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A Dark and Stormy Night
 

1424 SR 
1st November
 

Sleet slashed against the windowpanes, and the gusting gale forced its way through gaps, whistled under doors, and fluttered curtains as it squeezed between frames. Night surrounded the inn and snarled, ferocious as a black Cold-drake, rattling the walls and roof, threatening to sweep inside and devour all the residents.

 

Well, that was how it seemed to Nadim who, having arrived from Haradwaith only in September, had never witnessed such weather before. He shivered and tried to return his attention to his adoptive mother Sevilodorf and father Anardil, to his Uncle Esiwmas, and his young cousins. These included the boys - all older than himself - Esdav, Estev, and Rolfe; plus the tomboy girl, Kembryll, at nine-years old the same age and almost as mischievous as Nadim. 

 

They huddled in front of the massive fireplace sipping warm sweet cider, while the grownups talked, and round and about, the hobbit lasses cleared up the supper dishes. The clattering of crockery could scarcely be heard above the shuddering gusts of wind. Nadim wished there were something more interesting to do than listen to the droning of Uncle Es going on about the latest happenings from Rohan.

Out of nowhere, the wind flung a branch clattering against of the multi-paned windows, startling Nadim so he jumped halfway to his feet. Then he grinned sheepishly as he settled back to his seat - ignoring Estev's smirking grin.

“Do you know what kind of night this is?” a grave voice asked.

Conversation ceased, as all eyes turned to the tall, dark-haired figure in a chair before the hearth. Bob, Northern Ranger and consummate storyteller, held the children's gazes with solemn eyes. Five young heads shook back and forth.

"This is the kind of night that every shade and wraith is abroad," he said, sliding a sinister glance between the youngsters. "When all the evil spirits rise from the Mere of Dead Faces to seek revenge, and the Kraken's tentacles reach for unwary travelers. Werewolves howl at the moon and giant spiders spin deadly cocoons. On such a night, the very Halls of Mandos are polished in anticipation of many arrivals."

 

"Bob!" cried Meri the hobbit from among the tables.

 

The ranger just sniggered and continued. "I'm sure that many here have gruesome tales, even the gentle hobbits with their Mewlips and Gorcrows." He raised his voice and waved towards the roaring fire. "Come, gather round, who will be first to tell of their own fearsome experiences?"

 

"I will," Anardil volunteered, and Nadim clasped his knees and grinned with glee.

 

At that, chairs scraped and stools were lifted as residents and guests alike settled closer to the hearth and smirked in anticipation of spine-chilling stories. 

  

"Now," said Anardil, forefinger raised, "one must imagine a night much like this, dark and full of storm, far to the south in the city of Pelargir. I sat near the hearth of The Slippery Fish, one night while the rain beat on the windows. Yes, I was there, friends: this I saw with my own eyes...."

Anardil's Ghost Story

By ErinRua

In ancient Pelargir on the banks of the mighty Anduin, many strange and mysterious tales are told, of queens and cats and ships of ghosts and crowns of long-dead kings. Hence, on black nights when the winds do moan and shadows strangely move, men hasten their steps towards warm lights and friendly companions. This night, the common room of The Slippery Fish slowly filled with local fishermen and laborers wishing to shut the gloom and tempest outside, but they knew no traveler would brave either road or water in such weather.

Thus, when the door banged open to a gust of wind, and a figure staggered in from the rain, heads turned and faces stared. Pale, the stranger looked, wretched and damp, while he peered as if to see where the storm had tossed him.

"Mercy be and bless my barnacles!" cried a powerful woman's voice, and forth sailed Hulda the Magnificent, the towering lady proprietor of the inn. "Land sakes, you look like something the cat coughed up - come in, come in, let's have the chill off you."

The stranger blinked, though whether he was amazed by the welcome, which was Hulda's wont, or by Hulda herself, none could say. But he suffered himself to be gently seized by her two great hands and steered bodily towards a seat on the hearth. There she plucked the sodden cloak right off his back, and then turned to bellow towards the kitchen.

"Hey, we need a bowl of soup out here!"

But the stranger looked up - and up - at the majesty of her broad bosom and her tower of beribboned grey hair, and offered a wan smile. "Forgive me, lady, but I would be happiest with simply a cup of hot spiced wine."

She blinked and scowled, but something in the weary sadness of the stranger's face, for he was a young man and comely, melted her disapproval. 

"Well, now," she said, "we'll have that for you in just a blink. Rest you, and maybe your appetite will catch up on the next gust of wind."

With a wink, Hulda tacked and took a new heading back towards the kitchen, leaving the stranger huddled before the fire's warmth.

"Bad night to be about," said a grizzled fellow at a table nearby.  Bridlan the fisherman had lived his life on the great river, and knew its moods better than many. "Bad night. There's things that walk abroad as shouldn't, when it's black and foul as this."

Sighing, arms wrapped about himself, the stranger nodded, his gaze fixed on some horizon only he could see. "You are right, good sir," he said. "Only the desperate, the foolish or the deranged would be about."

His crooked yet boyish smile gently invited his listener to decide which epithet best suited.

Bridlan snorted and took a sip of good ale. "I'd say that leaves you desperate, since no fool recognizes his own condition."

The young man smiled but made no reply, and soon Hulda hove to beside him, holding down a steaming cup.  "There, lovey," she boomed. "That'll chase the chill from your bones. Now, why isn't a handsome lad like you safe home in a pretty girl's arms?"

The cup nearly slipped from the stranger's hands, so violently did he start, but he mastered himself and offered another careworn smile. "I have been a-wandering," he said, "seeking a great treasure."

Hulda's brows rose towards the teetering monolith of her hair, and she reached back to summon a chair.  Customers leaned cautiously away as she lowered herself to sit, lest the creaking wood abruptly fail.

"Have you, now?" she asked, her several chins arranging into a cascade of interest.

"Did you find the treasure?" asked Bridlan.

"Fool," Hulda shot back.  "Here's him with the toes peeping through his shoes. Tell Hulda your woes, lovey, and I'll bring you mince pie to chase the wine."

