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"Mountains speak and wise men listen."

John Muir

With what voices do the mountains of Middle Earth speak? What tales do they tell the elves, hobbits and men who dwell there? Listen to the wisdom of the mountains as heard by the Burping Troll Adventurers.
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The Hobbit Who Went Up A Mountain

Sevilodorf 

It's not the mountain we conquer but ourselves.

Sir Edmund Hillary
Hobbits do not like heights. 

Oh, to be sure, there are the adventurous - some would use the harsher term lackwit - tweens who climb the tall trees beside the Brandywine River. And occasionally, an intrepid -crazy as a loon- individual who strings a rope between two stanchions and walks upon it to impress the lasses - until of course he falls on his head, which impresses no one. But, as a rule, hobbits keep their feet, and their homes, on the ground - or even under it. 

How then, you might ask, does one explain Bilbo Baggins, a respectable gentlehobbit and the Master of Bag End - the finest hobbit hole in Hobbiton - standing upon the edge of a precipice high in the Misty Mountains on a sunny April morning? 

The whole tale, if there were but time to tell it, would be one filled with dragons and elves, spiders and gold, for Bilbo, having Tookish blood from his mother's side, had left his splendid hobbit hole for an adventure: a quest, mind you, with the dwarves of the Lonely Mountain. And as is generally true of such adventures, it had been a wet, messy, tiring affair with fewer opportunities than a hobbit thought necessary for hot meals and soft beds. 

But on the particular morning in question, the adventure was all but done. The dragon was defeated; the battle won; and upon the back of a sturdy pony were two chests, one filled with silver and the other with gold - Bilbo's share of the dragon's hoard. All that remained was the long trek home. 

And while even the Tookish part of him was beginning to long for his armchair by the fire, Bilbo was content to allow Gandalf, the Grey Wizard, to set the pace - a rather slow pace with frequent layovers and many late mornings. Indeed, it had taken them until mid-December to arrive at the home of Beorn, the shape-shifter and honey cake baker - given that they went the long way round, it's to be wondered they didn't take longer - and there they stayed through Yule and into the New Year. It was spring, a mild one with bright sunny days, before they began the climb over the mountains. To Bilbo's delight, for he had grown fond of the tall man who in the cold of the year liked nothing more than to curl up beside a roaring fire and sleep, Beorn agreed to accompany them to the top of the pass. 

Up, up, up, they climbed. Until Bilbo's legs ached and his breath came in panting gasps from the effort. For, as Beorn liked to tease, 'Little bunny' - that being what Beorn called him, not quite a respectable term, but as it was said with well meaning humor and given the superiority of Beorn's larder, Bilbo easily forgave him - had grown fat again. Occupied with the need to breathe and keep his legs moving one after the other, Bilbo paid little attention to how the trail was narrowing until there was only room enough to proceed one behind the other and the packs on one side of the pony brushed the rocky face of the mountains while upon the other they hung over wide empty air. 

Of course, that still left plenty of room for a hobbit to set his feet safely. But Bilbo, who did not even like ladders, becoming aware of the vast emptiness at his side pressed himself face first against the stones and inched sideways, falling moment by moment further and further behind his long legged companions. Not until Beorn and Gandalf came upon a place where a boulder had fallen from the heights and blocked the trail did they notice he was missing. Leaving Beorn to toss the boulder over the side - a moment's work for the giant - and slipping carefully past the pack pony, Gandalf hurried back to find Bilbo. 

"My dear Mr. Baggins," - for that is what Gandalf called him, a far more respectable greeting than 'little bunny' - "whatever is the matter?"

In an effort at nonchalance, Bilbo mopped his sweating forehead with a scrap of cloth he tugged from his pocket - not one of his handkerchiefs had survived the adventure and Beorn did not use them - but the wind snatched the scrap from his hand and sent it flying over the edge of the trail. Down, down, down, it floated. Making Bilbo's head swim as he watched it twist and twirl in the breeze. Giving a little moan, the hobbit sank to the ground and pulled his knees up to his heaving chest declaring, "I can't go on."

"Nonsense, dear fellow. What's a mountain hike to a hobbit who survived wargs, orcs, a dragon and being held captive by the Elf-king? Not to mention, flying, not once, but twice, with the Great Eagles."

At the mention of flying, Bilbo squeaked and, looking decidedly green, buried his head in his hands. 

From behind Gandalf, came the rumbling voice of Beorn. "What's wrong, little bunny?" 

"I'll fall. I just know I'll fall."

Beorn laughed his great rolling laugh and went down upon one knee and reached around Gandalf with a massive hand to lightly pat the hobbit's curly head - Bilbo's hat long since lost along with his handkerchiefs. 

"The mountain will not let you fall. He is your friend."

The outrageousness of the statement brought Bilbo's head up. "My friend? How can a mountain be a friend?"

"Don't be a fool, Bilbo," exclaimed Gandalf, his eyebrows drawing together sternly. "Have you learned nothing in all your travels?"

"Baggins is a name the sighing winds carry from peak to peak," said Beorn, his brown eyes gazing down upon the hobbit solemnly. "The Eagles speak of you as an honored guest, and the Wild Wargs howl your name in their councils. Not with delight, mind you. Their wish being to eat you as payment for ruining their plans."

"Oh my," shivered Bilbo, remembering the Wargs circling the pine tree in which he had perched- the first time in his life, though not the only time on this adventure he had been forced to climb a tree.

"You are known in the hollows and glens, and the mighty crags echo your name as one of the Great," continued Beorn. 

"Don't puff up his importance too much, or he'll never find a hat to fit," declared Gandalf, giving his staff a sharp rap upon a stone and moving to look out over the edge of the trail into the ravine. 

"But why?" asked Bilbo, that bit of Tookish curiosity within him rearing its head.

"The mountain has been cleared of the Great Goblin. Good creatures are once again coming here."

"But I didn't do that. You did, and Gandalf and the dwarves and Bard the Bowman and the elves," protested Bilbo- honesty forcing him to speak though he did like to believe the dwarves would still be locked in the dungeon of the Elf-king if it weren't for him.

Beorn leaned his enormous head close to the hobbit to whisper, "The mountain thinks you helped, and mountains don't like to be contradicted. They tend to drop stones upon people who disagree with them."

Bilbo looked up with alarm and stood quickly to step away from the mountainside. Which of course put him nearly at the edge of the cliff. Caught between the possibility of crashing stones and open air, Bilbo stood wringing his hands. 

"Come here, Master Baggins," commanded the wizard. "Now that you are aware of the mountain, and after that pitiful display he is most certainly aware of you, you must make your greetings. Manners, you know, are most important. Think where you'd be if I had not known the polite things to say to an eagle."

"M-m-manners," Bilbo stammered and cringed as he peered suspiciously upward. He was still rather worried about an eagle mistaking him for a rabbit, with the mistake only coming to light after it was too late to matter.

"Yes, indeed." Gandalf motioned impatiently. "Gather your courage and come make your 'how do you do'. He's waiting, and it doesn't do to keep a mountain waiting."

For a moment, Bilbo wanted to ask 'why not?'. Mountains, after all, can not possibly have plans to be some place else. But noting the irritated tapping of Gandalf's staff, he sensibly decided not to speak. 

Swallowing loudly, he took three steps forward. A pebble clattered over the edge, nearly sending him scurrying back to hug the mountain's side, when Gandalf grasped his shoulder and scolded, "Belladonna raised you to have better manners. Stop fidgeting, and speak up loudly. "

Pinned in place by the wizard's arm and the thought of his mother's many lessons in deportment – one of which had left him unable to sit down to dinner,  Bilbo cleared his throat noisily, then called out, "Hello."

Feeling foolish- for he was beginning to suspect Beorn and Gandalf of having a bit of a joke at his expense- Bilbo took a step backward. Only to stop with his foot in mid-air, when a hollow voice answered his greeting. "Hello."

Open mouthed, Bilbo looked up at the wizard. Gandalf motioned with his hands for the hobbit to say something more. 

"How are you today?" Bilbo cried. "The weather's been very nice."

"The weather," muttered Gandalf, releasing Bilbo's shoulder. "Introduce you to a mountain and you discuss the weather." 

Ignoring the wizard, the hobbit took another step forward. Almost forgetting that he teetered on the edge of great cliff – easy enough to do when one is speaking to a mountain for the first time – Bilbo waited for the reply.

"Today. Nice," said the same hollow voice.

"My goodness," whispered the hobbit. First, talking spiders, then a talking dragon, and now, a talking mountain. No one would ever believe him.

