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Borrowed Memories

By Sevilodorf
Every night, right after supper, while my sister clears the table and washes up, my mother sits in her big chair by the fire and tells us tales. I like to sit beside her and keep her yarn from tangling. When she tells about my father, I always listen very hard. Hoping that I will remember the times of which she speaks.

I never do. 

Sometimes I pretend, just so her eyes will keep smiling; but she always knows.

My brother can remember. He tells me that it’s all right that I don’t. That I was too young, and that he will tell me the stories whenever I ask. Still, it would be nice to have my own memories, not just those borrowed from other people.

If I could choose, I think I would pick to remember the time we traveled to Lossarnach. My brother always laughs when he tells about us riding father’s big grey horse and being lifted up into the apple trees to look into a bird’s nest. My mother laughs too and hugs me tight as she tells of me falling asleep in a basket and my father carrying me back to my grandsire’s house.  

Whenever I try to imagine it, I can never see the face of the man who lifts me up. I used to use my uncle’s face, but somehow that wasn’t right. Once, I asked my mother to tell me what my father looked like, she dropped her knitting and her eyes got all sad. Then my sister glared at me from across the room and started rattling the dishes and talking about some dress she was making. It wasn’t fair, she remembers what he looked like, and I just wanted to know.

Later, after we had gone to bed, my brother whispered that my father had dark eyes, like mine. And dark hair that curled tightly when it was wet. Just like mine. And a laugh so loud that it would rattle the plates on the table. I thought that sounded like our uncle, but my brother said that it was different somehow. But he couldn’t tell me how and after a while I stopped asking.

I hope my mother never stops telling her stories, even though they sometimes make her sad. I think she should tell them so that she and my brother and sister will always remember the things my father did and said and the way he looked. 

I just wish I could.

In My Little One’s Eyes

By Deby

October 1405 S.R.

Early Evening

The sun was about to set for the sixth time since the young girl had first become ill. The healers, elven and human, had done all that could be done. Treating the half-elven was complicated as the patient tended to react to illness in ways that were not wholly of either race. An elf would not have fallen to the fever in the first place, yet this same fever would have killed a mortal by now. She would recover they had said, there was naught to do but let the sickness run its course. 

As much as she hated to see her child suffer, what worried the mother most is that neither healer could tell her what long-term effects, if any, the illness would have on her daughter. So Elena did all she could do to make her little one comfortable with the help of family and trusted friends.

The flickering glow of the single candle by the bed was the only light in the room for too much light hurt the invalid’s eyes. Elena sat in chair between the bed and the small table that held a basin of water alongside the candle. As she had done countless times in the past days, she submerged the cloth in the water then twisted it to wring out the excess. Looking at her daughter, she saw how the natural roundness of childhood had melted and revealed what Debelyne would look like as an adult.

Aware only of how miserable she felt, the child pushed away the hand that tried to press the cool cloth against her burning brow.

“No!”

“Shhh, my love,” her mother said gently. “It will help.”

“Don’t want it,” Debelyne whimpered as she twisted and turned her head to escape the compress. “I want my Bob.”

The hand froze in mid-air. No matter what her mother did, in her distress, Debelyne called out for her brother. Elena’s mind told her to be grateful that there was someone who could comfort the girl when no one else could. But her heart cried out in confusion and jealousy, it should be me that she wants. Ill children turned to their mothers, even the ones who hardly spoke to the parent when they were well. Why was her daughter different?

Fighting to keep the distress from her voice, she said, “He is-”

“Right here, my little Deby. I’ve brought some of that tea that helps you feel better,” Bob interrupted with forced cheerfulness. He ignored the grimace that crossed the girl’s face and pressed the cup into Elena’s hands. 

A pair of blue eyes, their inner light dimmed and glassy from the fever, followed the movement. A lip trembled, a tear slid down a cheek and the protest started as soon as the cup moved in Debelyne’s direction. “No, Mama, no. I don’t want it. Won’t drink it,” the sick girl’s voice began to crescendo with each word. “Don’t make me, Mama. Please, Bob. Bob!”

Mortal and immortal eyes met. “Perhaps she will take it from you,” Elena said as she stood and returned the drink to her stepson.

The mother’s hand trembled ever so slightly, just enough to cause a ripple to flow across the surface of the warm brew. A minor gesture but it was the first time the young Ranger had ever seen a disturbance in the calm that Elena wore as a second skin. It betrayed the depth of her hurt, and he could think of nothing to say to ease her pain.

Not waiting to see if Bob needed help, the mother strode out of the room and straight into her husband’s arms. They stood together for a moment as Mateon stroked the honey colored mass that fell down her back. In the sick room they could hear Bob’s voice as he cajoled his sister into drinking the tea.

“Even in her worst moments she does not want me,” Elena said softly, taking what comfort she could from the steady beating of his heart under her hands. “What have I done?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why?”

It was the time spent caring for their daughter that had exhausted his elven wife to the point she allowed her anguish to show. Revealing her deepest emotions was something Elena only did when they were alone. Aye, it was time, plus the worry and the rejection. All three played a part in the hallway confession. Immortal and indestructible were not synonymous. 

“You have loved her, cared for her and attended to her every need.” Mateon continued stroking her hair to soothe her. He had known for a long time that someday he would have to say what needed to be said. That day was here. “Yet you have denied her the thing she needs the most.”

“You said I loved her.”

“Aye, you do. Yet in spite of that love, you still do not share yourself with her.”

Mateon knew his remark had struck home when Elena pushed herself from his embrace. He did his best to be gentle; but when the truth was harsh, compassion did little to soften the blow.