Shrugging, the young man looked into his cup. "I wished to wed a girl, you see. Such a dear girl, sweet as May and pretty as daisies. But I am the second son and little enough there was for an inheritance. She said she would marry me, but how could I take a wife, with neither purse nor house to welcome her?"

"Oh, aye," said Bridlan with a sorrowful nod.

"But then one day my lass said I should take our problem to our lord, and see if he could find me good work or a means to make my fortune. So I went, and threw myself upon his mercy. I told him how much I loved my lass, and how I wished only to be a proper husband to her, if I could but make my way. He listened, and told me to give him time to think - to come back another day.  I went home, and seven days later he called me back."

The young man looked up, eyes reflecting lamplight. "He had learned, he told me, of a great treasure far off in the mountains, hidden away many years ago. Some said it was Dwarven gold, others claimed it to be a lost dragon hoard. Our lord said that if I would go find it and bring it back, he would give to me a certain fine parcel of land, with a good house upon it and cattle and plowed fields, to be mine and my heirs' for all time. And he would bless our marriage with his own hands, upon my return."

Again, that wistful smile appeared, and the young man sipped his wine. Lowering his cup, he spoke on.

"And I went forth on my quest.  Long and long I wandered, often tormented by hunger and besieged by weariness. Sometimes I sought refuge in a friendly house or inn, but like as not, I slept in the wilds with only pine boughs for a bed. I met wild beasts and outlaws, and storms that pounded and roared. I scaled mountains that I'm sure no man has ever climbed. But at last ... at last, I found it."
His gaze fixed on the unseen, his eyes shining with hope and joy. "Just as our lord had said - a treasure hidden in such a fastness that no man had ever found it. Gold and jewels and precious stones - I had but to fill my pack and all of it was mine. And then I began the homeward journey. Long were the miles, and no less arduous than the hunt that brought me hence, and weeks turned into months. The first snows lay upon Mount Mindolluin's crest when at last I trod the final road towards home.  Home ... and the girl that I would marry."

The young man paused, but then the pause became a silence as he stared again into his cup. 

"And?" urged Bridlan.

"And she waited for my return.  She waited...." The young man's gaze did not lift, but his eyes turned dark and cold.  "And also my lord with her ... together, waiting to betray me."

Hulda lifted a hand to cover her mouth, her face writ large with dismay, and the young man gave a brittle, mirthless smile.

"Oh yes," he said. "For he made her great promises and they plotted together, to keep the treasure for their own.  Ah, the greater fool was I. I bore the treasure to her and laid it at her feet, my love, my hope, my heart. I never saw the blade that ended my every dream, not until it was far, far too late."

It almost seemed the cup might burst in the white knuckled grip of the young stranger, and Hulda reached to lightly touch his hand.

"Here, lovey, let me freshen that for you."

But at her touch, he stiffened, and when she took the cup, he rose upon the hearth. "Forgive me, lady, for I have darkened an already dismal night. I thank you for your kindness, but I must not tarry."

"Lad, if it's pride that sends you back out in the storm, I'll let you work off the price of supper and bed. I -."

"No, lady." He already stepped away from her.  "Your compassion is gift enough."
With that, he turned towards the door, collecting his still-damp cloak as he went. Hulda heaved herself to her feet, as her own storm clouds gathered upon her brow. But before she could speak or cry out, the door opened and slammed on a gust of wind.

And it reopened an instant later, to admit another sodden fisherman.

"Say, stop that man!" Hulda cried, jabbing a finger towards the door as the fisherman eased it closed. "Hurry, turn around - go stop him!"

The fisherman blinked, hand still on the door. "Beg pardon, Miz Hulda, but what man?"

Fists jammed on her ample hips, Hulda stormed forward. "The one who nearly ran over you, loof! You couldn't have missed him by half a step."

"But there's no one..." The fisherman turned and winced as Hulda yanked open the door to a frigid blast of rain and wind.

"Of course there is, I just watched him -." Wind snatched at the edifice that was Hulda's hair as she scowled out into the dark.  "Where did he get to?"

"But I'm tellin' you!" protested the fisherman.  "Miz Hulda, there ain't a soul out there!"
Hulda closed the door, shutting out the tempest, and stared at the man, who stared back at her with baffled eyes.

"Not a soul," he insisted. "Not since I left the chandler's shop half an hour ago."

Then Hulda looked at the cup in her hand, and she and Bridlan looked at each other. In their ears rang the young man's closing words: I never saw the blade that ended my every dream.

Yes, many strange things and many strange tales came to the folk of Pelargir upon the river. But seldom indeed were the nights when any tavern served hot, spiced wine to a dead man.

***

And so Anardil closed his tale, and the children sighed with anxious delight. Checking Anardil's mug to see if was empty, Meri the hobbit shook her golden curls in mock disapproval.

"Well, that certainly cheered everyone up. What we need now is something to scare us all rigid; that should do the trick."

“Aye. Not bad, Dil, not bad.” Bob grinned as he stood and headed towards the bar.

After refilling his tankard of ale, the Ranger returned to the fireplace and plopped back down on his favorite wingback chair. Nudging his sister, Elanna, to one side with his toe, Bob stretched his long legs towards the crackling fire. This earned him a grumble and a stuck-out tongue from Elanna.

The scene before him brought a smile to Bob’s face. With a little effort, he could imagine that it was his father, Mateon and his stepmother, Elena, seated on the sofa. Esiwmas would be him, of course. Elanna would be seated in front of them exactly as she was now. And the children? The children would be the various young men who were fostered by Mateon and Elena as they trained to become Rangers as their father’s had been before them. 

Bob’s grin grew wider: dark-skinned Nadim stood out from the fair children of Rohan, a racial mix his father would have appreciated. Catching his half-elven sister’s gaze, he winked.

