When winter first begins to bite

and stones crack in the frosty night,

when pools are black and trees are bare,

'tis evil in the Wild to fare.

Upon hearing these words the hobbits talked and thought of the past and the perils they would face upon the road ahead. What images did these words bring to the mind of our writers? The answer to that question lies in the vignettes submitted in response to this Winter Challenge.
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~ Estel ~

by Sillimarilli

Anoriath wished for nothing more than warm feet.  Her toes were lumpen bits of wool shot with pins, senseless and stuffed tight in the cold-stiffened leather of her boots.  A bed other than rocks and drifts of leaves led a close second, but she was unlikely to get either.

She eased her pack off an aching shoulder and let it fall to the frosted litter of pine needles.  They had tramped through the Wild with little rest, through sun and moon on a long familiar path, halting only when the light failed on the second day and their feet no longer knew the land beneath them.  Here they stopped, in a small bowl of earth ringed by tall standing pines.  Men stood like darkened trunks of trees about the dell, seen only in the movements that separated them from those that were more deeply rooted.  Home and shelter from the night it would be for their small company, if only until the dawn tipped over the short rise.  

The Ranger dropped to the ground beside her gear and groaned softly.  "For pity's sake, Hal," she begged in a low voice, "a fire, please!" 

When her brother's twilit features peered about the forest from beneath his hood, she continued, "Certainly there is naught but snow and ice about tonight!"  

Anardil dropped to the ground beside her with what only could have been a sigh had his pride so allowed.  His frosted breath curled in the air.

"Come, Hal," he urged, flexing and rubbing the reddened fingers that poked through the rags of his makeshift gloves, "surely there is more immediate danger of death from the cold than from anything that a fire might draw tonight.  We'll not hit the Troll Shaws for another four days' march, at least.  Few fell things dare come so near Imladris."

Halbarad grunted his reluctant acknowledgement and nodded.  "A small one, then," he allowed.  

At his sister's sour grimace, Hal spoke sternly, "These are dark times, Ani.  Who knows what crawls from the shadows even within the Lord Elrond's reach?"

Anoriath winced, feeling all the more ill-tempered for her brother's reproof.  "I'll just be glad to find a shadow I can crawl under," she muttered.

"Aye, to that," Anardil groaned and shrugged his pack off his shoulders.  

Bob appeared behind them, snuffling loudly to clear his running nose.  "What ails you, Dil?" he needled the older man.  "Feeling your years, are you?"

But of no humor to indulge in banter in return, Anardil merely yawned and stared vaguely beyond their circle.

The pine needles rustled with footsteps and Elros' bag soon joined them.  The Ranger followed, crouching beside it to throw open the flap and rummage through it.  Saying nothing, his fine features lay hidden in the shadow of his hood.  Bob shrugged and, brushing past Anoriath, set to clearing a swathe of ground before them with his boot.  

Anoriath watched him vacantly, her wits dulled by the cold and long road.  'Her brother need not tell her of dark times,' she grumbled internally.  Did he think her blind and deaf to the groaning of the earth about them?  Strange half-goblin men appeared at the borders of Dunland, worrying away at the cautious wall Mateon's holding provided to the south.  Trolls blundered out of the mountains to the east.  Wolves howled from the hills to the west. The sneering shadow of Angmar reached down from the north. Foes multiplied and the people of the lost kingdom of Arnor dwindled, leaving Bree and the Shire but thinly defended. Indeed, it was a plea for aid that lent desperate speed to their march across the empty lands between.  

Anoriath grabbed at her cloak, drawing its gray tattered edge more tightly about her, hoping to frustrate the draft that slid freezing fingers through a rent in the seam between sleeve and shoulder.  Tired.   She was bone-deep, leadened-muscle tired.  So few of the Dúnedain left and so large the Wild.  

Now rumor proclaimed that their chief had left his kin to pursue some gangrel, half-dead creature across the lands of the east.   There lay the Ephel Dúath and the Dark Lord whose will drove every fell creature in Middle-earth to crawl on its belly out from whatever dark hole gave it birth.  And the son of Arathorn, their last and greatest hope, walked in the very shadow of that evil will.  

Elros tossed a small leather satchel at Anardil, who started and then caught it before it hit his chest.  Tucking his hands and the bag of flint under his arms the better to warm them, Anardil shrugged deeper into his cowl, all but his nose and the puff of icy breath disappearing into his hood.  

"Leave off, Bob," he muttered at the Ranger who had dropped to his knees and was now blowing and pushing away the last of the pine-straw from a small circle.  

Bob grinned, peering up at the man, "Oh, aye, but there's enough tinder here to set the whole forest to blaze.  We'll toast more than our toes if we're not careful."

"It will do well enough," Anardil said.   

"Oh, aye, well enough," Bob agreed, flicking away a leaf and examining the ground for more.  "But what would Aragorn say, Dil, our heir of Isildur, of his Rangers who were satisfied with 'well enough'?"  

Anoriath, her lips a grim compressed line, clouted Bob on the arm.

"Ow!  What?" the startled Ranger protested, staring at her.

"Must you say that name so loud in such a place?" she demanded, shaking her hand, her frozen fingers stinging from the slap.

He shrugged, scowling, his mood soured.  "What difference could it possibly make?"

"Let us not add to the peril we are facing by giving the Enemy the very thing he seeks, shall we?" she insisted.

"I am doing no such thing!"

Anardil, frowning, commanded without moving, "Lower your voices, both of you."

Within earshot, Halbarad grimaced and continued to walk the perimeter of the dell, peering past the tree-line.  

Anoriath, sparing Anardil a sullen glance, did as he requested, but could not resist hissing at Bob.   "Your carelessness will be the death of all of us yet."  

"Carelessness!" Bob whispered.  "You are the one who wanted the fire, remember?"

Startling his friends, Elros pulled his dagger from his belt in a single supple move and plunged it into the turf at Bob's feet.  Bob fell silent and stared at the knife.

"Either help me or move," Elros stated flatly.

Backing up, Bob shifted off his knees and, working his own knife free, joined his friend in digging at the iron ground, setting aside clumps of frozen earth.  Watching them struggle, Anoriath's shoulders fell, knowing she should get up and help, but able to do nothing but stare miserably at her comrades. 

The skin lay slack and blue under Elros' eyes and the corners of his lips settled into lines too long habitually drawn down.  Bob's face bore a faint, yellowed bruise from some forgotten attempt to stem the dark tide creeping from the empty, echoing lands of Hollin.  Anardil sat as still as a ghost beside her and as present, his dull eyes having drifted far away. Halbarad, his bearded cheeks still gaunt from a fevered wound, quiet and grim, paced restlessly behind her. The gray they wore faded into the settling shadows of night, mercifully hiding their pathetic attempts to knit together threadbare clothing.   

The Dúnedain these were, heirs to Númenor, descendants of Elves and the Fathers of Men, with rags barely clinging to their backs and bits of the forest nesting in their unwashed hair.   Bereft of the Dúnedan, what were they?  

Anoriath's jaw ached and she willed herself to loosen the muscles that ground her teeth together.  A chill wind blew flecks of ice into her eyes.  She blinked up into a powder of snow drifting from the low hanging sky.   

"If you do not think a fire wise, Bob, in this weather," she growled, "then you are a fool."

"Not so foolish as to wish to share it with you," he blurted, annoyed, and jabbed his knife deep into the turf.

Elros surged to his feet, his face pinched and closed. Turning his back on them, he strode to the edge of the firs, wrapping his arms about his chest and lifting his face to stare through the black net of trees trawling the sky for hidden stars.  