"That will do, Mister Baggins, that will do," Gandalf said gruffly. "Say good-bye, you don't want to take up any more of his time."

Bilbo wondered what a mountain did to occupy his time, but not wanting to appear rude he did not ask. In a loud, clear voice, he called out, "Good-bye. Thank you for letting us climb up."

"Good-bye. Climb up," the voice replied.

"Look there, little bunny," boomed the great voice of Beorn. 

Bilbo followed Beorn's pointing finger to a waterfall splashing merrily down the rugged hillside opposite them. Next, the giant called his attention to the silhouette of a tree, dark and solitary against the sky. Sitting cross-legged upon the ground, Beorn waited for the hobbit to settle beside him – at which point, Gandalf, knowing how ill-mannered it was to interrupt a man's storytelling, retreated to a nearby boulder to light his pipe. 

Eyes aglow, Bilbo listened as  Beorn told first the story of the mountain, the tree and the waterfall, then named the mountains marching off into the distance. Finally, as the sun began to slide down the western sky, the giant man recounted the battle the mountains fought against evil before the beginning of the First Age. 

Long after he was safely back home, Bilbo set those stories to verse. He seldom recited them in public, it was often his habit – a most unfortunate one to be sure—to drag out bits of what he called poetry after he'd had a glass or two at The Green Dragon. Hobbits, by and large, are far too sensible to believe such folderol as tales of talking mountains and such, and all but his Took cousins shook their heads at the absurd stories he told of his adventures. Indeed, he quite lost his reputation for respectability and if the Sackville-Bagginses had their way, he would have lost Bag End as well. But that's a tale for another day.

***

The Misty Mountains
Calling in a waterfall
Middle earth's backbone 

                           River Otter

Of Mountains and Ruin

Pippin the Elf
Dangerous, yes they are, but they do not cast us out.  These mountainses.  Fog drapes about them like a veil - yes, we remembers veilses, what they were, there is still some bare thread of memory, some shred.  Many have hidden in their forests before, yes, and I am small, stealthy, we will slink past their veils and shadows, mist and trickses.  Orcses hide in these mountains, but we are tricksier, and hungrier.

They say these mountains are deep, yes, so that is where we will go.  We are ruined, ruined, and Precious, if these mountains will take us in, we will stay and hide with them.  No meddling prying eyes from outside, no nasty wordses hurled at poor Sméagol, only mountain fog, mountain wallses, mountain water, mountain caveses.  Stone does not say anything about what stone cannot see.  Mountain stone leaves us alone.

Down, down, down into their tunnels we spiral, slipping, falling on nasties in the dark.  Cruel mountain, cruel, we cries, they do not let us see - our eyes bulge in the dark as we grope in the inky water for sweet fish.  Not so cruel, we decide, as the mountain's fish are sweet, juicy, and so many for the eating!  No one else comes down here, no one who wants the fishses.

We crawled into this cave in the mountainside, tired, so tired of the yellow face, bright, bright, too bright, too light, Precious, and there were no more kicking feet or hands tightening around our neck, Precious, and we will stay here, Precious, we will stay here in the dark and we will eat Orcses as treats, tasty, raw Orcses that wander too close to our water, filthy stupid, tasty orcses, and we will not go back out there, Precious, no we will not.  Mountain does not kick or bite or throw us out, no, Precious.  Mountain does not hate me, does not hate us, no Precious.  Mountain does not hate.

Lonely Liberation
Azaelia

The streams shall run in gladness,

The lakes shall shine and burn,

All sorrow fail and sadness, 

At the mountain-king’s return.
The Hobbit, Chapter X A Warm Welcome 

I wonder what’s got the men of the lake singing the old songs again.  But wait… there are other voices, deeper voices.  Rumbling, stony, familiar voices * gasp * Dwarves?…Dwarves! Can it really be?  Oh, praise Iluvator!  

But dare I hope that my dearest friends have returned?   Maybe it’s just a trick of mind.  So many times I’ve thought I heard them singing their mining songs in my halls or heard their axes echoing and flowing thru my heart like sweet music.  They really knew how to speak the language of the Mountains. 

 Not like this fiend who currently rests within my belly.  Would that I had the means to spew him out of my mouth.  But alas, the red river that runs beneath my feet is too precious to waste on such vermin as he.  My life’s blood I have kept in the hopes that one day those who would use it for beauty and glory would return.

It appears that my hopes have not been in vain.   Though traveling quite silently, I feel the tickle of ponies’ hooves up my side.  And there, the unmistakable tread of shod feet.  I count13, but wait, there is one whose feet are bare.  What’s this creature?  It has entered a tunnel that leads to the dwelling of the dragon.  

Oh, little one, come back!  You know not what awaits you!  If only you could hear my voice, I would warn you against the danger.   But maybe you know of the danger already.  You’ve arrived with the dwarves after all.  

*chuckle* Well, what a clever little thing you are.  It seems that the dragon can’t see you.  And your riddling is very astute.  You seem to have waged a word war before. Ah, but you underestimate your opponent, my friend.  He will have revenge for besting him at his own game and you’ve let slip a little too much information about where you came from.

Yes, there he goes.  Ouch!  Well, that was utterly uncalled for you wretched, smelly, callous beast!  Closing a perfectly good tunnel for nothing.  And my poor dwarves and the ‘barrel rider’ closed in.  Worry not, long-awaited companions. You have naught to fear from the mountain.  Come closer and peer at the treasure that is rightfully yours and at your home so long ago besieged.  If only I had arms to embrace you I would gather you up one by one.  It is so long since I’ve felt a friendly presence.  I-

What is this?  Could it be?  I fear this old mountain may crumble for too many shocks in one day.  The dragon has fallen into the lake and is not rising!  What a turn of events!  Hail the new dwarf king!  Hail clever barrel riding creature!  Hail the mighty lake who swallowed up the beas-

Hark, what’s all this ruckus?  Alas, it is not the sound of triumphant celebration, but the sound of war.  I will never understand the ways of fleshly politics.  Ugh! Another surprise for my trembling heart-Wolves and Goblins!!  Nay, I’ll throw myself into the abyss before allowing those foul creatures entrance into my halls.  Ah, the elves, men and dwarves have banded together, that is well.  Now that they’re getting along, I shall side with them.  

Whack!  I may not have arms to wield a sword, but I have plenty of stones to inflict pain and panic.  Back, you devils!  

Oops!  Oh no!  Poor little barrel rider!  Oh, so clumsy of me.  That stone went a bit astray.  

Ahhh!!  Help!  These goblins will tear me to shreds with their scratching and scrambling!  

Oh blessed Eagles!  You have dispatched with that horrid infestation.  But look, the battle rages on and it’s going badly. Surely, the side of good will prevail.  I can’t bear to think of any more fiendish, smelling vermin inhabiting my insides.

Look over there near the back of the wolves.  Is that a bear?  Surely not, it’s twice the size.  But it IS a bear.  Fiercer combat I’ve never seen.  I do believe he’s turning the tide.  Hail giant bear!  The battle is won!!  

Oh good, someone’s found my little barrel-rider and he’s unharmed.  Whew!  It seems my clumsiness has saved him from the battle.  It appears my stones were effective in ways I never intended.

But joy cannot linger too long without the sting of sorrow.  How I envy the ability to weep; the dwarf king is dead.  They’ve laid him to rest in my bosom.  Fear not, friends of the mountain king.  I will watch over him until my own end.  He, the liberator of the Lonely Mountain who shall be lonely no longer, shall truly rest in peace.

Though my little barefoot barrel-rider has gone and all the armies have returned whence they came, so have the dwarves returned to their rightful place in my heart.  There’s a king reigning and the sound of picks and axes once again echo thru my halls.  And voices are singing again, those rumbling, stony voices I love so much…

The king is come into his hall,

Under the mountain dark and tall,

The Worm of Dread is slain and dead,

And ever so our foes shall fall.

The Hobbit, Chapter XV, The Gathering of Cloud

***

A dragon's deep lair
Waterfall tumbling downward
The Lonely Mountain 

                                  River Otter

Mountain Path

Rilith
She pulled the reins hard while cursing the unending cold and damp. The fog was not lifting and her patience had worn thin long ago. 

“I do not remember saying I would be his keeper,” she fumed, bowing her head to the freezing air. 

The horse slipped, briefly, as she urged it up the lower footings of the dark mountains. They rose out of the gloomy forest and up into the fresher, yet cooler, air.

“If I find him at all it will be a miracle,” the elf breathed and began scanning the ground of the path. 