Elanna returned the gesture. She loved scary story night and she never got nightmares, well, almost never. There had been far too few nights such as this after her parents died Maybe now, with their Burping Troll family, an old tradition could be made new. Anardil’s tale was one she hadn’t heard before, but even still, if history was repeated, Bob or Halbarad would up the ante. 

Bob watched Elanna  snuggle closer to Halbarad and rolled his eyes. He looked to Anardil who in the past had shared the sentiment. Fatherhood, even an adopted one, seemed to have changed him. The one-armed ranger paid the lovebirds by the fireplace no heed, his attention occupied by a different pair of blue eyes. Not Anardil and Sevilodorf too! 

“As I said before, not bad,” Bob paused making sure he had Anardil’s attention, “for a faerie tale.”

Anardil and Sevilodorf snorted as one being.

“I dare you to say that to Hulda’s face,” Anardil said and gave Bob his signature lop-sided grin. “She swears by her inn, and her punch, that every word is true.”

Bob took a long swallow of ale before answering, “Who am I to impugn the honor of a good woman.”

“You say that because you fear her retribution should she hear of what you said,” Halbarad teased.

Achieving an appropriately solemn look, or so he hoped, Bob said, “Aye, you speak the truth. And it is not that I fear she might poison my food or drink, rather, that she might take a notion to want to sit in my lap and crush me.”

The adults filled the room with gales of laughter, while the children looked at each other wondering what was so funny.

“Does this mean there are to be no more,” Nadim struggled with the unfamiliar Westron words, “fayree stoyee.”

“Of course not Nadim,” Elanna smiled at the boy who called her, and almost every female resident of the inn, Aunt. “This is your silly uncle’s way of saying the next story must be better than the first.” She turned and batted her eyes at Bob. “So my brother, is it not your turn next?”

Rubbing his thumbs on the ceramic tankard, Bob did not answer at first. His audience waited patiently and Bob could feel the eyes of the children on him. It was now or never.

“Aye, it’s my turn.” Addressing his next comment to his brother-in-law, he said, “if your sleep is disturbed by a panicked woman kicking and hitting you in the midst of her nightmares, do not blame me.” Bob grinned wickedly at his sister’s outraged expression.

“Now boys . . . and girl,” he amended after catching the look on Kembryll’s face which matched Elanna’s to a t. “Would you like to hear a true tale of horror, frightening enough to curl your toes?”

“How many of you have heard of the Dead Men of Dunharrow?” Bob asked.

From his place on the floor Hal said, “Bob, I don’t think this is the kind of story-" 

Bob cut the Ranger captain off with his upraised hand.

“Worry not, some tales are better left untold,” he said and earned approving nods from Anardil and Halbarad. “This is a true story that none have heard before.”

“Why not?” Esdav was wide-eyed with curiosity. He had heard the old tales and the rumors concerning the Path of the Dead.

“I have never spoken of it before but I think I can now.”

Bob’s Tale

By Deby

Only Aragorn’s strength of will, and Bob’s love and loyalty to the Dúnedain chieftain, enabled the Ranger to ride through the Dark Door of the Haunted Mountain. And he needed every bit of it, for no sooner than the dwarf, Gimli, passed through the doorway, Bob felt as if a host of shadows had passed the company only to gather behind them. There would be no turning back now. 

Under the mountain they went, torches illuminating the way not nearly enough.  After a time the road widened into a clearing under the stone roof that arched above them. To one side lay the body of the last man who had dared the doorway and failed. Ancient was the skeleton, yet the gold about his waist and on his hauberk gleamed in the torchlight. 

The company pressed onwards through the oppressive darkness. Every now and then, Bob thought he heard the whisper of footsteps from behind and, once, he felt a soft, cold breeze caress his neck with icy fingers. He couldn’t help but shudder at the touch. Not long after, a sudden, chill gust blew through the tunnel and put out the torches. Though they tried, they could not make them light again.

It could have been a few moments or a few hours but at long last, the company passed through another doorway. The rippling voice of the river welcomed them to the Morthond Vale. Blackroot it was called, for obvious reasons.

The sun had scarcely risen when the Rangers ventured through the Dimholt. While they were buried beneath the mountain, night had fallen. To Bob it seemed that they only traded one darkness for another. He decided he preferred a darkness lessened by the glitter of scattered stars to that relieved by the glint of ancient gold.

Crushing was the weariness felt by every man, elf, dwarf and beast of the company, yet ride they must. Aragorn insisted they had to reach the Stone of Erech by midnight or all would be lost. No one cared to contemplate the possible meaning of 'all'.

The hours passed like an uncomfortable dream, the kind that proved difficult to remember upon waking. Dream-like too was the quality of the summoning of the Dead Men of Dunharrow. Bob poured water from the skin on his saddle over his face to make sure he was awake.

Bob's deep sigh of relief echoed amongst the riders when Aragorn bid them to rest . . . if they could. He tried, but in spite of his bone-deep weariness, sleep was hard to find with the shades of the Oathbreakers surrounding the company as they sat, or lay, around the dome-shaped stone.

It seemed to Bob he had just closed his eyes when a ringing note from a horn snatched him from sleep's embrace. Yet he must have slept for he woke to a sun fully risen. Indeed, judging from its place in the sky, midday was not far off.

Sitting up, he started to brush the loose bits of grass and dirt from his clothes when Bob realized something was wrong. No longer was he in the Ranger's garb he had worn when he first lay down, but in an unfamiliar woven fabric. A strange badge was on his shoulder and by his side; a shield bore a matching device. And the hands resting on his legs . . . 

Bob jumped to his feet before he even completed the thought and turned to the man slightly behind him; nodding in answer to a question he did not remember hearing. His body tried to return to its original position and it took all his strength to force it to remain turned.

 "Who are you?" he shouted in the strange man's face.

Yet no sound came from his throat. The man grabbed his shoulder and pushed him until Bob faced forwards once more.

"At least pretend you are listening, Rylan," the man's voice hissed in his ear. "Do not bring the false King's wrath on us."

To Bob's surprise, his mouth moved of its own will.

"I am, Jareth," he said in a voice higher than the one Bob was used to.