Anardil drew his knife and fumbled for the whetstone secreted in his belt.  Elros' humming voice drifted tunelessly over to them.  

All the more stubbornly mired in her misery, Anoriath spat at Bob, "Well, then perhaps you can find your own dark corner to hole up in."  

Looking up momentarily from his task, Bob snarled, "If that would stop your voice from reaching my ears, then it would be my pleasure."

The ringing of metal drew her gaze to find Anardil scowling fiercely at her, his gray eyes suddenly as keen as the edge of the blade he drew against the stone.  

"I don't suppose you were thinking of using that on me, were you?" she demanded.  

Anardil snapped, "It depends on what inducement you give me, Anoriath."   

"Enough!" Halbarad shouted, forgotten behind them, shocking them into stillness.

In the resulting silence, the snow drifted onto their motionless forms, specks of white melting to a dull black on their cloaks and bowed heads, and Elros hummed softly.

Recognizing the thin strains of The Lay of Luthien, Anoriath dropped her head to her arms.  If she'd not been so weary, she would have wept.  

Bob was the first to stir, quieting Elros' voice and drawing their eyes when he rose to his feet.  

"We'll need wood," he mumbled and, leaving his dagger embedded in the soil, seemed to stumble half-blind into the trees.

Halbarad started forward, his company glancing between their captain and the form that had quickly disappeared into the twilight under the forest's eaves.  Solitary only at need, no ranger, no matter his skill, would willingly face the unknown alone. 

Anoriath sighed and, leaning from her seat, pulled at Bob's dagger.

"I'll go," she said and yanked the weapon out of the soil's frozen grip.  

Wiping at the blade with her tattered cloak before tucking it under her belt, Anoriath followed Bob.  The coming night embraced the trees around her.  Soon the small sounds of the rangers she left behind gave way to the hush of winter, the only noise her own feet crushing frost and brittle leaves.  Placing a hand on the trunk of a tree that loomed within her sight, Anoriath stopped, her ears alert, waiting for her sight to accustom itself to the dark.  She peered into the thicket, uncertain.  In the quiet, her own breath and the soughing of light fingers of snow brushing the dead leaves overhead sounded loud.  Bob, for all his usual blundering about, could be surprisingly quiet when he wanted to.  

There!  Anoriath's head whipped about at the slight sound.  Off to the left, the crack of a breaking twig and rustle of the fall of leaves followed by a muffled curse.  Anoriath left the trunk that had grounded her in the sea of dark, needing its anchor no longer.  

She found him at the edge of small hedge of thorn, pulling on the broken end of an oak limb imbedded among its twisting branches where it had fallen.  At her step, Bob glanced over his shoulder.

"What do you want?" he asked, sparing her little attention or breath from his battle with the thorns for possession of the piece of wood.

She shrugged and stopped within reach.  "None of us should wander off alone." 

He grunted and tugged mightily at the limb.  "Ah, so you are here to protect me from my carelessness, are you?"

"Bob-" she began, resolutely ignoring the goad. 

"Rest easy," he said, cutting her short.  "If anything attacks me out here, I shall do my best not to lead it to you."  The dead leaves clinging to the branch rattled in the grip of the thorns as the limb sprang back into their hold.  

"That is hardly the point," she said, now scowling at his back.  

Bob renewed his grip on the wood.  "No?  I would have thought you would be glad to be well rid of me."  

"The point is," Anoriath raised her voice, riding over Bob's.  Protestations of the oaths of brotherhood and their shared call to preserve all for the day their kin would be crowned King waited wearily behind her lips.  She sighed.  "We can ill afford to lose any one of us."  

Bob huffed a short laugh and, tucking the branch under his arm, yanked at the twigs twisted amongst the thorns the better to loosen their grip.  "Anoriath, I am touched," he commented dryly.  "I didn't know you cared."

"Oh, for pity's sake, Bob," she blurted, having clearly lost her resolve, "cannot you recognize an apology when you hear one?"

He stopped and, turning, let the limb fall back into the brush to stare at her.  "That was an apology?" He threw back his head and howled with laughter.  

Anoriath swatted at his chest and arms to silence him.  "Well, it would have been," she protested once he fell to chuckling, "had you given me the chance to finish." 

Bob's lips twitched in a maddening smile as he crossed his arms comfortably.   

"Very well," he said, gesturing magnanimously.  "Finish."

Anoriath flushed.  Just like the man to take pleasure in her humiliation.  

"Huh!" she exclaimed.  "I've half a mind to just leave you here to face whatever might crawl out of the dark!"  

"No, you won't," Bob asserted, still grinning and rocking back on his heels.  

"No," she said softly, abruptly solemn.  She could not, no matter how much he may provoke her or how poorly she may think of him at the moment.   "No, I won't, Bob.  I said before that we can ill afford to lose any one of us.  It is the truth.  You know this."  

At her words, Bob's smile dissolved into a thin-lipped line, the planes of his face softening. 

"I should never have taken out my temper on my comrades," Anoriath said, dropping her gaze, the grief in Bob's eyes all the more difficult to bear because it so seldom settled there.  "We've burdens enough as it is and fewer shoulders every day to bear them.  I should not add to the weight heaped upon those of us who are left," she continued and then forced herself to meet his eyes.  "Truly, Bob, I am sorry if I caused you pain."  

Against the darkening forest, Anoriath could just make out the Ranger before her.  As the silence between them grew, she sighed and stared at the shadowed forest floor, feeling all the more spent for having spoken.  She shook her head slightly, lost in the sense of cold that had returned.  Taking what little comfort she could find, Anoriath wrapped the edges of her cloak more tightly about herself.

'He will return, Anoriath," Bob urged, but then, shifting on his feet, added tentatively, "Won't he?" 

Her breath hitched on his unaccustomed insight into the heart of the matter that troubled her.  What if the Dúnedan were to never return?  She had dammed her misgivings behind a careful avoidance of giving them voice, for fear they were real enough to be shared.  But now the earnest, expectant look on Bob's face swept her under a flood of doubt. Without the heir of Isildur surely they were but a mean folk lurking in the hills, clinging to the pathetic rags of barren myth.  In this land of ruins and wasted spaces, how long until the Nameless One hounded them out and ground every last one of them into the dust?    

Bob took a step toward her, attempting to catch her eye.  "Ani?"

But, it was all she could do to merely shake her head mutely before she dropped it to her hands, wishing the world to go away.  When she did not respond, Bob drew a sudden great breath and spun away, his face stunned as if only now aware of the chasm that yawed beneath his feet.  

"No! No!" he cried.  "If you have done aught to cause me pain, then it is this!"  Bob paced in a short arc and jabbed his finger at her.  

"This!" he insisted vehemently and she raised her head, caught by the intensity of his words.  

"You, Anoriath!" he said and stepped toward her, angry and demanding her attention, "of all of us, you, no less than your brother, you have never given up hope!" 

"Ah!  Sweet Eru, Anoriath!" Bob swore when she remained mute, and a short bitter laugh escaped from him.  "We could be in the midst of a hopeless battle, up to our eyes in muck and filth and facing foes that pour from the holes in the mountain like a swarm of ants," he threw his arms open wildly, "and there you would be, your teeth set on edge and a fire blazing in your eyes as if, if the Valar didn't see fit to crown our chieftain king, you'd march all the way to the Undying Lands and change their minds for them!"  

She stared at him dumbly.  Who was this man whose eyes caught the last lingering light before the coming night swallowed them?   