An hour passed, before the rider and her mount reached the snow-capped peaks. These mountains were not as tall as the surrounding ranges, but yet they posed their own problems. She had found few signs of her quarry’s passing, the snow lay thick and heavy; it was now too dangerous to continue riding. 

Dismounting, she peered around. Worry crept upon her, chilling her heart. White swirling mist met crystalline powder creating an eerie prison to her senses. 

Bent low to the ground she began, for the first time, really searching. Strange sounds echoed around her as the soft wind sighed, curling the fog. She shut them out and began to whisper, almost frantically, to the mountain.

‘Old friend, do you know which way he wandered?’ 

A scattering of rocks made her turn, their lightness sounded close to ringing bells and trickling water in the closed atmosphere. Treading gently she drifted to the source of the disturbance. A fleeting impression of the snow and the loose rock was all she needed. 

‘Guide my feet swiftly. Keep me steady and make him safe.’
Clue after clue fell before her searching gaze; the cold was forgotten now. Her breath clawed at her lungs, seeming both to freeze and burn her throat. Faster she moved, more sure of her direction. She trusted these ranges, much more than the ranges which surrounded her childhood home to the far west. She kept up her silent communion with the Mirkwood mountains all the while she continued her hunt. 

She came upon a small dug out circle of snow with grey dark-damp ash lining it. Crouching she brushed the remnants of heat and light. The elf lifted her head as a light breeze kissed the mountain’s surface. 

“Did my father send you to find me?” a clear voice asked from just beyond vision. 

Straightening up and turning to the voice she replied.

“Of course not. I thought I would come and disturb you, because I simply had nothing better to do on such a vile day.” 

“Come now Rilith, I did not mean to accuse you. I just wanted to know why he was calling me back.” 

“The feast … it is this evening. The King would have his son there,” she explained. 

“Ah,” Legolas acknowledged stepping into view. “I had forgotten harvest and all its festivities.”

“Lucky you,” she breathed, and then noting his raised eyebrow, “My Prince,” she added with a low bow. 

“Shall we return?” 

“If you wish to.”

They fell into step with each other. A few moments passed as they swiftly picked their way back to Rilith’s mount, skimming over the surface of the snow, and yet hardly making an impression. 

“How did you find me in all this fog?” he asked after a minute more. 

She smiled. 

“The Mountains are not your friends, my Prince.”

“Yet they are yours? How can that be true? I was born and raised here … in this land!” he exclaimed. 

“Did you ever, in all that time passing from youth to age, talk to your friends?” she laughed, her pale cheeks flushing with mirth.

As they reached her steed and mounted, Legolas behind her, she caught a glimpse of the little rocky outcrop that had been disturbed after her first small prayer. A quick smile passed her lips before she turned her horse and they disappeared into the fog in whirling air and churning snow.

 What I Am

Straynger

“I am tired… tired of being what I am. I can not change what I am, what I have always been. I was born in a time of violent upheaval. How could I not be what I am? It was for being what I am that he sought me out, and made me his dark accomplice.”

“Though we are all connected such that we could be called one, my brothers and sisters want to know nothing of me. Perhaps if they had lent me their strength when it was needed, I would have been able to resist being a part of its creation. Perhaps I would have been able to resist being twisted and bound to its purpose. Instead, I am held guilty, as though I had willingly taken part in its creation. Instead, I am and shall evermore be tied in guilty association to it, just as I can feel the flow of my being tied to it.”

“As he did his work I could feel what he was trying to take from me, but I could not stop him from making me a part of it. With each utterance from his mouth, I could hear the cries of the world pleading for it to stop. With each blow from his hand, I could feel a new sin against creation being wrought… and still there was naught that I could do to stop him.”

“Perhaps a time will come that I may undo what has been done. Though I can feel it, where it has been and where it is now, I am powerless to grasp it… powerless to bring it,- it must be brought to me. So, I wait… as I have always waited.”

“I can feel him stirring… It will find its way back to him, and so find its way back to me. Perhaps my waiting is nearing an end, and so perhaps may end my time of being the Doom of this land...”

Reflection
Nellas

As I pack my final possessions I am still in disbelief that we are leaving this land. My home for so many years seems to call to me, pleading for me to remain. Its call wrenches at my soul. How long I have dwelled in the shadow of these mountains, meditating on the sorrow of my kin. On one side, the distant crash of ocean waves fills my mind. The soft lull of the sea soothes the heaviness I feel weighing upon my heart. The home of my ancestors lies across those expansive waters. But on my other side, lies the hazy Ered Luin that have shielded me from the woes of this world and provided me with my wisdom. It is difficult to accept never again walking through these foothills. Never again shall I stalk wild sheep up these steep slopes, leaping precariously from rock to rock. I cannot imagine the sea being able to replace these broken crags.

Even as we hike under the silent stars, something holds me back. Each step is like a treacherous betrayal of this land and all that it has taught me. The others insist we continue through the night, but can they not hear it? The higher we climb, the more I become aware of a soft echo. I can hear the muted steps of so many before me. Their whispers fill my ears. These mountains have called their voices to me, that I might hear their song. With every breath it gains strength until it is as if the mountains have joined the final verse. But alas, it is only the wind wailing through the rocks of the pass.

Slipping away from the others, I go to watch the sunrise in peace. That glorious red orb in the east sparks upon the Lhún, creating a shimmering river of light that flows towards the gulf. My eyes slowly rest on the ships floating in the harbor of Mithlond. From this height, they look like only toys. Leaning back against the cool rock, something compels me to look around at the other peaks. The glow of the sun sets them in stark contrast with the sky. In my heart I know that it is not my time to cross those waters. I still yearn for the company of this land and though all my kin might go before me, I will not go until the earth no longer clings to me.
***

Shrouded in white snow
The roar of mighty rivers
Fire-crowned beacon hills 

                           River Otter

Breakfast at Hollin Inn

Meri 

“It must be getting close to dawn,” murmured Pippin as he trudged near to Merry's side.  The hobbits both studied the dark blanket of night above, already beginning to fade from the deep indigo to a paler shade.  Twinkling stars winked and burned in patterns doomed to fade with the morning light.  The cruel chill of winter clawed relentlessly and Merry found himself wiggling his fingers and toes to keep them warm.  

“Feels like it, but I should like a hot bath and a warm bed to spend the day,” Merry grumbled in reply. 

Frodo huffed just to his right and glanced at him in the semi-darkness.  It was disturbing to see his cousin and friend so winded and quiet.  It was true Frodo wasn't as wild a conversationalist as some, but lately it appeared he was growing more introverted. 

Merry smiled crookedly at him and adjusted his pack. “Wonder if we'll stop soon.  I hear there's a lovely inn that serves a right smart breakfast just beyond the ridge.”

Frodo smiled weakly and replied in hushed tones, “The darkness is fading.”

“My feet hurt,” Pippin complained.  

“We shall rest soon,” came the gravely voice of the Wizard ahead and Pippin looked up and nodded, but said nothing.

For a fortnight the days had been cold and fitful; they traveled at night and tried to sleep under the pale winter sunlight filtering through dull clouds with a constant chill wind.  But the nights, they were dark and grueling as they trudged forward in the bitter blackness.  Eyes made for light grew dizzy watching the shrouded pack and heel of the friend trudging on before, or peering at the ground and in an attempt to avoid rocks and pits or the sudden attacking brambles.  With every step it seemed their legs grew heavier and less sure footed.  Though anything would be uncomfortable after leaving the bliss of Rivendell, Merry felt decidedly unsure about the wisdom of including himself in this journey he and Pippin had begged to be a part of.  

At length, Gandalf and Aragorn paused at the edge of a steepening ridge that stretched out from the higher foothills at the left and spilled before them in a long line to the right, nearly fading to the horizon. Merry and Pippin followed suit and and paused, taking in the incline, wondering where they would attempt to ascend or if the leaders would choose to go further to the right and follow the ridge from below.  Trees seemed to have thickened in the foothills beyond and bushes were growing closer on their path once more.  Mostly naked in their winter sleep, they still found scratching and clinging to hobbit cloaks amusing for their dreams.

Merry rubbed at a fresh scrape on his wrist, not deep enough to draw blood but enough to be red and sore.  Sam bumped into his pack from behind, seemingly unaware the remainder of the group had come to a halt, but abruptly stopping himself and patting Bill the pony to slow his momentum.

Aragorn pointed to a spot and he and Gandalf began climbing parallel to the ridge, making their own switchbacks as they neared the top and the pink of morning began to spread across the purple skies.

