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Chapter One: The Glory of Youth

In the year 2897 of the third age, Mirkwood, July 15th
Gilraen is 97 years old

The sun glinted down through the lush canopy, as Gilraen sat by the hole in the trunk of an oak, fidgeting with something hidden out of sight. As a habit she lived as the children did, enjoying her life, and revelling in the sheer entertainment that could be found in everything that surrounded her.

“Gilraen, what are you doing you silly child?”


The young elf looked up at the familiar face, her eyes filled with mischief. “Nothing.” She lied, innocently.


Rilith smiled and held out her hand. “Your mother wishes to speak with you.”


The two walked back to Gilraen’s home, a small, humble, yet beautiful home in Thranduil’s realm. Gilraen’s mother, Vardafacien, sat looking out of the window.


Gilraen walked over to her mother expectantly. “Yes, mother?”


Vardafacien looked to her daughter, fair and wise, though still child-like in her view of life. She wished that her daughter would be more mature. She was playing with the elf-children, when she should be out learning to fight and protect herself in the danger that filled the forest, especially at this time.


“What have you been doing, my child?


Gilraen grinned. “Making fireworks.”


Her mother’s tone became sharp. “You should not be doing such things. You are a hundred years old now, you should be free of the mischief that surrounds you still.”


Gilraen’s tears showed immediately. Her mother’s tone was shocking; she had no idea why the way that she lived on Middle-Earth was not suitable for her mother. She had a lust for life. What could be wrong with that?


“Go now! I do not wish to see you any more.”


Gilraen fled, and Rilith, who had stood close-by, followed her closely. When she finally caught up with her, she saw the young elf sitting at the foot of a large tree, winding a blade of grass around her finger.


“Gilraen, you have to accept that your mother has no patience any more for your ways.”

When she saw Gilraen’s face she paused, before laying a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Hush now, don’t fret. You will please her one day, I will make sure of it.”


From that day on, Gilraen left her innocent days behind, and settled for archery and study instead, though she kept her lust for life, she hid it away from her mother. Rilith had taught her everything, with a calm manner and steady hand. She had been a quick learner, eager to please her mother. Rilith saw the change in her, from a naïve youngster to a mature elf-maiden, and she couldn’t have been more proud, even if it were her own daughter.

********

Gilraen sat on the bed. Nearly a hundred years, an archer, and knowledgeable enough in the ways of Middle-Earth, and yet she was still treated like a child. She looked up to see her mother walk in, an apologetic smile on her face. She smiled briefly before looking back out of the window, longing to go and explore the outer reaches of Mirkwood once more. 

She had done so many times before, but being further away from home went a small way to satisfy the wish that crept within her, to travel the other lands, and see what lay beyond the forest borders.

Vardafacien held the package out to her. “Gilraen?” she waited for her daughter to turn back before continuing. “I wish for you to have this.” 

Gilraen reached tentatively for the parcel, and looked questioningly at her mother. “What is it?”

“Open it and see.” A mischievous look came into her mother’s eyes, a look that Gilraen hadn’t seen for years. She opened the package excitedly, and gazed with awe upon its contents. 

A necklace of silver lay upon a green velvet cushion. Its chain was forged of minute links, barely distinguishable to the human eye. The pendant that adorned it was fashioned in the image of a hawk. In its eyes were set pure diamonds, which glistened in the rays of sun.

Gilraen breathed softly, admiring the necklace that sat on the cushion. Vardafacien smiled, and held out her hand. “Put it on. It used to belong to my mother, before she gave it to me. Now I wish for you to have it.” 

Gilraen shook her head nervously. “But mother I…”

“No buts. I can see in your eyes that you admire it.” 

“I admire it too much to keep it. It is yours, it holds many memories for you.” Vardafacien smiled warmly. “And are they not your memories also? Gilraen, I know that you miss your grandmother dearly since she went back to Lórien, and I was hoping that you would accept this gift from me, as an apology if you will.” 

Gilraen’s brow furrowed as she looked to her mother. “An apology for what?”

“For treating you as a child for this long. I would not have you hate me. You are who you are, and I love you for that. Please, forgive me for my harsh words to you in the past.” 

Gilraen looked at the necklace again, and smiled, before holding her mother close. “There is nothing to forgive.”
********

2979, 20th June. Gilraen is 179 years old

The worn map lay before Gilraen on the table, auburn-stained with age and use. The writing was still clear though, and as she looked at the mountain ranges and the forests that lay beyond her home, she said their names aloud with relish. Her eye settled upon a small area west of the weather hills.

“The Shire.”

Eldonir turned to look at his younger sister. “What did you say?”

“The Shire. What is that place?”

“The land of the hobbits. Few people know of them, but those who do are blessed. A curious race at times, but truly wonderful in their habits.”

Gilraen sighed and looked back to the map. “I so wish to see these other lands.”

“You will in time, sister. In time.”

Tracing the winding roads and villages with her finger, Gilraen eventually pointed at a spot near the Brandywine, east of Hobbiton.

“There, I’m going to go there.”

Eldonir looked up from his book. “Where?” He looked at the spot she pointed at, and smiled. “Do you think you’d have father’s permission to go there?”

Gilraen’s face fell. Would her father actually let her go from the forest? He had let her travel many a time, but never leave the forest. “I will ask him.” She replied determinedly.

Eldonir laughed. “If he lets you go, I’ll take you there myself.”

Gilraen ignored the joke and smiled, looking intently at the Shire and its surroundings.

********

“Why on Middle-Earth do you want to leave Mirkwood? What is there in other places that is not here?”

Her father did not seem to understand her notion. Of course he doesn’t, she thought despondently. He’s travelled to many places, and when he goes, he longs to come home. I want that, I want to travel, if only to feel comfortable at home by the fireplace.
“Father, I wish to travel. I am tired of the forest; there is almost nothing here that I haven’t seen before. I have seen every tree, every flower, every path that lies in Mirkwood, and I tire of it.”

“It is not entirely in your place to travel my dearest, you belong at home with your mother. Know your place and be glad for it, for there are many who do not have a home.”

She stood before him, wearing her most determined scowl. Thinthondion laughed heartily, and stood to place his hand on her shoulder. “If you so dearly wish to go, only promise me that you will return. I would miss you greatly, you are after all my little girl.”

She shook his hand away. “ENOUGH of ‘little girl’! I am a grown elf now; I deserve to make my own decisions.” Her tone softened as she continued. “Father please, promise me that you will give up this way of thinking. I have not been your little girl for a long time.”

Thinthondion smiled. “Nay my dear, you will always be my little girl, whether you realise it or not.” She scowled once more, and yet more again when he laughed at her. “Oh come now, don’t part with me wearing that face. Come, we will make ready a horse for you, and you may go wherever you wish. Only do not go alone.”

At her look, he shook his head. “No, I am not being over-protective, no one should travel alone in these lands until they know the place well enough to do so. Take whom you will, but be sure that they know where they are going! It is rather slow-going when you have to stop riding to read a map every mile you travel.”

Gilraen smiled at last, and hugged her father tightly. “Thank you father, you shall not regret this.”

He smiled and held her tightly. “I believe I will in fact, but never mind, you may go, and may the stars keep you safe, so that you may return when you wish.”

********

“He’s letting you go?”

Gilraen’s grin shone in the sunlight, “Yes, and now I am holding you to your bargain.”

“What… what bargain?” Eldonir looked nervous, and Gilraen laughed to see her brother held under her trick.

“Why, you’re coming with me of course! Come along now.” With the tone and stature of a mother, Gilraen took her older brother by the ear and began to lead him towards the stables. Despite his protests, he followed her. After all, he didn’t have much choice.

“Oh father, he’s beautiful!” Gilraen walked slowly to the young grey horse, which stood in the stable, holding his head high and proud. His coat was silver grey, speckled white along his back and face. His mane and tail were jet black, a stark contrast to the lightness of his body. She smiled and stroked his muzzle, getting an appreciative snort in return.

Her father laughed. “It would seem that he likes you. I had thought of showing him to you earlier, he is still quite young but I believe you have enough knowledge of animals to ride him.”

“What is his name?”

Her father smiled, and held out his hand for the horse to eat the oats he held. “He is called Undomiath, though you may call him otherwise.”

“No, Undomiath is… perfect.” She looked once again into the horse’s eyes, and smiled at the contentment that she found within. Perfect.

********

2nd July

The men of Bree looked suspiciously upon the two travellers as they approached the gates. The men’s faces were often round and warm, but through their eyes always burned astonishment, occasionally horror, at seeing two fair folk in Bree. For so they were, it was obvious from their appearance, and from the faint light that glowed about them in the dark cloak of the night.

They were allowed through the gate with relative ease, the gatekeeper being a man who knew whom to trust. They headed in no particular direction, and simply rode slowly through the crowded streets, soaking in the bustling atmosphere of Bree.

A halfling bumped into Gilraen’s horse, and immediately started muttering his apologies. She shook her head with a smile and continued along the road. “Is that a boy or a man? He is so small.”

Her brother smiled. “He is one of the halflings, the hobbits, no doubt returning to his peculiar home.”

“Peculiar in what way?” the curiosity burned within Gilraen’s mind as she stared after the hobbit, who made his way hastily through the throngs of men.

“You will soon see, I will show you their homes, they lie further along.”

Soon, they came to a hillside, into which was placed many doors, all round, and some windows. Gilraen looked on, slightly puzzled. “They live in the hills then?”

“Yes, in tunnels. Their homes are always well cared for, for they spend much time there. They are not much of a travelling people, apart from a few. But the majority of the hobbits of Bree are not, in my opinion, the finest example of the race. I will take you further yet, to Hobbiton.”

Eldonir turned for the Inn, to get a room for them to stay. Gilraen followed her brother, but continued to stare over her shoulder at the doors carved into the hills, her eyes glued to the hobbit that had bumped into her, and now made his way home. He opened his door, and a warm light spilled forth from the gap briefly, until the darkness of night flooded over her once more.

********

The Inn’s warmth surrounded them as they walked through the door, leaving their horses around the back of the building. The merry music stopped briefly, allowing the inn’s occupants to chance a stunned glance at the two elves, before it continued, and the men and hobbits went back to their business, as the bar-wench came over to them, her eyes set on Eldonir.

She wore a dress of deep velvet green, and a brown corset was tied tightly around her stomach, allowing her ample bosom to peek from behind its frilly encasement. Eldonir stood fixed to the floor, his eyes betraying his fright at the woman’s sudden advance towards him. Ignoring Gilraen, she spoke in a sultry tone to Eldonir.

“Well hello there, my handsome young man. Can I be of service to you?”

Gilraen stifled a giggle as Eldonir gave his stammered reply. “I er… that is to say I er… hmm…”

“Come now, no need to be shy! Nature is nature an’ all that, and there ain’t no escaping its forces is there?”

Gilraen decided that it might be kind of her to save her brother, and so spoke up. “We are two elves from Mirkwood. We seek a room for the night. Is the innkeeper here?”

The woman’s face showed pure astonishment as she looked closely at Eldonir, her eyes roving over his face and shoulders. “Elf? My, and if I’m suitably dressed for the occasion, you can call me a toad.”

Gilraen once more suppressed a giggle as she thought of the woman’s response if she were to be called a toad. A certain charm hung about her, but she was yet to discover the art of subtlety.

The woman continued, unabashed by Gilraen’s obvious amusement. “I’ll go and find him at once. Elves to stay for the night, well I never! I may pop in an’ pay you a visit.”

With a final wink and a smile shot in Eldonir’s direction, the woman went off into a back room to find the Innkeeper. Gilraen burst into laughter as she sat on a stool, receiving an angry look from her brother, which simply served to make her laugh still more. Eldonir sat stiffly, dreading the woman’s return.

“I hope she doesn’t pay a visit… I dread to think what a woman of that… calibre… could do.”

Gilraen giggled. “Oh come now she isn’t that bad, simply a little direct.”

“I prefer my women to be subtle, my dear sister. If anyone is to be direct it is to be me.”

“Always the old-fashioned one, I think Rilith has made you worse you know.” She replied with a wink. He ignored the comment and took a look around the bar, wincing when he felt a warm hand squeeze his shoulder in passing.

“He’ll be with you in a moment.”

The woman returned to her duties behind the bar, smiling constantly in Eldonir’s direction. Soon a burly man entered, wiping his hands with a towel. He walked over to the elves, and set his hands upon the bar, leaning upon it and stretching his aching neck. “How may I help you my friends?” he asked with a kindly smile.

Gilraen beamed and asked about a room for the night, and a stable for the horses. The Innkeeper was much obliged that elves would wish to stay in his tavern, and offered them a room and as much food and drink as they could carry for their journey the next day.

“Oh no, please, that is not necessary. We have the money to pay, we only ask for a room.”

“Now, now don’t be silly, I have my reasons for offering you know. An old friend of mine was very ill, quite near to popping off, you might say. An elf, much like yourself my dear lady, helped him, healed him with her gifts she did. I have been in debt to your kind ever since. I won’t take no for an answer.” He finished, shaking his finger.

Gilraen shook her head in defeat and spoke warmly to him. “Then we offer you our humble thanks, as we cannot deny your gratitude.”

And so, they soon sat in front of a warm fire, with many half-empty mugs of ale in front of them, dozing quietly, while their horses rested comfortably in the stables outside. The Innkeeper had put on a fine spread for them indeed, and they had thanked him warmly, though Gilraen found it hard to eat much at all, the thrill of being away from the forest for the first time caused her stomach to flutter. At last, she was free.

