with many broad winks and sly grins - on delaying their expedition to the markets of Pelargir until the next day.  Counting on her fingers, Sev determined that would be the 27th. Liam was due back on the fourth of November on his way north. Nine days to determine if the bonds she and this man lying beside her had found, in times of peril, could survive the prosaic business of simply living their lives. 

Certainly the evening had not gone exactly as she supposed either of them had expected. Upon returning to Anardil’s rented room for a quiet supper, Sev had watched as the poor man practically fell asleep in his plate. She had no idea where he had been, though the Southron robes gave definite clues, but she could tell it had been a long journey. Finally, she had taken his fork from his hand and told him firmly to go on to bed while she cleared away. 

After wrapping the leftovers carefully in a cloth and filling a basin with water to wash the few dishes, Sev had turned to ask for a fresh towel and found Anardil stretched asleep atop the turned down blankets, dressed only in his trousers.  His plain white shirt and sturdy green tunic lay neatly folded on the trunk beneath the window.  Even asleep on his feet he had sought to put his belongings aright, but weariness claimed him halfway. 

‘A tidy man,’ Sev had thought. Then she found her eyes draw to the six-inch stump of his missing left arm. The surgeons had done a good job, as would be expected of the Healers of Minas Tirith. Someone had also done a fair job of stitchery along his left side, for though the scar was long, it was neat and in a few more years would fade to a thin line. Several smaller scars told the story of a life of, as he no doubt would term himself, a common Ranger. Drawing back the fingers that reached out to trace the scars and returning to the dishes, she had pushed aside thoughts of her husband, who had died a warrior’s death defending their holding during a raid. 

 “Six years is enough time for mourning, it is time to get on with life,” she had murmured, plunging her hands into the warm water. 

Now Sev smiled slightly at the memory of the window-rattling snore that had reached her ears at that moment. The man did at least have one fault she could point to, though thank goodness he did stop when nudged over on his side. But such was life; she was too practical to believe in the perfect love of songs and tales. And too aware that she was not the stuff of those tales anyway. She was stubborn and quick to anger and held grudges far past their usefulness. Elegant was not a term that would ever be applied to her overgenerous figure. Dependable and sturdy were what she thought of herself, and those qualities did not seem to gain much mention in the old songs and tales. But she had hidden none of her true self and still Anardil had seemed very happy to see her. Even if he had fallen asleep.

Wiggling to retrieve another inch of the blankets stolen from her, she narrowed her eyes in concentration. There was something off kilter in the boards in the ceiling.  About half way up towards the A-shaped peak overhead, something was different. Focusing on the pattern of the boards for several moments, Sev failed to notice that Anardil had awakened and was watching her with a slight smile.

“What, may I ask, are you examining so intently?” 

“Your ceiling. I think I’ve figured it out, though.”

“And?”

“You’ve taken out several of the boards and put them back in.”

Anardil looked up at the boards and said, “And on what do you base this conclusion?”

Sev raised an arm and pointed. “See there, that board really matches with that one. While the one over here, should fit there. They are the same size, but the grain of the wood is different. If you look carefully, you can see that whoever put the ceiling in was actually very careful to keep the patterns the same.”

Then Sev turned to face him. “And there’s always the matter of why an attic room would have a finished ceiling instead of exposed rafters. Unless of course, you are exceptionally well liked by your landlady?”

By sheer determination, Anardil was able to keep his jaw from dropping at this line of logic. Confound it, how had she figured all of that out in such a short amount of time? 

“What reason would I have for climbing up and moving boards?”

Sevilodorf frowned. She was uncertain of whether the challenge in his voice meant that he wished her to try to solve the puzzle or wanted her to stop. Giving a mental shrug, she decided she was not going to spend her life pretending to be something other than she was. 

Sitting up, she said with irritation, “Is it that you Rangers do not believe the rest of the us have eyes or brains? Anardil, you walked in here yesterday with a curved sword and wearing the robes of a Southroner. I know they are not in your wardrobe and doubt that they are in either one of the trunks. Your own sword, which I am well acquainted with, is not anywhere in this room. Therefore, you must have a hiding place for them. And it’s probably up there.” Sev pointed upward angrily.

The whole point in being irritated was to be able to share the irritation, but Sev looked down at the strong-featured face on the pillow beside her and saw only growing amusement.  Tiny crow's feet crimped the corners of his laughing eyes and one side of his mouth was creeping into its familiar lopsided cant.

"Tell me if I'm wrong, then," she said, tossing his unspoken challenge back at him.

"I shall say neither aye nor nay, lady."  He settled himself more comfortably on his pillow, long limbs stretching beneath the blankets like a lazy cat.  "I am interested in your observations.  Do continue."

"Very well."  Sev caught the blankets and tugged them firmly back towards her side.  Then she rested her hands on her knees and gave further study to the room.  "I believe there is a compartment or even several compartments up there, in the spaces between those rafters we can't see.  And it would not surprise me if some of your floorboards are the same, although that would be too obvious a place for anything of value.  Everyone knows to look for loose floorboards, but loose ceiling boards would be less suspected."

Both of Anardil's eyebrows were climbing when she looked at him again, but he merely bent his arm on his pillow and tucked his hand beneath his dark head.  "Do tell."

"Of course.  False compartments in drawers or wardrobes are also clever."  She gestured towards Anardil's tall wardrobe.  "But if someone really wanted to find something, they would pull those apart first thing.  People do not often look up.  Thus the ceiling would be an ideal place of concealment for valuable items, or at least things one does not wish easily found."

Then she crossed her arms and looked down at him again challengingly.  "Well?  Am I wrong?"

Perplexed would definitely be one word to describe Anardil's expression, and then he gave in to a chuffing laugh.

"My lady, I believe one of us is in the wrong line of work."

"It's only common sense."

The lingering chill in the room began to creep around the blankets, and Sev slid back down beneath the covers.  Anardil responded by shifting his warm weight firmly against her side, but then he lay still. 

Continuing her point, Sev said, "I saw those mismatched boards and I could think of no other reason they should be so, when the rest of the ceiling is so carefully put together.  And certainly that is a place I would use to secret things I did not wish found.  Such as a Ranger sword."

"Oh, really?  I had no idea you harbored such a devious streak."

"Yes, really."  She turned her head to look at him, now just inches away.  The sudden urge to touch that face nudged, but she put it aside as she continued her thought.  "And you still have not answered me.  Am I right in my guess?"

"Well, this house does have a history."  His look became thoughtful.  "The landlady tells me that, when the Corsairs of Umbar held this city, many things were smuggled through this house.  There was much need of secrecy in those days, for any who held to their allegiances to Gondor."

"Ah," Sev replied.  "That is why this room exists, then.  After all, most attics are not constructed for living quarters.  That is why the finished ceiling and your hearth, and the removable boards.  Correct?"

Anardil rolled his head on his pillow to again regard the steep slant of the ceiling.  His mouth twisted in a wry grimace as he pondered the two misplaced boards.

"Alas, for doing things in the dark.  I shall have to pay mind to that, next time.  Ow!"  He flinched upwards from her sudden swat to his belly, and fell back with a laugh.  "Come, Sevi, where would be the fun if I made things easy for you?"

"You cannot insinuate that you have secrets and expect me not to try to learn them."  Sev turned on her side to face him and snugged the covers higher about her shoulders.  "And I am very persistent."

"For which I am very grateful.  A less persistent woman would not bother to travel four days in pursuit of new business opportunities."  His smile softened and he reached to brush his fingers against her cheek, trailing then to pick up a long silken lock of her hair and draw it softly through his grasp.  "And thus I would have come home to an empty house."

Sev stared solemnly into his grey eyes. “I have finally reached the point where I will admit that my purpose for this journey was not business. Though Esiwmas would have my head if I neglected the possibility. He has expanded the family tradings far beyond the boundaries of Rohan.” A smile tugged at her lips. “And if you think me devious, you must meet Es. I warn you, Sewulf has made a full report on you to Esiwmas.”

“And what did he have to say?”

Anardil cocked his head curiously, as he remembered Sev's younger kinsman whom he had met on their Nurn adventure.  Stern, scar-faced and blunt-spoken at best, Sewulf had nonetheless permitted him a gruff sort of friendship, a tentative bond between warriors.  But more importantly, he had not promptly skewered Anardil for damaging Sev's reputation.

“I believe it was something along the lines of having proven that you were loof enough to try to tell me what to do and lived to tell the tale, they should welcome you with open arms. For they have grown tired of trying to make me listen.”

Coming from Sewulf that was high praise, for family loyalties among the Rohirrim were fiercely protected.  Eyebrows raised, Anardil said, “From this I am to understand that your habit of going your own way is one of long standing, and unlikely to be changed by any means possessed by common man.”

“Yes, and unfortunately I seem to be getting worse instead of better. I have given you fair warning.”

“True."  Anardil heaved a deep sigh.  "Though ‘tis not your independence that poses problems at this moment, but another of your unfortunate habits.”

Sev lifted her chin slightly and said, “And what habit is that?”

“Rising with the sun.” Anardil glanced toward the heavily curtained window with its slit of sunlight. “Is there no way to persuade you to stay abed?”

Sev gave in to the desire to trace the line of his jaw where, despite his evening shave, her fingers encountered a faint bristling. “That depends, sir, on what persuasion you use.”

Anardil caught her fingers and said, “Ah, a challenge. You do know one should never challenge a Ranger.” 

Sev gave a wide smile and leaned forward to whisper, “In this case, I think that I shall win no matter what the outcome.”

"That confident, are you?" he murmured in return, and lifted his arm as she leaned into him, her softness gently pressing him to the pillow.  "Then perhaps I should surrender in the face of a superior force."

"That would be wise."  And she gave up speech for other means of conquering.

"Dear devious woman," he whispered, when briefly he could speak.  "How I have missed you." 

Then he lost himself once more in the slow sweetness of her kiss.

******

Pelargir was over four thousand years old by the time Aragorn marched to the aid of Gondor with the Army of the Dead, and vanquished the Corsairs of Umbar for the final time.  Folk hereabouts still spoke in hushed tones of the fell battle fought upon the wharves of the port city two years ago.  Deep and green flowed the waters of the Anduin, but beneath that dark current tumbled the bones of the enemy, many of whom had flung themselves overboard in full armor, rather than face the horror of their undead foe.  Hulda was one of the very few residents who had braved the gripping fear to witness Aragorn's triumph.

"Like a great mist comin' up from the river," she told the tale.  "Grey and crawling, and in it was shapes of men - but not men. You couldn't quite get an eye on 'em, you see, lost in that fog like they was, but you felt 'em. Aye, my very heart froze, and I don't think I could have moved if I wanted to. The fog come up, and in it they moved, and I heard them. I heard them! … You know how sometimes on the water you almost hear voices?  How sometimes the splash and gurgle of the river almost seems to have voices talking behind it? That's what it was - voices I could almost hear, fell and terrible, and from far away there was the long, sad cry of many horns. It was like an echo of ancient battle whispered on a long, cold wind.  I fell to my knees and I watched as that fog took the Black Fleet of Umbar, and swallowed it all up. I heard the voices of living men, then, screamin' like crazy folk, and I watched them throw themselves into that cold water, armor and all."

And indeed she claimed to have later chided Aragorn for frightening away her customers.  But even she looked over her shoulder whilst telling the tale, as if those dread warriors of old might again be conjured by word alone.

However, the history of Pelargir ran deep as the stone the city was built upon, for Pelargir was older than Gondor itself.  Her founders had been men of the Faithful of ancient Númenor, sailing eastward even before the lands Westernesse were consumed by the wrathful Sea.  Generations later a king of mixed blood had ascended the throne of Gondor and Kin-strife tore the country in the grips of civil war, whence Pelargir had been intended as the eventual royal seat of Castamir the Usurper.  When Castamir was deposed and slain, his sons mustered their rebel forces here and Pelargir was besieged by the rightful king, Eldacar.  Although the city was finally returned to Gondorian control, Castamir's sons retreated south to Umbar on the Bay of Belfalas, where enmity against Gondor would remain forever simmering.  Two hundred years later the Corsairs of Umbar boiled up the Anduin to ravage Pelargir and there slay King Minardil. 

This city born of Westernesse had known fire and siege, plague and bloodshed, and repeated occupations by contesting forces, as Gondor and her enemies in Harad and Umbar struggled for supremacy of these southern lands.  Thus the shape of the city was manifold and varied, as Sev saw while she walked with Anardil, hand in hand.  In one quarter were narrow winding ways crowded darkly by grim stone buildings, and few eyes met theirs but by sideways glance.

"Good and ill have both been done in these alleys," Anardil said.  "For in dark times even fair deeds must seek shadow.  Danger lies in determining which is good and which is wicked."

Remembering how her own quest for news about Rohirrim slaves in southern lands had led Sev to just such lanes, and very nearly to her early demise, she simply nodded silent understanding.  Yet she also noted that Anardil moved with easy confidence even here, and she wondered not for the first time about the lives Rangers lived. 

Elsewhere a smooth boulevard was faced by walled courtyards and quiet gardens, where music and sweet fragrances of flowers now and then hinted of genteel lives within.  Here stood stone manors whose gateposts were framed in antiquity, while there the wooden shacks of poor fisher-folk leaned crookedly just above the river's edge.  Simple wooden docks and wharves offered moorage to fishing boats and small craft.  Nearer the city proper great stone quays jutted out above deeper waters, offering harbor to ships from the Sea.  Fine and tawdry, fair and foul, each had its place in this ancient city of many faces and many voices. 

And although Sev had already made herself familiar with the marketplace, she let Anardil walk her among the booths and stalls as a guest of the city.  When sweet oranges from Harad caught her eye he slipped the vendor two small coins, that they each might savor the juicy tartness of fading summer.  Another vendor bustled between fragrantly steaming grills, where chunks of seasoned meats were skewered together with sweet peppers and other vegetables.  By now the noon hour had come and gone, and their stomachs abruptly demanded prompt attention.  So it was they at last sat on stone benches which encircled an ancient oak, and watched the commerce of Pelargir roil around them as they ate.

"It is hard to imagine how many lives have been lived here," Sev said.  "Rohan itself is not as old as Pelargir."

Looking up at the broad, spreading limbs of the grandfather oak stretching above them, she pondered a moment the vast age evident in its noble girth.  Then she looked to the circle of stone benches they sat upon, worn smooth with countless years of use. 

"I wonder how many generations have sat beneath this very tree?" she mused.  "I bet it could tell some interesting tales."

"I would imagine so."  Anardil tilted his head back to look up into the whispering leaves, now tarnished to dull yellow by the coming autumn.  "Much history has happened even in this market place.  Many stories, many secrets."

"And you love both stories and secrets," Sev noted with a smile, before returning to her lunch.

"Indeed I do."  Mischief twinkled briefly in his grey eyes as he glanced at her.  "Do you know the story of Thorongil?"

"I'm not sure," Sev replied, for she wanted to hear it in his own words.

"This is a legend that exists in living memory," Anardil said, and quickly licked his fingers clean - bringing a quick smile to Sev's face - before continuing.  "Thorongil was a mysterious but noble captain who once served in Gondor's ranks.  None knew where he came from nor would he say, but his bravery and wisdom were unquestioned.  He became a favorite of Ecthelion the Second, who of course was then Steward before Denethor.  The Corsairs had long been a threat to Gondor, and so with Ecthelion's blessing Thorongil sailed a fleet south to the very havens of Umbar.  They attacked under cover of darkness and the Umbar fleet was burned where it stood, and its commander was slain in single combat by Thorongil himself.  Yet when the fleet returned in victory here to Pelargir, Thorongil bid his men farewell and simply walked away; vanishing into the same unknown he had come from."

 "Some say -."  Anardil raised a finger to emphasize his point.  "Some say that Thorongil was none other than Aragorn, our king.  But because the time of his kingship had not come, he was content to serve those who fought Shadow with no acclaim for himself."

Watching his face intently as he told the tale of Thorongil, Sev could see the pride he had in his king. The Dúnedain had spent long years as exiles and outcasts in the North.  They had trod the darker paths of the enemies of free men and receiving little thanks for it, even as Thorongil had done. But their long fight to hold back the Darkness had succeeded, their chieftain was at last High King and the Dúnedain now walked openly among the people with their heads high. Or rather some did. Had Anardil chosen a life of shadows because he felt that was the only way he could now serve his King?  Or was it a way of life that called to some other portion of him? A portion that relished the play of words and twists of mind needed to survive, much less succeed in such situations.

Deciding the only way to find out was to ask, Sev said, “And how did you come to be in the South? From what I have gathered from the Rangers of the Troll, you all once were stationed far to the North.”

“We were."  Again quiet pride rang in those two words.  "Wherever we were needed, wherever the Enemy skulked too near the homes of honest men, there we stood.  As our fathers had done we roamed the wilds, until word came that Aragorn had need of his kindred. So we rode South, the thirty of us who could be gathered in haste, with the sons of Elrond.  We met Lord Aragorn at the Fords of the River Isen.’

Sev started. She had never made the connection before. “You were in the Grey Company? That rode on the Paths of the Dead?”

A shadow crossed Anardil’s face and a simple, “Yes,” was his only reply. Even now his dreams remained haunted and he did not speak willingly of the events of those days. 

But Sevilodorf continued. “You came to Helm’s Deep. A company of men dressed in dark grey. The men spoke of you, though I did not see you. And you rode away with Lord Aragorn and Prince Legolas and the dwarf, Gimli.”

Sev shook her head in wonderment. “’Tis hard for me to imagine how I came to be where I am.  A rather common Rohirrim woman and I have come so far in the world that I can now count men of such renown as friends and companions. For you know that the Passage of the Grey Company is a tale told over and over again. The very stuff of legend you are.” 

Anardil simply looked at her for a blank instant, and Sev took another dainty bite of marinated meat.  Then he shook his head as he gave a soft laugh.

"No legends, lady.  We are but men.  Surely you can't imagine me as anything legendary.  No, our captain who led is the stuff of legend, for in him is truly the light of Númenor and the power of ancient kings.  Where we crept the Paths of the Dead on quaking knees, he simply strode before us, and only the elf Legolas had as little fear of that place.  There are few in this land he could not command with but a glance, should they come beneath his eye."

"Is he really so fearsome as that?" Sev asked.  "Noble though his blood may be, he is still a mortal Man."

"He is.  And he is not."  Anardil smiled out into the sunlight.  "Ah, Sevi, I would wish that one day you might meet him."

"No, thank you," Sev promptly replied, and shook her head vehemently.  "I have an aversion to royalty and those who consider themselves noblemen."

Laughing, Anardil asked, "Why ever is that?"

"Because I dislike feeling like an idiot," Sev retorted.  "And those sorts of people have the uncanny ability to tie my tongue and my wits into knots.  I will pass, thanks."

"Sevi, Sevi."  Anardil chuckled quietly.  "Elessar is not like that.  He can be terrible as thunder on the mountain; I have seen that with my own eyes.  But he sees a person's heart, and he would see in you the same strong, good woman that I do."

"I'll take your word for it," was Sev's dry response.  "And since I am fairly certain there are no Corsairs for him to vanquish here at the moment, I am probably safe from being forced to find out."

Again Anardil shook his head, smiling gently.  "You would love him, Sevi," he said.  "For those of good heart he is a deep well of kindness, and for those who have known sadness or hurt he is compassion incarnate."

Something rang a soft, deep note in those words and Sev considered Anardil's face more closely.  In that moment his gaze was far away, a small smile tracing his lips.  Only then did it dawn on her to wonder how he had come into the clandestine service of the king, and realized that what she had taken for bonds of duty probably had even deeper roots than that.

"You know this by your own experience, as well," Sev said.

"Yes."

Anardil's dark head dropped and he seemed to be looking at his hand, loosely clasping his knee.  For a long beat he neither moved nor spoke, and Sev wondered if she had overstepped some invisible bounds.  Beyond their quiet bower the business of commerce whispered on busy feet about the marketplace.

But then he said quietly, "I was afraid, Sevi.  I could not imagine living as a man who was not … whole.  The list of things I would never do again seemed to reach to the ends of the world.  Chop wood.  Shoot a bow.  Skin a deer.  Whittle a stick.  Dig a hole.  Hammer a nail.  Push a wheelbarrow.  Hold a woman in both arms …."

His voice faded and Sev's heart clenched painfully.  Yet a taut, tight something in his posture warned her that pity would be unwelcome, and so she sat silent and still.

Taking a deep breath, Anardil looked up again, watching the slow mingling of humanity beyond, but not seeing it.  "I resigned from the Rangers and prayed that would be the end of it.  Anoriath was in the Houses of Healing with me for a time, recovering from her own wounds, and she helped me hold onto the shreds of my dignity.  Stubborn woman -."  A brief grin flickered across his face and was gone.  "Sometimes she would plague me until I found myself shouting at her, but I think she just wanted me to keep fighting.  To keep … waking up every morning."

A thoughtful frown creased his brow.  "But then she was gone, and I resigned, and that was that.  Until one day Lord Aragorn walked into my room, and I saw in his eyes the truth I had heard.  He was our King.  Sevi, he - for a second I swore he shimmered, as if I was seeing … stars.  Far away behind his eyes, like moonlight through thin curtains."

Then Anardil gave a deprecating snort.  "Ah, but sometimes I imagine things.  Anyhow, he sat down and was simply our Chieftain of old, a little tired and perhaps weighted with concerns, but like a good captain he was checking on his men.  I waited for him to become angry that I would abandon the Rangers, but he never did.  He asked to see my bandages, but he was very matter-of-fact, complimented the surgeons for their work, and made a bit of small talk about the rest of the men.  And then he simply looked at me and asked what I was going to do now."

Anardil pursed his lips, and then straightened his shoulders as he drew a long, rib-spreading breath.  "I felt like an ungrateful little boy who was pouting because someone had broken one of his toys.  My chieftain had just accomplished some of the greatest feats of this Age, the world had been freed of the Shadow that had tormented it for generations, and I was pouting."

"You had lost an arm, Anardil," Sev said sternly, then.  "Do not belittle the impact of great wounds on a person's spirit.  I have seen too much of how suffering can crush even the stoutest heart."

"I know."  Suddenly his grey eyes swung to fix intently on hers, and she wondered what he saw.  Then he continued, "But my king needed me, Sev.  More than that, he would not let me crawl off to gnaw my paw and drive the rest of the world away.  I would not be sent home, back North, so I stayed in Minas Tirith.  When I was on my feet he saw to it I went to an arms-master, who could teach me to move and balance and use a sword again.  In his stable-yards I learned to ride, and to saddle and bridle a horse again.  And a few times he found me and we would talk.  Looking back, I think I did most of the talking, while he just made occasional questions or comments.  But then one day he spoke to me of affairs in Harad, and how a man trained in stealth and craftiness and being inconspicuous could learn many things there, which Gondor would benefit by knowing."

Then Anardil offered a half-smile and said, "And the rest, as they say, is history.  I owe him my life, Sevi.  Not the fact that I'm still breathing, but the fact that I am still able to serve my people and my king.  I can still make a difference.  I am still useful, not some broken thing that others cluck their tongues over when he fumbles and drops his soup on the floor."

“A true leader of men, deserving of all the praise he receives for he cares for the people he commands,” Sev said quietly taking his hand in hers. 

Then more briskly, she added, “Though if it is all the same to you, I will keep my distance for fear of doing something incredibly stupid. Did Lord Faramir tell you of my first meeting with him?”

“No."  Amusement twinkled in Anardil's eyes.  "Though he did mention that you declared you would go to Nurn with or without his permission.”

Sev flushed. “I did no such thing. I simply told him that though there were undoubtedly members of the group more than willing to have me locked away to prevent my going, it would be wrong to do so. As a man of incredible insight, he agreed with me.”

Anardil laughed and stood to look down at her. “As a man of incredible insight, he recognized a losing battle when he saw it. But we stray from the tale. I had not realized you had met Lord Faramir before Emyn Arnen.”

“As Captain of the Ithilien Rangers he occasionally comes to Henneth Annun. He was there in August when we arrived with the horses Captain Coenhelm was sending north from Linhir.”

Sev paused to see if Anardil remembered the Rohirrim commander at Linhir.  Coenhelm's company was based there solely to seek Rohirrim who may have been sold south into slavery during the war, and Anardil had in fact contacted him for aid with Sevi's own quest for her missing brother.  By happy coincidence Sev and her companions had come through Coenhelm's camp and thus returned through Pelargir with a number of new horses contracted to the Burping Troll rangers.  Anardil nodded his remembrance and made a ‘go on’ motion with his hand. 

“Well, we rode into the yard of the Ranger station in Henneth Annun and were met by this man wearing worn clothing and no insignia of any kind. Aerio had been injured and the rest of us were still rather shaken by the encounter with the fell beasts of Minas Morgul.”

“Fell beasts?” Anardil interrupted, and then shook his head, lifting his hand in a quick warding gesture. “No, never mind, go on. We will come to that some other time. Your meeting with Faramir for now, if you please.”

“If you must know, I asked the man to tend our horses. So you can see it would be best to keep me far from King Elessar, Eru knows what social blunder I would commit with him.”

Anardil's mouth and eyes both widened, and his laughter rang across the market square. Then he chuckled, “And you say I am the stuff of legends. My lady, my deeds pale in comparison to your own. You journey to the sea with elves, battle the fell beasts of Mordor, slay horse-thieving ruffians, reside in an inn filled with elves, hobbits, wargs and balrogs. And when your adventures are over, you have your horses tended by a Prince of the land.”

Frowning up at him in mock exasperation, she said, “Don’t exaggerate. There is only one warg and one balrog. And I do little more than peddle herbal remedies, haul supplies and keep the ledgers. Common place activities by any standard.”

Then her eyes narrowed as she studied his face. “How do you know of the horse thieves?” As he gave her a lopsided grin, she said, “Blabbermouth hobbit is my guess.”

“And would you have told me?” 

Sev shrugged and turned her attention to tucking a stray tendril of hair back into her braid. “What was there to tell? They died, we lived and the horses stayed where they belonged.”

“Not without some injury to yourself,” Anardil said patiently. His steady gaze halted Sev’s denial before it passed her lips. “Yes, I know. ‘Twas only bruises. This time.”

Sev rose to her feet to stand before him. She did not bother to ask how he had discovered the extent of her injuries. Erin the hobbit, again, probably.

“I meant what I said. I will not wait patiently again.” Snorting inelegantly, she added, “It didn’t do any good any way. In Nurn you wanted me with the horses to keep me away from the battle. As all the women of Rohan and doubtless those of Pelargir will tell you, there is no hiding from battle. It seeks you out wherever you are.” 

Lifting her chin in that defiant gesture, Anardil had come to expect, she said, “If I am not good enough to fight, train me; for I will not be left behind again.”

Anardil said softly, “Peace, my lady. I would not dream of asking you to remain behind. Yet, your skills would be better used outside the field of battle.”

“No,” Sev said firmly and unbidden her hand sought the silver pendant about her neck. Compelled to match the honesty he had displayed, she took a deep breath and released it before saying, “I tended the wounded at Helm’s Deep while my son received the wounds he would die from. I rode as message rider the night raiders destroyed our holding and killed my husband. Such as they are, those are my skills. But they left me waiting and wondering, and I will not do that again. If my swordplay is lacking, I will learn better. But do not think to leave me to wait in ‘safety.’ “

Sev despised the pleading note her voice had taken and strove to counter it with a scowl.  Yet Anardil's face as he looked down into her eyes was grave and troubled.

"Sevi …" He grasped for words that would not come easily to his bidding.  "I would not put a sword in your hand and see you attempt to reshape yourself as a shield maiden.  That is not who you are.  That -."

"For pity's sake, Anardil, do not take me for a fool," Sev retorted.  "A shield maiden is taught from girlhood, and I am too old and too short of reach for any of that.  But if I have learned anything in this life, it is that trouble comes twice to the unprepared, and ignorance is not safety."

"Of course not, but -."

"But what?"  With a mighty effort Sev resisted the urge to stamp her foot in frustration.  "What did you promise me in Nurn, Anardil?  Did you offer pretty words, only to retract them, when you found I had failed to mold myself into a more pliant person for you?  Because if that was your hope, it is a false one.  My days of letting others shove me aside to supposed 'safety,' only to look up and find my heart bleeding, are over!"

Her voice cracked then, traitorous thing, and Sev spun away with a fist pressing her lips into her teeth.  Outside the ancient oak's broad, golden bower the sunlit world of humanity went on about its business, and she was briefly relieved that no one appeared close enough to have noticed her outburst.  She was aware of Anardil's tall presence at her shoulder, and heard him sigh, but he did not speak.

Gathering the ragged ends of her composure, Sev said in a low voice, "I am who I am, and I will not pretend or attempt to be anything else.  That is what I tried to tell you in Nurn.  I will live my own life, and not by the rules others impose on me.  I think by now I have earned that."

"You have, my lady," Anardil said softly.

They both moved by common impulse and again faced each other, he tall with a passing whisper of breeze lifting dark hair from his collar, and she small and sturdy with blue eyes staring straight into his.  Fierce her eyes were, and yet behind them moved shadows and doubt.

"My promise," he said.  "Was I would be faithful, and I would honor and cherish you to the end of my days."

"And what of honor?" she asked.  She swallowed hard in a throat gone suddenly paper-dry with the pounding of her heart, but she pressed on.  Best to say what needed said now, quick like pulling a splinter, than dance around it until words lost their meaning.  "What is honor to you, when applied to me?"

"It is everything," he said, and the line of his jaw tightened as his eyes took on a harder glint.  "If ever you see me act without honor, I pray you will strike me where I stand and call me for the knave I would be."

With a strangled sound of frustration Sev flung up her hands and let them drop.  Schooling her voice to a tight, low tone, she said, "Why must men immediately reach for grand, foolish gestures, when all someone wants is a little good sense?  I am not questioning your honor.  I am asking if you can honor and accept who I am and the way I live, for I will not be false to myself."

When he drew breath as if to speak Sev raised a stern finger.  "I do not seek danger, sir, no matter what you - and our dear Captain Halbarad at home - may think, and I would in fact much prefer to avoid it.  But neither will I cower from life or duty while others stand to face peril if and when it comes."  Gesturing towards the empty fall of cloak below his left shoulder she added, "I would think you of all people can understand that."

Anardil's face remained somber as he studied both her face and her words, but he nodded slightly.

"Good," said Sev, assuming a firmness she did not feel.  "And if you find me so ill-equipped to survive the life I have chosen, then I would hope you are enough of a friend to teach me, because I will not be coddled or cosseted.  But if you wish a woman you can pamper and protect and keep wrapped in cotton wool, then you have chosen poorly."

And with that Sev turned and walked away.  Sunlight smote her eyes as she passed from beneath the oak's broad limbs and the ancient grey cobblestones beneath her feet seemed the easiest things to watch.  One foot after the other, she watched her boots swing forward then pass back, and her heart pounded deep, hollow drumbeats.  This might be the end of Pelargir, and every hope in this place.  She smelled the rich fragrance of leather from a nearby vendor's booth, and a few steps later smelled a peppery tang of strange spices.  Tomorrow she would come back here with Hulda and she would turn her mind to matters of trade and business, no matter what.  Aerio would meet her at dawn as promised, and if her stay here must be shorter than anticipated, she knew Aerio would not protest turning homeward.  Sev tried to force her mind to inventory the trade goods still within her packs and to contemplate what she might bring home in return - anything to keep from thinking of the awful silence that now shut around her, despite the market crowds.

But then there were other feet in her line of vision, worn soft boots pacing in a long, unhurried stride beside her, and warm fingers found and clasped her own.  For a moment they simply walked, passing out of the marketplace stir and onto a quiet street.

Finally Anardil said, "No cotton wool, eh?"

"No," Sev said firmly.

"Bother.  How about silk, then?"

"Mm, silk would be nice."

"And no pampering … Does that include scrubbing your back in the bath?"

"No, I think that falls into another category than pampering."

"Ah.  And if no coddling, how about cuddling?"

Sev laughed before she knew a laugh was coming and stopped, facing him as their clasped hands drew tight.  An enormous knot of tension seemed to abruptly unravel in her stomach as she looked at him, seeing once more that familiar lopsided grin and a twinkle in his grey eyes that made her own smile wider.

"I think cuddling is permissible," she said.

"Good.  After we are done smiting all our enemies together, I think a little communal back-scrubbing and cuddling would be beneficial."  Then his smile gentled as he looked down at her.

"Sevi, I cannot promise not to worry.  I cannot promise not to fear for you.  And I cannot promise to not try to protect you, should you find yourself unavoidably in danger at my side.  But I will try not to smother you.  I will try to remember that the stubborn strength and independence in you that vexes me is also what I most admire."  He tightened his hand, then, and raised her fingers to his lips.  "And I'm still contemplating making you a gift of a shield suited to your height and reach."

"I would prefer sweets," Sev replied archly.  "Or chests of Haradic gold are nice."

"Too common," Anardil said dismissively.  "No, my dear, for you it must be the best in arms and armor.  Perhaps a helm set with peacock plumes and chain mail of mithril, and a knight's saddle crusted all over in silver with spurs to match.  Then -."

"And then who gets to clean all that tarnished silver, or figure out what to do with soggy bird feathers when it rains?" Giving Anardil's hand a firm tug, she set them to walking once more.  "Nmad loof," she said fondly.

"Ah, me," sighed Anardil.  "Well, it was a lovely, if impractical idea."  Then he ducked his head to meet her eyes as they walked.  "You said something that struck me  ... I realize I must also be a friend to you.  I will try, Sevi.  I promise I will try."

“And for my part, sir, I will try not to become more of a haranguing fishwife than I already am. And I will trust you to call me such, as the need arises. Now show me the rest of your city, sir, so that I might find my way about.” 

"With pleasure, my lady."

Thus hand in hand they wandered the ancient streets of Pelargir once more, until evening shadows whispered them home.

******

Chapter 10:Pelargir

October 27, 1421 SR

Dawn was just peering around the edges of the heavy curtain when Sev rolled reluctantly from the bed. It would not do to be late after she had made such a point of Aerio arriving on time; but she would much prefer to remain snuggled against Anardil’s warmth rather than facing the chill of the late October morning. However, arrangements had been made and pleasures must be postponed, when duties called. Anardil rolled over into her vacated pillow with a sigh, but did not appear to awaken, and Sev kept her movements quiet.  Hurrying into her clothing, she yanked a comb through her tangled hair. With her boots in hand, she snatched up the haversack she had prepared and slid out the door at the first note of birdsong that was Aerio’s signal. 

Easing her way down the creaking stairs along the path she had discovered made the least amount of noise, she made a quiet greeting to the elf. There she sat down on the next to the last step, and as she tugged on her boots asked, “Where’s Hulda?”

“She said that she would meet us there.” Aerio’s expression altered to a subtle smirk. “She seemed to think you would be getting a late start after your day of rest.”

Sevilodorf looked up with a stern expression. “Aerio, don’t.”

“Don’t what?” Aerio said innocently. 

“Just don’t.” Standing and slinging the pack to her back she met the elf on eye level, and asked, “Are you ready?”

At Aerio’s nod, Sev led the way through the slowly awakening streets. The sun was valiantly attempting to pierce a thin layer of clouds, but had done little to warm the day. Hiding a yawn behind her hand, Sev allowed herself to consider the fact that the world would not end if she restricted her trade in Pelargir to shipments of hangover ingredients to Torval and Hulda. She could easily forgo this expedition to the marketplace. Hulda would certainly understand, and her business dealings in Henneth Annun did well enough to provide her with all she needed. And if worse came to worse, she could always accept the portion of the family tradings that Esiwmas insisted were hers. 

The temptation to turn back and spend the day as she had spent the previous one was great. But, of course, what had made the day wandering the streets of Pelargir special was that it was not routine. Furthermore, Anardil had his own duties to attend to. Late yesterday afternoon, he had written out his report of his latest trip to Harondor, and had said he needed to spend part of this morning in meetings with messengers heading to Minas Tirith. Sev had sensed that he was relieved to know she would be occupied with Hulda. Somehow, she needs must convince him she was not a guest to be entertained. 

Besides, it had been tentatively decided the two of them would journey south to the small village of King’s Ferry on the following day. It would be a trip that would take at least three days and had a purpose a trifle more serious than mere sightseeing. 

***

Previous day: 

Sunset the night before had found them sitting in companionable silence on the dock across from The Slippery Fish. Hours spent talking left them with more rather than less to say, yet silence was not a burden. The cry of a gull drew Sev’s attention and she watched the bird swoop down to snatch a fish.

Squeezing the hand that seemed to have been in her grasp all day, as the gull disappeared Sev said, “I still have one question for you.”

"And what is that, love?"  Anardil smiled as he studied the warm play of the light upon her features, gently limning her features in gold and soft shadow and igniting tiny points of blue in her eyes.

“However did you arrive in Emyn Arnen at the same moment those of us from the Troll arrived?”  Reaching into the basket sitting between them, Sev took one of the nibbles, as Aerio had termed them, and broke off a piece. “I mean, I know that Anoriath asked you to look for information on Parcus, but how did you come to be in Emyn Arnen?”

The change of topic was unexpected, and Anardil's face sobered.  Well he recalled events leading to their September journey into Nurn, when Sev and the Rangers and elves of the Burping Troll had ridden to rescue their youngest Ranger Elanna - then called Deby - from her imprisonment by the leader of the raiders who terrorized Nurn.  However, to them Anardil's unanticipated appearance had seemed a curious turn of events, welcome though his strength was in the troubles awaiting them.

He merely offered a shrug as he replied.  “Fate brought me to meet you at the right moment.”

Sev nodded as she bit into the small pastry. After studying him thoughtfully she said, “There’s more to it than simple fate; but if you can not tell, say so, and I will leave you alone.”

Anardil gave a reluctant sigh. He knew Sev would do exactly as she said, but knew as well that the knowledge of such information being available somewhere would drive her to seek it out.  Parcus was dead, so there was no danger there in telling what he knew of the evil that had plagued Nurn. But the thought of Sev once more exploring the back alleys of Pelargir for answers caused his mouth to dry. 

“Word came to me that there was a man I should speak to. One who was willing to tell tales of Nurn.”

“A former slave?”

“Yes. In King's Ferry, a small village almost two days’ ride south of here. ‘Twas said the old man was crazy, but ….” Anardil shrugged. “He was the only person willing to speak. The rest remained silent in fear of Parcus.”

Sev nodded. She had seen the faces of those in Nurn. Long the freed slaves had struggled under Sauron's dark tyranny, and the emergence of Parcus as a lesser if no less cruel lord rendered the people fearful and reluctant to fight back. And after knowing what Parcus had done to Elanna, and to elder Ranger Anoriath before her, Sev understood their fear.  There were fates worse than death, beneath a master such as that.

“So you went?”

“Yes, to hear a tale of evil and carry it on to Lord Faramir. I learned who and what Parcus truly was.  Which, if we had known, might have prompted a stronger response far, far sooner."  Anardil's mouth twisted into a bitter line.  "But the information was too late to prevent Deby’s capture."

Sev found she had clenched her fist about the last bit of one pastry and flung it out onto the waters of the Anduin. As the crumbs disappeared into the depths, she said firmly, “There was nothing you could have done. The road was set even before Deby—Elanna – went to Nurn.”

In a bleak voice, Anardil replied, “I have not forgotten what was done to Anoriath, nor to countless others.” 

‘No,’ thought Sev, remembering a chair hurled in a fit of impotent rage, when Anardil had learned that when posted with the Rangers in Nurn, Anoriath had also suffered Parcus' cruelty. ‘You would never forget. Nor do you make allowances of any sort for yourself. Yet you insist you are not the stuff of legends.’

The sun slipped below the horizon and Sev shivered. “Did you tell him?”

Anardil did not seem to hear her for a moment, and then turned blank eyes to her. “Tell who?”

“This man. Did you ever tell him Parcus is dead?”

Anardil stared at her without speaking, and dismay flickered in his eyes. How is it that he had never thought to go or send word of Parcus’ demise to Arlen? 

“I can tell by your expression you didn’t,” Sev said. “He deserves to know. And to know that his information helped.”

"Yes."  Anardil turned his hand to study his palm broodingly.  "Yes, he deserves that peace.  He should know he outlived his old tormenter, after all."

Pausing a moment, Anardil added, "Arlen.  His name is Arlen."

Nodding, Sev asked, "Then you'll tell him?"

"I will."

"When?"

He glanced at her sidelong.  "I have said I will.  Soon.  Is that not enough?"

"Perhaps."  Sev shrugged.  "But a plan once laid is not easily forgotten."

For another beat he simply looked at her, and then he gave a soft snort.  "Managing female.  Very well.  Would you like to ride with me to King's Ferry?"

"I'll be all morning at the marketplace with Hulda tomorrow."

"After that, then.  I would not interrupt your business - I would hate to displease your Esiwmas before I ever meet him."  Humor warmed his expression, and he reached to clasp her hand.  "But I would be glad of your company.  Arlen would be glad of your company.  Not many people come to visit a crazy old man."

"Is he truly mad?"

With a slight shake of his head, Anardil said, "No more than some.  Less so than many.  He's a kindly, decent old man."

"Then I will go with you.  Would day after tomorrow suffice?"

***

And so it was planned.  Now Sev and her tall Elven escort passed through the chill shadows of morning, and as a thin, watery sunrise painted the stone walls and rooftops, the broad square of the marketplace came in sight.  Already bright canopies rose above countless booths and stalls, and vendors industriously readied their wares for the day's commerce.  Though cool blue shadows still pooled within the square, on a whiff of breeze drifted succulent aromas of cooking and Aerio's head lifted alertly.

Assuming a martyred look of patience, Aerio sighed, "I do pray you will permit time for sustenance before we begin our labors."

"Patience, Aerio," said Sev with a wry smile.  "I have not let you starve yet, now have I?"

A haughty snort was the elf's reply, and Sev shook her head, deciding to ignore him.  Then movement ahead caught their eye, and Sev quickened her pace.

"Ah, there she is."

So it proved to be, as Hulda hove into view in all her inimitable magnificence.  As solid as the grandfather oak centering the square she seemed, her splendid proportions this day swathed in yards of some strange, faded green, with a copious yellow mantle draped about her great shoulders like a wind-blown sail.  The towering mountain of her hair quivered with bits of orange ribbon, in fine counterpoint to the other interesting movements of nature as she strode to meet them.

"Fair day!" she boomed, and echoes of her cry whacked around the square.  Her chins widened in a beaming smile of welcome.  "A fair day to you both!"

Hulda gave a wink as they came together.  "Well, loveys, what say you to a bit of eats before business, eh?"

Aerio's handsome face lit up in the most genuine smile Sev had yet seen the elf bestow upon Hulda.  "Lady, you are most gracious, and also very wise."

Chortling happily, Hulda said, "All right, let's go talk to ol' Bill over there - at least I know what kind of meat the old lacsar is servin', unlike some I could point to!"

Thus over a brief breakfast the threesome laid their plans.  Today Sevilodorf of Rohan would begin her first business dealings in Pelargir. 

At first, Aerio was spellbound by the performance put on by both Hulda and Sevilodorf, as they moved from merchant to merchant. Though Hulda’s indescribably bad Rohirric was grating to Aerio’s ear and forced him to bite his tongue often to prevent correcting her pronunciations, it served to impress the other merchants. Coupled with Sev’s own Rohirric accent and the occasional aside to Hulda in a language few here could understand, one would believe the two women long lost sisters. And Aerio soon discovered that being a relation of Hulda’s was enough to open doors to any establishment in the city.

With her booming laugh and heavy handed slaps on the back, Hulda moved about the market place of Pelargir with an air of confidence. She might look as if she were dressed in the discards of several generations of flamboyant actresses, but the respect given her by the merchants of Pelargir was unmistakable. Hulda not only knew everyone, she had known their parents, their families and the goings on within their households for the last fifty years. To Aerio’s whirling mind, it seemed as if she and Sevilodorf were prepared to stand at each booth and discuss everything but business. True, Sev praised items at every stall visited and often made inquiries concerning availability and price; but even she appeared more concerned about the health of the wine merchant’s ailing mother than about the number of bottles of wine she could arrange to ship north. 

His eyes had begun to glaze over when Sev nudged Hulda and whispered, “So much for the fortitude of the elves.” To Aerio, she said, “Surely, there is some better way for you to spend your time. You can see that no one would dare to harm me in Hulda’s presence. And to be honest, you are a distraction. They spend more time wondering about you than they do about business.”

“About me?” Aerio stared down his nose at her with disbelief. “Mistress Sevi, the wine merchant spoke not a word about me, but four hundred and thirty four about the ailments of his invalid mother. I fail to comprehend how such discussion furthers your business. Furthermore, you declared during that morsel of a breakfast that you had decided not to trade for items difficult to ship. Wine, I would suspect, would require great care.”

The orange ribbons in her hair fluttered like a flock of butterflies in the morning breeze as Hulda stared down at the elf with a bemused expression. “You just don’t understand the workings of commerce. The meetin’ and greetin’s just as important as the buyin’ and sellin’. If Sev was looking for a fast trade, she could’ve been in and out of the market the day afore yesterday. But we’re looking to set up long term relationships here.”

Nodding slowly, Aerio said, “Is it your plan to settle in Pelargir, Mistress Sevi?”

Sev frowned and drew the elf to the stone benches under the oak, where she and Anardil had taken lunch the day before. Hulda, recognizing that she was unnecessary, signaled that she would gather them some warm drinks and return shortly. Sev smiled thankfully as the massive woman disappeared into the market crowd.

Turning to Aerio, Sev said, “I don’t know what I plan, Aerio. That’s the purpose of this trip.”

"You have come this far, Sevi.  Do you not know your own heart, by now?"

The sudden odd kindness warming Aerio's eyes restrained the tart retort Sev might have made.  Instead, she took a breath and embraced quiet honesty.