“What do you mean?” Elena asked, her posture as rigid as an oak that would not bow before the wind.

“Does she know what food you disliked as a child? Or why blue is your favorite color?” Elena didn’t bother to give an answer they both already knew. “She knows more about the lives of the young men here than she does her own mother.”

Elena‘s voice was strained, “You know I can’t.”

His voice was firm, though kind. “Nay, my beloved, I know that you won’t.” 

Elena whirled away from him and hurried down the short hallway. She stood in front of the door to the room they shared and tried to refute, in her own mind at least, Mateon’s charge.  By the time his footsteps stopped behind her, she had acknowledged he was right, to herself. But that acknowledgement only stirred the cup of bitterness that had been poured the day of their wedding.

“And what should I tell her,” Elena said, allowing her resentment to show. “That my people rejected our union and swore never to recognize it or any children that came from it.”

“It wasn’t your people, only your father and your cousin and a few others,” the man corrected as he placed his hands on her shoulders. “And that is not of what I speak.” The mother pressed her lips together and crossed her arms in front of her. “You have raised her as if she were mortal child and she is more than that.”

“No, she is not. She will die as any mortal does. Since she will not be exposed to her elven relatives, I see no reason for her to think she is all that different from anyone else she knows.”

Mateon paused and counted to ten. Damn the stubbornness of elves. “She will know it every time she sees her own reflection, every time she reacts differently than others. “ He paused but there was no comment from his wife. “You have seen signs of this already and every time you do, you withhold yourself even more.”

“So you would ask me to entertain a sick child with my reasons why life is wonderful as an elf?” Elena said sarcastically

One, two, three, four, five, six . . . “That is not what I meant and you know this. Tell her the story of the Trees or sing to her of Beren and Luthien.” He smiled and kissed her, wondering if the eyes of the elf maid from the legend reflected ancient starlight the way his wife‘s did. “I would think that you would care for that one.”

A hopeless romantic, that’s what he was. The tale of Beren and Luthien was one of his favorites, not hers. Elena stared at his large, strong hands. It was difficult to admit; but in her heart, she knew what he had said was true. Loving her beautiful daughter was never the issue, but to acknowledge the elven blood they both shared was a nigh impossible task. Just as Mateon had pointed out, at the tender age of five, Debelyne was already showing characteristics that told of the child’s heritage as much as the distinctive features did. 

And it was the elven heritage she sought to deny her daughter, not herself or her love.  A heritage that Elena would change if she could, but she could not. Was she going to risk her child’s love for her own pride? Perhaps Mateon was right; a simple story couldn’t hurt. One that would distract Debelyne from her misery and please her.

~~~

Elena was sure her suggestion would be rejected and was pleasantly surprised when Debelyne agreed half-heartedly to it. Not a wonderful start, but a start just the same.

“Many years ago, when the First-born outnumbered the race of men, when the Greenwood was full of life and light before darkness overtook it, there was a band of elves who called the forest their home. Amongst these elves there was a father and a daughter.”

“Where was her mama?”

Seated beside her daughter on the bed, Elena smiled; the depredations of the illness had not dampened the girl’s curiosity or imagination.

“The mama had died when her daughter was a baby so the father did his best to love his little girl twice as much to make up for the lack. ‘Twas said that he doted on his child to the point that he would have given her the stars and moon as playthings if she had asked.”

“I would have asked.”

Brushing a lank, damp lock from Debelyne’s forehead, she said, “I have no doubt. This little girl loved her father as much as he loved her and, in spite of his lavish attention, managed to remain sweet and unspoiled for many years. The girl grew older and the time came when the father realized his little girl was turning into a beautiful young woman.” Elena’s voiced thickened a bit; but Debelyne did not seem to notice, she was completely taken in by the story. “The father told her that with each passing year she reminded him more and more of the mother. Curious about the woman she had never met, the girl asked him what her mother had looked like. The father was silent for a moment and then told her that her mother had been very beautiful with and the light of the stars shone in her eyes. It almost broke the elf’s heart when his daughter wished that she could have seen the stars.”

“Did they shine bigger than the sky stars?”

The question was a bit scrambled but Elena understood it. The concept of starlit eyes was difficult for mortals to grasp, though Mateon understood. Young elf children did not understand it at first either.

“To the father they did and he vowed that he would find a way to show his daughter the stars. Do you know what he did?”

“He took a real star?”

Elena laughed softly at the amazement in her daughter’s voice, “That would have been a wonderful feat indeed. No, my love, instead he did the next best thing. He hired the best craftsman, bought the best materials and then told him what he wanted. Weeks went by and the daughter thought he had forgotten his promise until her father called her to him. ‘You asked me what the stars looked like,’ he told her. ‘This is the closest thing I can find to show you.’ He gave her a velvet pouch tied with a silk string.”

Elena paused. The girl’s breathing had slowed and evened out; and Debelyne seemed less restless than before. Hopefully she would be able to sleep soon. 

“Tears came to the daughter’s eyes when the necklace slid from the opened pouch and onto her hand. Made from the finest dwarven mithril there lay an eight-rayed silver star with a rare Beleriand crystal at its center. The daughter wept for joy as her father told her that she, too, possessed the same light in her eyes. As he clasped the chain around her neck, he whispered to her that when she wore the pendant she wore her mother’s love. The girl swore she would keep it always.”

“I like that story. Did she keep it forever and ever, Mama?” Debelyne asked, her eyes heavy.

“Yes, she did.”  Elena adjusted the covers and leaned over to kiss her daughter’s brow. “Sleep now.”

“I love you, Mama.”

