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Then Elrond and Galadriel rode on; for the Third Age was over, and the Days of the Rings were passed, and an end was come of the story and song of those times.  - "The Return of the King: The Grey Havens."
PART 1

3021 September 29

The company from the Burping Troll trod slowly on the long road back to the inn. Evening fell gently around them, stars appearing one-by-one amongst the deep blues and purples of twilight. The heads of the horses drooped as they wearied of yet another full day's travel, and soon the call was given to make camp.

Beneath a dark canopy of trees, fire was kindled and the bustle of preparations for an evening meal seemed no different from many such nights. Their Ranger friends fetched wood and water, Erin the hobbit cooked, whilst her human friend Sevilodorf assisted and also fielded the Rangers' banter with her usual wry humor.  None of the mortals noticed that the elves in their company were even more quiet than usual; indeed, the elves did not notice the silence of their brethren for each was deep in introspection.

Celebsul was sitting with his back against an aging elm, his eyes fixed on a bright star in the north of the sky, when his apprentice softly approached and sat beside him.

"Master," Aerio ventured with a whisper, "something feels wrong, as if the night is darker than ever before, though it is not, or more chill, though the weather has not changed. Something is leeching from the world, making it weaker ... I cannot find the words."

Smiling gently at this last unlikely admission, Celebsul replied, "It is not the world that is losing strength, Aerio. It is we, the elves. True night has finally fallen for us. Although the power of the elven rings perished with the destruction of the One, few noticed, for they were rejoicing in the downfall of Sauron. Tonight, the Three Rings are fading into the west, and many High Elves go with them. They have at last and totally relinquished dominion of Middle-Earth to men."

He looked up to see that the other elves had gathered round and were listening. Aerio asked a question that must have been also in other minds, "Will we all leave, then, for the Blessed Realm?"

Celebsul glanced towards the elven brothers and the red-haired elf maid, Pippin, "No, not all, and not yet. Those that have never known Valinor and who still have realms to dwell in will remain for as long as they may. Some of us choose to stay for our own reasons, but it is no longer our world or our age." He gestured towards the Rangers, "It is theirs. They will shape the future; i Sanar Cormaron ner vánë; i Nelya Randan né vánwa."

A scholar of Quenya, Aerio translated in an awe-filled voice, "The Days of the Rings have passed; the Third Age is over."


Erin sat by the fire, keeping warm as she finished the last of her supper. Few words were spoken around the fire, each contented to stay within their own thoughts, as was understandable after all the ordeals of a long journey to Nurn and back. Still, the hobbit did wonder when all the elves began to congregate over to one side near Celebsul. Quietly she watched as they spoke in hushed tones, though she was not able to make out any of the words.

They looked ... sad. Even in the dim light of the silver moon in the sky, she could see that no light was in their eyes this night. Aerio's voice she distinctly heard now and again, its younger strains so very familiar to her ears that she needn't have even looked to know who spoke them. Finally, their whispers ended, and silence once again filled the night.

She stood and walked closer to where they sat together, each looking as though they had lost something very dear to them. She drew closer to Celebsul who leaned against a silvery-barked tree that nearly matched the shimmer of his silver hair in the moonlight.

"Celly?" she whispered. Celebsul looked at her with a trace of a smile on his face.

"Yes?"

"Are you all right? This isn't some Elvish flu or anything is it? You all look terrible."

Celebsul chuckled. "No little one. It's just a passing mood. There is nothing at all to worry over."

Erin gave him a curious look, but he did not seem to want to say anything more on the matter, and since he had said it would be fine, she decided that it would be. For now, at any rate.  But once they got back, if they were still acting funny, she might have to investigate.  
Some while later the hobbit lay curled in her blankets staring up at a glittering dark sky, and realized that on the edges of her hearing she heard singing.  It was but a single voice that drifted upon a night breeze edged in autumn, so softly she thought perhaps no one else was supposed to hear.  But she heard, though the melancholy song was in words beyond her ken, and as she listened it seemed her heart clenched in a strange and bittersweet pain.

***

PART 2

3021 September 29

At the Burping Troll 

Newly-built Elven Hall in the woods



Candlelight flickered throughout the warm room, brushed by an unfelt breeze. Gilraen sat near the window. She gazed at the stars above her and sighed, placing the pen in her hand upon her desk. No words came to her, for though she had sat for many an hour considering the blank parchment before her with intense interest, it was to no avail.