“I am pulled North, South and West, Aerio. Esiwmas petitions me to return to Rohan, Anardil calls me to Pelargir and you, my friend, remind me that I have a home at the Troll.” Sev sighed. “I can not be all places or all things, so I came to find out whether the ties of chance meeting could survive. For now, it seems prudent to plan as if I will be coming to Pelargir on a regular basis. Thus, Hulda and I attempt to build connections within the community. If things do not work out so that I stay, then perhaps another member of the family may benefit from the foundations I am laying."

The morning clouds parted and for the first time the sun’s full light shone upon the marketplace. Sev waved a hand toward the bustling crowd. 

“A far cry from the plains of Rohan wouldn’t you say, Elf? I sometimes wonder at myself. There have been many changes in my life. Few I could control. This is one that I have some say in. Allow me to take what measures I deem necessary.”

Aerio nodded as his own words were returned to him. “For your own affairs, you must decide, but I am pledged to protect you. To do so, I must be nearby, not sitting with my feet propped up eating one of Torval’s excellent repasts.”

As Hulda appeared carrying a steaming mug and followed by a boy carrying two others, Sev said, “You can see the whole market from this seat, Aerio. Why don’t you stay here while Hulda and I finish our business? I’ll send the boy for something to eat and I promise you, we will return to The Slippery Fish for the noon meal. Anardil has promised to meet us then and can explain the mystery of the oliphaunt hanging to you.”

With a slight bow, Aerio said, "I will wait, Mistress Sevi.  I remain your faithful watch dog, even if from afar."  The familiar smirk touched his fair face as he added, "Master Celebsul bids me learn.  Perhaps I may find wisdom unlooked-for in the shouts of a hawker selling smoked trout."

"You never know, handsome!" Hulda said, coming to a halt before them with a hearty chuckle.

She nodded approvingly as the boy handed Sev and Aerio their mugs of hot tea.  The boy froze with his mouth open as Aerio took his cup, staring up into that flawless elven face as if he daren't blink for fear the vision would disappear.

"G'wan with ye, lad," Hulda said.  "And thanks."

As the boy started back to awareness, then fled, Hulda again turned a broad smile upon their elven companion.  "That fish vendor yonder was a sailor before he lost his leg.  He was first mate on his last voyages.  He knows more about winds and tides and sailing ships than 'most any man on the river.  If it runs afore the wind, he's sailed it.  I reckon that's a sort of wisdom.  Well, lady, let's get on back to business."

"We'll send you some nibbles, Aerio," Sev added with a smile.

Having manfully held still for the pat of Hulda's ham-sized hand against his cheek, Aerio watched as the two women walked away.  Like a mighty ship of war and a trim river schooner they seemed, different as two women could be and yet … Aerio cocked his head in sudden thought.  Both ladies were incontrovertibly their own persons, meeting the world on their own obdurate terms and willfully casting aside many of the traditional expectations of their mortal society.  Was that to be regarded as wisdom or foolishness?

Voices were rising in a cheery babble of sound, as sunshine and humanity began to fill the market square, and a rhythmic shout briefly caught the elf's attention.  It was the fish vendor in his stall, surrounded by crates and slabs of fish on tables, among which he pegged awkwardly on a wooden leg.  As Aerio watched the man cried out again, a voice once pitched to carry amidst a ship's windswept rigging, and now employed with the same gusto to advertise a simple man's wares.

Aerio sat on a bench then, listening to the dry whisper of the great oak overhead and watching the vendor over the rim of his mug.  In moments the man swept a great slab of what appeared to be smoked salmon from his table, and practically thrust it into the face of a goodwife who paused with her market basket.  The gesture seemed rude at best, yet the woman leaned closer and as the slab of fish was set aside, the hands of both buyer and seller began to wave as the business of barter began.  So vigorous was their discourse that one might almost suppose they were arguing, but for the fact the woman's teeth flashed white with a merry laugh and the vendor's own guffaw rang out.  The gesticulation and friendly bickering were apparently a part of the barter process, and Aerio sipped his tea thoughtfully.  Was there anything, he wondered, that mortal folk did in a leisurely and deliberate manner?  Did ordinary men and women make time for matters of slow thought and reflection, or did the brief span of their days demand that their deeds be done in haste, for good or ill?  And was there indeed wisdom to be found in such hurried, random lives, lived like the bright, soaring arc of a wizard's rocket only to burn out as fast?

Pondering this and many other things, Aerio settled himself to watch the marketplace of Pelargir boil to another day of life.

******

"There is an excellent tanner," Sev said, as she speared a bit of seasoned potato from her plate.  "Hulda introduced us, of course, and the quality of his leather is surpassing.  I believe I know enough craftsmen now living in Henneth Annun to make northerly shipment of the tanner's goods worth while."

"With your cousin Es's company as the contracted shipper, of course?"  Anardil smiled across the table.

The two of them plus Aerio sat at a corner table of the Slippery Fish, Anardil to no one's surprise sitting literally with his back to the wall.  A lifetime of habit, it seemed.  Hulda had vanished back into the inner sanctum of her kitchen for the moment, but the noon meal now before them was ample enough to please even Aerio's hobbit-influenced appetite.

"Of course."  Sev nodded.  "And a percentage for me as the contractor.  Plus I found an excellent glass-blower.  He makes wonderful small phials and bottles, which I will find useful for my tonics and such.  But there is also a perfumer in Minas Tirith and several apothecaries in the White City and Henneth Annun who might be very interested in his goods.  I am taking a box of his little bottles with us when we leave here."

Frowning, Aerio said, "How will you procure these little bottles?  Surely the glass-blower has no need for copious quantities of your herbal remedies?"

"No, he does not.  But there is an apothecary here who is very interested in my herbals, as we have herbs growing in northern Ithilien that he cannot get here, or at least not in reasonable amounts.  Thus the apothecary is relieving me of a portion of my wares, I am accepting a purse of his good silver coin, and the glass-blower will accept the same coin for his goods."

"But what of that other strange trade you made?  Herbal simples and a recipe for a stomach balm, was that not it?  In return for three bundles of brooms?"  Aerio's fine features bent in a dubious expression.  "The hobbits are very tidy, but the Burping Troll does not use up that many brooms."

"The brooms will be for sale by a shop-keeper in Henneth Annun," Sev replied.  "The broom-maker there recently died and they have no one at present who ties good brooms.  Of course they could wait until someone goes to Minas Tirith to bring some back for sale, but I will have gotten there first, on this deal."  Sev smiled smugly at the elf.  "So you see, Aerio, a trade is not as simple as it seems.  I will accept barter for things I do not need, if I know of someone else who does wish them, and who will trade for items I do want."

"Henneth Annun has grown so?" Anardil asked.  "There is such a need for trade?"

"Oh, yes," said Sev emphatically.  "Since the war the village has grown, as more and more folk are returning to northern Ithilien.  Some of the Mirkwood elves under Legolas have come to add their blessing to the forests, and the Rangers continue to maintain a strong presence.  There are even crews of Dwarves and Men working on rebuilding the old roads.  I think you would find it much changed from the sad land it was, when the Captains of the West marched to the Black Gates."

Glancing at him, she added, "You could come and see for yourself, you know.  Hal and Elros and Bob would dearly love to see you again."

An unbidden smile crept across Anardil's face, as he prodded a bit of squash about his plate.  "Yes … yes, I would like that, too."

"And perhaps you could think of other reasons to come north."

Abruptly Anardil's attention focused, and he smiled in mild embarrassment.  "Forgive me, Sevi.  You are my first thought when I consider northern lands.  I was simply distracted for a moment."

"So I noticed.  I wasn’t fishing for a compliment, just checking that you were paying attention. You've barely spoken since we sat down."

"I am listening, my lady."  Anardil smiled.  "That is what I do."

"You are also being evasive.  Will you tell what troubles you?"

Sitting back in his chair, Anardil frowned lightly and said, "I suppose I'm thinking about going to King's Ferry."

"To see the old man?  Arlen?"

"Yes." 

Aerio raised his head with interest and said, “You are off on another trip so soon?”

“Just a there and back again expedition down the river. A matter of a three or four days,” Anardil replied.

Aerio turned to Sev with a speculative look. This hardly sounded conducive to her plans.

“If it meets with your approval, oh most loyal and faithful watch dog, I plan to accompany him. We will return well before Liam is due. That is, of course, if you do not mind being left alone in Pelargir. I’m certain Hulda can find useful ways for you to occupy your time. Or perhaps you could spend the days with your newly made friend the fish vendor.”

Accompanying this little speech was a firm look and a sharp kick beneath the table, to emphasize the obvious fact that Sev did not wish Aerio to offer to make the journey with them.  Mention of the peg-legged sailor whom she had later seen Aerio engage in deep discussion was the most pointed suggestion she could tactfully make.

Aerio stoically accepted the kick and said, “That suggestion has more merit than you are aware. As Hulda remarked, there is no vessel on the river that Fralen can not sail. He had offered to arrange a brief sailing excursion, but as I was unaware of your plans I did not know whether to tell him yea or nay.” 

“Excellent. You will have much to occupy you then,” Sev said with satisfaction. Rising she began stacking the empty plates. “Now what is the plan for the afternoon, gentlemen? I know that Aerio would dearly love to explore the mysteries of Haradic poetry under your tutelage, Anardil. While I must admit that I would enjoy a long soak in one of Hulda’s tub. The smell of fish oil seems to have become embedded in my hair.”

A lop-sided grin appeared on Anardil’s face as Aerio’s face lit up at the suggestion. Perhaps such activity would serve to keep his own mind off the upcoming visit to Arlen. 

As Anardil nodded his agreement, Sev lifted the plates to a tray and said, “So it is settled. I will spend the afternoon here soaking while the two of you unravel the mysterious writing on the wall hanging.”

“The entire afternoon, Sev?” Anardil asked with trepidation. While his command of spoken Haradic was enough to pass as a native. His abilities with the written form would certainly not appease the elf’s thirst for knowledge for more than an hour or two. 

“Whenever you tire of your study, I’ll be waiting for you,” Sev said with a sly smile that showed she knew exactly what he was thinking. With a firm farewell, she took the tray of dirty dishes and disappeared into the kitchen.

“Managing female,” Anardil muttered as the door swung closed and cut off his view of her.

“She is that.” Aerio agreed heartily. Then with careful politeness said, “And feel no obligation to fulfill her suggestion of a study of Haradic poetry.”

Anardil rose and motioned to the door. “A study doomed to be rather brief, as the complexities of Haradic poetry are not within my area of expertise.”

“Then we will learn together," the Elf said solemnly, leading the way.  "For I have discovered that many of the languages of Middle Earth have commonalties that can be applied, when wishing translations. Combining our wisdom should bring us to a fruition of understanding.”

Anardil swore he could hear Sev laughing, as the door to The Slippery Fish was opened and he and Aerio stepped out into the afternoon sunshine. 

*******

The creaking of the stairs brought the man and the elf from the depths of their study to the realization that the sun had almost gone from the sky. As their eyes met, they exclaimed as one, “Sevilodorf!”

Feeling like children caught with their chores undone, they moved together to open the door. On the narrow landing at the top of the stairs, Sev stood with key in hand and a decided frown upon her face. Shaking her head at them, she turned to the man who stood halfway up the stairs. 

“They’re here, Torval. Thank you for your escort.”

Torval mumbled that it was his pleasure, then giving the two males a look of sympathy he turned and bounded down the stairs. Anardil muttered, ”Coward,” at Torval’s disappearing form, and then stepped aside to allow Sev entrance.

Without a word, Sev stepped gingerly over scattered sheets of paper covered with Haradic runes. Her eyes glanced dismissively at the wall hanging, which now rested in the center of the table surrounded by a litter of books, ink pots and the remains of a plate of nibbles.  Tom the cat lay as overseer to their endeavors, his furry length sprawled regally atop the window trunk.

Picking up a pen that was leaving a trail of ink across the surface of the table she said in a bland tone, “I see that you have put your afternoon to good use. Are you through for the day, or shall I go back to Hulda’s and leave you to your studies?”

“I beg your pardon, Sev, for forgetting you; it’s just that…” Anardil’s voice trailed off as she eyeing him impassively.

“Just what? Never mind, are the two of you finished or not? I did bring some dinner, if you would like to clear a space.” Sev unslung the haversack from her back and set it on a chair. “Aerio, are you staying for dinner or leaving?”

Aerio looked uncertainly from Sev to Anardil and shifted his weight from foot to foot.

Sev gave an exasperated sigh and muttered, “Nmad nem. Clear the table and pull the trunk up for a chair, and tell me what you’ve learned.”

With a bounce that reminded Sevilodorf of Rolfe’s Dog in Minas Tirith, Aerio dashed forward to dangle the wall hanging before her.  Eyes bright with the joy of discovery, he announced, “We have interpreted the meaning of the writing on the borders of the tapestry.”

Sev stoppered the ink pots, while Anardil whisked the books back to their proper places on the shelf. Taking the hanging from Aerio, whose fingers let go only reluctantly, Sev returned it to its place above the table. Motioning to Aerio to gather the papers scattered across the floor, she began to pull various wrapped foodstuffs from the haversack.  Although visibly disappointed that Sev had not immediately leapt upon his magnificent discovery for clarification, Aerio did seem mollified by the promise of supper, and quickly bent to his task.

Economical in movement as only one who owns little and keeps it in a small space can be, Anardil carried his small assortment of cutlery to the table. “I seldom have guests, so we must share.”

“No matter,” Sev said practically. “Now explain, you have interpreted the meaning? Do you mean that you didn’t know what it said?” 

Anardil pulled out a chair and waved his hand for her to sit. “I had a general idea, but Aerio determined the exact words.” 

Sev slid the chair sideways to allow room for Anardil’s to be placed beside hers, then gave him a calculating look. Meeting her eyes, he gave a quick wink.

“And what are they?” Sev shook her head as Anardil offered her a chunk of bread and turned to Aerio, who looked for all the world like the cat who had swallowed the canary. 

“Now, mind the rhythm of the poem and certainly its rhyme have disappeared with translation," Aerio said, and drew himself up very straight.  "But in Westron , the words of  the tapestry are these: 

If truth is not whole truth, it is no more a truth, 
Whereas there is no limit for lying.” 

"Ah."  Sev nodded in appreciation.  "It would seem the weaver of the tapestry was a bit of a philosopher."

"Oh yes.  The language seems to have elements of Adûnaic, which of course was in turn long ago infused with elements of Quenya, but there is much that I do not find so familiar."

Turning hastily, Aerio dislodged the cat and dragged the window chest to the table, where he sat with eager eyes scanning the repast Sev spread before them.  Rich, crusty bread still warm from the oven, thick slices of roast pork, two types of cheese, and a small jar of some sort of jam or sauce nestled next to a shallow covered bowl bearing a thick pudding.

"This looks almost as good as our hobbits' cooking," Aerio said in appreciation.

Without being asked, Sev set about filling their plates.  In deft motions she cut Anardil's meat into bite-sized chunks, but before he could scowl protest at her mothering, she likewise cut up her own and then diced up a spoonful for the cat now waiting at her feet.  In that silent gesture she tried to let him know that she would assist in the little things that might trouble a one-armed man, but she would not do so at the cost of his pride.  

Reaching eagerly for his share, Aerio continued his thought.  "Translation was difficult to render at first, of course, but having other volumes of the language at hand made the task somewhat easier.  Once I discerned the nominative and accusative cases, and learned to recognize their declensions, it became easier.  Present and perfect tenses I am still not entirely certain of, but mastery is only a matter of study."

Across the table Anardil spread the jelly across his pork, looking up to meet Sev's glance with an indulgent smile.   The thought occurred to her that perhaps Anardil had enjoyed teaching as much as Aerio enjoyed learning, despite Anardil's earlier protestations that he was an imperfect tutor.

"I am not surprised," Sev replied, and took a bit of the pudding.  A succulent burst of meat flavors and strange spices filled her mouth.  "You certainly have the wit for such study."

"I would expect no less of myself," Aerio replied, frowning at a bite of cheese.  "Language has rules, all languages, and I would be a disappointment to my betters if I could not learn them."

Anardil muffled an amused snort.  Sev shook her head.

"Not everyone has a gift for languages, Aerio," she said.  "So do not doubt that it is a gift."

"I do not know if it is a gift, in my case," Aerio replied.  "I am able to do certain things and thus I expect that I should do them well.  What is the point in having an ability, if one does not embrace and expand upon it?"

"Then it is well you do so," Sev replied, deciding that line of thought could lead to a debate she did not care to follow over supper.

However, in typical elvish fashion Aerio's thoughts leapt to the next idea.  His face brightened as he popped a piece of pork wrapped in cheese into his mouth.

"Ah, and did you know Anardil has his books memorized in their entirety?"  He flashed a dazzling smile at the ex-ranger, who simply grunted softly and kept eating.  "For instance that smallest volume is poetry, and while I used it as a vocabulary for my studies, I need but begin a verse and he could finish them unerringly.  In the original Haradic, mind you, and then translated them into the Common Tongue.  I was rather impressed.  He has a good instinct for poetry."

"Try the curry, Aerio."  Anardil pushed the small jar across the table.  "It goes well with pork."

"Oh, thank you."  The elf's hands continued the business of eating, but food could not slow the agile workings of his mind.  "It was the translations that troubled us most, however, as we both agreed there were nuances of meaning that we were falling short of.  If one mistook a nominative singular for a plural it would change everything, and not necessarily for the better.  I dare say having another mind to which to pose and study speculations did facilitate my efforts, however.  Furthermore, he has mastered the tonal inflections of the language, which I am still striving for."

Smiling slightly, Sev looked at Anardil and said, "I had no idea you were such a linguist."

"I'm not."  With a shrug he said, "I can read Haradic and I know what it means when I see it.  That memory simply … sticks in my head and remains mine.  But as Aerio said, the translations are harder.  Literal translations to the Common Tongue are impossible, and trying to convey the precise shades of meaning behind words, especially poetry, is not a gift of mine."  Frowning, he added, "It is much simpler for me to read a text that says one hundred Oliphaunts and seven hundred men are mustering under some lord or another, than it is for me to translate an ode to dew on roses or some such foolishness."

Scowling more deeply, he speared a bite of pudding and chewed rather more vigorously than was called for.  Sev blinked, exchanged glances with Aerio, and then laughed quietly.

"Why, Anardil.  I think you are embarrassed."  Meeting his dark glance, she said, "Don't be.  Lord Faramir has as much respect for poets as warriors, so if the king's steward can think thus, I don't believe memorizing Haradic poetry in its original form is anything to be ashamed of.  The world needs men of intellect, when swords must be set aside."

With a dry laugh, Anardil said, "Thank you for your comfort, lady, but I fear I have far greater facility with the sword."

"Oh, will you stop that!"  Sev glared at him fiercely.  "Self-deprecation has its limits, Anardil, and I know you to be an intelligent man.  And trust me, if you were not, Aerio would have come to find me hours ago.  Furthermore, I will not have my presence cause you to feel the need for some silly male posturing."

That said, she returned to her meal with determination, leaving elf and man to exchange bemused glances across the table.

"So there," Aerio said with a smirk, and Anardil laughed aloud.

"All right, Master Elf.  Tell us a verse about flowers."

Laying down his fork, Aerio cocked his head and spoke a brief couplet in the strange, liquid tongue of Harad.

"Translation?" Anardil asked.

"The beauty of a garden is not only because of flowers, but also due to thorns.

To live in this world, one also needs sorrows, along with happiness."

"Very good."

"And now it is your turn," Aerio smirked.  "Page seven of your little book, top of the page."

"Ah."  Anardil paused for an instant of contemplation with a chunk of bread in his hand.  As Aerio had, he spoke in a quiet, fluid tone, and then smiled.

In the common tongue he said:

"I have enjoyed both thorn's pain as well as rose's fragrance,

And my heart laughed as well as cried in the moments of pain."

Then they both laughed quietly and Sev looked at them, her two friends.  One was fair of face as the moon is fair, the other rugged and honest and watching her now with a deep warmth kindled in his grey eyes just for her.  Indeed she was a far cry from the plains of Rohan, when she could sit in an attic room in ancient Pelargir, and hear Haradic poetry recited by an elf and an ex-Ranger.  Yet instead of feeling far away, she felt oddly as if she had arrived somewhere she was meant to be.

******

Chapter 11: Pelargir

October 28, 1421 SR

After as many years as Anardil had spent sleeping on the ground, he was reluctant to abandon a perfectly good, soft bed at too early an hour without cause.  Waking to Sev snuggled warmly beside him tested his will to the utmost, and his first instinct was simply to cuddle closer and go back to sleep.  The pale sliver of dawn-light around his curtain was far too dim for any civilized hour.  However, duty - or at least an errand in King's Ferry - called.

Sev made a face of amused surprise when she realized Anardil was fully dressed even before she was.  "So, you're a morning person after all."

"I am not."  He gave her a mock frown.  "I'm not even remotely human until after nine at night. I am praying Hulda has a nice stout pot of kaffe waiting with breakfast."

Then he stepped to one side of the room, reached up, and with a deft lifting twist of his fingers, a ceiling board fell loose in his hand.  Setting the board aside, he reached into the narrow space exposed - and withdrew a long, heavy shape wrapped in a leather belt.  Sev's eyebrows rose and Anardil smiled as he caught her glance.

"Yes, love, you are an astute observer."  He kissed her on the cheek, and then tossed his sheathed sword onto the bed before returning the board to its place.

Not long after they sat over the remains of breakfast at a table at the Slippery Fish, Anardil nursing another steaming cup of the stout black kaffe of Harad, while Sev sipped her tea.  Meanwhile Aerio polished off a sweet pastry as dessert to what had been a heaping breakfast.

"You will be back the third evening hence, correct?" Aerio asked between bites.

"Yes, we should be no later than that," Anardil replied.

"Good."  Aerio slanted a pointed look across the table that included both of his mortal companions.  "If you are not back by dusk the third day, I will come looking for you."

"Aerio."  Sev gave the elf a warning glance, but he would have none of it.

"My responsibilities to you, Mistress Sevi, may have defined limits," Aerio said, lifting an eyebrow in credible imitation of his Master Celebsul.  "But the bonds of companionship do not permit me to become lax in my regard for your safety, should you become overdue from your travels.  I have plans for my own amusement while you are gone, but I will be watching for your safe return."

"Amusement involving Master Fralen and boats?"  Anardil offered a wry smile.

"Perhaps."  Aerio shrugged at mention of the peg-legged fish vendor.  "He knows many people on the river and if the weather should fare better on the morrow, who knows what amusement we may find?"

Mention of the weather brought a rueful look to both Sev's and Anardil's faces, as the dawn out the window was burning a muddy, ruddy hue that hinted sullenly of clouds to come.  However, the journey lay before them and Anardil stood to pull back Sev's chair.

"Then I wish you a good day and good sailing," he said, smiling at the elf.  "And I am grateful for your concerns.  Sev has a good friend in you, Aerio."

Aerio stood quickly to offer a small, courtly bow and then watched as they left, the door closing with a heavy thump behind them.  Somewhere in the kitchen he heard the clatter of Hulda amidst her steaming kingdom of pots and pans.  Here he was, a lone elf adrift in a city older than himself, older even than the kingdom in which he presently resided.  What should he do with himself?

A slow smile spread across his fair features as he contemplated.  The possibilities, it seemed, were endless.

 ******

A long day in the saddle after a short night of sleep was a sure way to strain the patience of the even-tempered, a group to which neither Sevilodorf nor Anardil belonged. After a delay in starting due to a loose shoe on Anardil’s horse, the steadily chilling weather which soon evolved into a spitting rain, and the instant distaste Biscuit had formed for Anardil, their arrival at an inn more than half way to King’s Ferry was a cause for fervent, if silent, rejoicing.

The day might have been salvageable had Anardil's mood not taken a turn as grey as the weather.  During the morning hours he had pointed out items of interest as they rode, such as a great merchant ship on the river bearing the colors of Dol Amroth, and a set of ruins sprawled across a hillside, its tumbled stones nearly swallowed in brambles.  But as the miles wore on and the clouds settled low like a sodden quilt, he gradually quit speaking unless spoken to.  Instead, his thoughts turned increasingly inward, to the memory of a blind old man who lived virtually forgotten at the end of a muddy track.

From that old man Anardil had learned facts about the raider leader terrorizing the settlements of Nurn that should have brought down the full wrath of the Crown - if all had been known much sooner.  However, he had not known and what he did learn came too late to save people he loved from harm.  Anardil had stirred up dark, unthinkable recollections of everything the old man had suffered in bondage to Sauron, all in the name of intelligence-gathering, but he wondered now if he had done an unkindness.  Today Anardil rode to tell Arlen that he who had blinded him was dead and gone from the world … but he began to question whether he made a mistake.  Would he again revive dread memories for no purpose?  If someone were to bring Anardil report that the orc that shattered his arm was dead, would he welcome it, or would such news simply burst the dam on a past best left buried?  Had he been too quick to agree to an impulse that Sev had intended in kindness, but which might be ill-conceived - or even cruel?

The further down the road to Kings Ferry he rode, the less he felt certain he was doing the right thing.  His eagerness to please her may well have over-ridden his better instincts.  Eventually he began considering ways he might dissuade Sev from their task altogether.  The nearness of the gate posts before the inn offered welcome distraction to his grim contemplations.

As Anardil’s silence deepened, Sev had retreated into herself, uncertain of whether to leave him alone to work out what was bothering him or to tease him out of this inexplicable change of mood. What had he said? That he could not read her silences? Briefly she considered what he would say if she flung his own words at him. Would it make things better or worse?

Cursing fluently Sev pulled sharply on Biscuit’s head as he attempted, for what seemed the millionth time today, to take a bite out of Anardil’s leg. What in Middle Earth was going on in the animal's idiotic skull? Even on his worst days he had never gone after someone so persistently. 

Anardil’s horse sidestepped in response to Biscuit’s attack causing Anardil to speak sharply to him, then he turned and met Biscuit’s hate-filled stare with one of his own. Not only was it one of the ugliest horses he had ever had the misfortune to look upon, it was the most evil tempered and downright vicious animal he had come across since that horror of a horse, Mithraug, that Halbarad had owned. Briefly, Anardil wondered if Hal still did. Just as he started to ask Sev about it, Biscuit succeeded in nipping his shin. 

As far as bites went, he had had worse, but it was the end of a long, miserable day.  With a stifled curse he spun his own horse out of reach and then spun it again to face Sev with a pointed glare.

“Can’t you control that bloody animal?” he snapped.

Sev jerked once more on Biscuit’s head and her mouth tightened. With a sharp kick, she urged Biscuit forward across the inn’s courtyard.  Behind her, Anardil grimaced and mentally kicked himself, and then let his horse fall in behind.

Thankfully there was a stable boy on duty, whose tousled dark head peeked from the barn at the echoing clatter of hooves on cobblestone.  Whinnies that rang hollowly within the barn signaled others had taken refuge before them.  By the time they clopped through the wide doorway the boy already had a mounting block in his hands, ready for Sev's use.  Anardil bit his tongue so as not to voice his surprise, when Sev graciously accepted the boy's assistance to dismount, and kept his teeth clamped to avoid voicing tart warnings about her confounded horse.  Undoubtedly Biscuit was a retired Rohirrim war horse, many of whom were noted for their fierce loyalty to their masters, but this beast carried it just a bit too far.

"We have two stalls right down here, lady," the boy said, walking backwards before them.  Other equine faces peered over stall doors to observe the newcomers.  "I just bedded them with fresh straw not an hour ago.  And fresh water, too.  Will you want corn and oats or just hay?"

Since the boy seemed to have picked Sev as their spokesman, Anardil was content to remain silent as he followed behind.

"Just hay, please," Sev replied.  "We may want a little grain for them in the morning."

"Very well, lady."  The boy stopped and swung open a stall door.  Clean, golden straw gleamed dully within.  "Do you want help unsaddling?"

"No, thank you, I'll attend to that myself."

"All right."  With a cheery grin the boy at last turned his attention to Anardil - and his eyes flickered just enough that Anardil knew he noticed the empty left sleeve.  "How about you, sir?  May I help?"

"No."  Then realizing the shortness of his tone Anardil added, "Thank you, but I can manage."

"Right, then I'll see to the hay!"  With a last flash of white teeth, the boy turned and bounded towards a ladder and scampered up out of sight.

As muffled thumping and grassy swishing sounds overhead marked the boy's labors in the hayloft, Anardil smothered a sigh and turned to the business of unsaddling.  They had brought only the bare necessities, since camping on the road this time of year had seemed chancy, the one decision he did agree with heartily.  Thus his saddlebags were the only baggage to unload.  He could hear Sev moving around her horse in the next stall, hers the quick economical motions of a lifetime caring for horses.  Of necessity his efforts were slower and more deliberate, and so it was no surprise when he realized she stood waiting out in the aisle.  That she waited at least seemed a hopeful sign his outburst was forgiven.  He hoped so, for he had no energy for an argument.

Then he reached up and pulled his saddle and blankets down in one practiced swing, landing to balance neatly against his hip.  Turning in the stall he stepped out towards the aisle - and hay dropped with a swooshing thump into the manger behind him.  With a startled snort his horse swung his rump sideways and the collision knocked Anardil staggering.  He felt his saddle slipping, felt his grip fail and there was no other hand to steady by, and saddle and blanket hit the floor in a leathery thud.   Only by sheerest luck did he avoid tripping over it and caught himself just before pitching headlong to the floor.

For an instant he simply stood there, aware of the boy blithely thumping around up in the loft, of Sev gravely watching him.  People drop things, he told himself, people trip over things.  But he felt Sev's eyes like fingers prodding him, and he did not look up as he reached for his saddle.  A smaller hand reached into his field of vision, picking up the saddle blanket, and then he did look at her and his jaw clenched so that his teeth grated together.

"Leave … it … alone!  Woman, I do not need your help!"

The razor-edge of ugliness in his voice was clear, even though he did not shout, and he could see the hurt shock in Sev's eyes.  It was the same look the young neophytes in the Houses of Healing had gotten, when he struck their hands away from helping him dress, when he shouted refusal of their help if he unbalanced and fell.  But unlike those young healers-to-be, Sev would not walk softly away with backward looks of tragic compassion.  Instead he watched her mouth draw tight and iron doors slam behind her eyes.  Then she spun on her heel and left him there.

How long he stood there he did not know.  The boy's voice startled him.

"Sir?  Are you all right?"

"Yes."  Anardil looked down at his saddle, the crumpled blanket.  Wearily he asked, "Would you be so kind as to get that blanket for me?"

"Of course, sir."

*****

Left to his own devices, Aerio went to the marketplace to find Fralen, the one-legged fish-seller. They cheerfully agreed to meet early the next day for a sailing trip, weather permitting.  After that, ignoring the clouds that threatened this day, the elf determined to explore further afield. Pelargir still held an intriguing ancient geometry but it was difficult to determine from ground level. Indeed, the landscape around the city was almost completely flat. He would need to ask for the assistance of an eagle to fully appreciate the layout. Still, his feet could pace out the contours and his mind construct an aerial view from the results.

He had noticed, during his previous wanderings, that on the east side of the main docks, there was a scar in the city foundations that ran inland at an apparent angle of maybe seventy degrees. He surmised that this was once a canal. Sometime during the long history of Pelargir, the waterway had been blocked and the land reclaimed, rather clumsily, for building upon.

Walking south westwards along the side of the river, Aerio eventually came to a place where another scar, narrower than the first, ran at a right angle to the docks. Peering along its length, he saw that in the distance an ancient bridge still spanned the landfilled channel. He had a fairly accurate estimate of the distance from the east canal to this one, and wondered if it would prove the same distance to his next destination.

Resuming his stroll, Aerio was moving away from the busiest parts of the city. There were fewer people to stare at him as he passed, though he scarcely noticed. He was deeply engrossed in speculation; a theory was beginning to form. As the day progressed, the elf's pace increased until it brought him at last to the expected angle of land where the lesser river, Sirith, flowed into the Anduin. A triangle! He was certain now. The main city had once rested on a three-sided raft of land, two sides of which were formed by the Sirith and the Anduin, the third from a man-made channel, resulting in an artificial island. And to compliment the trinity, three smaller channels had been cut centrally in each of the sides, maybe to feed a triangular inland lake. It had to have been so - the design was demanded by anyone with an artist's soul; the men who crafted this city in the mists of time must have possessed the vision of elves; they were the ancestors of the king, Aerio recalled, and mighty amongst mortals.

He yearned to walk the full journey around the ancient structure, but that would take at least another day. The angles suggested that the two unexplored sides would be much longer than the one that faced the Anduin. He had missed the midday meal in his exploration and now his empty stomach began to overwhelm the desires of his heart and mind. Aerio strolled for a while, northwest, along the bank of the Sirith, searching this largely unpopulated area for an inn or shop that would provide him with sustenance. He was rewarded with the sight of a small cluster of buildings, one of which proved to be a bakery. 

The owner, a short, plump, ruddy-faced man greeted the elf with genuine pleasure. "Good day to you, sir. You grace my premises, if I may say so. And no doubt you are hungry. Allow me to recommend the finest of my fare. Here." He pointed a stubby finger at a huge, round pie. "This contains the most tender and leanest braised steak in a succulent gravy, seasoned by a secret mix of ingredients that draws custom from many miles around. I admit there is enough to feed a family, but as you are an elf, I am sure you can do it justice." 

It was perhaps more than Aerio could eat, but the man's words had set his mouth watering. "Could you wrap it for me, if you would be so kind, so I may take it to share with my friends." This was a slight bending of the truth, but he did not want to be perceived as greedy, and surely any creatures that discovered the remains of the pie would regard him with a degree of friendship.

"Ah, there are others. You must then also have dessert." The shopkeeper smiled and pointed to a different pie, the crust of which was decorated with sugared-pastry images of fruit and berries. "My speciality," he went on. "You will never taste a more delectable and exotic indulgence. Some of the fruits are imported from distant lands, picked to ripen on the journey, or preserved fresh upon pure ice. Some are gathered from the best orchards in the area. I personally select only the finest and juiciest. The blend of flavours has been refined through generations of my family. It would almost be a crime to come upon my shop and deprive yourself of the pleasure of this dish."

Aerio swallowed the mouthful of moisture that had welled up while listening. His stomach groaned its own acceptance of the offer and the shopkeeper beamed, wrapping the pies and adding up the tally.

Laden with the burden of much more food than he could eat, yet lighter by a good few coins, Aerio found his way inland to what once may have been parkland. Now wild and abandoned, the trees and shrubs grew thick and unwelcoming; an ideal place for a gluttonous elf to indulge his hunger unseen. Seated in a silent grove of trees, sheltered from the light rain that had started to fall, Aerio unwrapped both pies and feasted his eyes. Then he began to feast his belly.

When he had joyously devoured the whole of the steak pie, Aerio realised that it would be almost impossible to make room for dessert. Maybe if he took a brief rest?

"Are you going to eat all of that fruit pie by yourself?"

Aerio near flew out of his skin. His head swivelled up to look aghast at the old man standing before him. How by Eru had a mortal sneaked up on him? The man looked too old to move unassisted; indeed he needed a staff to help him walk. His beard was long and shot through with grey, and he wore a desperately tattered brown robe with the hood pulled over his head. The man might be a beggar, he might be a thief, but the elf had no desire for conflict with such a sorry creature.

Gathering his scattered wits, Aerio shook himself and attempted to reply. "Err, um," He coughed slightly. "Are you hungry … sir? I am more than happy to share with you."

"That is so kind," the old man replied. "I cannot remember when last I tasted anything that smells as good as that pie. For that matter, I cannot recall the last time I tasted anything."

'Huh,' Aerio thought, 'He may be hungry, but he must have lost either his sense of taste or his wits; he looks pathetic, but not skeletal.'  However the elf said, "Sit by me, and consume as much as you desire."

"Thank you," the man replied, lowering himself slowly to the ground with the help of his staff.

Aerio cut a slice from the fruit pie and handed it to his guest. "If we are to dine together, sir, then we should be cognisant of each other's names. I am Aerio."

The old man smiled as he took the food into his hands. "Well met, Aerio. And I am …" He hesitated for a long moment, staring off into the distance, then he peered at the elf. "I do have a name I assure you …"

'Alas, he has indeed lost his wits, poor creature,' Aerio mused.

"It's Raggy… no… Rast… " The old man frowned and expelled a long sigh. "I can never recall that name. Use my other name, Aiwendel."

"Aiwendel!" Aerio was even more shocked than before. "That is Quenya. It means 'Lover of Birds'."

"Ah, and I do. I love birds above all else, though the whole of nature is my delight, birds, beasts and plants. I had not thought to find an elf in this deserted grove; certainly not one who speaks the ancient tongue. You are not of the Eldar."

The old man bit deeply into the slice of pie and beamed with pleasure as the juices ran from the corners of his mouth. Aerio stared in total confusion, not noticing how Aiwendel used his thumb to channel the escaping crimson-coloured liquid back into his mouth.

The elf stammered, "No … I … I am not Calaquendi, but my master is. I'm a scholar of his … " Aerio wished himself less full of pie and more full of wisdom; there was something that he was failing to understand. 

"So tell me why you are here. Not in Pelargir, for I am sure that is a long story, but why in this abandoned corner?" Aiwendel shoved the last of the slice of pie into his mouth then looked with continued hunger at the dish by the elf's side.

Aerio cut another slice and handed it to the man. While he did not expect a coherent response from Aiwendel, the invitation to talk about his theories was too tempting. "I am examining the evidence of the original and elegant structure of the city as it was when first designed by the ancient kings of men."

The old man chuckled, regarding the oozing pastry in his hand. "Aye, I suppose there are traces still of what they wrought. Not that it is of any interest to me. Buildings, walls, huh, what do they matter? Are you planning to walk all the way around?"

"I dearly wish I could, but I am in Pelargir for only a few days, and have other duties to fulfil."

"Well I am glad you got this far, at least." Aiwendel grinned with juice-stained teeth and took a bite from the second slice. When he had swallowed it, he asked, "Are you not going to eat any yourself? It is delicious."

With a slight shake of his head Aerio replied, "No, sir, for I must depart now to be back at the inn by nightfall. You may have the pie. Can I assist you to your home?" He was sure the old man must live nearby.

The offer was greeted with a crumb-spraying cackle of laughter. When Aiwendel composed himself, he explained, "I don't live in Pelargir. Like you, I am only here for a short while. My home is near Mirkwood, but I am travelling southwards. I travel a lot these days, much more than I used to."

Aerio was once again nonplussed. The man looked as if he could hardly walk. Curiosity got the better of him. "Surely you have not trekked all the way from Mirkwood by yourself?"

With a cheeky wink, the old man said, "Actually no. A friend aided me. I am meeting him here the day after tomorrow to continue my journey." As an afterthought, he added, "You know, you should meet him too. He might be able to assist you with his views on the old city … if he feels so inclined and if I ask him to. Yes. That is an excellent idea for such a kind-hearted elf. Bring me another pie like this, at noon, two days hence, and I will ask my friend to help you before we go."

How the views of any acquaintance of this shabby and apparently destitute mortal could contribute to Aerio's knowledge, the elf could not imagine. However he thanked the old man before taking his leave. 

It was raining quite hard when he emerged from the shelter of the trees, the woods and fields breathing the rich scents of damp leaves and earth. As he began his long walk back to the heart of the city, Aerio wondered whether the man was just slightly mad or completely insane. He suspected the latter as Aiwendel (or more likely, Raggy, as he had first named himself) seriously imagined that Aerio would return and purchase another pie to give to him. Maybe that was how the old man survived, by spinning fairytales to strangers in the hope of food. 

One thing that continued to perplex him though was how the man had crept up on him unaware. He could think of no explanation. With a shake of his head, he dismissed the beggar and turned his mind to thoughts of tomorrow's sailing.

******

Chapter 12: Road to King’s Ferry

October 28th evening

The common room of the inn was crowded and smelled of wet wool, tobacco smoke, spilled beer and something burnt in the kitchen.  A rumble of voices held several dialects from various parts of the southern realm.  To Anardil's eye they were simply the working folk of southern Gondor, but nonetheless habit demanded that his keen survey of the room noted every man and every doorway.  And there was no Sev in sight.  Seeing a small, rotund man in an apron who appeared to be the proprietor, Anardil halted him with a touch to his sleeve.

"Beg pardon, sir, but my lady came in before me, just moments ago.  Did she retire to her room?"

Peering up at the tall, grim man under a sodden hood, the proprietor frowned.  "Aye, that she did.  Cold and damp she looked.  I had my boy stoke a nice fire for her.  A man ought not to subject a lady to such weather."

"Yes."  Anardil chose not to voice exactly whose idea it was to be here, pending decision on who was the greater fool, she for suggesting or he for agreeing.  "I realize that.  Thank you."

Turning away, Anardil scanned the place and his eyes came to rest on the great hearth at the far end of the common room.  A cheery fire leaped there and the men scattered in groups and singles seemed to be taking advantage of both warmth without and warmth within, as evidenced by the mugs in all hands.  He would not, he thought, be welcome in Sev's presence just now and a cup of mulled wine might be just the thing.  With a last glance towards the corridor leading away towards the rooms, Anardil sought a seat.

The floor was gritty with tracked-in mud, the tables had rather more crumbs than he thought looked well, but the hot spiced wine was much better than he had anticipated.  In a dim corner aside from the great hearth, where none sat and few looked, Anardil sat with his hand clasped about a warm clay mug and let the rumble of strange voices wash over him.  How many times in his life had he sat thus, among but not truly part of the lives around him?  Though the Rangers had been his brothers, his family, their lot had been to work as often alone as with each other and solitude was simply a fact of life. 

Yet there was a certain fascination to be had in watching folk who did not know they were being watched.  Such as that rosy-cheeked fellow yonder who punctuated every other sentence with a chortling laugh.  His fingers were square and blunt with dirt under the nails, his sandy hair disheveled from the sodden wool hat that now rested at his elbow, and his shoes were caked thickly with the dark loam of the fields he had doubtless worked all day.  A farmer, Anardil was certain, unlike the fellow in a sailor's canvas trousers with tar on his hands, and he was a family man, if the glances the fellow kept casting towards the door were any indication.  Sure enough, after several minutes the man gave one last bubbling burst of laughter, and then announced cheerfully, "I reckon the missus has supper on for me.  Don't pay to be late or them young 'ns won't leave their ol' da a morsel.  Night, all."

Amid a cheery chorus of farewells the man stumped out into the grey and mist, and the door closed behind him with a thud.  A chill draft that smelled of rain brushed Anardil's face and was gone.  He stared down into his cup and felt his stomach clench.  That farmer had something to go home to.  He had what the Northern Dúnedain and the Rangers of Ithilien had struggled for so many years to protect; a family, a happy hearth, a place to rest in peace at night.  Was Anardil grasping for what was never meant to be his?  Was he imagining things in Sev that did not exist?  Did he hope for an accord that their very natures simply would not permit?

"Ah, what have you done?" he whispered.

For pity's sake, she had reached out to him from the very best instincts of a healer's heart, in nothing but compassion and kindness - and for that he had rewarded her with cruelty.  He saw again the hurt in her face and the mask that had clapped into place the next instant.   She had known hurt before, she - Ai!   His breath caught in his throat as he stared blindly across the murmuring heads bent around the room.  Though he did not know all the shadows of her past, he knew with sudden aching clarity that he could not have struck old wounds more truly if he had tried.

"She just wanted to help …." he whispered.  "And you slapped it back in her teeth."

 He did not think he had ever felt more wretched in his life.  

******

Long years of hiding her feelings gave Sev the composure she needed to speak politely to the innkeeper, and to thank the gangling dark haired youth who lit the fire. Slipping the boy a copper coin, she requested that he bring her hot water for washing and a tray for two of whatever supper was most readily available. The boy had been quick to offer the information that the burnt smell was not the only dinner, then proceeded to tell her about his eldest sister, who had been distracted by the unexpected arrival of her sailor husband and let the stew pot boil over.

“And weren’t my dad mad, not about Mara’s husband, you understand, but about the stew and the stink. Folks’ll not want to be staying here if they’re met by such a smell, he told her. But Mara…” 

Thankfully at that moment, the boy’s father could be heard shouting from the corridor. Nodding at the boy’s assurance that he would be right back with the water, Sev closed the door firmly behind him. 

‘A few more minutes,’ she told herself. ‘Just hold on until the boy returns with the water and the food.’ 

Steadfastly refusing to allow her hammering thoughts free, she pulled the one chair close to the fire and draped her damp cloak across its back. Holding her chilled hands to the fire, she pushed away the thought of how little the fire did for the chill in her heart. 

Sitting, she unlaced her boots and placed them upon the hearth. Idly she noted the dust on the mantle and briefly thought how Meri and Camellia would fly about this rather dingy room and brighten it. But thoughts of the hobbits were liable to release a flood she could not control, so ruthlessly she shoved them behind the walls she had erected and, folding her hands tightly, sat staring into the dancing flames.

A light tap on the door pulled her from her trance, and she cursed herself for the brief hope that it might be Anardil. Opening the door, she stepped back to allow the boy with his steaming pitcher of water to enter. On his heels was a girl with the same cheery grin as the stable boy and a mop of dark curls held back with a red ribbon. She carried a tray with a teapot and two covered plates.

Bobbing a curtsy the girl said, “If’n you’ll pull that little table over to the fire, Brad, the lady’ll be able to eat while she finishes drying out.”

Setting the pitcher in the small basin on the washstand with a splash, Brad proceeded to do as his sister, Sev supposed, requested. Giving the tabletop a quick swipe with the edge of her apron, the girl crowded the contents of her tray onto its surface. 

“There you go, missus. Be there anything else?” the girl said brightly while angling the teapot handle toward Sevilodorf.

Sev hesitated then asked, “Did you see a tall, dark man come in?”

The girl frowned in concentration, then her face filled with a pity that Sev knew Anardil would not appreciate. 

Was this what he faced? That the eyes of young girls filled with pity rather than admiration? For a moment, Sev wanted nothing more than to shout at the girl and wipe that expression of sympathy from her face. 

“The gentleman with only one arm?” the girl said quietly, unaware of how close she was to receiving a harsh reprimand. “He’s gone into the common room. Sitting at the fire with a mug of wine. Would you like me to tell him you’re waiting for him?”