~~~

Later that evening, Elena stood in front of the wardrobe with Mateon’s arms wrapped around her slender waist. The doors were open as well as one of the small drawers.

“You will have to tell her some day.”

“I know,” Elena sighed and closed her hand. “When she is older.”

The man was relentless. “How much older?”

“Must I give you a specific answer?”

“Aye.” The Ranger captain grinned. “I know you will keep your word if you do.”

Elena was too tired to be angry with him. The simple tale had sapped her strength more than she would ever have thought possible. Rest was what she needed now, besides, he only spoke the truth. “When she is sixteen I will tell her. Does that please you, my husband?”

Mateon pulled aside the soft curtain of hair and nuzzled her neck as he answered, “Aye, it does, but I know what would please me more.”

Elena leaned into the solid warmth of his body. She might have to postpone her rest for a little bit longer. Turning in his arms, she brought her lips within a hair’s breadth of his.

“Have I told you today how much I love you?”

“I would much rather you show me than tell me,” Mateon said, his voice warm and husky.

As if on cue, a plaintive cry came from the other room.

“Mama? Mama?”

Both parents turned their head as one towards the sound. Bob’s best friend Halbarad was taking a turn watching over the girl. Of her brother’s closest friends, he was her favorite. They listened as the masculine voice attempted to soothe the upset child to no avail.

“No, Hal. I want Mama. Mama?”

Halbarad’s answer was muffled, but from Debelyne’s reaction, it wasn’t hard to guess what he had said.

“No, I don’t want Bob. I want my mama.” The tone said that the young girl was crying now. “I want my mama. Mama? Mama?”

Elena turned to her husband.

“Here, I’ll put that away for you,” he said, taking the chain from her hand. “Go to her, she wants you.” 

The quiet joy in his wife’s eyes pleased him, and it did no harm that he had been proven right. He had to bite his lip to keep from laughing as he heard Debelyne ask for the star story. His daughter would be well; and if she did not retreat again, his wife could begin to lay aside her sorrow and, perhaps, her bitterness. 

Mateon let the pendant fall to the end of the chain as he held it up in the light. The Beleriand crystal cast miniature rainbows about the room. Having the example of his wife and daughter to draw upon, it wasn’t difficult for him to imagine what the grandmother who inspired the necklace must have looked like. Aye, just like the stars in his little one’s eyes. 

~finis~
The Crown of Dew

By Rilith
 “Tell me a story mother,” the elf-child asked as her mother brushed her long rippling auburn hair.

 “A story of what?” questioned the mother. 

 “Of the lords of the west, or how these shores were when they first came into existence,” Talagan rattled off. 

 Rochon chuckled at her daughter’s excitement. As she continued in slow strokes to brush Talagan’s hair she pondered upon the tales of old that she had heard. One story struck her and she knew that her daughter would love it even as she had loved it when she was an elf-child. 

 “Before the shadows came to the Greenwood, when we here in Lothlórien would hear from our kin there, there was a time of peace. One day when all was quiet and beautiful under that golden green canopy, she walked. Her head was held high and her bright eyes took in all her realm. Upon her head lay a crown of dew so fragile that if a breeze blew it might vanish out of being, but it did not. 

 So, as she walked, the sunlight of a new day caught the drops of dew and made the place she passed suddenly glitter. She was a queen among her folk and all who knew her name loved her. In the elven tongue her name is Aras.” 

 Talagan chuckled when she heard the name but allowed her mother to continue. 

 “On this same day she came walking through a glade that was new to her, upon the far reaches of her land. She was enjoying the open warmth that came from the sun when she noticed something moving. It was much taller than any of her folk. She turned to look upon it. 

 The being stood upon two legs and was as fair as a spring rose. She knew it. It was called elf. She had been told of these people by Nessa, the dancer of the Valar, who had played upon her sovereign glades. Aras had not seen one before and it fascinated her, so much like the Valar it looked, yet not all together the same. 

 It approached slowly whispering words that calmed her yet she did not completely know the meaning. Bowing her head Aras noted that the elf spied her crown and withdrew somewhat. It laughed, respectfully, in rippling notes like the silver streams Aras knew so well. It suddenly dropped to the ground upon one knee and bowed. Aras smiled to herself; it was happy, that she could tell. It spoke.

 ‘Queen of the forest folk who we dwell with, Aras Queen of Deer, long have I heard tales of you and not believed their words. Forgive my foolishness and take my people’s love to your folk, for I am Thranduil King of the elven folk of Greenwood.’

 The elf bowed again, and Aras, for the first time, noted a crown of blossom and spring buds upon his head. She was pleased she had met an equal in her journeys, and though she had understood little of its previous speech she had understood the phrases of greetings from the elven realm to her own. 

 With a final bow to each other, they departed from the glade back to their own realms, not as hunter and hunted, but as friends and equals, ruling folk who loved equally the forest in which they lived.”

 Rochon finished her tale and continued to brush her daughter’s flowing hair, though she knew that she had long since fallen asleep.

Cat Tales

By Meri
A soft spiral of smoke twisted upward from the chimney of a snug hobbit hole as the light of day faded gently into darkness.  Inside a little hobbit child tugged at his mother's apron as she combed the damp curls of an older sister by the fireside.  The little one made small grunting sounds, and held up his tiny hands to be picked up while his brother, who was between the two in age, ran through the room at top speed with a homemade stick pony in his hands. 

"Slow down Will!  Stop running around or you'll never get to sleep tonight," his mother chided.