Softly she began to hum a haunting tune she had recited so many years ago, in the forest. She did not know why the song came so easily to her, but it felt right at the time. The somber tune rang through the elven halls, until at last she finished.

'Namarie! Nai hirwalye Valimar.
Nai elye hirwa. Namarie!'

A slight tapping at the door awakened the elf from her reverie. "Come in." Her brother's solemn face welcomed her as Eldonir walked in quietly, and came to sit beside her.

"You feel it too, then?"

Gilraen nodded, and looked out to the night once more. The pinpricks of light from the blue-black canvas of sky winked at her, disappeared briefly, and returned. She frowned as she gazed at them, resting her chin on her knuckles.

"I don't know what 'it' is, but I feel it. It's like a pain that hovers on the edge of my view, just out of sight. And so I cannot tell why I feel it."

"I may have the answer to that," came a quiet voice from the door. 

Both sister and brother turned to see Rilith standing in the shadows.  As their eyes met the older elf slowly entered the room.


"The Rings are passing into the West," Rilith said somberly.  "All of those who choose to remain behind feel it. We all knew this time would come when Sauron and the Ring of Power were destroyed. It was the risk we all took.  Now we leave Middle-Earth to Men and their descendants." 

In the candlelight Gilraen caught the glitter of tears in her eyes. 

***

The silence grew as the dark forest enveloped her. Gently the drifting notes of solemn elvish voices singing in the night whispered through the breeze. Poignantly they sang in voices as soft as rainfall and starlight on the grass of long ago.  Silver tears traced Rilith's pale cheeks as she walked through the trees, touching but not feeling their cool bark rippling beneath her fingertips. She felt the passing of the Rings like a bittersweet memory suddenly recalled. Truly now was the golden age of the elves past and over. 

Rilith stopped and stood gazing beyond the empty canopy of branches. Through the black net of leaves the stars twinkled with dimmed lights save one, to her eyes, a star in the north sweetly shining, singing to her heart. Once again the haunting melodies met her ears and she sighed. 

"Minë aurë inyë selma cen Valima," she whispered, feeling assured that it would come true. 'One day I will behold Valinor.'

Silently she wandered alone through the trees, breathing the damp musk of fallen leaves and green things faded with the passing of summer. This night the trees were still and did not whisper to her, though she would not have heard, for she was lost in thought and memory of the past of when she was young.  Frequently she gazed upon the night sky feeling that perhaps her kin afar were doing the same. 

The night drew on, the songs continued and Rilith wandered olden paths of woodland and memory.

***

"I wonder if we all feel this night so keenly?" Gilraen mused, as she watched Rilith depart through the trees beyond the elven halls. The silvery lights swinging from the boughs high above them shone with a softly iridescent glow, gazing down upon sister and brother.

Eldonir looked over to her, resting his elbows upon the window ledge. "I believe they do, though some not so keenly as others."

"I do not feel it strongly. I almost feel guilty for that."

Eldonir frowned, and tilted his head a little. "How do you mean?"

"I have not lived long, brother; I have not felt the influence of the Rings as you have. I feel guilty… no, not guilty, sorrowful that I do not feel their passing."

"Yes, I see, but I too only feel their passing at the edge of my perception. The world is changing for us, Gilraen, always changing. And sometimes I wonder…"

The thoughtful tone of her brother's voice worried Gilraen. "Wonder what?"

"I wonder how long I will remain here. Already I feel the land beyond the sea calling to me, though I do not wish to answer its call yet."

Gilraen stood and moved to the other end of the room. "You too… Such a shame."

"What?"

With a heavy sigh, Gilraen bent and sat on the floor and began to trace the pattern on the soft rug with her fingers. "Legolas spoke at length to me on our way to Greenwood. He is becoming weary of these times also, but he feels bonds to these lands, he does not wish to leave. I wonder if, when his time comes, you will travel with him one last time?"

Eldonir lowered his eyes and sat next to the window, turning his back to her. He rested his chin on his fist and gazed out to the night sky once more, not hearing the wistful song his sister sang behind him.