"And now you tell me –" Bob's voice halted, breathing hard, his jaw working against the sour taste of his words.  He shook his head, fiercely refusing to accept what he had not yet said.  

"No!" he said firmly, and turned to face her.   

"He will return," Bob asserted through his teeth, grasping her arm to command her attention.   "And, when he does, he will sweep down upon the wights, and wolves and the fell things that clutch at our people, and they will flee before him!"  He threw an arm out, gesturing deep into the forest.  

Anoriath stared at the fire that burned in his eyes in wonder.  

"He will return! I know it!" Bob repeated in a low growl, shaking her.  "Believe it!" 

Anoriath nodded, wanting to believe, bands of steel wrapped about her chest, refusing to let her breathe.  Bob, searching for her response, nodded in return and, gathering himself, released her and stepped away.  She blinked at his back, her tongue befuddled by the flare of desperation that she caught in his eyes just before he turned away.  

Watching Bob glare at the thorn bush in the dark, she considered this man she had known since their childhood and yet, apparently, had not known, touched by his dependence upon those he had chosen as comrades and the fact that he had just revealed his most vulnerable part to her.  Sifting through his words, she weighed the truth beneath what he had said.  Truly they could ill afford to lose any one of them, the death of the spirit as equal a death as that of the body.  If one falls, we all fall.   

Squaring her shoulders beneath her shabby coat, Anoriath's eyes bore grimly into the dark.  Very well then!  The shadow of the Nameless One may indeed swallow them whole, but she wished him the fiercest bellyache at the meal.  

"I think," Bob said, glaring at the recalcitrant tree limb, "the thorns may have won this battle."  

Anoriath cleared her throat and recalled herself.  A vague echo of words teased her ears.  It seemed that Bob had been talking for some time.  

"Aye, well, I suppose so," she said.  She glanced about at the white that was quickly settling into a thin blanket about them.  "We should hurry to collect some wood before this snow turns our best hopes into a sodden mess."  

"Aye, if they're too wet and won't do," Bob brushed his hands on his tunic and flashed her a bright grin, "then what say we turn them to unwedging Anardil's toes from betwixt his teeth?" 

She snorted and grinned in return.  No doubt Bob was delighted that it had been someone other than himself who had spoken rashly, this time.   Turning to find other fallen wood that was more easily culled, she called over her shoulder, "Perhaps we should leave his toes there, a kindness, for at least there they'd be warm."  

A quiet of a different kind settled upon the forest as Bob's chuckle followed her.

Before long, their voices drifted into the pines where their comrades awaited them, their positions not greatly changed.  Turned to catch the lightest of sounds from the forest, the flickering amber light of a small blaze touched features tensely alert beneath the shadow of their cloaks.  

"Bob?  Bob!  It's this way.  No, truly, I swear it is."  Anoriath muffled call reached them, but Bob's reply was lost to its echoes among the undergrowth.  

"Are you both daft and blind?" Anoriath's voice cut through the trees, sharper and more distinct, the soft sounds of her footsteps following.   "Can you not see the glow from the flames?"

Anardil, sitting at the edge of the fire he had built during their absence, lowered his head to pinch the bridge of his nose and huff a small, resigned laugh.  

"Oh, aye," Bob's voice heralded their return, their arms laden with fuel.      

"Anardil!" Anoriath called as she strode into the small clearing.  The man's head snapped up in response.  "Get your arse off my blanket, would you?"

Bob appeared not far behind her, grinning broadly.  "Maybe that's why he pulled his knife on you, Anoriath.  It was your blanket he wanted, after all."

Catching Anoriath's amused snort, Anardil's face lightened and he scoffed, "Surely, as it is well known to be warmer and less prickly than its owner." 

Standing behind Anardil, a slow smile spread across Halbarad's face as his gaze flickered between his sister and friends.

"Ha!" Anoriath said and threw down her armload of wood, "You think I'm prickly now, you just stay on that blanket until I get over there." 

At that, a grinning Anardil made a great show of hauling his bulk onto his own blanket and smoothing out the wrinkles he left behind.  He patted it in a final adjustment and bowed to Anoriath from his seated position, gesturing broadly at her blanket.  

Pointedly ignoring him, Anoriath brushed off the lingering dust and shredded bark from her coat and cloak, and glanced over to Elros still peering up into the pine-branches overhead.  While they searched for wood, the snow had stopped and now pinpricks of light floated in the deep black of the night sky between the softened shreds of clouds.   She shook her head in mild disbelief.  Wood clattered to the pile as Bob's load joined hers.

"Would someone please tell the elf over there that, unlike many of his Firstborn kindred who find rest in lingering among the trees and gazing at the stars, he actually does need to sleep like the rest of us?" she asked of no one in particular.  

Halbarad, a smile crinkling the skin about his eyes, glanced at Elros and chuckled at the sudden flash of white teeth as the man grinned in response.  Elros, poised under the wings of the pines, waited for the jerk of Halbarad's head to summon him to their small circle and then sauntered over to them.  

"Best to get some sleep," Halbarad commanded mildly.  

Anoriath looked up from unlinking her sword from her belt to find her brother motioning for his company to bed down for the night.  

"Oh, no, Hal," she said, "don't think that you are going to take the first watch.  I, for one, expect you to be sharp in the morning, not some half-dead wraith stumbling about when you lead us across the Wild."  She set her blade beside her blanket, ready at hand in case of need, and then sank to the cloth.  

When Halbarad's glance took in the members of his company, he met only amused confirmation. He shrugged, shaking his head in resigned amusement, and ambled over to his blanket to kick it open. 

Bob, having selected a log of suitable width, knelt to lay it across the small blaze and, cocking his head, weighed the benefits of the fire's current configuration.   Metal clinked softly on metal as the men arranged their gear before settling to the ground about its flames.  

"So who, Anoriath," Anardil asked, smiling wryly in that lopsided way of his as he fussed with his blanket, "in your best assessment of the matter, do you think should take the watch, then?"  He sighed and lay back, having arranged the cloth to his satisfaction, looking content to await the warmth the wool would soon provide. 

"Why, Anardil, you," she said, propping herself on her elbow to return his gaze evenly.  

"Me?" he protested.  He clutched at his blanket as if she were about to rip it off his reclined form.  

"You were so eager with your blade a moment ago, how could I deny you the only opportunity to use it that you might find tonight?" she replied sweetly, turned over and yanked her blanket over her as if the matter were closed.  

Elros' shrouded form looked suspiciously as if it were quietly shuddering with laughter.  As he bent over the small fire, stirring the coals, Bob choked and quickly coughed into his fist.  

"Smoke," he claimed at the hard look Anardil turned upon him.  

Anardil huffed skeptically and turned to his captain.  But when Halbarad merely chuckled and plopped himself down, he let loose a brief unintelligible noise of mixed amusement and disgust and threw aside his blanket.   "Fine!" he said and, with a soft groan he quickly suppressed when he caught Bob watching him, lifted himself to his feet.  

Grinning privately at the embers, Bob worried at the wood in the fire, wedging two limbs more deeply into its midst.

"Leave off with that, Bob."  Anardil bent to reclaim to his sword.   "I'll watch it, you sleep," he said softly, struggling to rebuckle his blade to his belt with fingers bound against the cold.  A quick glance before striding to the perimeter of their camp satisfied him that his comrades were well bedded down.  

With a final poke, Bob tossed the stick onto the fire and claimed his blanket, only to jerk to his elbow as soon as he had settled. 

"My knife! Where is my knife?" Bob asked, patting his belt and then all about his gear in panic.   