"Awww! But Mother, I was just rounding up the pigs and then I was going to kill the King Wolf."

His sister giggled quietly and he stuck out his tongue at her, and she responded likewise.  

"Mama! Uhb, uhb!" the little one demanded, using his limited vocabulary to assert himself.  

"No, Robin, just a minute, I've got to finish Lily's hair..."

"Mama torey, torey! Go nigh nigh."

Will returned back to the fireside and hoisted his little brother on his lap and sat on a footstool beside his sister, "Mama, can we talk about stories before bed?"

"Torey!" 

The mother patted the boys on their freshly cleaned hair and nodded, "Oh all right, which one will it be tonight?"  

"The wolves on the Brandywine!" Will exclaimed. 

"Kitty!" squealed Robin.

"The chase in the haystacks!" Lily said after wincing at another tug at her curls.

Robin threw a punch at his sister's arm and frowned, "No! Kitty!"

"Now you be nice, Robbie, no hitting sister.  Hmm, we've not done the cats for a while.  Which one?"

"The one where your cat got stuck in the top of the barn door!"

"Ouch! Poor kitty!  He never did walk through the door again without being anxious."

"Tinkled all down the door!" Will couldn't help filling in the detail with relish.

Lily giggled and wrinkled her nose, "EEW!"

"Had to paint over it, we did," her mother said with a smirk, and tapped Lily's nose.

"Tell the one about the kitten; the one that didn't know what to do with the mouse when she caught it!" Lily burst out, giggling as she recalled the episode.

"That was rather funny.  Silly thing just plopped the dead mouse on the door mat and when we opened the door he just looked up and meowed as if to say," she paused briefly and adopted a squeaky voice, "Look what I've done...here you go, found this thing and played with it...but it stopped running."

Will chuckled and Lily, who'd been laughing quietly, erupted in a gleeful snigger and wiped tears from her eyes.

"I think perhaps Robin's favorite is how his Mommy was so naughty;" she poked him gently on the tummy and he grinned, "How Mommy was just the naughtiest hobbit lass in the town and sneaked up on the kitties,"

Robin squealed as his mother crept her fingers down his chest and along his leg, "...and how she just GRABBED the kitties by the TAIL!" she exclaimed as she clutched his ankle.

"Bwah!" Robin squeaked, as Will and Lily burst out laughing.

"Then the naughty hobbit lass swung those kitties around and around and around and then..."

"Let go!" Will chimed in.

"Kerplop! Into the water they went!" their mother nodded.

"PWOP!" Robin repeated.

"And those kitties look so skinny and funny when they get out of the water all wet!"  At this all three of the children giggled and beamed.  "But what happens to naughty hobbits who do such a thing?" she asked.

"Pank pank!" Robin replied.

"That's right, Mommy got a right sore spanking from her Papa for flinging poor kitties into the pond," she said more seriously.

Will suddenly giggled again, "Tell how Grandpapa found the mouse."

"It is getting late..."

"Oh please! We promise to go right to bed," Lily pled.

Their mother smiled and rolled her eyes, "Oh all right.  We kept finding the marks of a mouse in our pantry, and my Papa set traps, but it didn’t seem to help so he decided to investigate himself."  

"So there he was, pulling out the jars of jam, and the stacks of cheese--which was probably what he wanted don't you think?" 

Three little heads bobbed in agreement as she continued, "He moved the honey and the flour, the salted pork and the peaches; and while he did see the little mouse, it kept getting away!"

Lily tittered softly and covered her mouth and her mother nodded knowingly. "Then suddenly, the mouse just ran straight out at Papa and stopped!  Papa thought he had the mouse now, and got ready to bash it with the broom, but then, that little mouse just ran right up Papa's leg and straight up his trousers!  Up one side, across the center and back down the other leg quick as you please!" 

Will guffawed and Robin giggled furiously, "Well as you can imagine, he was jumping and bouncing around, trying to get that mouse out of his trousers, he ran down the hall and my Mama wondered what on earth he was doing!  That was when that mouse came out of his trouser leg and Mama screamed and screamed, then WHOOP! That mousie turned right around, and went between Papa's legs and back to the pantry!"

The three children all had dissolved in a fit of giggles, but the mother finished off the tale, "So Papa rushed in and closed the pantry door tight, and what did he do? He went and fetched Tiger, the best mouser in the barn and locked him in there too!  And we never saw that mousie again, but Tiger was pretty happy when we let him out."

"I think it's time for bed, hop to it, quick as bunny!"  

The three children scampered down the little hallway and into their beds, each to be tucked and kissed gently by their mother.  A soft smile played on her lips as she saw in each of their eyes, the same grateful reflection she had, of remembering times gone past, and the blessing of hearing a tale from a mother's lips.  

A Mother Knows

By Naerinda
The woman sat at the ancient oak table a steaming cup before her, and though the sun had barely started its journey, a good days work was behind her. The scrubbed floor, sparkling windows, and the washing that was billowing gently on the line outside were testimony to her morning labours. She lifted the cup in both hands and drank in the aroma of fresh tea before sipping slowly from the earthen mug. The woman closed her eyes and leaned back enjoying the tranquillity. No sooner had she lifted her feet to place them on the low stool before her, when a yell from outside broke her reverie. Her eyes flew open and she came back to the here and now with a start.

“What now?” She sighed rising from the chair.

Sometimes she wished that the gods had chosen to bless her with less exuberant boys. Stepping outside to survey the scene a frown crossed her face. Rolling on the grass fighting were her two youngsters.