***

PART 3

3021 November 11th Mid-morning

The year was fading.  Green was fading.  Gold was fading.   A fitful breeze edged in fine invisible claws stung through Erin's clothes and cuffed a whirling spill of fallen leaves, strewing them across the back yard of the Burping Troll as if they were scattered golden coins.  Only a few leaves now clung to bare limbs clawed against the ice-blue sky, and the hobbit shivered and drew her cloak tighter as she closed the hen yard gate.   Surely it was the time of year that brought on this melancholy, and perhaps the bittersweet notes of the wooden pipe Esgallyg softly played.

Erin looked towards the trees behind the garden where she knew her elf friend was.  Long legs dangling from a tree limb, he sat with his fair head bent in sunlight as he touched slow, lilting notes into being.  The caress of his long fingers spun his music gently to twine into the whispered voices of the breeze and the brittle rush of leaves scudding along the ground.  For a moment she simply listened to the slow sweetness of his melody, and fancied she heard water trickling over cold bare stones.  Then she sighed and made her way to his tree.  As she picked her way among the brown, wilted rows of the garden she knew he was aware of her approach, but the notes did not stop as she came to a halt beneath his perch.  Rather the melody slowly faded into a last chill, sighing breeze, and then it was just a hobbit standing among frost-bitten tomatoes and an elf sitting halfway up a maple tree.

In the next instant he was beside her, coming to earth lightly as a deer and not as if he had just dropped twenty feet straight down.  He cocked his head as he smiled down at her, the curtain of his hair throwing his face in golden shadow.

"And what do you do, little one?" he asked

He still fingered the slender stem of his pipe, as if the melody still ran through him.  I am an intruder, Erin thought, and felt bad that her presence had made him stop playing. 

"I was just listening to you."  Then she frowned up at him, because her unease could not find its own cause.  "And thinking how dratted nippy it's getting.  Don't you dare catch chill, sitting about in trees and such, you hear?"

A soft snort and a twinkle in his eyes sufficed for laughter.  Then quick as the turn of elvish thought was wont to be, Esgallyg suddenly slung off his own cloak and dropped to one knee beside her.  Before she could more than squeak, she found herself warmly wrapped in his over-long cloak and tucked in the circle of one long elven arm.

"There," he said with a smile.  "We can't have our hobbits stricken with the cold, or who would feed us?"

"Silly thing, it's not me I'm worrying about."  Nonetheless, she was glad for both the cloak and his physical warmth as she leaned into her friend.  She touched the pipe he still held in his free hand.  "What were you playing?"

Esgallyg shrugged, and dropped his other hand to snug his cloak about the hobbit's throat, an oddly paternal gesture.  "Nothing.  Something."

"Now, how can it be nothing and something at once?"

The slight lift of an eyebrow matched the quirk of his lips, but his gaze wandered past her, following the dappled play of sunlight and shadow beneath the almost-barren trees.

"It has no name," he said softly.

Frowning again, she said, "Are you feeling alright?  You're not sick or anything, are you?"

His eyes found her face again, gleaming with amusement and he chuckled softly.  "Elves do not get sick.  I'll thank you to keep your teas and Sevi's potions to yourself."

He tapped the end of her nose and gave a wink.  Then he stood, leaving her clutching an elven cloak that pooled broadly about her feet.  His fingers were wandering on the pipe again as he seemed to find interest in the thin, white wisps of cloud far aloft in the ice-blue sky and Erin sighed as she pulled his cloak from her shoulders. 

"If you're going to go off and serenade your trees, then at least take this with you.  I'm going indoors, anyhow."

Esgallyg blinked down at her as if suddenly remembering she was there, and did not speak as he took the long folds of material she thrust at him.  Nor did he put the cloak on, but instead stood blankly a moment with it draped over his arm.

Eyes narrowing, Erin said, "Are you sure you're all right?"

"Yes."

Esgallyg nodded, and looked at her again, and for once she could not read the expression on his fine face.  It seemed a strange, brooding mix of sadness and vague anger and none of these, but she had no sense that any of it was intended for her.  Then he turned and knelt again and did the oddest thing; he gathered her up and hugged her against him, and bent his flaxen head into her shoulder.  Yet she barely had time to stroke the hair that slid like cool silk beneath her hand before he gently pulled away, and astonished her again by turning his face and softly kissing her cheek.  With that he stood again, gave her an odd smile, and silently walked away.