********

Chapter Two: A Meeting to be remembered

7th July, evening

The two riders crossed Brandywine Bridge, listening with joy to the stream that trickled from the river on their right. Following the road, the Shire stretched out before them and around them, smoke puffed in lumpy billows from chimneys in the ground, a most peculiar sight to Gilraen, who was more accustomed to seeing the dwellings in the trees or clearings of Mirkwood

The rolling hills seemed to reach the horizon; shaded by the trees, the homely tunnels were warm and inviting in the darkening day. Gilraen turned to her brother. “Where are we to stay?”

Eldonir chuckled. “My dear sister, if you are to travel, you are to learn to sleep outdoors. We have done so for the past few days after all.”

Gilraen blushed. Of course they were to stay outdoors, but some fanciful wish within her yearned to meet a hobbit, and speak with them. The thought of learning all about their race, and live among them, if even for a short time exhilarated her. Another thought had occurred to her on their journey to date that Eldonir may know one of the hobbits, after all his wish was to come to this place, and she had thought that there was some significance in it.

Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted as Undomiath snorted. Gilraen looked around startled, and saw a small figure hunched upon the floor, picking up spilled berries and putting them back into a basket.

What on middle-earth…

Eldonir nimbly jumped from his horse and helped the small girl to pick up her burden. The small girl was in fact a hobbit. Though Gilraen found it very difficult to judge her age, she thought her to be young, a child more than likely.

She joined her brother and the small girl on the path, and helped the shaking form to stand. “Are you alright?”

The lass looked up at the elf-maiden, at first a light of fear gleamed in her eyes, until she gazed upon the two forms in front of her. “Elves! Oh my… I’m ever so sorry, please…”

Gilraen shook her head at the apology. “No, it is I who owe you an apology, I was not looking where I was going.”

The hobbit laughed. “But your horse was! He saw me run right into him.”

Gilraen smiled, even more so when she heard Undomiath’s grunt of agreement. “Yes, I suppose so. Tell me, what is your name?”

The hobbit paused for a second. Should she answer a question asked by a stranger? Her father had always told her, since she was a child, to stay away from strangers, and he was adamant that she should ignore them if they were not hobbits. But these elves… especially the maiden, were so new to her that her curiosity soon took over.

“Rose Bracegirdle. I live just down the road; I’m meant to be back soon, I only went out for the day to pick these berries. Mother will be so angry with me if I don’t return before nightfall.”

Gilraen nodded. “Then I will let you go on your way. But first, could I ask you a favour?”

Eldonir leaned on a tree next to the path and folded his arms, eyeing his sister suspiciously. What was she up to?

Rose nodded eagerly. Anything for an elf, she thought. Gilraen picked up on the hobbit’s curiosity, and decided to satisfy it. “I have a lot to learn about you, and you about me, before we can no longer call one another a stranger. Would you be so kind as to meet us tomorrow, and perhaps show us around? I would dearly love to see more of your homeland.”

Rose beamed at the elves, and nodded eagerly once more. “Anything, miss…”

“Gilraen, and this is my brother, Eldonir.”

Rose nodded enthusiastically, failing to hide the grin gracing her face. Her curls bounced up and down, peeking from under her cotton bonnet, and her cheeks glowed pink in the setting sun. “Where will you be staying? I can meet you at sunrise, if my mother allows it.”

Gilraen stammered a moment. “Oh, er… we’ll be staying nearby, probably in the fields over there – we’ll set up a camp of some sorts.”

Rose paused, wondering if she should ask them to stay. No Rose Bracegirdle, she scolded herself, your prying will stop for now, or else you’ll get into trouble and you’ll regret it, you’ll learn more tomorrow. “I’ll see you in the morning then!” She chirped, and with a quick and awkward curtsy, she ran back off down the road, heading for her warm home, where an apple pie was sure to be waiting.

Eldonir looked after the hobbit for a short while, before turning to his sister with a stern expression. Gilraen looked at him innocently. “What?”

“What are you up to now?”

“Nothing!” She couldn’t hide her smile as he raised an irritable eyebrow. “Oh come on Eldonir, I’m just getting to know someone, it won’t do any harm.”

His sharp tone now softened. “Indeed, well, be sure you don’t fill the poor girl’s mind with too much hope. Her parents could be quite protective, and I imagine she would lie to them to meet us. Could you see the look in her eyes?”

Gilraen chuckled, as she climbed back upon Undomiath. “It was as if she were looking at a wild animal, she was so interested.”

Eldonir remained serious. “Then be careful, for she is the same to us as we are to her, and wild animals can bite.”

********

The morning dawned with the warmth of summer. The dew on the grass melted away at the sun’s caressing touch, and the flowers lifted their heads to greet their glistening friend. Gilraen yawned and stretched, before standing, and walking to the crest of the hill in front of their camp.

The tree above her shaded her from the sunlight, its branches spread out overhead, reaching for the horizon. As the band of light moved further in front of her, Gilraen followed it with her eyes, watching as it followed its slow course along the ground, illuminating every rock, every tree, every green blade standing to attention.

Eldonir stirred from his slumber, looking over to her through half-lidded eyes. “Gilraen?”

“Yes, what is it?” Though she tried, Gilraen could not hide the tone of wonder in her voice. Simply thinking of her night spent under foreign skies, followed by waking to a different sunrise, made her breathe catch in her throat.

“What’s wrong?” Her brother stood and walked over, to stand beside her under the tree, taking in the sight around them. He looked down the path, which fell to a snaking thread in the distance. Not more than a mile away, he saw a small figure running in their direction, curls bouncing in the morning light.

Gilraen smiled. “It would seem that our wild creature is coming to meet us.”

Eldonir walked back to the remains of the fire, and began packing their things. Gilraen followed him, her expression darkening more each second. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going. I will not be involved in this charade.”

Gilraen glued her arms to her sides, and spoke sternly. “Charade? Brother, know this: I have no intention of causing trouble here, and if you leave me up the creek now, I shall never forgive you.”

Eldonir stood straight, his back turned to his sister still, but a look of pure shock resting upon his raised brow. “What?” He turned to her, and held out a hand. “Sister, I have kept my part of the bargain. I don’t want this to go too far. Please, don’t make me get involved in this.”

“I shall make you do nothing. But I will warn you.” She softened her tone as she saw the hurt on Eldonir’s face, and walked closer to him. “I’m sorry, but this is something that I dearly wish to do. Rose…”

She trailed off and fell to silence. Eldonir smiled and continued to pack his things. “Then I shall not stop you, nor shall I tell father, if you do not wish me too. Besides, Rilith has asked me to meet her; I will have other things on my mind. Surely he cannot expect me to remember everything.” He smiled slightly, allowing her to take in his words.

Gilraen smiled, and hugged her brother tightly. “I do love you brother, and thank you.”

Eldonir broke their embrace, picked up his pack and climbed upon his horse. With a final wave he rode away, back to Mirkwood, passing a rather bewildered hobbit on his way.

********

Gilraen leaned on the tree, awaiting the lively hobbit with quiet enthusiasm. Not more than a few minutes after Eldonir had rushed from her sight, Rose arrived at the crest of the hill, puffing and panting. She carried another wicker basket upon her arm, its contents covered by a chequered cloth.

“Greetings, my little friend. I trust that your journey was not too tiring?”

Rose grinned, and caught her breath. “It took me a while to find out where you’d gone, I had to ask Uncle Tom if he’d seen anyone. He got a bit suspicious I think.”

Gilraen motioned for Rose to sit with her, and gave a knowing wink. “I didn’t think you’d tell where you were really going.” As Rose flushed, she giggled. “Have no worries, I am in the same position as you. I am still seen as young by my kin, and leaving the forest was no easy task.”

“Young? How old are you?”

“I am about a hundred and eighty years in your reckoning I believe.” Upon seeing the hobbit’s eyes widen, she gave a merry laugh. Rose wondered at the sound, she felt as if musical bells were playing a merry tune in the air. Surely this was a treat.

She sat in awed silence for a moment, before snapping back to reality. “Oh! I brought these for you!”

She handed the basket to Gilraen, who took it gingerly, unsure of its contents. “It’s nothing much, just a pie that I baked last night. Thought that you might need something nice to eat, we have a long day ahead of us, if you wish to see anything.”

Gilraen hugged the hobbit suddenly, allowing Rose a brief squeal of both delight and astonishment, before letting the hobbit go with a flushed face. “I’m sorry, thank you very much, it’s very kind of you.”

The hobbit lass grinned, baring her teeth to all and sundry, before eagerly helping Gilraen to unwrap the basket.

Only a few minutes later, the two companions sat enjoying the morning sun. Rose had eaten the majority of the pie, leaving Gilraen astonished at the girl’s appetite. When Rose explained a hobbit’s love for food, Gilraen’s curiosity peaked – this was sure to be a most enlightening day.

********

“Come on slow-coach! Hurry up!” Rose giggled as she ran ahead of Gilraen, down the muddied path. The stream crossed the winding line at places, causing the elf’s feet to search for solid ground. Nimbly she hopped over a puddle in her path, and continued to chase the hobbit through the grass, deftly dodging any branches and water in her way.

Rose turned her curled head back and giggled, before feeling her feet dragged from beneath her. Seconds later, she sat in the cold mud; her skirt drenched half way up. She groaned as she looked at her bare knee, stained red and stinging terribly. Gilraen caught up and looked down at her new friend, speaking between stifled chuckles. “Are you alright?”

Rose stood and brushed herself down, before losing her balance and falling back into the puddle. The elf above her giggled and offered her a hand, which Rose took. With a swift pull, the elf soon sat beside her, covered in mud.

“There! Serves you right for laughing!” She chortled. Gilraen gave a squinting smile and lay back in the mud, rolling over in the brown sludge. Rose stood up and laughed at the sight before her. An elf was a novelty enough, but she had never thought them to be the type to roll about in the mud – that was a job more suited to pigs, surely.

Within a few moments, Gilraen was back on her feet again. “Let’s go for a swim!”

Rose looked on, bemused at the laughing elf ahead of her. After a short pause she ran after the elf, who by now had dived into the Brandywine. “Gil! Be careful!”

The elf laughed as she rose above the surface of the water and floated on her back, allowing the current of the rushing water to carry her further down the river. Rose stood at the edge of the water, watching from a safe distance.

“Why don’t you come in?”

Rose placed her hands on her hips and repeated with zest the phrase spoken by her parents so many times. “If hobbits were meant to swim we’d have been born with flippers!”

Rose’s hands fell to her sides as the elf began to laugh once again, this time uncontrollably. “What?”

Gilraen stood so that the water rushed by her waist harmlessly, still laughing. Rose became impatient. “What?”

Wading through the water, Gilraen returned at Rose’s side, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Nothing. Come on.”

********

“Mama! Papa! I have someone for you to meet!” Rose burst through the round door, invited by the smell of warm stew and dumplings. She ran up to her mother and tugged on the hem of her skirt. “Come and meet her!”

Her mother followed her awkwardly, still clutching the saucepan full of steaming stew in her hands with a towel. “Who is it Rose?”

Gilraen smiled as Rose returned with her mother in tow, but her smile faded when the clatter of metal upon cobblestone reached her ears. “Land’s sake Rose Bracegirdle! Why are you consorting with elves all of a sudden?”

As Rose looked near to tears, Gilraen interrupted with a voice of soft tone. “Please, Mrs. Bracegirdle, I mean no harm to your daughter, she was merely showing me around the Shire, I have often wished to travel through these lands.”

The hobbit before her looked indignant, her hands now resting on her hips, the elf could see how easily Rose echoed her mother’s behaviour, in some ways at least. “Well, I believe she has served her purpose now, you are not welcome here elf. I don’t want you filling Rose’s head with all that mindless gibberish about talking trees and the like! Off with you!”

Gilraen straightened and nodded slowly. “My apologies my good lady, I will leave now. Goodbye Rose.” She smiled warmly, and walked to Undomiath, who stood obediently awaiting her.

Rose was held fast by her mother’s strong hold on her shoulders, but as the hot tears began to run down both cheeks she broke loose. “NO!”

She ran over to Gilraen’s horse, and there she stood until her friend looked down at her with understanding. “I am sorry Rose, but I will come to see you again soon, I promise.”

The hobbit’s tear-stained face lit up at the elf’s words. “Really?”

“Yes really, wait for me, and expect me to come at any time, and I will.”

Rose jumped up into Gilraen’s arms, an incredible feat for a hobbit child. “Take me with you Gil.”

The elf’s face looked pained as she nestled her chin into Rose’s curls. “I can’t Rose, not yet. But maybe someday.”

“Promise?”

Gilraen gave a wry smile. “I’m afraid that is the one thing I cannot promise, but we will see. Goodbye Hobbit.”

“Goodbye Elf-friend.”

Chapter three: Changes

In the year 2981 of the third age, The Shire, May 12th

Gilraen is 121 years old

Enveloped once more by the tranquil lands of the Shire, Gilraen sighed with pleasure. She scanned the horizons of the lands about her with keen elven eyes, in search of Rose’s home. When her eyes rested upon a familiar hobbit-hole in the far distance, she grinned, leaning down to whisper into her steed’s upraised ear. “Noro Lim Undomiath.”

Horse and rider raced along the clear road, between verge and hill, watching as the trees sped by in a blur of olive green. Undomiath slowed to a trot and halted at the door of the Bracegirdle’s home, waiting patiently whilst his mistress went about her business.

Gilraen walked slowly to the round wooden door, hesitantly raising her hand to it’s polished surface. Breathing in deeply she knocked thrice, and remained in wait for the scolding that was sure to follow.

The door soon opened, revealing the wizened face of an old hobbit woman, which wrinkled yet more upon catching glimpse of the elven visitor. “What business have you here, elf?”

Gilraen let out her breath heavily. “I have come in search of Rose. I hope that my visit is not an intrusion, but I dearly wish to see her once more.”

The old hobbit looked the tall elf up and down, craning her neck to appear more intimidating. The young elf stifled her smile as she watched the old maid. Soon the crumpled lips parted once more. “You have no business here then, Rose lives with her mother no longer, she has married.”