“Darek, Tobias, stop that ... that’s enough” She yelled, crossing the yard to where the boys were still fighting each other, arms and legs flailing as they grappled for the upper hand. Seizing both boys by an arm, she pulled them apart with difficulty and glared sternly at each in turn.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“He started it. Darek called me a weak baby.” Tobias grinned through his dirt-streaked face. “I sure showed him.”

“I don’t care who started it, I’m finishing it. I’ll not have any child of mine behaving like a barbarian.”

The boys glanced glumly at each other and their dishevelled appearances, sensing what was to come. The woman let go of their arms and placed her hand on her hips.

“Let me tell you the story of what happens to naughty boys.” Both lads groaned inwardly, neither daring to utter a sound for fear that their punishment might increase.

“When a boy is naughty, the mountain dwellers take notice and if you keep being bad they’ll come for you in the night.” Looking long and hard at both children she continued.

 “They’ll take you away to live under the mountain and you will become like them. First you stop growing up, and then after a time you start to grow a beard, and before you know it you’re a dwarf and you have to live always in a mountain making trinkets and tools.” She turned away slightly to hide the beginnings of a smile that threatened to ruin the tale.

“Aww Ma, that’s just a story.” 

“Is it Darek?”  She was straight faced again, and one eyebrow rose in question. 

“When was the last time you saw a pregnant dwarf?” With that she turned and headed back into the house.

Tobias’ eyes were wide in disbelief. “It’s not true is it Darek, I don’t want to be a dwarf.” He looked around as though there could be dwarves lurking in ambush nearby.

“Nah it’s only a story, Ma’s just trying to scare us into being good.” He replied with a quick glance over his shoulder.

“Have you ever seen a pregnant dwarf?”

“No” Came Darek’s quiet reply, “but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

“All the same, I think I’ll go and get cleaned up and maybe even clean my room.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Meekly the boys walked together towards the house, while from the kitchen window their mother smiled at the memory of a similar scene many years earlier, but that story hadn’t only been about boys though the result had been the same. Still smiling to herself, she made a fresh cup of tea and resumed her seat at the table. The voice of her own mother came back to her.

“One day my dear, you’ll understand that a mother knows best how to find a peaceful moment in a busy day.”

She laughed out loud at the thought. “You were so right Ma, a mother really does know.”

Grandfather and the Bear

By Sevilodorf
(I have seen versions of this story in many places, for that matter my grandmother likes to tell one very similar. Only in West Virginia, one tends to run into panthers (mountain lions) rather than bears, or so my grandmother says.)

The Deeping Stream

Rohan

“Are you sure she’s going to foal tonight?” Essel repeated,  feet scrambling to find a toehold on the smooth planks that formed the box where a gray mare paced restlessly.

“Essel,” his mother chided softly. “You know Mithrum does not like to be watched.  If you make too much noise we could be here all night.”

Grabbing the boy by the waist and flipping him over to dangle upside down, Eswidan said, “Come, settle down, or I’ll send you back to bed.”

“No, please, Father.” Essel begged, twisting his head to look upwards. “I’ll be quiet. You promised I could wait with you this time.” 

Tossing his son into a pile of straw, the man laughed, “Only if you can be quiet. Which I am beginning to doubt.”

Sevilodorf spread a blanket over a mound of straw and sat with her back against another stall. “Sit down both of you, or I’ll send the pair of you back to the house.”

“Better settle down, son. When she talks like that, grown men run for cover.” Eswidan laughed again and eased down on the blanket to lay his head in Sevil’s lap. After a stern look, she smiled and brushed a piece of straw from his grey streaked hair. As she stroked his face softly, he closed his eyes and pulled her other hand to rest on his chest.  

“Tell me a story, Mother.” Essel snuggled against her side, trying very hard not to look toward the box housing the pregnant mare.

Smiling down at him, for lately he seemed not to want to be hugged and cuddled as he had when he was small, Sevil said agreeably,  “All right, what do you want to hear?” 

“The one about Grandfather and the bear,” said Essel quickly. “I always like that one.”

“So did I when I was younger.”  His mother smiled in agreement before beginning.  “Once long before you were born, even long before I was born…” 

Sevil felt Eswidan shake with laughter and tapped him sharply on the head. He opened his eyes briefly to smile up at her, then closed them again as she went on.

“Your Grandfather Nathrum went on a journey to the Misty Mountains. One evening in early spring as he walked back to his camp along a path in the woods, he spied the tracks of a bear in the soft snow. Now your grandfather knew that bears coming out of their winter sleep are very grouchy.” Here Sevil pointed down at Eswidan causing Essel to giggle. 

“So he kept an extra careful look out for them. He hurried along, as fast as he could, but under the trees it was as dark as the inside of a chimney. Finally he came to an open place and the stars gave him a faint light. He was glad they did, because there in front of him was a large bear. It was standing up on its hind legs and reaching its paws out toward him. Now your Grandfather Nathrum was a brave man, but to face a bear in the dark was enough to cause anyone to think twice. Your grandfather knew that if he ran, the bear would only follow him and no doubt catch him under the trees.”

Sevil paused as she heard Mithrum sink down into the straw, then Essel poked her and said, “Go on, Mother. This is the good part.”

“Your grandfather drew his sword and charged at the bear with a mighty yell. Hoping to frighten it away. But the bear didn’t make a move. It just stood its ground, until your grandfather slashed at it with his blade.”  Sevil paused again and waited for Essel to finish the tale.

Essel sat up and said, “But it wasn’t a bear at all, it was just a big old tree that looked like a bear in the dark.” 

“Right. Now if you go look very quietly, I think Mithrum has something for you to see.” Sevil pointed to the stall across the aisle. 