Behind him, Erin wondered why she suddenly felt very much like weeping.

***

A welcoming gust of heat, cooking scents and Meri's bright laughter welcomed Erin as she closed the back door behind her.  Somewhere inside the Inn but out of sight Meri's voice rang in laughing protest.

"Bob, that's not fair!  Now give that to me this instant!"

A deeper male voice also spoke amidst laughter:  "You said I'd get something sweet if I brought in the post.  I think I need something extra since it includes a letter for you."

Erin stepped from the hall into the common room, peering in amused curiosity.  There she saw little hobbit Meri plant her hands on her hips and aim a mock glare up at the tall Ranger who stood grinning down at her.

"How about you get to eat supper, you great buffoon!" Meri exclaimed.

Bob found himself both holding a letter over his head and fending off a sharp hobbit forefinger now poking him in the belly.  "Ow, ow!  Hey, watch that!"

"I want my letter!"

"People in Mordor want lemonade - AGHH!"  Bob leaped straight off the floor as something jabbed him from behind, and in a twinkling Meri pounced and seized her letter from his flailing hand.

As Bob came back to earth, he found Erin grinning from ear to ear, and he laughed and rubbed his ribs.  "You lasses have the sharpest fingers in Middle Earth."

"And you are an overgrown pest!" Erin announced, and aimed one last poke - swiftly warded - as she skipped past the laughing Ranger.  "Meri, who's the letter from?  What's it say?"

Meri turned the letter to the light, and her eyes widened.  "Why, fancy that!  It's from cousin Celandine!  I haven't heard from her since last spring."

News from the Shire!  At their glad cries Camellia and Milo appeared and all four hobbits plopped themselves down at a table.  They were long away from the Shire in more than miles, and while they had made a home of this place, there remained always a hunger for word of the folks and places they left behind.  Until the day they returned, their hearts would long for the green fields of home as surely as elves dreamed of distant Valinor.

Meri carefully broke the wax seal and pressed the page smooth, scanning it briefly.  Erin drummed her fingers on the table.  Milo sighed enormously.  Camellia giggled.

"All right," Meri said with a smile.  "Here it is.  It's dated October tenth."

'Dear Cousin Meri ~

I take pen in hand to give you greetings and to bear you thoughts of those at home.  Mother and Da are well and Doderic and Ilberic send their compliments.  We have had a good harvest and the weather has been most fine.  Our apples were magnificent and we put up more than we could use, and gave many jars to the neighbors as well.  Have you been keeping yourself well?  Are your friends Erin, Camellia and Milo also well, and all the Big Folk you take care of?  It is hard for me to imagine living so far away in such a wild land and mother says the same.  We await the day when your wanderlust is spent and you will return home.

Oh, but I have the most remarkable news to tell you! You do remember Frodo Baggins of course, and his mad old uncle Bilbo.  Well, as of the other day Cousin Merry tells us that Frodo Baggins has left the Shire forever!  I know this to be true because he left Bag End to Samwise Gamgee!  Can you imagine that?  The gardener is now the master.  But it is a wonderful thing, as Sam and Rosie have a lovely daughter now and by all accounts they plan to fill Bag End with the delightful music of children's voices.

But there is even more to this story, as I will tell. You see, Merry says, and Peregrin Took and Sam vouch for it, that Frodo has sailed over the Sea with the Elves!  Yes, and old Bilbo was there too and they went away with an entire host of elven lords, Lord Elrond of Rivendell and the Lady of the Golden Wood were there, they say, and many other mighty and beautiful folk.  Perhaps most remarkable of all was that Gandalf the Grey went with them.  Can you possibly imagine such a thing?  Hobbits riding with the Fair Folk, and old Gandalf with them.  I do wonder if we'll ever see the likes of his fireworks again.  Then Frodo and Bilbo simply got on one of their ships and they all sailed away.  Merry says more and more of the elves are leaving, and one day there will be no elves left at all.  I know that elves are above any of us and I'm not sure they even give much thought to mortal folk, but that somehow seems a dreary thought.

I must close now so as to get this out in the next post, but I wanted to share this strange news.  Do write when you find the time, and may you enjoy health and happiness.

Lovingly, your cousin,


Celandine Brandybuck

A perfect explosion of chatter followed the letter's closing, as the hobbits eagerly examined every detail in it.  