As the Ranger struggled to understand what happened to him, the horn sounded once more. Bob stared in the direction from whence the sound came and could not believe his eyes. Sitting on a magnificent stallion, wearing a crown that was destined to be Aragorn’s, was one of the Argonath statues come to life. 

“Hear ye now, King of the Mountains. Upon this very Stone, an oath of allegiance you did swear.” Isildur spoke in a strong, clear voice. “The time has come for thee and thy people to fulfill that oath.”

Bob felt his king’s voice, his words, ring through the whole valley. It was true; little did Aragorn resemble his ancestor in looks. Instead, the two men shared the same way of speaking, the same majesty in their manner and bearing. Aragorn had sounded much like this when he called the Dead to this very same stone. 

A dark-haired man stood proudly before Isildur. A bronze circlet rested on his head; stamped with the same device on Bob’s badge and shield: the King of the Mountains and Bob, Rylan, was one of his men. His voice was deep and gravelly when he spoke; it lacked the majesty of the Numenorean king’s.

“It was an oath wrung from me to save my people.” He spat at Isildur’s feet. Bob was horrified. “I am the King. I serve only one Master and it is not some upstart from across the sea that wishes to swallow my kingdom as he has swallowed so many others.”

Instead of erupting with anger as Bob expected him to do, Isildur’s wrath burst forth, cold and deadly as an ice storm.

“Then hear me now, thou shalt be the last king. And if the West prove mightier than thy Black Master, this curse I lay upon thee and thy folk: to rest never until thy oath is fulfilled. For this war will last through years uncounted, and you shall be summoned once again ere the end.”

Isildur and his men rode away in a thunder of hooves. Sun glanced off spear tips and shining mail. Bob closed his eyes against the glaring shards. 

When he opened them, it was evening. The sun was setting behind the western ridge amidst red and gold clouds. He still stood next to the Stone but on the opposite side and the man, Jareth, was no longer at his side. The King of the Mountains was still there but he looked older and frightened.

“Word has come. Our Master has been defeated.” A shudder shook him from head to toe. Rylan’s voice groaned, while inside, Bob rejoiced though he knew the defeat was temporary. “The false king now holds the Master’s Ring. We must flee, now, before he uses it to bring about his curse more quickly by slaying us where we stand.”

Some cried out in fear, a few looked to the sky as if they expected a lightening bolt to strike them without warning, while others voiced their agreement with the King’s plan.

“Take nothing and no one with you and perhaps Isildur’s wrath will not extend to the women and children.”

The men followed their king and fled into the mountains, never to return.

For Bob, time passed swiftly and he watched the work of centuries unfold in moments. 

One by one, the Oathbreakers died. Yet true to Isildur’s curse, their spirits were bound to the mountains and valley surrounding the Stone of Erech. Bob thought Rylan’s death would free him from the strange symbiotic relationship that tied him to the man. But he found himself bound to Rylan in death as he had been in life. Bob could only watch as flesh rotted from bone, and bone, in turn, crumbled into dust. 

Whenever fear gripped the land or rumor of war reached them, the spirits would gather at the Stone. They would whisper of the curse and its promised summoning but none came. Time, as Bob understood it, ceased to exist. His chest grew tight as panic swelled. Was he to be caught in this twilight world of the dead forever?

Like an answer to his unspoken question, a horn rang from the opposite side of the stone. A man spoke. The bubble of panic burst and Bob drew a ragged breath. He recognized the voice but the words kept changing as if the speaker was continually losing his train of thought. 

Bob closed his eyes in order to concentrate, to try and make sense of what was being said. Irritation flashed through him when someone shook him.

“On your feet, Bob. Aragorn wants us in our saddles as of five minutes ago, so quit dreaming about her, whoever she may be.” 

Bob opened his eyes to Anardil’s lopsided grin. The stars were fading though the sun had not quite made it over the eastern mountain. Bob jumped to his feet.

“I may have been dreaming, but it was not about a woman,” he told his friend.

Anardil raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps not, but whatever it was, it held you in thrall. I started to wonder if I was going to be able to wake you at all.” Despite the display of teeth, Bob could see the seriousness of Anardil’s statement in his eyes.  The ranger clapped him on the back. “Fortunately for you, I was able to discourage Hal from emptying his water skin on your head.”

Halbarad looked up from his horse’s cinch long enough to flash Bob a wide grin. Bob could only manage a half-hearted smile in return, his mind still on the dream. 

And the dream remained on his mind over the long miles through Tarlang’s Neck, through the Lamedon Valley, down to Linhir and across to Pelargir. The feeling that was most difficult to shake was that he was not alone. That someone rode with him, in him, a part of him as he had been apart of Rylan.

This feeling did not hinder him in battle but it remained there when the battle was over and the corsairs of Umbar defeated. 

Once the ships were secured, Aragorn called the Dead by sounding the trumpets taken from the enemy. The ghost army gathered on the shore. A terrible and splendid sight to behold, Bob thought, yet sad and weary also. When Aragon proclaimed their oath fulfilled and released the cursed, Bob experienced a strange tingling feeling all over his body. The dead King and his army dissolved into a mist that was quickly blown away by a sudden breeze. The same breeze seemed to blow through Bob’s flesh, chilling him to the bone. Yet, when it passed, it took the inner watcher with it.

A dream, it was a dream, wasn’t it?

***


Every boy seated on the floor shared the same expression of amazement. 

“Was it a dream, Bob?” Elanna asked in a hushed voice.

Before Bob could answer, a squabble broke out amongst the children concerning that very question. Nadim and Kembryll being of the mind that it was just a story, an excellent one but just a story. Rolfe, Estev and Esdav took the opposite view. 

Deciding enough was enough, Esiwmas raised his voice just enough to get their attention, “The next one who says a single word will be doing the morning dishes.”

Every child of Rohan immediately snapped their mouths shut, they knew it was no idle threat. Nadim only stopped because he was impressed at how quickly Esiwmas brought the others back to order.