Essel turned wide eyes toward the box, then jumped up to walk with exaggerated quietness to stand on tiptoe and whisper excitedly, “I see hooves! And a head!”

Sevil looked down to find Eswidan again shaking with silent laughter. “Stop that,” she said giving him a push. “And get off my legs, so I can go look.” 

Eswidan climbed to his feet and reached down a hand to help her up. As Sevil brushed the straw from her skirt, Essel turned a shining face to say, “It’s out! A filly I think.”

Stepping across the aisle eagerly, Sevil exclaimed, “A filly, good. That means she’s mine to name. I’ll have to think on it a day or two though.” 

Eswidan lifted his son to hang over the top of the pen. “How many does this make for Mithrum? Six?”

“Yes, four fillies and two colts. A nice addition to the herd.” Sevil’s eyes glowed as the new foal pushed her way to her feet and stood on wobbly legs.  

Eswidan wrapped one arm around her ample waist and used the other to steady the eager faced boy before replying, “Aye, nice additions to the herd.”

A Mother’s Memories 

By Camellia
The day followed the same tedious pattern as all of her other days with only one exception. Today she needed to perform some light repair to the spot where the rickety old wooden fence met with the equally rickety old gate at the front of her modest hobbit abode. In times past, her husband or her son would have carried out this type of labor, but her son had unexpectedly left his home, the Shire, over a year ago, and her good husband became gravely ill and passed on soon after.

As Belle stiffly knelt down at the gate to get a better view of the task at hand, a slight crackling sound came from her apron pocket. It was the small parchment, neatly rolled and tied, that had been delivered to her hand earlier that morning. “No news is ever good news,” she had reminded herself and with that thought, decided to wait until the fence was mended before reading the document. 

“Excellent,” Belle whispered with a slight smile as she gently tugged at one of the boards, “Only two loose this time.” Shifting down onto her knees, with the worn wooden handle of her late husband’s weathered hammer in one hand, she pounded relentlessly at the rusted nails until she was satisfied that all was fixed firmly. Job finished, the aged hobbit then slid to the ground and sat there, panting vigorously as she leaned back against the fence that she had just mended. Although repairing items around the cottage could be quite difficult at times, it was many times easier than the endless loneliness that she had endured over the past year. But aside from her lonesomeness, she continued to maintain faith that her son would eventually return home.

Breathing easier now, Belle gazed down at her lap, where her hand laid as it still lightly gripped the hammer. Silently studying the tool for a moment, she began to feel quite at ease as a picture slowly came to mind, a bit foggy at first but then as clear as a cloudless sky. 

It was she and her son, when he was only a wee lad. He always had a very bad temper and on that particular day, it was exceptionally bad. Belle’s patience was beginning to run thin when she remembered something her mother had done with her own brother when he was young. Quickly the hobbit lass disappeared and then returned with a bag of nails and her husband’s hammer. 

“Every time you lose your temper, you must hammer a nail into the fence,” Belle instructed her son. 

The first day, the hobbit lad had driven thirty-four nails into the fence. As the weeks went by, he learned to control his bad temper and the number of nails hammered daily began to dwindle. He found it a lot easier to control his anger than to hammer those nails into the fence. Finally, the day came when he didn’t lose his temper any more. 

Full of excitement, he ran and told his mother. Belle then suggested that he pull a nail out for each day that he held his temper. Days passed and he was finally able to tell his mother that all of the nails were gone. 

Belle lovingly took him by the hand and went up to the fence, “You have done well, my son, but now look at the holes in the fence. The fence will never be the same. When you say things in anger, they leave a scar, just like this one.” 

Belle took the hobbit lad’s finger and traced one of the holes with its tip. Then she knelt down to face him and continued, “You can put a knife in someone and draw it out. It won’t matter how many times you say you’re sorry, the wound is still there. Do you understand, my little one?” 

“Yes, Mama. I do.” He answered so softly that his voice squeaked slightly. Then he wrapped his small arms around her neck as they shared a big, warm hug.

Belle stirred from her daydream, blinking her eyes rapidly as she began to focus once more. “Such a beautiful hobbit child he was, and such a handsome adult he became,” she said quietly to herself, smiling as she slowly ran her fingers through her grey locks of hair. “All the lasses wanted to be with him, but his love was only for one.” 

As she set her hand back down to rest in her lap, Belle heard the faint crackle again from the parchment in her pocket. With a heavy sigh, she shook her head regretfully as she reached into the pocket and retrieved the paper. “Guess I have to read it sometime,” she frowned as she untied the paper and gradually unrolled it. As she read the words, numbness began to spread through her body and her breaths became labored:

Dear Mrs. McGreggor,                 

We have received word about your son and it saddens us to report that Nathaniel was killed in an accidental mishap near the vicinity of an Inn called The Burping Troll. Our deepest condolences go out to you at this time. We will be around later to give you more details about Nathaniel’s unfortunate end and to offer any assistance you may need

                                                                                                      Sincerely,

                                     Noraa and Mada Took 

Belle dropped the parchment from her trembling hand and stared blankly ahead as hot tears streamed down her cheeks. Now she was truly alone.

*Note: Nathaniel's story can be found in the Journey's 4 and Journey's 5 adventure. 

TALES OF THE HUNTER
By ErinRua
In a small stone room in a small stone house, a single lamp cast its glow. Wrapped in a halo of golden light was a child in a cozy bed and a woman in a comfortable chair. Beyond the lamplight shadows almost hid the tall man watching from the doorway. Yet though night clung thick and chill to the lands of ancient Arnor, here there was only warmth.