"Sailed with the elves!"

"Left Bag End to Sam Gamgee?

"Do you suppose there is any of Bilbo's dragon gold left in there?"

"If there is, Sam Gamgee will be a lord among gardeners!"

"And Bilbo is gone, too?"

"Oh, but those Bagginses always consorted with odd folk."

"Yes, and Gandalf was usually at the bottom of it."

All had heard rumors that Frodo Baggins' health suffered from the hardships he endured during his part in the War of the Ring, and all knew that old Bilbo had gone away to live with the elves in the hidden stronghold of Rivendell.  And whispers there had been of Fair Folk passing through the woods of the Shire and going down to Sea, never to be seen again.  But for two hobbits, however unusual or peculiar, to sail away with them was a thing unimagined.

"Do you think Gandalf had something to do with their leaving?" asked Camellia.

"It wouldn't surprise me if he did," Meri replied.

"Yes, but sailing with the elves?" asked Milo.  "Wherever do they go?  They don't ever come back, do they?"

"No ... " Erin slid from her chair and stared at nothing at all.  "No," she said quietly.  "They don't come back."

Then she turned and walked away.

She was sitting on the front steps, knees hugged to her chest in a patch of waning late-morning sunlight when she heard the door open behind her.  Soft feet padded and she knew it would be Meri even before her friend sat beside her.

"What's wrong, Erin?"

"I'm not sure," said Erin with a sigh.  "But I think those strange doings with Frodo and the elves leaving means something."  She turned her head to look at Meri's now-pensive face.  "Haven't you noticed our elves acting ... peculiar?"

Meri's brow furrowed lightly in thought.  "Yes ... yes, I believe I have.  They've been very busy finishing building their haven in the woods before winter gets here but ... they have been a bit strange lately."

"Singing more sad things?"  Erin asked.  "Walking around at night more?  Such like that?"

Meri nodded.  "Yes, and sometimes I catch Dimereg seeming lost in thought and looking so sad ... but when I ask him, he just smiles and says its nothing.  When he says that, then it seems like nothing at all, but then another day I see that look on his face again ... I don't know what to think."

"There's been something off about them ever since our journey back from Nurn," Erin said glumly.  "We've been so busy getting ready for winter lately that I let it be.  But Esgallyg was just now in an absolutely odd mood.  I don't know what to think, either."

Both lasses sighed, and Erin tried hard to remember the bits and pieces of elvish lore she had learned from her friendship with the elves here.

"If Lord Elrond and the Lady are gone ..." Erin looked at Meri again.  "Then who does that leave?  Legolas and his folk in Ithilien, and King Thranduil in Mirkwood ..." She hugged her ankles closer and set her chin on her knees.

"They really are leaving," she said softly.

Beside her Meri sat very still, only her fingers moving as they picked at a fold in her skirt.  Her friend Dimereg was exceedingly dear to her heart, one to whom she could turn with her confidences when even Erin's wisdom or comfort failed.  Yet it was times like these that both lasses were reminded that Dimereg, Esgallyg and all their elvish friends spent most of their existence apart from simple mortal creatures like hobbits.  Their lives touched here briefly, but the span of their years before this place boggled a mortal mind's grasp, and now ... now the two hobbits could see with cold clarity how the paths of the elves would one day leave them behind, slipping onward into the mists of ages not yet born.

Movement at the lower end of the yard caught their eye, and they saw a tall figure emerge from the workshop.  Hair so fair it shone silver would mark Celebsul on a dark night, but the sawdust- and paint-stained apron the elf currently wore was equally familiar, and brought a smile to both hobbit faces.  He seemed to be emptying dirty water from a pot - probably from cleaning paintbrushes - and then he turned back inside.

"Let's go talk to him," Meri said, and sprang to her feet.  She grabbed Erin's hand and tugged.  "Come on, if anyone knows what's going on, Celly will."

The cavernous space of the workshop smelled as it always did, rich with the warm fragrance of wood and now also pungent with the odor of drying paint.  On a bench stood a tall cabinet whose doors were cleverly carved with leaves, fanciful birds and curls of abstract shape, now newly-treated to a coat of off-white paint.  Celebsul did not turn when the hobbits paused in his doorway, but he knew they were there.

"Hello little ones," he said, though his hands continued sorting carving tools and putting them back in their places.