Sev said, “No, that won’t be necessary; he’ll come when he’s ready. Thank you.”

The girl bobbed another curtsy and said, “You’re welcome, missus. If you be needin’ anything else, you just holler out for Brad or me.” She pointed to the boy who stood waiting at the door. “My name’s Lea.”

Somehow Sev managed a thin smile and closed the door without slamming it. 

Alone now, her thoughts battered down the walls of her composure and Sev crumpled to the floor. Self-doubt warred with anger. On the one hand, she knew only too well, that such men would never allow anyone to help them. Why had she done it? What business did one such as she have trying to be with a man of such obvious intelligence and abilities? Nmad, if he accomplished all of this with one arm, what had he been like with two? And what could she possibly have to offer him?

On the other, what in Eru’s name was wrong with the man? Did bad weather always make him this irritable? Did he resent making this trip now because she was the one who suggested it? True, Biscuit had been completely impossible today, but she would knock the animal silly if he started up tomorrow. And was he out there drowning his sorrows in a wine bottle and expecting to come back in here without a word of explanation? Or perhaps to come back and make her see how she was wrong?

That thought brought her to her feet with a loud, “No!” 

Never again. 

She had left that route behind her and was not treading its path again. For no one, never mind how even the slightest of his smiles caused her heart to warm. One man who crawled into a wine bottle and used it as an excuse to take his anger at the world out on her was enough.  

Determined in her decision, Sev forced herself to wash away the tears that had come without her notice and to eat at least a meager portion of the dinner crowding the small table. By the time Sev poured a second cup of tea, she had convinced herself that the relationship had been doomed from the start, and that she was lucky to have realized it now before things went any further.

If he returned, he would find the bolt thrown against him and for all she cared he could stand in the hallway and howl for entrance. Satisfied that she had made the best decision under the circumstances, Sev decided that there was no use in waiting up for him. As she was certainly not going to King’s Ferry without him, tomorrow she would return to complete her tradings with the merchants of Pelargir. Then gathering Aerio, she would head north, never to return to the forsaken south again. 

Pulling her knee length leather jerkin off, she reached into her left saddlebag and pulled out her nightgown. The sound of an object hitting the floor caused her to pause and look down. Seeing nothing, she realized it had rolled under the bed.

Going down on one knee, Sev peered under the bed. Her hand froze in the act of reaching out. Settling on the floor, Sev stared at the little box Anardil had given her. A box filled with the honey colored, sweet-scented crystals of distant Harad. A box to call forth memories. A box given by a man who thanked her for seeing him simply as Anardil.  A man who pleaded to know her heart and raged at her that he would accept any reason for her turning from him, but fear of the future. Such a man could never become like the other. No matter how many wine bottles he crawled inside. 

The firm walls of her decision to end this and walk away melted like the mist on the river at daybreak. He was not the other and should not be painted with the same brush. She had to stop running away. She had to start fighting for the future she wanted. Nmad, what was she doing sitting in here letting him sit out there alone? One of those barmaids was going to recognize quality sooner or later and she was not going to allow that.

Snatching up the brass bound box, Sev strode to the door. 

******

As he sat, Anardil's mind played a merciless parade of images and realizations.  Though stubborn and prickly and fiercely independent, though Sev would be a vexation to any man who placed demands from authority she did not recognize, she was more than that.  She was a woman much wounded by the slings and arrows of life, and yet still she kept a kind and compassionate heart.  She met people and looked in their eyes and saw who they were.  Aye, he wondered if she would be amused or outraged, if he confessed he had watched her and Hulda for a time in the marketplace?  Yet he had felt pride as he saw how people responded willingly to her grave kindness and seemed eager to divulge their every thought to her quietly listening ear.  Hobbits, Elves and Men were all numbered among her friends; indeed, he did not imagine the fiery elf Aerio gave his loyalties to any mortal easily.  And before the unblinking eye of conscience Anardil saw clearly the many small gestures Sev had offered him, not because she thought a one-armed man was inept or deserving of empty pity, but because it was simply her nature to step in and do whatever made a task easier.  Even her suggestion to inform old, blind Arlen that his ancient tormenter was dead was but the impulse of a healer's heart, seeking to lance the last poison from the wound of memory.

And he had trampled her beneath the iron heel of his witless pride, in one marvelously idiotic stroke.  Was he so set in his ways that he could not allow simple gestures of friendship - let alone love?

The wine had gone both cold and sour in his cup, and Anardil stood.  There were fewer men at the long tables now, locals having gone home and some travelers seeking their rooms.  Sev sat alone in her room - which one he was startled to realize he had not asked - and if he thought himself any kind of man he had to face her.  If she drove him out with a riding crop thrashing about his head and shoulders, it would be his due.  But if amends could be made, he had to try.

With a firm stride that did not match the abject misery of his heart, Anardil went to ask the innkeeper where Sev rested.

******

A lantern at either end only dimly lighted the long corridor, but he saw her, pale as a vision in her loose cotton tunic, as she pulled a door shut behind her.  Sev turned and took only two steps before she stopped in her tracks, eyes widening as she saw him.

Anardil's heart thumped heavily against his ribs as he forced his feet to keep moving.  She did not move nor did she speak as he drew near, and in her right hand she clutched a small something against her chest.  Her hand moved as he stopped before her and he caught a glimpse of brass and dark wood.  His gift to her, in remembrance of their first meeting and first parting.  For an awful, endless instant he expected her to hurl it in his face.


But she did not.  Sev stood frozen with her eyes fixed on his face and he did not trust himself to accurately read what he saw shadowed there.  The apologies he had struggled to shape fled from his mind, and all that was left was plain speaking.

"I'm an idiot," he said.  "I'm sorry."

She blinked, then, and spoke.  "Yes.  But then so am I.”

He felt as if he could suddenly breathe again, and reached awkwardly for her hand.  Sev smelled wine on his breath then, and almost snatched her fingers from his gentle grasp.  Memories loomed of other dim hallways and a man to whom wine was no friend.  Whoever he was, the drink distorted and wrenched him into something else - but the eyes now looking down into hers were grey, not blue, and the demons of her past did not reside here.

"Sevi," Anardil said.  "I don't … I promised to be your friend.  I forgot that means letting you be a friend to me."

Struggling to hold her tone steady, Sev said, "A friend does not force herself where she is unwanted.  And if you must learn to respect my independence, I must learn to respect yours.  So the next time you are about to fall on your face, I'll let you.  You are free to slice your own meat and pin your own sleeves and everything else.  However, you may have to tell me to go away one or two more times, as I have spent many years butting in and trying to make things run easily.... but just tell me and I'll go away."  Her voice weakened as she added, "And I promise the nmad horse will behave tomorrow if I have to beat him to death."

"Sevi, Sevi …" Stricken, Anardil raised his hand to her face, his thumb stroking the soft curve of her cheek as she dropped her gaze from his.  "No, Sevi, no.  Ah, what a pair we are.  Meleth nin, listen to me.  The kindnesses you do are who you are; I do not want that to change.  It is I who must learn the grace to accept it."

"No."  Stubbornly Sev shook her head.  "I know what it is to be smothered by overweening concern, by people who purport to know what is good for me better than I do.  I won't do that to you."

"You're not.  Sev, look at me, please."  When her eyes raised to his, dark with emotion, he sighed.  "You are wanted.  Do you hear me?  You are very much wanted.  And I am begging you to forgive me my stubborn pride.  You did nothing to warrant such anger from me.  I was brooding on foolish things and it was an ill-thought response."

At that a sharp breath of exasperation escaped her, and she asked tartly, "Then for Eru's sake, what in the world is wrong with you today?"

He gave an apologetic half-smile, before dropping his hand to capture her closed fist.  She let her fingers open at his touch and he carried her hand to his face, where he breathed the aroma of the tiny brass-bound box.  To him it smelled of sunlight, warm sands and deep, fragrant peace.  

Then he released her hand and said, "I worried if I was doing the right thing, by going to Arlen again and reviving memories he might rather leave rest."

"Then we will go back!" Sev threw up her hands; at last, a simple solution.  "It was a stupid idea.  We'll go back to Pelargir in the morning; the weather is not very good for travel anyhow.  I'm sure we'll find much else to do, once we are -."

"Hush."  Smiling, Anardil touched his fingers to her lips.  "We'll go back if you truly wish it.  But for my part, I think you were right, that the old man deserves to know that his tormenter is dead.  It is a victory that he yet lives under the sun and free from Shadow.  And he will enjoy having you as a guest.  He does not get many visitors and I am certain he will like you."  Chuckling at memory, he added, "And the woman who keeps house for him is very nearly as formidable as you.  She threatened to wrap a skillet around my head the first time, if I were to upset him."

An unbidden smile flickered briefly on Sev's face.  "I take it you were on your best behavior?"

"Absolutely."  Then he sobered, letting his hand drop.  "Sevi … can you forgive me?"

"If you can forgive me.  I do not mean to be so … managing."

"You're not.  Besides, I'm just hard-headed enough that I need some managing."  Anardil's voice dropped to a whisper.  "I want you just the way you are."

Then he lowered his head and kissed her, closing his eyes to the softness of her lips, her warmth leaning into his chest.  But a scuff of footsteps jolted them back to the moment and they stood apart as the girl, Lea, edged past them with an armload of towels.  Her bright eyes touched on them briefly and they heard her muffled giggle as she passed down the corridor.

"Come."  Sev flushed as she took Anardil's hand and turned.  "There is some supper left, though I suppose it is cold by now, and this hallway is drafty."

******

They sat close to the fire that danced in their small hearth, Sev in the single chair and Anardil on the floor between her feet, with a plate balanced on his knees.  She had pointed out that a perfectly good table stood right at hand, but Anardil wished otherwise.  So she settled comfortably in her chair, now and again letting her fingers stroke the dark head before her, and watched the ever-changing pattern of the flames in the fireplace.

"You could compare notes with Anoriath," Anardil was saying between bites.  "While in the Houses of Healing I'm sure there were many times when she considered performing violence upon my person.  In fact, I seem to recall getting cuffed in the head more than once."

"You have a history of driving women to distraction, then."

"I think so," Anardil chuckled ruefully.  "I confess to being rather more frightened of her than of you, however.  She is taller and a dirty fighter."

"Hmm."  Sev found herself smiling at the sudden image of Anoriath and Anardil sparring, as she had seen their Rangers at the Troll do, and Anardil landing flat on his back with the lady Ranger's sword at his throat.  "We never did finish that discussion about shields and lessons in sword-play."

She felt laughter shake the shoulders leaning against her knees as he replied, "Yes, we never did, did we?  Alas, for the days of my supremacy over the weaker sex."

Sev's knuckles rapped the top of his head, and Anardil leaned back just long enough to flash a puckish grin.  But after another bite, he spoke again more soberly.

"I think if you wish to improve your skills of defense, then you should do so.  I will aid in any way I can.  And if you wish a shield, I will find an armorer whose work pleases me and see that one is made to suit you."

"I will think on it," Sev replied, for truly she had not decided.  Nor was she sure what she would want in a shield, even if she did find a use for such a thing.  Certainly she did not intend to make a habit of riding into armed combat, but fate had already taken her on several unexpected turns.

Anardil finished eating then, handing his empty plate up to Sev, who could better reach the nearby table.  With a sigh he settled himself once more between her feet, and reached up to clasp the fingers of the hand she dropped to his shoulder.

"I was not a good patient," he said quietly.  "I have sometimes thought I should go back and apologize to the healers in Minas Tirith.  I was angry … and I do not know why.  Perhaps I was angry because I was alive."

"Anardil, you don't have to …"

"I know."  He pressed his cheek into her hand, but then continued speaking towards the flickering fire.  "But I could not understand why I should live, when so many other good men had died.  And I had seen men … damaged in war.  They live on little wheeled carts because they have no legs.  They beg because they have no hands.  They live in dark little huts at the end of forgotten streets because they have no eyes. Thinking of them, I found myself enumerating the things I could not do, rather than the things I still could."

He took a deep breath, the expansion of his ribs briefly pressing Sev's shins.  "I thought I shed most of that, when Lord Aragorn gave me a life back.  He challenged me to find what still was mine, what I still could do.  But sometimes … sometimes I think I see a certain look in the eye, that lingering look of pity that clings even though I know the person wants to look away.  And sometimes I lash out.  I am almost always wrong, when I do."

Sev thought of the girl, Lea, and the pitying expression on her face when she realized it was a "crippled" man Sev had been inquiring about.  'Perhaps not so wrong as you think,' she thought, but did not speak the words aloud.

"And sometimes I run away," Sev said.  "Even when I know others mean no harm."

Frowning contemplatively, she continued, "You've made me think there is something we may share.  We resent when other people intrude their good intentions, without first asking us if that concern is wanted."

Anardil made a thoughtful noise and nodded slowly.  "Yes … yes, that may be.  Hmm, then do you suppose we could declare a truce between us two?"

He leaned forward and lifted himself up to pivot on his knees to face her.  Bracing his hand on the arm of her chair, he smiled.

"I'll do my best not to bite your head off, when you help me with whatever little things, and you can forgive me when I'm an idiot.  Does that sound feasible?"

Smiling in return, Sev reached to stroke her fingers along the line of his jaw.  "I think so. If you can agree to tell me when I am being managing?"

"I think that can be arranged."  Anardil's grin widened, but then he settled on his heels and his expression softened.  "Sevi … you are a good woman.  Neither of us are perfect, far from it.  But I think I would be a better man if I can please you and be a worthy companion in your life."

Embarrassment sprang warmly to Sev's cheeks and she was glad of firelight to conceal the flush she knew must be there.  "You see more in me than exists.  I am but a very ordinary and unexceptional person, and I fear one day the scales will fall from your eyes and you will see that.  Do not make me out to be something I am not. I am afraid you will be disappointed when you discover the truth."

"No."  Anardil's study of her face was somber yet earnest.  "I will not."

Ai, she could not see herself as he did, as the folk in the marketplace had and as the friends who loved her and even as fierce, loyal Aerio did.  And that realization pained him oddly.  Whatever hurts she had known, whatever scars her heart bore, she should know that there was sterling worth in her that deserved its reward, if only by a kind word or embrace in return. 

"The truth is simply that you are a good woman.  Beneath the armor you wear against the world is a good heart, a shrewd but honest mind and a well of kindness.  You are brave and loyal and fiercely loving, and no one could wish a truer friend.  And you are a gift I have waited all my life to find."

"Anardil, don't.  The qualities you name can be found in a thousand other women.  You speak -."

"I speak truth."  His voice dropped to a whisper as he raised his hand to caress one finger along her cheek, drawing it softly to the point of her chin.  "I am falling in love with you, Sevi.  Or maybe I've already fallen."

Perhaps those were tears shimmering by firelight in her shocked stare, but he was not sure before she slipped forward into his embrace.  Softly he kissed her and then he pulled her close, feeling her arms wrap around him as he pressed his face into her shoulder.

"I may not always be easy to live with," he said, voice muffled.  "But I will always love you."

Sev's hands on his shoulders gently pushed him back, and her fingers lightly touching his face held him for her kiss.  He closed his eyes to lose himself in a warm, dark world of touch and scent and hands caressing what came beneath them.  Nor was it the wine that cast his senses swimming on a rising tide and stole all awareness of anything but her kiss, her self, given to him as on that first August night in Pelargir, when chance and fate changed his life.

When they drew apart at last, both laughed gently and Sev brushed back an errant strand of his dark hair.  "How is it you have never married?  Were you never tempted?"

"Once," he said, and offered a wistful smile.  "But it was long ago and I burnt that bridge behind me."

"Burning bridges seems unwise.  I have ended up on the wrong side of several burnt bridges myself."

"Yes."  Anardil's eyes seemed to focus briefly on some sad distance.  "It was the folly of youth and I would not do it so, now.  But she married a good man who loves her still and her son and daughters are beautiful."

There was much Sev might have asked, many questions that rose unbidden in her mind.  But Anardil had already spoken much this night and she set her curiosity aside.

"As you are beautiful to me," she whispered, and stood up to offer her hand.  When he rose to his feet she pulled him to her once more, and they ceased to speak with words.

******

Chapter 13: King’s Ferry

October 29, 1421 SR

A smile warmed Anardil's face as he stepped out the door of the inn.  He had discovered, he decided, the most excellent way a man could greet a new day.  To awaken in his lady's arms, and to be rewarded with a sleepy smile and sweet kiss, ah, he could scarcely wish for better than that. 

Now he left Sevi to take a quick bath before breakfast, and set his own course upon another mission.  If he was to be true to his own word, he must begin smoothing a few unnecessary edges off his pride, and that included seeking truce with another being in Sev's life.  Anardil was gratified to see a glorious and golden sunrise blazing beyond the treetops and the sky was a perfect, clean-washed blue.  The rain was gone and though the roads might be mucky for a while, the day promised a fair journey.  The stable door stood wide open, ready for guests to take their departure, and he entered the cavernous building to the musk of hay and horse and gentle sounds of the animals eating contentedly.  A stable boy popped from someplace unseen as Anardil's long shadow spilled across the doorway, this lad smaller and darker-haired than the boy who had greeted them yesterday.

"Fair morning, sir!" the lad chirped with a grin.  "I think today will be a good one for the road."

"I believe you are right," Anardil replied, smiling.  "I suppose it was your wish that brought back the sun?"

Laughing, the boy said, "I don't know, but if it was I should wish for fancier things!  Do you want grain for your horses this morning, sir?"

"Yes, please.  I was just coming to request that."

"Yes, sir.  I'll be only a moment."

The boy scampered off in a flurry of flying heels, and Anardil chuckled gently.  As he heard a hollow thud that must be the lid of the grain bin opening, he began walking the shadowed aisle.  From beyond round equine rumps came the contented, rhythmic crunching of hay being ground between strong jaws, with now and again a rubbery snort or sneeze.  There was one certain grey rump he sought, though without any particular joy in the prospect.

First, however, he stopped at the stall of his own horse, a tall, unremarkable bay who had nonetheless been his companion in many travels.  At his quiet voice the horse's head came up, and its head swung around to regard him with curious dark eyes.

"Hullo, Baran," Anardil said.  "Yes, it's me, lad.  I've got a treat for you."

Seeing Anardil's outstretched hand, the horse nickered and pivoted heavily to face him, head swinging out over the half-door.  The man smiled as stiff whiskers tickled his palm and thick, velvety lips brushed his fingers.  A slightly soft apple was instantly plucked away, and Baran began to chew with noisy appreciation.

"That's my good lad," Anardil said softly, and rubbed his fingers in the warm crease behind the horse's ears.

Ah, but this was an old and trusted friend, and there was another whose affinity he hoped to earn.  Glancing towards the next stall, Anardil said, "Well, if you will pardon me, I must have some words with your neighbor."

Still munching the apple, Baran snorted and shook his head so vigorously his black mane flopped.

"Yes, I think you may be right.  Wish me luck."

"I'm back!"  The boy's piping voice rang behind him.  "Do you want to grain your horse, or shall I?"

Turning to see the boy with a dented tin held in either hand, Anardil smiled.  "You feed this rascal, if you please.  Just don't let him step on you.  I'll see to the other one."

Handing over one of the tins as Anardil left the stall, the boy nodded.  "Yes, that one's a bit testy.  I can get around him all right, but I bet he's a handful for someone who doesn't know him.  Say, what's this horse's name?"

"Baran."

"Oh, that's a fine name!"

Solemnly the boy nodded and turned to his duties.  Anardil grinned and decided not to tell him that "baran" was simply Sindarin for "brown."  Next he rattled the tin of grain in his hand, and watched as Sev's horse bent its big, bony grey head to peer past its shoulder.

"You and I," said Anardil, "have some discussing to do.  Now, do you want this grain, or are you going to try to take chunks out of me?  Your choice.  Treats, or go without."

Biscuit gave a long, rolling snort and as its pink-skinned nose bobbed once up and down, the animal appeared to actually consider the offer.  Certainly some of the Rohirrim horses carried the fabled blood of the Mearas, and as such it was theoretically possible that some understood human speech.  However, there seemed nothing in this animal's muddy grey coat, the unruly mane falling half on one side of its neck and half on the other, and that careless slop of a white blaze spilling down its angular face, that could possibly harken to the noble white horses of ancient days.  Yet Anardil was not going to take any chances.

"All right, I'm coming in there."

He set the can down long enough to unlatch the stall's half-door, and then he picked up the tin, took a deep breath, and prayed he would leave in one piece.  Remarkably, Anardil was able to edge past the horse's warm bulk without bodily harm, but grey ears swept back in warning and the dark eyes did not appear friendly.  Undaunted, Anardil tipped the grain in on top of the hay already in the manger, and set the tin aside.  The horse leaned down to sniff, blow, and began munching stoically away.

"You're welcome," Anardil said.

At the sound of his voice the horse's ears again pinned back.  A moment passed quietly as the horse ate, but suddenly Biscuit side-stepped in the rear, so that he then stood diagonally in the stall.  In that simple move, the exit was blocked and the man was effectively trapped inside that stall with him.

‘This,’ thought Anardil, ‘could get ugly.’
Aloud he simply said, "Now, Sev tells me your name is Biscuit, and that the boys who trained on you named you.  If I know boys, I think you have that name for a reason.  And I had a word with the cook this morning …"

Some time later Sev came to the common room, refreshed from her bath and hungry for breakfast.  Yet though savory aromas of cooking wafted enticingly from the kitchen, to her surprise Anardil was nowhere in sight.

"Your gentleman went to the stable, missus," the girl Lea informed her.  "It was a while ago, but he never rode out, so I reckon he's still in there."

That was odd, Sev thought, for even if Anardil went to saddle up before breakfast, she knew she had been in the bath far longer than it took to groom and saddle two horses.  The place did have stable boys, so she did not think that Anardil could have been hurt without someone knowing.  Nonetheless, a little niggling worm of concern worked inside her as she stepped outside.  Enjoyment of the fresh, clear morning was tempered by her thoughts as she walked quickly towards the barn.

The stable boy was on duty, that she saw the instant she walked in and noted the wheelbarrow in the aisle and scraping raking sounds from an open stall.  As she strode inside she could see Anardil's bay horse standing quietly in its stall, and next to it stood Biscuit.  Everything seemed quiet and ordinary - but the stall doors were shut and where was Anardil?  Frowning, she willed her stomach to stop tying into a knot and drew closer to Biscuit's stall.

And then she heard voices.  Or rather, one voice that immediately released her to a deep sigh of relief.

"I would like to see how they train your kinsfolk.  Mind you, I'm no horse trainer, but I would simply enjoy watching a Rohirrim horse master work.  I've seen your brethren in battle and they are magnificent.  I bet you were something in your day, eh?"

As Sev reached the stall door, Anardil kept talking.  "And I bet you still know all the old tricks.  There's a trick I've heard of that I think would be worth knowing, where a horse lays down flat and his rider lays down - a splendid way to avoid being seen by a passing enemy, I'd think.  I wonder if you could teach old Baran that, eh?"

Disbelief at what she was hearing warred with vexation that he had made her worry, as Sev clamped her hands on the stall door.  Disbelief won, as she looked in and saw what she never thought to see.  Anardil was sitting on the manger, with Biscuit's head hanging at chest-level, while the ex-Ranger methodically scratched around the horse's lazily cocked ears.

"Oh, hello, Sevi."  Anardil looked up with a smile.  "Biscuit and I are having a little visit."

Sev eyed the telltale biscuit crumbs dotting Anardil’s clothing and with a small shake of her head said, “You do know that you are now doomed to cater to his every whim, don’t you?”

Biscuit bent his neck just enough to give Sev a side-long look and snorted his opinion of that thought.

Anardil gave a lop-sided grin. “If it serves to keep the peace, it will be well worth it."

“You have no idea how demanding he can be.” Sev’s face lit with remembrance and she laughed slightly. “Sewulf’s younger brother, Segilde, was the one to give him the name Biscuit. Poor boy had the misfortune to draw Biscuit as his mount during his first training exercise and resorted to bribing the animal with a plate of biscuits in order to remain a-horse. After that, Biscuit took to refusing to follow commands during training exercises unless Segilde slipped him one or two.”

A soft chuckle signaled Anardil's imaginings of that scene, and Biscuit turned around and abandoned Anardil to nudge Sev’s shoulder. She reached up and rubbed his pink nose gently.

“Mind you, he never played his tricks in battle, or the horsemaster would have culled him immediately. He told Segilde it was his own fault for setting the precedence and giving the horse treats to perform. I can remember the man shouting, 'What do you think he is, a trained bear?’ Assigned Biscuit to him permanently. Much to Segilde’s disgust, I might add.”

Pulling her fingers through a snarl in the horse's unruly forelock, she continued, “He has served the family well. As the raids from the Misty Mountains increased, I was not allowed to go unescorted about the holdings. It was decided that I needed a battle trained mount. Sewold, who had inherited Biscuit from his brother, was gracious enough to allow me to have him as my mount for hold business.  Biscuit never required me to bribe him to do his duty,” Sev said with a frown at the crumbs Anardil was brushing away. “For some reason he still doesn’t like Esiwmas. Nipped his arm when we were in Minas Tirith.”

Biscuit shook his mane and turned back to the manger with a look Anardil could only regard as smug.

"I believe I can understand that," Anardil said, grinning.  "I would rather work for a pretty lady who pets me nicely, than a big smelly man who's going to make me toil all day."


With a snort Sev unlatched the stall door and held it open. “Now that he’s had his breakfast, would it be possible to get our own? Nothing seems to have been burnt this morning.”

“Thank goodness."  Giving Biscuit a final pat, Anardil rose from his seat.  "Though I doubt it will be up to hobbit standards.” 

“Few things are, when it comes to food. Hulda and Torval come close, but even they lack a certain something.”

Anardil took her arm as they left the stall. “I defy anyone, even a hobbit, to prepare a cherry-stuffed goose better than Hulda. Someday you will have to taste it.”

Sev smiled. “It certainly must be good, this is the second time you’ve sung its praises.” 

“Ambrosia, my dear."  Anardil smiled blissfully into the sunlight waiting outside.  "The taste rivals even the foods of Rivendell.” 

“Is there some way to arrange for this taste sensation before I leave?” Sev asked. “I would hate to think I came south and missed one of the best meals to be had.”

“I fear it would be too late when we return, for Hulda requires at least a four day warning. She says the sauce must sit at least two days. And then the only geese she will use are from a small farm outside of Pelargir.”

“Too bad,” Sev said lightly, as she paused for him to open the inn door.  "We will have to plan better for the next trip I make south."

Anardil hesitated, his hand on the latch, and looked at her with a slow smile of dawning realization.  "Yes … yes, we will.  Your next trip."

For a moment Sev forgot what they were talking about, captured by the marvelous warmth suddenly shining in his eyes.  At last they had said it.  There was hope for the future, whatever shape it might take, or else there would be no next times to plan for.

Then the door latch clacked from within and in a marvelous display of footwork Anardil swung aside as if he had planned it all along.  With a smile he nodded graciously to the man tramping out.

"Mornin', master.  Mornin', missus," the man said and clumped away to his day's labors.

"Anardil."

The moment broken, Anardil cocked his head for Sev's thoughts.  He frowned slightly as he saw the sober look on her face.

Quietly she said, "We don't have to go to King's Ferry.  If you don't feel right about this, we can simply go back today."

"I want to see Arlen once more," Anardil replied.  "I think … I think I just want to know he is well."

She searched his eyes, and found only truth there.  "Then we'll go."

Anardil opened the door again, and Sev was right.  The odors wafting out to greet them were savory, not smoking.  Breakfast might not be cherry-stuffed goose but it would at least see them on their way to King's Ferry.

******

The dawn was grey and damp, but Fralen stood solid, foot and peg, on the dockside, beaming a welcome as warm as sunshine. Aerio grinned back at the fishmonger whose weather-beaten features etched deep ridges around each and every expression that came to his face. The smile he currently wore caused the wrinkles to almost bury his bright blue eyes. 

"Good morning," Fralen hailed. "Me lad's fishin' boat awaits us. He'll tend to the stall while we go downriver to catch our dinner. And if we don't have any luck … " Fralen held up the sack he was carrying, indicating that it contained foodstuffs.

The boat was a skiff, four ells long, with a single mast and two oars. She was painted dark blue and bore the name Jay Bird. Aerio was astonished to see how easily Fralen seemed to negotiate the wooden stairway down to her but, at the bottom, he paused.

"I'll need a hand gettin' aboard, " he admitted.

The elf followed the man down and sprang lightly into the boat. He took the sack from Fralen, offering him a steadying hand as the man manoeuvred first his sound leg, then his wooden leg over the shallow side. Movement in such a small craft caused an instant response; the skiff bobbed and leaned in the water.

Fralen gingerly seated himself at the rear. "I'll take the tiller. Can yer row us out and then set the sail?"

"Aye, I most certainly will, captain." Aerio winked.

He stowed the sack and took his position on the rowing bench. Pulling at the oars, the elf smiled as the little skiff moved smoothly and swiftly away from the docks.

The morning was beginning to brighten as Aerio tacked the sail of the Jay Bird. Pelargir was behind them now, faint in the haze forming as the sun touched the moist air. They stayed in the shallower waters at the side of the river, avoiding the main channel where larger vessels sped past. But eventually, as they reached a slight bend, the Anduin ran deep beneath them.

Fralen asked Aerio to lower the sail. As the elf did so, the man threw a small anchor over the side and waited for it to catch in the large stones on the riverbed.  The skiff came to a sudden halt, rocking Aerio back on his heels and causing Fralen to laugh out loud. 

With the boat secure, the man leaned down to retrieve two fishing poles. One he handed to Aerio. To the other, he began to tie a lure taken from a box beneath his bench. The elf peered closely at the gadget. It was carved from wood, painted to resemble a minnow and had fragments of metal embedded in it as well as a metal hook at the end.

In response to Aerio's raised eyebrows, Fralen said, "The metal pieces gleam like fish-scales, better fooling the trout. I'm going to troll with it." Aerio sniggered, so Fralen explained, "Trolling - I'll cast the lure out as far as possible, then drag it slowly back imitating a little fish."

"No live bait?" the elf asked. Much as he loved novel inventions, it did not seem right to use them to imitate nature. 

"Plenty." Fralen grinned, his eyes glittering in his furrowed face. "If yer don't mind swimmin'. There are freshwater oysters on the rocks below us. Not good eatin' for people, but some fish may be tempted."

"Then oysters it will be." Aerio declared, pulling off his tunic and taking up a small knife.

He lowered himself over the side of the boat carefully, so as not to upset it. Considering he was going to get wet anyway, he could have simply swum out and caught the fish by hand, but that would be an unfair advantage over the man, and no lesson at all for himself.

As the elf disappeared under the water, Fralen shook his head in disbelief. He had only been joking. There were oysters, but he had not expected Aerio to go fetch them. Obviously the mentality of elves was not yet in his store of knowledge. He resolved to take more care with his humour.

It was not long before the elf's head popped up. Aerio refilled his lungs and handed Fralen five oysters then dived back down for more. There was a pile of twenty of them on the floor of the skiff by the time the elf climbed back on board. Fralen handed him a cloth to use as a towel before putting his tunic back on. The wet leggings did not appear to bother Aerio, despite the chill in the autumn air. Shaking his head again, Fralen took up his fishing pole and, with a masterful flick, cast the lure far out into the river.

Aerio pried open one of the shells and extracted the mollusc. Securing it to the hook of his fishing rod, he cast in a differing direction to Fralen while the man was slowly trolling his lure with the concentration and patience of a true fisherman. Suddenly Aerio's line was tugged savagely, almost unseating him. Fralen looked round and laughed. "That's no trout."

Pulling at the flax cautiously, Aerio wondered how far upriver sharks might swim. The line flew out again, snapping against his fingers, then it fell limp. As the elf cautiously retrieved it, he saw that the oyster was gone along with whatever creature it had tempted.

He was hooking up another oyster as Fralen's line halted in its slow return and began to dance about from one side to the other. The man skillfully played the fish, bringing it closer and closer in. Aerio leaned across to watch as Fralen pulled a sparking brown trout from the water. The man dispatched the fish quickly, then admired his catch. It was a good size, enough to feed himself.

"I better hook at least one more," he remarked. "Unless yer manage to land that whale yer feedin'."

Aerio frowned. "It couldn't be a whale, could it? Nor a shark?"

Fralen dissolved in laughter. "Yer'll be the death of me, elf," he gasped. "No, it it's neither a whale nor a shark, but shark is close. I reckon it's a pike."

"Now pike I am well able to handle." Aerio straightened his back and cast again, reassured that no sea creatures were lurking in the river.

Noon crept by as the man landed his fourth trout. Aerio had meanwhile 'fed' the pike with fifteen oysters. Several times Fralen had given the elf increasingly larger hooks to try. Now he had the biggest that the tackle box could offer. Aerio prised open the sixteenth shell then stared at it in silence. 

"What?" Fralen asked, observing the elf's surprise.

"I think I've found a pearl." Aerio delicately probed inside the shell then placed the small object on his palm for the man to inspect.

"Aye yer have that." Fralen peered at it, smiling broadly. "And an excellent one it is. A fair size and smooth as they come."

The elf rolled the pearl gently in his hand, delighted with its iridescence. A rainbow of soft colours fed his eyes. "Would it be worth a great deal?"

"Aye, Aerio. If I found one of them each year, I'd never need to sell fish again. Unfortunately us mortals can't endure the cold depth of the Anduin in the hopes of such a rare chance."

"Then you must have it." 

The elf tried to give his pearl to Fralen, but the man shook his head. "Yer fetched it, yer found it. It was yer effort and yer luck. I'll not take it from yer so don't ask. If yer haven't already got a ladylove, yer will do one day. That pearl would look wonderful set in a gold ring." Changing the subject, Fralen continued, "What I would take off yer, if yer ever manages to land him, is that ruddy pike. He'd make a proud display on me stall."

Carefully placing the pearl in a secure pocket, Aerio nodded in agreement, and held up the oyster. "This one will succeed. It's a lucky mollusc. Well, for me it is. I think mayhap it has run out of fortune for itself and I hope it will share its imminent fate with the fish."

The pike had been enjoying his unexpected feast. He could not recall oysters raining down on him before, but then he could not recall many things. Having to tug at these a bit to get them free was nothing compared to the impossibility of prising the ones below out of their closed shells; he could remember trying that. The fat molluscs made a change from tasteless minnows and did not involve the effort that was necessary to catch trout. Like most predators, he was essentially as lazy as life would allow. Drifting gently from side to side in the long reeds, the pike waved his tail to keep his position near the source of food. 'More,' was his only thought. 'More.'

Fralen set down his fishing pole, took the ugly but necessary gaff from the tackle box, and manoeuvred forwards. Aerio cast the lucky oyster. They waited for no more than a few seconds before the bait was greedily snapped up. Elf and man both battled with the line as the creature swam swiftly and strongly in different directions. It was panicking; this time the hook had it. 

Nearly an hour later, the fish gave up in exhaustion. Elf and man were also weary after the long battle, but they tugged their catch towards the boat. Fralen speared the pike with his gaff, and they hauled it aboard. Peering at the gaping mouth with its rows of deadly teeth, Aerio swiftly used his knife to still the creature. The anglers then both fell onto their benches and stared at their prize. It was over an ell in length, longer than a tall hobbit and fatter than most.

Fralen whistled softly through his teeth. "That is a king among pike. There'll be a rush on me stall for cuts to bake. It's considered quite a delicacy. He'll be enough to feed half the city."

The talk of food reminded Aerio that he had not eaten since breakfast. Fralen apparently had the same thought. "I'll up anchor, and if you can row over to the shallower side, we can moor the Jay Bird and build a campfire."

Despite the boat riding lower in the water with the weight of the pike, they successfully reached their destination and Aerio made a fire while Fralen gutted the four trout. Soon the pair were tucking into tender baked fillets, seasoned with herbs that the man had brought along and accompanied with fresh bread. They each also had a tankard of fine ale to wash it all down, and thought there was no finer lunch to be had anywhere as the smiling Sun beamed down. 

******

Chapter 14: King’s Ferry

October 29, 1421 SR

Autumn blazed in its final glory along the narrow track that traced the Anduin's course towards the sea.  They had left the main road to Linhir just outside Pelargir, and the rutted path now before them showed far less travel.  Here and there briars and tall grasses draped over heaps of tumbled stone that seemed to be ancient roadside walls.  But it had been many generations of men since anyone tended this near-forgotten road.  They met no wheeled or mounted traffic at all, and the few folk they did see walking were apt to be accompanied by sheep or cattle.  Carpets of gold and orange padded the woodland floor as stark limbs reached to a rain washed blue sky overhead, and a cool river breeze whispered in the leaves above.  The broad fields opened to rows of crops turning brittle after harvest and here and there livestock grazed in walled pastures.  Thankfully the road dried steadily under the bright October sun, until only random puddles remained in the ruts, easily avoided by two riders on horseback.

Yet despite the bucolic peace that framed their journey, Anardil could not help the tightening of his stomach as they neared their goal.  Jogging Biscuit easily beside him, Sev was aware of the silence again settling upon him and worried.  But he may have sensed her concerns, for he lifted his head and gave her a wan smile.

"I'm a little nervous, that is all" he said, and Sev simply nodded in reply.

Then the little village of King's Ferry sprawled before them on the banks of the river, and it was as he remembered.  Drab stone cottages squatted amongst tiny gardens, all of which were framed by a silent chaos of fishing nets and upturned boats.  Stone walls staggered in unsteady squares that marked plots of tilled ground and weedy pasture.  Here and there figures moved, in windows or between houses, to watch the strangers pass but their regard was more watchful than welcoming.

Sev was reminded of the smaller settlements high up in the White Mountains where the people clung fiercely to their independence as they struggled to maintain their careful grasp on life.  Suspicious of any whom appeared to be of the nobility; for in their experience, the interest of the nobility resulted in further hardship as young men and boys were called away to fight in battles, sometimes never to return. The women, children and old men left behind often were forced to give up their homes and move down to the lowlands. There to live on the edges of the towns and villages in narrow huts and take always the lowest and meanest of jobs. 

The people of King’s Ferry had survived the ebb and flow of Umbar's dominance and periodic attacks by river pirates for hundreds of years. The crowning of a king had changed their life little and far from welcoming the appearance of a King’s Man, they would much prefer if the King took no notice of them at all. 

Anardil led the way, turning onto a meandering track that lifted up and away from the river.  Yet the green smells of mud, fish and faint salt air followed them among the scattered cottages.  The lane narrowed to a wandering path between smaller houses and gardens, and then a tiny stone cottage stood alone at the end.

"Is that it?" Sev asked.

Neither flower nor bush adorned the front of the squat stone structure and the single window facing them had a curtain drawn across it.  To one side laundry waved gently on a line, but there was little color among the plain garments there.

"Yes, it is.  Watch for the dog, he might spook the horses."

No sooner had he spoken then a yapping brown blur shot out of nowhere, resolving into a ferociously protective little dog.  The horses' ears shot up and they snorted, but Anardil spoke to the dog and it sped in a wide circumference around them as they approached the house.  There seemed no sign of life but for the yaps and growls of the dog, until movement cast a shadow at one side of the house.

A grey-haired woman stood there, a faded skirt and apron drifting against her legs as she peered narrowly towards them.

"Scraps!" she called sharply and the rasp in her voice seemed a thing worn by a life of hard use, as she said, "Come, Scraps; that will do.  Come here."

Still growling but with his wee tail flagged jauntily, Scraps scooted back to his mistress.  She set her hands on her square hips as she watched the two riders approach.  Nor did she react as Anardil left his reins on his pommel and lifted his empty hand in greeting.  Pale eyes narrowed in the sunlight as they drew near and stopped.  Only then did the woman speak.

"Well, King's Man," she said in that dry voice.  "You come back."

"Aye, lady."

"It's a prickly thing, when an old man starts bein' the business of King's men."  Her gaze flicked over Sev before pinning Anardil in his saddle once more.  "I'll not let this become a habit."

"No, lady.  I bear news for him, instead."

"Do you, then?"  Doubt rang clearly in those words.  "What sort of news?"

"Good news, I hope.  It has to do with Nurn, but it is good news."

The woman's face did not change as she studied him, but then she let her hands drop to her sides and stepped back.  "Arlen's out back workin'.  Might as well let your beasts have the weeds, yonder, and come around."

As Sev and Anardil dismounted, the woman paused a moment frankly watching Sev.  In return Sev chose to give a polite nod, before turning to the business of loosening girths, pulling bridles, and hobbling Biscuit to graze amongst the tangle of weeds and grass that the woman had indicated.  By the time both horses were settled, Arlen's keeper had vanished.

With a wry look, Sev leaned to Anardil and said softly, "I see what you mean.  She does seem formidable."

The woman and the little dog waited for them around the back of the house, however.  As Sev approached both woman and dog fell in beside her.

"We don't get much company, missus," the woman said.  "I'm Elly."

"I am Sev, or Sevi."

Elly nodded once, glanced over at Anardil, and pointed ahead.  "Arlen's in the garden."

The back of the house was a surprise, having a small, neat patch of green lawn, which was faced by wooden boxes cascading bright colors with the last flowers of the season.  Overhead a rickety arbor cast thin shade, and from one corner dangled a little set of chimes made of hollow reed stems cut in various lengths.  As the breeze touched them, they struck a curious, woody four-note tune.  In the warm west-facing sunlight stood a single wooden chair, and there the old man sat, a bent bundle of bones hunched in clothes that bunched as if the body within had shrunk since he put them on.  Thin white hair stood out at wild angles, gently ruffled by the brush of a passing breeze.

What caught their attention, however, was that his hands busily twisting amongst a curious rounded construct that bore countless spindly legs, like a spider made of long straws.  At his feet stood two pails filled with water and in each was submerged a coiled skein of more long straw-like reeds.

"Arlen?  We've got company."

The fuzzy white head lifted.  "Eh?  Who, Elly?"

"It's that King's man who came for tea a month or so ago.  You remember him?"  The woman touched her fingers to his thin shoulder.  "He says he has news for us."

Anardil moved to stand before the old man, knowing he could not see him but still wanting to present himself respectfully.  He could feel his heart thumping heavily and wondered briefly, irrationally if Arlen could hear it.  Arlen's pale face did not quite aim towards him as a sighted person's would, giving Anardil the sense the old man looked somewhere past him.  But there were no eyes to see, and he heard Sev draw a breath behind him.  Instead of closed, unseeing eyes there were only hollow pits of scarring in pale skin that puckered like old silk.  Scars burned long ago by a brutal, conscienceless foe, and that was why Anardil had come here.

"Hello, Arlen," he said.

The toothless gums bared in a wide grin.  "Heh.  The Ranger boy."

Sev lifted her hand to her mouth at hearing Anardil called a boy at over forty years of age.  But she remained silent as he knelt at the old man's knee.

"Yes, it's me.  How are you, Arlen?  Have you been well?"

"Well enough, I reckon.  Here, what do you think of this?"

He thrust the spidery tangle of fine reeds at Anardil, and they realized it was a flat sort of basket in the making.  Anardil took it gingerly, giving a Sev a brief glance of uncertainty.

"He makes those," Elly said behind them.  "That one will be to hold a hot pan off the table.  It's for the miller's wife."

Nodding, Anardil turned the delicate thing in his hand.  Looking more closely, he was surprised at the fineness of the work, the weave so tight he doubted water could pass through and a subtle pattern was worked in varying textures and thicknesses of reeds.

"It's very handsome," he replied.

"He can make any shape you want," Elly explained.  "Saw him make a pitcher once, spout, handle and all.  And it held water, never leaked a drop."

"Remarkable," said Anardil, not knowing anything of basketry.

Handing it back, he made sure to brush the old man's hands with the edges, and Arlen took it without a fumble.  Seemingly by instinct the gnarled hands took up the running end of the working reed and began unerringly threading it amongst the ribs of its fellows.

"Next one," Arlen said as he worked, "Will be fat on the bottom, thin in the middle and a bit wider at the top."  He abruptly turned his blank eyes towards where Sev silently stood, and opened his mouth in a voiceless, wheezing laugh.  "Curved just like a lady's waist."

"Now, Arlen," Elly chided quietly.  "Don't embarrass our guests."

"Eh, she smells nice.  What's your name, lady?"

"I am called Sev."

"Like that."  The white head bobbed once.  "Easy to say.  Sev.  Heh.  You sound pretty.  Yup.  You come for tea, too?"

Sev looked to Anardil for guidance and receiving a small nod, said, “Thank you, Arlen. And I would love some tea.”

Facing Elly, she said, “Since we were not sure where we would be at the noon hour, we brought a little hamper with some lunch.  May we share?"

That was not entirely true, for Anardil had mentioned how little this pair seemed to have, on his previous visit.  Thus before leaving the inn Sev had arranged to bring along some food, so they would not impinge upon a slim larder.  Elly's sharp look suggested she had her own suspicions, but she nodded.

"I reckon.  If you’ll come with me, missus.” 

"Tea and news, eh," said Arlen, his fingers never slowing in their deft workings of the fine reed strands.  "What sort of news would a King's man bring an ol' crazy goat like me, anyhow?"

Anardil froze where he stood and Sev did also.  Elly waited with eyes sharp as awl points.

"It is good news, Arlen," the ex-Ranger said gently, and again squatted at Arlen's side.  "Do you remember what we talked about over tea last time?"

"Yup.  The beautiful demon.  Took my eyes, he did."  His hands kept moving but now Arlen began to rock ever so gently, forward then back.  "Most beautiful face I ever saw.  And he had no soul.  No soul.  Black eyes with nothin' in 'em."

"Arlen …" Anardil braced his hand on the back of Arlen's chair as he knelt.  "Arlen, that's what I've come to tell you about.  He's dead.  Parcus is dead."

Arlen made no immediate reply.  Forward then back he rocked, his fingers dancing amongst each other and the delicate reed stems.  Anardil exchanged a quick glance with Sev, acutely aware of Elly's watchful silence.

"Heh," Arlen finally said.  "Dead you say?  His kind don't die."