“Rose? Married? But she is still so young!”

“Don’t be small-minded, elf. Hobbits always look young to your sort, we are neither men nor are we dwarfs, we are hobbits, and proud of it!”

Gilraen nodded in apology. “I am sorry, Mrs Bracegirdle, I meant no offence. Where might I find your daughter now?”

The short hobbit raised her twisted cane and prodded the elf with it sternly. “She is not my daughter, you daft elf, she is my grand-daughter, and my name is not Bracegirdle. Her mother is ill; I have come to look after her.” Gilraen blushed – of course Rose’s mother could not be that old yet. “How do you know Rose at any rate?”

“I met her some time ago, she showed me around these lands, and we became very close friends.”

“In such a short time? Surely you could not have spent more than a day with her, my daughter would never have allowed it!”

“Yes, I only had her company for a day, but we both share the same outlook on the lands about us. Please, might you tell me where I could find her?”

The old woman smiled, and leaned heavily on her cane. “She lives near the river now, you can’t miss it, there’s a hobbit hole on its own – just down the road there.” She pointed with her cane to emphasise her point, before placing it back on the floor with a smirk.

Gilraen nodded, and jumped upon Undomiath once more, before stopping to look at the old hobbit curiously. “You are not at all like your daughter, are you?”

The woman grinned impishly. “I am quite sure that my daughter takes after her father, rest his soul. She has no patience for otherworldly races like yours, and neither did I, but for you… I may stoop to make an exception. And for future reference, should it be needed, you may call me Thora.”

Gilraen grinned and thanked the woman warmly before riding off down the road once more, filled with a warm glow of satisfaction. So Rose had married? The thought of who might next greet her at a doorway brought a renewed sense of anticipation to the elf’s heart.

********

The sound of knuckles on wood echoed through the passageways of Rose’s home, greeting the steamy scents in the kitchen and the smoky yield of the fireplace. Rose wiped her hands on a dishcloth while she walked through the halls to open the door.

As the hinges smoothly swung open, the hobbit’s face lit up with glee. “GILRAEN!”

The elf laughed as she caught the hobbit on the wing, before setting Rose’s feet back where they belonged. “Ah, my friend. It has been too long.”

Rose grinned, picking up her dishcloth. She waved the elf into the house, and ran into the kitchen to take the hissing kettle from the hob. Gilraen followed, stooping at each low curved doorway in her path, until she came to the kitchen. “So, you have a husband now?”

Rose turned, red flowers blossoming in her cheeks. “Who told you that?”

“Your grandmother, Thora. I had an encounter with her…” The elf rubbed her side where the old hobbit had poked her, “Well? Are you going to tell me?”

Rose turned away with yet another blush and began to bustle around; moving a pan to three inches further from its original place, opening tins and closing them again… “Tell you what?”

The elf gave a smug grin and sat at the wooden table. “Well… telling me who you’re married to may be a start.”

But before Rose could begin to reply, footsteps were heard in the tunnel. “He’s home! Come and meet him!”

Gilraen preferred to sit and wait, allowing her hobbit friend to greet her husband in privacy. She looked around at Rose’s home, enthralled with the simplicity of everything – and yet, she felt at home now, she might almost be in Mirkwood. Though the height of the ceiling did leave much to be desired – for an elf at least.

The mumbles from the hallway cleared as Rose gently pushed her husband into the kitchen, ushering him to a seat at the table, and brought the steaming kettle from the hob.

Gilraen remained silent, smiling slightly at the look on the hobbit’s face as he sat opposite her. “Who are you? What are you doing in my house?”

Rose jumped. “Reg! Oh my I forgot! This is Gilraen, a friend from the forest. She’s an elf.”

“An elf in the Shire? What do you have here?” Reg had mis-worded his question but would not change his original words. As set in his ways as his father, Rose thought with a small chuckle.

The elf slumped down a little to appear less imposing to the hobbit, and gently replied. “I have Rose, we befriended each other, not so long ago.”

“It was a month before we married, Reg, and not that long before you took all the youth out of me if I recall.”

Reg, or Reginard as he was properly named, gave a slight grunt into his fresh cup of tea. “I doubt you haven’t any of that left, my dear. And I never intended to take it out of you. In fact I found it to be one of your more endearing qualities.”

The elf sat and smiled, fully satisfied with Rose’s choice of husband. She imagined that she would get along quite well with this hobbit, no matter what some of the others in the Shire may think of her. Indeed had Gilraen known it, there were plenty of hobbits in the Shire who would have given their right arm, left leg, or indeed their second breakfast to hazard a meeting with her. Many of them were young of course – the older hobbits had no patience for myths and legends.

A short while after a dinner that the elf considered a feast, Reginard sat back in his chair and reached into his pocket. Rose began to clean up, duly smacking Gilraen on the hand for offering her help. The elf decided to watch Reg instead – her eyes fixed on his hands as he took out a pouch filled with small brown leaves, and began stuffing them into the bowl of his pipe.

“What are you looking at?”

Though he was gruff in his manner, the elf knew already not to take the hobbit too seriously, and so she just smiled. “What is that?”

“Don’t you have pipe weed in the forest?” Reg began to chuckle. “Elf, you surely do miss out on the most important pleasures of life.” He continued to fill his pipe, ignoring the elf’s searching gaze until he lit it and puffed the heavy smoke. “Would you like to try some?”

Gilraen raised her hands in submission. “I doubt that I would even know how to smoke a pipe, my dear hobbit. But thank you for the offer.”

Reginard became adamant. “Now, now, I won’t have you missing out on an experience worth remembering. Here, you can have my spare pipe.” Reg began to fill the reddened pipe with some more of the brown weed, before handing it to Gilraen. The elf took it haltingly, whilst Rose turned her back and smothered her chuckles by coughing.

“Now dear must you cough every time I light a pipe? Please, it is one of the only pleasures I have left in life, save you and our garden.” Rose stammered an apology, still keeping her back turned to hide the grin on her plump face.

The elf held the pipe awkwardly in her hand, before Reg caught hold of her fingers and set them in place around the bowl. “Just, hold it as if it were a quill or some precious item worth enjoying, let it fall into your hand. Holding the pipe as if it were a sledgehammer spoils such satisfaction as a pipe can give. Come on now, and take a puff.”

An hour or so later, much merriment could be heard coming from the home of the newly formed Atwater family. Ale, pipe weed, and flowers were spoken about at length, and both the hobbit Reg and the fair elf soon found that they had much in common. Rose watched the whole affair with a gleam in her eye and an occasional comment of humorous conclusions, either involving childhood stories or witty remarks. Such joy had not been heard from that home for quite a while, seeing as Reg usually preferred the quiet life.

In fact, as Rose leaned back in her easy chair and closed her eyes, she wondered at how lively he seemed again. He had been so worn since his father left, so old. She smiled as she realised that there was a tremendously good reason for marrying the gruff hobbit after all.

********

In the year 2986 of the third age, The Shire, July 24th
“Oh she’s so beautiful. Did you ever see such a beautiful babe? It looks like your grandmother was right after all Rose!” As Gilraen cradled the newborn hobbit-child in her arms, the small form of Rose’s son Tom scrambled over to her.

“What about me? Wasn’t I beautiful?”

Gilraen laughed, and handed the small bundle back to her mother, before hauling Tom up in her arms. “No, Tom, you weren’t.” At the small child’s disappointed look, Gilraen laughed yet more. She placed him gently on the floor and crawled around after him, chasing him between bedpost and doorframe. She lost track of him, and began pawing around on the wooden floor.

“You weren’t beautiful at all – you were quite, quite ugly. So ugly in fact I almost mistook you for a baby Troll!”

Tom’s snort of irritation gave away his hiding place, and Gilraen stood, placing a finger over her lips. Rose smiled, and continued to rock her newborn daughter in her arms. She watched as the elf sneaked over to the closet door, and pounced upon the startled boy.

“Rose!”

The shrill cry from the hall sounded hardly anything like Reg – but it was he. He ran, huffing and panting, into the bedroom and clasped his wife’s hand. “Did I miss it?”

Rose gave a roll of her eyes. “No Reg, I’m looking after this one for a friend.” She taunted, motioning to the bundle in her arms.

Reg opened his mouth wide, and took the small babe in his own arms, smiling and rocking the child to and fro. His throat tightened as he looked at the baby, who gurgled as he held her tightly. “Oh… oh… how could such a beautiful girl have an ugly father like me?”

Rose suppressed a chuckle, and motioned for her son to do the same. Tom ran over to his mother, now quite happy for receiving a little attention too. “What are we going to call her mamma?”

The hobbit looked to his elf-friend, who raised her eyebrows in an eager arc. Reg looked down to Rose, who shrugged. They had never expected a baby girl, although Rose’s grandmother Thora had fancied herself as an intuitive hobbit – they had never guessed that she would be right.

Reg looked back to his daughter, who now reached for him with tiny wrinkled arms. He took her dainty hand in his own work-worn one, and smiled. “How about... Erin?”

Tom wrinkled his nose. “Erin?”

The elf, moving to stand behind Reg, placed her hand on his shoulder. “It’s a lovely name Reg. And you…” She ran over to Tom and picked him up onto her shoulder, “Have some things to help me with – don’t you?”

Tom gasped. “Not… You mean?”

“Yes I mean – you’re old enough to carry a few boxes around for me – but I’ll not have you playing with the fireworks – you hear me? Or else I’ll set Farmer Maggot’s hounds on you!”

Tom grinned and yelped as he ran from the room. With a final wave both elf and hobbit child left the other three in peace to get acquainted.

********

A few days later, when Rose was out of bed and cleaning yet again, much to the irritation of her husband, a party was held. Gilraen knew well enough by that time that any excuse for a party in the Shire was a good excuse indeed, and so she had decided to throw one for many reasons. Erin’s birth was the first, her leaving soon after was the second, and the third… well, she’d decided it didn’t much matter.

Food was eaten, fireworks were set off, and the small field was alive with music. The hobbits rarely saw beautiful fireworks, and as spectacular as Gilraen could make her own, none would ever match the grey wizard, who dazzled with a flare and surprised with ease.

When the fireworks were all spent and the hobbit children were prancing around on the lookout for more entertainment, Gilraen decided to reach for her magic hat and cloak.

She stood in front of the gathered children; Tom included, and began to work her enchantment. In Mirkwood she had seldom practised her favourite magic tricks, but since finding out a hobbit’s passion for fun and stories and music, she had decided to try her hand at them again. Much to the excitement of the hobbit children, who even now sat transfixed at the simple, but remarkable, tricks on display.

Not more than a few hours later all the food had been eaten, all the hobbit children were asleep in their parent’s arms, and the field was full of darkness. Gilraen smiled as Rose bid farewell to the last of the guests, and motioned for her friend to join her on the grass.

Rose sat down with a puff, and looked about her. “Well, I suppose this lot will have to be cleaned up before the night’s through.” She made a move to stand, but a long graceful arm stopped her.

“Oh no you don’t, I have something for you first, and besides, I’ll be cleaning this up before I leave.”

Rose began to protest, but stopped. “You have something for me?”

“I do indeed. It is a simple parting gift, nothing more.” The elf reached into the pocket of her tunic and brought out a small box, wrapped in silver paper. “Open it!”

Rose undid the wrapping tentatively and smiled. She took out a small toy, a figure of a horse, with ribbons tied to it’s wooden mane. “I know that she can’t have it yet, but when she’s old enough to know not to eat it…” Gilraen giggled. “Until then it is for you – I know how much you love to ride upon Undomiath.”

As if on cue, Undomiath came along the field, nudging his mistress in the side with his muzzle. “Time to go I see, well I have a few things to take care of first, my friend.”

Undomiath snorted and reared his head, before trotting back off to partake of some of the sweeter grass in the field.

Rose looked up at her friend, teary eyed. “So you’re going again?”

Gilraen giggled, and pulled her friend up. “Only for a little while – I’ll be back in a year or so. A friend from the forest, Rilith, sent a letter to me – I am to go back and train with her for a while. When I’m finished I will be back.”

Rose nodded. “Time for us to clean up then?”

The elf shook her head vehemently “Not for you it isn’t – you have a husband and two children waiting over there for you.” Rose nodded and hugged Gilraen around the waist. “I’ll see you soon – remember that though y’hear? Soon!”

Gilraen laughed, “Of course, soon.” She hugged Rose warmly, and watched her part. With a final wave to Tom and Reg, and the baby Erin, Gilraen began to clean up the mess left in the field.

A few hours later, she was headed home. 

Chapter Four: Lost to the Battle

August 12th, 2996 of the third age

Gilraen is 196 years old

The dawn came and welcomed the peaceful forest, revealing each plant and home in vibrant shades of every colour. Gilraen rested her hand on the wooden plinth before her as she brought the last of books down from the shelves. Her mother beckoned to her warmly.

“Bring it here, I wish to read for a change.”

Their habit of reading to each other had developed since Gilraen’s last return home from the Shire, nearly four years ago now. Her last visit had been full of joy, seeing Erin growing to a beautiful young hobbit-lass, and playing with Tom whenever he wasn’t out working with his father. But now she was home, and would remain there until she tired of it once again. Both mother and daughter enjoyed all books of legend, maps, histories, and invented story, and now the last book on the shelf was to be read. Gilraen sat next to her mother and watched as she opened the leather bound cover, and turned the first pages.

As Vardafacien’s melodious voice echoed through the room, Gilraen closed her eyes and listened intently to a tale of grief and of sorrow, though the words barely touched her - in her heart she felt only happiness for her life.

The doors burst open with a resounding thud, and Thinloth, one of the king’s messengers, rushed in to the room where Gilraen and her mother sat. Vardafacien looked up at Thinloth with a smile. “Mae Govannen Thinloth, back in the forest at last I see? What news do you have for us?”