Anoriath, sighing at the necessity of unwinding the blanket from about her just when she was beginning to warm, pulled the blade from beneath her belt.  Taking it by its tip, she threw it across the fire where it landed at Bob's hand, startling the Ranger into springing half to his feet.

"Ah!" he cried, staring in the direction from which it had flown at him. "What was that for?"

"I have had it for the past hour and yet you said nothing," Anoriath replied and lay back down.  "If you cannot keep track of your own gear, then you deserve whatever befalls it or you.  You have it back, now go to sleep!"  She rolled into the folds of her blanket.

Bob grumbled, "Aye, but it was the manner of its return that was wanting." He fussed with the knife before slipping it to its sheath.   

Anoriath's muted voice rose from her blanket.  "Shut it, Bob."

"Could have taken off my hand, you could have," Bob muttered and lay down.  "Bloody careless of you, if you ask me.  Call me careless, will you, and then do something like that?  It's not as if I were about to –"

"Shut it, Bob," both Elros and Halbarad called, not bothering to raise their heads.  

Anoriath snorted at their muffled voices.  Glancing across the fire, she caught Bob's face tipped up at her from where he lay, grinning at her in the firelight before, with a tug, he flipped his blanket about his head and fell still.  

The pine-straw was surprisingly comfortable and she settled into its cushion.  With a long breath, she released the days and nights that had gone before and those yet to be.  The morning would come soon enough on its own without her help.  She need not herald it with her anxious vigil.  What would come, would come.

Anardil's soft footsteps circled the dell and she could imagine the man reciting poems from far lands under his breath, as he was wont to do to keep himself sharp and awake.  Sap hissed and popped, sending a flurry of sparks into the air, opening her eyes briefly.  But, the slow, warm breathing of the men about the fire soon lulled her eyes into falling closed and her chest to rising in time with theirs.  Her last conscious thought before the gentle shadow of sleep claimed her was that her toes were warm.  
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Ties That Bind Us
By Naerinda

Pippin lay in darkness, night air chilling the sweat beading on his forehead, a legacy from the dream that woke him. He had seen himself in a field, running, but try as he might to outdistance it, blackness surrounded him like a rolling mist of destruction. Foul orc faces looming through the haze. Snarling, leering voices bent only on delivering pain and torment. Pippin shook his head slightly and tried moving his arm to wipe away the moisture that lingered on his brow but the pain caused by the mercilessly tight bonds caused him to stifle a cry. His reality it seemed was little better than his dreams. The first tide of despair lapped at his feet seeking to pull him into its depths.

Turning slightly to the right he could see his friend’s still form. Merry’s head leaned awkwardly to one side and, a filthy cloth was tied haphazardly around his temple, ashen skin reflecting the moonlight. A tear slipped slowly down Pippin’s face. 

“Please be all right Merry, I don’t want it to end like this.”

Uninvited, words spoken by Bilbo before the company set out from Rivendell came back to him.

When winter first begins to bite

And stones crack in the frosty night

When pools are black and trees are bare

‘Tis evil in the world to fare.

“Elrond was right, he didn’t want me to leave Rivendell, and I shouldn’t have come. What use have I been? I am nothing but a burden.”

He lay listening to the orcs squabble amongst themselves and time seemed to stand still, fear and hopelessness his only companions, misery a heavy blanket upon his heart. Overwhelmed by the dread that seeped through him, Pippin let his mind wander. He found himself in places where light and laughter still dwelled. He was drinking ale in the Green Dragon Inn, and then dozing in the long grass under the party tree. He could see himself laughing as he ran with his friend’s from Farmer Maggot having somewhat reduced his crop of mushrooms. Then he was in Rivendell watching the elves as they sang, their voices like silver, and danced with grace above that of any mortal. Gradually Pippin drifted back to the present, but he found now that he had the courage to face his danger. He recalled the words he and Merry had spoken what felt like a lifetime ago in Crickhollow. 

“We promised to stick by Frodo till the bitter end.” Determination filled him. “Well this may be that end, but I’m not done in yet.” 

Pippin spoke through gritted teeth as resolution replaced the fear that still tried to gnaw at him with its insatiable appetite. He struggled against the cords that bound his wrists. They proved too tight to budge even the slightest, but showing the true hardiness of hobbits, he held firmly to the slender flame of hope he felt.

“It’s only a matter of time before these beasts make a mistake. Too much brawn not enough brain, that’s what Sam’s Gaffer would have said.” Pippin smiled in spite of his situation as he remembered the old hobbit. 

“Now what would Strider do if he were here? No, I don’t suppose he would have been in this predicament.” Pippin sighed, “Nonetheless, here we are, perhaps if I wait an opportunity will arise to get loose, then we can slip away unnoticed. It isn’t over yet, not while this hobbit still has breath.” 

There was much cursing and confusion. For the moment, Pippin was unwatched … He pushed the dead Orc to one side, then hardly daring to breathe, he drew the knot of the wrist-cord up and down against the blade of the knife. It was sharp and the dead hand held it fast. The cord was cut!” From The Lord of the Rings, The Two Towers, Ch 3 
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'Tis Evil in the Wild to Fare
By Celebsul

It was a night black and cold as her heart. Icy winds blasted from the north, driving endless sheets of soaking rain into the already sodden ground. Dark clouds moved with sullen intent while beneath them raced even darker tatters. Trees bent and creaked, scattering leafless twigs, broken fingers. Nothing that breathed ventured abroad. Every beating heart lay in nest or bed, sheltered from the bitter winter.

The elements did not bother her, but the absence of warm-blooded creatures caused her to screech with rage, her shrill voice piercing through the howling gale. Teeth bared, she soared above the land, delaying her journey to search for any sign of life.

Having discharged her duty to her lord, she yearned for sustenance; fresh food that ran wild and free, that drank clear water and ate what nature provided. The winter cheated her of rightful reward. No matter that the master might be angry if she returned late, her own wrath needed release. Spiralling down, an inky shred of cloud, her claws sunk deep into the branch of an ancient tree, and she sensed warm bodies within.

Minutes later, she abandoned the rent-open trunk, its harvest of squirrels lying cold and drained. Crawling beneath the hammering rain, she sniffed for something large enough to satisfy her need. At last she came upon a herd of deer, huddled at the edge of a grove. Stealthily, she pulled herself amongst them - then, with swift delight, she lifted both wings and pierced flesh with the iron pinions of each. The herd fled, but two victims fell, injured yet alive. Laughing, she stooped to lap the precious liquid before the rain could dilute it.

What passed for dawn spread over the land when she finally flew home. Slowing her wing beats, she realised something had happened. Three eagles ascended far into the sky and, from Angband, fires of fury spilt. Unthinkably, the massive hulk of the wolf, Carcharoth, no longer guarded the gates. She glided down silently, gripped the walls and listened. The words exchanged between orc captains brought dread into her stomach.

"It were the vampire, Thuringwethil. Ah saw her. No need to rouse the guard. She were coming back from Sauron just when we thought."