"Yes, they do.  He was killed.  Two brave friends of mine killed him."

Anardil's grip on the chair became white-knuckled as he shoved aside a battering crush of memories; a terrible little room and Anoriath stricken and bleeding, and their Deby clutching a crossbow while staring with eyes mad with fear and desperation.  Yet the one who lay dead was that servant of Shadow, he who had taken especial and cruel delight in brutally enforcing the Dark Lord's will. 

Sev took a hesitant step toward Anardil, but stopped as Arlen spoke again.

"Dead, you say."  At least the old man quit rocking, though his fingers seemed to move faster than before.  "Don't know if that swallows right."

"Yes.  I saw him dead, Arlen.  I saw his body burned."  His throat felt suddenly tight as he stared up into that frail scarred old face.  "He's gone and he won't hurt anybody again."

The ache in his throat nearly clutched his voice to silence, and Anardil swallowed hard.  Ai, what empty comfort he had brought, for nothing could undo the suffering Parcus had wrought upon the slaves of Nurn for so long.  Nothing could undo the ruined lives or the emptiness where an old man's eyes should be.

Anardil bowed his head and drew a long breath, trying to push back the sick emptiness he felt inside.  And a light pressure on his hair startled him.  Arlen's old fingers touched him, one hand resting briefly on his head like a benediction.

"Nice sunny day it is," Arlen said, then.  "Warm enough to think of the spring that's comin'.  Elly, are we havin' tea or not?"

Silently Elly turned away, casting a final glance over her shoulder towards a frail old man weaving basketry, while a one-armed former Ranger sat himself cross-legged at his feet to watch.  Then with Sev beside her and the little brown dog at heel, she went to see about the tea.

******

“I’ll get the hamper,” Sev said as the women reached the front of the cottage. 

“Come in when you’re ready,” Elly replied.

Without pausing she continued to the door and disappeared inside. Scraps, however, sat himself on the doorstep watching Sev with his head cocked.

Sev nodded then stepped briskly across to pull the small hamper of food from Biscuit’s back. The horse simply lifted his head to stare at her with weeds dangling from his mouth.

For his curiously-pricked ears only, Sev murmured, “You would think I would have learned to leave well enough alone years ago.”

Biscuit made no response save to bend his head back to the business of ripping off great mouthfuls of greenery.

“Some help you are,” Sev said grasping the handle of the hamper tightly and made her way to the open door. 

Scraps growled faintly, but stopped as Sev leaned down and held out her free hand. After sniffing her hand cautiously, the little dog turned his attention to the hamper.

Rubbing his ears, Sev straightened. “There’s bound to be something in here for you too, but you’ll have to wait.”

The steamy smell of beans simmering on the hearth greeted her as Sev stepped into the dim interior. Elly looked up from the pot she was stirring and said, “Set you down, milady.”

Placing the hamper on the well-scrubbed table, Sev was struck by the almost painful neatness of the tiny house.  Despite the sparse furnishings, every object large or small was placed, folded, stacked or hung exactly in its place, and the floor was literally spotless.  She thought how easy it would be to inadvertently injure the pride of the woman who kept this house, for though all their worldly goods would probably fit in a single two-wheeled cart, it was clear Elly took great care with what little she and Arlen did have.

Responding only to the woman's overly-formal address, she said, “Just Sev, if you please.”

Elly glanced up and met Sev’s steady gaze. Swinging the teakettle on its hook closer to the fire, she said, “All right, Sev it is. Water will be hot in a minute. Will you have chamomile or peppermint?”

“Peppermint would be nice. Thank you, Elly.” Sev looked down as Scraps sat down at her feet, his eyes never leaving the hamper resting on the table. “I told you that you would have to wait.” 

“Scraps, out,” Elly said firmly, gathering four mugs on a tray.  Scraps glanced up to see if his mistress meant what she said then scampered out the door as Elly gave him a stern look.

To the tray Elly added spoons and a small jar of honey.  Dropping a round woven mat onto the table, she asked, “And what of the King’s Man, what will he have?”

“Peppermint will be fine. As long as he’s got the honey, he’ll be happy.” Sev said with a nod to the honey jar.

“Ah, a man with a sweet tooth,” Elly said,

Her hands still swept in their small tasks, taking a small tin from the mantle and adding it to the tray. Pulling a tall stool from its place by the fire, she sat down across the table from Sev.

“There’s another kind?” Sev asked with a short laugh.

Elly gave a slight smile. “Not that I’ve come across.”

Sev reached out and ran a finger across the woven mat. With a look to Elly for permission, she picked up the mat and tilted it toward the light from the open door. Subtle variations of browns and purples could be found and due to the variety of reeds used, there was texture to the pattern as well as being visually pleasing.

“This is fine work. Does he make many?” Sev said.

Elly shrugged. “Some days are better than others. He gets the trembling in his hands sometimes.”

Sev nodded with understanding and placed the mat back on the table. As the teakettle began to whistle, Elly returned to the hearth and Sev took the opportunity to study the room.  Sparse but tidy, Sev was struck again by the austerity in which these people lived and how little they had.  There was no item of ornamentation, neither needlecraft on the woman's apron nor anything to please the eye upon the mantle or window sills.  There was nothing that did not serve a purpose, and nothing was placed carelessly or haphazardly.  The only objects out of place were two large baskets near the door filled with wool and a pair of flat carding combs.

Returning to the table, Elly set the kettle on the woven mat and looked uncertainly at the hamper. Hesitantly, she said, “It’s time for Arlen’s dinner. Will your King’s Man be hungry?”

Sev’s eyes brightened and said with a laugh haunting her voice, “I’ve never known him to turn down a meal.” 

Elly gave a small snort, then with a quick glance at the one chair and the tall stool, she said, “’Tis nice enough to sit outside today. Arlen likes to soak up the sunshine when he can.”

“With your beautiful flowers close at hand that would be perfect. Shall we move the table outside?” 

Elly nodded, “Aye, that would do.”

Sev settled the hamper on the stool and pulled the chair from the table. “I’ll carry the table out.  You bring the tray and then we’ll come back for the food.”

Turning the table sideways, Sev lifted it easily through the door and followed Elly back to the garden. As they rounded the corner, Anardil climbed to his feet, his face registering surprise.

“You should have called for help,” he said.

Sev set the table beneath the arbor and pushed a strand of hair back from her eyes. “I managed quite well, but you can come along and fetch the chair.”

Within minutes, they were gathered about the small table, Arlen and Anardil occupying the chairs with Elly and Sev perched on stools. Wooden bowls steamed with servings of a thin-looking bean soup, and Sev took note how Elly carefully made certain that Anardil received a portion with small chunks of salt pork and what appeared to be turnips.  When she tried to hand Sev the next bowl, in equally ample share, Sev met her eyes solemnly, then passed the serving to Arlen.

"Hot, Arlen," Elly said as she watched, and the old man obligingly removed his hands from the table.  As Sev carefully placed the bowl, Elly laid a horn spoon beside it with a soft clunk.  "It's there."

With slow, cautious hands Arlen found both spoon and bowl, and waited with sightless face down-turned while their guests were served.  From the hamper came a loaf of white bread and a small round of cheese.  Both of these Elly gratefully received, and placed a modest portion of each beside Arlen's bowl, again with a spoken reminder to him of what she was doing.  Sev found herself gripped in a moment of sudden acute self-consciousness, as she prepared to cut off some cheese for Anardil, but her inadvertent glance towards him was greeted with a quietly smiling nod.  Strange that instant was, Elly tending to a man blinded as a slave in the Dark Lord's realm, while Sev served a man maimed in battle at the Dark Lord's gates.  

Meanwhile, Scraps was delighted to be fed a thin slice of roast beef from the hamper. Then he lay at Elly's feet to keep a watchful eye out for any morsels that fell to the ground.

"I thank you for this," Elly said, nodding over a chunk of bread and cold beef.

There was something in the contrast of hesitant appreciation in the woman's voice, and stubborn firmness in the tilt of her chin, that again warned Sev to tread gently.  It struck her that bread might be dear to these folks, if perhaps they could not often afford flour or a baker's price. And heaven knew when they had last tasted beef.

"You are welcome," Sev replied.  "We enjoyed the bread at breakfast, and a loaf for lunch sounded very good."

"Very good, yup."  Arlen nodded slowly over his bowl.

Sev found herself watching briefly as the old man ate.  Slowly and methodically the spoon rose and sank, dipping from the soup, lifting to his mouth and then returning to the bowl by precisely the same path.  The thought of blind hands fumbling hot soup was unnerving, but it appeared Arlen had long since adapted to the everyday needs of caution.

Mentally jerking her attention elsewhere, Sev tasted the soup - which though rather blandly seasoned was nonetheless pleasant - and found her eyes captured by the flowers nodding in boxes and against the house nearby.  There she realized grew several familiar flowering plants.

"Feverfew," she murmured.  "Chamomile.  Comfrey.  Lavender.  Echinacea.  Your garden is not only colorful but useful."

With a brief flicker of a smile, Elly sipped her soup before answering.  "Yes.  I like to have a few things that are useful for us.  The lavender is good, a bit under Arlen's pillow helps him sleep, for one.  You have an interest in herbs?"

Sev opened her mouth to reply, but Anardil smiled and spoke for her.  "Sevi is a healer.  She knows any number of remedies and tonics.  Why, I have even seen her cure a near-fatal hangover."

Elly eyed him impassively, then sniffed.  "If hangovers were fatal half the river folk would be dead before their twentieth summer."

Chuckling, Anardil said, "I can well imagine, lady.  But I have known a hangover or two from which death would have been a relief."

"Then a remedy seems more cruelty than kindness."

Anardil blinked before he saw the twinkle deep in Elly's pale eyes, and he grinned.  "Mayhap you are right.  Come to think of it, I have never heard that her remedy tasted good."

"I don't see why it should," Sev said.  "Anyone fool enough to do that to themselves deserves whatever they get."

They chuckled together before Elly said quietly, "'Tis a worthy calling, Sev.  There are those whom cruel fate will claim, no matter what we do, but the hands of a healer are blessed."

"Some are blessed and some are simply stubborn," Sev said. "I count myself among the stubborn."

Anardil's soft chuckle earned him a quick frown that changed to a grin as Sev met the laughter in his eyes.

"Eh, stubborn women make the best bedfellows. Right, lad?" Arlen turned his head toward Anardil.

"So I've found, Arlen, so I've found," Anardil replied, his eyes twinkling as a slow flush crept up to Sev's cheeks.

"Now, Arlen," chided Elly gently.  "You've embarrassed the lady."

Arlen reached out to pat Sev's arm. "Shouldn't be embarrassed. You've been good for the lad."

"Oh, and how can you tell?" Sev said, taking Arlen's thin, dry hand.

"I can tell," Arlen said, and his clawed fingers tightened as he beamed a blind, toothless smile. "People think you can't see without eyes. But missus, it's going on fifty years. I can see plenty.  Heh.  Folks say I'm crazy but they don't know.  Nope.  Don't know at all."

"Arlen, don't get yourself upset," said Elly rising to stand by his shoulder.

"T'ain't upset, just trying to make her understand," Arlen replied, jerking his shoulder away from her touch.  "Parcus took my eyes, but he didn't take my wits."

He whipped his head around to stare sightlessly at Anardil, or more rightly at some vague point at the middle of his chest. "You say he's dead? The truth, now."

Anardil answered firmly, "The truth, Arlen. He's dead."

Arlen began to rock slowly back and forth. "Don't rightly know if'n I can believe that.  Gotta have a soul to die.  I seen his eyes and there was no soul.  Just Shadow.  Hee.  He took my eyes, y' know."

Sev squeezed Arlen's hand to draw his attention. "Will you believe me? I was there as well, Arlen, and watched as the body was turned to ash."

For a long moment, Arlen continued to rock back and forth, then he lifted his head, though the sightless pits of his eyes appeared aimed at some point below and past Sev's shoulder.


His white brows pinched together as he said, "In Nurn? You were in Nurn?"

"Yes," Sev said quietly. "I was there."

A frown creased the old man's face and he said, "Now, boy, I thought you had better sense. After what I told you, you go and take a pretty woman near to that demon."

Anardil bowed his head as he tried to frame a reply, but Sev spoke first.  "I went because I had to, Arlen.  Parcus was hurting people in Nurn … and I have some skill at healing.  I knew I would be needed."  She paused and added quietly, "He hurt my friends.  I had to go there."

"Ehh," said Arlen, and appeared to forget that Sev still clasped his bony fingers.  Slowly his head nodded, as if in reply to words only he could hear.

But then he said, "You're a good girl."  He pulled his fingers free, but only so he could pat her hand awkwardly.  "Sev with the nice name, you're a good girl."

Thereupon Arlen carefully recovered his spoon and resumed eating.  So they returned to their lunch in the warm autumn sun and Scraps kept keen watch for crumbs.  Elly offered more of the thin soup, but Anardil and Sev both politely declined.  A look between them passed silent agreement that it was indeed fortuitous they had brought extra food with them.  The soup the four of them ate now would have probably lasted Elly and Arlen two days or more.  Anything remaining in the hamper when they were through would be left here.

Then Arlen wanted to show Anardil some of his completed basketry and dishes needed done, and so the impromptu picnic was concluded.

******

When the food was gone, Aerio and Fralen rested in companionable silence, looking out across the broad Anduin. A pair of swans glided regally by, then a few minutes later, a ship sailed upriver with a black cat perched on the bow.

Fralen laughed gently and remarked in jest, "I hope that's not Queen Beruthiel returning."

"Queen Beruthiel?" The elf had never heard of her.

"A fable," Fralen explained, "She was, if anyone at all, the wife of the first Ship King, Tarannon Falastur. He had built her a mansion in Ethir Anduin, but she hated the sea and moved instead to Osgiliath. There she lived like a hermit except for her cats, nine black and one white. 

It's said she could talk to them and that they told her the secrets of the people of Gondor and of her husband. And what they told just confirmed her opinion. She despised people, and her husband most of all. In return, everyone hated her and her pets. 

The white cat stayed home, but the black ones roamed the streets at night climbin' in through open windows. People would awaken in terror to see luminescent eyes staring at them in the dark. It got so that if anyone spotted a black cat in their path, they would turn around and walk elsewhere to avoid it." 

Aerio felt an icy chill down his spine, but sat enthralled as the fable unfolded. 

Fralen told that many folk complained to Tarannon about the spying cats, but the king was hoping still to regain the love of his wife. He sent her flowers and fair gifts; that was a mistake for she was perverse and hated things of beauty, though she herself was reputed as lovely as a mortal woman could be. But she was cruel, even to her pets. She spared only the white she-cat from her malice, for that one was as vicious as her mistress, spitting and yowling and scratching the fur from the other nine when they displeased her feline sensibilities.

King Tarannon came at last in person to see his errant wife. He shivered on the doorstep of the 'King's House' which was now known as the 'Queen's House'. In the garden he saw the marring of statues and the absence of flowers. Only the ancient, brooding yews still stood unmolested. He dreaded yet yearned for Beruthiel to open the door. After long moments, she did so. Tall and raven haired, she stood before him. Dressed from neck to toe in black, with silver chains at her throat and waist, and woven through her hair. He looked on her with longing.

"What do you want?" she spat at him.

The white cat at her heels suddenly sprang and raked the kings face with her claws then ran behind her mistress. Blood sprouted from Tarannon's face, and his anger kindled. 

"Woman, that cat must be taught its place or perish. So should all your pets. They are haunting my people and wantonly killing every songbird in Gondor. You should keep them under control or put bells round their necks."

Beruthiel laughed loud and shrill. "I'd as soon put a bell around yours so I know not to answer the door to you."

The king's face stung now with humiliation as well as the scratches. "This is my door and you are my wife. It is time you recalled it."

"No Tarannon, this is my home and I will act as I choose." Beruthiel was contemptuous. "Remove yourself. You are not fit to grace my doorstep, let alone my bedchamber."

Thus she had changed from the seemingly warm and loving woman whom he had wooed, to this cold-hearted, arrogant creature who wanted nothing from him but his wealth and the title of queen. His advisors had told him that she practiced dark arts, and he had begun to suspect so himself. He doubted she ever loved him. More likely it had been an act so he would marry her; the façade had quickly dropped.

The king forced his way into his own house avoiding his wife's nails as she attempted to add her own scratches to his face. The tales do not tell of exactly what happened inside, though some speculate she was planning, by evil means, to take control of her husband's mind and use him as a puppet to thus rule in her own right. Whatever passed between them, he came out a grimmer soul than he had entered. 

Early the next day he returned with his guards and ordered Beruthiel to bring herself, her cats and anything she wished carry with her. She was escorted to a ship. King and queen both embarked, she going instantly to her cabin where she remained, sullen and unspeaking.

The vessel sailed down the river to Ethir Anduin where the magnificent house that Tarannon built for his wife stood abandoned. Here he bid the crew disembark and he called Beruthiel to the deck.

"Madam, you want a kingdom without a king. This kingdom has one. I suggest you go and find your own. The ship will take you beyond the borders of my realm. What happens thereafter, I no longer care. Just do not return."

With that, he set the sail to catch the north wind and leapt ashore. A screeching Queen Beruthiel and her cats drifted off towards Umbar, never to be seen again. 

Aerio grinned in delight when Fralen finished. "What a marvellous tale. I wonder whether it did happen so."

"No-one will ever be sure," the man explained, "for her name does not appear in the Book of Kings."

"Nevertheless, I very much enjoyed the story. My master would tell me to seek for a moral in it. Is there one?"

Fralen chuckled. "There are probably several, but to me the moral is to be grateful that I was not born to wealth or title."

"How so?" Aerio asked with a puzzled frown.

"Me wife married me because she loves me. Me friends are me friends because they like me. I have nothing of value other than meself. A man of wealth must ask himself if his wife's love is not perhaps just greed. A man of power must question whether friendship is not just hope for influence. I may be poor, but I have a roof over me head and food to feed me family. More than that, I have what King Tarannon never did, certainty that I am loved."

The elf blinked as he digested the wisdom of these words. "Fralen, my friend, I never thought to be convinced of the value of poverty."

Finishing the last of his ale, the man grinned. "I'd rather be a beggar than a king, for then I would know the true nature of people. Everyone is generous to a king, though he needs it not. Only the truly good-hearted are generous to those in real need."

They fell silent again as they gathered up the dishes and put out the fire. Soon the two were back in the skiff and tacking towards Pelargir. Fralen explained light-heartedly that his son would be waiting for them on the dock, pretending to be concerned for his father, but really to make sure his precious boat was unharmed. Sure enough, when they arrived a young man stood waving them in.

Fralen hailed him and shouted, "Fetch a barrow, lad. We've landed a monster." 

As the Blue Jay inched towards her mooring, Aerio said, "Thank you for today. I have learnt much from you."

Fralen grasped the elf's arm, "It is I should be thankin' yee, but I hope yer also enjoyed yerself, for I certainly did."

Aerio smirked broadly. "I have seldom enjoyed my lessons more."

******

Chapter 15: King’s Ferry

October 29, 1421 SR

“I learned plant lore from my mother long ago and then trained with the healer of the Westfold in Rohan.”  Sev spoke in answer to a question their hostess asked.

“Rohan? You are a long way from home,” Elly said, her hands again busy putting things back in their places, pots and spoons and the leavings of lunch.

“In some ways perhaps,” Sev answered, looking out the window into the back garden to where Anardil sat once again at Arlen’s feet listening to the ramblings of the old man. Catching Elly’s eyes keenly watching her, Sev turned back to wiping the bowls. 

“And have you always lived in King’s Ferry?”

“Aye, all my life. Born in a house not more than a mile from here.”

“Then you have family around here?”

“Had some. But my sister and her man moved on down river a few years back. So don’t hardly see her. It’s hard to get out. Arlen takes these spells sometimes.” Elly paused, mouth tight as she studied the wrapped half-loaf of bread in her hands, then went on. “Ranting and raving like a crazy person. Full of foolishness against Parcus, ‘the beautiful demon,’ carryin' on like he's not sure if he's here or there.  Folks don’t like to hear such talk. Prefer to pretend the war and such is no part of their lives.  Afraid it'll bring trouble down on 'em.” Elly stopped and considered. “And I suppose they’re right. Onliest thing war did for folks hereabout was steal away the men.”

“Oh?” Sev said, stacking the last bowl in its place on the shelf beside the hearth. 

“Some the River takes, some went off to fight, and some just went off. Then some, like Arlen, was stole away.”

She turned to place the bread back in the lunch hamper on the floor, but Sev stopped her with a touch on her arm.  "I wish you would keep that.  And the cheese.  We'll have no need of it at the inn tonight, and it would turn dry as a stone if we kept it for the road later."

The woman's pale eyes pinned Sev sharply for an instant, and Sev added with a little more sternness, "I would hate to have to throw good food away.  Waste not, want not, my mother used to say."

Whether or not Sev's mother ever said any such thing, Elly relented enough to give a short nod, and put the lunch leavings away in her own larder.  That done, she picked up the stool Anardil had placed by the door, and pulled the largest of the wool filled baskets toward her and out the door.

"Might as well get some more sun, let the menfolks have the back."

As she took her seat, and Sev settled herself on the low front porch, Elly picked up the square carding combs.  Nimble fingers plucked small, plump hanks of wool from the basket at her left, which she drew one lock at a time across the flat face of one comb, until the fibers caught and held in the fine teeth.

“You know, for years, Arlen was just a legend. A story handed down by my mother, of how her three brothers went out fishing one day and only one came back, to tell the tale of dark men in strange ships."  With one carding comb held palm-up in her right hand, the other face down in her left, Elly began to brush the woolen fibers between them with deft, gentle motions.

"We learned his name, of course, and his brother. The Corsairs took whomever they liked and nobody could naysay 'em.  But those who are stolen away never returned. ‘Til Arlen. Came sailing in on a fishing boat one day. Sat down at the tavern of the Two Swans and asked for my mother and my uncle, Elfir, the one brother who came back. But they had died years ago of the fever."


Sev watched the wadded mass of wool becoming light and fluffy beneath Elly's ministrations, the soft rasp of the carding combs a constant rhythm as the woman continued speaking.  "The only ones left were me and my sister. She had a big family, and I had this place all by myself. Mama would’ve expected me to do it.  And since my man is gone and my boy is off to sea, why, it's only the right thing.  Arlen ain't so much trouble.  Not near the trouble of some folks, who think themselves in their right minds."  Elly glanced up quickly to add, "Beggin' your pardon, missus."

"No, I think I know exactly what you mean," Sev replied with a chuckle.

Without pause Elly reversed the combs and continued carding, the wool fluffing softly.  "I reckon I'd rather have someone to do for than not," she said.  "It might be right enough for a man to go gallivanting off on his lonesome.  But that's not what a woman is made for.  Even if she don't give herself to a husband, she's got to give herself to something.  Arlen only has so many days left.  It does my heart good to give him a home and a bit of fussin'.  He went too long without it."

A sudden blur of brown shot out of the open door as Scraps launched himself into a barking rush.  Nearby in the greenery both Sev's and Anardil's horses were staring away down the lane, where a square-built man in a wool cap was stumping towards the house.

"Scraps!" the woman cried.  "Mind yourself, now, Bren has known you since you were naught but a capful!"

Indeed the little dog whisked around the oncoming man with his little tail working frantically.  His barking ceased as he began springing repeatedly into the air, trying to sniff a large fish the man carried dangling from one hand.

"That's the weaver's husband, Brennin," Elly said, with a nod towards the basket of un-carded wool beside her.

"Afternoon, Miz Elly," the man said, as he came to a halt before the two women.  Ruddy-faced and blunt fingered, there was veiled suspicion in his eyes as he glanced towards the two grazing horses.  "All well with you?"

"Well as ever, Brennin," Elly replied.  "These folks come with news from outside for Arlen."

"Ah."  The man nodded, and it seemed he judged that whatever news from the outside world concerned Arlen, it was likely of little importance to him.  Hoisting his catch in one hand he said, "Thought I'd leave this for you."

"Why, thank you."  Nodding towards the house, her hands still in motion, Elly said, "If you would set it in on the table, I'd be obliged."

With a grunt, the man nodded to Sev then clumped past and indoors.  A shadow abruptly spilled past the corner of the house, and the women looked up to see Anardil standing with an almost perfectly round basket in his hand and a sheepish smile on his face.

"Pardon me, ladies," he said.  "But Arlen seems to have fallen asleep."

"Oh, mercy."  Quickly Elly turned the carding combs so that they faced the same way, and by the time Brennin clumped back outside she had swept the now-soft wool into a long fluffy tube.  "Brennin, please tell your wife I'll have her yarn ready by week's end.  Now I must see Arlen to his nap."

"All right."  The fisherman, for so it appeared he was, gave Anardil an instant's blank-faced appraisal, taking in the missing left arm, grey eyes and sheathed sword in one glance.  "Afternoon to you folks."

"Arlen naps after lunch," Elly said with a quick, apologetic little smile, as Brennin strode away.  "If I leave him in that chair I doubt he'd ever move right again."

"May I help?" Anardil asked.

"No, thank you."  

At her plain reply, Anardil inclined his head and stood where he was.  Then Elly set the combs in the basket, stepped to the door to drop the carded hank of wool into the other basket there, and swept away around the house.

"What do you have there?"  Sev smiled up at him as Anardil watched the woman disappear.

"Oh!"  Anardil lifted the basket for examination.  "He has quite a little collection in a shed around the other side of the house.  I rather liked this one.  I've never seen a basket so nearly round as a ball.  And it has a lid, see?  And the purple zig-zags in the weave are nice."

Sev held out her hands for it, and when he passed it to her she turned the light thing before her.  As with the other examples of Arlen's craft, the weave was marvelously tight and smooth, and different textures and colors in the reeds lent interest to both the eye and the hand.  Wide flat reeds were wrapped around the rim of the open top, and were also wrapped around two small handles at either side.  Looking at the basket, Anardil eased himself down to sit beside her.

"I was thinking of asking to buy it from him," he said quietly.  "I'm certain if I tried to leave money, Mistress Elly would have my head on a pole.  But…" He sighed, lifting his fingers to touch the rounded side of the basket and letting them drop.  "Sevi, they have so little.  That soup was almost water.  I felt bad when I saw she gave me so much meat in my bowl.  And I wonder when was the last time she had a pretty dress?"

"Anardil, where do you think a woman would wear a pretty dress around here?"  Sev gave him a stern look, to which he simply lowered his eyes and looked unhappy.  "Things alone do not make quality of life.  I do not think Elly mourns what she does not have.  What they do have is good.  A sound roof.  Clothes neat and clean.  Each other.  She would scorn your pity even as you scorn pity from others."

"I know."  Looking at his fingers in his lap, Anardil said, "But I want to buy that basket.  It won't be enough … but it will be something."  His jaw tightened as he said, "Bread should not be a rare thing at that man's table.  He has suffered enough.  He deserves better."

Sev made no immediate reply, as she ran her hands across the dry, textured smoothness of the basket in her lap.  Then she said, "I'll buy a basket or two, also.  The hobbits would like his work.  I can fit them into my packs to go home."

"- perfectly happy right where I was," came a querulous voice around the corner.  "Nice and sunny there."

"Yes, Arlen, and when you wake up in two hours, you'll have taken chill and your neck will give you no end of mischief.  Besides, you must say farewell to our guests."

"Guests?"  Shadows preceded the voices around the corner of the little house, and Sev and Anardil both rose to their feet.  "Ohhh, yes.  The Ranger boy.  Heh.  And his pretty lady."

His fingers pinching the edge of Elly's sleeve for guidance in his slow steps, Arlen once more beamed his toothless, nodding grin.

If Anardil wore a hat he would have held it in his hand, and his eyes were gentle as he cocked his head to study the old man's face.  "We wanted to thank you for lunch and tea before we go, Arlen."

"Eh, glad you came.  Not many folks come see a crazy old man.  Heh."

A pained look flickered across Anardil's face, but he held his peace in the face of Elly's opaque stare.  "It was our pleasure."

"Yup."  Arlen nodded vaguely and a note of finality crept into his voice.  "Nice seein' you again.  Got a good woman there.  Nice seein' you, missus.  Good day to you.  Liked that mint tea I did.  Can we have mint tea again next time, Elly?"

Still clutching Elly's sleeve between thumb and forefinger, Arlen shuffled towards the door, the woman carefully matching his pace.

"Yes, Arlen, we'll have mint tea again."

"Good.  Like that."

"Step up, Arlen."

"Mint tea with honey."  The white head bobbed gently, thin hair lifting lightly as thistledown as he stepped carefully onto the porch.  "Chamomile is nice, too, though." 

Glancing up at Anardil, Sev was startled to see the depths of sadness shadowing his eyes.  Silently she reached for his hand, and his fingers instantly closed firmly about hers.

"Heh."  Arlen suddenly stopped the gnarled fingers of his free hand grasping the doorframe.

"Arlen," Elly said gently.  "Come have a bit of a lie-down."

But the old man shook his head sharply and shuffled around to face their guests, still watching from below the porch.  Sunlight bathed his wrinkled face pale as parchment, but for the shadow in the scarred hollows of his eyes.  His unseeing gaze seemed directed towards Anardil's feet, but his words struck him directly.

"You swear he's dead?"

Sev felt Anardil's handclasp tighten almost painfully, as he said, "Yes.  I do swear it, Arlen."

"Say it with his name.  I want to hear it with his name."

Anardil's face was tense as if bracing against hidden pain, but he quietly took the steps between them, until he stood on the porch looking down at Arlen's bent head. 

"Parcus is dead, Arlen.  He is dead and burned and gone."

“Burned…" Arlen nodded slowly, a whole-body rocking motion from the shoulders up, and Elly's stance was both nurse and watch dog.  "Burned out of the world.  Heh."  With that he reached up and lightly patted Anardil on the arm with one claw-like hand.  "You're a good boy."

Then he turned away, and Anardil's reaching hand dropped empty.  Their voices remained as Elly and Arlen disappeared into the little stone house.

"Elly, where's my pipe?"

"You left it on the mantle, remember?"

"I don't know where I left my pipe.  You'll look for it for me, won't you?"

"Yes, Arlen.  Now get some rest."

Outside, Anardil stepped off the porch and walked to stand beside Sev.  He glanced down at the round basket Sev still held in one hand.

"I forgot to offer a price for that."

"And I forgot the food hamper in the house," Sev replied, lifting the basket to look at it.  "I suppose she'll bring it out shortly."

With a sigh, Anardil nodded and looked towards the horses, still grazing grass and weeds. Softly he said, "How we must seem to them.  We ride in on horseback to a village that probably has one carthorse to its name and all else oxen.  We bring food with us as carelessly as … I don't know what.  And I don't know if hearing Parcus is dead meant as much to him as it did to me."

"I think it meant a great deal," Sev said quietly.  "I think it's just too big a thing to absorb all at once."

"I suppose.  I hope so."

They drew away from the door in an attempt to lessen their own sense of awkwardness and waited.  Moments later Elly returned from settling Arlen, and with her she carried the lunch hamper.

Seeing Anardil begin to speak, Sev said hastily, “Anardil says Arlen has many samples of his basketry. Might I see them? I believe this round basket has caught Anardil’s fancy, and he has promised to buy me one as well, if you are willing to sell them.”

From the corner of her eye, Sev saw Anardil’s eyes widen briefly, but no other reaction did he display to this storytelling.

With a sharp look at the basket and an even sharper one at Anardil’s face, Elly said, “And what would you be wanting a basket for?”

Mindful of Sev’s words concerning pity, Anardil said with a smiling shrug, “What does anyone want with a basket? To put things in.”

Elly snorted. “Yes, and I’m sure you can find one much closer to home.”

“Not like this one,” Anardil said stubbornly.  "It's almost perfectly round.  I like it." 

Sensing that the two of them would soon be at dagger’s point, Sev stepped between them with an impassive, “I would like to see them, if I might. Surely, you would not deny me the chance to get a present out of him?”

Elly studied the Rohirrim woman carefully. “We do well enough on our own. No need for ‘help’ from outsiders.”

“Elly,” Sev said carefully placing her hand on the woman’s arm. “You have wares to sell, and buyers standing at your door. And I swear to you that I will not offer you a bit more than they are worth.”

For a long moment, Elly stared intently at Sev; then giving a jerky shrug, she said, “Come along.”

The little brown dog popped out of somewhere and scampered off at her heels.  Releasing a pent up breath, Sev followed, after giving Anardil a frown. He must be more careful, or all attempts to help would be met by the stone wall of this woman’s pride. 

Picking up the pails of water and soaking reeds from where Arlen had been working, Elly carried them to the side of the cottage where the laundry hung waving in the slight breeze. Setting the buckets down, she pulled open the door to a small lean-to set against the side of the cottage. Shelves lined two walls and a small waist high table stood along a third. Much of the shed was filled with tools used in gardening or gathering crops, but one shelf was devoted to the products of Arlen’s skilled fingers.

"Oh!" said Sevilodorf in mild surprise.

A light, sweet grassy scent greeted their senses as they eyed stacked and tied coils of reeds and sea grasses.  Some were in wide, flat strips, some half-round on one face and flat on the other, and others were thin as straw.  Nor were all one color, the reeds appearing in a neutral blond but also in varying muted reds, almost to purple.  Crowning the raw materials, however, was the astonishing variety of woven objects carefully stacked along the shelf.  Some were small boxes and seemed made for a lady's hand.  Others were large, sturdy enough for harvesting fruits and yet still comely in their design.  Yet other baskets seemed woven as much for the joy of creation as utility, flowing in graceful rounded shapes and adorned with warm patterns of contrasting color and texture.  Though Arlen could not see his wares, it was obvious he felt the beauty in the differing materials beneath his fingertips, and did not stint in giving his creative instincts free play.

Under Elly’s watchful eye, Sev picked several baskets and carried them to the table.  There she examined them in the light from the door. 

“I like this one very much. Just the right size for Erin, don’t you think?” Sev said, holding up a small basket with a hinged cover for Anardil to examine.  “And this is a much nicer hamper than the one we got from the inn. It would be handy to have.”

Turning to face Elly directly, she continued, “Do you have more mats like the one Arlen was making today? I have a long journey back to Northern Ithilien and many baskets would make a cumbersome pack.”

The look Elly gave her was skeptical, as she tried to reconcile what sort of packs a lady healer of Rohan would be ferrying to North Ithilien, but she made no comment.

“Yes, they’re over here.” Elly reached down beneath the table and pulled out a rolled up mat to spread upon the table. This one was rectangular and much larger than the one Arlen had been working on. “There’s several this size for laying places at the table and a handful of those the size Arlen was weaving today.”

“Ah, these would be perfect. I especially like the variety of colors. Do you dye the reeds or is this natural?”

“Some of both. I describe the reeds and sometimes Arlen wants a different color, so we dye those. But most are natural.”

“Good, that means the color will hold.” Sev pulled a small purse from inside her leather jerkin and pointed at the small hinged basket and the mat. “The round basket and the hamper I will let Anardil bargain for, but these I will purchase myself.” Sev named a price of several copper coins.

Though engrossed in scrutinizing reeds and basketry, Anardil without turning said, "And I will give ten coppers for the round one and the hamper that Sev wants.”

Sev saw the uncertainty in Elly’s eyes and said firmly, “You have no need to be thinking that we do this out of any charity. Arlen’s work is as fine as any I’ve seen in Minas Tirith. The coins we offer are only their fair price.”

Tracing the thin line of purple reed that ran through the mat spread before her, Sev added, “In truth, you could reasonably expect to get more, if you could get them to the marketplace of Pelargir.” Giving Elly a small smile, she smoothed the mat with her free hand. “I have friends who will appreciate the workmanship and find good use for such items. If you are willing to part with them, I will take all of the mats for a price corresponding to the first.”

“All?” Elly once again drew herself up proudly, determined to refuse any hint of charity.

“All. What I don’t give to my friends, I will trade. They are light enough to carry easily, so will be no burden to my horse.”

“And if they were, I suspect you would still take them,” Elly said with a touch of asperity.

“Nay. For I am Rohirrim and would never overburden my horse.” With twinkling eyes, Sev added, “I’d make Anardil and Baran carry them for me.”

Startled, Anardil looked up from his study of wickerwork cleverly formed around a large clay urn, but met Elly's chuckle with a smile and half-bow.

"I live to serve, ladies," he said.

Returning her attention to Sev, Elly gave the other woman an appraising look.  "For a healer woman, you have an uncommon keenness for trading and selling."

"My family are traders," Sev replied.  "And I do a little business of my own, with herbal remedies and tonics."

From her purse, Sev counted out the agreed-upon coins. Pushing them across the table, she said, “I will need some string to tie them up.”

Elly’s reluctance faded visibly, but she still protested, “’Tis too much for such things.”

Sev threw up her hands and exclaimed, “Take it, before I let you convince me and then I will have to live with the shame of having cheated you out of a fair price.”

“Very well, but you must take the basket as a gift,” Elly said indicating the round basket that sat at Anardil’s feet. 

“What? You would save her from shame, but doom me?” Anardil said indignantly, and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “A female conspiracy is what this is.”

“Poor man,” Sev said to Elly. “You know how they are about honor and all. Especially a King’s Man. I think what you should do, Elly, is double the price he’s willing to pay or perhaps triple it. Thus insuring his honor.”

“Thus insuring that we spend the night under a hedgerow, as I will have nothing to pay the innkeeper,” Anardil said dryly.

Sev looked thoughtful. “Double only then, Elly. I have no desire to sleep in a ditch.”

“Half the price he offered and that is final,” said Elly with a laugh. 

"Done," exclaimed Anardil, reaching out to grasp her hand and seal the bargain.

The smile he gave her would have melted the heart of a stone troll, but Elly merely snorted softly as she returned his clasp.  Then she turned to help Sev roll and tie the mats for easy of transport, and did not see when Anardil's smile faded to far-away sadness.  Anardil picked up his new basket and his shadow briefly blocked the door as he walked out into the sunlight.

Minutes later Sev and Anardil were both mounted, looking down at Elly's pale blue eyes and faded grey hair.  Sev's woven mats were securely tied behind her saddle while the new hamper proved large enough to hold the other hamper with the small basket selected as a gift for Erin tucked away inside. Anardil now had Arlen's round basket bobbing incongruously at his knee.  Elly smiled slightly as she noticed it.

"It was a kind thing you did," she said.  "Comin' here.  Nothing undoes what evil has done, but I think it's a good thing for his heart."

"I hope so, lady," Anardil said softly.  "And I hope some day, if it's not too much trouble, I might have tea with Arlen again."

"Won't be trouble," Elly said, and the weary lines of her face softened as she looked up at him.  "Ain't often anybody takes the time.  And I think sometimes he misses never having a boy of his own."

Abruptly she turned from him, and in silence reached up to clasp Sev's hand, a gesture that caught the Rohirrim woman by surprise.  Then Elly stepped back, and her faded skirts wrapped softly against her shins as she walked towards the house, the little brown dog frisking at her feet.  She did not turn to watch as Sev and Anardil rode away

*****

Chapter 16: Road to Pelargir

October 30, 1421 SR

Mindful of the fact that they were due in Pelargir before dusk or risk an Elven hunting party on their trail, Sevilodorf and Anardil left the inn after an early breakfast, despite a restless night.  Sev had quickly fallen asleep as Anardil curved warmly against her, but awoke in the deep hours of night to realize he was wide awake, staring up at the dark ceiling.  Her mumbled inquiry gained nothing but a kiss and whispered request that she go back to sleep.  Naturally she could not, when he lay there so wakeful he fairly crackled alertness.  Whatever troubled his mind the body needed rest, and so Sev snugged herself against him and began rubbing his temples with slow, calming strokes.  He lay still a moment more then turned towards her with a sigh and let her fingers soothe the unspoken thoughts behind that brow.

"Do you wish to talk?" Sev had murmured.

"Tomorrow," he whispered.  And at last his breathing deepened and slowed, though Sev found her own sleep less easy to regain.

Now the blue sky with pale wisps of clouds sailing eastward held promise that this last day of October would prove to be fine. The steady, muffled thudding of hooves marked their passage along the rutted track back towards Pelargir, as golden leaves whispered underfoot.  Ever and anon Anardil let Sev draw him into trivial conversation, but while he was attentive and smiling when she spoke, he drifted into distracted silence once the exchange passed.  Whatever had preyed on his mind last night was with him today, and Sev had a good idea what it was.  As the morning wore away, she suddenly turned in her saddle and gave him a stern look.

“Do all Rangers take the burdens of the world upon their shoulders or just you, Hal and Anoriath? I’ve even seen this tendency to assume responsibility for everything in Bob, though he hides it well. And Elros is a still pool with, no doubt, hidden depths where he tries to solve all problems.” 

Shaken from his reverie, Anardil gave a crooked smile and said, “Ah, so you’ve heard of Elros and his wounded doves.”

“Not much, but I would prefer to listen to tales of Elros and his ladies, or even of Bob’s escapades, than to watch you worry yourself into a depression over whether you did the right thing or not. It is never wrong to try to offer comfort where comfort is deserved.” Sev continued in a puzzled tone, “Anardil, I can not understand; why are you so upset about Arlen? He deserved to know. Elly thought it was a good thing. Trust her.”

“I’m not sure I understand myself."  Anardil cocked his head as he studied the soft flicker of autumn leaves against blue sky.  "Perhaps I expected more of a reaction.”

“I think the one you got was enough. Arlen is old and was a captive for many years. It will take time for it all to sink in. Eru knows, Elanna is still haunted by Parcus.”

“Her torment was different.”  His expression darkened as he watched the path ahead.  "Forgive me for saying it, Sev, but there are particular cruelties that evil readily afflicts upon women, which men are not apt to endure."

“How does one compare torment? Arlen may not have been used as Elanna was, but he spent over sixty years as slave. Fifty of it blind. I dare not think why Parcus chose to allow him to live so long. What purpose would there have been?”

“To hold him up as an example," was Anardil's tight reply.  "This is what becomes of those who displease the monsters who enforce the Dark Lord's will.”

“Yet, think Anardil."  Now that she had the subject in the open, Sev was determined to pursue it to its close.  "Parcus' own cruelty ultimately led to his undoing. Without Arlen, you would not have been in Nurn, nor I think would Faramir have responded so quickly to Halbarad’s information, if it were not for your report.”

“Surely, Sev, you do not think my words carry that much weight.”

“I most certainly do. I have heard the Rangers speaking of the meeting with Faramir and how you appeared. They feel that your words were important to him, why don’t you?”

“Faramir would have acted the same with or without my information.  Halbarad came with word that not one, but two of Faramir's own Rangers were caught in Parcus' web, and nothing I said could add to the import of that.”

“Maybe. Or maybe our journey was hastened because of it. Surely, it would have made more sense for him to insist that Halbarad and the rest of us wait for the White Company. It was your news that tipped the scale and led Faramir to realize that speed was of the utmost importance, not strength of arms. And though Halbarad was captain, do not think I did not notice that he relied on you for information and support.”

"He relied on all of us."  Anardil paused as his horse eyed a shadowy puddle in the road before splashing through it.  "I did what Elros and Bob did, and that was our duty and our captain's bidding, no more."

“I don’t care," Sev said doggedly.  "I know what I saw, you can protest ‘til the sky turns green that you are not the stuff of legends, but you are. All of you are. And I wonder what I am doing in such company. Not that you now have the slightest chance of getting rid of me.”

He turned his head and gave her a steady look, one eyebrow cocked.  “After all the trouble I have gone to, why would I want to get rid of you?”

"I can think of several people who could recite you a rather long list." Sev made a dubious face. "Which reminds me, Liam wants to have supper with us, when he gets to Pelargir on the fourth."

Anardil blinked at this rapid change in topics. “Liam? Who exactly is Liam?”

Sev opened her eyes wide. “Exactly? Well, let me think. Liam might become husband to Esiwmas’ sister, Leneswyn. So that would make him a first cousin by marriage. Though all my relations to the family are through marriage, so if you want to be exact, you would have to call him a friend.”

Anardil nodded carefully. “And why does he want to have dinner with us?”

“Three possibilities. One, he’s spying on you for Esiwmas, who for some irrational reason believes that he needs to look out for my welfare. Two, he might want to warn you about what you are getting yourself into. Or three, he’s looking for a free meal. Personally, I would go with a combination of the three.” 

“Ah, in-laws.”  Veiled humor glinted in Anardil's glance.

“So to speak.” Sev shrugged. “He is the trail master for the pack train that runs from Linhir to Minas Tirith. As well as a soon-to-be relative. He will report everything he considers interesting to Esiwmas, so be warned.”

“And do you want to have dinner with him?”

“To be honest, yes. Liam went above and beyond the call of duty on my trip from Minas Tirith.”

“Oh, how is that?”

Sev grinned wickedly. “He taught Aerio Rohirric.”

The ex-Ranger laughed aloud before answering, “Kept the elf occupied, did he?”

“You might say that. If you consider learning the many versions of several Rohirric drinking songs an occupation.”

"Hmm, I see Aerio and I shall have to spend a little more time together."

"Bite your tongue!"  In mock horror Sev stared at him, seeing vibrant visions of an elf and a one-armed Ranger both singing bawdy Rohirric songs - badly.  "If you even think of it, I'll be forced to have you both flogged."

“My lady, then I surrender before I have started."  Mischief danced in Anardil's eyes.  "Although being naughty may have its rewards."

"Oh, you!"

Sev shot him an exasperated glance and firmly kicked Biscuit into a reaching trot.  She did not, however, escape before she glimpsed his wicked and thoroughly smug grin.

Seconds later Baran's long legs trotted alongside, and Anardil settled him once more into stride beside her.  A moment more and the man spoke again above the quick thumping of their accelerated pace.

"Sevi, I apologize for disturbing you with my foolish thoughts.  I know I disrupted your sleep last night, and I've not been the best of company, but I -."

"Anardil, for pity's sake!"  Abruptly Sev settled Biscuit to a walk, then stopped and sat with a look of purest annoyance waiting for Anardil to halt and turn back to her.