Thinloth’s face grew weary within seconds, as he looked to the elves before him. “My lady, the battle beyond the border of Mirkwood was terrible and wearisome, and not all returned.”

Gilraen immediately stood. “Where is Eldonir? And my father Thinthondion?”

Thinloth lowered his head, and moved aside as Eldonir entered the room, his clothes stained with the black blood of the orcs, his face smeared with tears. Gilraen ran over to him and held him warmly. “Oh brother thank goodness you’re safe!”

When he did not respond to her embrace, she pulled away to look harder at him. A loud thump was heard as the book that Vardafacien held fell to the floor, her face now a white mask of sorrow. Eldonir held his sister’s hand, and led her over to sit with their mother. “Sister… mother. Our father has not returned. He was killed in battle.”

Gilraen gasped, fighting back the tears that ensued. Thinloth shook his head with regret and left the family alone to grieve.

********

In a clearing surrounded by a mass of grey and weary wooden columns, Gilraen lay upon a mound of soft undergrowth, staring up at the darkened sky. Her eyes bore no more tears; they were now all but spent. The song of lament sung by her kindred floated to her ears on the wind, bringing with it an indescribable peace.

Her mother now sat in stony silence in their home, her sight blinded by her grief. She heard no words of comfort; she paid no heed to her daughter or her son. She was beyond all solace.

Gilraen had left Eldonir alone with their mother a while, for she could bear the silence no longer. Now, as she lay under a blanket of ever-increasing stars, she hardly heard Thinloth enter the clearing.

Thinloth, a messenger for the king and a leader in battle, had seen loss; he had seen grief, but never such a grief as this. He knew not how he might comfort this maiden, the sister of his most trusted friend, but he could not bear to leave her alone now in such pain.

He walked cautiously over to her and kneeled. “My lady Gilraen, are you alright?”

Gilraen sat up and blinked, speaking blankly to the thin air. “Yes… fine thank you.”

As she turned her back on him Thinloth felt a tug of desperation. “You are in pain over your loss.”

Gilraen turned to look at him. Finally Thinloth saw a glimmer of recognition in her eyes. He lowered his head. “I am afraid I have interrupted. I shall leave if you prefer?”

“No, Thinloth, stay. I would much prefer to talk to somebody.”

Thinloth nodded, and now sat beside Gilraen, waiting patiently. He did not wait long. “Is it evil of me not to grieve as my mother does?”

“Do you miss your father?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Did you love him as a father?”

“I did.”

Though Thinloth knew the answer to his question, he felt that he must ask it. “Then why do you not mourn for him?”

Gilraen sighed. “I have grieved for losing him, but he is gone to Mandos now, it is the place we all wish to see, and so I feel as though I should let go… there seems nothing left to grieve for but my own loss.”

“You said, ‘as your mother does’. How do you mean?”

The maiden looked to the sky and shrugged. “She does not speak, she does not weep, she does nothing. She is lost to us, we cannot reach her.”

Thinloth placed a comforting hand on Gilraen’s shoulder. “Perhaps, in time, she will return to you.”

“Perhaps.” Gilraen lay back on the floor again, but Thinloth remained sitting. “How is your brother?”

“Though we still grieve for our father’s loss we are both more worried for our mother than ourselves, we have said our farewells. She has not.” There was a long pause, in which the creatures of the night were allowed to cause their casual disturbance, before either of them spoke again. “I have a vivid memory…”

“Yes?”

“My father showed me once how to make a powder that would burn very brightly. He said that Mithrandir taught him, though I seldom believed it. I used it later on to make fireworks to entertain parties of hobbits.” She chuckled. “I am not sure if that was what he had intended.”

Thinloth smiled. “What intention did he have?”

“I am not altogether sure, but I remember his words to me that day. He said that no star, no flame, no magic powder would ever shine as brightly in his life as did I. He said that my arrival so late after Eldonir was a blessing, a gift. I wonder if he still thinks that now.”

“What makes you say that?”

Gilraen shrugged and fell silent for a moment, looking up to the moon. Its brightness cut through the blanket of night, shining down upon her face with a cool radiance. She sighed before continuing. “My father had high hopes for me, among other things he simply wished for me to quieten down. But I never did. I’ve always lingered as the child who would never grow – I haven’t changed since I was a youngster.”

Thinloth shook his head vehemently. “No. You have changed, you just cannot see it.” Gilraen was taken aback by his sudden forcefulness, but allowed him to continue. 

“Just because you have excitement in your time, it does not mean you have not grown. Gilraen, I still remember how you were when you were a youngster, you did not have a care for the world or anything in it. But now, look at yourself, you’ve travelled, you’ve explored, and you have found that which you most wanted to. You have settled, only perhaps not in a way that others would.”

Gilraen thought for a moment, remembering every journey she had made, every day spent in training with Rilith, and every smile she had brought to her brother’s fair face. When she opened her eyes from her thoughts she blinked – the sun was rising. She stood up slowly, and held out her hand to Thinloth.

“Well? Are you coming or sitting here with the leaves?”

Thinloth took her hand and stood. “Where are we going?”

Gilraen smiled and led the way back to her home. “We’re going back to see my mother.”

********

As they neared Gilraen’s home, enveloped in a cascade of the first falling amber leaves, Gilraen could see her brother, sitting forlorn at the front of their home, accompanied by Rilith. The older elf-maiden simply sat in silent support for her loved one, offering but a few delicate words of comfort.

“Many have seen death my love and death such as your father met. He knew when he went into the battle that he may not live to see its end but he fought because he knew he had to.” Eldonir’s shoulders slumped as the memory of the battlefield returned to him. Rilith sighed and placed her arm around his shoulders.

“Eldonir be at peace, your father is and you know this. Why do you suffer so when he is in Mandos? You shall see him again as will your mother. For now remain where Eru wishes you and be joyful that your father deemed your family worthy to die for.”

Gilraen also placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder now, and he reached up with his free hand to squeeze it gently. “Are you going in?”

His sister nodded resolutely, and at her nod he stood, and took her by the shoulders. “Then be strong, do not let her thoughts overtake your own, or we shall have no hope left.”
Gilraen sighed quietly, not quite understanding his words, and walked away from her brother with a soft touch to his shoulder. Thinloth remained outside with the pair, while he watched the younger elf walk inside to see her mother.

********

Vardafacien sat, hunched over a table, in the dimmed room – the windows were covered, allowing none of the rising light outside to enter. Gilraen stepped closer with caution, almost afraid that she would disturb her mother’s impenetrable trance.

She sat in front of her mother, and took her hand gently. “Mother?”

Vardafacien raised her head slowly, and hope began to blossom in Gilraen’s heart. But that hope soon diminished, for there was no trace of recollection within those pallid features, no spark of enlightenment within her mother’s weak eyes. Gilraen sighed and stroked her mother’s fingers, allowing the stillness of the room to envelope them.

Slowly she felt the silence take her over, and her own hope began to fade, but a voice within her heart screamed at her to break loose, to fight the invading loss. No! It will not defeat you too!

She blinked and clutched her mother’s hand, realising suddenly the single tear that fell from her cheek on to the wooden surface of the table. She gazed at the droplet for a while, willing her mother to see it also, in the hope that a sign of grief would influence her to reveal her feelings. But when she looked up, she only met those lifeless eyes again.

Gilraen stood and let her mother’s hand go with despair, and began to walk stiffly towards the door. When she reached the oak frame, carved with delicate leaves, she paused, and looked back at the form still hunched at the table. Shaking her head, she walked back out, blinking, into daylight.

********

August 13th
Far down below the heavens, gathered around three biers of pure white stone were few of the fair folk of the forest. Song of lament rose through the boughs of flushed foliage, soaring on the wind. Three of a host of tens had been lost to the savages in the battlefield, and now all were mourned for in the fitting manner for such beings.

Eldonir caught the tears in his eyes as his sister gripped his hand still tighter. His father was carried before them by four elves, and as he passed, he stooped in reverence, closing his eyes in anguish. His mother sat still in their home, disturbed by none.

The lord of the forest realm stood before them, clad in a mantle silver-white, a circlet of silver upon his brow. As the final calm elf was laid upon his dais, he raised his head to the sky, and spoke the fair words of farewell for all to hear.

“May we all remember this day, as we have remembered so many before in our realm. Conflict so brave and true has become our only defence; it is a tragedy that we should pay so dearly for our efforts. And yet, beyond the sea, our heroes will be rewarded for their loyalty and bravery. Elenmoth, Maegluin, Thinthondion, Namarië.”

The gathered elves echoed their farewells, all quietly paying their tribute to the valiant loss of their kin. Gilraen blinked the moisture from her eyelids, and wiped hastily at her cheeks. She looked up to Eldonir for comfort, but to her shock saw only the mirrored void of her mother’s face. Gasping, she wrenched her hand from her brother’s grasp and fled further into the forest, leaving the others bewildered in her wake.

Thinloth raised his hand as his neighbour moved to follow the young one. “I shall go.” As he calmly left the clearing, Eldonir and Rilith followed him with their eyes. Rilith’s fingers intertwined with Eldonir’s as they turned back. She ignored the pointed expression on Thranduil’s fair face.

********

“Now where have I seen this before?” said Thinloth quietly, as he once more saw Gilraen in her usual place of refuge.

The young elf looked up, a small smile betraying the tears falling from her eyes. Thinloth winced and went to her, swiftly drawing her into a comforting embrace. “There now, it’s alright.”

Her body racked with tears, Gilraen fought to drive the words she so wished to speak from her lips. “What am I to do Thinloth? How am I to lessen any pain that my mother feels?”

Thinloth cringed as he shook his head. “I do not know little one, but your mother is not beyond hope. All you need do is be there, support your mother, and Eldonir, in their time of need.” He tilted her chin softly with his finger. “And, remember, it is your time of need also. Do not forget that you need them as much as they do you.”

Gilraen nodded, and wiped her cheeks with her hand. When Thinloth began to stand up, she pulled him back to her. “No, don’t leave me, not yet.”

He nodded and pulled her closer again. Resting his chin on her head, and closing his eyes, he began to rock her gently, singing softly under his breath.

Ai! Laurië lantar lassi súrinen,

Yéni únótimë ve rámar aldaron!

Yéni ve lintë yuldar avánier

Mi oromardi lisse-miruvóreva

Andúnë pella, Vardo tellumar

Nu luiniyassen tintilar I eleni

Ómaryo airetári-lírinen.

Gilraen looked up at Thinloth, and finished the song with a dawning smile.

Namarië! Nai hirwalye Valimar.

Nai elye hirwa. Namarië!

‘Farewell! Maybe thou shalt find Valimar.

Maybe even thou shalt find it. Farewell!’

Chapter Five: Partings

In the year 2998 of the Third Age, The Shire, 16th April

Gilraen is 198 years old

Gilraen rode between the hills of the Shire, breathing in the familiar heady aroma of the summer flowers, the fragrance of the freshly cut grass in each hobbit garden, and the light scent of the dew upon each leaf and bud. The trickling river on her right sang a merry tune of springtime, and its waters leapt from stone to shiny pebble, running down the valley to the sea beyond.

She had travelled for a month now, and knew no better place to end her journey than here, the Shire. She looked around her with interest, searching for the right hobbit hole. She knew the Shire well by now, as the inhabitants knew of her presence. However, none of the elders acknowledged her, save one hobbit and her family, some of her best friends in Middle Earth.

She sang to herself as she rode slowly down the winding lanes, ignoring the slams of the round doors as she rode by, and the small faces squashed against the glass windowpanes, eyeing her up suspiciously.

At long last, she came to the right home. The smell of apple pie drifted over from a window, and Gilraen grinned as she inhaled the aroma deeply. Closing her eyes she wandered over to the window, and peeked inside.

There she saw a rosy-cheeked hobbit-lass bustling through the kitchen, humming a merry tune to herself. She closed the door of a stove with her foot, as she tossed a handful of herbs into a pot on the other side of the kitchen. The elf chuckled to see the hobbit going about her business with such ease, and closed her eyes listening to the familiar tune that she sang.

But when she opened her eyes the hobbit had disappeared, she saw no sign of her, and the singing had stopped. A look of confusion crossed her face as she poked her head through the window and searched for her hobbit friend. A chilling silence had swept through the kitchen.

She sighed and stood straight again, only to be bowled over two seconds later by the hurtling form of a blue and white checked dress flying towards her.

She fell to the floor laughing, holding the hobbit in her arms tightly. “It’s good to see you again Rose.”

“Gilraen! Ah where have you been my friend? It’s been many a year since you last came by!”

The elf looked down and sighed. “I have been… in training you could say.”

“Training? My heavens what have you to train for? There isn’t any need of violence in the forest, is there?” The look of fearful love that flashed across Rose’s eyes made the elf’s mind spin.

“No Rose, I doubt I will ever need to take up arms. But I have to be prepared. These are dark times after all, and I wouldn’t want to leave my favourite hobbit family without a protector now would I?”

The hobbit laughed merrily and stood, desperately trying to help her elven friend to her feet. She caught the elf’s hand and leaned back with her full weight, causing Gilraen to laugh still more, until finally she stood up once again.

Rose looked up with admiring eyes. “Come inside, I have a present for you.”

The elf obliged and walked, stooping, through the round door, leaving her horse outside to graze in the lush fields that lay next to the Brandywine.

********

Gilraen admired each carved piece of furniture in the hallway. Of course the elves had many a thing of beauty adoring their halls, all much more intricate than these, but the elves could not master the art of simplicity quite like a hobbit could.