"It weren't her, an' it weren't Draugluin that came wi' her. It were a she-elf and a man in disguise. They've robbed Lord Melkor's jewel." 

~~~

Of Beren and Lúthien:

"By the council of Huan and the arts of Lúthien he was arrayed now in the hame of Draugluin, and she in the winged fell of Thuringwethil.
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What Has It Got In Its Pocketsss?
by Sevilodorf
"When winter first begins to bite
and stones crack in the frosty night,
when pools are black and trees are bare,
'tis evil in the Wild to fare."


Wishing once more that he was safely home in his snug hobbit hole with a roaring fire and six sorts of cake for tea, Bilbo muttered the lines of the ancient rhyme and stared morosely at the crumbs of cram floating in his tin cup. Not even hot tea was capable of softening the Dwarvish waybread enough to make it chewable; let alone palatable. 

"'Tis not designed to please the stomach, Mister Baggins, merely to sustain you."

With a grimace, Bilbo poked at a stubbornly large crumb, then lifted his head to ask the grey-cloaked wizard. "What good is sustenance if you cannot stomach it?"

Gandalf laughed, "A question for you to ask the dwarves on your next adventure."

"My next adventure!" exclaimed the hobbit, hastily setting aside the cup and taking up a strip of jerked beef. "'My stars, one adventure has been quite enough for me. Let me return safely to my hole in Hobbiton, and I will never leave it again."

"You have done so well with this one," the wizard teased. "Are you not eager to venture further?"

"I should say not. I have more than enough tales to dine out upon for the remainder of my life."

"Indeed you do, and will have more before you reach home."

Bilbo chewed resolutely at the dried meat and attempted to ignore the thoughts resulting from such a statement. For whatever his reasons, Gandalf had elected not to follow the Forest Road through Mirkwood but to travel northward along its borders. The towering peaks of the Grey Mountains stirred the hobbit's Tookish side into flights of the imagination from which his Baggins side recoiled in horror. 

"Cheer up, Bilbo," a pale green smoke ring hovered beside the wizard's left ear before drifting away in the breeze, "only a few days until we arrive at Beorn's home. His hospitality will chase away all memories of cram."

Brightening at the thought of the shape changer's honey cakes, Bilbo bustled about the campsite doing those chores which had become his tasks. After seeing that there was enough wood to last the night, he gathered up the collapsible leather bucket and trotted down the narrow path toward a small pond. 

In the deepening twilight, the water appeared black and still. The icy cold of the water upon his toes as he dipped his bucket reminded him of the pool where he had found that horrible creature, Gollum. Bilbo shivered and peered into the shadows across the water. 

Why did he keep expecting to see the pale, green light of eyes that had spent too many years in the darkness? Surely, the orcs would have captured and killed the miserable creature. Was there something out there? Why did he have the urge to reach into his pocket and slip on the ring to hide himself from unseen eyes?

Fumbling at his waist, Bilbo drew out Sting and held it up. The blade gleamed not with the bluish light signifying the presence of goblins but with the last rays of the fading sun. Whether it would respond to Gollum, he did not know; but the blade gave him a modicum of comfort.

"Why have you drawn your sword?"

The hobbit squeaked and dropped the water bucket with a splash. Whirling about he found Gandalf's eyebrows bristling at him in a most disturbing fashion.

"I – I – I heard a noise across the water." The lie spilled out before Bilbo could halt the words.

Gandalf straightened and listened; his eyes reflected the pale glow of newly appearing stars as he stared intently into the shadows.

"I sense none but the ordinary creatures of the night. Are you certain you heard something?"

The desire to tell the truth, the whole truth, about Gollum and the cave welled up in him momentarily. Though the dwarves had been told a tale of his finding the ring Bilbo had avoided telling Gandalf; but as had occurred outside the goblin's cave, a small voice whispered, "Not just now." 

Why he thought it necessary to keep the ring hidden from the wizard he did not know; but he would continue to do so as long as possible.  It was precious to him, and there was always the chance that someone might try to steal it if they knew of its powers. 

Returning Sting to its sheath and retrieving his bucket, Bilbo exclaimed, "It must have been my imagination."

Gandalf gave him a searching look, but allowed the moment to pass. "Come back to the fire then, my friend. I believe there are some dried apples left in one of the packs. A little snack will do you a world of good."

Note from JRRT: Bilbo did not tell the true story of the finding of the Ring until Gandalf pressured him. This departure from truth on the part of a most honest hobbit was a portent of great significance.

[image: image4.wmf]
The Fell Winter of 1311
By Ben

The wind swept down from Lake Evendim, over the dead city of men and the ridge guarding it.  

South, a coal flared with each puff of a hobbit until the embers in the small bowl were lit.  The wind swept through, down the frozen river and past the useless bridge, whistling over the ice.  The short figure shivered at the rising howl and the accompanying cold.  He muttered under his breath and took another draw on his pipe; if not for it he would be snug inside.  The baby had gotten a cough, and so the wife ordered him out whenever he smoked.

“Ah well, best make the most of it,” he murmured as he trudged up the lane.  The drifts of snow shattered and reformed under the fierce northern gusts, scattering and swirling like dancing ghosts.  He checked the Post box – empty, as expected.  Glancing across the Brandywine, he could see the snow flying around on the open meadow, the air filled with white though the sky above was clear.  Twirling drifts folded and settled, gusted and spiraled, never settling long under the heavy gale.  Mesmerized, he fancied to see shapes in the white spray – animals running and chasing, great pale birds spreading frosty wings for flight, silhouettes of men traveled across the open field.  All the foolish stories of a gaffer to gathered children played in the chaotic curtain.  He could see the old one now, in his mind, the hobbit lads and lasses gathered close around the hearth.

"When winter first begins to bite

and stones crack in the frosty night,

when pools are black and trees are bare,

'tis evil in the Wild to fare."

His reverie suddenly broken, he frowned.  Try as he might to blame his imagination, he could see something out there.  Some things!  Howls rose as the wind came, whistling through the straw thatching, but he heard them nonetheless.  Wolves!  He could now see clearly the huge, emaciated forms crossing the river.  He blinked, realizing that he was still out at the Post box, still out in the open while the pallid devils came.  Pipe in hand, he dashed for the house, the howls following him to the door.  Bursting in, he was out again; a brand from the fireplace in one hand and a horn in the other.  

AWAKE! FEAR! FIRE! FOES! AWAKE!

The call rose in the chill air only to be swept away on the gale.

FEAR! FIRE! FOES!

Suddenly, faintly, more horns answered, sounding distant.  Not so far away, lights went up at Brandy Hall.

AWAKE! AWAKE!

A pale lupine phantom leapt from the shadows and, in a moment of uncharacteristic bravery, the terror-struck hobbit thrust the torch into the starving jaws.  After one more horrified look at the writhing beast, he ran back inside, and breathlessly barred the door.

The Brandybucks were blowing the Horn-call of Buckland, that had not been sounded for a hundred years, not since the white wolves came in the Fell Winter, when the Brandywine was frozen over. 

~ Page 173 of The Lord of the Rings, Book I, Chapter XI.
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Nothing
By guest writer - Dreamdeer

Bill had never seen so much nothing. Absence of color, absence of warmth, everywhere he looked, sheer white, everything that touched him, sheer cold, and for his supper, sheer hunger. 

Hunger he knew well, like the whip's crack only inside and constant, no great shock across the flank, only this endless ache--like he felt right now, as a matter of fact, in his bones, as the snow piled up to his hocks with the same faint hiss of sound he'd heard that time he'd fainted in the harness. The wind moaned with hunger, as though it yearned to eat up everything but never could fill its emptiness. Yet he remembered, not too long ago, miles and miles of soft green grass in a sheltered valley, nibbles of wrinkly-sweet apples in a hobbit's hand, even nosebags of grain beyond anything he had ever tasted, while elves curried all the cold and weariness away. So bad things could end. 

Two main thoughts dominated beasts of his sort: "I like this!" or "I don't like this!" The latter filled up his mind right now to nearly bursting, as the nothingness fell onto his fur in a driving blizzard. "I don't like this!" Absence of like. 

But he could do something about it. He now knew about green meadows. He could find them again. And why not? There was nothing for him here. The reins lay slack upon the ground. His new masters huddled with their faces muffled in their hoods, shivering against each other--he could take off faster than they could stop him, they couldn't catch up on their stubby little hobbit legs, so much shorter than Bill Ferny's. 