At the flat of the ridge, surrounded by holly trees, the leaders continued on as Merry and Pippin concentrated on the makeshift pathway and avoiding slipping in the dim light. Gimli grunted down below them as they headed up the last of the incline.

Frodo joined Aragorn and Gandalf as they paused awaiting daybreak and Merry crested the ridge just as the bright beams of morning poured out upon them, Frodo throwing back his hood and happily soaking in the morning rays.  His smile joined the sunrise to brighten the mood of everyone nearby. The light glinted on the holly leaves, the red berries glowing about them as Merry came to stand near his cousin Frodo, and feeling his jaw fall in a sudden gasp as his eyes swept over the view before them.

Glowing red with the rising sun, a sharp and jagged peak knifed the heavens in the distance with two more imposing crests scraping the sky just beyond. Magnificent they were in both their immensity and grandeur, and Merry knew this moment would forever be burned into his memory; the moment he first beheld the top of Middle Earth.  He had to remind himself to breathe so astounding was their height and glory. His companions were talking but Merry hardly heard their words as the panorama stilled his tongue and numbed all thought.  Truly if just for this breathtaking view, the effort to stand here at break of day was worth it.  

“I need no map,” Gimli's voice jarred Merry’s stupor and he tore his eyes from the scene before him to watch the dwarf come up from behind, his eyes glowing with the same wonder as his own and a smile hidden beneath his beard. 

And there Merry stared anew at the peaks beyond as the dwarf spoke their names reverently, as if they were long lost kin.  The strange language of dwarves mixed with the softer tones of the elvish. Barazinbar, Caradhras; Zirakzigil, Celebdil; Bundushathur, Fanuidhol.  Perhaps, Merry thought, he would remember their names, if some one spelled them out but it made more sense once the dwarf described them as the Redhorn, Silvertine and Cloudyhead; yes, much more practical.  They seemed miles away, yet looming close as the sun's radiance cast their grand shadows to their feet.

More they spoke upon their future journey, a daunting task to face the prospect of climbing those, but Merry was more comforted at the words of Gandalf. “What say you to breakfast and a fire? I hear there's a lovely inn up here.”

Pippin grinned and Merry nodded heartily, laughing as the Wizard, cheerful for the first time in what seemed like ages, winked and all made quick work at gathering firewood.  The bright morning sky brought a clear blue calm, which went very well with a good hot breakfast-supper and a few moments of comfort, and warm toes on the side. 


As Merry, now blithesome and full, lay down to sleep out the day, his eyes drooping as they stared at the steep slopes before them, he softly bid Pippin a good rest.

“Merry?” Pippin whispered a few minutes later.

“Hmm?”

Pippin looked around, satisfied no one could hear his query, “Merry, do you think we're really going to try to climb those mountains?”

Merry lifted his head and smiled at his younger cousin, “Yes.”

***

Three peaked Thrihyrne
The Deeping Coomb and Helm's Deep
Still lakes and dark pools 

                                           River Otter

Learning How To Climb

ErinRua
Anardil wondered sometimes if pieces of his left arm still lay before the Black Gates, if foxes crept up in the silent dark to drag the splintered bones away.

From weary habit, his gaze drifted over the prison-like walls of his room, but his door stood open, for the prison he must endure was the wreckage of his own body.

"Well, then," he sighed, legs splayed before his chair so he could stare out the window at the morning sky, "what shall I do today?  Perhaps I'll learn to play a fiddle with one hand, or juggle balls with my head."

"Eru knows you don't use it for anything else."

Anardil looked over his shoulder towards that familiar voice, a woman standing in his doorway: tall and well made, handsome rather than pretty, though few would see temptation in the garb of a northern Ranger, with a sword on her hip and a bow in her hand.  Realization smote him sharp beneath the ribs and he rose, forcing a humorless, one-sided smile to his lips.

"Ah, then you make your escape at last, Anoriath?"

A wry grin lent unexpected warmth to her features.  "Think you can button your britches without me, now?"  

He laughed, startling himself with the sound of it, but he had trusted her with that indignity amidst many others.  They had endured their confinement here by catering to each other's infirmities, even as they bickered because of them, for her two hands and his good legs together comprised one whole if gender-confused person.

Today, only a slight limp betrayed her injury as she eased into the room.  Her expression sobered and something he could not read seemed to shadow her eyes.

"Will you not reconsider?"

"No."  The sooty curl of emotion smoldered in his belly and he drew a breath to quash it.  "My decision is made.  If I cannot serve my captain and king -.

"As a whole man, yes, yes, Anardil, I know the speech."  Anoriath cocked a knowing eyebrow.  "It's not me you need to convince."

Damn the woman, but her gibes had kept him fighting all these long weeks past - fighting her, if not his own limitations.  By such barbed kindness, she refused to let him go, refused to let him step off into the abyss with a rope around his neck - if only he could learn one-handed knots.

Now, however, the doorway yawned behind her like the mouth to the Paths of the Dead.  Where she went he could not follow, nor would ever follow again, and he turned his glance away from the dully-shining star that pinned the left shoulder of her cloak.

"Anoriath -." He said, but words escaped on the passage of his breath and he stood mute.

 "I'll tell them," she said.

No need to specify what exactly she would say.  At least his brother Rangers, the brothers of his heart whom he had driven away lest they learn pity, would have one last word of him.  Which left only Anoriath, a woman as odd in her thoughts as he knew himself to be, and now he must cut the final cord between them.

"I owe you," he said, finding words a tight fit in his throat.

"Repay me by staying alive."  Anoriath's eyes were keen and stern and level with his.  "I didn't go to all that trouble so you could do something stupid the first chance you get."

"No."  A faint smile touched his mouth.  "You didn't.  And I won't."

She stepped forward and he froze in shock at the strength of her embrace.  But then he clutched her fiercely in return; felt a woman's curves honed lean and spare, the shell of her ear cool against his cheek.  Elbereth, how he wished for two good arms to bid his last friend goodbye.

 Then Anoriath slipped from him without another word, and he did not watch her go.  Though she left the door open, he felt a door close between himself and all he left behind.

#

The Houses of Healing had grown emptier over time, as men took their leave by death or recovery.  Now the place seemed cavernous when Anardil walked past hollowly silent rooms.  He still felt the fingers that would never again grasp the smooth, cool wood of a bow.  He still felt the ghostly pain of wounds cut way by the surgeon's merciless knife.  But of the arm itself, only a stump remained, an appendage of flesh and truncated bone that served no purpose at all.

It certainly gave no help when he missed a step in his brooding and tripped, pitching forward - and kept right on falling because the hand that might have caught him was no longer there.  A spear of pain shot through him when the doorframe impacted his ribs, and he hit the stone floor with a bruising thud.  For a moment he just laid there, bones jarred half off their moorings, and stewed in his humiliation.  Clumsy, miserable, worthless -.  A sharp cry halted his bitter internal monologue.

"Oh, good heavens!  I say, young man, are you all right?"

Slippers pattered to a stop and a matronly form bent over him, skirts wafting the smell of herbs and liniment.

"Let me help you up - can you get up?  Did you hit your head?  Dear me, that was a dreadful -."

"Don't touch me."

The words rasped like broken slate and the woman ceased her prattling, for she knew his moods too well.  The Houses of Healing were infested with these people, blindly insistent on imposing their help upon men who would oft times be better off dead.  

Despite his glare, the healer hovered over his fumbling efforts to get his feet back under him.  When he walked away, he felt her gaze, her cloying pity, slither across his skin.

So it went, the least of things rendered mountainous for the lack of what any able man possessed.  But Anardil could no longer claim "able" as a word applicable to his condition, not by any reckoning he could devise.  His vocabulary grew daily to include words that did apply.  Crippled.  Infirm.  Inadequate.  Dependant.  He'd had to re-learn the simplest tasks, even to using the privy without soiling himself, and his mind compiled an unwanted list of the things he would never do again.  Peel an apple.  Row a boat.  Shoot a bow.  Cut his own confounded meat.

His steps bore him out into a small terrace garden, where white stone and profusions of flowers basked in afternoon sun.  From here he could see the lower levels of Minas Tirith, its rooftops and narrow ways, while in the haze of distance gleamed the silvery loops of the Anduin River: closer at hand lay the blood-hallowed fields of the Pelennor.   Already the verdant hues of spring reclaimed the battlefield and a surge of resentment scorched his insides.  Aye, the world had no care for him, today even less than ever.  Anardil stood alone as he never had, and him a man of solitary ways.

"Then what now?" he murmured, to the unheeding breeze and a hawk far out on the wing.