Two portraits sat upon the mantelpiece against the wall, and Gilraen walked towards them. Rose and her husband Reginard beamed from inside two separate frames, facing each other slightly. Well, Rose beamed at least, Reg held his usual gruff stare, but from his eyes shone a simple kindness that filled his portrait with warmth. But as Gilraen kneeled to look closely at the two pictures, a shadow was cast over Rose’s face, which grew darker by the second.

Gilraen grinned.

“Boo!” She turned suddenly and scared the child behind her half to death. Erin fell to the floor, laughing uncontrollably with fright. “How did you know it was me?”

“Never try to sneak up on an elf, my child. You will almost always fail.” She smiled as she helped the small hobbit to her feet, and clapped her on the back, sending her into the kitchen. Seconds later she heard Rose’s exclamations as a dish fell to the floor.

“Heavens above girl, you scared the wits out of me! … mercy! Where have you been? Your skirt is filthy! Run along now and take a bath! We have company for supper tonight.”

A squeal echoed through the wooden hallway, and Gilraen smirked as she saw the Erin-shaped streak running through to the bathroom. She called into the kitchen. “I’ll go and give her a hand Rose.”

No reply was heard from Rose, save the cheerful tune of her song as she bustled to and fro. Gilraen smiled as she walked through the familiar passageways. It was good to be back.

********

As Gilraen helped Erin to scrub her back, the hobbit sat and smiled. “It’s good to have you back elf-friend.”

“It’s good to be back Erin. And what trouble have you been getting yourself into?”

Erin looked defensive. “Nothing. I’ve been really good for the past few years!”

Gilraen chuckled. “That doesn’t sound usual for a twelve-year-old hobbit now does it?”

Erin looked deep in thought. It was a while before she spoke again. When Gilraen was rubbing her down with a towel, she finally asked the question which burned within her. “Gil?”

“Yes Erin?”

“How old are you? I mean in our years?”

The elf smiled, finishing the job at hand. She heard the sound of Erin’s brother Tom and Reg coming home, and Rose’s welcomes to them. She looked fondly at Erin. “Much older than you would believe my child.”

“But how old is that?”

Gilraen laughed merrily. “A hobbit’s curiosity is never through is it? Oh let me see, in your reckoning I would be around two hundred years old now.”

Erin’s eyes widened, as she looked at her mother’s strange friend. “Two hundred? But… you don’t have any wrinkles or anything!” Gilraen continued to dry her off, so she decided to pry further. “Do you have a mama and papa?”

“I have a mother yes.”

“No father?”

Gilraen’s face became sombre. “No, not any more. He died a short time ago.”

Erin cast her eyes downward. She was young, but she could see that she had asked too many questions. “I’m sorry Gil. I didn’t mean to…”

“Don’t be sorry. Come on now, its time for your supper – Go get yourself ready!”

As the young hobbit ran off down the corridor to her room, Gilraen remained kneeling on the tiled floor, holding the soft towel close in her arms. She thought back to her joyful memories and wept for the loss of her father.

********

As she sat with her head resting on the wall behind her, Gilraen heard the beginnings of supper. The dishes rattled and the chairs squeaked, as they were set into place. A sharp rap was heard at the bathroom door. Reg’s voice came through it. “Elf? Are you in there?”

“Yes, Reg, I’ll be in shortly.”

He gave a slight grunt of recognition and soon after his footsteps were heard retreating down the corridor. Gilraen stood up and folded the towel that she still held, and tidied herself up for supper.

She walked into the warm kitchen a few minutes later, and was greeted by three beaming faces. Reg sat at the head of the table, and nodded a silent welcome to her. She smiled and sat down at the seat saved for her. Upon the table lay a feast, meagre by no-one’s standards, even a hobbit’s.

Fresh loaves of bread, melting butter, green shiny apples, steaming mushrooms, soft cakes, fresh vegetables, pies with bird-footed edges; all of these treats were to be found. Gilraen smiled as she looked upon the food with relish. It hadn’t occurred to her how hungry she had been since leaving Mirkwood a few days before.

All set to the spread with ravenous appreciation, and soon the five companions sat around the table, leaning back in their chairs and dabbing their mouths. Reginard lit his pipe; and raised his eyebrows at Gilraen. “Would you like some, elf?”

Erin chuckled – an elf smoke pipe weed? She’d never heard of such a thing. But to her surprise, Gilraen graciously accepted, and sat next to Reg, smoking on a pipe, looking most peculiar. Her fair golden ringlets hung low around the base of the chair, and her grey eyes shone with mischief as she looked at Reg.

“So my dear Hobbit, what stories have you to tell?”

Rose chuckled softly, holding up a tea towel to hide her grin. Erin snorted, and covered her face with her hands. Tom hid a smile behind his mug of tea, and watched his father with glinting eyes.

Reg remained silent for a few moments, before giving a brief smile. Seeing Reginard Atwater smile was a pleasure very often missed, but nevertheless a pleasure.

“I have a story to tell, of a hobbit, in fact.”

Erin squealed. It was a story she had heard many a time before – of Mad Baggins and his adventures with the old wizard, and of the treasure he had brought home with him.

Reg smiled and motioned for his daughter to sit on his lap, when she obliged, and snuggled up close to him, he began the story. All present had heard it many times before, but none ever tired of it, even Gilraen, who found it a delight to hear old Reginard Atwater tell tales. A gruff hobbit at the best of times was Reg, but he had his moments to be sure.

The five sat at the table, an elf and four hobbits, telling tales long into the night, until the moon hid behind the clouds to rest till the next eve.

********

30th April

Gilraen stood by the door, tears brimming in her eyes as she looked down upon her close friend. She kneeled down, and held Rose tightly. The hobbit wept with despair, as the sun glinted down upon them, betraying their emotions and filling their hearts with anguish.

“You come back soon y’hear?” Rose sobbed, trying to sound scornful, and failing as she blew her nose in her apron. Gilraen smiled at the familiar command, a tear falling free from her cheek to the dusty path.

“I will Rose, I promise.”

Without another word, the elf stood and turned to leave the Shire. Undomiath stood silent, allowing his mistress to say her farewells. Reg walked over, and helped Gilraen with her pack. He handed out a sweet juicy carrot to the horse, who chomped on it appreciatively.

The elf smiled down at him. “I’ll miss you, Reg.” She looked up and saw Tom standing in the doorway, holding Erin by the shoulders in front of him. Her face was red with salty tears, her bottom lip quivered.

“All of you. I’ll be back soon, don’t you fret. I just have a few things to tend to at home.”

And with those words, the elf began the ride home to the forest, along with Rilith, who had been sent to find her. They rode side by side along the riverside; once again Gilraen ignored the slamming of doors as they passed. Rilith was intrigued. “Why do they shut us out?”

“Rilith, these are simple folk, you know much in the ways of Middle-Earth, but you have much to learn about hobbits.”

Rilith became indignant, and continued along the path without any further word. They came to a humpbacked bridge that crossed the river, and began to ride across it slowly. When they were only half way across, Gilraen heard the pitter-patter of feet behind them. She turned and looked behind, to see Erin running after her, waving something in her hands.

She took Undomiath across the bridge and came back to meet Erin, smiling. The small lass was so eager to catch her up that she kept stepping on the hem of her skirt, and pausing to hitch it back up. Eventually she tripped and fell with a crunch.

Gilraen ran to meet her and stooped down. The hobbit held her hand aloft, her small, plump body racked with tears of pain. The elf took her hand and held it tightly, gently rubbing the pain away. Erin looked up at her. “I broke your gift.” She sobbed.

Gilraen looked perplexed. “What gift?”

“Mama said she forgot to give it to you, what with Tom and papa coming home an all, so she sent me to give it to you… but I… broke it. I’m so sorry Gil.”

Erin held up a broken figure of an elf, unquestionably fashioned by Reg’s skilled hands. The leg had broken off when Erin fell, and the elf chuckled slightly. She took it gently in the palm of her other hand. “Shh, don’t tell Rose, It’ll be our little secret.”

The hobbit grinned and squeezed the elf tightly before standing once more, and wiping her face with the hem of her skirt. “Okay. I’ll miss you elf friend.”

Gilraen smiled and stroked Erin’s cheek gently. “I’ll miss you too Erin.”

Without any further farewells, the elf turned and crossed the bridge once more, before mounting Undomiath and riding off into the glinting afternoon sunlight.

********

On the path to Mirkwood, 5th May

Gilraen had travelled with Rilith for nearly a week now, and she had become to feel slightly suspicious of what lay ahead. They had stopped just beyond the last bridge to rest once more, and as they sat and breathed in the fresh air from the river, Gilraen pondered over how to voice her burning questions.

Eventually, Rilith did so for her. “You wish to know something, Gilraen?”

Gilraen sighed. The silence that had hung over the two elves had been intolerable, and now Rilith was prepared to answer her questions. “Yes, Rilith, why is there such need of haste?”

Rilith nodded. “You are aware that times are darkening. Shadows are stirring, and you will be needed at home. Your brother is not there; he has gone on an errand given to him by Mithrandir. Your mother begs for your company.”

“She begs? Why does she have need to beg? What dire threat is there?”

“Gilraen, your mother has been ill for two years now, since the loss of your father. We do not know what threat she feels, but we will take heed of what she desires, and if possible provide her.”

The younger elf snorted. “So am I to be a provision now? Not a daughter but a mere parcel? If it is so then I shall not go. She may have the company of another.”

Rilith ignored the last comment. She knew the young elf now well enough to realise that these were not words of hatred but of hurt. She felt guilt rise up when she remembered that this message was given to her long ago, only a day after Gilraen had left Mirkwood. They should have returned there a month ago.

When the younger elf stood, Rilith made no movement to stop her. Leave her have time to herself she thought. I would not fight with her now.

Gilraen walked slowly along the riverbank, occasionally stooping to pick a stone from near her feet and throw it into the water. She sat suddenly on a smooth rock, and rested her head in her hands. She knew that her mother would not have much more time. Grief had taken very few elves, but it had been fatal before, and in her heart Gilraen knew that this would be so for her mother.

Then she would have to return. She had left her mother with kind words, but they were not words that she would wish to part on. She had so much to tell her mother; things that she had never had the strength to tell before. Now resolute in her decision, she stood and walked back to Rilith, who sat quietly waiting for her.

“Well?” She asked, looking up.

“Well, let’s go. We can’t sit around here all day. I have a home to get to.”

Rilith smiled and mounted her horse. Since her love for Gilraen’s brother had blossomed, everything had changed. However Gilraen had never changed in her estimations of her friend and for that Rilith was truly grateful. But if she found out the truth, how long would it last?

********

In the forest of Mirkwood, 8th May

Gilraen looked above at the paling sky, wondering why she had ever come back home so soon. For over a month she had travelled through the shire, eventually coming to her final destination. To leave Rose and her family so soon hurt her, but it had to be done.

Soon, she thought, I’ll be back there soon.

The trees whispered a welcome to them as they passed under the thick canopy, humming a soft tune between them. Rilith rode ahead, leaving Gilraen alone with her thoughts.

The two had got on well enough for the journey to date, but Gilraen had sensed that Rilith was keeping something from her. How bad could it be, she reasoned, Rilith is your kin Gilraen, she wouldn’t keep anything important from you.

She entered a clearing in the woods, where the sunlight shone down upon her home. Looking upon its familiar appearance she smiled. She was home once more.

She saw Rilith’s horse, Otharioale, standing next to the house, chomping on the lush grass that grew in the clearing. She smiled and left Undomiath next to her, before walking into the house.

Her home smelled of the familiar candle wax and oak cinders that she had lived with for so long. The walls glowed with the warm light cast by the fire. She wondered why it was lit at such a time of day, but thought nothing more of it as she walked gladly to her mother’s room.

Upon coming to the door she stopped short. Rilith sat at her mother’s bedside, holding her hand. The light from her mother’s eyes had gone completely, now she was pale and fragile, even more so than before. The stony gaze that had resided within her mother’s soul was thankfully gone also, but it had been replaced with the feeble glance that she gave her daughter now.

Gilraen stood still, mouth gaping, while Rilith turned and looked at her. Her head swam with other people’s voices, though she did not heed any message that they gave. She looked at Rilith, her eyes wide with fright.

“Your mother wishes to speak with you alone.”

As she passed her, Rilith laid a gentle hand on Gilraen’s arm. “Forgive me.” She whispered, before leaving the house to report to Thranduil.

For some time, Gilraen could do nothing but stand and stare. Her mouth remained open, her eyes stayed wide. Vardafacien looked at her through half-opened eyelids.

“Come to me my daughter.” She whispered.

Gilraen took a hesitant step towards her mother, afraid that she moved too suddenly. She reached the bedside and there she knelt, taking her mothers hand loosely in her own. As she held it, she wondered at how weak and cold the hand which once soothed away her pain and sadness had now become. Indeed as she looked once more to her mother’s face, she saw no longer the laughter of life in those eyes, merely the gloomy shine of removal and sorrow. 

“Mother, what is wrong?”

Her mother spoke quietly, with much effort. “I am not destined to live on this earth for much longer. I have a need to speak with your father.”

Gilraen paused, wondering over these words. “What do you mean?”

“I will see him again, soon. I will see him and be glad.”

Gilraen broke away and fled from the house in a wash of tears. Leaning on a large stone, she rested her head on her hands and wept for her mother’s sorrow. The sky above her faded to darkness, and she remained alone upon the stone, her world dimming to grey.

********

Chapter Six: A Secret Guard

10th May, Mirkwood

The sun shone down between the leaves of the full canopy above the stalked trees. The air itself shone with a clear tone. A light bier stood in a clearing in the forest, around its feet was strewn fragrant petals, upon its surface was lain a sheet of silk. Upon the silk lay the unmoving body of Gilraen’s mother, cold and beautiful at rest.

The news should have reached her sooner. What could have delayed Rilith in her duty? Gilraen had never known her friend to be lethargic in her errands – all she remembered of Rilith was endless farewells as she was sent on yet another journey. The news should have reached her sooner.