Bill studied them, in particular the Sam-Master.  He nuzzled the Sam-Master's hand, just to see if it still smelled like an apple, but all he smelled was the wool of a dirty mitten.  The hobbit looked quite drawn; without fur on his face you could see how pale he had become, how sunken his eyes.  Bill touched his nose to the Master's face, a puff of steaming breath upon the cheek; how cold it felt!  Sam wrinkled his nose in his sleep at the smell, yet smiled at the warmth.  So small and helpless--Bill never thought a master could look like that. The Sam had rescued Bill in his own helpless days. Sam led him to green meadows. Sam rubbed him down every night, and made kind sounds while petting his nose, and taught him all about apples.  This master bore no resemblance to the one who came before, the man with the whip.  This master taught Bill the meaning of love. He was everything in the world.

Patiently the pony stood, and let the snow build up against him, shielding the hobbits with his body the best he could, warmth radiating from him down to the scant shelter he could afford them. In this cold, white world of numbness they alone existed for him. 

When all else fails, love is something.
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~“Until you have lost all that you gained."~
by Deby

Part One: When Winter First Begins To Bite

The coronation came first, Estel had insisted, taking place in the House of Kings with only a few trusted advisors and their daughters as witnesses. Estel, Elessar, Aragorn, her beloved sat on the white marble slab that would be his final resting place. Embodied in the winged crown of Gondor and the scepter of Arnor, Aragorn transferred the rule of the kingdom to his only son and heir, Eldarion. The glow of a father’s pride in his son erased the lines of age, if only for a moment.

Later there would be a grand feast to pay homage to the late King and tribute to the new. The cooks kept the ovens roaring from dawn until dusk for the better part of a week. But now, there was only a loving father giving soft words of encouragement to his son before the final good-bye. Then that too was said and the King of Gondor and Arnor went to meet his people, followed by the advisors who now answered to him. 

A kiss and a word for each and then the daughters also made their way from the ancient tombs.

Dimly, the couple heard the joyous shouts of praise and greeting. How appropriate, a new King crowned at the beginning of a new season. Life was renewed all around. However, for the widow-to-be, spring had come and gone and she began to feel the chill bite of winter in her heart.

Silence reigned. With a sigh, Aragorn lay back on the cold, unyielding stone. Arwen stood at his side, as she had for the last six score years since he attained the throne: Elessar, of the house of Telcontar, the last King of the Elder Days. So long had been his reign that there were now none left in the city that remembered the rule of the Stewards. None left that had seen the Battle of the Pelennor or the Battle at the Black Gate. The youngest infant who cried at the shriek of the Nazgul laid dead and buried for over forty long years.

Yet for Arwen Undomiel, the time allotted them was still not enough and, despite her vow, she could not help but ask her beloved for a little more. 

She embraced the sound of his voice even as she shrank from his words.

“The grace given to you as a daughter of Elrond, you returned to cleave to a mortal man. A choice you made freely. Do you regret that?” Aragorn traced the line of her cheek with a trembling finger, his strength leaving him. 

“That would mean to regret you, my son, my daughters. A joy that I would never have known in Valinor, no matter how many ages should pass. I could not have lived with a memory and a dream.” Arwen kissed the palm of his hand and then set it to rest atop the other hand on his breast. Better not to cling for too long lest the temptation to never let go be given into. “Still I cannot deny the joy is now bittersweet.”

As they spoke together, she steeled herself for what she knew must come. They could not go back nor could they renounce the choices they made. Both must abide by the Doom of Men. And yet she could not help but cry his name as he kissed her hand one last time before falling into sleep. Arwen forced back her tears and continued her vigil. She would not leave his side until the end. 

Though they resting in eternal sleep under detailed graven images, Arwen felt the spirits of the Kings of old joining her watch. They pressed around her, a faint mist, and a shredded bit of smoke in the haze of the failing light. Arwen sensed their eager to welcome the one who had restored Gondor to a glory greater than she had ever known and reunited her with Arnor.

Strange, Arwen thought when she glanced back up the long hall. The lamps were lit. She had no recollection of the Keeper coming in to light them so that she would not have to stumble in the dark. A kind deed, unnecessary, but kind.

Lamps meant night. Her vigil would soon end. 

The space between his breaths grew longer and longer until finally, he breathed no more.  

“There will be nothing for you, only death. Yet not yours. You will not die until you have lost all that you gained.”  

The words of her father echoed in her head, drowning out her voice when she called for the attendants and gave her last order as Queen. The beds of the Periannath, Meriadoc and Peregrin, were to be brought and placed on either side of the King’s. Even in death they were to be in his charge. Only Legolas and Gimli remained of the original Fellowship that was formed at her father’s home in Imladris.

And what of her elven kin? Arwen had lost Elrond when he went into the West. Celeborn had abided in the Last Homely House for a short time until the former King of the Golden Wood sailed from the Havens to join his wife. Rivendell, Imladris, the Last Homely House East of the Sea was no more. Lothlorien, the Golden Wood, was no more. The Havens lay empty and no ship had sailed west in many a year.

Now her heart and life resembled the old strongholds of Elvendom, empty and bereft. A lamp with the light snuffed out. A cold winter’s night with a sliver of moon that gave no light, dark and frozen.

It was time. Nothing remained for her here. 

Part Two: Stones Crack in the Frosty Night

Night had indeed fallen, confirming the Keeper’s decision to light the lamps. With slow, heavy steps she crossed the arch of granite that connected the land of the dead with the land of the living.

And Minas Tirith was very much alive. Sounds of celebration and rejoicing were created by voice, flute and lyre. The melody started softly, pianissimo, in the First Circle and began to crescendo with each Circle until a double forte had been reached by the Seventh. The sound was almost deafening. The joy was almost too much to bear. At least the stout oak door of her private chamber muted it somewhat.

A single candle was all the light she needed for her task. A few minutes to gather the little she required and she would be ready. Her hand trembled a bit as she fastened the clasp of the coarse woolen cloak. An item she had purchased from a nondescript shopkeeper in the Third Circle. The poor man, she could see the question in his eyes. What on earth did his Queen want with a garment that was obviously ill suited to her station? A gracious smile was the answer to his guess that it was for handmaiden or perhaps a scullery maid who could not afford a new one for the winter.

Arwen knelt and pulled from beneath the bed a small wooden chest. Had only a few days past since she had placed it there? Or had a lifetime come and gone since she closed the lid? And did it really matter? She supposed not since time no longer held any meaning for her. There was only one truth that ruled her life now. Estel was dead . . . and she was not.

As she became aware of an insistent knocking at the door, Arwen wondered if the person on the other side had been there long.

“Come.”

A frown creased her brow and a grimace twisted her lips at the effort required to stand, especially since the original kneeling had been much easier. Another question of time. How long had she been in this position? Long enough for the chill of the stone floor to seep into her legs, making them awkward and stiff. A sound somewhere between a crack and a pop startled her until she realized the source, her knees.

Truly she had entered the winter phase of her life. Like stones riven and cracked by the freezing night, she, too, was beginning to show the effects of the season. In her ice encased heart and the body that was failing her.

“Lose all that you have gained.”

It had begun. First her Estel, and now this. Would the decaying of her physical self be swift or slow?

“Mother?”

Her name, spoken as a question, caught Arwen’s attention once more. Her youngest daughter stood, hesitant, in the doorway with an odd, worried expression on her face.

And why not, Arwen thought, she finds me kneeling on the floor and though I asked her in, I’ve not said a word to her. 
“Mother, please say something.”

The daughter’s hands caught her own up. The heat of the living flesh scorched Arwen’s and she glanced down. Surely this would only accelerate the decomposition of skin and sinew until nothing but bone was left. It did not. Instead it threatened to melt her frozen heart and deter Arwen from her purpose. She could not allow it for it was far too late to go back.

Gently Arwen freed herself from her daughter’s embrace and returned to the chest. A waterskin and a cloth sack full of lumpy objects appeared and Arwen held them close to her. A shield to protect her from life and the living.

“The time I spoke of has come and I leave tonight.” Arwen’s voice sounded cold and lifeless in her ears.

Tears welled up in the luminous blue eyes. So much like her own only more so. They had done well to name her Luthien Undomiel for this child possessed the beauty of both her namesakes combined and multiplied. Would Luthien pass this beauty to her own children? Arwen doubted it. This Undomiel would be the last: the final Evenstar of a new people in a new age; the last of mortal blood to be blessed with the light of the Elves.

“Will you at least tell us good-bye?”

Arwen dipped her chin once. “The small parlor… you know which; gather them there but quickly.”

Arwen watched Luthien vanish from sight. A shiver caught her by surprise and shook her body from head to toe. She slung the strap of the water skin over one shoulder and used the now free hand to draw the cloak tightly around. Somehow she doubted she would ever be warm again.