"I do not see what on earth you are apologizing for," she said firmly, as he halted his horse facing her.  "If I have your friendship as you claim, then sharing of thoughts, however foolish, is part and parcel of the arrangement.  Do I really have to tell you this?  It is not your place to bear me through the rough places in life and yet ask nothing for yourself.  If you cannot trust me to listen and understand your heart, at least as best as I am able, then what good is friendship at all?"

He simply regarded her for a moment, and she found herself foolishly distracted by the thought of how well he looked, sitting tall on that horse with blue sky and golden leaves behind his square shoulders.  Did he have any idea how hard it was for her to hold a coherent thought when he wore the smile that even now slowly spread across his face?

Chuckling softly, he nudged his horse forward until they sat stirrup to stirrup.  There he dropped the reins and reached to brush his knuckles against her cheek.

"My dear lady," he said gently, his eyes never leaving hers as his fingers traced the soft line of her chin.  "Then shall we make it another bargain?  I will try harder to bore you with the trivialities rattling around in my head.  And you, meleth nin, will likewise open the gates to your heart, should you find yourself troubled or hurt or simply needing an ally.  Can we do that?"

She caught his hand before he could pull away, and held it briefly against her heart.

"Yes," was all she said, but he read the fullness of her answer in her eyes.

A lopsided and very pleased smile quirked his lips as they again turned to the road.  "I wish my father were here to ask questions of," he said lightly.  "I find there is more bargaining involved in winning a woman than in the securing of conquered cities."

"Of course," Sev replied playfully.  "Besides, what worth is there in something too easily won?"

Anardil laughed, and together they rode on.  After a while he spoke once more.

"I suppose I can be content with knowing Arlen knows the Dark Lord's last disciple is dead.  Whatever he chooses to make of it is for him to decide."  He sighed as he looked over at Sev.  "But I just wish we could have done more than buy a few baskets.  I wish there were a way I could help that good old man live his last days in just a little more comfort and plenty.  I wish … I could have done something to help."

"I know," Sev replied gravely.  "I would have bought every basket they had, if I had a way to transport them.  But Elly would have correctly seen it as an impulse born of charity, and I would have done more harm than good."

The horses thump-thumped on for a few beats, then Sev said, "We can't always fulfill the impulses of our hearts, Anardil, no matter how well we mean.  Sometimes inequity and unfairness simply exists, and no one is at fault and no one can change it."

A moment more, then Anardil said, "I know.  But I don't have to like it."

"No.  You can't help caring."  She smiled as his eyes met hers.  "If you were otherwise, you would not be the man who so annoyingly persists in worming his way into my heart."

His eyes were shining as he asked, "Then I have your heart, my lady?"

It was her turn to reach to him, fingers lightly brushing the side of his jaw.  "Now what do you think?"

********

Aerio awoke early the next day with two sentences running through his mind. The one that troubled him most had been spoken by Fralen: 'Only the truly good-hearted are generous to those in real need.' The second sentence belonged to a baker: 'It would almost be a crime to come upon my shop and deprive yourself of the pleasure of this dish.'

One knot tied the two together; a man called Aiwendel. The previous morning Aerio had no thoughts of seeking him out again - what was to be gained from more time with the beggar? And he admitted to himself that, while looking forward to sailing, he had also wondered what could be gained from a day with a one-legged fishmonger. 

Now he knew - a pearl, a pike, a fable, a change of heart and mind. 

What should he want to gain from a beggar? Surely the whole idea is to give and not seek any return. And what would be the cost of the requested gift? A long walk in the pleasant autumn sunshine and a few coins. 'Only the truly good-hearted are generous to those in real need.' Aerio had thought himself good-hearted. Now he wondered.

He also wondered about the fruit pie. The elf never did have even a taste of it. Could it have proven as delectable as the baker claimed and as Aiwendel reported? Had he missed a gastronomic delight and thus the chance to tease the hobbit lasses back home with tales of a confection more delicious than theirs?

The warring sides of his nature found common ground. He would return to the bakers and buy a pair of fruit pies, thus ensuring that he could sample one, even if the beggar's 'friend' actually appeared. Two huge pies between three people were surely enough to go round.

Thus, just before noon, Aerio sat on the ground in a familiar wild grove and sliced into the reputedly exotic pie. He took his first bite with a thrill of anticipation … He chewed and savoured … It was nice … but that was all. Aerio would not be able to tell Meri that it surpassed her baking, for it did not. The elf's appetite waned but he continued to eat as he awaited the beggar.

"Well met, lad."

Aerio nearly choked. He coughed and spluttered for a moment. This was impossible; his ears had been awaiting the man's approach.

"How do you do that?" he demanded.

"It's a knack, of very little use except for surprising young elves." The old man's eyes twinkled with merriment.

Aerio put down the slice of pie and blew out an audible breath. "Such a knack would make you a hunter of great skill."

"Aye, " Aiwendel replied cheerfully, "but as I do not hunt, it is, as I said, of very little use."

"I've brought the pie as you requested. Two, in fact." Aerio attempted to retrieve both his composure and superiority; though a part of him suggested 'be content with composure.' The elf continued, "If your friend appears, there will be enough for the three of us."

"My friend will indeed appear, but he won't want the pie, and just as well. For if he did, two would not be sufficient." The old man cackled with delight.

Aerio was already repenting his decision. He had, in reality and metaphorically, bitten off more than he wanted to chew. The pie was not that good. The man disturbed him; he was sounding quite as mad as before.

A broad grin spread over Aiwendel's face as he lowered himself to the ground and received a slice of pie. "I could eat this by the bucket," he confessed. "I rarely get anything but fresh fruit and vegetables."

"Then tuck in," Aerio invited.

His own mouth felt full of dust as he pondered the logical dichotomy. Aiwendel had more stealth than one of the Eldar, or maybe he could just appear out of the air, but he also seemed almost senile. And he appeared to take great pleasure in disconcerting the very person he had asked a favour of, which seemed a poor form of gratitude.

"Here's my friend now," Aiwendel suddenly announced, crumbs and juice accompanying his words.

Aerio glanced all around. There was no-one approaching. Would this 'friend' suddenly materialise as the old man did? Now to top it all, the sun went in. Surely not more clouds, he was weary of rain. Aerio scowled upwards, then his mouth dropped open.

"Yes, that's him, Palanfëa. It means far-ranging spirit, as you no doubt know."

The elf continued to stare skyward, not noticing how Aiwendel studied his astonished face with unbridled glee.

Circling round and round, flying lower and lower, was the majestic, golden form of an eagle. In breathless awe, Aerio gazed, his mind reckoning automatically that the creature must have a wingspan of at least ten fathoms. Its long pinions rippled, glistening with sunlight, as it steered a path through the airways.

Now Aerio could hear the whisper of wind through the bird's feathers as it glided down, and the powerful 'thwump' of the occasional beats of its wings. He saw a pair of piercing, yellow eyes fixed upon his own, and he stared back mesmerised, while clambering slowly to his feet. The man also stood to greet the arrival.

In a leaf-swirling gale of down-flight, the eagle sailed to the ground and folded his astonishing wings. "Well met, Aiwendel. You said nothing about an elf joining us," Palanfëa spoke in a soft, measured voice as he nodded his alarming beak towards Aerio.

The old man smiled up at his avian companion and explained, "Aerio has kindly brought me something to eat. He will be leaving us when I have done with my lunch."

Blinking his eyes, large and bright as polished gold plates set with ebony, the eagle looked directly at the elf. "You have done a service for my good friend. I thank you."

"More than one," Aiwendel interjected. "He has twice assisted me, at cost to himself, and he has travelled the length of Pelargir to do so. Alas, I have no way to ever repay him, for all he seeks of me is knowledge of what this city once looked like, and I am ignorant of such things."

The eagle was silent, but cocked his head on one side, as if in thought.

Aerio began to protest, "I want nothing in return, Aiwendel. I knew you could not help me with my curiosity."

The man chuckled. "Aye, I suspect you thought you knew such." Turning to the eagle, Aiwendel said, "I'll be a while yet. The elf brought me a massive feast. I'm sorry to delay you."

"It is no trouble to me, sage," Palanfëa replied. "I was just thinking, there is evidence of the outlines of the ancient city visible to me when I fly over. Maybe I could describe it to Aerio?"

"Wonderful," Aiwendel smiled, casting a sidelong glance at the elf who looked as if he might explode with excitement. "Or better still, you could show him."

The eagle cocked his massive head again. "Aye, I could, if you are in no hurry."

"No hurry at all." The old man chuckled and turned to the elf. "What are you waiting for?"

Aerio just stared back at him, nonplussed. 

Shaking with suppressed mirth, Aiwendel composed himself and urged the elf, "Go climb on Palanfëa's back. He is going to show you an aerial view of the city … or should that be an Aerio view?" The man broke out laughing again.

Not believing any of his senses, Aerio looked up at the eagle.

"Come on, elf, before I change my mind. I don't normally offer sight-seeing tours," Palanfëa said dryly.

Aerio gathered his wits. This was a chance that few in Middle Earth had ever been offered, none but those most renown and noble (though he was not sure how Aiwendel figured in the list). "Please tell me if I hurt you or do something wrong," Aerio asked the bird as he climbed delicately onto its soft feathers.

"You won't hurt me. You are an elf and a particularly slender one at that. I will hardly notice your weight. Seat yourself up near my neck and hang on tightly to the plumage there. I don't want to have to perform any mid-air rescues."

Doing as instructed, Aerio found that the feathers at the eagle's neck had firm roots and were easy to grip, making him feel secure … well … almost secure.

"Are you ready?" Palanfëa asked.

"I think so." Aerio's voice wavered slightly.

"Hold on! Take off is a bit stormy." 

The eagle unfurled his wings and Aerio glanced from side to side enthralled by their sheer span. Then the pinions rose, slowly arching above him, and as they descended again in a roar of wind, the eagle took flight.

Aerio's stomach suddenly felt strange and detached. The ground fell away alarmingly beneath him, spinning slowly, as the eagle spiralled upwards. Fear gripped him momentarily but then the most wonderful exhilaration took over. As the eagle soared, Aerio found himself laughing. A loud  "Whahoooo!" escaped unbidden from his mouth.

He realized instantly that this might be a distraction to his host. "Sorry, Palanfëa," he shouted against the rushing wind.

"No apology is needed," the eagle's soft voice drifted back to Aerio. "Your exclamation was quite gratifying. Wizards are seldom as exuberant."

The elf was overwhelmed with joy, feeling the massive power of the creature beneath him and the unexpected substance of the currents on which they both rode. There were unseen valleys and mountains in the air. He felt the dip and rise of them. The eagle glided effortlessly over the invisible hills, and beat his wings to stay aloft when he met the vales. 

Tears welled in Aerio's eyes. He knew not whether they were from the wind's blast or from the fullness of his heart. He cared not, allowing them to stream unheeded down his cheeks. Never, in all his manifold dreams and wishes, had he imagined anything like this. His heart felt near to bursting.

"Look now." The eagle's words reminded Aerio of the reason for this flight. "You will see the traces of the ancient … " Palanfëa searched for words that had little meaning to himself. " … tripartite inner city. I am going to fly higher yet, for I know there are more outlying features."

As the eagle angled his flight to facilitate the view, Aerio looked down, all the way down to the city below. He felt Valar-like, seeing the structures of men made miniature, palaces like tiny boxes, roads mere lines as on a map. Superimposed on the current reality, he saw the ghost of the original Pelargir. It had been, as he had surmised, a triangular island, graced with geometric gardens where the romantic figures of mortal history once wandered.

Palanfëa beat his mighty wings and the scene below receded yet further. Tattered mists passed by and, with astonishment, Aerio realised what they were. He could reach out and touch a cloud.

"Look, look," Palanfëa urged. "The remnants of the city walls."

The elf could see the traces of the circular defences rippling out from the main city. What a sight it must have been when men first built it. He would capture all this on parchment. With his master's consent, he would send to the king the original plans of Pelargir. Maybe one day the city would be restored to its early glory - riding in the vaults of the sky made anything seem possible.

"Do you think Aiwendel will have completed his lunch by now?" The eagle reminded Aerio that time was limited. 

Collecting his experiences together, the elf realised just what the old man must be. He replied, "I expect Aiwendel will finish his lunch when we complete his wishes. I think maybe we have done that."

"Wise elf," the giant bird replied.

Palanfëa began his descent and, all the way down, Aerio felt his stomach trailing behind him, hovering somewhere above his head. The features of the landscape below gradually resolved into identifiable objects which grew and grew and grew.

"Hold tight," the eagle warned, and with a tremendous bounce, he touched the ground and drew himself erect.

The elf scrambled lightly down the golden feathers and stood before Palanfëa. "I will never find words sufficient to express my profound gratitude, my utter thankfulness, my appreciation …"

"Did you enjoy yourself?" the eagle interrupted.

"Oh yes," Aerio sighed.

"Then that is all the reward I need. Besides, it was Aiwendel that granted this gift."

"Yes, he did," Aerio agreed and turned to where the old man stood.

"Sir," he said, making a humble bow to the crumb-encrusted, juice-stained … wizard. "I came here to give someone I thought to be a beggar a morsel to eat. You are no beggar, but one to whom I should kneel. And you have repaid my small gesture many, many thousand-fold, and with something that all the wealth in the world could not buy. I will be happily in your debt forever."

Aiwendel snorted. "It was a very nice pie, and you are a very nice elf, kind-hearted and quick to learn. I am indeed a beggar for I posses nothing, nothing but friendships, so I am also rich. You gave me what you could, and I repaid your kindness likewise. I wish no debt of you, for such things are too heavy for an old man to carry." 

"Just one little, light thing then. Might I give you that?" Aerio asked.

The wizard smiled indulgently. "What?"

"The name of my home," Aerio smirked. "The Burping Troll Inn. If you ever pass by Mordor, please stay a while there for we have hobbits, and hobbit lasses cook the most exquisite fruit pies in the whole of creation."

"Ah, lad, now that is tempting indeed," Aiwendel admitted. "I might well call by one day. The Burping Troll, eh. I'll remember that. Now I must go. Goodbye, Aerio. I'm glad we met."

"So am I, sir, very much so. Fare well." 

Aerio watched as the wizard climbed upon the eagle with surprising agility. Then the elf stood in the turbulent downdraught as the bird took flight, waving and crying out, "Fare well, Palanfëa. Fare well, Aiwendel."

Gazing up, he remained unmoving until the giant eagle dwindled to a small smudge in the sky. This had been a day indescribable, unbelievable. He would keep it as a precious secret in his heart. Maybe he would one day tell his master. Perhaps when he had drawn the city maps and could show the things that he had seen. Maybe.

Aerio suddenly recalled his duty, coming finally and abruptly down from the clouds in his mind. Sevilodorf! She should be on her way back by now. He would have to hurry to meet her. 'And she better be back on time,' the elf thought to himself, 'or I will indeed go looking for her.'

******

Angling northwest, their trail became more and more well traveled as they approached the crossroads, which would put them on the main road connecting Linhir and Pelargir. Biscuit seemed to honor whatever truce he and Anardil had struck, bribed further by bread heels left from breakfast, so the man no longer rode in fear of being knee-capped by jealous equine teeth.  At last they trotted on the tracks of wagons, horses and people, and now and again nodded to slower travelers as they passed.  But as the sun slipped behind the upper reaches of the Ephel Duath away to the East and fellow travelers sought shelter for the night, Sev and Anardil found themselves alone on an empty stretch of road.  Then far ahead among the long bands of evening shadow and fading sunset they saw a lone rider slowly closing the distance toward them. 

“I don’t know whether to be happy that he cares so much, or totally enraged that he thinks me so incapable of caring for myself,” Sev said quietly to Anardil, as it became obvious that the rider approaching them was none other than Aerio. “Though totally enraged earned me nothing but a scolding from Celebsul, a headache from arguing with Halbarad, and Aerio as a traveling companion.”

“I wondered how that came to be.” Anardil cast her a faint smile.

“Celebsul tricked me."  Sev frowned as she contemplated just how her venerable elf friend had pulled it off.  "Made it seem like I was doing him a favor by taking Aerio out into the world and rubbing his nose in the fact that mortals do have wisdom of a kind, though it is not as long lasting as the elves’.” She shook her head ruefully. “And Aerio was caught in a similar trap, as I am not his first choice of traveling companion.”

“Why ever not?  You appear to get along quite well.”

“Aerio thinks my decision making is too hasty and decidedly inconsistent.” Catching the grin that Anardil tried to hide, Sev said, “I know, I know. You think he’s right, but it works for me.”

“Dearest," Anardil said wryly.  "I know of few men who do not shake their heads in total confusion when faced with the workings of the female mind.”

“What’s to be confused about?” Sev said. “Women, as a whole, are merely more practical than men.”

“I yield the contest, my lady, as I would prefer to maintain the harmony we have achieved.”

“Coward,” Sev replied with a grin.

“Nay, my lady, practical.” Anardil countered, his answering grin canting roguishly to one side. “It is to my benefit to remain in your good graces. It makes mealtimes so much more pleasant.” 

There was a warmth lurking behind his teasing that instantly recalled their noon stop in a small, secluded meadow along the way.  It was a lovely little spot, a lawn of green grass roofed in boughs of whispering gold and crimson.  The innkeeper had provided a lunch for the road, but somehow neither Sev nor Anardil remembered much about food.

“You delight in making me blush,” Sev scolded as heat filled her face. “And pray remember that elves have exceptional hearing.”

Chuckling, Anardil said, "Then he will hear only that an old blind man so preyed on your compassion, that you're coming home with as many baskets as you can comfortably hang on your horse."

Sev simply glanced pointedly at the round basket still bobbing in its place at Anardil's knee, and snorted.  Moments later Biscuit's ribs inflated around a large breath and he whinnied to the on-coming Elven horse.  Aerio turned onto the roadside and waited until they caught up to him, whence he fell in at Sev's side.

"It is sundown the third day, and I am here, as promised."  The elf's trademark teasing smirk was on his handsome face as he said, "I trust you had a good trip?  You seem to be burdened with somewhat unusual souvenirs."

"The hobbits will like them, I think," Sev replied, resisting the urge to shoot Anardil a warning glare.  "The old man we went to see does marvelous work."

Aerio cocked his head as he peered at the bundle of mats and basketry bound to the back of Sev's saddle.  Yet he replied blandly, "So it seems."

"By the way, I do ask your pardon, Aerio," Anardil put in.  "We would have returned sooner, but it was such a fine day we stopped for a picnic."

Before Aerio's agile mind could fasten on that information, Sev asked, "And what did you do while we were gone, Aerio?"

"Hmm?"  Aerio blinked and gave an enigmatic little smile.  "Oh, I met a few people, took in a few sights."

He turned his dreamy gaze forward and dropped his hands to his thighs, letting his horse find his own way.  Sev observed his faraway expression, and then turned her head to look at Anardil, and both could only shake their heads.  There was really no accounting for the strange turns of elvish thought. With Aerio thus preoccupied amidst his own musings, the trio continued the last mile into Pelargir.

Chapter 17: Pelargir

November 1, 1421 SR

"Aerio, you are not hearing me!" Sev cried in exasperation.  "Women frequent the market place here every day, and they do not have elven warriors lurking at their shoulders.  It is not necessary."

"It is what I was sworn to do," Aerio stubbornly replied.  "This is a grand old city, but there lurks beneath the surface much that is less than savory."

The two of them stood in the middle of Anardil's loft room, elf and woman unconsciously mimicking each other in hands-on-hips poses of vexation.  Anardil himself, however, sat silently at his small table, watching them with his hand over his mouth and amusement glimmering in his eyes.  He dearly loved watching Sev with that fire in her eyes, knowing that the same flame fueled both her passion and her compassion.  But it also tickled him to no end to watch her stand toe-to-toe with a tall, aristocratic elf many times her age, looking for all the world as if she was seriously considering turning said elf over her knee.

"Moreover," Aerio staunchly continued, "The very nature of your foreign appearance and accent - yes, you do still speak the Common Tongue with a trace of a Rohirric accent - marks you as a stranger to this city, which is a factor these other women do not have to contend with.  You stand out, Sevi."

"And well that I do!" she retorted.  "I am a business woman.  All the better to remain clear in my prospective clients' memories."

"Sevi, you are turning my words against me - ."

"No, I am speaking sense.  Your concerns for my safety are admirable, but they are overdone.  I have learned the ways of this city that I intend to frequent, and the fact that I stand out, as you say, does not mean some lurking footpad is going to find me foolishly wandering dark alleys, making a target of myself."

"I know that, I have faith you possess greater wisdom that that, but that is not my point!"  Huffing a sharp breath of frustration, Aerio turned and said, "Anardil, please reason with her!"

"Me?"  Anardil's eyebrows rose.  "Oh, no.  You two sort this out.  It is not in my best interests to have either of you angry with me for siding with the other."

“In other words, you see merit in both sides, as well as have concerns with both.” Sev said quickly. “So, out with them.”

Aerio folded his arms across his chest and lifted his chin imperiously.  "Yes, please do speak.  An impartial opinion from someone who knows this city would be welcome - if some people are willing to hear it."

Ignoring Aerio's glare towards Sev, but unable to ignore Sev's toe beginning to tap in waning patience, Anardil sighed. 

"Very well.  I say this.  You are in little danger during the daylight hours as long as you remain out of the back alleys and away from the grimmer parts of town. Even if you met with a pickpocket, I would lay odds on you coming out the winner in that contest."  A brief grin flickered across his face, but then his look softened.  "However, I fear your impulsive nature, Sev. If you took it to mind that you were going to the aid of another, you would rush off no matter what dangers might be present for yourself.”

Aerio smirked as Sev glared. 

“I will not be caged like a prisoner,” she exclaimed, and flung an arm toward the window. "The other women on this street go about their business unguarded. Why am I to be treated differently? Must I vow on my mother’s grave that I have sense enough to avoid the back alleys and will hobble my ‘impulsiveness’? I will go nowhere except the main thoroughfares unless I am in the company of one of you, Hulda, or Torval. But the merchants are getting a decidedly slanted view of my elven watchdog.”

As the two males gave her looks of inquiry, Sev said, “What? You haven’t heard the rumors? And I thought your job was to listen?”

“What rumors, Sev?” Anardil replied patiently. He had indeed heard several, but was curious which had found their way to Sev's ears.

Sev crossed her arms and tapped her fingers on one sleeve.  “There’s the popular - and heaven knows where these people are coming from - one that I am half elven nobility disguising myself as Rohirrim. Then the one where Aerio is an elven prince and I am his mortal slave. Once again, little consideration for known facts. And then, there’s that old stand-by that he is my lover. Though how they have reconciled seeing me with Aerio one day and you the next, I fail to comprehend.”

She looked gravely into Anardil’s eyes. “And that last worries me in another way. Does my presence cause problems for you? Are you now being noticed because of your association with that strange Rohirrim and her pet Elf?”

“Pet? People consider me a pet?” Aerio replied before Anardil could respond. 

“Aerio, I appear to be holding your leash, therefore you are my pet. Or I am yours. Take your choice,” Sev said solemnly then turned back to Anardil.

As Aerio puffed up with indignation, Anardil hastily said, “While it is true, your presence, Sevi, and that of our worthy elf has made my own more noticeable, I do not foresee any problems from that quarter. I would only feel concern if he were to accompany me into southern lands, which have no elves.  However, I have developed a talent for disappearing into the background in those areas where I am seeking information.”

“Unless it suits your purpose,” Sev said firmly. “Elly knew you as a King’s Man. Esiwmas has determined it as well. I have cautioned him to be more careful where he distributes that information, but realize what one member of the family knows the rest are likely to discover. And some are not as secretive as Sewulf and Beregrid.”

As Anardil looked thoughtful, Aerio recovered his composure and said, “The issue at hand appears to be that my presence is creating difficulties in your dealings with the businessmen of Pelargir. Correct?”

“Correct. So much speculation concerning me detracts from the trading I wish to do. I have grown accustomed to so many different peoples at the Troll that I did not consider how you being an elf would create a stir. The only time these people see elves, if they see elves at all, is when they pass away down the river, and those never return.” 

Glancing at Anardil, Aerio nodded slowly and his posture relaxed.  Then he faced Sev again and said firmly, “If Anardil is content with you moving about the town during the daylight hours, I will restrict my watch-dogging to the hours of darkness. But that is the only concession I am willing to make.” 

Smiling widely, Sev said, “That would be enough. We are only here a few more days, and I promise not to follow unknown guides into back alleys. I will be on my best behavior.” 

Anardil and Aerio exchanged glances that said they had their doubts about such an occurrence.  But luckily Sev had turned her attention to the contents of the pack filled with foodstuffs from the marketplace.

"Ah, well," Anardil said with a crooked grin.  "Fear not, friend Aerio.  I promise you will not be utterly abandoned.  Perhaps we could leave her to her business dealings while you and I go out and do something … manly.  Like get falling-down drunk!"

His laughter rang out even as Sev seized a pillow from the bed and hurled it at his head.  Aerio caught it in mid-flight, and elf and man both grinned like monkeys.

"You never grow up, do you?" she said, and tried unsuccessfully to smother her own smile.  Shifting her gaze to Aerio, she narrowed her eyes and said, "No matter how old you live to be."

"Of course not," Anardil replied cheerfully.

"Perish the thought," Aerio echoed.

With a snort, Sev said, "Here, I brought us some lunch.  Now eat, unless you want me to call the cat."

Anardil turned and scooped up two books from the table - then paused.  His little room was, by any previous standards, in a gentle but very definite state of disarray.  Beside the books were scattered a quill pen and three pages of scribbled notes, the books on his shelf were tilting every which way, Aerio's cloak was flung across a chair, Tom the cat was sleeping on someone's socks, Sev's shoes were tossed beside the door where she had left them after stepping in a puddle downstairs, and for some reason the door of his wardrobe was ajar with one sleeve of a shirt he forgot he owned sticking out.  Yet he watched as Aerio bent his golden head beside Sev's darker one, to peer at the wrapped edibles she was drawing forth, and found himself smiling.

Gently he laid the books back on the table, where he simply pushed them aside and then placed Aerio's notes on top.  A little mess never hurt.  Especially when it meant a house was being truly lived in.

******

November 2

Sev could feel the time slipping away from her. Liam would return on the fourth and she must be prepared to depart the morning of the fifth. How had a week flown past so quickly? 

Pulling her pack from beneath Anardil’s bed, she asked herself, ‘And what conclusions have you come to in that time?’ 

Taking out the package she had carried all the way from Henneth Annun, she sat upon the bed and stared about the small room.  Though austere still in its furnishings, there was subtle evidence of the changes she had brought to Anardil's life.  Her cloak hung on a peg beside the door, and several books were stacked on the table beside a carefully capped bottle of ink, where Aerio had been studying the poems of the Haradrim.  A small bouquet of wildflowers taken from one of the abandoned gardens on the edge of town nodded bright little faces in a tall glass, and the round basket in the corner by the hearth, now lined with a scrap of cloth, served as the new sleeping quarters of King Tom. A carefully arranged collection of teas and spices occupied the mantle beside the candleholder.
“That beside this man I feel at home,” Sev said aloud.

Her sudden voice caused Tom, the cat, to pause in the washing of a back leg and stare at her with yellow eyes. But Sev had gone silent again as she reviewed the discussion of yesterday evening when she had said she would be willing to move to Pelargir. Duty, however, would continue to draw Anardil to Harandor and even further south for extended periods. When Anardil had expressed worry about her being alone in Pelargir during those times, Sev had reluctantly admitted that if she could not be with him, she would prefer to remain at the Troll. 

Anardil had heaved a small sigh of relief, for he had dreaded an extended argument to convince her of what he felt was the best course.

“I would be easier in my mind if you were with friends, Sevi,” he had said.  "I will not lie to you; my duties sometimes render my life precarious.  Thus the thought of you spending your time waiting for me alone sits ill with me.  Live your life as you always have, meleth nín.  Let me make the changes, and by spring at the latest I will move north."

"I do not mean to disrupt your life," she had protested.  "Your duties to the King must come first."

To which Anardil had wrapped her in his embrace and replied in the only sensible way a man can. 

Now, Sev sighed and shook her head.  “You know, Tom, the man is dangerous. He smiles, and my wits fly out the window. Don’t you dare tell him that or I will never be able to win another argument.” 

Tom blinked twice in answer then made his way to the open window. Without a backward look, he slipped out and over the rooftops.

Sev snorted and called to the departing cat, “Traitor. You’re probably on your way to find him and tell him right now. Be sure to remind him he’s expected to be on time for dinner.”

Getting rid of both Anardil and Aerio had proved a bit trickier than she liked, and she felt certain they suspected she was up to something.  However, she felt equally certain that they had no idea what, and had further flustered them when she mentioned that she and Hulda would be indulging in a little "woman-talk."  The clincher seemed to be her claim that she also had an urge to soak in a hot, scented bath, and perhaps have something done with her hair, after trying out a facial tonic that Hulda had mentioned.  In the face of so much feminine frippery, both elf and man were glad to stutter their excuses and promise to return for supper.

Rising and kicking the pack back to its place beneath the bed, Sev shut the window and drew the curtain.  After checking that she had the key to the door and tucking the package into the smaller haversack containing the items she needed for a relaxing soak, Sev let herself out and tried to make it down the stairs without them creaking. Aerio could do it and so could Anardil, but without their longer legs she could not avoid the fourth, fifth and sixth steps combined. 

“Nmad,” she said as the sixth board gave a loud wooden squawk. 

Skipping the fifth and fourth steps to land on the left side of the third, Sev jumped to the ground and looked ruefully back up at the sixth step. She was certain she had found the quiet spot yesterday. Would it be too suspicious to think that Aerio came out in the middle of the night to deliberately manipulate the board? Perhaps, but still a definite possibility.

Nodding to a woman drawing water from the public well, Sev swung the haversack lightly and turned at the corner to join the afternoon traffic along the quay. A fishing boat was unloading its catch and Sev paused for a moment as she recognized Aerio’s peg-legged friend, Fralen the fish vendor. The man nodded politely as Sev lifted a hand in greeting, but he never slowed once in his bargaining with the captain. She would have to tell Hulda that Fralen would be around later with the new catch. 

Weaving carefully through the crowd, Sev thought how lucky it was for her that Hulda would have something to draw her attention away this afternoon. Sev's claims of feminine pampering today might prove truer than she desired.  When she had first mentioned arranging a cherry stuffed goose for a special dinner with Anardil, Hulda had become practically hobbit-like in her effusiveness. It tickled the big woman pink that Sev was determined to keep it all a secret until the last moment. Happily, the trip to King’s Ferry had kept Anardil away from Hulda’s knowing smiles and broad hints for three days, thus keeping the secret intact. Torval had even been drafted to deliver the dinner to Anardil’s rooms, along with suitable settings of china, glassware, cutlery and linen to match the magnificence of the goose. 

After assuring herself that the goose would be presented in style, Hulda had turned her attention to Sev. Bluntly Hulda asked if Sev had brought suitable clothing; if not there was bound to be a friend or two that would have a gown to loan. Choosing to take the question as an indication of Hulda’s friendship, Sev had explained about the dress she had brought with her from Henneth Annun.

Hulda had clapped her hands in delight so that her great bosom bounced, at the description of a dark blue gown trimmed with silver at the neck and wrists.  “You’ll need someone to press it. You just bring it to me and I’ll have one of the maids see to that. And then we can do something with your hair.”

“My hair?” Sev said a trifle anxiously, remembering what had happened to Anoriath’s when the hobbits had preformed what they called a Daisy Goodbody on the Lady Ranger. “I have combs that belonged to my mother to hold it back.”

“That sounds fine," Hulda exclaimed, eyeing Sev from head to toe.  "Bring those with you and I’ll have Darcene do your hair.”

“Darcene?”

“Another of the maids. She fixes my hair nearly every day. Does a right fine job on it, too.” Hulda simpered girlishly as she lifted a huge hand to touch the purple ribbon woven through her towering mass of grey curls.  "Makes me feel real ladylike."

“We’ll see,” Sev said weakly.

Then she had tried to look politely interested, instead of mortally terrified, as Hulda launched into a lengthy discourse on all the things they would do to prepare Sev.

Now approaching The Slippery Fish, Sev’s concern increased. She had managed to avoid the ministrations of the hobbits, but somehow Hulda was like an avalanche. Nothing slowed nor stopped her. Oh, well, after she returned to Anardil’s room she could easily undo anything that she didn’t like.

******

Together Anardil and Aerio strolled a quiet street towards the riverfront.  They really had no destination in mind, but it was too nice a day to sit indoors, no matter the allure of Haradic poetry, and whatever Sev was up to certainly did not require male supervision.  She would be quite safe in the ample hands of Hulda the Magnificent, of that they were content.

Aerio was quickly fascinated by carved stone figures set into the curving planes of an ancient stone wall, and Anardil was content to sit on a bench and watch while the elf walked slowly along the wall, long fingers lightly touching the stone.  Although Anardil had from time to time met the Fair Folk during his travels as a Ranger, he had spent very little time in their casual company.  He could not begin to imagine what one considered "typical" of elves, but this fellow intrigued him.  From Sev he understood that Aerio was young by elven standards, quick of wit and tender of pride, and this youthfulness Anardil thought he sometimes saw, particularly in Aerio's appetite for knowledge.  Rarely had he met anyone with such a hunger for learning, and yet Aerio's enthusiasm was welcoming rather than exclusive, even if his brilliantly-worded, rapid-fire deductions and dissertations occasionally went over his host's head.  Nonetheless, Anardil found himself feeling inordinately pleased that he could in any way assist the elf in his studies of the language of Harad, and further pleased to find someone who loved books as he did.

And yet other times he was aware that Aerio had already lived several lives of men, and felt it in the oh-so-patient humor with which the elf indulged his mortal companions.  Watching the tall, graceful figure scrutinizing ancient Numenorean stonemasonry, Anardil wondered if it was a rare thing that the elf found something older than himself, or certainly anything built by human hands.

At last Aerio turned and looked towards him with a quick smile.  Then he tilted his fair face to gaze upwards into the spreading dark limbs of an old cedar tree, seemingly listening to something mortal ears could never hear.   A moment he stood thus, before setting his feet into motion.  Anardil stood to meet him as he drew near.

"Remarkable work," Aerio said.  "Utterly mortarless, and yet one could not slip a blade between the stones.  The fitting of these stones for such a large construction required a keen eye for geometry and spatial relationships.  I think even Dwarves would find this city of interest, in many places."

 As they turned and resumed walking, Anardil said, "You have Dwarves working up in northern Ithilien now, is that right?"

"Yes, Lord Faramir employs some of them in road repairs and construction.  There are a few who come to the Burping Troll once in a while."

"Ah.  The King also has many of that folk working in and around Minas Tirith."

"As well as elves," Aerio added quickly, and smirked.  "Stone the White City has in surplus, but it takes our sensibilities to restore the splendor of her gardens."

Chuckling, Anardil said, "And a masterful job it has been.  Spring and Fall are both glorious in all the circles of the city."

On they walked, Aerio's keen attention diverted frequently by things Anardil sometimes was not even certain of.  Youth and timelessness together he was.  Anardil glanced at those smooth, handsome features and wondered what it would be like to be young with all of time before you.  Would the wonder Aerio possessed last, or would it fade into jaded weariness with the passing of too many years, too many lives?  Or would he, too, at last take ship into the Undying West?

"You are planning to come north, are you not?"  Aerio asked suddenly.

"I am considering means of doing so, yes."

"Good.  Then we do not have to fear Sev leaving us.  The hobbit lasses in particular would be deeply saddened."

With a sideways look, Anardil thought that it would not be only hobbits that would be unhappy if Sev had agreed to move to Pelargir.  Aloud he said, "No, I would not ask her to abandon the company and comfort of her friends.  I have been without roots all my adult life.  Thus it is far simpler for me to make whatever adaptations are needed."

"Ah."  Aerio cast him a keen look.  "Then your intentions with Sevi are … permanent?"

Anardil found a wry smile as he realized that Sev's many relatives were not the only ones concerned about this man in her life.  "As permanent as fate and chance allow."  Then wishing to make his stance more clearly understood, he said, "Fate brought Sevi and me together, that is my belief.  And I am not about to let the chance pass to win the woman I have waited my life to find."

"Mm," Aerio said, and let his fingers brush through the narrow leaves of an olive tree as they passed.  "And with the passing of the Rings, and of the peril you Rangers so long faced, you believe this chance was given to you as a gift?"

"Perhaps.  I know not how the wheels of the world turn.  I know only what is before me."

Aerio nodded as they paced on a few beats.  Then he said, "Among my people, a man and a woman choose but once, and their souls are bound for all time."  He looked aside at Anardil, blue eyes steady.  "I wish Sevi to enjoy constancy of equal value, whomever she gives her heart to."

"I will not fail her," Anardil said quietly.

The elf held his glance a moment longer, and then suddenly his familiar smirking grin appeared on his face.  "And wouldn't Mistress Sevi just have our heads, if she could hear us?  Say, Master Celebsul and the Rangers would be disappointed in me, if I did not bring back a report of the ale in this town.  Is there a tavern which serves a decent beer, whence we could perchance pause for refreshment?"

Surprised, Anardil nodded.  "For that matter, there is.  The Stork and Frog is not far from here, and they serve the wares of an excellent local brew master."

"Lead on, then!  I fear I am taken with a thirst."

The Stork and Frog was a low, rambling structure of stone and wood that appeared to be in the process of slowly settling into the dark river mud.  The sign out front bore a carved depiction of a tall blue-painted stork with a frog impaled on its bill, imagery that Aerio looked up at with a grimace.  But the heavy door admitted them to a room redolent with laughter and bonhomie born on heavy scents of beer, pipe tobacco and some sort of heavily-spiced meat being broiled.

"Their beer and ale are excellent," Anardil said quietly.  "But their clientele is a bit rough around the edges, if you gather my meaning."

On a hunch Aerio flipped the deep hood of his cloak over his head, so as to disguise his features somewhat, and slipped in at Anardil's heels.

The ex-Ranger was quiet as a pickpocket in a crowd like this, neither jostling anyone nor pushing through conversations.  Not a head turned as he ghosted past, and even as he drew near the tavern keeper, he seemed to accidentally time it so that he was standing there when the man looked up.

"What'll it be, mate?" he asked.

"Two beers, please," Anardil replied.

"Comin' right up.  BILL!  Draw two!"

A boy sitting beside a large keg sprang up, and seized two pewter tankards before stepping to the tap.  With astonishing dexterity he topped both tankards with just the right head on them, and turned with a flourish to present them to his master's waiting hands.

"Best in the district," the tavern keeper said, and gave a grin with exactly one tooth amidst otherwise empty gums.

Before Aerio had a chance to marvel at that oddity, the man had vanished back into the crowd.  Tankard in hand he turned, and felt a nudge at his elbow.

"Try it," Anardil said encouragingly.  "Tell me what you think."

Frowning doubtfully, Aerio bent his head for a sip - and then his eyes widened.  He took another sip, and smiled.

"Absolutely remarkable!"  After taking a third and deeper drink, he looked at Anardil and said, "I cannot remember when I've tasted a more surpassing brew.  I think I detect a hint of oak, and yet there is another nuttiness behind that, and the hops must have been picked at the very peak of their flavor.  Why, I think -."

Laughing, Anardil said, "In other words, you like the beer.  Good. I said you would."

"Indubitably," Aerio replied, and took another satisfied draught.

That accomplished, the two of them eased their way to a quiet corner and sat down.  Fishermen and sailors most of these folk seemed, loudly enjoying a brief reprieve ashore before the waters claimed them to duty once more.  A well-rounded brunette serving wench appeared among them, flitting a harried path amongst the jostling crowd, and occasionally swatting aside errant hands.  Aerio winced as the girl abruptly wheeled on a big, bald-pated fellow and slapped him full in the face - but the man merely gave a booming laugh.

"If I can't get kissed, I'll take getting' slapped!" he guffawed.

"Aye, and that you will, Bob," she replied tartly.  "Daily, if you persist."

"There must be something about people named Bob," Aerio mused.  At Anardil's questioning look, he said, "I'm thinking of our Ranger friend, Bob, at home.  He narrowly escapes being slapped on a regular basis, and he does not even try to be obnoxious."

Chuckling at the memory of his old comrade and friend, Anardil said, "You may have something there.  Our Bob has a knack for putting his boots in his mouth."

Soon the serving wench appeared before Anardil and Aerio's table.  Her hair was frizzing from its tight chignon, and she thrust out her lower lip to blow an annoying strand from her face before addressing them.

"Another drink, gents?" she asked.  Then she cocked her head to peer more closely at Aerio's hooded face.  "How about you, handsome?"

"Yes, another beer, if you please."

The elf's faint smile was radiant even in the shadow of his hood, and the girl's eyelashes batted seemingly by reflex.  "As you wish.  And you, sir?"

"Thank you, lady, but no," Anardil replied.  "I am content with this."


The girl paused, eyeing his face measuringly and one eyebrow lifted slightly.  "Hmm.  Well, I'll be back with the one, then."

As she swished away, Aerio leaned across the table to say in a stage whisper, "She likes you."

"She likes whatever will open a way to you, my friend," Anardil said with a crooked grin.  "Beware!"

That thought appeared to startle Aerio, and when the girl came back with his refilled tankard, his thanks was subdued and accompanied by only the most meager smile.  Her response was to cast him a last, melting glance before whisking away into the crowd once more.

"Now you've done it," Anardil said, shaking his head sadly.

"Done what?"  Astonishment was written all over the elf's shadowed face.  "I did absolutely nothing to entice or inveigle that girl.  I frankly find it disconcerting that mortal females could meet an utter stranger and yet be so … so…”

"Forward?"  Anardil winked.  "No, my friend, she now thinks you are bashful.  And there is nothing women find more endearing than a handsome, bashful man.  They seem to think they need coaxing and taking care of."

"Oh …" With a sigh Aerio peered into his beer. 

"Look at it this way.  We'll get prompt and regular service as long as you sit here!"

With a snort that sounded a good deal like Sev's own response to foolishness, Aerio sat back in his chair and concentrated on enjoying the tavern's very superb beer.  

*******

Escaping the attentions of Hulda and Darcene with what she considered only minor indignities performed upon her person, Sev carried her newly pressed gown back along the dock toward Anardil’s room. At her side trotted the kitchen boy carrying a basket filled with a white linen cloth and the best of Hulda’s china, glassware and silver.

Looking toward the lowering sun, Sev said to the boy, “I can manage the basket and the dress.” She needed to hurry if everything was to be in place by the appointed time, and with luck, neither Anardil nor Aerio would return early. “You don’t need to come with me.”

“Oh no, miss,” the boy protested clutching the basket tightly. “Torval told me to set places up for a fine party. He’s coming along just behind us, so I’ve got to be there. You understand?”

Sev gave a careful nod. The unexpected weight of her hair piled artlessly atop her head forced her to hold her head up and move with a deliberateness that was foreign to her. Darcene had insisted that though the twisted mass felt as if it would tumble down at any moment, it was firmly fixed.

“Now, missus, trust me,” the girl had said as her nimble fingers tugged a few tendrils loose to frame Sev’s face. “It’s supposed to look like it will fall at any moment. ‘Tis held up with those lovely silver combs of yours and it won’t go anywhere until you or your man want it to.”

“Even one handed he’ll be able to remove the combs and…” Sev had met Dracene’s eyes in the mirror before her as Darcene continued with a throaty laugh. “Well, you know how a man gets ‘bout a woman’s hair.”

Unlike the girl, Lea, Dracene’s eyes held no pity, but rather a gleam that sent a swift jolt of what Sev was forced to admit was jealousy right to her heart. 

‘Loof,’ she had told herself as Darcene prattled on. ‘So what if she’s exactly the empty headed sort of girl men always seem to fall all over themselves for. So what if that dress she’s wearing displays far too many of her charms. So what… STOP IT! Trust the man. No matter who or what came before, he has made it plain he wants to be with you now. Just smile and thank the girl.'
And so she had, in what she hoped was a credible imitation of good manners. Now, lifting her hand to touch her hair uncertainly, Sev caught the sly grin of the kitchen boy.

Sobering instantly, Sev said briskly, “Come along then, we need to get everything ready by dark. You said that Torval was not long behind us?”

Wiping the grin from his face, the boy nodded and shifted the basket to his other hand to trot faster after Sev.

*******

Humans were, Aerio decided, interesting even if one only studied their diversity.  On the one hand were nobles of acclaim such as Faramir of Ithilien or Prince Imrahil of Dol Amroth, and beneath them all their knights and liege men.  And on the other were folk such as these, with broken nails and scarred hands, and faces worn by weather, much like Fralen who taught him how men caught pike, and further told the remarkable tale of the Queen of Cats.  Surely there was a lesson or moral there; that by the mouth of the simplest man lore could be handed down from great men of elder days.  Among the elves history was a living thing, recollections of ancient times still borne in the minds of those who lived them.  Yet among Men history had to be renewed for each generation, re-sown as if it were a crop of grain, and it might be told both by the careful work of royal scribes and in the tales of ordinary folk.

Pondering this and other quirks of human nature, Aerio became aware of someone near them.  Someone among the press of people who was regarding them with rather fixed attention.

"We have a guest," he murmured.

"Yes, that's Tom," Anardil replied.  "He sometimes brings me news he thinks I might wish to hear.  He's trying to decide if you are friend or foe."

Looking up, Anardil gave a slight nod and from the crowd a man pushed towards them.  Big and heavy-shouldered the fellow looked like trouble, an opinion strengthened by the thick knuckles of the hands clasping his tankard and the crooked cant of his nose.  However, he hunched his head down with a snaggle-toothed grin and came to a halt before them.

With a bobbing nod he said, "Hullo, boss.  Heard you was back in town.  Interruptin' anything?"

"Not a bit, Tom.  I'm introducing my comrade, here, to the elixir that is beer in this place."

"Huh.  Good stuff."  Tom reached one burly leg behind him and hooked an empty chair forward with his toe.