He watched the hawk for a long silent time, watched it glide on currents of air, a tilt of a wing bearing it slowly afar, tugging his heart inexorably after it.  At last it drifted from his sight, and he stared with unseeing eyes.  When he closed them, he felt the ancient city crowding the breath from his lungs, felt amidst the empty space a compulsion too strong to resist.

"Sorry, Anoriath," he whispered.  "I can't keep that promise."

#

Carrying a pack with only one good arm proved yet another novel conundrum.  He had enough of a stump that the straps stayed in place, but as to balance while traversing uneven ground, well, his shins and knees checked in with frequent complaint.  Nonetheless, he pushed each leg to follow the other, though the breath clogged hot and rasping in his chest and his muscles cried for rest.  He had laid too long an invalid and each mile revealed the cost.

Minas Tirith now lay several leagues to the east, the road several hours behind him.  Before him lumbered the ever-steepening shoulders of a nameless and rugged peak.  Not for him the storied heights of Mount Mindolluin, sacred to his king and his people.  Anardil did not need witnesses for his current folly, nor paths other men might tread.  His way lay on rocky slopes traversing the mountain's steep flank, a narrow deer trail that often vanished to thin air and reappeared by seeming luck.

He paused for breath, his sweat tracing sticky paths down his skin, and stared at the path ahead.  A tumbled spill of broken stones sprawled down the mountain's flank, rubble from some ancient cataclysm.  A few gulps of air and he forged on again, and the rocks clattered like broken crockery underfoot.  He stumbled often but never quite fell, though each time his pulse beat fast.

"Fool," he snarled, after the latest misstep and heaved himself into motion once more.

Up and up, he clambered and climbed, amongst massive boulders and tiny gardens of wild flowers that huddled on the mountainside.  Ever and anon, rivulets of water tinkled down, cold and sweet to drink.  For a long moment, he sat by such a stream, breathing the musk of damp moss and eyeing the nodding faces of little blossoms in yellow and red.  Out in the airy reaches a hawk slowly soared in broad, lazy circles.  Anardil listened to his heartbeat, the shush of his own breathing, and for once thought nothing at all.

Rest time over, he shouldered his pack and moved on.  As the day grew older, the air grew thinner and rags of dirty snow glinted in clefts overhead.  The wildflowers changed in type, growing stunted, hardy, and bright, and the only grasses clung between the stones.  Pine trees likewise held a precarious grip to the mountain's fissured flesh, their limbs twisted and roots gnarled from decades of clinging to life.  Would that Anardil could earn such strength, or indeed, such will to live. 

He let that thought pass and be trampled underfoot as he resumed his solitary trek.  Fiercely he pushed himself on and up, pausing only for water and breath; until muscles stretched and burned with the life he had too nearly lost.  Slowly the shadows turned and grew long, and the sun sank towards the West.

Just as slowly, Anardil learned his body's new balance, the stumbles coming less often and his steps growing more certain.  A lively little stream now guided his way, tumbling steeply towards chasms below.  All being well, he would soon find a flat spot upon which to spend the night, with cold water for his wine and supper from his pack.  Certainly, the weight of exhaustion that clung to his bones cried out that he stop for rest.  Just a little further, just a little higher.

A steeper pitch appeared before him but he approached it with no fear.  In the years of his ranging, such terrain never troubled him and the passing hours had restored much of his old confidence.  Alas, however, for the bravery of fools.

A treacherous stone, an incautious step, weariness too long ignored: he felt the rock turn, the giddy pitch of his unbalanced body, and stark terror as he fell.  Smashing, crashing, tumbling down, pain battered and thorny shrubs raked him.  He clawed for a handhold, a root, anything, but now a cascade of rocks joined him in his fall, and mountain and sky spun end for end.  One final whacking blow sledged the air from his lungs, and fetched him to a bruising halt.  A trail of rocks and gravel rattled away into unknown distance below.

For a moment, Anardil simply laid there, on his back and head down with the mountain's crest visible between his feet.  The minuscule speck of an eagle or hawk wheeled slowly in the blue, but its movement amplified a dull sense of nausea that settled in Anardil's gut.  He inhaled deeply several times, dully surprised he still could, and then braced to discover the worst.

Amazingly, he still possessed all the bodily parts that he had come here with.  Not an inch of him but ached or stung or hurt from the tumult of his fall, but cautious inventory did not reveal anything broken or dangerously bleeding.  Daring then to sit up and have a look, he did so - and his shout of dismay racketed down the mountain and echoed to the depths below.

Anardil clutched raw fingers to the rocks beside him, all that kept him from a grisly death.  His heart hammered against his ribs at a frantic pace while he stared into the space beneath.  He had fallen down the chute of some ancient watercourse that clove the mountain's breast, and where he lodged might once have been the top of a waterfall.  Now, however, he stared past a boulder down a dizzying, near-bottomless precipice.

He felt himself trembling, every sinew stretched to breaking, and he scarcely dared take a breath.  If he had fallen just a few inches to either side, he would be shattered upon the rocks so far below.  When he looked up the way he had come, he almost wished he had made the fatal fall after all.

A brutal gash in the mountain's flesh, that's how the cleft appeared, the marks of his tumble lost amidst the arrested violence of the mountain's decay.  He reckoned the distance several hundred yards, every inch of it beaten into him on the way down.  But worst of all, that awful descent presented the only way back up.  Perilous at best for someone of sound body: suicide for a one-armed cripple.

"I'm a dead man," he breathed, and the weight of despair crashed upon him.

He sat for a while simply breathing in and out, too numb to rightly think.  Southward, a hazy horizon sprawled beneath the sun and the blue sky filled the limits of his sight.  He wondered if he died here would anyone mark that he was gone.  Then he wondered how long it might take a man to simply lay here and give up the ghost.

A hiss of wind through stiff, swift wings jarred him from his stupor, and he looked up as the shadow of a kite passed over his place.  Anardil bared his teeth in something not quite a smile.

"Not yet, old fellow," he said.  "Not yet."

Cautiously he gathered himself, checked his various gashes and gouges.  Some blood, a lot of torn hide, but nothing needing immediate care.  His pack looked in equally sorry shape, scuffed and torn, half his belongings flung who knew where.  Yet he could not risk the weight of a pack and grimly cast it aside.  His water flask proved among the missing, a lack he faced with gloomy resignation.  Some food for his pockets, the knife at his belt, and that would be all he could take.

One last breath, one last wish, and he began what might well be his final battle.

Never had he imagined he could be so aware of how his own body worked.  The play of muscles, the way his hips and shoulders moved when he reached with hand or foot.  At his back hungrily yawned the void of eternity, but he looked neither down nor up.  His focus narrowed to his hand and feet, to the next uneasy step.  A one-armed man trying to climb like a spider straight up a mountainside: he might laugh at the irony if only he lived to enjoy it.

With painstaking care, he plotted his course, each movement calculated against the awkwardness the lack of an arm presented.  He quickly discovered he had to devise an odd, hitching way of climbing by using his legs and body weight to keep him close to the rocks, stabilizing him when his solitary hand sought a new hold.  Time and again, stones crumbled beneath his feet and bounded shattering down, down, down.  Each time, he pressed tight against the mountain, close as a lover to the very thing that might kill him.  And each time he sucked a shuddering breath and scouted for the next move.

Yard by laborious yard, he climbed, gasping for breath while the shadows slanting ever longer.  At length he paused to look out and saw in surprise that the sun hung just above the horizon.  Anardil tilted back his head to scan the distance yet to go, and only hoped he could make it before dark.  He felt so tired, so tired, but he shook his head sharply, gulped a few more breaths, and pushed on.

Up and up, step by careful step, judiciously stretching from each one-handed hold to the next, Anardil sought his deliverance.  Frustration gnawed when the lingering weakness of his wound sapped the strength he used to own.  The sun sank swiftly leaving the pale, clear glow of twilight, but at this elevation, it was still enough to light his way.  Gravel skittered and skipped and fell beneath his questing feet, but he refused to look down, to acknowledge that death waited in the emptiness beneath.  He had to keep going, to push through the exhaustion, because to stay here was to die.

The first stars appeared, ethereal gems adrift in the darkening blue, while the western horizon shone its final light.  Elbereth, how tired he was, his limbs fumbling and wooden, his body slicked in clammy sweat, and his throat rasped dry.  He could see the distant top, the patch of wiry brush that marked the scene of his misfortune.  If he could just make it before dark, he would sleep right there, and gladly, anything to give his body rest.