Gilraen watched from afar as throughout the day elves strayed into the clearing to pay their respect. She heard fleeting comments. ‘Till Mandos my lady.’ ‘To meet again in Valinor.’

None of them meant anything to her. She stared with a blank expression as the day passed, gleaning all energy from her limbs. She recognised the next figure that entered, though her mind took a few moments to register it. Standing slowly she walked into the light of the clearing with caution.

“Rilith.”

The other elf turned in shock, her face drawn. “Gilraen! I didn’t know you were here.”

“Nobody did. Why didn’t you send word sooner?”

Rilith suddenly became silent. She turned her face towards the still form on the stand, before continuing softly. “I was… delayed in my duties.”

“By what? Rilith, do you not even care that I only had two minutes of conversation with my mother before she passed?”

Receiving no answer, Gilraen departed and headed further into the darkened wood, ignoring the cries of apology at her back.

********

21st May, the Shire

The gloom from the sky had fulfilled its purpose, and as the lone elf sat astride her steed, ignored by all who would hazard to glance upon her, her heart wept bitter tears of pride and loss. The clouds gathered, shrouding the hazy sunlight with an impenetrable veil.

One lone shaft of light beamed down upon the shire, mirrored upon the polished surface of the Brandywine, a beacon to weary travellers. It fell upon Rose’s house, and upon her children, playing in the vast cornfields near her home.

Light curls and shined buttons glistened in the sunlight as the pair of hobbit children danced about, sharing their joy for the springtime. Their cries could be heard from afar, and they echoed to the elf, who listened intently.

The faint trace of a smile cast away all sadness and pain from her face for but a single moment, till the gloom of the clouds covered the horizon fully, leaving the world in shade. The elvish heart faded to grey once again.

Should she venture to visit them once more? Her heart longed to do so, but her mind told her no. This was not the time for her to visit her friends, her tidings would bring neither her nor they any comfort. Another time, she reassured herself.

For now, she must be content to sit and watch, until her path led her onward to her brother.

********

26th May - The Blue Mountains

The birds soared high above the undulating horizon, singing their joy of the air, cutting deftly through the wind. At the feet of the mountain range, a horse rode swiftly over the plains towards a visible location ahead.

Its rider looked far ahead, seeing the distant forms on horseback, riding off for the hunt, and the lone figure waving them farewell.

Gilraen smiled, and continued on to the figure, her hair whipping about her face in grasping wisps. 

The elf turned slowly to watch the approaching rider, and after a short while, began to run towards her. His golden hair was tied back, his cloak lashed about him in the wind as he ran.

Gilraen stayed Undomiath, and dismounted lightly. Eldonir stopped just in time, and stood, silent, waiting for the words to say.

She decided to relieve him of the wait. “Brother, I have waited long to see you again.” She embraced him briefly, before pulling away.

“What is wrong Gilraen?”

She gave a shrug of her shoulders, and looked about her. “Is there somewhere where we can talk?”

********

Sitting upon a crest of earth, side by side, the two elves enjoyed the silence for a short while, before it was shattered. “I have news for you.”

Eldonir gave a short frown, before his expression cleared. “What news?”

“Our mother… she’s...”

Gilraen did not have the opportunity to finish. Her brother was already resting his head in his hands. She bit her lip – She knew that this would hurt him even more than it had her. The reality would hit him more severely. He was not there at her end, and the pain from that fact cut him deep.

Little did Gilraen know that Eldonir had already endured pain not more than a month ago when Rilith had parted from him. No reason was given, save her excuse that her love for him had faltered. And now to hear that his mother had left them…

After a short while, he turned and looked to her with affection. “Were you there?”

“I was. She died peacefully, thinking of our father. She said…” For a brief moment she faltered. Eldonir held his arm around her shoulders, but she shrugged it away, strengthening her resolve to shed no more tears. She cleared her throat and sniffed sharply. “She said that she needed to have words with him.”

Eldonir bowed his head once more. “I always knew it.”

She looked up at him with a searching gaze. “Knew what?”

“I always knew that our parents were kindred spirits. They would never have endured without each other. It is, in a way, good to know that they will once again be in each other’s company.”

Gilraen turned away to stare intently at the surrounding lands. Her face was by now tear-stained once again, and she let her hair fall about her face in limp ringlets as she wept quietly.

********

29th May

As the moon smiled down upon the gathered group, elvish hearts wept for the damaging loss that had taken place in their forest home. The stars offered their sympathy glistening down upon the few who would deign to look up to the sky.

Gilraen sat upon Undomiath once more – she had many errands to run before returning to Mirkwood. Eldonir looked up at her, holding her hand. “Take care of yourself sister. I will return to Mirkwood soon, my duty here is all but done. Send my good wishes to the rest of our family won’t you?”

Gilraen nodded, fighting back the tears that threatened to escape her. What family? Much of what was left of their family had left them for more peaceful realms, little of their family remained in Mirkwood.

“I will brother. Good bye, and good luck.”

She turned her steed and rode off once more, with a final wave of farewell to her brother and friends. Eldonir had now told her that Rilith had parted with him, and she felt sure that she now knew the reason why news of her mother’s illness was so painfully delayed. The journey would once again be long, but she would bear it. She had a few errands of her own.

********

June, The Shire

Gilraen had returned to the Shire, but not under the normal circumstances. Instead, she remained at its borders, watching over the hobbits as they went about their daily business. She hid in the shadows that the trees provided when a traveller passed her, ever watchful to see who would dare pass through the home of her friends.

Upon a time she saw the figure of Mithrandir pass her by, but would not speak, for she wished to remain hidden, and unheard of. Only in this state would she be of any use to the Hobbits of the Shire.

She kept her guard for many a month, and saw as the evil stretched along the realms of Middle Earth, from the fabled deceiver from the East. She left the Shire only when another call for help came from home, when Thinloth was sent to find her. She would return, and see that the new evil who now resided in Mirkwood would do to her kin no wrong.

********

Chapter Seven: Escape From the Flame

The year 3017 of the Third Age, June 20th
Gilraen is now 217 years old

The foul creature Gollum had been within the elves’ abode for almost a year when the Forest fell under attack. Orcs hid in the shadows, vaulting out at the elves when they passed by. Mirkwood was under attack by Sauron’s evil army, and there was no escape from the damage they brought.

Gilraen stood at her brother’s side. He had left his duties at the creature’s prison to assume his duties of defence. Another now took his post at Gollum’s side. Thinloth stood before the gathered group, his face set with determination. He spoke, his voice cold, cutting into the breeze that swept among them.

“Thranduil has given us the task of defending the outskirts of Mirkwood from any more attack. Others will catch the yrch that remain in the forest; we are not to let them escape. They will be punished.”

With a final order, the elves parted from the clearing and took their posts around the northern borders of the forest. Gilraen sat nestled in the branches of a tall oak, cradling her bow in her hand, her eyes ever watchful for any intruders.

The clear night passed, its beauty a falsehood to the evil which now stirred in the land. The moon followed its slow course across the midnight sky, and still Gilraen watched and waited for the intruders to try to pass her piercing gaze.

A rustling in the branches below made her jump. Her eyes darted downwards, searching through the leaves for the armour of an orc, but not finding anything but the bare bark, and its green foliage.

A tap on her shoulder made her gasp, and she turned to see her brother grin at her. Silly elf. How could he play pranks at a time like this?

He whispered urgently to her, all traces of his smile now gone. “Are you alright? You seem a little tense.”

“Not tense, just a little shocked that’s all. Why did you come?”

“Thinloth sent a message for us to double up – he says that there are many orcs on their way. He does not want any of us to try to fight alone.”

Gilraen searched the branch below her, her mind racing. So this was it. This was the moment she had been waiting for all night. She looked up to search her brother’s fair face. “How many?”

“Enough. Don’t worry, just remember everything that Rilith and I taught you.”

Gilraen sighed. “It has been so long a time since I had the need to fight.”

“You are needed now. The other elves all have their duties – you are the only female in the forest without a family to look after, and so your duty belongs with us.”

The comment burned Gilraen like a spark ignited by oil. She hissed back at him. “I have no need of a family yet. Besides…” As her tone calmed, Eldonir wondered if Gilraen would mention the fact that no elf in his right mind would take such a wayward wife, after all his sister was not like many of the other elf-maidens, but he was truly surprised. “…No elf is worth such a prime specimen like me.”

Her grin shone through the night, but he had no chance to give his curt reply. The rustling in the tall grass below stole their attention.

The two elves quickly nocked an arrow to their bowstrings, aiming at the movement below them. Low mutters could be heard in a filthy tongue, barely intelligible in the cold breeze. Gilraen controlled her breathing, focusing on the movement in the grass. Their concentration on the grass was so intent that neither Gilraen nor her brother noticed the movement below the tree in which they sat.

A spark was heard, and a flame kindled, as arrows were released from bows all along the border of the forest, from unseen archers in their elected perches. Eldonir looked down sharply and silently cocked his head to the flames to make Gilraen aware of the danger. Even now they did not want to confirm their presence to the yrch.

The sparks rose, and flames licked at the darkened bark of the oak tree, burning the thinner branches lower down in an instant, leaving the dead matter fall to the heart of the flames, which rose higher with each passing moment.

Gilraen climbed higher in the tree, trying to escape the fire, which threatened to devour her tensed body. She hauled her brother up beside her, her eyes darting to and fro for a safe retreat. Her eyes fell upon a sturdy branch that reached over to them, its smaller branches unfurled in a welcoming gesture.

She looked at Eldonir urgently and he nodded. Silently they took a desperate leap to the branch, and scrambled along it until they reached the two elves in the centre of the tree, reaching out to help them.

When they had steadied themselves, they continued to let their arrows rain down upon the orcs, making them flee back along the grasslands, to whatever fiendish purpose they had in store for the future.

When the surrounding area was clear of the evil beings, Gilraen sighed heavily, and rested her head back against the trunk. Eldonir placed a hand on her shoulder in comfort, and spoke. “I must go, we will need to check on our captive.”

Gilraen nodded and breathed in deeply. The adrenaline still rushed through her body, and she would use it to good effect. The fire had by now spread to neighbouring trees, and the elves rushed to the ground to begin dousing it.

A few hours later, the fire had been smothered, leaving behind the scars of its destructive blaze. Gilraen sank to the floor and looked to the sky, the gnarled burned branches stretching across it like Dragon’s claws.

She would wait, and rest a while before reporting to Thinloth.

********

“Are you alright? You are not harmed?” Thinloth’s eyes burned with fear, Gilraen looked up, only slightly shocked at his worry.

“I am fine, Thinloth, please, don’t worry. I have a friend to attend to.”

Thinloth nodded silently, and felt the wave of guilt rush over him at the sight of the injured elf lying on the ground. He was badly burned from the fire; it had trapped him, and attacked like a Warg on the hunt. Gilraen now sat by his side, tenderly taking his clothing off, and dousing the wounds with cool water.

Thinloth rubbed his fingers over the bridge of his nose and paced to and fro. His head ached, his mind ever wary of the presence of the orcs in the Greenwood. How such a young maiden could go about her duties with such ease, apparently never a care for herself, he did not know. He wondered at Gilraen’s energy. One moment she would seem drained, but at the slightest hint of danger or need, she would spring up and run to whomever called upon her.

He smiled slightly, his eyes sparkling. She was so loyal, and yet so naïve. He couldn’t tell what he loved more about her.

A sudden burst from the trees surrounding the healing homes shocked Thinloth. He ran over to the elf, who had burst through the trees, his eyes searching. “Eldonir? What is it?”

Eldonir leaned forward, his hands resting on his knees, gasping for breath. “Gollum… has escaped.”

“Does Legolas know of this?”

“Aye, he has gone to report to his father.”

Thinloth nodded quietly, and looked about him for any signs of trouble. “What happened?”

Eldonir now slumped on the ground, resting his head in his hands. He wept softly, but spoke calmly. “It looks as though the two guards let him climb a tree, and were attacked by the yrch. They lie dead. There is no trace of Gollum.”

Thinloth rested his hand on Eldonir’s shoulder, and nodded, before turning to see the King.

Gilraen motioned to the elf-maiden nearby to take over her duties. She walked slowly over to her brother and sat next to him, placing an arm around his shoulder. “Brother, what’s wrong?”

Her brother’s once silent tears now came forth in a torrent of grief. “It should have been me. I should have been there. I could have stopped it.”

Guilt is a heartbreaking thing. She thought, as she stared to the trees surrounding them, comforting her brother, but keeping her eyes ever watchful for an unwanted intruder.

********

“Must you go, cousin?”

Legolas smiled ruefully, his countenance tired and sorrowful. “Aye Gilraen, I must. In Rivendell, they will know what use to make of the news I bring them. Elrond must know, he will know what to do.”

The determined trust in his voice begged her to agree, but Gilraen could think of nothing but the shadow looming over their lands, and the impending thought of war. “Then good luck, we shall see each other again soon.”

Legolas smiled, and embraced her briefly before walking to Eldonir; he spoke with him for a short time, and held him, before nimbly mounting his horse. He rode off through the smothering trees with sure speed; to leave Gilraen and Eldonir stare at the dusty trail he left behind him.

“Good luck” Gilraen whispered.

********

December

The snow was thick on the forest canopy above, and on the ground below. White filled the lands of middle Earth, but did nothing to make matters appear either purer, or safer. Shadows lurked around every corner, within every cavern. No elf in the forest of Mirkwood left their kin unless on some significant duty. They were to stay, and protect their realm.

A messenger from Rivendell arrived at the forest, and asked to see King Thranduil. Gilraen spied him from afar and followed stealthily through the shadows of the forest to Thranduil’s halls. She would not miss the news for anything.