"Nothin' particular in the grapevine," he said, as he sat with a thump, facing them.  A withering gust of beer-breath wafted across the table.  "Unless you care who's importin' cinnamon cut with plain ol' sawdust."

"Not my department," Anardil replied with a smile.  Then he squinted and said, "What did you do to your eye?"

For indeed the big man's left eye sported a glorious mouse beneath it, and the brow above it was further swelling to an odd shape.  Upon closer examination they could see Tom's knuckles were scraped and he had another knot growing on his jaw.

"Oh, that."  Blunt fingers explored his face.  "Got in a bit of a donnybrook.  Whupped a fella arm-wrestling and he got sore, then his mates jumped in."  The misshapen brow lowered as he mused, "Confounded proprietor threw us all out.  Don't know why he wanted to do that."

Aerio and Anardil exchanged wry glances, for they could visualize the chaotic scene if Tom had gotten in a fight with several men of equal heft and height.

"I can't imagine why," Anardil said with a sympathetic grimace.

"Just good fun," Tom said sorrowfully, and then his battered face brightened.  "Say, you wanna arm-wrestle?"

"No, Tom, thank you," Anardil chuckled.  "I tried that once, remember?  My shoulder didn't work right for a week."

"Oh.  Yeah."  Tom's face fell, and then he looked at Aerio, who was still attempting to hide beneath his hood.  "How about you?  Wanna arm-wrestle?"

"No, thank you," Aerio replied politely.

"Prob'ly you're right.  I'm too big for you.  Need to find somebody my size."

The man made as if to peer over his shoulder and Aerio straightened in his chair.  "Size has little to do with it.  I simply do not wish to engage in pointless public exhibitions or self-aggrandizing demonstrations of physical prowess."

For an instant Tom simply stared at him, as his mind slowly sorted through that deluge of words.  Anardil stifled the urge to groan.  Then Tom grinned, displaying only a few more teeth than the tavern-keeper had shown, and guffawed another loud burst of stale beer breath.

"You might be pretty, boy," he hooted.  "But you sure ain't no simpleton.  Yes sir - ."  He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial growl.  "I bet you're one of Dil's brainy secret fellas, eh?  Shh, no fear, I don't tell nothin'. Hear all, say nowt, that's my motto."

"Pretty?" Aerio blurted.  "I will have you know -."

"Sîdh, mellon," Anardil said in soft elvish, and though peace was not the first thing that sprang to Aerio's indignant mind, the elf settled back with a baleful glare.

Tom merely chuckled, however, and buried his face in his tankard, leaning back as he inhaled to the dregs.  When he came back up, he burped resoundingly, and a fog of reeking hops drifted across the table.

"Best beer in town," he proclaimed cheerfully, and blithely ignored the elf trying not to breathe opposite from him.

******

Torval arrived just minutes behind Sev and the boy, carrying a large laundry basket. Removing the covered pan containing the goose from the basket, Torval directed the boy to build a small fire in Anardil’s brazier. 

“Just to keep things warm, mind you," Torval said with a worried look.  "You don’t want it to get too hot now. Tricky thing, cooking the food and carrying it across town to serve."

Hastily, Sev replied, “I am certain everything will be wonderful. I am so indebted to you and Hulda for all your consideration. Thank you, Torval.”

Torval stammered that he hadn’t done anything much; then while he gave Sev final instructions concerning the food, the boy set the table for two. Sev was pleased to note that Hulda had included two of Arlen’s woven mats to set atop the white linen cloth. 

With a final look into the covered pot, Torval glanced from Sev’s upswept hair to her sturdy leather jerkin and said, “We best be leaving you alone to get yourself ready then. Man’s in for a treat I understand.”

“I hope he thinks so,” Sev murmured. Then slightly louder, she said, “He’s told me at least three times that Hulda’s cherry stuffed goose is the closest he’s ever found to the food prepared by the Elves.”

“He has, has he?" Torval said with a grin.  "Now, that’s right nice to hear, but my dear, I wasn’t talking about the food."

Sev stood open mouthed for an instant, then ducking her head said, “Thank you, Torval. I appreciate the compliment.”

Torval’s grin widened as he opened the door and motioned the boy before him. “You’re welcome.”

“I’ll return everything we borrowed tomorrow. Be sure to tell Hulda thank you and that I haven’t forgotten my promise to meet with the salt merchant in the afternoon. He has a sister that married a Rohirrim soldier and would like to know if I know anything about the family.”

Sev knew she was beginning to chatter nervously and grasped the door handle firmly as Torval paused on the step.

“I’ll be sure to tell her. Now, you just concentrate on getting that smile back on your face. Good night, Sevilodorf.” Torval gave her a nod and lumbered down the creaking stairs. Sev chuckled as she heard him grumble, “Ought to tell Anardil to have these rickety old stairs repaired. Someone’s gonna crash right through one day.”

Closing the door firmly, Sev took a moment to stare at the table. Hulda had outdone herself. Sev had never before seen anything to rival such splendor, not even on the tables of the wealthiest families in the Deeping Vale. Atop the fine linen cloth a tall white candle sat in the center of Anardil’s small table, casting its mellow glow upon gleaming silver cutlery daintily etched in leaves and vines, and fine china rimmed with painted flowers whose colors were complimented by the earthy reds and umbers in Arlen's woven mats.  How or why Hulda owned such finery was more than she could imagine.

Suddenly Sev was seized by a moment of self-doubt. Was all of this too much? Too late now, she thought glancing toward the darkening window. There would barely be enough time to change into her dress. Thank goodness it laced on the side and did not require anyone to help her button the back.

Kicking off her boots and heavy stockings to shove them out of sight beneath the bed, Sevilodorf tugged off her loose drawstring pants. Hulda had been horrified to discover that Sev had taken to slashing off the bottoms of her chemises to allow for more comfortable fitting trousers and therefore had no long chemise to wear beneath the gown. When Sev pointed out that no one would be seeing her in the gown, except for Anardil and he already knew about the cut off chemises, and steadfastly refused all offers of a loan, Hulda and Darcene had thrown up their hands in dismay. Being allowed to lace Sev up in her corset had placated them. 

As she drew her shirt over her head, careful to avoid causing the release of her hair, Sev smiled. What would Hulda’s reaction have been, if she told her that the only reason she wore a corset most of the time was it had proven to be a very good place to conceal an extra blade? Albeit a rather thin one, and without the point she preferred, but a blade nevertheless. 

As a concession to the evening’s expected outcome, Sev unstrapped the knives she habitually worn upon her forearms. After careful consideration she placed one slightly behind the trunk beside the bed and the other on the shelf by the door. That should cover all the possibilities she thought with a nod.

From the haversack, she drew the one item she had agreed to borrow. Thin stockings. Made of the finest Haradrim silk and embroidered with a tiny row of pale blue flowers from the ankle to the knee, she had fallen in love with them on first sight and secretly vowed that she would pay any price Darcene demanded to keep them. Tying the pale blue garters that held the stockings, Sev thought fleetingly of purchasing several pairs in the market, but her practicality stepped in and demanded to know why she would need more than one pair. Certainly such finery could not be worn to clean out the barn at the Burping Troll or to go peddling stomach remedies to the orcs. One pair would be enough, especially after the expense of commissioning Mistress Devana to make up this gown for her.

With another glance at the now dark window, Sev gathered up all the miscellaneous bits and pieces and stuffed them into the haversack to push firmly under the bed. Before she left, she would have to be sure she checked carefully for all the items she had pushed under there.  Removing the sheet Hulda had wrapped about her dress, Sev allowed herself a moment to stroke the velvet lightly. She had had fine gowns before. Eswidan had insisted she dress befitting her position as his wife. But this… this was the first fine gown she had purchased on her own with her own funds and without the advice of anyone. And if she did say so herself, it was not half bad.

A dark blue that Devana had insisted matched her eyes; it was cleverly designed with silver lacings along both sides, which allowed her to dress herself without the help of a handmaid. The neckline was deeply scooped and with the tightness of her corset, it might be that the fullness of her own charms would be displayed rather completely. Along the neckline and at the wrists of the long sleeves, Devana had used silver thread to embroider gentle geometric borders that harkened to Sev's Rohirrim heritage, yet with a very feminine delicacy. Diving back beneath the bed, Sev pulled forth the haversack to rummage its contents for the powder Hulda had insisted she use on her shoulders and neck.  

After smoothing on the powder carefully so as not to spot the velvet, Sev drew the gown over her head. Cursing slightly as the heavy material threatened to upset the precarious balance of her hair, Sev froze when a thump sounded at the door. No, it couldn’t be them yet. Only five more minutes, that was all she needed. But the thump sounded again. Lowering the material and shrugging her shoulders to adjust it hastily, Sev pulled on the right side lacing. Feeling around with her toes while concentrating on the lacings, Sev located the simple velvet slippers that would complete the outfit and slipped them on, just as a loud meow sounded at the door.

“Nmad tac.” Sev said jerking open the door to let his majesty, King Tom, saunter in with a look that plainly said, “Why did it take you so long?”

As Tom raised his head and sniffed delicately, Sev exclaimed, “Oh, no, you don’t.”

Scooping his highness up, she set him out the door and closed it quickly. “Not tonight. Come back for the leftovers in the morning.”

Ignoring the protests from the other side of the door, Sev completed the left lacing and smoothed the skirt of the gown. For a moment, she wished she could see herself. Mistress Devana had not owned a full mirror, and the only mirror Anardil possessed was the small mirror he used for shaving and it did little to show the whole effect of the outfit. Hulda had offered to let her take a peep into the full length burnished metal mirror she kept, but Sev had elected to wait. She wanted Anardil to be the first to see her in this dress. Well, the first after Devana, but she didn’t think dressmakers counted when figuring such things. 

At least King Tom had accomplished one thing. She was ready. Now what was she to do while she waited?

******

Chapter 18: Pelargir

November 2, 1421 SR

A sudden commotion at the tavern door caught Anardil's and Aerio's attention, as four surly-looking men shouldered their way inside.  Exclamations of protest went unheeded as the newcomers elbowed other men from their path, pressing their way into the room.

"Uncouth," Aerio murmured over the rim of his beer.

"Yes," Anardil agreed thoughtfully.  "Tom, those fellows you were thrown out of the last tavern with … Was one of them a red head?  Another having a beard that looks like a small animal clinging to his chin?"

"Yeah?" Tom's head came up with a scowl, and he turned ponderously to peer over his burly shoulder.  "What, they here now?"

"Yup," said Anardil, and shot a wary look at Aerio.  "And coming this way."

"Joy," sighed Aerio.  "Glee.  Should we leave now?"

"Too late.  They've seen him." 

Tom's tankard hit the table with a solid clunk and he rose and turned around like a small mountain standing up.   A bear-like growl rumbled in his chest, and Aerio's eyebrows lifted at the transformation in what had just been an amiable oaf.

"Should we -?"

"Just sit tight," Anardil said.  "And watch your drink."

At that admonishment Aerio tucked his legs against his chair and brought his tankard closer to his chest.  Nor was he a moment too soon.

"Hoy!" shouted Tom, as he towered in his place, and heads turned all around the room.  "Are you lookin' for me?"

"And so subtle, too," Aerio said quietly.

That was the end of conversation, as shouts and plunging bodies turned the room into chaos.  With a roar Tom sprang right into the middle of his on-coming foes, and from then on there was no keeping score.  Anardil watched with interest and Aerio with mild astonishment, as the tide of conflict rumbled from wall to wall.  The onlookers boiling back to clear a space were nearly as boisterous as the combatants, leaping and hooting and cheering.  Down Tom went like a falling tree with two men leaping upon him, and Aerio winced at the combined impact.

But in a moment the big man shook them off and swung round-house to hurl an aggressor across the room.  The flying body hit someone else, however, and quicker than thought could follow, that whole side of the room erupted in bedlam.  Shouts and curses rang among the rafters, and then pieces of furniture began to go airborne.  A mug arced to smash the wall above Aerio's and Anardil's heads, and both ducked.

"Time to move," Anardil shouted over the ruckus.

Tankards in hand, both eased along the wall behind the jostling throng.  Now and again hard elbows jabbed them as they slipped past, but mercifully the soaring crockery and occasional flying bench or chair seemed confined to the center of the maelstrom.  Seconds later they found themselves beside the beer kegs, where the boy and the tavern-keeper crouched behind the counter, safely below the line of fire.  The tavern-keeper seemed to be sedating himself with samples of his own wares, but the boy's eyes were big as oysters. 

Grinning, Anardil said, "Mind if we join you?  I think you have the safest vantage point."

"Suit yourself," the lad said, and winced as something smashed with a glassy tinkle.  "They might be a while settling down, this time.  Somebody hit the wrong somebody, and now the one lot wants to pound the feathers out of the other lot."

"Ah, I see.  Say, while we're here, another beer for my companion?"

"Of course."

Obviously the boy had done this before, as he deftly worked the tap and refilled Aerio's tankard without even standing up.  When a howling thug smacked into the counter overhead, the boy simply snatched up the bung-starter, rapped him on his crown, and handed Aerio his beer as the man dropped from view.

"There you are, sir.  I suggest you stay down, though."

"Ridiculous," snorted Aerio, and slurped another drink of nutty brown beer.

Then a chair sledged into the wall inches overhead, and shattered wood and Aerio's newly poured beer splattered all over elf and floor.

"THAT is uncalled for!" he cried and sprang to his feet.

Instantly two tankards whisked past his head, and then a reeling beanpole of a man took a wild swing at him.  Aerio seized his arm and hurled the man away by his own momentum.  But then another man leapt at him and a second sprang upon his back, and Aerio struck back in earnest.  In a blink he was sucked into the fray.

"Blast," sighed Anardil as Aerio vanished from his view.  He handed the boy his empty tankard.  "Watch that for me, will you?"

Then he stood up, took a deep breath, and gave his arm a loosening shake.

"DUNEDAIN!" he roared, and waded forward to the fight.

And oh, what a fight it was.  The tap-boy and the tavern keeper could never quite agree on who did what, but they were certain of one thing; it was a mêlée of especial magnificence.  Never before had such a contest been seen, and the eye centering the storm was an elf, a one-armed Ranger, and a snaggle-toothed brawler named Tom.  They were tall as giants and terrible as shipwrecks.  They were swift and fierce as Corsairs on the hunt.  Men hurled themselves upon this mighty trio only to break like surf upon a reef, and there was no champion who could best them.  One man bounced off the ceiling, another off the chimney, and a third found himself draped over the top of a beer barrel.  Whole legions fell at every blow, and the faint of heart fled weeping.  More than one poor fellow found himself almost literally impaled by the icy fire of elven eyes - just before a fist or boot he never saw smacked him cold to the floor.  Men howled to summon vain courage while Tom and the Ranger roared in reply, and the elf fought without making any sound at all.  Shouts and crashes, blows and smashes, yowls and curses all rent the smoky air.  The walls shuddered and the lanterns swayed, rafters creaked and cream separated all on its own, and every mouse within a bow-shot fled on frantically scampering feet and was not seen for three weeks after.  Then at last came one final leonine roar as Tom daintily tapped a man on his chin, lifted him up on his toes, and stepped back as the man went glassy-eyed and tilted full-length towards the floor.  The thud of his impact was the last sound heard in a sudden murmuring, rustling quiet.  Not a man there could meet the victors' fiery gaze. 

Oh yes, they would be long remembered, and spoken of in hushed whispers over tankards of The Stork and Frog's excellent beer.  As the three victors turned once more towards the kegs, the throng parted before them as wheat before a wind, and a remarkable thing was that the throng had more than tripled since the fight began.

"I am sorry for the trouble," Anardil said to the tavern-keeper.

"Yup, sorry boss," echoed Tom.

Glassy-eyed from either excitement or a bit too much liquid sedative, the tavern-keeper simply beamed, displaying his solitary tooth.

"No apologies necessary, sirs," he said cheerfully.  "None at all.   Why, I've sold more beer in the last fifteen minutes than I usually do in three or four days."  He winked broadly and added, "And there was a spot of bettin' going on, if you follow me."

Anardil blinked, Aerio frowned and Tom waggled insistent fingers towards the tap-boy.  Almost immediately all three had foaming tankards pressed into their hands.

"To us!" Tom boomed.

And the room erupted in a thunderous chorus of cheers.

******

Hilarity and joy of victory were to be short lived, however, when a sudden look of dismay came over Anardil's face.

"Good heavens, what time is it?"

"Why the sudden hurry, boss?"  Tom turned and grinned widely.  "We just won us the best little fight I've had in a warg's age!"

"That we did!" Aerio agreed proudly, and staggered but held his smile as Tom whacked him between the shoulder blades.

"I'm expected for dinner."  Anardil gave them a wan smile.  "Sevi is planning something and I don't dare be late.  I don't look like I've been fighting, do I?"

"Oh, I don't know."  With a critical eye, Aerio scanned the rumpled ex-Ranger once over.  "You only have a little beer on you, and that red mark on your chin hardly shows at all, and the welt on your forehead should go down in a few days."  Dusting a quick hand over Anardil's shoulders, he added, "Although this shirt is destroyed, as that rip in back is beyond mending and I think you somehow found some axle grease.  At least I hope it is axle grease"

Anardil groaned and ducked his head to pinch the bridge of his nose.

"A lady?" Tom asked in sudden awareness.  "You're late to see a lady?  Jumpin' barnacles, we got to get you home!"

And home they escorted him, at a long loping pace, although Anardil knew his doom was sealed when he spied Torval and a pot-boy from the Slippery Fish trudging along the street towards him.  He jogged to a brief halt as they drew even with Hulda's brother, and the man looked them over and shook his balding head.

"Think you might want to clean up, first."  Still shaking his head, Torval walked on by.

"I am," Anardil intoned, "A dead man."

"Nah, you ain't!" said Tom cheerfully.  "We'll just tell her it wasn't your fault!  Come on, let's go!"

******

They could see lantern light warming the window above, as they drew near the house where Anardil lived.  A brief shadow moved against the ceiling and his breath caught in consternation at the thought of her waiting for him alone.  He was not terribly late, but he was late enough.  And worse, he was coming home in a sorry condition that no good woman wanted to see her man in.  His only hope was to throw himself on her mercy and pray that she could forgive him for what could only be seen as a complete failure in good judgement.

"She's home," Aerio breathed, looking up.

"Have I met her?" rumbled Tom.

"No," Anardil replied, as their steps slowed.  "She does not live in this city."

And she might never come here again, his traitorous thoughts whispered.

Scarcely had his foot touched the bottom step than a sudden feline yowl filled the stairwell, and he looked up to see the cat snaking its way down towards him.  For the cat to be shut out did not bode well, as he could only think that something very special must be up, that she would not let him in as usual.

"MEEOOORRRRWWW!" the cat complained vigorously.   "MRRRRRRWWWW!"

"Hullo kitty," said Tom, and then the latch above clicked.

Lamplight spilled down the stairs and every jaw but the cat's dropped.  Sev stood in the doorway, but not Sev as anyone there knew her.  She was a shimmering vision in deep blue and delicate silver, her hair swept gracefully up from the sweet, creamy curve of her neck and shoulders, and Anardil thought he had never seen womanhood in such perfection.

Nor had Sev seen males of any species quite as idiotic-seeming as those below who now gaped up at her.  Her lips thinned as her hands clamped on her hips, surveying two men, bruised and rumpled, one elf, slightly tousled, and one cat, pouting because nobody was paying him any attention.

"Men!" she said, to one and all.  "I should have known better than to get involved with a warrior again."

Then she stepped back and slammed the door with a whack that jolted them all in their place.  Anardil swallowed hard.

Behind him, Tom scuffed his feet and said, "I'll uh … good night, boss."

Aerio hesitated a moment longer and the door above reopened.  This time Sev held a bundle of clean clothing in her arms, and tossed them down the stairs for Anardil to catch.

"You have twenty minutes to get back here," she said.  "Or I feed it to the cat."

The door closed once more with a teeth-rattling thud, and Anardil sighed.  He felt Aerio's hand lightly pat his shoulder.

"You had better hasten," the elf said, then was gone without a sound.


Twenty minutes.  At least she had given him a second chance.  Anardil looked up at the closed door, and saw the cat sitting before it with a very definite smirk on his furry face.

"Not on your life," Anardil muttered.

*******

As Sev slammed the door behind her for the second time, she was torn between a desire to collapse into tears and the urge to burst into hysterical laughter. All of her careful plans and plots and those stoidi went out brawling. And it had certainly been the height of elegance for her to stand at the top of the stairs and shriek like a fishwife at them. Oh sweet Eru, Anardil had been right, their lives would never be boring as long as they continued to stay at such cross purposes with each other. 

What was it about the males of all races? Why did they find it so impossible to pass up a fight? Why was there not equal honor in avoiding a common brawl as there was in winning it? And win it she would assume they had. For Aerio had possessed an air of smug assurance, even though he had been gaping like a fish at the sight of her and there had been a rather large tear in his cloak.

The fact that there had been a third standing at the base of the steps finally registered with Sev and she moaned with the realization that one of Anardil’s friends had undoubtedly received a most undesirable view of her disposition. 

Heaving a deep sigh, Sev thought, ‘There is nothing for it, but to make the best of a bad situation. Anardil has simply received further confirmation of your tendency to fly off the handle. He hasn’t run yet, and there is still the goose.’

Lifting her head, she squared her shoulders and smoothed her skirts. Going to the wardrobe she began an attempt to restore it to some sort of order before Anardil reappeared.  And return he would, she told herself sternly, for in that brief moment before she had thrown his clothing at him, she had not missed the thoroughly sappy grin on his face.

********

He had twenty minutes.  He was back in fifteen.

For a moment he stood at the bottom of the steps, staring up at that closed door.  The cat was nowhere in sight, which made him wonder if Sev was already feeding it the supper he had forfeited.  Yet he did not think Sev would do anything so drastic without due warning, and forced his feet to move.  Deliberately he trod on two of the squeaky boards and heard a corresponding whisper of motion in the room above.  Strange how his stomach twittered and fluttered as he stared at his own front door.

Then it opened and she stood there, and she was stunning.

"Sevi …" he whispered, and found his throat too full of emotion for words.

Failing speech, he reached out to touch her, and though her eyes were shadowed dark with doubt she did not pull away.  He caressed her cheek, the soft line of her chin, the contours of her neck so delightfully exposed.

"I have dinner keeping warm," she said then.  "Torval helped me prepare everything.  And Hulda sent us a beautiful setting, which was far more than I expected.  I honestly had no idea she would think of anything so extravagant, so I hope you don't mind overmuch."

He felt a smile growing on his face as his fingers continued their journey.  Gently he traced her collarbone and thence followed the delicate silver chain that drew his eye and his touch downward to the scooped neckline of that exquisite gown.

"And I know the hair may be silly," she continued nervously.  "But Hulda wanted to help, and this dress could be a bit much, but -."

"You are beautiful," he said softly, and touched the necklace's silver pendant as he watched surprise appear like new stars shimmering in her eyes.  "You are beautiful and I am blessed, that you would do all this for me.  You have made me the happiest man in Pelargir."  Then he gave a rakish grin.  "And that's even before supper."

"It's cherry-stuffed goose," she said, smiling at last.

"It's what?"  He realized the room was most marvelously filled with flavorful odors.  "How did you arrange that?  When did you arrange it?"

"Before we went to King's Ferry."  Sev gave him a smug smile as she closed the door.  "You raved about it so and…” Suddenly she seemed less certain, as she turned towards the hearth.  "I hope you don't mind my doing this."

"Mind?"  

He became fully aware of just how much Sevi had accomplished.  His humble table had been transformed for dining that would befit any nobleman of the land, and his lady glided about the room in elegant blue velvet that fairly cried out for the touch of his hand.  Though he loved her as he found her, now he found himself enthralled by this vision of a true lady of Rohan, and humbled beyond measure that all this was done solely for his benefit.

In one stride he was beside her, lightly touching her chin so that she straightened from the hearth and lifted her face to him.

"You must learn to listen, meleth nín," he said gently.  "I said I am blessed.  And you are my blessing."

The faint scent of honeysuckle came from her hair as he leaned to kiss her lips, and her arms reached around his neck, drawing him close against her.  If there had been anger or hurt in his delay or in the manner of his coming that kiss banished all.  With his touch, with his embrace he sought to mend whatever bruise to her heart he may have caused.

But then Sev laughed and gently pushed him back.  "Be careful, we must watch the hair."

"I shall watch the hair," he said with a grin, but let her go.  "As I shall watch all of you this night."

Ah, and there was that sweet color blooming in her cheeks, and he smiled wider as she turned once again towards the hearth.  There she knelt and began removing covers from various pots and dishes.

"You sit," she said.  "I'll serve us both.  And I hope that cat didn't get in."

"No cats," he promised.  "I think he has his own affairs for tonight."

Pausing, she asked suddenly, "By the way, did you win?"

"What?"  The ridiculous smile was back on his face as he watched her sweep about the little room.

"The fight, Anardil.  It was obvious what you three had been up to."  Placing a serving platter of steaming goose on the table, she reached out to lightly brush the darkening mark on his jaw and eyed the welt on his forehead with concern.

"Oh!  Yes."  He grinned broadly, clasping her fingers.  "As a matter of fact, we did.  But we didn't start it.  We did not start it."

Sev gave a wry shake of her head as she pulled away.  "Of course you didn't. Now, sit down and wait for me to serve you."

"Mm, this I could get used to.  An obliging woman to wait on me.  Henceforth, as lord of the manor, I -." Sevilodorf turned from the hearth to eye him with a measuring stare. "Yes, of course, love, I’m sitting down."

Thus Anardil sat at the most elegant table he had known in a very long time, and watched the loveliest woman he knew dish up supper.  Cherry-stuffed goose in an elegant sauce, aromatic flavorings both sweet and tart, and side-dishes including asparagus, a spicy meat pudding and honeyed bread, that night no lord of the realm dined more finely than did an ex-Ranger and his woman from Rohan.  And when Sev sat across from him limned in golden candlelight, and he watched her delight upon discovering the delightful savor that marked the height of Hulda's culinary artistry, he knew joy.  Here in this place, in this moment, he wanted for nothing else on earth.

******

Much later, they could eat no more and the easy conversation that touched on friends and places and little bits of sharing began to slow.  There they at last picked up the nice dishes, the good silver, the remnants of an extraordinary meal and replaced them in the basket Torval's pot boy had brought them in.  However, when Sev reached as if to remove the candlestick and linen tablecloth Anardil halted her with a touch.

"Leave it for now," he said.  "I want to see it when we wake up in the morning."

With a gentle smile, Sev nodded, for she understood.  Let some visible reminder of a lovely evening remain for the dawn.

She did, however, pinch out the candle flame, leaving the cozy glow of a single lantern and the small fire in the hearth.  Thereupon she stood looking down at the gentle, constant dance of that fire and was content to simply be in the moment.  Then she heard a light step behind her and felt a familiar warm hand settle on her shoulder before sliding softly up her exposed neck.

"I wonder what happens," he said gently.  "If I take out one of these?"

Sev felt his fingers touch one of her hair combs and also the unsteady shift in that carefully contrived knot of her hair that his touch caused.

"I think everything comes undone," she replied.  "Darcene said they were holding it all up there."

"Ah.  Everything," he murmured.

Deft fingers abruptly slid one then the other comb free and her hair cascaded down her back and shoulders in a heavy silken fall.  He reached past her to set the combs upon the mantle, and then brought his arm around her, gently drawing her back against him where he pressed his cheek in her hair.

Softly he said, "You know you're going to have a blessedly hard time getting rid of me, now."

"Is that so?"  She brought her hands up to clasp his arm more firmly around her and leaned back into the solid warmth of his chest.

"'Tis so.  And I warn you, I am a faithful old hound.  You have fed me and petted me, therefore I will forever 'dog' your footsteps."

"Anardil."

"Yes, love?"

"That was a dreadful pun even for you."

"Hmm, I suppose it was."  His smile was audible even in those few words, before he bent his lips to touch the warm skin where her hair shifted in fragrant shadows.  "But it is true.  You have ruined me for any other."  His voice dropped to a whisper as he said, "Forever."

She turned in the circle of his arm then, and her eyes were shadowed deeply with many things, some of which Anardil could not read.  But for a moment it seemed he was finding her for the first time, once again watching as she opened sealed doors within to permit an unaccustomed trust.  Just as she had done once on a summer's night not long past, when fate whispered to them both to reach out, Sev reached out once more, her fingers delicately tracing the sides of his face as her eyes never left his.

"I am what others have called a difficult woman," she said.


"Managing," he corrected gently.

"Yes.  And I fail to understand what you think you see in me.  My faults far outweigh any virtues I possess."

"Shh."  He laid his fingers over her lips and smiled down into her eyes.  "It is not your place to understand what I see in you.  You may tally your faults, if it pleases you, but I chose to see and honor your good qualities."

With a soft laugh, Sev could only say, "Nmad loof."

Smiling, he tilted his forehead to lightly touch hers.  "I owe you my gratitude, dear lady.  I have had cherry stuffed goose before, but never a dinner so fine.  Thank you.  For everything.  For being here."

“Nmad loof,” Sev repeated. “Some day you will regain your senses, but it will be far too late.”

“And why is that?”

“Because…” Sev raised her arms about his neck and pulled his head down. “Once the Rohirrim take, we do not give back.”

Chapter 19: Pelargir

November 3rd, late morning 

King Tom snaked out a paw and deftly snagged the last remaining scrap of goose from beneath Sevilodorf's fingers. 

"You miserable thief!" exclaimed Sev. "That was my piece. You already had three."

Enthroned on the opposite chair, King Tom blithely ignored her as he quickly nibbled his loot. Grabbing the last crust of honeyed bread, Sev muttered, "See if I ever save leftovers for you again."

Anardil laughed softly from the hearth where he was heating water for tea and a quick wash. Sev had already used one kettle to fill a basin and rinse the plates. Two large baskets stood neatly packed with the borrowed finery in preparation for return to Hulda.  The table was at last returned to its usual barren state, linens and fine dishes and candlelight but a sweet memory. 

"Don't you encourage him," Sev said brushing crumbs from the table.  The cat sprang away as she returned the table to its normal location against the wall. "You spoil him."

"Me?" Anardil turned with surprise. "I'm not the one feeding him Hulda's goose."

"He learned these tricks long before I arrived. You claim not to know where he calls home. Look around you." Sev paused with the broom now in hand to wave an arm. "Face it, Anardil. He owns you."

Anardil looked from the cat that now rested in the center of the bed calmly washing an ear to the woman bustling about the room.  A one-sided grin touched his face as the thought occurred to him that ownership at the moment seemed to be a joint endeavor. 

Moments later the kettle began to steam and as he lifted it from the brazier, Sev turned a chair to sit beside the tall wash stand.  There she opened a drawer to pull out a clean towel and a small bar of soap. 

"Sit down, I've just enough time before my meeting." 

Pouring the water into the white wash basin, Anardil said, more from habit than any real desire to stop her, "I can manage on my own, you know." 

"Turn about is only fair. You combed my hair, so sit down and behave." Sev pointed to the chair and took the kettle from his hand. 

"Yes ma'am."

He smiled as he obediently sat, for he was learning to take advantage of whatever kindness she offered.  Though he had long known she was by nature a rather reserved woman, he quickly found that submitting to her occasional ministrations gently encouraged her to more, so he soaked up her every smile and touch.

"I almost forgot," Sev said, returning the kettle to the hearth to pull a small wrapped package from behind the teas and spices arranged on the mantle. "I brought you a present. I meant to give it to you last night, but … I got distracted."

"Yes, I seem to recall being distracted myself."  Anardil grinned wickedly.  "Something to do with silk stockings decorated with tiny blue flowers…."

Smiling despite or perhaps because of the blush coloring her cheeks, Sev looked at the little package in her hands.  There she hesitated for a moment, then pulled the wrapping off and handed Anardil a finely tooled leather case. With a puzzled but amused frown he rose to set the case on the wash stand, where he flipped it open to reveal a small, sleek, length of bright steel and black horn.

"A razor," he exclaimed, and picked it up by its black horn handle.  Looking at it closely, he said in pleased surprise, "This is very nice."

"I wanted to give you something practical," Sev said quickly.  "Something to be used daily, but not too ornate because you don't want to draw attention to yourself.  I liked this because the quality is there but its appearance is very ordinary.  Rathard in Henneth Annun is an excellent craftsman."

As he smiled and turned it in his hand, Sev clasped her fingers tightly before her while her nervous tongue kept talking.  "I know it's a very personal gift, and undoubtedly oversteps the bounds of propriety, as such a gift is really only suitable from a wife, but I -."

"Did just right."  Anardil completed her sentence, and stepped to look down at her with a soft smile.  "And you are the bride of my heart."

Holding out the gleaming razor, before she could muster a response he said, "Now let's see if Master Rathard is as good at putting an edge on his razors as he is at building them."

As he turned to resume his seat, he added, "I fear my old one is becoming a bit tired, anyhow, and one day soon the handle will fall right off."

Whether or not that was true was of no consequence.  Sev smiled and reached for the soap and towel.  One more small step had been taken, one more seal placed on the bonds between them.  She felt a strange sense of almost-possession, as Anardil closed his eyes trustingly while she began lathering his face.  Whatever uncertainties the future still held, where once had lain doubt now she found new-born confidence.  They belonged, it was simple as that, one to the other.  And this time the choice was wholly hers, made with a heart freely given.  

******

Mid afternoon

Tom was certain this was the same woman he had seen at Dil's last night. Of course, she had been a little differently dressed, but the voice and the accent were the same.  He had followed her from the dock intending to offer some sort of apology; however, she had slipped through the crowd before he could summon up the nerve to speak. Especially since he was not entirely sure that Dil would approve.

Tom stood across from the salt merchant watching as the woman was invited to sit with the man's youngest daughter, where she was served tiny sugar cakes, tea and many childish giggles. Circling the market, he was amused to discover that last night's brawl was rapidly becoming a nine day's wonder. The revelation that one of the combatants was an elf had led to retellings that made the battle of The Stork and Frog rival the passing of the Grey Company and the Army of the Dead. At one point, Tom doubled over with loud guffaws at a description of Anardil felling six men with a single blow. 

Dil would not have to worry about being recognized from that description. Tom almost did not recognize himself and he knew he had been there, if for no other reason than he had the knots and welts to prove it. 

After close to an hour of wandering the market, Tom almost decided to give up, when the woman stood and bowed politely to her diminutive little hostess and subsequently the girl's father. He stood open-mouthed with astonishment as the woman then turned and looked directly at him. Walking straight towards him, she looked as if she intended to reproach him for staring at her. But without a word, she broke eye contact and walked on. 

Swinging his head to follow her movements, Tom frowned as the woman turned left into a narrow alley. A lady like her had no business leaving the main streets in this part of the city. Determined now to speak to her, he went after her, only to scratch his head in confusion at the opening to the alley. The woman had vanished. 

Perhaps she had simply used it in an attempt to avoid him and had hurried through to the next street. Stepping quickly into the alley, Tom froze as he felt the cold point of a blade pierce the back of his shirt.

A quiet voice with a rolling accent said, "Good day, sir. Has no one ever told you that it is impolite to stare at a lady?"

Holding his hands out to either side, so that she might see he carried no weapons, Tom replied, "Yes'm. And has no one ever told you that it's not a good idea to wander about in back alleys?"

The woman laughed softly behind him and said, "But one meets the most interesting people in alleys."  The blade withdrew and she added, "I believe we met briefly last evening. Though I fear I was a trifle upset and may have left a poor impression."

Taking the withdrawal of the blade as a signal that he might turn, Tom twisted slowly to see that the woman had stepped several paces out of reach and was looking up at him with a solemn expression. 

"That's why I was followin' you, missus. I wanted to say I'm sorry for draggin' Dil and Rio into that fight last night."  Swallowing, he squared his shoulders and his big hands found each other, thick fingers knotting together as he dove into the explanation he had silently rehearsed.  "Dil's too good a man for my mischief, and I owe him for savin' my hide, once.  And that Rio, he had his hood up, y' see, so I didn't rightly know he was one of the Fair Folk until it was too late."

"Rio?" The woman repeated his mangling of Aerio's name and suppressed a quick smile. "I doubt very much that either Dil or Rio needed much encouragement. I am to understand that you won."

"Oh, yes'm."  Tom's expression brightened when the reprimand he had anticipated failed to appear.  "We trounced 'em good. Why, you ought to hear the stories. Though you really ought not to believe them, for they've been exaggerated something fierce."

Tucking her blade into her sleeve, the woman said dryly, "I can just imagine." Then meeting his eyes directly, she asked, "And that's the only reason you were following me? You weren't told to do so by anyone?"

"Why, no, ma'am. Who would do that?" Tom looked at the woman for a moment, then a wide grin split his face. "You think, Dil told me to do it, don't ya?"

The woman tossed her braid over her shoulder and said, "The thought had crossed my mind."

"Why, no, he didn't. But I can see why he might. If you wander the back alleys, ol' Tom would be just the one to have at yer back."

"I'm not planning on wandering any alleys," she said firmly.

Tom looked over his shoulder and then at the walls leaning toward them. "Well, ma'am, yer in one now."

"True. And I will beg you not to tell…Dil. For then I would have to endure a scolding and I would like to end my stay on a more pleasant note." 

"Yer leaving soon?" Tom asked.  The look of befuddlement on his homely countenance was almost comical.

"Day after tomorrow, if things go as planned."

"Well, then you'll be wantin' to get back to yer business and not stand here in this alley a talkin' to ol' Tom."

His bruised, craggy face was grave as he regarded her.  This hulking man bore the marks of violence old and new on his features, and yet somehow she felt no threat from him.  Though she disliked the comparison that sprang to mind as demeaning, there in fact seemed something almost doggish about Tom, a humbleness and evident deep respect for Anardil that intrigued her.  The two men had some sort of shared past, that was apparent, and she readily acknowledged that she would eagerly seize upon any chance to learn more about the man who had claimed her affections.

"Actually, Tom, I would be delighted to talk to you. But first, I should introduce myself. I am Sevilodorf or Sev." A sudden noise at the opposite end of the alley drew Sev's eye and she said quietly, "I think that if you are willing, we could continue this conversation at The Slippery Fish. Dil and Rio..." The quick smile flashed across her face, again lighting her eyes. "Will be there and the three of you can give me a blow by blow description of your victory last evening."

Tom nodded and followed Sev from the alley, then touched her sleeve to call her to a halt.  Instantly he withdrew his hand and took a polite step back.

"Now, missus, I appreciate the offer, but I ain't certain Dil would be too happy with me for talking to you. Might be I’ll be the one getting’ a scolding."

"'Tis up to you, but I am the one who spoke first to you and would truly like it if you came."

"I'm obliged, missus."  With a serious nod he said, "That's kind of you.  Right kind.  But it wouldn't be proper."

"Proper?"  Sev's voice and eyebrow both elevated a notch.  "I beg your pardon.  I keep the company I chose, and those whom Anardil calls friend I will not discount for propriety's sake."

Beneath his heavy brows Tom's eyes were steady.  "You're a good woman, ma'am. But the likes of me ain't the sort to have supper with, like decent folk."

"You think you're not decent folk?" Sev asked sharply.  "That's nonsense.  It's clear Anardil values you for -."

"Due respect missus, but Dil knows me.  I ain't a good man."  He shook his head slowly.  "I hear things and I see things, and I tell Dil when I find a good bit.  But I know my place."

"Tom, that's an absurd thing to say."

"It's how things are."  He was backing away from her now, lifting his right hand to touch the scarred knuckles to his forehead in an awkward gesture of respect.  "I'm sorry I got Dil in a fight, and I hope that didn't mess up supper for you."

"No, Tom, it didn't," Sev said quietly, and bit back any further words knowing she would only make the man uncomfortable.  "I know soldiers and warriors well enough that a few bumps and bruises don't put me off."

A broke-toothed grin broke across Tom's face once more.  "That's good, missus.  You're a real lady and you got gumption, too.  Dil's a lucky man.  Be careful with yourself.  Good day, ma'am."

Sev took his self-dismissal as her cue to turn her feet towards The Slippery Fish and lunch, a destination with which her stomach heartily agreed.  But as she glanced back over her shoulder, she saw Tom still standing slope-shouldered as a tree stump amidst the market crowd, and then he was lost to her sight.  Only then did it dawn on her that even with her permission, he had never spoken her name.

****

Aerio sat alone at the small table in the corner nearest the kitchen facing a platter bearing a huge fish steak with the trimmings. His presence still drew occasional disbelieving stares but the regulars to The Slippery Fish now merely nodded pleasantly. Master Fralen had insisted upon giving him full credit for the landing of the enormous pike and the fisher folk now regarded Aerio as one of their own. 

"Second dinner, Aerio? Or are you starting supper early?" Sevilodorf asked with a grin as she pulled out a chair.

"Just tasting this new sauce for Torval." Aerio replied dabbing a portion of his fish into the marinade pooling his plate. 

"I suppose that excuse will work as well as any other," Sev said peering about the otherwise empty room. "Did you drive all the custom away? And where is Anardil?"

"If you have not noticed, 'tis well past the noon hour. There is commonly a lull at this point in the day. And Anardil said he would return shortly."

Sev's neglected stomach rumbled and Aerio gave her a patronizing look as he forked another bite of fish into his mouth. "Missing meals again, Sevi? I will have to inform the hobbits upon our return North."

"Don't you dare. I had an appointment with the salt merchant and missed lunch."

Aerio kept his face carefully impassive, but could not resist a teasing remark. "Breakfast too, from what Anardil said."

"I had breakfast," Sev responded. 

"Sharing leftovers with a cat hardly qualifies as breakfast," Aerio said with a smirk as Sev's stomach rumbled again.

"You and Anardil must have had quite the conversation. Did he happen to mention where he was going?"

"No. Just that he would return shortly and that if at all possible I was to see that you ate."

Sev bristled. "I don't need a keeper, Aerio. I have been seeing to my own meals for years. And by all appearances have been successful at it." She held out her arms to display her well-rounded figure. "No one would ever say I was wasting away to nothing."

Torval pushing open the door from the kitchen saved Aerio from making a comment that would certainly have earned him a kick in the shins. Wiping his hands on the massive apron tied about his waist, Torval beamed at Sev and asked, "Dinner went well?"

Standing and taking Torval's hand in thanks, Sev replied, "Everything was wonderful, Torval. Thank you so much. I will return the basket this afternoon. I would have brought it now, but I did not have time to go back and get it."

Torval patted her hand firmly. "Already taken care of.  Sent the kitchen boy off with Anardil and a handcart not half an hour ago. Ought to be back shortly. Now would you be wanting breakfast or the same as Aerio’s having?"

"What Aerio is having, if you please," Sev answered. 

"Be right out with it." Torval gave her hand another pat, then released it.

"And where is Hulda? I would like to thank her again for all the trouble she went to."

"She's been on pins and needles waiting for a report from you," Torval said indulgently. "I'll let her know you're here." Then he gave Sev a pointed look. "After I get your food." 

Sev shook her head as the man disappeared back into the kitchen. "I think I need to have a little conversation with Anardil." 

"And what have I done this time?" a voice asked from behind her.

Sev jerked around startled. "Just how many people did you set to the task of making sure I eat?"

Anardil looked past Sev to Aerio and sighed. The elf needed to learn a little discretion. "I merely requested that Aerio keep you company while you ate as I was uncertain what time you would arrive. How went your meeting with the salt merchant?"

Sev snorted, "Fine enough. I do not know the family his sister married into, but I told him I would ask Liam to find out what he could. And don't change the subject. I do not need a keeper."

Aerio made a strangled sound as he choked on a piece of fish. Sev glared at him, then whirled back to Anardil who was attempting to cover a small smile with his hand.

"Did you or did you not set that man, Tom, to watching me?" Sev said forcefully. 

"And where did you meet Tom?" Anardil asked in surprise.

"In the marketplace. He was attempting to apologize for dragging you and 'Rio'…" Sev pointed a finger at Aerio. "Into that fight last night. He says you didn't tell him to follow me, but now I'm not so sure."

"I didn't. And what else did you and Tom speak of?" 

"I asked him to come back to The Slippery Fish with me, but he refused. Some idiotic notion that he is not decent company for me."

"Tom possesses a great deal of common sense." 

Sev drew herself up. "If you did not want me to know him, why did you bring him back to your room last night?"

Aerio said quietly, "'Twas more a case of Tom bringing him."

Sev looked from the elf to the man in confusion. "What does that mean? Were you injured more than I know?" Seeing Anardil's hesitation, Sev paused and studied the swelling over his eye. Slowly she said, "You know, it is better for you to tell me straight out that this is part of your duties you can not share. If you do, I will be less likely to say or ask the wrong thing of the wrong people. I truly am capable of curbing my curiosity when it is prudent."

"It is not that, so much."  Anardil touched Sev's elbow and urged her towards a chair at Aerio's table.  As they sat, he said, "Tom is useful to me.  I know that sounds cold-blooded, but it is a fact.  And he shuns the public eye because if the powers-that-be knew of his whereabouts, and that he yet lived in the world, he would be very shortly hanged.  He is a murderer, my dear, and a man of crude appetites and uncouth behaviors."

"To say the least," Aerio murmured.

Cocking her head, Sev asked, "Should I have been afraid of him?  I did not think him a threat."

"Oh, no."  Anardil shook his head.  "No, he would never harm a woman.  In fact …" He drew a breath and let it out in a sigh.  "The man he killed, years ago, was his sister's betrothed.  The man pushed her during an argument - Tom flew into a rage.  And then it was too late. He has not seen his family since."

Sev's face sagged in lines of sadness, and then she shook her head in unconscious mirror of Anardil's gesture.  "The poor man."

"Yes.  One moment to regret for the rest of his life."  He reached to take her hand, fingers squeezing warmly as he offered a sad smile.  "Those are some of the people I know, in the work I do now, Sev.  They live in grey places where the law can't be bothered to look, knowing that they are beyond reach of anything but the vengeance of the law.  And many, like Tom, are not truly bad people.  They simply made bad choices.  So I try to offer a little trust and kindness, along with the coin I give them for their efforts on my behalf, but that is all I can do.  It is not as I would wish, but I cannot bring them forward into the open light of friendship.  For some, like Tom, it would mean their deaths."