“There, now that you have all remembered your manners.” Esiwmas smiled so they would know he was not truly angry. “Why don’t we let Bob answer the question?”

Bob took a deep draught, emptying his tankard, his hands shaking slightly.

“I thought it was a dream at first until I found this inside my shirt.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a swatch of fabric. An emblem was sewn on it, along the same lines as the family crest the family of Esiwmas wore on the shoulders of their clothing. Bob held it up for all to see.

“Do you recognize this?” he asked Sevilodorf and Esiwmas.

They shook their heads. 

“Hal, Dil, does it look familiar to you?”

“It cannot be.” 

She didn’t know why, but Halbarad’s words caused Elanna to shiver in the warmth of his embrace.

Anardil just shook his head, much as Sev and Es had done but in disbelief as if his eyes were deceiving him.

Elanna twisted in Halbarad’s arms. 

“Hal, what is it? You know that symbol, don’t you?”

“Aye, I do.” His words came out in a whisper. Halbarad cleared his throat and tried again. “I do. This was the device used by the King of the Dead and his men. It was on everything, even his crown.”

In the stunned silence, Bob tucked the cloth back inside his pocket and wandered over to the bar. Refilling his tankard, he also brought back another drink, deep red, which he held up to the room before setting it down. Then he wondered aloud: "Who will tell the next story?"

The young elves, Aerio and Gambesul tempted silver-haired Celebsul to a fireside seat by a small table where Bob had placed a glass of Cherry-B.

 

"Master," spoke Aerio. "In the numerous years of your life and the manifold territories you have travelled, you must have encountered bizarre creatures and uncanny situations. Will you not tell us of one of them?"

 

A serene smile spread across the Eldar's lucent face as he sat and lifted the glass, taking a sip that stained his lips cherry red. He nodded with contentment. 

 

"Aye. This wine brings to mind one particular recollection."

 

Setting down the drink, he stretched out his long legs and crossed his ankles, glanced around at the expectant audience, and then began his tale.

Red Wine

By Celebsul

Long ago, I wandered in a distant sun-blessed land where, deep within a forest, I met a beautiful maiden. Her hair hung dark and sleek as a raven's wing, and flowed down her back, almost to her knees. In her fair face, eyes that fused diamond and coal shone brightly black so that iris and pupil could not be distinguished. She stared, disconcertingly, from beneath long lashes. Sable also her spangled gown, though her skin glowed pale as fresh milk beneath the shading canopy of trees.

"Hail, my lady," said I, amazed to meet anyone in such wilderness, let alone a woman so enchanting and at least as foreign to these parts as myself.

"Hail, Eldar." She recognised my nature and origin. 

But was she elven? I doubted that from the start, and she clearly was no mortal. Thus I spoke next with caution.

"I thought myself alone in this place."

"I too," she confessed, a slow smile curving her crimson lips, revealing bright teeth. "I search for something lost."

"Here? What is it? May I help?"

"My cloak, misplaced many, many years ago." A tear spilt down her pallid cheek. "I treasured it, and have sought it ever since, everywhere I might."

"For certain, my lady," I reasoned, "there is someone skilled enough to replace your mantle with one at least as fine: a weaver, a seamstress, a tailor?" I judged her sorrow, at the loss of a mere garment, excessive.

The maiden's chin lowered and her long lashes dipped to become bejewelled with sorrow. "Not even a wizard, my gallant lord. The cloak can never be recreated nor bettered."

Dismayed by her misery and my inability to bring comfort, I bid her join me as I made camp, for night fell fast in this land. Soon, she smiled again, her spirits seemingly mended by company, a fire, food and a skin of scarlet wine.

As the moon sailed above, the maiden's lips were stained darker by the heady juice of damsons. I recall nothing of what we spoke, only how I watched every nuance of her face, both familiar and alien. She made me yearn again for Aman where she surely belonged.

After she lay down and slipped into slumber, I plummeted into deep dreams that swiftly became sinister. Tattered clouds raced across the sky, driven by a chilling wind. Wolves howled thinly of their hunger, and a shrill, long shriek ripped through the darkness.

I struggled to awaken, knowing it to be only a nightmare, but nonetheless terribly afraid. Sudden and utter blackness masked out the moon and stars, blinding my dream vision as a weight descended upon my chest. No sight, no sound but my own heartbeat. Then soft breath drifted intimately against my neck, and a sharp, moist pain pierced the skin there. I felt the warm, viscid flow of blood upon my throat, and heard the greedy lapping of a tongue...

In desperation, my eyes flew open and I saw the woman, standing, gazing down at me, wistfully.

"Alas, Eldar, you are safe from such a fate, for my vampire cloak is lost and I can never fly nor feed in that form again ... unless it is found." She spread her hands wide. "This beauty is a vapid gown to wear, as is the harmlessness it inflicts. I am truly punished for my deeds each time I encounter a potential victim but must hobble away upon these two wretched limbs, unsated." 

So saying, she vanished into the darkness. 

It was many, many days later before I would risk sleep again. 

Rumour told that Thuringwethil perished, or at least was stripped of her physical form during the destruction of Sauron's Isle of Tol-in-Gaurhoth. But perhaps the Woman of the Secret Shadow lost only the raiment that allowed her to become the monstrous bat who served as Sauron's messenger. Perhaps the cloak was indeed destroyed, but maybe, just maybe, it is only mislaid.

***

At the story's end, Nadim's eyes were round as saucers. "She might find cloak still?" he asked.

Celebsul winked at the boy. "Oh, I think if she hasn't found it by now, she probably never will."

Chuckles went round the hearth, albeit a trifle nervously. After all, stories were only stories ... weren't they? A sudden gust of wind rushed whooping past the inn, rattling the windows in their casements. The door shuddered heavily and the squall swiftly rose to a pitch that keened under the eaves, moaning deep-voiced through the tormented trees before whirling off into distance.

"Oooh," said Kembryll, shivering between her brothers. "That almost sounded like a wolf - or a warg!"