Then a clumsy foot slipped, he sprawled facedown, and was sliding, sliding in a spray of gravel, howling impotent rage as he clawed to halt his deadly downward plunge.  A cascade of rubble pelted him - and his feet slammed into something that broke his fall with jarring firmness.  Gravel rushed on past and down while he clung spread-eagled to the mountainside.  A groaning gasp escaped his throat ere he spat weakly and dared to raise his head.

On a ledge partway down the perilous slope, he landed by merest luck - and looked up to see that fully half his labors were in an instant laid to waste.  The weight of that realization crushed his will to fight.  He heaved a long sigh and slid to sit with his back against unforgiving stone.  Every joint twinged.  A thousand scrapes sent signals of pain.  The fingers of his single hand bled black in the deepening gloom.

With aching care, he gathered his knees to his chest - and marked the absence of two arms to hold them.  Sighing again, he slumped loosely and let his eyes drift closed.  Enough.  Enough.  If he fell to his death or died here of exposure, the world would never note the lack.  Perhaps the time had simply come to quit trying.

In any case, he was far too tired to care.  Let the morning bring what it would.

#

Grey seas smashed against a rugged shore, spumes of white bursting high and then spilling back in many-fingered torrents over tables of broken rocks.  He heard the endless rumble of the waves and felt their mist upon his face, the salt wind tangling in his clothing and hair. When he looked about, he saw only jagged headlands standing watch over the tumultuous sea.

Then something moved below the cliffs, and with a moment's study, he recognized a female form, standing alone to face the coming storm.  She wore her long, dark hair in a single braid but he could not see her face - until she turned her head and he saw blue eyes, keen and steady that looked straight into him and he knew her -.  A burst of wind-driven water slashed his eyes. When he blinked and looked again, she had gone and he saw only the empty strand.  A deep pang pierced Anardil's chest, as if he had just fumbled and dropped something precious that he would never find again. 

Still the seas heaved and the chill wind buffeted, stiffening gusts whipping past him.  Each new wave grew higher and smashed harder, until one rose above the rest, a mountain of grey water whose shoulders towered and bent as it rushed towards Anardil on the shore.  His breath caught in terror but he could not flee and the wave burst thundering upon him, plunging to engulf his puny human form.  But upon its impact, he felt only a cool gust that swept through the very marrow of his bones, leaving him standing alone and empty and still.  In featureless silence, he waited.

At last, he spied a hooded figure whose deep grey eyes met his, sorrowful and infinitely kind, and a star shone upon the man's brow.

"My lord," Anardil whispered, and the mists enclosed him once more.  He could still hear the rumble of the sea when he slipped back into darkness....

#

Anardil awoke a little before sunrise, chilled even in the cocoon of his cloak.  Pain ached and stung and throbbed in every inch of his battered frame, though he must have slept, given the wisps of fading dreams.  Now, however, thirst awoke in a rush to scrape his insides with demanding little claws.

"Looks like you're out of luck, old boy," he murmured.

The stars began to fade as the eastern sky blushed with pale, clear light, and the breeze stirred in whispering sighs.  Almost it seemed that the mountains breathed, slowly awakening from long and drowsy slumber that spanned unknowable ages.  Despite the cold, he felt an odd sort of peace as he watched the growing dawn.

Would this be so bad a place to slip away from the world, here where no evil ever came?  A man could do a whole lot worse than a mountain for his bier, and kites and eagles would pick his bones white and clean.

But as the stars slowly bleached away, he felt a stirring under his skin, a lifetime's response to the need to be moving, doing ... What?  When he looked up the long, craggy slope above him, grey in the pallid light, it dawned on him that, for the first time since he fell at the Black Gates, he had a goal to reach.  He was once a Ranger, and his heart a Ranger's still.

"Well, then," he sighed, and dug the battered remnants of his food from his pocket.

A meager breakfast thus made, he braced himself to stand.

Daylight spilled swiftly across the world but Anardil had no eyes for the glory of sunrise upon the ancient peaks.  He saw only the reach of his single hand, the placement of each cautious step.  Up and up, foot by labored foot, each muscle bunching, straining, pushing, balancing against that final, fatal misstep.  Hunger awoke and clawed at his belly, but eventually gave up in despair.  Thirst remained constant, rasping like sand in his throat and sweat sprang forth from his skin, first gummy and gritty, and then as the sun rose it dribbled in sticky rivulets between his shoulders, down his face and chest.

He stopped often, slumped against the mountain's flank beneath the sun's unblinking glare, muscles trembling, lungs heaving for air but never getting enough.  Rest, but neither food nor drink, and with a gulping breath, he pushed onward, upwards once more.  Step by step.  Reach and pull.  Balance just so against each awkward lurch, battling the strange new equilibrium that was all his body could claim.  A rock popped away beneath his hand and he staggered desperately against the tug of the abyss below - and caught himself, precariously but not falling.

His courage faltered then, for when he looked up, he saw that half the distance still remained before he could set foot on solid ground.  Weakness hung from his bones and trod upon his soul, but he sucked in a ragged breath.  Then he clenched his teeth and turned a fierce grin towards the mountain's crest so far above.

"Not yet," he growled.

Anardil continued on.  Pebbles, rocks, and gravel turning underfoot, stones plunging away in cascades of rubble down the long, deadly slope behind him: he struggled within view of nature's glory but sight had little meaning save the need of it to safely choose his way.  He lived now entirely inside his skin, each breath, each heartbeat, each trembling sinew and muscle a challenge flung however weakly into the mountain's impassive face.  Up and up.  Breathe and breathe.  Heartbeat, heartbeat, heartbeat.

Until at last a shadow fled across his sight, and he glanced out to seek its source.  A sentinel hawk drifted in slow spirals against the sky, its cold eye noting Anardil's efforts without emotion.  Anardil shook his head, no time for foolish thoughts of flight, and looked up one more time.

He stopped.  Stared.  Gasped a breath that was half sob, for the narrow track that brought him here that other lifetime ago waited not two arm-spans above.  He clambered the last pitch in something like desperation, lest this hope be ripped from his grasp and moments later, he collapsed on the stony path.  There he lay a long time doing nothing but breathing, bleeding, hurting, heart beating, blood flowing in his veins - living.

At last, he sat up and squinted at the sun-bronzed world below.  Fissured foothills and hazy plains and somewhere the Anduin flowed, and the sun and the hawk looked to see if he was dead.  A growl of defiance hummed behind his teeth, swelled in the cage of his ribs, and he let it burst forth in a great, roaring shout that rang from the mountainside.  He emptied his lungs with the din of his survival, and the echoes battered their way into distance.

Then he picked up his worn out, bloodied, wobble-legged self and walked down off the mountain.

#

The pearly light of dawn filled Anardil's room as he sat with his raw fingers taped and plasters itching him in a dozen other places.  The healers' scolding still rang in his ears, but with a good night's sleep in a real bed behind him, and the remains of breakfast beside him, he felt mended, tended, and oddly at peace.

He had tried to die on that mountain: surely, that had been his purpose and yet that goal managed to elude him.  Apparently, he had a future after all.  The trepidation the thought aroused had not abated, and might never do.  But this morning he could at least contemplate the idea without wanting to scream or break something.

Though he reflected ruefully that, given his hand's scraped and abused state, he would not feel like breaking anything stouter than bread for a while.

"How do you fare, Anardil?"

"My lord!" Anardil blurted, knowing that voice even before he scrambled to his feet and turned towards the door.

There his lungs seemed to seize in his chest as he faced his lord - his king.  In the pale morning shadows stood Aragorn, the King Elessar, tall and timeless with the look of Westernesse upon him like a mantle, and the kingship of the ancient lands rested upon his brow.  For a dizzying instant, Anardil thought he saw the shimmer of distant stars, a veil that concealed and revealed his king's true form.  Anardil's knees bent without conscious command, and he sank to the stone floor.

"My lord," he whispered.

But Aragorn responded with purely human impatience: "Oh, come now, get up.  You've created mischief enough already without abusing your knees.  Get up!"

Scuffed shoes stepped into Anardil's line of vision and a strong hand caught his elbow.  He let himself be hauled upright and deposited in his chair, and it was simply Aragorn, his captain of old, who knelt beside him.

"Now, let's have a look at you," said Aragorn.  "I'll hope I can discern your latest injuries from the old, hm?"

Anardil repressed the urge to flinch from his lord's questing hands and held still while Aragorn deftly loosened Anardil's shirt to check the bandages still on his much-reduced left arm.  After all, the Rangers usually had none but each other to tend their wounds, and Aragorn knew more of the healing arts than most.