His fingers rubbed hers gently as Sev pondered her thoughts before speaking again.  "He said he owed you, that you had 'saved his hide,' as he put it.  Is that something I should not inquire about?"

Shrugging, Anardil said, "He was in trouble once.  I lent a hand.  I disliked seeing bullies gang up on a man for what were, that I could discern, empty reasons.   Happily it turned out I was right, and I gained a useful ally.  What?"

Sev's smile widened as she said, "And here you worry about me in dark alleys.  I think you may have a few impulsive tendencies of your own."

With a sudden chuff of laughter, Anardil ducked his head then grinned at her, eyes twinkling warmly.  "So it may be, my lady.  And look where it's gotten me?  Some impulses are worth following."

Mercifully the warmth Sev felt in her cheeks went unnoticed with the arrival of Torval, bringing two more fragrantly steaming plates of fish steaks, and a slice of pie for Aerio.

"The catch of the day!" Anardil exclaimed happily, and aimed a grin across the table at Aerio.  "And now I would very much like to hear about your fishing trip.  How did you find Master Fralen?"

"I found him to be a surprisingly engaging gentleman," Aerio said, as he turned his pie into position for the attack.  "He knows more tales of lore than I would have anticipated."

Thus they settled in for their meal while Aerio retold the tale of Queen Beruthiel and her cats, and thence explained the intricacies of properly casting a fishing line.

******

Chapter 20: Pelargir

November 4, 1421 SR

Sev spent her last morning in Pelargir in the stables, organizing her packs.  Her trading had resulted in a number of goods to bear north, some to be traded in turn and others to be taken to the Burping Troll.  Her wares now included such varied items as spices, brooms, a box of fancy glass bottles and vials, thimbles and needles, some skillfully turned brass candlesticks, several bolts of fine cloth, buckles and brooches, and one small crate of knife blanks from an excellent local smith that wanted only to be finished and set with proper grips.  That latter she had a hunch would be eagerly embraced by a knifesmith she knew in Henneth Annun, who crafted weapons for the Rangers there. 

All in all she was well satisfied with the profit she had turned on the healing herbs and prepared potions. She had even contracted to send another shipment of selected herbs to the local apothecary before year's end. The stable master had agreed to distribute the shipment for a small fee and she was confident that with the cooperation of Liam, Alfgard and Esiwmas the shipment would reach Pelargir well before the promised date. Most importantly, Torval and Hulda had been trained in the mixing of hangover remedy and were in possession of enough of the necessary ingredients to manage for several months.

The hobbits, Camellia and Milo, would receive a percentage for the herbal transactions as they had put so much time and effort into assisting her in the gathering and preparation of the plants. The small group of rehabilitated orcs near the Burping Troll would also receive a portion of her profits, for Sev had traded several examples of their metalwork and carving. The orcs' payment would be made in foodstuffs and clothing that she would purchase in Henneth Annun and carry to the Troll. 

After fastening the last pack and stacking it carefully in the harness room, Sev returned to the stable to groom the two pack mules.  Warms scents of hay and equine greeted her as she entered the wide doors, as did throaty nickers from horses hoping for a treat. The pack animals had been well-treated during their stay in Pelargir; but as they were borrowed from Alfgard she felt it necessary to return them in extra fine condition. Murmuring softly to the animals in a steady stream of Rohirric, Sev curried and brushed until their coats gleamed. Giving both mules an extra measure of oats, she turned next to Biscuit. 

Nothing would ever make him beautiful, but in his own way he was family. To him, she spoke of Sewulf and Beregrid, telling of how they had been when she left them last in Nurn. She spoke also of Sewulf's brothers, Segilde and Sewold, who would never return; one having fallen at Helm's Deep and the other before the gates of Minas Tirith. So many of Rohan's boldest and best, lost.  Unbidden tears sprang to her eyes and she paused in her combing of Biscuit's mane to wipe them away. 

Biscuit turned and whickered softly then tossed his head toward the stall to his right. Sev lifted her head to meet the clear brown eyes of Baran, Anardil's horse. 

As she returned to her task, she murmured, "Wisdom is found in the strangest of places. You are right, my friend. We have new friends and family." With a stern look as she pulled the comb through the last tangle, she added, "Though that does not mean that you should take advantage of them."

Biscuit snorted and shook his head heavily as Sev said, "Behave yourself today. It is our last in Pelargir."

Leaving Biscuit to munch his oats, Sev moved quickly to Baran. Anardil would be here soon and they were to ride out to a meadow a slight distance from the city for a picnic. Catching sight of the large hamper they had purchased from Arlen and now packed with food for the noon meal, Sev frowned. 

Arlen. That was one thing they had not had any success with. They could come up with no way to make it profitable enough to any trader to go to King's Ferry for a selection of baskets.  The modest worth of Arlen's work would not cover the costs of transportation, which would entail a three-day ride or drive. Surely there was a solution. Nmad, it was probably staring them right in the face.

The big bay horse was much like his master, leaning his head contentedly into the stiff bristles of the brush working behind his ears.  Smiling, Sev gave him an extra scratch or two, before moving on to brushing bits of hay-dust from his gleaming rump.

"You'll spoil him."

"Nmad!"  Sev leaped and spun at the sudden voice in her ear, even though she knew whose grey eyes she would see smiling down at her.  "Have you any idea how close you came to getting this brush in the side of your head?  Or worse?"

Anardil pursed his lips thoughtfully and spread thumb and forefinger fractionally apart.  "Oh, about this close."

"Closer."  Sev turned back to the horse with a sniff, and flicked the last dirt from its coat, trying to pretend that her heart was not galloping at the top of her throat.  "Nmad loof.  Are we ready to go, then?"

"Yes, I believe we are."  His hand clasped her shoulder, briefly restraining her motions as he kissed her hair.  "One last balmy day in the waning weeks of autumn, and my lady's smile to rival the sunlight on the golden trees."

Sev's own smile grew unbidden as she stepped past him out of the stall.  "You do that on purpose, don't you?" she said with a small laugh.  "Spout flowery nonsense to which I can't possibly frame a sensible reply."

"Of course."  Anardil schooled his face to solemnity, but mischief danced in his eyes.  "And if it saves me from being brained by flying curry combs, all the better."

Trying not to laugh, Sev said, "Just for that, you lacsar, you can saddle your own horse."

******

They followed, though they knew it not, the very path Aerio had taken along the banks of the River Sirith. Unlike the elf, however, Sev and Anardil found no need to seek out the wares of the smooth-tongued baker.  They did, however, note the bedraggled village which sprawled like scattered luggage along the edge of parkland once belonging to the manor of a Gondorian nobleman.  On the banks of the river, trees crowned in gold and scarlet dipped their feet in the deep current.  Time was slipping by them as surely as the green waters flowing past, and so they sought to make the most of a sunny autumn day.

At last turning away from the river, Anardil led the way to the ruins of what had once been a covered pavilion, standing beside the all but vanished remnants of an artificial lake.  Only a broken rim of mossy stone marked the ancient shoreline, and at the center of the grassy basin stood a mound of overgrown earth.  Upon that was mounted a stone block bearing the incongruity of two great feet - broken off at the ankles, the original statue long since lost.

A quiet word to Biscuit, then Sev sat gazing up at the vine covered columns with a thoughtful expression.  The arches atop the columns surrounding the pavilion floor now held up only sky, and though carefully hewn of marble and other fine stones, even the grasses did their subtle work.  Roots and the seasons cracked the stones slowly but certainly apart, until one day even this would lay as a tumbled mystery like the statue in the vanished lake. 

“So old…it is all so old," she murmured.  "I never realized how young my people are until I came south and saw the White City and heard your tales of Pelargir. We have nothing like this. Our history is held in the hearts and minds of the skalds. They keep the rolls of the families and sing the songs of our past.” 

Dismounting easily, Sev climbed the three wide steps of the pavilion and looked back toward the river. Though overgrown and sinking into the slumber of winter, the land was rich. 

“Why is this left idle? None till the fields nor harvest the orchards. The war itself did not ravage these lands. This land has been abandoned for longer than that.”

Standing beside the horses as he watched her, Anardil said, “I think time and age are what happened.  Gondor was like a grand old dame grown complacent in her place and her knowledge, who after time does not see that her house crumbles and her servants are idle."

Dropping the reins that the horses might graze upon the fading grasses, he walked up the steps to stand beside her.  Laying his hand on a column's smooth side he spoke on.

"She thought her great Enemy slept, and then when Shadow began to grow, her people were called to face matters of war and learn the arts of battle.  Where once they lived like unto the men of sunken Númenor, their ancient lore became the stuff of books and scribes as Gondor shut herself into herself.  Men no longer sought to live in grace or ease; they sought only to live.  So lands once rich became abandoned as its folk fled away to places of safety and defense.  It was a long, slow process, Sevi, a gradual decline from greatness.  In a land where a scholar is respected but a soldier is raised to greatness, there cannot help but be a slow leaching of much that was once fair and worthy."

Dropping his hand, he offered a wry smile.  "In truth, the men of Gondor have sought to become warriors as fearsome as those of the Riddermark."

Sev’s lips twitched as she said, “Aye, and the people of the Mark have become more like those of Gondor. A few of us have even learned to read and write. Albeit poorly in most cases.”

Anardil chuckled as he replied, "I can read your writing well enough.  I have certainly seen far worse.  But how did writing come to your family?"

“My grandsire was an ambitious man and had hopes that my father might be taken into the household of Thengel King as a scribe and thus had him trained as such. But circumstances interfered and my father instead served in the eored haunting the borders of Nan Curunir. There he most thoroughly disgraced himself by taking to wife one of the wild women of Dunland. For which he was then exiled to the pastures high in the White Mountains.”

Sev faced him squarely, her face becoming sober.  “I would have you know this now. In truth, I should have told you earlier. My blood kin denies any connection with my brother or myself and there are those within Esiwmas’ family, my kin-by-marriage, who would willingly sever all bonds as well. At the war’s end, in despair and bitterness I cut those bonds myself and left Rohan. But Esiwmas, as head of the family, refuses to consider the ties undone and bids me to return to the Deeping Vale."

She paused briefly, dropping her gaze as her fingers found the silver pendant hanging at her throat and said, "I have been a part of the family for more than half my life and find I no longer wish to turn my back on it. There are many who I care for and who I now realize still care for me.”

Sev was suddenly aware that Anardil stood still as the column at his back, watching her with grave compassion, and she smiled softly.

“Yet, there is no going back, for that is not where my heart lies."  Reaching out her hand, she met his eyes as his fingers firmly clasped hers.  "For as long as you will have me, I will pledge myself to you.”

His grip tightened around her hand as he drew her close, then released her hand to hug her tightly against him.  She felt him draw a deep breath and let it go and his chin settled in her hair.  His embrace was strong but not restrictive, his strength comforting but not controlling.  Wrapping her own arms around him she pressed her face against his chest and breathed the faint, undefined musk that was his scent.

His voice rumbled quietly next to her ear as he said, "Then I hope you are prepared to put up with me for a very long while, for I pledge myself to thee for all my life."

And for a long moment they remained thus, hearing the rustle of breezes in the trees and mayhap the gentle beating of their own hearts.  At last Anardil loosened his embrace to smile down at her and softly kissed her lips.

“And must I worry about Esiwmas coming to carry you away?”

Sev shook her head, stepping back, but only so she could clasp his hand. “No, more likely you will need to ward off his most exuberant thanks and welcomes. If Es truly objected, I would now be sitting bound and gagged somewhere in the seventh circle of Minas Tirith. And consider, if you will, that much of the information he does have on you came from the Healers of Minas Tirith. That should tell you what the men of Rohan value. Or what he deems is a suitable companion for me.”

Chuckling in sudden understanding, Anardil said, “Then your friend Liam will have been sent to confirm the information already acquired.”

“What one knows the rest discover soon, or so it would appear.” Sev looked at Anardil uncertainly. “They truly will not interfere that much. We have already decided that I am to go back to the Burping Troll. The Troll is many leagues from Rohan and only a few of them ever come to Henneth Annun.”

Abruptly Anardil laughed aloud and bent to press a kiss in her hair.  "I have no fear of your relatives, Sevi.  Those I have met are good men whose friendship I would covet, did I have more time with them.  Whom you love, I am certain I will also find loveable."

Laughing in response, Sev said, "You have not met Esiwmas.  He is a great, jovial bear of a man who thinks mauling is a socially acceptable form of greeting."

"Really?"  Anardil arched an eyebrow as he looked down at her.  "Does he like ale or beer?"

Baffled, Sev said, "I'm sure he likes both, but what -."

"Good.  Then I know how to stay on his good side."  With a bound Anardil suddenly leaped down the ancient steps, where he looked back up at her with laughing eyes.  "Come, Sevi, this is a picnic.  I think that means food, does it not?"

"Nmad loof," she said fondly, and followed him to the horses, albeit at a more dignified pace.

Much later they sat amidst fallen leaves and the remains of lunch, upon a blanket laid on the ancient floor of the pavilion.  Anardil idly munched a wedge of apple topped with a bit of nutty cheese and watched the distant glitter of water flowing beyond the trees.  Beside him Sev began packing away the leftovers, not that there was much, and he reflected that here he was utterly content.  Yet even now the river breeze whispered up from the water with a faintly chilling edge, rattling leaves across the stone paving and reminding him that both the day and the season were ending.

His attention caught on the hamper in which Sev was placing their lunch leavings, and he dusted his fingers before reaching out to touch it.  Again he marveled at Arlen's craftsmanship, the hands of a blind man turning out works of both handsome appearance and sturdy utility that Arlen could only see in his mind.  However, beneath his questing touch Anardil felt, as Arlen must, the changes in texture between round reeds and flat, thin reeds and wide.  The base color was a neutral tan but patterns were woven in the sides of the hamper, and also at its corners and the edges of its lid in shades of reddish purple and deep russet, shot through with a narrow strand of woody green.

"How do you suppose they will fare the winter?" he asked, as he let his hand drop.


Sev did not have to ask of whom he spoke.  "As they always have.  As best they can."  She looked up at him and added, "They are not entirely alone.  They have neighbors who check in on them."

Remembering the fisherman who had appeared as they ended their visit, Anardil nodded slowly.  "That is a comfort to know.  Not as much as I would wish, but it is something."

Sev nodded her understanding and continued her tasks of tidying up.  They both wished better for Arlen and Elly, but charity would only damage whatever kind thoughts the pair might have held for Sev and Anardil, and would not be accepted in any case.

"When chance permits," Anardil said, "I will also check in on them.  I don't know what I could do, but …"

"Arlen enjoys your company," Sev said.  "I think that would be a kindness in itself."

Smiling rueful gratitude, Anardil said, "I will do so, then.  And back to the earlier matter of relatives, do you suppose your kinsman Liam will be waiting for us?"

Dropping the last items in the hamper, Sev said, "I honestly don't know, but I suppose we should start back in a while."

"Not yet."  Anardil folded his legs under him and rose.  Holding down his hand he said with a smile, "Come, there is more to see here.  Let the horses graze some more.  I want to show you the gardens."

"There are gardens here?"

As she took his hand and let him pull her to her feet, he said, "Yes, very old gardens.  There are roses grown to the size of small trees, which might still have blossoms for us, and flowers and sweet herbs growing wild among the ruins.  And a little stream tumbles from stone to stone through it that is good to drink.  You'll see."

Thus they walked together a while longer, strolling amidst the ruins of the past and the whispers of the future

********

Returning to Pelargir in the late afternoon, Sev was disappointed to discover that Liam and his pack train had not yet arrived. Leaving word with the stable master to send Liam on to The Slippery Fish when he did appear, they went back to Anardil’s room.  There Sevilodorf busied herself with insuring everything was ready for her departure on the morrow. 

Anardil said nothing as he sat on the bed and watched her move about the room.  Bit by bit, piece by piece, the signs of her presence here disappeared.  Last she fastened the buckles and set her pack beside the door.

“There. I think I have everything.” Sev stepped back to eye the bulging pack and shook her head. “I seem to have acquired some hobbitish habits. I was once able to ride with a single saddle bag.”

“There are worse habits to acquire than those of hobbits. You have not forgotten the basket for Mistress Erin?”

“It’s with the packs at the stables. Filled with smaller items.  I put the hamper under the bed."  She looked at him with a rueful expression.  "I do wish we had been able to think of some way to get Arlen’s baskets to market. Hulda was very impressed with the mats. She bought all that I would sell.”

Anardil reached out his hand and pulled her to him. “Someone once told me ‘We can't always fulfill the impulses of our hearts. No matter how well we mean.’”

Sev sighed. “Don’t toss my words back at me. There must be a better solution.”

“We have cudgeled our brains for days and failed to find anything that Elly would not consider charity.”

“Yes, I know. But we just need to think differently….” Then Sev exclaimed gleefully. “That’s it! I know how to solve it!”

“How?”

“We turn it over to Aerio. Present him with the parameters of the situation and leave him to analyze the problem and we will have a solution within hours. Knowing Aerio, several solutions.”

“The parameters of the problem is it?” Anardil laughed. “You’ve spent too much time with the elf, Sev.”

Ignoring him, Sev stood and grabbed her cloak from its peg by the door. “I have no idea why I didn’t think of this sooner. Think of all the time we wasted.”

Pulling the door open, she stopped and said, “Well, hurry up. The sooner we tell him, the sooner we get an answer. Just you watch. I don’t guarantee that every solution he comes up with will be feasible. Some will be completely outrageous, but one will work.”

Anardil was amused and amazed to discover how many people nodded greetings to him as they hurried along the waterfront. Or more accurately, how many sent greetings to Sevilodorf. He knew that tomorrow, he would once again fade into the crowd and become just another face amidst the multitude to most of them. It was Sev that drew their eyes. What was it Hulda had called it? Oh, yes, “The meetin’ and greetin’.” Though he was willing to wager a hefty sum that none in Pelargir knew more about Sev than she wished them to know, he was equally certain that she could relate a wealth of information about them and their families. Perhaps one of them was in the wrong line of business. 

For a brief time, Anardil entertained himself with the thought of what Lord Aragorn's and Lord Faramir’s reactions would be, if he suggested retiring and allowing Sevilodorf to take his place. Not that he would ever allow her within twenty leagues of Master Tamar or any of his ilk.

A thin mist was forming on the river as the twilight deepened. As if a gauzy curtain were being drawn, it muffled the sounds of those few vessels still upon the river and blurred the edges of the light from the lanterns hung upon the ships’ masts. 

Entering the crowded common room of The Slippery Fish, they were greeted heartily by Torval.   

“Got the back room all fixed up for you. Aerio and that Rohirrim Rider are already there. And Hulda’s upstairs primping. She’ll join you as soon as she is finished. You know how women are.”

At a raucous shout, Torval turned and waved a hand toward a boisterous group of men seated near to the front windows. “I’ll be there when I get there, boys, so quiet down!”

“Don’t let us keep you, Torval," Sev said. "We can find the way. Thank you so much for allowing us to steal away Hulda for the evening.”

“Deserves a night off, she does.  Works hard, my sister does. Not often I can get her to take the time to relax.”

Shouts from the group by the window increased in volume and Torval pointed to the hallway.  “Last room on the left. Gafler’ll be serving you. I’ll send him back when Hulda comes down.”

Sev struggled to control a laugh as Anardil whispered, “I wonder what floral scent Hulda has decided to use tonight.”

“Stop that,” Sev said biting her lip. “I’ll never keep a straight face if you go whispering in my ear.”

Anardil gave a lopsided grin and led the way to the private dining room. Then as he opened the door, he murmured, “Well, aren't you the least bit curious as to what is involved in the primping of Hulda the Magnificent?  Frankly my mind boggles.”

Sev choked as she tried to keep from laughing out loud and slapped at his arm in protest.  In that instant she found herself facing Liam's grin across the table within.

“I see he has already discovered your tendency to lash out at people at the slightest provocation,” Liam said, rising to his feet with a chuckle.

“He has also been forewarned of her compulsive desire to kick people in the shins,” Aerio said, smirking from his own seat at the round table.

Sev glared at Aerio and shook a finger at Liam. Turning back to Anardil, she said, “I told you. He’ll spend the rest of the evening giving you a list of my faults, while he sits and stuffs his face full of Hulda’s cooking. And to think that I called him a friend.”

“A friend."  Liam's eyes twinkled as he offered a mock bow.  "Why Sevilodorf, I’m honored. At one time you called me a two-faced spawn of an orc.”

“True. If I recall, you and Sewulf had just convinced Beregrid to run up and swat a hornet's nest with his bare hand.  And of course it fell right on him."  As the tall blond man assumed an expression of vast innocence, Sev said, "Anardil, this two-faced spawn of an orc is Liam, son of Lioth. He is trail master for Esiwmas. Liam, Anardil, son of Cirion, of the Dúnedain.”

The Rohirrim's rugged, honest face creased in a ready smile as he grasped Anardil's hand in welcome.  "It is my pleasure to meet you, sir.  I've heard good things about you."

"So I’m told," Anardil replied with a wry grin.  "And undoubtedly the bad, as well, if your sources are placed highly enough."

With a ringing laugh, Liam clapped Anardil on the shoulder and said, "None of it was anything I wouldn't do!  Now, Sevi promised both a good meal and a good visit when we met again, and I intend to claim both."

"I did?"  Sev cocked an eyebrow as she nonetheless returned his smile.

Shrugging happily, Liam said, "Well, that sounds better than saying I am to inspect Anardil, son of Cirion, for the benefit of the entire family."

Now it was Anardil's turn to laugh.  "Inspect as you will," he said.  "And you can tell me about your own willful lady love.  What is her name, Leneswyn?"

The look of brief astonishment on Liam's face was both Sev's and Anardil's reward as they moved to settle themselves at the table.  After all, the business of gathering information worked both ways.

Liam had barely opened his mouth to respond when the door burst open and in strode Hulda.  A blaze of fiery color burst upon the eyes of all within, as yards of orange fabric swayed from her stately bosom and flaming crimson swirled at her majestic hips.  The almost overpowering scent of roses accompanied her like a gale wind, and Sev sharply elbowed Anardil before he could whisper a comment. The source of that heady fragrance appeared to be the dozen or so blossoms woven into the elaborate arrangement of Hulda’s gray curls, which rather gave the impression that a small rose bush was encased within. 

“Now don’t anyone get up on my account.” Hulda’s booming voice filled the small room. Then she stopped and stared at Liam with shining eyes. “Well, doog gnineve, emosdnah.”

Whether it was the excruciatingly bad pronunciation of her Rohirric, or the eye blinding combination of orange and red, Liam visibly winced. To his credit, however, he recovered quickly and rose to bow politely.

"Doog gnineve, ydal," he replied, and offered the empty chair at his side.

Aerio brightened for a moment, for this put Liam as a bulwark between them, until Sev said, “Liam, if you don’t mind, why don’t you switch places with Hulda?”

Hulda beamed happily as this now put her between Liam and Aerio. “Surrounded on all sides by handsome men!” she exclaimed. 

Simpering girlishly she raised a great hand to pat her curls.  Thankfully she did not notice that Liam surreptitiously leaned away, as her perfumed tower of tresses swayed alarmingly. 

Slipping into the chair on the right side of Aerio, Sev heard the elf mutter a line of Haradric poetry. On her other side, Anardil began to shake with silent paroxysms of laughter.

“The two of you behave,” she hissed.

“Ah, that’s all right, lovey,” Hulda twittered. “He’s just reciting a piece of verse.”

“You understand the language of Harad?” asked Aerio with open astonishment.

Hulda reached out and gave the elf a sturdy thump on the back. “Why, of course, I do. At least, bits and pieces of it. Got a real ear for foreign words, I do. It pays to be able to greet the folk in their own tongue. Makes ‘em feel more at home.”

“Come then, Aerio, for the benefit of those of us who are not quite so talented, translate for us,” Sev said. Then with a stern look at Anardil added, “We’ll see just how effective your instructor was.”

With all eyes on him, Aerio resisted the urge to squirm but Sev could read it in his expression.  With a resigned sigh, he said, “First she was like a rose bud, then a very delicate rose and then she became a fully blossomed garden.”

While Hulda glowed with obvious delight and reached a massive hand upward to pat a rose, Liam smothered a grin in his mug and Sev gave Aerio a sharp kick in the shins. Though the elf winced he made no other response, happy enough that Hulda did not appear to take offense at his words.

As a nervous-looking little man laden with a heavy tray pushed open the door, Hulda abruptly boomed, “And where have you been, Gafler? Get your yrros ttub in here and serve everything before it gets cold.”

Gafler grew even more nervous as he realized who the other occupants of the room were. Hulda had never discovered the danger he had unwittingly led Sevilodorf into on her first visit to Pelargir, and Gafler would prefer to keep it that way.  Thus he had spent the last week avoiding any contact with her or Aerio, who Gafler could never look at without seeing a shining knife and icy blue eyes. 

All but dropping the tray on the table, Gafler muttered something incomprehensible and began to lay settings before each of those at the table. 

"Dinner will be fit for a king," Hulda announced, still beaming from her ode in Haradic poetry.  "We have a fish chowder that would make a dead man shout for more, greens with a light raspberry vinegar dressing, and wait until you see what Torval can do with steamed crawfish.  These were fresh from the trap last night, mind you, and brought upriver this morning."

Smiling, Anardil said, "You have never yet disappointed a hungry man at the table, Hulda."

Hulda's hearty laugh bounced two chins and all of her splendid bosom.  "Handsome, I've never disappointed a man, period."

Liam nearly drowned on the spot in a mere four fingers of beer, and only Anardil's quick thumping on the back saved him.  Meanwhile Hulda laughed delightedly at his discomfiture, and Sev could only shake her head as the big woman tenderly dabbed a napkin about Liam's crimson face and streaming eyes.

"Now, there-there," Hulda crooned, eyes dancing impishly.  "You're a strong lad, don't let me fright ya."

"No, lady," rasped Liam, as his breath finally returned.  "I was merely unprepared."

Sitting back with a sturdy chuckle and a wink, Hulda said, "Well, now we're past that little problem."

“That reminds me,” Sev exclaimed, after Gafler had scuttled from the room with a promise to return with the food. “Aerio, I have a problem for you to set your agile mind to.”

Briefly, Sev outlined the situation with Arlen and Elly, both their poverty and Arlen's genuine talent for first-rate basketry, concluding with the statement, “Now you must understand that any proposal may not have the slightest air of charity about it. Elly’s pride would forbid it and more harm than good might result.”

Hulda nodded wisely and said, “Yes, the river folk might not have much but they won’t stand for outsiders stepping in to help.”

Liam examined the mats set out to receive hot platters and serving bowls with a trader’s careful eye.  Turning one mat in his hands to gauge the tightness and smoothness of the weave, he frowned thoughtfully.

“This is quality work."

"It is that," Hulda agreed.  "I talked Sev out of this little bit she would part with, these mats.  But I seen her other stuff, hampers and a little basket for female folderol.  All of it just this nice."

Nodding, Liam said, "Sevilodorf is correct in saying that if there were some way to get it to market it would fetch a good price.” 

“But how?” Sev asked. “King’s Ferry is far off the main roads and to be honest, even if it were financially viable to send a buyer there, I don’t think the people would much appreciate us bringing a string of outsiders to the village. They are much like the mountain folk of the high reaches of the White Mountains, Liam. In their experience, being noticed by the 'outside' just results in more hardship.”

"Also," Anardil noted, "Arlen is quite old, so he cannot produce large lots of his wares that would pay, in and of themselves, for someone to drive all the way down and back as a special trip.  But if he could sell what he does make, they live simply enough that a little extra silver each month would go a long way - if there were a practical way to get his goods to market.  I would volunteer to do it myself, no charge, but I am too often gone to be a reliable delivery."

"If I wasn't tied to this place, I'd go myself," Hulda added.  "And I don't have anybody I can cut loose for three days round-trip, or I'd send someone.  I could use some baskets for keepin' things organized around this place, and so would lots of folks.  There's a market here, but the old man is way down there."

Aerio nodded as each point was made, then said, “I will give it some thought. There must be several solutions that would meet all the required criteria.”

Sev gave Anardil a satisfied grin as if to say ‘I told you so’, to which he could only smile and nod agreement.  Then the door opened again to admit Gafler, the little man nearly buried beneath a tray full of serving platters, and behind him a serving girl balanced several large bowls.

"Supper is served!" Hulda boomed, and so it was.

Savory aromas filled the room as enormous crawfish vied for room with garlic butter, sautéed mushrooms tossed with sweet peas, little fish cakes topped with a spicy red sauce, another fish wrapped in thin leaves and fried over a hot, fast flame, and little pastries filled with soft rice and chopped vegetables.  Nor was the fish chowder forgotten, steaming grandly in the center of the table as Hulda personally served everyone a bowl.  And last but not least were round loaves of dark, nutty bread.

For the first few moments the very sparing conversation consisted of no more than please pass this or that and noises of heart-felt appreciation.  But as the edge of hunger was blunted, casual banter resumed once more.

"So, Anardil," said Liam.  "It seems uncommon to find a northern Dúnedain making a home in Pelargir."

"It is," Anardil acknowledged easily.  "But then I have always been an uncommon sort."

"So I hear.  Do you find these southern lands to your liking, then?  This is an interesting old town, but I have to confess, I would find myself missing real winters, and the lands around these cities are terribly cluttered with folk."

"True, but I am often out and about.  I find enough open spaces to please even Rohirrim, in my travels."

Sev stifled her urge to laugh by taking another bite.  The information-hunt had begun, but she rather suspected Liam had his work cut out for him, if he thought he could trick Anardil into divulging anything he did not want known.  Undaunted, Liam cheerfully continued on.

"Where do your travels take you?"  With a disarming smile, he added, "If I may be so bold.  I have never been a step further south than I am right now.  You must see some amazing things."

"I've been many places."  Anardil smiled as he dipped a spoonful of soup.  "They say variety is the spice of life, in which case I will eventually be quite well-seasoned.  Rather like this soup."

And so it went.  Sev caught Aerio's eye next to her, as the elf artfully concealed a smirk behind a large chunk of bread.  It was a game, after all, one both Liam and Anardil recognized and cheerfully played.  The answers he did not give probably told Liam as much as the answers he did.  By the end of supper, Sev reflected, and a tankard or two of beer, those two would probably be swearing undying brotherhood.  Shaking her head to shush Aerio's silent amusement, she smothered her own smile and continued her meal.

"But don't you miss the North?" Liam genially pursued his questioning.

"When I do, I will go there," Anardil answered noncommittally.  "But if I were there, I think I would miss the excellent food along the river.  Life has just another way of going, down here on the water."

"That's it!" Aerio cried.

Everyone turned to stare at his sudden outburst and he smirked with clear satisfaction.  "The solution is obvious."

Hulda looked at him.  "And the question is?"

"How to get the old gentleman's basketry to market.  We don't go by land, we go by water.  Fralen the fish-vendor knows people, Mistress Hulda, I'm certain you know people.  The river is full of folks who make their living on the water each day."  Aerio placed both hands on the table and nodded triumphantly.  "All we need is someone who regularly plies the river in the course of their everyday work.  They could stop by King's Ferry once a month, or whatever the agreed-upon time should be, and ferry his wares up to Pelargir as simply a part of their ordinary travels.  The only inconvenience to them would be the added stop, but that is a trifling thing, and a bit of coin from sales could surely make that worthwhile."

Realizing everyone was still gazing at him, the elf frowned.  "Well?"

Sev smiled triumphantly and exclaimed, “Perfect. I knew you could do it, Aerio. You do think that would work, don’t you?” She looked expectantly from Anardil to Hulda.

“Why, I believe it would, lovey. And aren’t you a clever one to figure it out?” Hulda leaned over and gave Aerio a buss on the cheek, causing the elf to turn a most alarming shade of red.

“I knew the answer was right there in front of us,” Sev said. 

“It most certainly was,” Anardil said, trying unsuccessfully to hide his mirth at the elf's discomfiture. “But a truly superior solution for its very simplicity, Aerio. I will speak to Master Fralen on the morrow and set the sails in motion.” 

Grasping for the tatters of his dignity, Aerio nodded coolly at Anardil’s compliment. “I am happy to have been of service. It was my understanding that the information you received from Arlen and brought to Emyn Arnen was instrumental in the decisions Lord Faramir made, concerning the deployment of troops to Nurn during our recent expedition.”

Sev turned shining eyes on Anardil and gave him a satisfied smile. She was not the only one who saw his word as carrying weight. 

As Anardil began to protest, Liam interrupted, “Now I would like to hear the details of that expedition a little more completely than I have previously. Sewulf is not the easiest man to get information from.”

“Surely that is not appropriate conversation for the dinner table,” Anardil began uncomfortably, only to be stopped by Hulda.

“Pish, posh. There’s nothing to get the blood stirring like a good battle story. And I’d like to hear the true tale."  She peered around the table with an anticipatory grin.  "There’s been some strange stories of elvish magic and a Dark Elf.”

Perhaps in her cheerful enthusiasm Hulda missed the subtle tension in Anardil's face, or the way Sev abruptly turned her eyes to her plate.  But then Hulda was not an elf. 

“Now, Mistress Hulda,” Aerio said, and mustered a brilliant smile that captured her attention instantly.  “There are few things we could relate that would best your tale of the Passage of the Grey Company and your meeting with King Elessar.  You are in fact the only living soul I have knowingly spoken to who witnessed the Army of the Dead and the vanquishing of the Black Fleet.  Master Liam has not heard about it.  Would you favor us with a retelling?” 

Liam was neither a dullard himself, and instantly took his cue to exclaim with widened eyes, “Why, madam, you must tell me this tale.  I have heard many secondhand versions, but the word of an eyewitness would be most valuable.”

Nor was it an untruth, for Liam was eager to hear the tale and whatever undercurrents necessitated this change of topic, he was content to play along.  Hulda of course was just as eager to oblige.  Once more she spoke and once more her listeners saw a chilling fog rise from the river, alive with half-seen figures in the midst, and before them rode the Lord Aragorn with a mighty sword and a voice of thunder.

When finally she was done and the last of the Corsairs leapt screaming into dark water and silence, Liam sat almost without breathing.  His slack face and wide eyes were those of a fascinated boy, and even Sev and Aerio, who had heard the story before, found themselves sitting back to take deep breaths as the tale released them.  Anardil neither moved nor spoke, his eyes deep-focused on things that only he could see and his jaw was set in grim lines.

"Nmad," was all that Liam could think to whisper.

"The river folk should derive more than a few ghost stories from that," Aerio observed.  "Cold-hearted cat queens notwithstanding."

"Stories, aye," Hulda said gravely.  "But you'll know the talk of those who were there.  'Tis fear in the truth, lovey, and if a man ever tells you of that day and there is no fear in his eyes, walk away, for he will be a low-down liar."

"It is hard to imagine."  Liam shook his head slowly, still gripped in the spell of her telling.  "Harder yet to imagine there were mortal men who rode with Lord Aragorn to summon them, and rode with them to that fight.  Men of iron hearts, the Grey Company must have been."

"They were but men," Anardil said softly, and met Liam's startled glance with a quiet smile.  "Simply men."

Comprehension dawned in the younger man's eyes, and for an instant he might have said something, asked something.  But perhaps he read the shadows of dark memory in Anardil's gaze, for he swallowed his words unspoken and simply nodded in silent understanding.


"Well, then," said Hulda quietly and pushed herself to her feet.  She took a step to rest a big hand on Anardil's shoulder, and then her smile reappeared.

"Who's ready for some dessert?" she boomed.  "You ain't seen bread pudding until you see the bread pudding served by The Slippery Fish.  Rich and sweet and we got a brandy sauce the likes you never seen.  Don't none of you move, I'll be back in two shakes!"

Two shakes of what no one dared ask, but laughter was restored to the table.  As the night grew older, friends found gladness together in a room warm with lanterns and mirth.  Perhaps most remarkable of all, not one of Hulda's roses fell out of her hair and neither drink nor dessert was thus imperiled.

******

Chapter 21: Pelargir and Points North

November 5, 1421 SR

Anardil lay awake in the thin grey of pre-dawn, but only so that he might treasure what he had.  Sev slept still, her face sweetly unguarded on the pillow beside him and he reached to lightly stroke the long strands of her hair.  He would wait until she woke on her own, as for now it was enough to lie with her warmth curled within the longer curve of his own body, and breathe the faint, lingering scent of honeysuckle that still clung in her hair.  Here time stood still and he could almost imagine that this would never change, that he would awaken thus until his last sun rose, and never want for the fire of her spirit or the gentleness of her touch.

He smiled as the thought crossed his mind that he had learned much about what touch was, not given only to warm shadows of night, but also to be found in simple things.  A clasp of hands, a touch on the shoulder, her fingers caressing his jaw or her deft touch with a razor as she relieved him of a day's growth of whiskers, all were little gifts.  Passion was their treasure, but he now realized that it was the smaller things he would miss greatly.  For the sun would continue to rise and the dawn drew near when she would rise from this bed and leave him, to return to her home in northern Ithilien.

Ai, there was a grasping, selfish part of him that wanted to beg her to stay, to keep her presence constant in this room, in his life, within reach of the joyous sense of touch he seemed to have only just discovered.  But he could not, and the wiser portion of his heart was relieved to know that, wherever his own uncertain path may lead, Sev would not be left alone.  Her hobbit friends would keep her fed and cheered, her elven friends would amuse and comfort her and the Rangers of the Burping Troll … ah, and he smiled to think of them, his friends.  Earnest Halbarad, steady Elros, Bob the good-natured buffoon, Anoriath with her edge of steel that guarded a compassionate heart, and Deby, their Elanna, finding her way back from hurt and peril to take her own place in the long, unsung ranks of the Rangers.  Truly Anardil could not think of any others on earth among whom he would wish Sev to make her home, for though he loved Sev more, he had loved those others longer.  To find all the people of his heart together in one place was a gift beyond counting, and so she would go back and this room would become less a home.

But only for a time.  He could feel the tides of change moving deeply in his life, unseen and unmeasured yet relentless as the shifting Sea.  Not yet was he free of the duties his sovereign asked and to which he had willingly sworn himself, but the time was fast coming when Anardil would have to face his captain, his king, and ask favors he had never thought to seek.  He could not abandon a lifetime of service entirely and nor would Sev expect him to, for to do so would be faithless to both himself and to his people.  However, there must be changes, changes whose shape had not yet become clear, but which he sensed coming somewhere beyond his sight.

And even while bitter longing clenched his heart in cold claws, at the thought of long weeks to come in which he would be once more alone, an odd excitement gripped him as well.  Lord Aragorn had toiled and waited many long, lonely years before he could claim his Arwen Evenstar to wife.  Surely he would understand the wish of one of his own men to likewise claim the gift of love, when at last it had come to him.  Time, it would just take time.  And time he suddenly had, for though any words of binding were spoken only between they two, their hearts had spoken all that needed to be said. 

With a sigh Anardil closed his eyes and listened to the soft, barely perceptible whisper of Sev breathing.  Just a little while, just a passing of a season, and their paths would join once more.  This he knew with fierce certainty, and carried that with him back to sleep.

******

A ruddy sunrise flared late and dimmed swiftly as leaden grey skies settled in over the wide valley of the Anduin.  Anardil opened his window only briefly, to let in a chill breath of damp breeze and a swift grey form that sprang to his bed and there blinked at him with slitted eyes.  Tom the cat arched his neck for one final scratch of Sev's fingers, a purr rumbling in his furry chest.

"Keep an eye on things, won't you?" she murmured.

Tom blinked once more, and who knew what cats did or did not comprehend?  She turned away, and Anardil waited for her by the door in silence.  Cloaked against rain and chill they both were, but one would go and one would stay.  They did not speak as they trod the narrow stair, for quiet talk and remembrances of friends waiting at the Burping Troll were long since past.  Words now seemed either too much or too little.

Aerio waited for them at the bottom of the stairs, a tall grey figure hooded and cloaked.  It seemed he sensed the mood, for between him and Anardil there was only a firm grip of hands in farewell.  Next Aerio shouldered Sev’s pack without a word. Sev opened her mouth to protest, then shrugged and clasping Anardil’s hand followed the faintly luminescent form of the elf through the misty rain that shrouded the waterfront. A steady dripping accompanied their steps as they made their way through rain-dark streets to the stables on the outskirts of town. 

Unconsciously, Sev’s steps slowed and their distance from the elf gradually widened, until he disappeared into the mist and they were alone. Anardil squeezed her hand tightly. 

“I am horrible at good byes,” Sev said suddenly, pulling him to a stop at the first fence post of the stable’s pasture. 

“I fear I prefer hellos myself,” Anardil replied, looking down at her.  His expression in the shadow of his hood was at once solemn and deeply gentle.

Sev shook her head with a small smile. “I think I would prefer that you stopped here. That way there is less chance that I will completely embarrass myself before Liam and his men.”

Anardil ran his thumb along the faint scar across her left cheek, his grey eyes fixed intently upon her face, her every flicker of emotion.  “If that is what you wish, my lady.”

“Would you know my wishes?” Sev said in a small voice, reaching up to trace his jaw. At his nod, she continued, “I would wish that it were spring. And I would wish to thank you.”

 “Thank me? For what?”

"Because with you I am complete.”

He made a soft, pleased sound in his throat and leaning forward, Anardil kissed her gently.  She felt his breath stir her hair as he then murmured something in Haradric. 

Sev tilted her head and frowned slightly, “More of that flowery nonsense of yours, I suppose. So tell me what it means, or I’ll have to ask the elf.”

Anardil met her shining eyes and said, “Did you know that he has compared you to Luthien Tinuviel?”

Seeing the teasing glint in his look, Sev snorted. “I can not imagine any comparison less likely. And don’t try to change the subject. If you are going to spout flowery words at me, at least have the courtesy to translate them.” She glared at him with mock fierceness. “And it better not have anything to do with roses blooming.”

Anardil laughed although mist and fog swallowed the sound, and said, “I promise, nothing about roses. I would fear the thorns.”

Leaning his forehead to meet hers, he recited softly, “Sometimes dancing in the daylight, sometimes kissing the night flowers; Like that we should always walk together, and our journey should never end.”

Sev drew in a breath and shook her head. Anardil said quickly, “Then I have another for you.”  His smoky gaze held hers, so deep it seemed he must read her thoughts, or perhaps he invited her to read his heart, as he spoke earnestly in the lyrical tongue of the Haradrim.

“And what does it mean?”

“My Love, from the day you left, these fingers just count the days when you will return.”

Sev sighed, “As do I.” 

"Then let us make one more memory," he whispered.  "To fill the days between."

He twined his fingers in the heavy braided silk of her hair and drew her into his kiss, closing his eyes to all but her scent, her caress, her warmth pressing softly yet firmly against him.  In her lingering touch he felt everything she could not speak, her fingers tracing their promise on the soft skin of his throat.  Her breath sighed against his face in a feathery stroke as he brushed his kisses from her lips to her cheek and to just beneath her ear, where dampness curled wisps of errant hair that had escaped her braid.  Even her hair, it seemed, had a will of its own.

At last he drew back, feeling the fog and cold waft between them even as he touched his fingers to her lips.

"No goodbyes.  Not for us."


His head suddenly came up and he peered forward into the drifting drizzle, faint curtains of grey against fading green and wet tree-shadows.  Perhaps Aerio waited for Sev somewhere just beyond their sight, for a brief smile flickered across Anardil's face.  Once more he faced her, he caressed her cheek, and grey eyes barred nothing from her scrutiny of his face or his heart.

Then he was leaving.  He was walking away.  And there was nothing for her to do but turn and walk in the other direction.  One foot after the other, though every fiber of her being willed otherwise.  Sev felt each stride as a jolt in her bones and drew the hood of her cloak further forward.

"SEVI!"

His shout shocked a gasp from her and she spun to face him.  He was nearly invisible where he now stood, his Ranger grays and greens leeching him away into rain-shrouded autumn fields and walls of ancient stone.

"I LOVE YOU!" he cried, and his teeth, his eyes, his whole face shone with it as he flung his arm wide.  "I LOVE YOU, SEVI!"

And his laughter rang like a spear of sunlight through the dripping morning.  Sev could only laugh in return and wave at a great, overgrown, beloved fool of a man who actually capered - capered! - as he waved broadly back at her.  This time when she turned around it did not feel like leaving.  This time it felt like going forward.

******

November 7th
The thin misty rain that had haunted their path since Pelargir began to lift as the pack train and its guests made their way through the town spanning the River Erui. Late afternoon sunlight revealed the town’s ancient past to Aerio’s discerning eye.  Though lacking Pelargir's size and sheer antiquity, he noted the merging of stonework by successive generations and walls built clearly by differing hands.  A smile touched his lips as he found himself wondering what the eyes of elves and the wings of eagles might reveal even of a place as small as this. 

Pushing back her sodden hood, Sev hid her amusement as she overheard Aerio begin a detailed account of how the bridge was an outstanding example of the geometric principles of bridge building. When Liam responded by pointing out that the shaping of the stones reduced the scouring caused by the flow of the water, Sev burst out laughing at Aerio’s expression. 

“Liam has lived all his life within the shadow of the Thrihyrne," Sev said. "He played on the steps of the Hornburg as a boy. There is little you can tell him of ancient stone.”

Liam grinned. “Don’t listen to her. There is always more to learn. You must visit the Glittering Caves in the company of a dwarf before believing you know anything of stone.”

Sev blanched and the smile vanished from her face. Liam looked stricken and began a stammered apology.  Giving Biscuit a sharp kick, Sev sped off in a flurry of mud.

“Nmad!” Liam exclaimed. When Aerio lifted his reins to follow Sev, Liam said, “No, wait. Leave her be, she’s not going far.”

As Aerio could see that Sev had drawn to a walk once she reached the head of the column, he acquiesced and raised a speculative eyebrow at Liam. 

Liam shifted uncomfortably.  He was uncertain how much Sev had told the elf of herself and even more uncertain about how much she wanted him to know.