The other children's mouths formed silent O's, but a low chuckle from the hearth broke the mood. Golden eyes gleamed with mischief as Warg stretched her great paws before her.

"Not even close," she said, and let her tongue loll over long white fangs. "Though if you would like a sample howl, heh heh heh ...."

"No, no, that's quite alright -." The hasty refusal found several voices.

Warg huffed and grinned as she rolled onto her side, so the flames might warm her belly. "Your loss," she said.

"Not entirely," said Sev, lamplight catching in her eyes as she glanced around the room. "It does remind me of an incident when I was a child."

"Really?" exclaimed Nadim. "Oh, please tell, Modor!"

"Yes, please!" the other children echoed, for though Sev seldom told stories, the few she shared were always worth hearing.

Thus assured of her audience, Sev began to speak.

Sev's Tale

By ErinRua

"During the summers, my father's task was to tend the family herd in the high meadows of the White Mountains. My mother, brother and I would accompany him, along with a herdsman or two. The days spent in the mountains were usually lazy, peaceful days; but the summer I was ten, the horses were restless from the first moments we arrived. When they refused to leave the home meadow for the upper pastures, my father was convinced the mares sensed a predator nearby."

"A cat!" blurted Esdav.  "A big mountain cat."

Sev nodded at the youth.

"Indeed, that is what my father believed as well. Armed with spear and bow, my father and the herdsmen went out each morning and evening seeking to find some trace of the creature. However, no sign could they find. Days passed and the horses remained leery. The elder herdsman, Georn, a man of rather dour disposition, began to mutter that whatever was spooking the herd was not of natural origin. 

"The other herdsman, Symon, younger and of decidedly less wit, began to look fearfully at the surrounding slopes. The more fear he showed, the wilder the stories Georn told. Nothing was too far fetched for his speculative tales. One by one, giants, ogres, trolls and wargs were considered as the source of our problems. Finally, however, Georn arrived at what he insisted was the correct explanation: a werewolf."

"Oooh!" "Werewolves?" "Did Georn see it?" The chorus of exclamations merely earned a knowing smile from Sev, before she resumed her tale.

"Whether truly convinced that such a beast roamed the nearby hills, or merely delighted in seeing Symon turn pale as porridge at the slightest whisper of the thought, Georn began to speak of nothing else. Morn and evening, he would whisper of the werefolk. Repeating the ancient tales of their everlasting thirst for the blood of the living and muttering that arrows of birch and oaken spears would not be enough to slay the beasts. The man even went so far as to beg my mother to make a charm for him of soldier's cap and mistletoe. 

"Until this point my father, being a man of practical nature, had ignored Georn and insisted my brother and I to do the same. But with this request, the herdsman had crossed the line and my father forbade him speaking further on the matter. Grudgingly, Georn complied and spoke no more of werewolves, or other evil beasts, within my hearing or that of my mother. But my brother later told me that whenever my father was absent the man continued to whisper his stories in Symon's ears. 

"After a time, the horses calmed and slowly began to disperse into the higher valleys, following their own fancy as to which meadow or hill to forage. Still my father kept his bow at hand.

"As our first month in the mountains ended, a summer storm blew in from the north. The clouds roiled black, and the horses thundered down from the hills to huddle in the meadow near our house. When night fell, the wind began to howl - much as it's doing tonight.

"If that were not enough, thunder began to roll, and the first gusts of hard rain came. Father and Georn had trekked into the high mountains, leaving Symon, my brother, Mother and me alone in our house. We listened to the rain pounding on the roof, and the thunder boomed ever closer. Finally, a terrific white flash and bang lit up the night like day, and my heart almost stopped in fear.

'The mares!' my brother shouted, and cuffed Symon as he headed for the door. 'We must get the mares in the barn!'

"I thought Mother would tell him to stay, but he was right: several of our best mares were still in foal, and it would be a terrible loss if they were struck by lightning. So he and Symon ran out the door, just as the lightning flashed again. I was frightened, but somehow I was more scared of our horses being hurt.  Before mother could stop me, I grabbed my cloak and ran after my brother and Symon.

"Outside, the rain fell in torrents, so black we could hardly see, but we knew the way to the barn even in the dark. Symon threw open the barn door and we turned towards the meadows, where we knew the horses waited out the storm. As loud as we could, we called to them over the roar of wind and thunder. Flashes of lightning split the sky, and in that awful light we could barely see the horses, some of them running towards us. Harder the wind blew, rising to a dreadful howl -.

"At least, we thought it was the wind, until the horses began screaming.

"I could not see what was happening in the meadows, but I knew it must be terrible, and then my brother grabbed my arm.

'Symon!' he shouted. 'We must get inside. Hurry!'

"In the next flash of lightning, I saw Symon staring out into the night, and he looked as if he wept in fear. Like a rabbit, he stood there, until my brother gave him a shove.

'Symon, run!' he cried.


"And Symon turned and ran, even faster than we went, and I heard him sobbing as he raced towards the barn. I knew something awful would grab me from behind, and my brother kept pushing me to run faster. Again, the howling came from the dark, and horses screamed again. We plunged into the barn, dark but warm, and the familiar smells of horses and hay felt like safety. The walls were of stone halfway up, and surely, nothing could get in.

"But when I turned, Symon struggled to pull the door closed against the tearing wind, and I saw him blubbering like a frightened child. And I saw something else - the mares running towards us, their hooves tearing up muddy grass as they came.

'Wait!' I shouted. 'The horses are coming! Let them in!'

"Symon just kept sobbing and pulling on the door, but the first mares galloped in past him. Even in the dark, I saw the whites of their eyes and the steam of fear rising off their hides.

'Blessed Bema,' my brother gasped; then he shoved me behind him, and I could not see what he saw.

"Symon gave a cry like nothing I ever heard, and he let go of that stubborn door. He grabbed a spear that stood always just inside the door, and when he looked at us, his seemed the face of a madman.

'Stay here,' he shouted. 'Don't come out. Whatever you hear or see, don't come out!'