"All looks well," he mused, the lightest touches brushing the bandages, then tugging Anardil's shirt back into place.  "Yes, the surgeons have done a fine job.  I dare say you'll do."

He sat back on his heels and favored Anardil with a weary smile.  "You'll be glad to know that Anoriath has rejoined the company and already distresses her brother the captain with complaints about light duty.  Elros and Bob send their regards, as well.  Oh, and you may recall -."

For a little space, Aragorn chatted amiably about the men whom Anardil had left behind, as if Anardil had not resigned his place at all.  In that awful moment, Anardil wondered if his captain had not gotten the word, but then Aragorn cocked his head and looked at him.

"So, Anardil.  Have you given thought to what you'll do, now that you've resigned?"

With just that simple question, all Anardil's hard-fought resolve evaporated to naught.  Beneath his king's steady gaze, he felt churlish and small, and more than a little ungrateful.  Aragorn had achieved and led the mightiest deeds of the age, had turned back the ancient, merciless tide of Shadow - but Anardil sat and brooded like a spoiled child.

Shame rushed up his neck in a heated wave.

"I ... know not, my lord.  Truth, I've been uncertain where to turn."

"You could go home.  Your sisters and family wait for you."

Yet he shook his head, despite his king's kindly look.  "Not ... not yet.  Please, lord."

"Ah."  Aragorn stood and moved a pace or two about the room.  "Then you shall stay in the city however long it suits you.  There are lodgings aplenty and I'm sure we'll find something for you near a stable, so you can keep your horse.  I know an arms-master you might speak to, as well."

A thoughtful frown clouded Aragorn's brow as he paused to regard his former Ranger once more.  "Yes, if you're up to this much trouble, then perhaps we should think about getting you fit again.  Meanwhile, there's this and that wanting my attention, when I'd really like to sit down for a quiet pipe.  We'll talk again, shall we?  Good day, Anardil.  And mind you don't fret the healers so."

With that, Aragorn the King Elessar left the room, and the place seemed rather shabby once he had gone.  Nonetheless, Anardil rose from his seat and went to look out the window.  A clear sky greeted his gaze, puffs and swatches of lazy white clouds drifting far out in the blue.  Not as splendid a view as from his mountain, but with one important difference.

From here, finally, when he had thought all chances were lost, Anardil could begin to see the path to hope.  His king had looked upon him and seen not a cripple but a man, and in that knowledge, Anardil discovered strength.

Thus, he looked out into the newborn day and watched the sun come up.

Another Night on Mount Mindolluin

Celebsul

Mindolluin only deigns to notice me when I reach the snow line. I've scaled his steep northern face, avoiding Minas Tirith to the east and the Hollowed Place high on the south slope. Now, with evening drawing near, I sense a wryness in the atmosphere regarding the folly of this tiny, two-legged creature who will soon be slithering about in frozen darkness.

"Don't be so sure," I tell him. "Last night I slept in the shelter of your trees on a bed of pine needles. Tonight I shall make a cosy snow cave."

Secure for a moment on a dry ledge, I pause to rest and loosen my fur-lined hood. The wind whistles and buffets me as I lean against the rock to survey the view. Pale blue, the sky is completely clear and I can see for miles. Though Minas Tirith lies hidden, the tangle of Stonewain Valley crouches in shades of green far beneath me, and north from there the beacon hills of Amon Dîn and Eilenach stand proud from the tall trees of Drúadan Forest. Beyond I catch glimpses of the glittering Anduin, and in the far distance, Henneth Annûn and my Ithilien home.

I inhale the crisp air, savouring evergreen and the chill of snow. A pair of eagles spiral lazily above - their flight feathers stroking the thermals - and faint bleats reach my ears from goats grazing below.

"It's rare for you not to be robed in cloud at this height," I comment. 

He considers me an upstart - not yet recognising me.

I grin and turn, reaching for the next handhold and hauling myself yet higher. The strain of muscle and tendon is a pleasure; rock abrasing my fingers; the stretch of limbs towards small crevices; and the atmosphere thinning into a substance pure and rare. Thus time passes, and the sky draws nearer.

"Thank you," I respond when Mindolluin finally makes me hesitate. 

The snow here is many feet deep. I take off my backpack, retrieve the ice axe and begin excavating a 'cave'. The tunnel I dig runs slightly upwards as it goes deeper into the snow slope. It will retain warmth. Mindolluin approves. I envisage a domed roof down which moisture slides rather than drips from above, and we agree. The task becomes easier as evening falls and the mountain lends me strength.

At last, Mindolluin begins to recognise me. I have completed the cave and also created a nest-like depression in the snow. There I sit, throw back my hood, and take a parcel of food and a skin of wine from my pack.

"Will you join me?"

He smiles. It is a joy indescribable to feel a mountain smile. 

I bite the soft white cheese, and he tastes it with me. I swallow the golden wine, and we share the heady sweetness. As the moonless night descends, the glorious panorama shrinks gradually to nothing. My eyes fix on the dark grey snow, waiting ... waiting for the moment.

"Yes, I am Celebsul," I admit when he finds my name in his long, deep memory. "Yes, I am here for the same reason as before."

He smiles again.

An elf and a mountain are very different beings, and much of what matters to one is incomprehensible to the other. Yet they live in the same world and, occasionally, they interact. Mindolluin and I have met several times during our long lives and have learnt what we can and cannot share. 

This night, the mountain will keep me safe while, together, we drink nectar from my eyes. 

"Now!"

The imperative is not mine, and the eagerness is massively more than mine, even though that seems impossible. I lay back in the snow and I look up into the darkness of the sky.

There is no darkness.

This is the realm of Eru. The mountain shudders at the sight.

Light is everywhere above: points brighter than diamonds; flickering flames; glowing embers; streaks and clouds and streams of luminescence; spears and sparks of fleeing stars. I drown in shades of shining, submerged in a depth that goes to the very edge of eternity. 

Bedazzled and enchanted, and achingly envious of mortals...  

Mindolluin pulls me back, drags me from the symphony of divine jewels. 

"Sleep," he tells me. "And thank you."

I crawl inside my snow cave where it feels warm and safe - safe from seeing the perilous stars so close and clear again - safe from falling into the heavens and becoming lost forever.

***

Mountains of Shadow
Gloomy west and south borders
The voices of Orcs 

                                      River Otter

In the Shadow of the Mountains

Amarie
November 1424 SR

Ephel Dúath, the Mountains of Shadow - the natural fence behind which Sauron hid as he grew in strength and power, where he amassed his army in the years before the Great War. Until he met his doom. Defeated, but not by the combined armies of the Men of the West, but by a simple, food-loving hobbit of the Shire.

When the Ring melted in the belly of Mount Doom, Sauron’s power was released from its golden prison. Mount Doom exploded and showered the surrounding area in a rain of fire and ash. Barad-dur imploded and collapsed upon itself. Waves of power rolled through the earth from the center of cataclysmic concussion, crossing over each other. Great cracks and fissures opened through the Gorgoroth as far as Morannon. The Black Gates were wrenched from their hinges and the Towers of Teeth toppled to the ground.

Even the mighty Mountains of Shadow did not escape unscathed. The quakes shook them to their very roots. Peaks shattered and fell. The resulting avalanches filled some canyons and valleys while creating new ones to take their place. Streams were forced from their original courses to find new paths or disappear completely.

Here and there rumors whispered that some of Sauron’s power, released from the Ring, still lingered in the lands he once occupied though the Dark Lord was no more than a sigh upon the wind. 

Yet, who believed such a wild tale? The fearless hunters of fell beasts may have scoffed at such foolishness in the beginning, but those youngsters on their adventure believed it now. What else but the voice of evil muttering incantations through the rock and stone could cause the kind of bad luck that had befallen them?

The bright November day started out well enough when the boys were given permission to ride to the mountains near The Burping Troll Inn. Their story of a picnic and a game was accepted. No one guessed their hidden agenda. Well, almost no one.  They thought Elanna might have suspected when she released Kembryll from her promise to ride with the Ranger. Elanna didn’t mind so long as the girl stayed with the boys. Nothing else was said and the group made it to the mountains without mishap.

After they reached the foothills of the Ephel Duath, it was a different story. From the moment they left the horses tethered and began to hike, all their choices led them astray. Whenever their path came to a dead-end or took them in the wrong direction, the group would try to backtrack only to find the way subtly changed. At one point, they headed for higher ground only to have the trail disappear into the face of a large boulder. At last they followed a dry stream bed down a shallow and narrow canyon. Esdav, the oldest at fourteen, reasoned that sooner or later the bed would join the river that ran at the western base of the mountains.