"Hullo, Celly," the hobbits chorused.

Together they gravitated to the cabinet and stood with mouths open, admiring the subtle artistry of the carving and the smoothness of the joints.  Indeed, one might suppose the entire creation were made of one living piece of wood.

"You won't put little hobbit fingerprints in the new paint will you?"  Celebsul smiled as he turned to face them, wiping his hands on an already-soiled cloth.

Erin snatched back her upraised finger and clasped her hands behind her back.  "Oh, no, we wouldn't do that!"

"Of course not," echoed Meri.

"That would spoil everything!" Erin said.

Celebsul chuckled softly at the sight of matching sets of wide-eyed hobbit innocence.  "What brings you out here, besides an urge to admire cabinetry?"

He picked up a cup from his workbench and took a sip.  Meri and Erin looked at each other, and their smiles faded.

"Well, we ..."

"We hoped you might ..."

Both sighed.  Then Erin put on a stern face and said, "What on earth is the matter with all you elves?  You've all been acting like your best rooster died and all the hens quit laying."

Celebsul was just taking another drink, and only barely avoided spraying water all over his guests.  His laughter rang from the rafters and both hobbits scowled.

"I'm sorry," he chuckled and laughed again.  Then he coughed gently and set down the cup, mustering a more serious face.  "It is not a thing to trouble yourselves about," he said.  "It is but changes in the world, a season turning.  Your lives will go on with the same joys and dreams and hobbity happiness that they always have."

The two lasses exchanged sober glances again, then Meri said softly, "But what about your lives?"

For perhaps the first time in all their knowing of him, Celebsul looked shocked.  A very quiet sort of shock, to be sure, but it froze him with a stillness and sudden blankness on his face that spoke clearer than any exclamation ever could have.

"We got a letter from home," said Erin.  "From the Shire."

Meri nodded.  "My cousin Celandine said that Frodo and Bilbo Baggins have sailed away with the elves.  She said that Lord Elrond and the Lady of the Golden Wood and even Gandalf went, and they are all gone over the Sea now."

Celebsul's gaze drifted blindly over their heads as he took a long, slow breath.  "Aye," he said, almost as if talking to himself.  "All the ring-bearers ..."

"Beg pardon?"  Erin squinted up at him.

Blinking back to the present, Celebsul said, "All those who bore rings of power have gone into the West.  Three of the Wise bore the three elven rings, and Frodo and Bilbo in their turn bore the One Ring.  That is the change in the world, little ones."

"But what does that mean?" pleaded Meri.

"That the world belongs to mortal folk, now."  The smile Celebsul gave them seemed indescribably sad.  "That the future is no longer ours."

He glanced behind him for a stool he kept, and sat so as not to tower over his little friends.  Not surprisingly they drew close to either side of him, and he smiled softly at their solemn faces.  Since coming here they had ever been his friends, sharing adventures and misfortunes and times of joy as well.  Brief, bright candles of joyful life, he owed them the truth.

"It is what must be, little ones," he said.  "Perhaps that is the lesson of the elves, that change here is inevitable.  Men are a flame that burns like a Silmaril and then goes out, but their deeds have even brought change to the very shape of the earth itself.  They will continue to shape the world, in ways both big and small, but the elves that remain in the world will see it pass them by, as stones see the river flow past, never to return."

Two little hands found Celebsul's and two little hobbit lasses crowded close to his knees.  They looked at each other with faces wrought with sorrow, and perhaps some thought flashed between them in ways only hobbits knew.

"Celly," said Erin hesitantly, looking only at his hand grasping hers.  "If you need to ... if you need to go, we'll understand.  We know what it is to - to not belong any more in a place that used to be home."

Again they exchanged sober glances, for they had left the Shire together when the bitter weight of grief and loss leeched away the joy that should have followed the War's ending.  When their eyes met his, the thin fingers of winter sun through the high windows touched tears.

"Just let us know when you've got to go, alright?" said Meri plaintively.  "Don't just fade away, any of you.  Let us know when it's time, so we can be sure to make you lunches and see that you have food for your journey and - and - "

Her round chin suddenly trembled and Erin's free hand caught hers, completing the circle of friendship.  Of a sudden Celebsul found himself at loss for words at all, and simply brought their two hands to his chest, and held them.