The candlelight cast a warm glow on the walls, the flames flickering as if held in a trance by the rhythm of some unheard tune. The messenger bowed as he stood before the presence of Thranduil. Gilraen peered from around a wooden pillar, and strained to hear the message brought to them.

“My Lord, your son has left Rivendell with eight companions. Elrond has chosen him to accompany the others on an essential assignment. Your son has sent me to you with his message of farewell.”

The words hit Gilraen hard. So he may not return? Or else why say farewell? The king’s reply distracted her thoughts.

“Very well. Am I to know what the purpose of this assignment is?”

“I cannot say my Lord, though I dearly wish to tell you. Its purpose must remain a secret, for their safety may depend on it.”

Thranduil flinched; his son was endangered to go on this assignment. “Did he willingly volunteer?”

“Yes my Lord, he said that he wished to represent the elves of the Greenwood.”

“Very well, you may leave now.”

With a final bow, the messenger hurried off, to return to Rivendell. Gilraen sank to the floor, still leaning against the pillar, her mind racing.

********

“You did WHAT?”

“I had to hear his message, brother, I was worried for our cousin.”

Eldonir shook his head. “As am I, but I do not go sneaking into Thranduil’s halls uninvited, much less to spy on messengers.”

Gilraen looked to the floor, twisted her toe deeper into the snow. “You do not wish to hear the news then?”

Eldonir shook his head, a smile spreading across his face. “You must torture me. Go on then, tell me the news.”

“Legolas has been sent from Rivendell, as one of nine companions. His assignment sounds dangerous, for its purpose is to be kept in secrecy. He said farewell.”

Eldonir laughed. “Is that all?”

Gilraen stared at him in disbelief. “All? Do you not care that he may be in danger?”

“Sister, your news has been heard many times before. Do not fret, this is not the first time that the prince has been in danger.” He rested his hands on her shoulders, and smiled comfortingly. “He’s old enough to look after himself, don’t you agree?”

Gilraen shook her head, and walked away, the worries of the day still swimming in her head.

Chapter Eight: Tenderness in the midst of Despair

August 16th, 3018 of the third age

Times were dark upon the lands of Middle-Earth, and the elves kept little hope for the return of peace. Many shared the belief that the strength and will of the mortal peoples in those lands was failing, and yet many placed their faith in the belief that some answer would come to the threat that loomed upon them.

The forest of Mirkwood became more secluded, with less travellers passing through for fear of the foul creatures that lurked in the darkness. But the elves kept their realm, forever at battle with dark forces, and even when their fancy of peace seemed beyond all hope, the fair race stood firm.

Gilraen sat atop a tall tree, glancing from the East to the West. Her duties for the day had been fulfilled, and now she enjoyed the peaceful quiet, high above the ground. She rested a long while, allowing the cool night breeze to play with wisps of her golden hair, pitching them into an unruly mass of curls, wild about her face.

A momentary rustle in the undergrowth below her opened her eyes. She leaned forward and peered through the darkness to the bushes below. There she saw Thinloth, raising his hand in welcome. She smiled and beckoned for him to join her, watching while he climbed the tree.

His long blonde tresses were teased into a single plait, which fell between his shoulders, lying upon his forest green cloak, which swayed and lashed about his legs as he climbed the tree trunk. When he came to rest beside her and offered a reassuring smile, Gilraen sensed something different about him. He seemed more at ease than he had in the past few months, as if he had discovered something that warmed and comforted him in the cold.

So far no word had been spoken, and they continued for a while to remain in a pleasant stillness, simply acknowledging each other’s company. Gilraen looked to the moon, covered in part by a wisp of grey cloud. Thinloth look over to her, gazing at her intently, until she met his eyes.

“Is it not strange how even in times of such danger, the sky still gives us hope?”

Gilraen nodded slowly, waiting for him to continue. “I have meant for a while to ask you something of great importance to me.”

“What is it my friend?”

At her question he sighed and shook his head, his face somewhat pained, though by what, Gilraen could not tell. She waited patiently for him to answer.

When his eyes rose to meet hers once more, Gilraen wondered what words he must speak to her. She sensed that something weighed upon his mind, and wished fervently to find out if her friend were in some danger.

“Would you always look upon me as your friend, or would you contemplate, even for a moment, taking a chance to see me as something more?”

Gilraen’s brow furrowed, and she looked to the bough that held them for a moment. “I’m not sure I understand Thinloth.”

He grasped her hand in earnest, and willed her to look at him once again. “For many a night now I have dreamed of you. You have been the light that comforts me in these times, and I cannot bear the thought of you not feeling some tenderness for me. It would break my heart if you were to deny me the chance of but one day in yours.”

Gilraen breathed deeply, defeated for the words to answer him. She had never even considered the possibility that anyone would feel something for her, indeed she had never even hoped for it. And now to have her most trusted friend ask for her affection stole her breath away.

She searched his eyes for some clue of falsehood, but found only warmth and love. Smiling she held his hand tightly. “Thinloth, it had never occurred to me that you felt this way.”

He lowered his head and let out his breath in a small chuckle. “I have learned to hide the greater part of my emotions in my time. But now that you know,” he looked to her once more, “would you?”

She paused a moment, and looked once more to the sky. The grey wisps of cloud glowed with the light from the moon, which looked down upon her in an unmoving gaze. The stars shone from their perch, remembering the many moments of love and adoration they had witnessed in the past. Every flicker of light, every slip of haze willed her to acquiesce.

She looked back to Thinloth, who sat frozen in wait of her reply. She smiled and softly kissed his cheek, before nestling against his chest. He sighed deeply in relief and rested against the trunk behind him, smiling as he stroked her golden hair. There they both remained, to watch the sun rise over the canopy.

********

The sun’s rays gently kissed every leaf of the forest as it rose above the horizon, bathing the world in it’s warm light. Thinloth closed his eyes in delight as the gentle glow warmed his skin, before looking down to his friend, his love, who lay unmoving upon his chest. “Gilraen?”

She moaned slightly and turned her face towards the sky, lost in a deep slumber. He smiled and bent down to kiss her head, not wishing to wake her. The sun caressed every ringlet of gold that fell from her face, and lit the world around them in a heavenly embrace.

Thinloth smiled once more as he felt the air around him buzz with delight, his breathing faltered as she stirred once more, this time opening her eyes. She looked up to him and smiled as they shared the memory of the previous night, alone in simple solace. When she noticed the light she gasped. “I missed it!”

Thinloth chuckled as Gilraen sat bolt upright, aghast by her own weariness. “It’s all right Gilraen, there’ll be many more.”

She looked back at him, her mouth still open. “But… but I missed this one! I shouldn’t have missed this one, there will never be another like it…”

He stilled her words with a kiss, gently stroking her cheek as he did so. When at last he pulled away, she kept her eyes closed and held her breath, he grinned impishly. “We’ll make another like it tomorrow my beloved. But at this moment I must leave you, though I yearn for your company for just a moment longer. I have to see to my duties.”

Gilraen nodded. “Aye, as do I. Will I see you again today?”

Thinloth leaned closer once more, and pressed his lips to hers again, this time more briefly. “Of course, I will come for you at dusk. Fare well for now!”

He leapt from branch to branch on his descent from the tree with the agility of a cat. Landing upon the ground he did not dare to look up at her again lest he should never leave.

Gilraen watched him leave with a sigh, before making her own way to her home, where she would gather her supplies for the coming day.

********

As the day went on, both Thinloth and Gilraen alike went about their chores with little thought. Occasionally their paths would cross, and all present would notice their cheerful exchanges with intense interest. Such happiness in so dreadful a time…

It took little thought to come to a sensible conclusion.

Eldonir sat on a smooth rock in a clearing, beneath a clouded sky, fletching arrows ready for the hunt. He would occasionally glance up from his work to watch Thinloth with a steady gaze, before returning his attention to his task.

After some time, Thinloth happened to catch Eldonir’s glance. He was confused by his friend’s expression. Something has been said.

Standing up, and brushing himself down, he walked away from his task to sit with Eldonir, who looked up at him questioningly.

“Something wrong?”

“That is precisely what I was about to ask you Eldonir. You have been looking over for some time now.”

Eldonir placed the arrow he held upon the rock, and stood. “My sister came home only this morning, she stayed out in the forest all last night.”

“She has done so before.”

“She has, but you have not.”

Thinloth opened his mouth to protest, before quickly closing it again. Let him have his say.

“I never thought that you would do this to me Thinloth, you have been our closest friend since the loss of our father.”

“I still am, Eldonir. You are like a brother to me.”

“And then what of my sister?”

Thinloth raised his hands in submission. “This was not planned, my friend. Until some time ago I would never have looked upon Gilraen as anything more than a sister.”

“And now?”

Thinloth turned away. The rage that burned in Eldonir’s eyes hurt him deeply. To be punished for my love was not a part of my dreams. He thought soberly.

“Now… Now I cannot spend more than one moment in time without thinking of her. My heart pleads for me to be near her and my soul weeps when I am not. Please, brother, do not hate me for this.”

A long silence ensued. While Thinloth had spoken, Eldonir’s stance had changed. Now he stood with a sly grin on his face, one hand on his hip, and remained so until Thinloth began to turn once more, when he scowled and stood rigid once again.

“You… are in love… with Gilraen?”

“Yes.” Thinloth relaxed. There was no more that he could do to calm Eldonir, he had spoken the truth, and the truth was the best he could do.

Eldonir grinned wickedly once more, and to Thinloth’s surprise, ran forward to pull the older elf into a tight bear hug. “That’s fantastic!”

Thinloth would have laughed at this point, but the pressure gathering about his waist was by now getting rather painful. “El… El…”

“Ahem?”

Eldonir abruptly dropped Thinloth to the ground, and both elves spun around to stare at Gilraen, carrying a quiver of arrows.

“Are you both ready to go hunting? Or should I come back later and leave you both to it?”

Her brother came closer, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’re ready, and…” he kissed her quickly on the cheek. “…Congratulations, sister.”

Gilraen looked on perplexed as her brother left the clearing to enter the wood beyond. Thinloth moved over to her.

“What did you do with my brother?”

He laughed and placed his arm around her shoulders. “I have no idea. But I wish that I had made note of whatever I had done for future use!”

Laughing softly, they both followed Eldonir into the forest.

********

“Come on! Don’t be shy!”

Thinloth stood at the edge of the shallow pool, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t come in there if you promised never to pinch me again!”

Gilraen giggled and swam through the water over to Thinloth. She folded her arms on a thick gnarled tree root, and rested her chin on them with a smile, letting her feet float out behind her. “Then what are you going to do? Stand there like a frightened deer?”

Thinloth crossed his arms and turned his cheek. “I am going to guard your clothes, my lady, and avoid looking as much as possible.”

His tormentor giggled, and in doing so, half fell back into the water. “Always the shy one, you know you and Eldonir make a lovely pair.”

Thinloth opened his eyes abruptly and held out a finger. “Now that’s going too far! I’m going to come in there and pay you for that remark!”

Gilraen pushed herself back into the middle of the pool with a chuckle and bobbed in the water, watching Thinloth awkwardly step out of his tunic and place a toe in the cold pool. He withdrew and shivered, wrapping his arms about him.

“Oh don’t be so reserved, come in it’s lovely.”

The older elf eyed the water with distaste. It was icy cold to his skin, freezing his feet as he stepped in further, until the water reached his bare waist. “Ooh! Right, now then, what was it I was going to do?”

Gilraen chuckled. “Oh I believe you were going to pay me back?”

Thinloth smiled and waded towards her, “Yes I believe that was right.”

But he didn’t, he merely reached out a hand to her, which she took, and pulled her closer into a fervent embrace. The cold of the water was forgotten as they stood there, in each other’s arms, in the middle of the forest.

So wrapped up in each other, they didn’t hear the rustle of leaves as a deer came running towards them, around the pool and along the path running from it. Following the deer, Eldonir crashed into the clearing and stopped, stunned at the sight before him. “Ah Elbereth what’s this! Oh blessed Eru my eyes!!”

His sister gasped and quickly ducked herself underwater, and Thinloth remained standing, the water licking around his waist. “Eldonir! Ah, uhm, that is…”

Eldonir chuckled softly behind his hand and turned his back. “I won’t look, get your tunic back on. You too sister.”

Thinloth reached underwater to tap Gilraen on the shoulder, and she came up, a look of amused horror on her face. The two came out of the water laughing quietly, and put their tunics back on, still sopping wet. “You may turn around now Eldonir.”

Eldonir turned about and gave them a saucy smile. “I would never have guessed it. Anyway, put your mind to the task at hand if you would, we have food to catch!”

All three gathered their arrows to them and proceeded to follow the deer down the path, tracking the prints in the soft ground.

********

March 15th, 3019 of the Third age

Shadows were stirring more than ever, and the fortress of Dol Guldur called by name each elf in Mirkwood, threatening their downfall. Thinloth stood before Gilraen, his fingers gently stroking her curls. “I have to go.”

Gilraen nodded, her face grave. “I know, and I’m coming with you.”

She reached for her sword, but Thinloth stayed her hand. “No! I have let you fight in the past, but I would not risk losing you today. Please, do not go.”

The elf looked at him incredulously, her eyes wide, searching for the words to say. “Do you not believe in me?”

Thinloth shook his head, and held her close. “I believe in you, and only you. That is why I cannot let you go. Already your father has been lost at the hands of evil, and your mother, I cannot imagine how Eldonir would feel to lose all of his loved ones by the same fate. And I… I would not have you depart this realm yet. It is not your time.”

“I wish to defend the forest just as you do Thinloth, I am trained, and I have fought before.”

“You have fought, yes, but never like this. Gilraen, please, you are not yet ready for this. I beg you, stay and be well. I will return.” With a nod to the elf-maiden Carandae behind Gilraen, Thinloth left without a further word. Gilraen started to follow him, only to be held back by Carandae. “No! No I must go!”