Aerio studied Liam gravely and said, “I know that Sevilodorf was at the Battle of Helm’s Deep and that her son died there.”  When Liam did not respond, Aerio asked, “Were you there as well?”

“Yes and no,” replied Liam. “As Sev said, I grew up in the shadows of Helm’s Deep. But my battle was at the Fords of the Isen and of that time I will not willingly speak.”

Aerio nodded, then waited for the man to continue.

“My family are horse herders. We hold no land. But all men were called to the levies of the Westfold as the raids from the Wizard’s Vale and the Misty Mountains increased” Liam touched the crest on his shoulder. “Twas then I met Esiwmas and the other men of the family of Esthomas.”

“But I stray from the point. During the final years, as the people of the Vale readied for a war we could see no hope of avoiding, Lord Erkenbrand prepared the caverns behind the Wall as a refuge. Malthor, a nephew of Esiwmas, tells the tale of bandaging the head of a dwarf during the fighting at the cavern’s entrance.”

“Gimli, friend to Legolas,” Aerio said solemnly.

Liam nodded. “Malthor also tells of a certain young Rider who found the caves fascinating speaking to the dwarf as well.”

Aerio looked toward the woman hunched in her saddle. “Sevilodorf’s son?”

“Yes. Essel. ”

The elf's fair brow furrowed lightly in brief thought, before he looked at the blond man riding beside him.  "Then her son could not have lived long after that."

"No.  Gimli sought Sevi out after the battle, to compliment her on her son's bravery and to talk to him more about the caves.  She could only tell him that Essel was gone."  Liam grimaced and slowly shook his head, dropping his eyes to his rein hand.  "And fool that I am, I thoughtlessly threw that memory in her face."

"She knows you meant no harm."

"Aye.  But harm I did.  There, she's sitting straighter.  I think it would be well if I left her in peace for a time, though."

Taking that as Liam's wish that Sev have some comfort, even if the tall Rohirrim dared not offer his own, Aerio nudged his horse into trot.  Seconds later he pulled alongside of Sevilodorf. She reached up and wiped her face with her sleeve. There seemed to be nothing to say, so Aerio said nothing.

Ahead the road opened on to a wide vista, bathed in golden light. Before them Mount Mindoullin stood gleaming in the rays of the afternoon sun, crags and crevices etched in stark relief.  The now fallow fields of Lossarnarch marched up the hills to their left, cut in wandering lines by many small, swift-running streams. And on the right, the mighty Anduin curved to meet the road, a broad band of silver framed in banks of autumn's gold and scarlet. Their journey was almost over.

Rubbing once again at her face, Sev said in a low voice, “I know this is probably extremely insulting, Aerio, but there are times you remind me of him. He wanted to know everything about everything. I wish…” Her voice faded.

After a long moment, when nothing was heard but the steady thud of horses’ hoofs, Sev straightened in her saddle and turned a tear-streaked face toward the elf. “Do you know, Essel would be furious with me right now?”

Carefully Aerio asked, "And why would that be?"

“Because he would be very happy for me. He would like Anardil very much. Therefore, he would be extremely angry with me for not concentrating on the future, rather than sitting here like a ninny weeping about things that cannot be changed.” 

Behind them the sun continued to sink lower and the shadows lengthened.  The ceaseless muffled clatter of hooves that marked the pack train's days drifted upon the light dust of their passage.  For a long moment Aerio simply watched twilight fill the vales in a slowly-rising tide of soft blue shadows, and the sunset ignite the treetops to whispering golden torches.

"Mistress Sevi?"

"Yes?"

"I did not find your comparison insulting."  He turned his head to meet her sober gaze with a faint smile.  "And I am also very happy for you."

Her blue eyes remained dark and uncertain for an instant more, until she smiled in return.  Those may have been the plainest words she had ever heard out of the elf's mouth, but she found she did not doubt their sincerity.

"Thank you," she replied, and they continued on towards rest for the night.

******

Taking a careful sip from her steaming tin cup, Sev leaned back against the slender trunk of a tree near to the picket lines and closed her eyes. Twilight filled both meadow and wood; horses and men alike took their ease.  The occasional stamp of a hoof or swishing of a tail did not disturb her, for those were sounds so long a part of her life as to go unnoticed. She was tired and admittedly looking forward to a warm bed in Minas Tirith on the morrow. Then, if she and Aerio pushed the pace slightly, they would make Henneth Annun the day after.

Originally she had arranged to attach herself to another caravan heading to Henneth Annun, but surely with Aerio along that was no longer necessary. It was only one long day from Minas Tirith and the road was well traveled.  Soon her journeying would be ended, probably for the winter, and she would be home at last.  Barely two and a half weeks had passed since she rode away from the Burping Troll, battling hope and uncertainty with nearly equal vigor.  Most likely she would return to find nothing changed at the inn, the elves in their wood, the Rangers at their duties and the hobbits governing all with their cheerfully benign dictatorship.  Nothing had changed, and yet something, perhaps everything, was changing profoundly in herself.

As Aerio’s voice rang out merrily from near the campfire, Sev sat up and took another sip of her tea. Having mastered an impressive repertoire of Rohirric drinking songs, the elf had turned his active mind to another endeavor. Sevilodorf was completely unable to understand what he planned to do with his new knowledge; but if it kept him content, who was she to stop such dedication to the pursuit of wisdom.

“Therefore Biscuit’s lineage is far more noble that that of Liam’s steed,” she heard Aerio remark in perfectly accented Rohirric.

“Aye, sir. Though with his looks, ‘twas thought better not to allow him to breed,” replied a gray bearded herder sitting across the fire from the elf. With gleaming eyes, the man added, “The horse ain’t never forgiven Master Esiwmas for that neither. Took a nibble out of his arm that very day.”

Rising to his feet Liam tossed out the last few drops of tea from his cup and said sardonically, “And another just a few weeks ago. Sev has a lot to answer for bringing that animal near to Esiwmas.”

Meeting Liam’s eyes across the clearing, Sev raised her cup in salute. It did no good for the men of this family to think they were in command of all eventualities.  A few judicious reminders of their limitations were always called for.   

From the darkened road came the rhythmic thud of hooves. Liam gave a sharp whistle that had the men on their feet and reaching for weapons kept close at hand. But an answering whistle shrilled from the shadows and the tight expression on the men’s faces was replaced by welcoming smiles.  In the next moment firelight caught upon the swift form of a single horse and rider.

Sev reached up a hand to Aerio, who had appeared as if by magic at her side. “My watchdog,“ she said fondly, allowing him to pull her to her feet.

“Ho, Liam,” cried the young rider as he trotted up and dismounted with an agile leap.  With a grin he tossed the reins to the grizzled herder who was first to meet him, before speaking past him to their trailmaster. “You’ve made good time.”

“Don’t I always?” Liam answered, clasping the young man’s outstretched hand. “But what brings you out searching for us?”

“Esiwmas left word for a messenger to be sent out this day to meet you. I didn’t expect to find you until I reached the river.”

“Left word?” Liam asked, motioning the man toward the fire.

There a steaming cup was thrust into his hands.  “Aye, the Lady Halene requested his return to Rohan.”

Sev made a small sound of disgust that was picked up only by the sensitive ears of Aerio. Adjusting the sleeves of her shirt, she stepped from beneath the trees drawing the eye of the messenger.

“Ah, Mistress Sevilodorf. The message is more for your ears that those of Liam,” the youth said with a sketchy bow.

Sev drew herself up and moved forward briskly to say with a hint of censure, “Then perhaps you should deliver it to me, Conrich.”

The messenger’s eyes flickered from Sev’s stern face to the fair but impassive face of Aerio at her shoulder. A faint snort from one of the herders brought a flush to Conrich’s face, but after a quick glance at Liam’s stony eyes, he bowed deeply and spoke with downcast eyes.

“My pardon, Mistress. Master Esiwmas requested word be sent to you, so that you might avoid unnecessary miles.”

“Is that all? Just that he was called home?” Sev asked.

“No, ma’am. I was about to add that your purchases await you in Henneth Annun.” From Conrich’s tone, it was obvious that he had no idea what purchases Esiwmas referred to. 

Sev nodded. “Thank you, Conrich.”

Turning dismissively from the young man, she stepped back toward the picket line, signaling Liam to follow her.  Silently the tall young trailmaster fell in beside her, his honest features pensive.

“I will need to reorganize one of my packs, Liam, if you will be kind enough to accept a consignment of glassware for me.”

Liam hesitated. “Are you certain you do not wish to continue on to Minas Tirith?”

Sev glanced at Aerio, who merely shrugged one shoulder. “No, Liam. If you will arrange the sale of the vials and bottles I have with me, I would like to return to the Troll as soon as possible.”

“As you wish,” Liam replied. With a jerk of his head toward the fire where Conrich was accepting a hunk of journey bread and a bowl of leftover soup, he said, “The boy can’t help his family, Sev.”

“No, but I am not putting up with insolent behavior from any colt of Conrath’s. The Lady Halene, indeed!” Sev snorted. Seeing Liam’s uncomfortable expression, she added, “Never you mind, Liam. You go right on and see the best in everyone. I suppose it’s why you still speak to me.”

Liam said gravely, “No, the reason I speak to you is because you never fail to make life interesting.”

Aerio’s soft chuckle earned him a glare, then Sev shrugged and said, “So be it. I’ve been told that before.”

Liam’s face cleared as he replied, “I bet I know who said it. May you make his life interesting for many years, Sev.”

“I intend to, Liam, I intend to.”

His teeth shone briefly white in the shadows and he chuckled softly.  But as Sev turned away, Liam spoke her name. 

"Sev …."  He paused, and she waited as he sought for the right words before meeting her eyes squarely.  "Sev, Halene does not speak or think for all of us.  Nor is Conrath typical of how the family thinks."

"I know that," Sev replied, and briefly laid her hand on his arm and smiled up at him.  "I do know that.  Now go back to your rest; I'm going to see that Biscuit is settled for the night and then I'll be right back. We can sort the pack out in the morning."

With a nod Liam turned away, flashing a last relieved grin towards Aerio before he strode back towards firelight and laughter.  Behind him Sev thoughtfully touched the silver pendant at her throat and smiled to herself in the darkness. 

******

November 8th
Sunset had faded to chilly indigo twilight when two riders and two pack mules finally made their way down the main street of Henneth Annun.  Weariness born of long miles weighed on the woman's shoulders, but Sev silently thanked both Aerio’s fortitude and the determined steadiness of Biscuit for making it possible. The shortness of the November day had meant that they were on the road at daybreak and pressed onward with few stops during the day. The two pack animals had trudged on following the example set by Biscuit, who though occasionally giving Sev a look of equine exasperation had lived up to her trust in him. The weather had even cooperated, giving them for the first time on this trip a full day of sunshine and relative warmth. 

Sev twisted to look back at Aerio bringing up the rear. Though covered with trail dust, he still managed to look elegant, a feat she was certain she in no way equaled. She cast a longing glance at the warmly-glowing windows of The Whistling Dog as they clip-clopped past. A hot meal and an even hotter bath were waiting there, but first she had to get these animals to Alfgard. Sorting the merchandise could wait until tomorrow, though. She would spend all the next day trading in Henneth Annun, gathering the goods for Gubbitch’s orcs and dispersing those items she knew there was a market for here. With luck, Milo should appear sometime in the afternoon and the following day they would be home.

Home. Or was it? She had told Aerio several days ago that she felt pulled North, South and West. And it was still true. In some ways it was even worse, for now she knew that for her life to be complete, it must contain that man who even at a distance brought a smile to her lips. If circumstances were different, she would have insisted upon staying in Pelargir, but no matter how her heart rebelled at the necessity, it was for the best that she return to the north.  Anardil had duties that called him to distant lands. Duties, which her presence would make more difficult; thus she would hold to the promise that in the spring they could be together.

Yet, she had no wish to give up the friendships she had formed at the Troll. Friendships that had done much to bring her back from the edge of the chasm of despair that she had balanced upon for the long months before finding the inn.

What had Anardil said while walking the ancient gardens that final day? "Be absolute for death or life, but stand not in between." For life, that was the choice they had made, and she would honor it now by taking up once more the reins of her life and going on. Though this time, not with grief waiting to overwhelm her at every thought, but with a calmness that came from the certainty of loving and being loved.

Turning down the winding lane that led to the stables Esiwmas had built for this branch of his delivery and carting service, Sevilodorf considered the events that had led to the present. None of those residing at the Troll would be where they are now, but for the events of the past, both the good and the bad. Somewhere, someone had a plan. Nothing happened but for a reason, it was just not always possible to understand or accept the events as they happened. With a snort, she shook her head; she had obviously been spending far too much time with the elves. 

Passing the small building that served as Alfgard’s office, Sev was surprised to see a familiar figure step out.  Tall and broad-shouldered in the way of all Rohirrim Riders, his thick blond braids were drawn back from a grim-featured face cruelly marked by the scars of war. The left hand he briefly rested on the doorframe was blunted by the lack of several fingers. Yet as lamplight from the open doorway touched his face, in his blue eyes glimmered a deep warmth. 

Pulling Biscuit to a halt, she exclaimed, “I certainly didn’t expect to see you here. Don’t tell me Es sent all the way to Nurn for those bottles of plum wine?”

The unscarred half of Sewulf’s face twisted into a wry smile as he came to her side and reached for Biscuit’s bridle. “No, though close to it. I was in Emyn Arnen when I got the request and decided to bring it on up myself. Beregrid should be in Minas Tirith. Didn’t you see him?”

Mention of Sewulf's business partner and life-long friend brought a fleeting look of regret to her face.  Though war had marked them all with scars both seen and unseen, the affection she shared with her two younger kinsmen had remained undimmed.

Dismounting with a groan that earned her no sympathy from Sewulf, Sev responded, “No, we bypassed Minas Tirith. I saw no need to go there if Es was not there. Besides, Liam was growing tired of my company.” 

With a welcoming nod towards Aerio as the elf lightly dismounted, Sewulf gave Biscuit a fond pat and said, “I doubt that.  How is he? Heard gossip that he’s been courting Leneswyn.”

“So it would seem. Though she’s fighting hard, I think she’ll give in. Liam felt confidant enough.”

Sewulf’s face twisted into a smile again. “Sounds like someone else I know.” 

His eyes glittered deep amusement as he watched Sev try to frown though a smile won out.  They both remembered clearly the vigorous argument Sev and Anardil had had in Nurn, when it was Sev who wished to flee her heart's urging and Anardil who adamantly refused to take no for an answer.

Mercifully changing the subject, Sewulf asked, "Alfgard tells me you went to Pelargir?”

“Have my comings and goings become the talk of Ithilien and the White City?” 

“No more so than before, Sev. Come now, tell me how matters fared in Pelargir."  He glanced towards the two pack mules standing flop-eared behind their horses.  "I see your packs are full, which tells me you turned a fair profit.  And you look well.  May I assume your ventures were all to your satisfaction?"

One hand gripping the tangled mane cresting Biscuit's neck, Sev gave her kinsman a pointed look.  "Yes, Sewulf, they were quite profitable.  Also Anardil is well and sends his regards, and he wishes you to assure Esiwmas that my reputation and my honor are safe in his keeping.  Now are you satisfied?"

Aerio made a show of rubbing the side of his nose and thoughtfully contemplating the rooftops, as Sewulf looked down and actually scuffed one foot.

"Oh for pity's sake, Sewulf," said Sev and snorted.  "You didn't think you could poke your nose around asking questions about a man in the King's own service and not be noticed yourself."

"Ah, well -."

As Sewulf scowled fiercely in an effort to regain his equilibrium, Sev suddenly laughed gently.  Thrusting Biscuit's reins into Sewulf's hand, she shook her head.

"You take care of your old friend, here, and I'll bring in the mules.  Then if you'll help Aerio and me unpack them, I would be pleased if you would join us for some supper.  I'm very tired, and I think questions and gossip would be much more bearable when I am sitting down."

The star of Eärendil twinkled in the deepening sky as animals, humans and elf then set their feet towards the barn and inviting lamplight gleaming within.

******

The warmth and savory aromas of The Whistling Dog offered a welcome long looked-for, as Sev and her two companions settled themselves at a corner table.  Here at least Aerio's presence did not draw such keen attention, as the Fair Folk under Legolas were not strangers to Henneth Annun, and so the threesome could enjoy an undisturbed supper.

As they ate, Sev gave a concise accounting of her business dealings in Pelargir, and Aerio's eyes widened subtly as he listened to the myriad facts and details she had gathered.  The pulse of commerce in the great port city, it seemed, was very firmly under her capable fingers.  Sewulf ate and listened with little comment, but he nodded often as he absorbed information of both the transactions Sev had arranged and those she anticipated could become part of future dealings.

"The tanner's goods I know would do well here," he said finally.  "And we might even find a market in Nurn, though the costs of transportation would reduce profits.  However, leather of any sort is dear there, and good leather is always hard to come by."

Knowing that the freed slaves of Nurn still eked out a frugal existence in their far land, Sev dipped her chin in agreement.  "If there is need, we can get it there, but we can focus on a market for our tanner here and in Minas Tirith, in the meanwhile."

Sewulf swallowed one more bite and looked at Sev.  The expression on his scarred face was strangely gentle as he seemed to study her.

With a frown she said, "What?"

Whatever he might have asked, the question he spoke was deceptively simple.  "Are you happy, Sev?"

A bit surprised, for Sewulf had never before asked such a question of her, Sev sat back in her chair and folded her hands tightly in her lap. Sewulf recognized her motion as an indication of her nervousness, but continued to regard her silently.

Sev forced herself to relax her hands and stared down at the table. She knew Aerio was watching intently and wondered for a moment at Sewulf’s speaking before the elf; but then realized it signaled his recognition of Aerio as a part of the family. The ties of blood, marriage and friendship that bound her life were reaching out to draw the past and present together. 

The image of an eight year old Sewulf leading his smaller brothers into her kitchen crept into her mind. He had always watched out for them since their mother’s death and their subsequent arrival in Sev's household. No matter how much of a scamp he, Liam and Beregrid had been, they had always assumed responsibility for the younger ones. And now here he was more than twenty years later, assuming responsibility for her. 

No road she trod had ever been smooth; and though there remained obstacles and problems in her life, she felt a sense of contentment that had been missing for years.

Looking up to meet his searching eyes, Sev responded simply, “Yes, Sewulf, I am.” 

Then with a gleam in her eyes and a lift of her chin, she added, “So you can stop worrying about me and if you will, do you think you can report that back to Esiwmas as faithfully as you have everything else? Maybe then he will leave me be.”

Sewulf smiled ruefully and stabbed a bit of potato fiercely. “Only, my dear cousin, if you can persuade him to leave me alone as well. I have no more desire to return to Rohan than you, and Esiwmas refuses to believe me.”

Sev nodded in sympathy. She was not the only one fighting family quarrels. Sewulf had been at odds with his father, Sejard, for years. One reason, she knew, that Sewulf and Beregrid had agreed to take on the trading route from Minas Tirith to Nurn. 

“Tell you what, we’ll just both keep on ignoring him.  That way he’ll split his anger betwixt the two of us.”

Sewulf laughed and held out his hand. “Agreed, Sev.”

Turning back to his plate he said to the elf, who sat with a careful look of bland disinterest on his face, “And did you have a fine time herding her about the marketplace of Pelargir, Aerio?”

Sevilodorf bristled at Sewulf’s words, knowing that Alfgard had been spreading tales about Conrath, but bit back her response as Aerio responded peaceably. 

"There was much of interest to learn in the marketplace, and I was delighted to escort Sevilodorf. I also put my time to use learning the languages of the Haradrim, and the Rohirrim. I utilized several afternoons for the study of the architecture of the city. My previous studies in the various types of stone used in masonry assisted me in my observations. Master Liam is quite knowledgeable about the building of bridges. Are you aware of the tale of Queen Beruthiel?"

Sewulf eyes glazed over in the midst of this discourse and Sev was hard put not to laugh as he shook his head slowly, completely unable, it appeared, to make the connections between Haradric, Rohirric, ancient stone-working and a fabled Queen of Gondor.

Catching the slight gleam in the young elf's eyes, Sev recognized an opportunity to escape with grace, while exercising some revenge on Sewulf for his poking about into her business.

Hastily Sevilodorf said, “Why then, you must hear it. Aerio learned the story from a fisherman in Pelargir and then sought out additional versions from the bookbinder.” Turning to the elf, she said brightly, “Didn’t you say you had found fourteen different versions of the story?”

“Fourteen,” Sewulf whispered in shock, as Aerio agreed.

“Yes. Sewulf always enjoyed the old tales when he was a boy. During the years he lived with me he would pester my mother in law, Lengada, to tell him stories every night. Why don’t you tell him a version or two while I go take a bath before retiring?” Giving Sewulf a sparkling smile, Sev rose and said, “I’ll see you in the morning, cousin.”

While she followed the barmaid, Pansy, towards the short hall to the bathing rooms, Sev grinned widely across the room at Sewulf’s resigned expression, as Aerio sank back into his chair and began the tale of Queen Beruthiel. The first telling of many, Sev was confident.  The martyred patience in Sewulf's posture suddenly reminded her of earlier times, when she had burdened a much younger lad with the duty of keeping his brothers at some unlikable task.  She found her smile lingering as Aerio's clear elvish voice faded behind her.  How astonishingly varied this extended family of hers seemed to have become, but she realized she would wish it no other way.  Suddenly she looked forward to getting home to see the rest of them.

******

Chapter 22: The Burping Troll

November 10, 1421 SR

The deep shadows of nightfall filled the yard of the Burping Troll and stars glittered above the dimly-seen silhouette of the Ephel Dúath mountains.  At long last Sev sat on the porch amid the evening quiet and simply savored the solace of resting at the end of her travels.

Yesterday Milo the hobbit had met them with Sev's cart in Henneth Annun, and the last of her business there had been conducted between dashes through the rain from one shop to the next.  Thankfully this morning had dawned blue and clear, and the autumn woods had breathed a bracing, spicy dampness.  Yet the road was a muddy ribbon, and soon after leaving Henneth Annun they saw deeply scored, twisting rivulets carved by what apparently had been a tremendous downpour, and realized the worst of the storm had struck closer to the mountains.  The last two miles before the Burping Troll were gouged by several gaping washouts that the road crews would have to repair, and numerous torn branches littered the roadside.

However, other than a scattering of windblown leaves and twigs strewn across the yard, and the enormous puddle - or was it a small lake? - that now spread half across the lane at the south gate, the inn itself was unchanged from when Sev had left it.  Warg's furry form had lain sprawled in a favorite sunny spot in the middle of the yard, and she raised her head only to grin toothily before flopping back to her nap.  Elros waved from beside the woodpile with ax in one hand, while Erin, Meri and Camellia had bounced out onto the porch shouting cheery hobbit greetings, and even the laundry swaying on the line beside the inn appeared the very same as when Sev and Aerio had left.  Now she smiled ruefully to herself that she had found that sameness somehow surprising.  So much had happened during the past three weeks it seemed almost odd that nothing in the world had visibly changed.

But change the world had, or at least those parts nearest to her.  There was a wistful quiet notable among their elven friends, as the turning season marked the end of an age.  The elven Rings of power had sailed forever from mortal shores, together with some of the highest of their kindred and soon, perhaps within the next generation or so of men, the Fair Folk would fade utterly from the world.  A more cheering note came in the form of a sudden light voice through the open window behind her.  Elanna was teasing Aerio - the girl laughed for just a silvered instant - and that was change in itself.  There had been some sort of breakthrough and the healing had begun. Sev knew that Elanna would never again be the cheerful carefree girl she had been, but now there appeared to be hope that she would emerge from the shadows.  Perhaps as blind old Arlen found peace in word of Parcus' death, Elanna could also pass beyond the scars of that evil creature's cruelty to find her own hope for the future.  That must be a blessing to Halbarad's anxious heart.

Through the window many of the familiar voices of the Troll wrapped around her.  Without looking she could identify the piping tones of the hobbits and the lilting voices of elves, undercut occasionally by the deeper timbre of the Rangers.  Balrog’s rumble grated in brief subterranean resonance as the creature bid good night, heading out the back door for wherever it was undersized balrogs slept.  Sev heard Warg’s gruffly chuckling heh heh heh as she responded to Aerio’s voice retelling the story of the enormous pike.  Before the evening was out the elf would undoubtedly further demonstrate the fruits of his travels by teaching Bob a Rohirric drinking song. 

Outside the air was faintly chilly and on its soft currents an early owl swept from the trees across the road.  She was glad to be back. Yet, things were changed or rather she was changed.  As always, this was a haven, but without Anardil it could never again be home.

Unbidden Sev's thoughts reached across the long miles south, and she wondered just where Anardil was at this moment.  An image came to mind of him sitting by lamplight in his attic room, with a book or written page before him and Tom the cat curled in his lap.  She missed him.  It was as simple as that.

The door on the end of the porch opened with a faint squeak and a quick glance showed Halbarad’s tall form backlit in the doorway.

"I'm over here, Hal," Sev said, seeing him peering into the darkness. 

After a brief pause, Hal pulled the door shut behind him. Boot heels thumping on the wooden boards of the porch, he moved to stand facing Sev and crossed his arms, studying her. 

"I believe we have a transaction to complete."

Sev nodded. Aerio had smuggled the two bottles of plum wine to Hal's room this afternoon, with no one else at the Troll any the wiser.

"Yes, but before we conclude our business, I would like to apologize."

Hal, a smile twitching briefly at his lips, leaned back against the railing, lamplight through the window dimly painting his face and striking points of light in his eyes. "I should be the one apologizing."

"Let's not quarrel about this, Hal." Then a faint smile appeared and she said, "However, I will let you go first, if you wish."

Hal burst out with a soft snort and dropped his arms.  "Very well. The terms of our bargain were two bottles of wine for the answers to two questions. One of which I answered before you left for Pelargir."

Elanna's laughter had pointed to optimism for the first question; that the reason for the wine was to celebrate when the girl could cast aside memories of shadow and reclaim the love she and the Ranger captain had sworn to each other.  Halbarad cocked his head thoughtfully as he regarded Sev in the dim light that passed through the windows.

"Yes, those were the terms." Sev agreed. "And the second question was what had I done to lead you to believe I would undertake such a journey alone?"

Hal grinned a flash of bright teeth and leaned comfortably back into the rail. "Do you mean besides requiring rescue in Pelargir? Defending your horses to the death in Nurn…?"

Sev stiffened and opened her mouth to respond, then catching the gleam in his eye confined herself to a hard glare. 

"No, Sevi," Halbarad continued, his voice sobering softly. "After days of consideration, I was forced to admit, you had done nothing."

She shook her head. "Be honest, Hal. I would prefer it. You thought it because I gave you no reason to think otherwise."

Again Hal folded his arms across his chest. "Nay, you have always shown a deliberate care in your own and other's safety."

Sev said ruefully, "Except when it comes to underground geysers."

Hal laughed at mention of the fiasco last summer involving several ambitious dwarves, subterranean caverns, and a hitherto undiscovered hot spring.  Still chuckling he moved to settle on the other end of Sev's bench.

"Yes, though if Rangers cannot be held to account for natural events, neither can the Rohirrim."

"Thank you, Hal," Sev replied with a hint of sarcasm. Then more seriously, "But it is true that I gave you little reason to trust that I was being in the least bit sensible about this trip. To be honest, I was determined to deny my true reasons for going to Pelargir, not only to all of you but also to myself. Thus, refusing to give you the information you needed." Sev shrugged. "I am sorry. I let my stubbornness and uncertainty interfere with basic sense and courtesy."

With a repentant nod Hal said, “And I must admit to being a trifle overprotective.”

“A trifle?” 

“A lot?” Then with a gravity that touched Sev to the heart, he continued, “I have always had a difficult time allowing people I care for to expose themselves to danger.  The cost of mistakes is too often too dear.” 

“I was being as careful as I could in the situation, Hal. I always am.” Sev responded with an edge to her voice.

Hal turned his head to regard her unwaveringly. “Always, Sevilodorf?”

“Most of the time, then. As often as there is time to plan.” She crossed her own arms and added stubbornly. “I did have all the plans made, all you had to do was ask. But you started shouting and treating me like a loof and I got angry.”

“Peace, Sev."  With a faint smile Hal leaned forward to lace his fingers loosely between his knees and study her shadowy features.  "To prove I have learned my lesson, I will ask now… why did you go to Pelargir?”

Turning from the intensity of his gaze to stare out at the pale ribbon of road in the darkness, Sev folded her hands tightly.  The silence lengthened and for a moment Hal thought he had trespassed too far upon matters that could be thought to not be any of his business. But they were matters that were important to him because those who were involved were important to him. Anardil had long been his comrade, nay, a brother. And Sev was somehow become a near-kinswoman in her own right, despite or perhaps because of her stubborn strength and blunt candor, dear to him as all who dwelt here had become dear.

Finally, she turned her face toward him and answered. “I went to discover what hope there was for a future with Anardil.”

“And what did you discover?” Hal asked quietly, hardly daring to hope. Though she had passed on greetings from Anardil to all, Sev had made little personal mention of the ex-Ranger. 

“Far more than I ever believed possible.” Sev’s eyes turned back to the shadowy road and she gave a small shrug. “Though for now, circumstances are such that we must wait.”

Hal could well understand that situation. A Ranger’s life was uncertain and especially one who trod the roads to the South.  Yet he thought he saw something in the stillness of Sev's face, even in this poor light, that had not been there before.  Peace; that was the word that came to his mind.

Testing his hunch carefully, he asked, “And what are your plans now?”

Sev lifted one shoulder then faced Hal again. “To do what I do best, Hal. Get on with what needs doing. What will come to pass, will come in its own time.” She gave a rueful smile. “I am in much the same boat as you are, forced to practice patience…though for different reasons.”

Then in a softer tone, she said, “I can see that something has happened with Elanna. She is calmer in her thoughts. There is now reason to hope for more?”

"Yes, now there is reason to hope for more."  Halbarad's dark head bowed, but a wistful smile curved his lips.  "Celebsul and Belegalda have put special effort into helping her realize she has strength over her memories, that what she suffered in Nurn can no longer touch her.  Yet, as you say, patience must be practiced.”

Sev nodded, knowing that their eldest elf and their elvish healer would spare no effort to speed Elanna's recovery. “I wish you only the best, Halbarad. May you both find the happiness you deserve.”

“It will come, Sevilodorf. As will your own.” Hal cast her a sideways glance and gave a mischievous grin. “And as I consider Anardil as a brother, that will make you my sister.”

Sev’s eyes widened as she protested, “By no means, if the bossy way you treat your sister is any indication. I already have enough male relatives that think they must mind my business as you attempt to do Anoriath’s."  Wagging a stern finger she said, "Furthermore, though I know you are too much of a gentleman to ask, I believe, Captain, that I have a few years on you. That would make you my little brother.” She paused and studied Halbarad carefully. “And big sisters are notorious for telling little brothers what to do.”

Tiny laugh lines crimped the corners of Hal's eyes as he said, “I will take my chances, Sev. I will take my chances.”

A quiet moment passed, broken only by the sound of laughter from the common room. Sev suddenly frowned and said, “We do have a problem however, Halbarad.”

“What is that?”

“Are we going to let Celebsul get away with manipulating us like he did? He will get insufferably smug if everything turns out his way.”

“True."  The Ranger gave a slow nod, smiling.  "Perhaps we should find something new to quarrel about. Though if it’s all the same to you, could we wait until tomorrow? I would prefer not to have the hobbits glaring at me your first evening home.”

Sev laughed heartily. “Tomorrow would be fine, Hal. Now if you will excuse me, I am going to make a final round of the barn.  I want to be sure the horses are secure for the night.”

She stood and as he moved his legs for her to pass by, Hal caught the glint in her eye and knew that on the morrow he would be facing a discussion with Sevilodorf about his stallion Mithraug’s recent escapes. How she had found out in such a short time, he did not know, though if she heard about that little adventure she was bound to have a list of both his and Mithraug's sins to detail.  Broken fences, strayed horses including Sev's own mare, Dream - thank heavens a mare's cycle was dormant in autumn, but he felt certain Sev had opinions on that, also. Ah well, tomorrow would be soon enough to face that music.

Stepping out into the courtyard to begin his evening patrol of the woods around the inn, Hal paused and watched Sevilodorf walk toward the barn. A smile grew on his face as the low sound of her voice carried clearly in the meter of an ancient verse;

“My lief is faren in londe -
Allas, why is he so?

And I am so sore bonde
I may nat come him to.
He hath myn herte in holde
Wherever he ride or go - 
With trewe love a thousand folde.” 

Aye, the woman was a puzzle he might never solve, a page he might never read with any true confidence, but to his surprise Hal found there was between them a shared hope and kindred dreams.  Trewe love a thousand folde … As Sev's dark form vanished into the barn's greater shadow, Halbarad looked up at Eärendil's bright star, forever sailing the immaculate sea of night.  'Do you see the fates of Men, ancient mariner?' he wondered.  'Can you see in the shapes of the stars whether Sev and I will each find our heart's desires?'  Then he breathed a soft sound of amusement at the fancy, and his long legs reached into a ranger's silent stride as he turned towards the dark, sleeping woods.

He and Sev had hope, each in their separate ways, and that was what mattered, and though winter's chill crept near, that hope would sustain them.  His Elanna's spirit would shine like the stars she was named for, and Sev's heart would rest in the care of the good man she had given it to.  When love found its way home at last, The Burping Troll would be a little bit more home to all of them.

******

Sitting in chairs at either side of the fire, Celebsul and Aerio put fresh logs into the hearth then watched as the flames took hold and crackled into flickering radiance.  Their friends and the few guests who had braved the muddy roads were disappearing for a night's rest, and now it was just the two elves before the great fireplace, and the occasional muffled voices of the hobbit lasses cleaning up in the kitchen.  Basking in the renewed light and heat, the older elf sat back and cradled his tankard of ale in both hands. Thus ensconced in comfort he waited quietly for his apprentice to complete his elaboration of the parts of the journey that Cel wished to hear more about.

As he had done for their friends earlier Aerio gave a factual, if somewhat ornate account of events.  He spoke at length about such varied topics as mysterious lettering on a Haradic tapestry and the proper way to bait a fishhook with freshwater oysters.  But despite his detailed descriptions there was no indication of his inner thoughts and feelings; neither did he reveal whether these had changed in any way due to the experience.

"It seems you learnt a great deal," Celebsul remarked when Aerio was done. "Languages, poetry, fishing techniques, strange fables, ancient architecture, bridge building.  Did you practice any of the latter?"

From the wry look on his master's face, Aerio discerned what this question meant and the manner of reply that was sought. With frankness, he admitted, "A bridge was built between myself and Sevilodorf very early in the journey. I realised she does indeed have much wisdom and common sense. The substance of the bridge is respect, with friendship at either side, and freedom flowing beneath."

Celebsul struggled a bit with this metaphor, but he smiled warmly at the underlying meaning. "I'm glad you gained more than just knowledge and skills."

"Oh, certainly." Aerio smirked. "I have acquired much admiration for Sev. She possesses gifts I never knew existed. Apparently, to be a good trader, it helps if you have the ability to make friends of strangers, to listen carefully to them and thus learn their wants and needs."

Seeing his master's left eyebrow begin to rise, the young elf adopted a more sombre expression. He continued, "And, yes, that ability is useful for things other than trading. If one listens very carefully, one might even hear exactly what is being said."

"Rather than what one expects to hear," Celebsul added then lifted his tankard to drink a silent toast. He felt immense pleasure that Aerio had returned with such insights.

The young elf stared for a while into the flames, their glow dancing across his thoughtful face.  That there were other matters of importance turning unspoken in his mind was evident by his very stillness, but Celebsul was content to sip his good ale and wait in patience.

At last Aerio sighed and spoke softly. "And I will endeavour never again to judge by appearances. King Elessar himself walked the earth for many years as a seeming vagabond." He glanced round to check Celebsul's expression, then held up one hand. "I know. I knew that fact before, but facts are meaningless until they are truly understood, until one can extrapolate." His hand returned to grip the chair arm. "And it matters not if the beggar is simply a beggar rather than a king in disguise. Everyone is of value. Everyone has something of value that they will give you, if you just allow them to."

Celebsul found himself lost for words. His apprentice was the richer by a pearl and a plan to map out ancient Pelargir, but here were treasures beyond price. Something had touched the young elf's soul and changed his heart forever.

Catching Aerio's blue eyes, where the fire flickered in miniature, Celebsul simply said, "Tell me one day, won't you?" 

Enthralled by memory, Aerio stared sightlessly for a moment as he once again soared the skyways on the back of a mighty eagle, wheeling high amidst valleys of air. Then his thoughts returned to the present. The young elf smiled wistfully and nodded. "Yes I will. One day."

For now it was enough to cherish that which mere words might diminish, the ineffable gifts that had given him a unique vision of the world … and of his own heart.
******

EPILOGUE

Minas Tirith, Courtyard of the White Tree

Mid-December

At the center of the courtyard stood a fountain, around the fountain stood a green curbed lawn, and amidst the lawn stood a graceful white tree and a king.  Anardil had leave to sit in the presence of his liege, whilst Aragorn read several pages of parchment in the thin winter sun.  Recent rains had made sunlight all the more precious and this day the sun was generous to the White City, indeed.  However, Anardil's comfort was physical only, for his return from Far Harad had been narrowly accomplished.  The tall, stern man reading his report had been his chieftain for as long as he could remember, familiar ever in face and form.  But the drab, plain clothing of a Ranger had long since been replaced by much nobler garb, and upon his breast was blazoned the mark of his great labors, a White Tree, a high Crown and Seven Stars.  As Lord Aragorn's own responsibilities grew with his kingship, so also had failure of his own tasks become even less an option in Anardil's mind.  Thus it was he had brought these reports by his own hand, rather than send them by courier, for in them lay the bitter fact that his usefulness in Harad was very likely over. 

"You have been keen-eared, indeed," Aragorn said in a musing tone.  "Your information will prove useful in our dealings with Harad.  I find I look forward to my next diplomatic discussions with them."

Anardil rose from the stone bench to face his king.  "Yet I might have learned more, had my mind been quicker, or my luck a little stronger."

"Your luck."  The king's expression was frankly dubious.  "It is by your luck you are here at all, I believe."  Holding the hand-written pages to the light, Aragorn read, "'Thereupon my position became untenable in Cartuth, and I was forced to abandon that place and returned forthwith.'"  The king looked at him gravely.  "Between the lines I read more than a little peril to yourself."

Sighing, Anardil nodded.  "Yes, my lord, I fear so.  I am suspect now, little birds have been whispering in certain Haradrim chieftains' ears, and my departure was … rather a near thing."

"How near?"  Subtle steel was in Aragorn's glance as he stepped from the lawn onto the white paving stones.

Anardil hated to admit that, despite his best efforts, he had somewhere slipped, made a mistake, revealed what he should not have.  Frustration simmered within that his error had been seized upon by a sly boor of a Haradrim chieftain whose vast girth and pompous bearing could be borne by nothing smaller than an oliphaunt.  Yet he would not speak falsely to his king, and lifted his chin as he met steady grey eyes that had always seemed able to read his every thought.

"I stole a horse to gain the first few miles.  Then I turned it loose for the sake of stealth, for there were men seeking me.  They did not see me again."

Aragorn nodded slowly, as he again studied the pages Anardil had painstakingly written.  The former Ranger remained silent, for he could not presume to guess what went on in his lord's mind.  Instead he tried to take comfort in the constant soft music of the fountain tinkling amidst the Tree's lower branches, and in the gentle wonder that the Tree had been reborn to bloom once more.  The king paced slowly along the curb before halting and turning back.

"Your tasks in Harad are complete," he announced.

"Yes, lord."  Anardil nodded, hoping the sinking of his heart was not visible in his face.  Yet he had known there could be no other outcome.

"I will not risk good men needlessly," Aragorn went on, as he drew near once more.  "Your value to me is in no way diminished.  Instead, I would ask you to turn your mind towards the East."

"East, sire?"

"Yes."  Carefully Aragorn rolled the pages he held into a small scroll.  "As you know, the Dwarves are resuming mining in the Ash Mountains.  Rumors have come to my ear of occasional incursions by the Easterlings.  There are those in Rhûn who do not respect Gondor's borders, and some are probing our resolve and our boundaries, no doubt, though not yet ready to commit themselves to open mischief."

Anardil remained watchfully still as Aragorn tapped the rolled pages in his open palm and frowned thoughtfully.

"Soon the winter storms will begin and travel will be tedious.  However, I believe you would find Henneth Annun to your liking, until such time as the roads will allow you to make forays eastward."  Once more the king's gaze pierced him, but a suggestion of humor gleamed there.  "You have friends in that region, do you not?"

"Henneth Annun?" Anardil asked in surprise, trying to remember when on earth he had mentioned this, though knowing he had, and that Aragorn had not forgotten.  "Yes, lord, Halbarad the Younger, Elros, Bob and Anoriath are all posted north of there, at the Inn of the Burping Troll."

A smile abruptly warmed Aragorn's stern face, erasing much weight of care and lifting Anardil's own spirits with its kindliness.  Chuckling fondly, he said, "Ah, they are still together.  That is well.  My time is so seldom my own, these days, that I have little liberty to wander among old friends."

Facing Anardil again, he said, "I will not order you to any task, Anardil, for the roads you travel are perilous.  Let the choice be your own.  But I would be pleased to have your keen eyes and ears turned towards our eastern borders."

"I -."

Suddenly the words choked in Anardil's throat, as it struck him what he was being offered.  Here at last was his chance to reunite with old friends - and to take his place at long last at Sev's side.  It had been nearly six weeks since they had parted, and though he had written to her at least once a week, and her carefully-penned replies had come now and then, he now found a thousand doubts and "what-ifs" gnawing at his heart.


Realizing Aragorn was watching him with mild amusement, Anardil swallowed.  "My lord, if you will permit it, I would beg leave to take a short holiday.  There are … things I must make certain of near Henneth Annun, before I make such a move."

"Things?"  Aragorn cocked his head, grey eyes suddenly twinkling.  "Is she pretty?"

Anardil's mouth quite literally dropped open, before he stuttered, "Yes, lord.  Very pretty.  And very feisty.  I would take nothing for granted with her."

"She sounds perfectly suited to you."  With a final tap of the papers in his hand, Aragorn said, "Take as long as you wish, Anardil.  As I said, the season is turning and Yuletide is drawing near.  Spend it with your friends and your lady, and give me your answer when you return."

"Yes, my lord.  Thank you."

The king moved closer then, laying his hand firmly on Anardil's shoulder.  "Seek happiness, Anardil," he said quietly.  "Seek hope.  The world has been too long without, and the Dúnedain have walked in shadows long enough."

Then he stepped back, saying, "Until after Yule, then.  Be well."

"And you, Lord King."

Anardil made his salute and then stood grinning as Aragorn walked away, familiar long strides sweeping across the white stones.  As he passed beyond the fountain's silvery fall, for an instant Anardil thought he saw a shimmer like bright starlight, and then the king was gone.  He could still feel his lord's hand on his shoulder as he turned his own feet towards his quarters for the night.  Then he stopped on the street, and gazed outward across the lower circles of the city, out across the green sweep of plains and the broad silvered band of the Anduin River.  There against the eastern sky rose the craggy dark wall of the Ephel Dúath, and somewhere unseen to the north was the Burping Troll.  Almost it seemed his heart could leap from these walls and wing its way there by sunset.

"Sevi," he whispered, and let the long breeze waft the sound away.

Anardil, son of Cirion, would be going home for Yule.

~ FINIS ~

Who’s Who for Trip to Pelargir

Cast of Characters:

Burping Troll Residents: 

1. Sevilodorf: Trader-woman and healer, once of Rohan, companion of Anardil.

2. Milo: Male Hobbit, once of the Shire.

3. Camellia: Female Hobbit, once of the Shire.

4. Celebsul: Male Elf

5. Aerio: Male Elf, apprenticed to Celebsul

6. Elanna: Female Ranger, stationed at Burping Troll, sister to Bob, betrothed Halbarad, recovering from injuries earned in Nurn.

7. Anoriath: Female Ranger, stationed at the Burping Troll, sister to Halbarad, five months pregnant.

8. Halbarad: Male Captain of the Rangers at the Troll, brother to Anoriath, betrothed of Elanna.

In Henneth Annun:

9. 
Devana: Human female, seamstress

10. Alfgard: Rohirrim general manager of the Henneth Annun branch of Esiwmas’ trading endeavors and long time affiliate of the family.

11. Conrath:  Rohirrim Trailmaster for the pack train between Henneth Annun and Minas Tirith, long time affiliate of Sev’s extended family.

12. Sewulf: Rohirrim Trader, cousin by marriage to Sevilodorf, works the route from Nurn to Minas Tirith.

In Minas Tirith: 

13. Esiwmas: Rohirrim head of Sevilodorf’s family by marriage and head of the family’s trading features throughout Rohan and Gondor.

14. Esdav: Esiwmas’ eldest son.

15. Rolfe: young orphan adopted by Esiwmas.

16. Liam: Rohirrim trailmaster on the route from Minas Tirith to Linhir.

17. Conrich: son of Conrath of Rohan.

In Pelargir: 

18.   Anardil: Former Ranger, missing most of left arm, now in covert operations,

19.   Hulda: Human, female owner of The Slippery Fish in Pelargir.

20.   Torval: Hulda’s brother and co owner of The Slippery Fish.

21.   Gafler: Human, male, works for Hulda.

22.   Darcene: maid at The Slippery Fish.

23.   Fralen: Human, peg legged fish vendor.

24.   King Tom: gray male cat who “owns” Anardil.

25.   Tom: Male, one of Anardil’s informants.

26.   Aiwendel: human old man - maybe …

27.   Palanfëa: eagle, friend of Aiwendel

In King’s Ferry:

28.   Brad: innkeeper’s son

29.   Lea: innkeeper’s daughter

30.   Elly: niece to Arlen

31.        Arlen: male, former slave in Nurn.
32.        Brennin: fisherman
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