Taking a deep breath she left the familiar chamber. A final look was not needed. Its rooms were etched into her memory though she would never again see them as a living woman . . . like her children.

Somewhere a stone split asunder from the water frozen in its center, its heart.

Part Three: When Pools Are Black And Trees Are Bare

A raised brow was the only indication that the groom found something amiss in his lady’s request. For her part, Arwen was grateful not to have to offer an explanation. The truth was something he did not need to hear; he would learn it soon enough. The whole city would know soon enough.

When the grey was brought around, Arwen nodded her approval. Smoke-n-ashes, as the head groom’s son had named her, was a quiet dependable mare. Not one of the best in the King’s stable, but far from being a broken down nag. Arwen patted the charcoal colored coat. Smoke-n-ashes was eminently suited for the task ahead.

“Why not take your favorite?”

Arwen felt no need to turn around. She had recognized the near silent footsteps before the familiar voice spoke.

Tying the last knot in the cord on the saddlebag Arwen answered, “My Asfaloth is too well known and I prefer to travel unnoticed.”

Legolas laughed softly. “As if Arwen Undomiel could hide the light of her beauty.”

Arwen turned so that her elven kin could see the truth with his own eyes.

“That light has dimmed over the years; and with its source removed, it has failed.” 

In the flickering yellow glow outside the stable, Arwen’s eyes resembled black pools set in the frozen landscape of her white skin. In spite of this, Legolas would not let her off that easily.

“Can you not stay for your children and their children?”

Arwen did not answer, at first. It did not escape her attention that Legolas did not ask why she was leaving. 

“They understand.” She almost smiled. “Or they are kind enough to say they do.”

The elf took heart at the minute upward curve of her lip. The light of the Evenstar had faded as the grace of the elves left her yet a natural radiance had remained. Mortal Arwen had become still she shone in a manner no other mortal woman was capable of. Thus when returned from the Hall of the Kings, it was twice painful to see that light had been quenched by an unfathomable grief.

He did not let the ghost of a smile fool him into thinking he had won any kind of victory. The heart of an elf still beat in her breast. She lived for Aragorn and no one else.


”And what of you Legolas? Now that he is gone, what will you do?” The smile disappeared. “And Gimli.”

“The elves who heard the call of Valinor have answered. For those who did not, I know not what fate awaits them,” he paused. Legolas was not trying to evade her question but a simple answer would not suffice. “I fear they will fade into the shadows until all that is left are legends and stories.”

Arwen nodded. “Men have dominion of Middle-earth. As they multiply and spread across the lands, I believe elves will not be the only race to become nothing more than a dream. Dwarves and Halflings will suffer the same fate.”

“That is not my desire, nor is it Gimli’s.” Legolas turned and faced south, to the sea. He took a deep breath and tasted the faint tang of salt in the evening breeze. “I plan to build a ship and sail west. Gimli has agreed to accompany me.”

“Do you truly believe you can find the way? And if you do, do you think Gimli will be allowed to join you?”

A happy grin, the first that day, stole over Legolas’ face. “The hobbits were granted entrance.” The grin slipped a little. “We are the last of the fellowship.”

“I had Meriadoc and Peregrin moved to Aragorn’s side. It seemed fitting.”

“Thank you, my lady. Aragorn had a special place in his heart for Merry and Pippin.” He sighed. “For Frodo and Sam as well. It was fitting.” Legolas took Arwen’s hand. “We are kin and it is in this spirit I offer you a place on my ship.”

“Not even your ship can bear me hence; I chose a mortal life.” She pulled her hand from his. The warmth of it went straight to her heart and threatened to smash the already broken pieces into dust. “Bitter though it is, I must abide by that choice. It is too late.”

“I thought you would say as much, but I had to ask.”

“You are kind and have been a good and loyal friend.” She kissed him on the cheek. Her lips were cold “The summer sun shone on the love of Aragorn and Arwen. Not even autumn could completely dim its brilliance. But it is winter now, frozen and lifeless without the warmth of our love.” 

“Where will you go?”

Arwen looked to the north. Her eyes distant as her mind made the journey ahead of her body.

“I would see the mallorn bloom one last time.”

Legolas cupped her chin and turned her face towards him. “And if they have gone the way of the elves?” he asked, his voice almost a whisper.

“Then I will have truly lost everything and I will meet my fate all the sooner.”

Arwen could not bear the look in Legolas’ eyes and pulled away from him.

“Then a darkness shall descend on the world of Men though they will never know the cause.” 

There was nothing left to be said. Legolas helped her mount the grey.

“Namarië, Arwen.”

The ring of metal shoes on cold stone was the only acknowledgement she gave. It was all he expected.

Legolas shook his head sadly; it was time to go south. There was nothing left for him here.

Part Four: ‘Tis Evil In The Wild To Fare

Lothlorien, for those who were concerned about such things, was a journey of many days from Minas Tirith. Time was irrelevant to Arwen. She followed the Anduin north, more or less and avoided the small settlements that had sprung up in the new prosperity of the fourth age. It was a handsome legacy for her Estel to leave their son, Eldarion, a flourishing kingdom.

Arwen’s passage went unnoticed for the most part. Those who saw her thought she was a wraith of some sort. It was difficult to tell and some rubbed their eyes more than once to be sure. A few even pointed at her with forked fingers to ward themselves against evil spirits from the wild. The woolen cloak should not have had the properties of the ones made by her mother’s people yet it did more than shield her from prying eyes. Or maybe it was Arwen’s grief that made her seem dim, there but not there. 

Truly she cared not. She was single-minded in her goal to reach the woods of Lothlorien. 

Time had wrought its changes to the elven realm. Arwen reached point of the Naith were the Anduin accepted the Silverlode’s offering. If it were not for the living towers on the hill and the many mallorns spread about its feet, she would have thought herself to be at the River Entwash or the River Limlight. Wrapped in a fog of sorrow she was, but she still remembered crossing the two rivers.

What then was the reason behind the shrinking of the forest of beloved mallorn trees? Arwen had no answer.

At one time there would have been boats to ferry her across the river or border guards that would cast her slim, silver lines of rope to bridge the icy water. Arwen rode upstream to find a place that was shallow enough for her horse to walk, hopefully, or swim, hopefully not, across.

 It took another full day to find such a place. The Silverlode, unlike the woods, had not shrunk. And another full day to make her way back to Caras Galadhon. 

The Golden Wood was still beautiful where there were still mallorn trees to merit the name. Yet something was missing. The grass, the flowers, the trees used to be vibrant with life. Now the grass was just green and the flowers merely pretty. For every mallorn that blossomed with the yellow flowers that caused the leaves to finally fall, there were two that did not bloom. It seem Lothlorien had lost the same grace that she had given up. 

Signs of decay were everywhere in the elven city. There was no need to enter through the Great Gates. The wall that had circled the city had crumbled into heaps of dust that could be ridden over, though not easily. Parts of the circling stair added to the debris that formed where flets had given way to time and the elements.

Amazingly enough, the fountain still bubbled at the base of the great tree and it was here that Arwen made her new home. With water and the lembas she brought, her physical needs would be met for as long as she needed or as long as it took.

One day blended into another and every day she woke with the same question in her heart. Was this the day? And for many months, the answer was no. While waiting for the answer to change, Arwen walked the silent woods and lived in her memories. Yet each morning dawned with the loss of some of these memories. Not of her life with Elrond and Celebrían before Estel, but of her life with him. They were all she had left and she was losing these too.

“Until you have lost all that you gained.”
So this was the final price she was to pay for her choice of a mortal life. ‘Twas a heavy one indeed, but if it was too late to take that choice back at Estel’s deathbed, then it was beyond too late to do so now.

Spring gave way to summer, which in turn bowed to autumn that conceded to winter. The new spring was near but had not yet come. It was a morning that when her breath still hung in the air in visible puffs, proof that Arwen still lived. For the first time in months, restlessness stirred in her heart. Impulsively, without knowing where it came from, Arwen left Caras Galadhon and made her way to Cerin Amroth. 

She had not visited this spot since returning to Lothlorien. The thought of this place aggravated her grief instead of assuaging it. Not today. As she climbed the slope, past the scattered clumps of elanor and niphredil, past the ring of bare-branched white trees and into the ring of mallorn, peace settled over Arwen with a comforting embrace. 

Here, this was the very spot where she and Estel first plighted their troth. Here is where she chose a mortal life over the immortality of the Eldar. This memory, the only one she still possessed, filled her heart with a joy she thought she had left behind forever.

It was time and her Estel waited for her. 