She struggled without success, and only when Thinloth and her brother disappeared amid the trees did she admit defeat. She fell to the ground and pawed at the crumbled earth beneath her. “I will not lose you too, Thinloth.”

********

The battle was long and hard, and all the while all Gilraen saw was the wall in front of her, its surface aged with time. She rocked back and forth, watched and cared for by her friend Carandae. Many hours passed, and the day turned to night. It was nearly sunrise before she heard a sound.

“Gilraen.”

She spun around in shock to see Thinloth standing before her. Eldonir held him up. “Thinloth? What happened?”

“We prevailed, Gilraen, but Thinloth was injured badly. Can you help him?”

Gilraen looked to her brother in shock. “There are trained healers in the wood Eldonir, where are they?”

“He will not have anyone else touch him, only you. Myself I see it as infantile behaviour, but he says it is not so.”

Gilraen helped Eldonir to lay Thinloth on the floor, upon a thick quilt to keep him comfortable. Yet he winced in pain whenever he was moved, and Gilraen flinched to see the gash upon his leg, cut deeply into the flesh.

“Go now, leave me. Carandae, fetch my brother a drink of water.”

The maiden nodded and led Eldonir out of the room, closing the door behind them. Gilraen looked at Thinloth with a smile. “Why will you not let the healers aid you Thinloth?”

“I do not care for the wound, I merely wished to see you.”

Gilraen sighed and moved to inspect the wound closer. “It can be healed, it is not as bad as it first seemed. You’ll need plenty of rest after I have done this.”

Thinloth nodded, and watched as Gilraen went into a cupboard and removed a pouch of sweet smelling herbs, as well as a needle and silken thread. “Oh, this is going to hurt isn’t it?”

********

April 6th - The Elves’ New Year’s Day

In the forest of Mirkwood, two great leaders of the elves met under the canopy. Celeborn and Thranduil stood together, before the elves of Mirkwood. The downfall of Sauron had been followed by more attacks from the lingering yrch, but Mirkwood and Lórien had stood firm against them. Now the meeting heralded a time of peace.

The forest was renamed “The wood of Green leaves”, and there was much rejoicing for the promise of a new hope which was once lost. Gilraen stood at the rear of the gathered crowd, remaining hidden in the shadows of the trees.

Thinloth walked over, limping heavily on his left leg, his wound still not fully healed. He welcomed her with a kiss, and smiled warmly. She returned the smile, and looked over to the two rulers in front of them.

Yes, hope at last.

Chapter Nine: The Journey East

May 25th, 3021 of the third age

Gilraen is now 221 years old

Eldonir walked up to his sister, his face full of sadness. Gilraen turned and gasped, stunned to see her brother as he was. She had seldom known him to be anything but cheerful.


“What’s wrong, brother?”

He sighed deeply, before sitting next to her, and placing his hand on hers. “I must leave you now.”


“No…” Gilraen had missed her brother so when he had fought for the realm of Mirkwood. The war had been painful for him, but he had fought valiantly alongside his elven kin. Where would he go now?

“Where… where are you going?”

“With Legolas to Ithilien. He needs help there. I will send messages to you every day. I promise.”

“But I am alone without you. Mother is gone, as is our father. Surely you would not leave me alone here? There is no-one else that I trust any longer.”

He kissed her hand, before standing. “Then perhaps it is time for you to leave also. Have you ever thought of returning to the Shire? I hear that they will need much help over the coming years. Perhaps it is time you went to see Rose once more.”


She smiled. It had been so long since she had seen Rose, the hobbit who she had come to love. And Erin, would she remember her at all?

“But why are you leaving?”

“Rilith… she is back. I cannot look upon her without feeling anger rise up within me. It clouds my mind and my judgement, and I cannot bear it any longer.”

Gilraen nodded soberly. She fought back a wave of tears as she stood. She held Eldonir in her arms, and spoke softly into his ear. “Bring me back something nice when you return.”

He chuckled, and kissed her golden hair. “I will.”

********

Gilraen’s Journal: May 30th
With the departure of my brother, I have almost nobody who I can connect with in my homelands. My parents left this realm long ago, and I feel that no one understands my pain, even my Prince, who so often cared for me in the past. Alas, he is gone too, our hero of the war has parted his newborn field in search of yet more adventure. I envy them all.

I have no regret for my time spent in Mirkwood, but now my heart yearns more than ever to leave. I remember my travels long ago – since the fabled war I have not left the forest. My duties here have been numerous and too weighty to ignore, though their impact may have been small, they did have some meaning.

The only farewell I must make is to Thinloth – he is tired and weary of struggle, and so my hopes for his company on my journey are groundless. I will miss him, though I seldom dare to confess this to anyone but him alone.

********

Thinloth stood alone amidst the trees of luminous beauty. He wrung his hands together and paced slowly back and forth as he waited, looking about him for any sign of his young love. His face was still youthful, but now creased with pain and suffering, he still bore the scar from the battle beneath the canopy in Mirkwood; his eyes lacked the joyful lustre that previously resided within his heart. Now his only joy came from loving company.

Gilraen walked between the trees, running her hands gently along the gnarled barks as she passed. She looked to Thinloth and spoke. “Mae Govannen Thinloth, I am glad that you came to meet me.”

Thinloth turned slowly, his face showing despair and sadness. He walked to meet Gilraen, and took her hands in his, raising them to his lips and gently kissing the knuckles. “Mae Govannen Gilraen. What news do you wish to give me?”

The young elf maiden sighed as she moved over to a rock, and sat upon it. She motioned for Thinloth to join her, which he did, immediately taking her hands in his once again.

She looked deeply into his eyes and felt her heart break inside her, as she began to speak the hurtful words of farewell. “Thinloth, I must leave you.”

He let go of her hands. “Why? Where are you to go?”

“I am going to see my old friend once again in the Shire, I have almost nothing left here, save you. I dearly wish for you to accompany me, but I know that in your heart you would not leave the Greenwood any more than I would stay.”

Thinloth looked to the ground between his feet, his brow set in a thoughtful frown. “I would accompany you to the end my dear Gilraen, but the words you speak are true. I am not quite ready to leave the forest yet, unlike you; I have too much here to lose, you included. But who knows? Perhaps I shall leave and come find you someday.” He looked up into her eyes once again, his frown softening to a warm smile. “I will not forget you, and I do wish to see you once again, whenever that may be.”

She smiled, and they fell into a warm embrace, and so they stayed for many moments, before Gilraen stood and walked away, not turning back to see Thinloth’s silent tears, or to allow him to see hers.

********

Gilraen’s Journal: June 1st
And so it begins. I set forth from the forest today. The only thought in my mind as I ride onward is of reaching Rose once again. I left with the moon shining upon me as my kinsfolk feasted amidst the trees – I gave no word of farewell to my kin. Already the pain of leaving Thinloth, my love, behind is striking a tender chord within me. I hope to see him again soon, though I have doubts that it will be in the Greenwood.

June 5th
The journey so far has been tiresome and hard to endure. Eldonir is now far away from me, and I miss him dearly for I know I will not see him now for some time. I feel a great pain in my heart that makes me feel strange, it is most unusual for me to bear any ill will toward any of my kin, but Rilith… ah the elf-maiden who I once adored. She has brought my brother so much pain that I myself can hardly bear to look at her, my heart wept each time she was near.

Often along my journey I have found myself looking back to the East, where I see my homeland fading to darkness, yet I cannot go back. I have nothing left in the forest, save my past.

It has been many a year since I wrote down my thoughts, but now that I do so I feel a great burden being lifted from my shoulders. I sit beneath the starry sky tonight, and looking at the familiar land surrounding me, my heart is glad.

Rose awaits me, and I will return to see her smiling face once again. It has been too long, too long.

I ride again with the sunrise.

June 6th 

The sky is cruel tonight; it rumbles as I sit here in grief, it gives me no comfort. Still I remember the words of the hobbit I spoke to, she was cold and unfeeling, desperate to get away from me. Never have I paid heed to their ways, but today I understand how dearly it could have hurt me in the past if I had cared. Her words were as harsh as her voice, and the news that she gave me sufficed to break my heart in two.

Alas! Rose is gone, never to return. I have a letter from her, but I cannot bring myself to read her words, I feel her pain already. May her soul be at peace now that she has left us. Tom, ah dear Tom, so much like his father, joyful yet quiet, and they met the same tragic end. A battle in the Shire is seldom heard of, but it leaves wicked scars that do not give the promise of healing. 

Where oh where could Erin have gone? Word has it that she left with another – their destination was not told, if indeed it was even known. I dread to think what dwelt in her heart the day she left – to see her homeland disappear behind her. I wonder if she would ever return.

The letter in my hands is old and creased – its colour stained with time. I sat for many hours stroking its folds, willing myself to open it, yet I cannot. The pain is still too near for me to read her words. When I sat in her old home in the stillness, alone with my thoughts, I saw the shadows from our past, too vivid for me to bear. I left after finding the note on the mantelpiece, and came here to the meadow where we first met.

I will remain here today, alone with my thoughts. Then I shall go in search of Erin, I have nowhere else to go, and I wish to find her once more, and know that she is all right.

June 10th
I have passed Rivendell, not stopping for fear of the judgement I may receive. I left no word in Mirkwood of where I would go – the only ones who knew were Thinloth, who would not tell, and my brother, and he is far away.

I do not know for sure where I wish to go – whether to return to Mirkwood for a short time, then to continue my journey, or to carry on. I have stopped for most of the day – allowing Undomiath a peaceful shelter for the night. My thoughts are still clouded with grief, and though I try to decide what is best for me the only plain voice in me resides in my heart, and it calls to the east.

I shall ride on and see where my travels lead me.

June 13th 

Only now after this much time do I bring myself to read the letter that Rose left for me, I have travelled far in the past few days, but still have no clue as to Erin’s whereabouts. Rose’s words brought me great comfort, although she was tired and suffered great pain from Reginard’s passing, she was not alone, and I have no doubt that Erin cared for her in her final hours on Middle Earth.

She spoke in her letter of our last meeting, and her sadness that she would not get to see me again. Before I would have thought that these words would stab me in the heart, but they only strengthened my resolve to find Erin, wherever she may be. I will not allow the same fate for her – I will see her once more.

The words in the letter were bleak and desperate; I had never known my dear friend to be so. She had little or no hope when she met her end, and it makes me begin to wonder why. Still, from reading the letter I have found the name of the one Erin travelled with – Meri Brandybuck, a close friend of hers from long ago, but that is the only clue I have after this time.

The shadows of the past have faded, and my memories of the Shire are no longer as vivid as they once were. I cannot explain this – I have never experienced it before. I cannot tell if it is my way of grieving – but I do not wish to forget, I will not forget.

I am travelling east, though I still do not quite know why, the only reasoning I have is the call of heart, and that will suffice for now. I am coming near to Rohan now, my hard riding in the past few days is bringing me closer to others, and I hope to gain some information from them, though how much I will learn I cannot tell.

I sensed something today, in the ground I saw nothing, but in my mind I saw a vision of a cart, laden with supplies, and a small pony drawing it. Two small figures were hunched in the back, but I could not tell who they were. I still do not know if the vision had any significance, but I hope to find out.

June 18th
The men of Rohan were kind and warm-hearted – providing me with a stable for Undomiath and a room in which I could stay. But for all their helpfulness they could tell me nothing – I have no doubt now that Erin did not pass through this way. Yet my heart still beckons to the east, and so I will travel further, in search for my dear friend.

The fire crackles in the hearth, and in its flickering light I see the shadows once again, but they are still too vague for me to place. My memory of Rose’s face is fading – I can barely remember the shade of her eyes, my heart weeps that I could forget her.

I will not forget.

Since I left the shire, I had not thought of my brother, but now, sitting in this room, I cannot stop thinking about him. He resides in Ithilien now with Legolas; I learned that he was to help the effort to return beauty to those barren lands. I hope that he is well and that his journey has been fair – I have lost too much to part with him for too long.

I ride with the sunrise once more; I am heading for the dead marshes. It is no place that I would wish to travel through, but I want to make good time in the next few days, and so I cannot avoid it. May the road be short and may my decisions be proved wise. I have seldom made sensible judgement in my time in this realm.

June 22nd
I have passed through the dead marshes, but I have lost Undomiath. His health was rapidly waning, and I could not bear to see him pass through the marshes. I sent him home, and I know he will be cared for there. I hope to see him again, but for now I travel by foot.

I know of an elven village nearby, and I hope to stay with them awhile. The leader Arienalda has had many dealings with Thranduil, and I hope that his kindness will once again prevail. I only hope for a shelter, for though the days are warm the night still brings the cold of winter, and without Undomiath my resolve is failing. In a few days I should arrive at Cair Andros.

August 1st
I met a traveller on the road today, and asked him if he knew of a place where I might stay in these lands. He told me of an inn, and upon hearing of the inhabitants my heart leapt. He told me of hobbits and elves and rangers all residing within the inn, and since hearing his words my head has been filled with fanciful wishes of finding Erin there.

I am heading there even now, it is only a day’s journey by foot, and although the traveller offered a ride in his cart I could see that he had other places to go. It still never fails to amuse me to see the look in men’s eyes when I speak – they light up as if they had seen a star. It reminds me of my father’s words – I was his gift from the stars he said, and even this long after losing him I remember the sparkle that appeared his eyes as he said so.

The sun shines brightly today – it is the kindest day of many upon my journey, and the light brings me joy. So many weeks of being alone have pressed upon my determination, and now I only wish – I cannot hope. Could my dear friend have been staying in an Inn all these months? I shall soon find out.

~ Finis ~

Gilraen arrives at the Troll during “Much Ado about Nothing”
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