"Tell me a story, Mama," a small drowsy voice said. "I want to hear about Papa and the elf."

Tiny laugh lines crinkled the corners of the woman's grey eyes as she tucked blankets under a small boyish chin. "Dilly, you should let your father tell the story."

"But you tell it better. Please?"

"Very well. But then you must go to sleep." The woman slanted a wry smile over her shoulder, as her fingers caressed her son's smooth little cheek.

Even in this poor light she could see the glint of humor in her husband's eyes. Those eyes were mirrored in the boyish face on the pillow before her, grey as the sea with long dark lashes, and laughter lurking in them like flecks of sunlight. One day these sweet features, molded so gently in the curves of childhood, would share the father's cheekbones and the father's lines of care. But for now this was her littlest one, still small enough to wish for bedtime tales. 

"I will tell you a tale of long ago, of warriors and brave, brave men." As her voice slid into a familiar cadence the boy settled deeper into his blankets. "One day a young lad was hunting in the far woods when he found the tracks of a mighty stag. The winter was nigh and he knew this stag would mean meat for the family in the long months to come. He thought of how proud his father would be and so he began to follow."

"Was he alone?"

"Oh yes, my son, he was quite alone."


"Was he afraid, way off in the woods like that?"

"No, he was not, for he was a Ranger's son and he had been taught to be brave."


"Like me!" Grey eyes twinkled with mischief.

"Just so." The woman smiled, her fingers tracing the soft curve of his brow. "Thus with great care and patience he stalked the stag, trying very hard to remember everything his father had taught him. And then - there it was. In the twilight of a misty glade the stag stood tall and strong. The lad readied his bow and stepped forward to shoot - but then the stag leaped away! Instantly the hunter sprang up in pursuit, for he would not lose this prize. But all of a sudden the ground dropped away and down, down he fell. Crack, was the sound as he landed on the bottom, so he knew his leg was broken."

She leaned towards the intent little face watching her, her voice lowered to whispered intensity. "And he lay there alone, in a faraway wood, as darkness and night drew near."

Now the boy's eyes were round as silver coins as he stared in breathless anxiety. "What happened then?"


"Why, he thought of his mother, of course, and how worried she would be. And he thought of his father who told him to always be careful in the woods. Then finally he wondered how he would ever get home, for his leg hurt too terribly to walk. As the long night passed he laid there and worried, and finally … he fell asleep."

"Wasn't he cold?"


"Why, I suppose he was. But he was very tired and he hurt a great deal, so it was better to sleep while he could."

"And then what?"

"He woke in the dark and looked at the trees, and he thought he saw the moon coming up. But then he remembered … there was no moon."

A soft gasp shaped the boy's mouth in a round O, his fingers gripping hers tightly. "Why not?"

"Because this was the time of the new moon, when the night is dark and only the stars come out. But …" The woman smiled as she watched the play of imagination across her son's face. "He saw something that made all his fears go away. He saw … an elf!"

"I want to see an elf!"

"Perhaps one day you shall." The laugh lines deepened beside her eyes. "But this night it was the young hunter who saw the elf, as it walked from the shadowy woods. The elf came and knelt down, and with hands as light as thistledown the elf touched his poor leg, so that all the pain went away."

"And the elf sang to him, didn't it, Mama?"

"Yes, child. The elf sang. And while he sang the young hunter fell asleep, and dreamed of moonlight and stars. When he awoke … where should he be? He was right at his own front gate."

"The elf brought him home!" The boy's features lit with an exultant grin.


"Just so," the mother smiled, and gently tapped his nose. "Ever since then, however, he has been very careful in the woods. A Ranger can't always count on an elf to come and save him."

"No, Mama." A gentle soberness shadowed the boy's face. "Rangers have to be strong enough to save other people, instead. I'm going to be a Ranger one day."

"Perhaps you shall." A deeper voice spoke kindly as the father stepped into the room. A slightly lopsided smile warmed his rugged countenance as he knelt between his wife's chair and son's bed. "But first you must sleep, so you will be rested enough to grow up big and strong."

Instantly the boy's smile returned. "Like you, Papa."


The man chuckled and leaned forward so small arms could encircle his neck. Stubbled cheek pressed to silken childish one, and the woman reached to stroke her husband's bowed head.

"Good night, Papa," the small voice said.


"Good night, Anardil."

***

In a small stone room in a small stone house, a single lamp cast its glow. Wrapped in a halo of golden light were a youth in a narrow bed and a woman in a wooden chair. Beyond the lamplight shadows almost hid the tall man watching from the doorway.

"I'm all right, Mama," a strained voice said, its tones wavering between a boyish treble and deeper notes. "Just let me sleep."

Worry lines crimped the corners of the woman's grey eyes as she tucked blankets about her son's shoulders. "If you would let me give you some more tea for the pain …."

Strong young hands seized the blanket edges and sullenly shoved them down. "I don't need any more of that vile tea."

"It will help you sleep, Anardil," she insisted. "You won't heal fast if you -."

"For pity's sake, Mother!" The slash of his words struck with almost physical sharpness. 

"It was only a scratch! I do not need you coddling me!"

Her shoulders stiffened as her lips thinned. "I scarcely call thirteen stitches from a filthy orc blade a scratch."

The unyielding hardness suddenly in his youthful gaze unnerved her. "I am mended as neatly as a torn shirt, Mama. Not everyone was so lucky. Let me be."