"With that, he plunged back out into the tempest, the spear clutched in his hands. From the outside, he managed to push the door shut, and my brother barred it from within.

"Thus, we waited in the blackness while terrified horses milled around us, with Symon locked outside. I could hear nothing but the storm and the horses' heavy breathing, and then ... I heard a horrible scream. I knew it to be Symon's voice, and my brother hugged me tight. Symon screamed and something else shrieked like no sound I've ever heard, terrible and wild and hateful.

"Silence fell thereafter. Just the wind and the rain outside. My heart pounded as we waited, and waited some more. Finally, something scuffed in the mud outside. Something thumped against the door.

"And then a voice spoke, rasping and low: 'Open up. It's safe. It's over.'

"When we opened the door, there stood Symon, shivering and soaked with rain. The spear I did not see anywhere.

'What was it?' I asked, but Symon only shuddered harder.

'I will not speak of it now. Let us make sure the mares are unhurt, and then we'll go back to the house.'

"Nor did Symon say another word that night, save to assure my mother that all would be well. When Father and Georn came home the next day, however, Symon met them at the door.

'You were right, Georn,' he said, and he trembled once again. 'It was a werewolf.'

"My father looked at Georn quite sternly, then beckoned to Symon and said, 'Come, we will walk and look for signs.'

"They searched, but the storm had washed away almost all traces of the night, leaving only a few muddy hoof prints heading into the barn.

"But then, several yards away, Father found it: the spear Symon had taken. Beneath the spear lay a muddy pool of blood ... and a chunk of thick, grey, wolf-like hair."

"Could it have been an ordinary wolf?" asked Esdav.

Sev shook her head. "Oh, no. For the iron tip of the spear had been burnt black, and its shaft lay broken in two. No ordinary wolf could do that to a spear made of good Rohirrim oak. Symon's spear, you see, went completely through the werewolf - went through, and the beast disappeared.

"No, it was not killed, for ordinary weapons cannot slay the uncanny creatures of the night. But mother made sure we had charms a-plenty, and bathed all our weapons in certain herbs. The werewolf never came back ... but he may be out there still.  Somewhere. Hunting. Waiting."

***

Children and adults alike shuddered and glanced to the large, rain-slashed window at the front of the inn where the shadows of branches danced frenziedly to the wind's tune.

Nadim then gazed at his mother. "So Symon saved you?"

"Aye, he did, despite the terror he felt."

Meri set a tray of warm scones on the table and dusted off her hands, muttering under her breath, “Werewolves, vampires! I'll be up warming milk all night...none of these youngsters will sleep a wink with such talk.”

“Ah Meri, but that is part of the joy of fright!”  said Bob, overhearing her grumblings.  

“What is?” squeaked Nadim, his eyes more curious and lit with the rapture of the last tale.

“What is what?” Bob asked, a wobbly smile of feigned ignorance gracing his face.

“What is part of the joy of fright?” Nadim asked once more.

“Being so frightened you don't dare sleep, or breathe!” Bob declared, his words growing louder and more spooky as he moved forward and tickled Kembryll so she screeched in laughter.

“Don't you like scary stories then Meri?” Estev asked, shifting his position to sit on his knees.

Meri paused a moment, and took a deep breath, as if to begin a tirade but all that escaped was a perfunctory “No.”

“But she knows some,” the voice of Celebsul softly erased the expression on the hobbit's face from determined to disconcerted. 

Meri met the elf's gaze and shifted uncomfortably.  “Do you know a good one?” Kembryll whispered, tugging at Meri's skirt gently at her side.

“Well,” Meri paused, “I do, but that doesn't mean I should tell it.  Traumatized me for weeks as a young lass...”

“Oh please!!” the children echoed and Elanna sniggered softly near the fire.  

“Yes, please Meri, surely your tale cannot be more upsetting than the others have already spoken?” Bob said with a grin, helping himself to a scone from the tray.

The hobbit seemed to brace herself then come to a decision and  marched over to a low stool and sat, smoothing her skirts out as she began.  “All right, but you have to promise you will keep to your rooms, I can't be up all night what with such a group to feed in the morning.”

“We promise!” came several voices, and Celebsul smiled at her as he refilled his wineglass.

Meri took a deep breath.  “All right then, this is a hobbit tale, which means it's true as true. None of this strange mystic stuff about dead people or magic cloaks.  I know it's true because I heard it from the very lips of a very honest hobbit, none other than the reputable Bilbo Baggins.”

“That nutter?” Bob piped up, grinning. “The one who talked of dragons and gold and magic rings?” 

“Oh stop you!” Meri threw a dishtowel at him, which he caught and casually wiped his lips with.  “Bob knows as well as I that Bilbo Baggins was instrumental in the early parts of the tale of the War of the Ring, and you and I know just how real that war was, so just pipe down while I speak.” Meri glared daggers at him and he stuffed the remaining bit of scone in his mouth, breathing and blowing to keep from burning his tongue, and the children all giggled.

“Well, this story was one small tale that Mister Bilbo told from before his adventures with the dwarves,   from when he was a tween.  And though that is a ways before my time, I do know its true, all accounts say so and I've walked the very woods that...no, wait, I have to go back further.” The hobbit smiled and all was quiet.

Wolfsbane

By Meri

“Quite a very long time ago, leastways for hobbit folk,” Meri nodded to Celebsul and he inclined his head with a smile, “there was a hard winter that set upon the land of my people.”

“The Shire?” Estev asked in a whisper.


“Yes, the whole of the Shire, and in fact, all the lands around those parts were covered in a deep snow. Hobbits aren't used to much snow, we don't plan on it much, and don't have to worry about it except to play in, but this was amazing.  It piled up high!” Meri stretched her arms above her head, “Past doorways and windows and blocked off roads and families from each other.   There was so much snow and with it such cold, bitter wind that the great Brandywine river froze solid.  Now for you young folks who have not been there, the Brandywine is not just a small creek, it's a great big river which even strong men do not dare cross unless at the bridge or via ferry.  It flows swiftly in places, and is wide and slow in others but never before, nor ever since had the Brandywine frozen to a standstill.” 