Then he coughed lightly and said, "Not soon, little ones.  Perhaps not for a long time, by your reckoning."

"Are you sure?" asked Erin, blue eyes swimming.  "We don't want you to be sad, Celly.  Everybody has been so sad, Esgallyg and Dimereg and everybody, and we don't want you to be sad any more.  Please?"

A breath of laughter was all Celebsul could muster.  "No, little ones.  We mourn the passing of things that were, for many deeds both great and terrible will now pass into memory, and perhaps one day the tongues of Men will not remember them at all.  But while the world may be done with us, not all of us are done with the world."

"You're not?" asked Meri dubiously.

"No, we're not," Celebsul replied.  In the next instant he squeezed their hands tightly and his eyes lit with such a look of pure elvish mischief.  "In fact," the elf said cheerfully, "You are exactly right.  It has been entirely too dreary around here.  I think we should have a party!"

With that he sprang to his feet, and both hobbits stared up at him as if leaves had suddenly sprouted from his head.  Heedless, Celebsul rubbed his hands together in a sudden surge of anticipation and merrily pursued his new fancy.

"A noisy party.  An unruly party.  With music and food and too many desserts.  I particularly think Aerio should do something foolish and Bob should be ridiculous and all of us should annoy Sev until she laughs at us.  In short, a normal Burping Troll party."

Smiling from ear to ear, he turned to meet twin looks of complete confusion.  "What do you think?"

"Are you all right, Celly?" said Erin.

"Have you been in the Cherry B already?" asked Meri.

"Or is this some strange new elvish conniption-fit?"

Both of Celebsul's eyebrows rose.  "Not at all.  You have simply reminded me how precious the day is.  You have reminded me -."  His expression softened as he smiled at them.  "- That our days here should be borne in gladness, not sorrow, how ever many or few they may be.  Long the elves have loved this world, for all its sadness and hardship, and I for one would hate to spend time with an old love only to waste it in mourning."

The hobbits still eyed him with trepidation, but now Meri's brow began to furrow in thought.

"A party?" she said.

Celebsul cocked his head.  "Why not?"

"And desserts?" Erin echoed.

"Of course."

"Ah," said Meri.

"Ah-ha!" said Erin.

The two hobbit lasses looked at each other.

"Raisin cinnamon pull-apart bread," said Meri.

"Raspberry turnovers," said Erin.

"Apple nut muffins."

"Upside-down cake."

"Plum pudding!"

"Custard with brandy sauce!"

"HOORAY!" they cried, and bolted for the door - only to collide in a mid-stride halt and wheel around to face Celebsul.  Meri frowned at him sternly.  

"Well?"

"Yes?"  The elf raised only one eyebrow this time.

"This is your idea, Celly dear," said Erin.

"And you're certainly not going to get away with letting us do all the work," said Meri.

"But I don't -."

"If you can paint, you can stir."  Meri marched over and took hold of Celebsul's paint-stained fingers and gave a firm tug.  "Come, we've much to do if we're going to have a proper party."

"Yes," said Erin, as she held open the door.  "And since you mentioned music, you simply must talk to Esgallyg about his taste in songs lately.  Good heavens, he could make a stone weep, and I simply refuse to have people crying in my custard."

Thus Celebsul was summarily bundled out of his own workshop, towards a rendezvous with a kitchen apron.
******

Beneath a glittering canopy of stars, fire was kindled in the hearth and the bustle of preparations for an evening meal seemed no different from many such nights. Their Ranger friends made sure the chairs were clean and tables were set, the hobbits cooked, whilst their human friend Sevilodorf assisted and also fielded the Rangers' banter with her usual wry humor.  All of the mortals noticed that the elves were much merrier than had been usual; indeed, the elves were glad of the gaiety of their brethren for each was weary of introspection.


Then as food burdened the tables and high spirits made the rafters ring, everyone ate as much, sang as much, and was as foolish as they cared to be.  The time of the elves was fading and their stewardship of Arda had passed, it was true.  But there was, they realized, still joy in the world.  For a time, for a little while, for another lifetime of men, the woods would know the music of elvish laughter.  And perhaps in another age, the ancient places of forest and hill would still remember, and the little breezes and whispering trees would tell the tale to those who knew how to listen.

~~  Finis ~~

PAGE  
13