As he turned his face away his storm-grey eyes resolutely closed. The long lashes rested on pale cheeks, but it was no longer the soft face of a child. Though he was barely old enough to shave an erratic and weedy beard, manhood lurked in the new angles of nose and jaw. She could not help, however, that her fingers flitted like wounded things above the bedding which hid the bandages beneath. His hands did not respond, though, his fists instead clenching the blankets in brittle silence.

"Retha …."

She rose at her husband's gentle summons, knowing she left her heart with this still, lanky form.

"'Tis not the physical wound," the father said softly. His arm wrapped around her, drawing her out into the hall. "He saw two of our men die in the attack. That is a bitter thing for a lad to see. He needs your love to see him through."

"I know," she breathed. As her strength bled away she let her head fall to the shelter of his shoulder. "But I can't do anything. I can't even hold his hand. And that is the hardest to bear."

"Give him time, my love. He speaks harshly only because he is trying to be strong."

"I know." Her voice was muffled against her husband's solid warmth. "And I know he will be fortunate indeed, if innocence is all he loses. He is a Ranger's son and soon to be a Ranger himself."

His voice tickled softly in her hair. "Do you regret that?"

"No." She shook her head and drew back to study his solemn face, lifting one hand to lightly trace its beloved lines. "I regret nothing. But I miss my baby. Sometimes … I just miss my baby."

***

In a small stone room in a small stone house, a single lamp cast its glow. Wrapped in a halo of golden light were a young man in a bed and a woman in a solitary chair. Beyond the lamplight shadows loomed and the rest of the house was silent.

"Mmph," a drowsy voice murmured, but it was merely a sound from troubled sleep.

Lines of age and care crinkled the corners of the woman's grey eyes as she settled the blankets a little higher on her son's shoulders. She remembered a time when her voice alone was enough to ease his slumber. Those days, alas, were far gone.

He scarcely fit in the boyhood bed he now so seldom used. The covers were ridged by long bones and sturdy limbs, his shoulders as broad as his father's had been. She often marveled how much he favored his sire, from the way he walked and stood to the puckish, one-sided grin that sometimes graced his face. At rest he was still clearly a young man, but it had been over thirty years since he squalled a babe's first breath.

"Oh, child," she whispered. "Where do the years go?"

One of his hands lay curled loosely beside the pillow; a man's hands, a Ranger's hands, corded with strong sinews and bones. Yet her fingers still remembered a child's soft grip and the play of light on rounded cheeks. Now she noted a haze of stubble on his jaw, and the emptiness in her heart yawned anew.

Abruptly the hand clenched then relaxed as her son stirred with a lazy sigh. His head turned on the pillow and he frowned in the lamplight.

"Mama, you should be sleeping."

"I will soon. I thought I heard you moving, and feared you were uncomfortable." Her smile was not as steady as she would have wished. "Or maybe I just wanted to watch you sleep."

He reached and closed his fingers around her own, his calluses warm against her skin, and drew her hand to his chest. "You're missing Papa again, aren't you?"

"Yes." She bowed her head, studying the strange reversal of her hand lying thin and frail while his grip was firm with strength. "I always will."

"Me, too." Grey eyes met grey in wistful understanding, then his lips quirked. "I suppose my showing up on the doorstep with new holes for you to mend was not much help."


Her smile found strength as she patted their clasped hands. "I would far rather you come home for mending, than try to play the healer yourself. What some people call medicine simply astounds me."

"If you're referring to Bob's claim of using a horse manure poultice, I assure you that was pure fabrication."

With a stern look she squeezed his fingers and let go. "I should certainly hope so."

They chuckled together and then were quiet a space. She watched as his thoughts drifted somewhere afar, eyes open but fixed on memories beyond these walls, of which she was no part. Her son went now a-ranging with his brethren of the sword, and mending was all she could do.

At last she said, "Elrith asked about you not long ago."

He blinked back into the here and now. "Aye. How does she fare?"

"Very well. She and her husband are expecting their third child."

"That is good. They are a fine family."

The mother paused then said, "She would have had you, if you had only asked."

Her son's expression was instantly that of his father, when she had prodded a point best left alone. "I will take no wife only to make her a widow, Mama. I've told you this. Not in these times, with dark rumors afoot and foul things prowling the lands." One side of his mouth lifted in a knowing grin. "Besides, my sisters keep you amply supplied in grandchildren."

"Oh, you!" She swatted at him, but carefully, and his white teeth flashed in a grin.

And he grew still once more, drifting into the strange silence that had become so much a part of him. She should let her son sleep and seek her own rest, but she was loath to abandon the rare pleasure of his company. In the quiet she studied him, how lamplight and shadow painted his face, highlighting the strong nose and jaw, the clear brow beneath its tousle of black hair.

"Remember when you used to tell me stories?" he asked.

His clear gaze met hers as she swallowed her surprise. "Of course."

"Did an elf really save Papa as a lad?"

"Yes. Yes, he truly did. I remember the excitement after his parents found him at the gate. It was all anyone could talk about."

"Tell me that story again. Please?"

The surge of emotion that burst within her breast was nearly more than she could bear. A deep breath and practiced smile surely concealed her discomfiture, but her heart both wept and sang. The grey eyes that watched her were at once boy and man, and she reached to caress her son's cheek.

"Very well," she said. "But then you must go to sleep."

"I promise."

"I will tell you a tale of long ago, of warriors and brave, brave men." As her voice slid into its familiar cadence her son settled into his blankets. "One day a young lad was hunting in the far woods when he found the tracks of a mighty stag. The winter was nigh and he knew this stag would mean meat for the family in the long months to come. He thought of how proud his father would be and so he began to follow …"

THE END
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