“They say the air was laden with the sounds of voices and many folk began to believe the tales of the old fathers that 'the bitter winter brings bitter graves, and the dead breathe frost awaiting the dying.'”  

“Though Bilbo was a young tween, he tells that the folk who managed to keep in holes, snug under then ground did better than the folk with above ground homes.  They at least could keep the cold at bay, but all worried they would lack for firewood before the storm would lessen its grip.”

“At first, there were only your regular winter ailments, and the inconvenience of being cooped up from the weather but before long the villages were awakened by the sounds of howling in the darkness.  Everyone first thought the howling was the wind, just like tonight, with a storm mournfully wailing across the hills.  But soon they knew the better.”

“The farmers saw their dogs cower, the sheep and cattle kept nervously to one another, and everywhere the air rang with the howling.  Too late the hobbits of Buckland spied the source of the mournful cries: White Wolves descending from the north, and already crossing the frozen river endangering hobbits unawares in the Four Farthings of the Shire.”

“The Brandybucks armed themselves with pitchforks and sickles, and what ever else they could find and braved the elements to face the beasts and warn those across the river.  They say the great wolves came from a far North country, causing havoc and leaving death all along their path.  White as snow like ghosts in a mantle of fur, with razor sharp fangs and deadly paws.  Their eyes an icy blue, burning with the white heat of bloodlust.”  

“Their coats hid them until it was too late as they leapt from the whirling snow, snarling with their dagger-like teeth bared.  No one knows for sure how many hobbit were killed, because many died that winter of disease.   The Horn of Buckland rang out after a group of brave lads fended off a half dozen of the White Wolves in the center of town, warning the whole of the Shire of the intruders and the danger.  Though the beasts fell to many blows, even their blood was a bluish white upon the snow.  The hobbits who handled the beasts all began to feel ill, and thus among all the Shire the Thain himself declared that anyone that vanquished the beasts have them removed to the Old Forest, outside the boundaries of the Shire and beyond Buckland.    There, when brave hobbits burned their bodies, a haunting blue smoke rose out of the Forest and a frightening moaning echoed on the wind.”

“At length, the wolves were killed or fled our lands, and as the winter eased, all the beasts' corpses had been removed and burned deep within the Old Forest.  Bilbo and a few of his friends in Buckland decided to pass the High Hay the very summer after the Fell Winter.  Only a few of the older hobbits knew where the wolves had been destroyed, but it was not hard to find.  For where ever a White Wolf had bled, plants with fang-like blue flowers had risen up.  Those who touched their roots became ill, and most hobbits in those days feared to handle the blooms.”  

“When Bilbo and his companions found the great patch of the flowers that marked the site where the wolves had been burned, all became quiet and a breeze began to blow through the Old Forest; howling, moaning, the trees groaning and creaking.  You can be sure it was unnerving, but it was now summer and warm and bright, even if they were in a thick wood.  It was then they began to hear it, a scritch, scritch, scratching, somewhere on the ground, just beyond the nearest trees.  No one could see anything but they could hear the scratching and they began to get nervous and looked for the source of the sound. Finally Bilbo looked down, and there on the ground were claw marks appearing in the dirt, as if an unseen creature was scratching the soil.  He pointed this out to his friends, and they all shivered as another low moan, almost like a growl began to drift through the trees.”  

“Well, they all broke into a run, racing to find their way out of the forest, the sound of heavy footfalls just behind them.  The creeping dread that at first they took for common nerves now consumed them and each were sure they would be ripped apart at any moment.  They kept making wrong turns and were soon completely turned around, lost in the Old Forest, a creepy enough place on it's own without the haunting spirits of dead Wolves hunting you.  At length it was the scented blue flowers they spied and followed back on track to escape the wood.  Always the sound of the scratching, the howling was dimmer when near the plants, and always near their scent, fears were diminished and finally the track of blooms led them out past the High Hay and back to Buckland, where no more sounds could be heard.”  

“When most folk in the Shire heard of Bilbo's tale, and began to notice similar trends in other tales it just confirmed what all had suspected; the Old Forest was haunted, and providence had given hobbits a new form of defense.  The blue plants, a new breed, had arrived with the wolves, yet seemed to keep them at bay.  Blue plants began springing up at the boundaries of the Shire.  And sure enough, where they lie no Wolf has dared pass.   Some think the poison in them hinders the beasts, others believe it is a sign to all wolves that their kind died there and to stay away.  It could be coincidence, but whatever the reason, I grow Wolfsbane at the edge of the wood, just in case.”  

***

Sighs and whispers followed the end of Meri's story; murmured questions about how it must be true because, as Sev confirmed, Wolfsbane was a real flower - a blue, fanglike, poisonous flower reputed to ward off wolves.

Meri smiled at the speculation then escaped to the kitchen while a dwarf told a tale about a haunted pool in an underground cavern.

After that spine chilling yarn, the rattle of crockery and chink of glass turned heads towards the kitchen door through which Meri re-emerged.

"Hot toddies," the hobbit lass announced as she and Erin carried platters bearing large bowls and small cups into the room.

"And warm milk for the youngsters," Erin said, setting down her tray on an empty table.

Delicious smells of wine and spices brought smiles to faces that just moments before were white with fear or sharp with cynicism. 

Meri started to fill glass cups using a long-handled ladle. "And now it's time for music to soothe us towards a peaceful sleep after those nightmare-provoking tales." She threw a sidelong look at Bob, who just grinned.

Somewhere at the back of the room, a pipe began a bright and beautiful melody, then a violin found a harmony, and a drum added rhythm. Soon hands and feet tapped along, and a few folk could not resist dancing. 

Either the people inside made enough din to drown out the storm, or perhaps their merriment cheered the weather's mood. Either way, no one's eyes were drawn to the window where a veritable army of ghosts could have marched by unnoticed.

The End
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