~~~~~
On the first day of spring the mallorn trees dropped their leaves and the wind tossed them into a mound over the body. In time, grass grew and covered her in a mantle of green dotted with yellow and white flowers. Never again, did the mallorn bloom. And in the wild, for good or evil, the heart of elvendom on earth stopped beating.

~finis~
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~ Camellia's Stable Moment ~

By Camellia

     "Alone, she walked with deliberate steps toward the shadowy stable, clutching the small lantern tightly in her hand. The winter's luminous full moon sent forth a cascade of delicate beams of light that formed ghostlike images in the woods along the silent path. 

     She wasn't sure what caused her small body to suddenly shudder as she approached the darkened stable doors. Was it the chilly night air that penetrated the thin weaves of her worn shawl or was it something more? Perhaps a sub-conscious warning of what may lie beyond those old, weathered doors? Others who had passed close to the stable on nights of a full moon claimed that they had heard strange whispers coming from within, although their investigations of the curious sounds always proved fruitless. Stubbornly, she had always refused to believe their silly tales of the mysterious noises. And anyways, this night it was her turn to check on the animals before settling in for the evening. 

     Upon reaching the barn, she paused only a moment to secure a tight grip on one of the rusty, iron handles. Then with a slight grunt, she yanked open the heavy door and held the lantern up ahead of her, glancing cautiously into the building as she strained to listen. But all she heard were the familiar snorts and wheezes coming from the animals as they rested peacefully in their stalls. All else was still. No spooky whispers in the darkness, no horrible creatures lurking in the shadows. 

    Snickering lightly at her own silliness, she shook her head as she entered the stable and sauntered toward the center of the room. Suddenly behind her, the cumbersome old stable door creaked on its rusted hinges and slammed shut with a deafening thud. Startled by the loud noise, she spun around and nearly dropped the lantern. With eyes wide, she stared at the closed stable door, wondering what could have caused it to slam shut with such force. 

     And that's when she first heard it. An unfamiliar noise a short distance behind her. It started as a low, almost inaudible whisper, but gradually grew louder and more intense as it drew closer. She felt her tiny body tingle with fear as she remained frozen in place, straining to hear what the voice was saying over the frantic thumping of her own heartbeat in her ears. Finally, as the whispers drew even more close, she could at last grasp the phrase that was being repeated: 

`When winter first begins to bite

and stones crack in the frosty night,

when pools are black and trees are bare,

`tis evil in the Wild to fare.'

     Her face paled as the words echoed in her head. Closer and closer the whispers came, repeating that wretched phrase over and over again. Now her little body trembled as tiny beads of perspiration began to settle upon her brows and upper lip. Then, all of a sudden, the whispers stopped. A flood of panic engulfed her and a cold chill ran down her spine as she felt a steamy, hot breath upon the back of her neck. It was right behind her now and she thought she detected the putrid smell of damp, rotting straw. With her breathing becoming increasingly shallow, she tightly closed her eyes and waited in the uncanny silence, not certain of her fate.  At that moment without warning, it bellowed out a fierce, horrible shriek as it raised its immense club and then struck her hard with a deadly blow to the…" 

     "Hey, Camellia!" Milo called out loudly to the hobbit lass as he playfully poked her in the ribs from behind. 

     With a scream, a startled Camellia sprung off of the couch and fell to the floor with a painful thud. At the same time, the book that she had been reading flew from her hands and plopped into the fireplace, landing right in the center of the burning embers. 

     Balrog, Bob and some of the other guests stopped their conversations and gazed over curiously toward the commotion. It was always interesting and amusing to see what kind of trouble Milo could create for himself. 

      Slowly gathering her wits about her, Camellia gazed up at her confused fiancées face and then turned her attention to the book that was ablaze in the fireplace. "Milo!  My book!" Camellia cried out. 

     Milo scurried around the couch and grabbed one of the iron rods used for stoking the hot embers. In desperation, he poked and jabbed at the book, trying to knock it onto the hearth's flat stones, but only succeeded in making it burn faster. 

     "Goodness," exclaimed the hobbit lad as he stared helplessly into the fire. "Books sure do burn good." Then he turned toward Camellia. She was still sitting on the floor, but now she had her arms crossed across her chest and was glaring venomously at him out of narrowing eyelids. 

     "Yes," he continued, smiling a bit nervously, " I'll have to be sure to remember that the next time I build a fire." 

     "Milo…you…you…" Camellia growled as she climbed nimbly to her feet. 

     Milo's eyes widened when he saw her moving toward him. In an instant, he dropped the sooty iron rod to the floor and hurried around the couch, zigzagging between the tables and chairs in the main room while the irate hobbit lass persisted in her pursuit. 

Eventually Milo arrived at the entrance and disappeared out of the door, followed closely by Camellia. After a brief silence, low chuckles and snickers from the guests began to fill the room. Balrog grinned a toothy grin as he brought Bob another drink and 

placed it on the table. 

     "Silly Hobbits!" mumbled the ranger with a smirk as he shook his head. 

~ End ~
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