The canyon walls rose higher as the course of the long vanished stream cut deeper and deeper into the earth. The group clambered over and around strange water-sculpted formations of rock.

“Oh, look!” Kembryll pushed the blond curls which had escaped from her braids out of her eyes and cried, “It’s a tunnel.”

The four boys looked up to where the young tomboy pointed.

Rolfe, second in age at thirteen, spoke first. “She’s right. It’s too bad there's no way to the top.”

Esdav studied the formation before he explained, “It’s an arch. When the earth was young, this is where the stream went underground.”

“I see,” said Rolfe, nodding in understanding. “Then the water cut this canyon deeper over time until the two met.”

“Right, leaving this spot where the walls still connect to form the top of the arch.”  Esdav looked at the younger children. “Be glad this river dried up, or we'd be sitting at another dead end.”

“It a mouth,” Nadim declared. Recently turned nine, the dark-skinned boy from Harad was the youngest by three months. Squinting at the opening, he allowed his active imagination full rein. “What if fell beasts on other side, wait for us?”  

Esdav sighed. In the face of their predicament, he had all but forgotten about the tale which landed them in the mountains in the first place. But it was one thing to imagine facing a remnant of ancient evil when safely settled before a fire at the inn and another when lost in the Mountains of Shadow. Quickly, he reviewed the story that Aerio of Mirkwood had told - about meeting with the fell beasts - for clues that might help. 

“Remember what Aerio said. They knew when they were getting close to the lair by the stench,” Esdav reminded the others.

“Don’t forget the droppings all over the place,” Estev added, pleased to have a valuable contribution.

Kembryll inhaled deeply. “I don’t smell anything but dust.”

“Well, cousin, do you think it’s safe?” Esdav asked Nadim.

“Is said women have best noses, smell many things,” Nadim pronounced solemnly. “If Kembryll say is nothing but dust, I believe.”

“You believe my sister because she’s a girl?” Twelve-year-old Estev’s voice rose on the last word, his eyes wide with disbelief. 

Nadim loved his Rohirrim cousins, especially Rolfe, for he had been adopted also - Nadim by Sevilodorf, and Rolfe by Esiwmas, the father of Esdav, Estev and Kembryll. But this wasn’t the first time a Haradric saying or Rohirrim custom had to be explained.

Raising his hand, Nadim said, “Is true. A woman tell you when meat bad, or fruit ripe or when someone do something bad and think no one know.”

Esdav flicked his finger against the back of Estev’s head.  “And if you don’t believe that one, little brother, then think of how many times Modor has found you out.”

Estev chuckled at the truth of his brother’s statement. His eyes met Kembryll’s and she joined in, followed by Nadim and the two older boys.  Giggles gave way to full blown belly laughs which bounced and echoed across the canyon walls. For a few moments, they forgot.

Rolfe was the first to calm down somewhat. Dark eyes twinkling, he playfully punched Esdav in the arm. “Come on Davi, we should start moving again. Sitting here laughing isn’t going to get us anywhere. You’re the leader . . . lead.” 

After wiping his face with the back of his hands, Esdav said, “Rolfe’s right. Let’s get going, you lot. Hold on, Estev.” He grabbed his younger brother by the back of his shirt as he passed. “While I don’t think there are any fell beasts on the other side, it would still be better if I went first.”

Estev rolled his eyes and waved his brother by with a broad sweeping motion.

One by one, the youngsters trooped through the opening. When they reached the other side all were stunned into silence. Without a word, despair dragging their heels, they crossed the fifty feet from the arch to the end of the canyon. 

“Esdav,” Kembryll’s voice trembled. “I thought you said this way would lead us out.”

Fighting to keep his own feelings of wretchedness out of his voice, Esdav answered, “It would have, before Mt. Doom exploded. That rock is not natural like the arch. Some force brought it down here and blocked the canyon.”

“What should we do now,” Rolfe asked quietly.

“I need to think a minute.” Esdav lifted the strap of the water skin over his head. “Here, everyone take a drink and eat a little bread if you’re hungry. Just make sure you save some for later.”

The desperation of their situation was apparent to all by the lack of complaint against Esdav’s strictures. While the others ate and drank, Esdav stood in the center and studied all four walls of the canyon. Were any of them remotely climbable?  Going back was not an option, not a realistic one anyway. Lost was lost either way.

“You hear that?” Nadim asked.

“What?” Estev asked in return.

“You hear earth grumbling?”

“Rumbling,” Rolfe corrected automatically. The ground began to vibrate. “Davi, can you feel it?”

Though he had never experienced one before, Esdav had heard descriptions from his trader cousins who crossed the Ephel Dúath frequently. He spun around, sizing up the state of the canyon walls. The others stood next to the most dangerous one.

“Quick, everyone to me,” Esdav cried, gesturing with his arms. The younger three seemed rooted to the spot. “Hurry, for your father’s sake, get away from those rocks.”

A few small stones clattered to the group’s feet, punctuating Esdav’s urgency. Rolfe was the first to move. He pushed Estev and Nadim in the right direction, urging them to run. He grabbed Kembryll’s hand to run with her but her feet did not move and she fell.  Rolfe wasted no time trying to reason with the frightened girl. He picked her up and tried to throw her over his shoulder. Kembryll broke free from her paralysis long enough to wrap her arms and legs around him.

The shaking grew harder and became an odd rolling motion that made the last ten feet the most difficult. Estev and Nadim fell to their knees several times. Rolfe missed his footing at the last second. He twisted just before he hit, taking the brunt of the fall in his effort to keep Kembryll from harm.

Then the quality of the rumble changed and a rattling roaring sound filled their ears as dust filled the canyon. Without waiting to see if either was injured, Esdav pulled Kembryll to him and then Rolfe. They huddled together on their knees with their eyes squeezed shut.

After an eternity, the earth came to rest, the rumbling faded and the only sound was the children coughing. As the dust settled, they raised their heads and looked around.

“What was that?” Kembryll asked in a shaky voice.

“It was an earthquake, like the one that must have originally blocked this canyon,” Esdav answered.

“If that’s what blocked it, then maybe this one unblocked it,” Estev said hopefully.

Rolfe shook his head and pointed. “I’m afraid this one did far worse.”

They all looked to where Rolfe pointed. The arch they had just come through was gone.

“Oh, no,” Kembryll whispered. A tear slipped down her cheek leaving a clean streak in the dirt.

“I knew it be a mouth,” Nadim said in a mixture of awe and dread. “Now is closed and we caught in mountain’s teeth.”

“This place is evil,” Kembryll cried, using anger to cover her fear. “Just like Sauron was. It’s never going to let us go. It wants to chew us up and eat us.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Estev said scornfully. In truth her words shook him to the core. “It’s just rocks and dirt. That’s all. Just a bunch of stupid rocks.”

It didn’t take much to get Kembryll and Estev arguing but Esdav worried that their fear would let this one turn ugly. Two hysterical siblings were the last thing he, or they, needed.

“Stop, both of you,” Esdav said firmly as Kembryll opened her mouth. “Evil exists in many places and things. Even in something as simple as a knife.” He looked at Estev who paled and hung his head. “It is not who or what is evil that’s the problem; it’s what we do about it.”

Then Esdav made his wisest choice of the day.

“Sit down for a minute,” he said, crossing his legs and lowering himself to the ground. The others followed suit. “We have two choices. We try to climb out or we can wait here, build a fire, and hope someone sees it or the smoke and finds us. Everyone gets a vote but you need to tell me why. Rolfe?”

Rolfe rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. “I want to say 'waiting' because it sounds safe until you realize that our family may not be the only one to see the smoke. There isn’t a lot in the way of firewood either. A bit of dead stuff but most of it are those runty, twisty trees which are still green and may not burn at all.” He closed his eyes for a moment before he continued, “Climbing may not be easy but I honestly think we have a better chance.”

Esdav nodded. “Estev, what do you think?”

The twelve-year-old swallowed hard. For the first time in his life, he understood how Esdav and Rolfe, at fourteen and thirteen respectively, felt responsible for the younger ones. His choice would affect the two nine-year-olds. What if they got hurt? How would he feel then?

“Rolfe, your head, you’re bleeding,” Estev said.

Rolfe patted his head until he found the spot above his left ear. “I must have done that when I fell, but I’m fine. I’ll wrap it.”

Kembryll looked at him. “I’m sorry, it’s my fault.”

“Shh, baby sister. I’m fine, really.” Rolfe ruffled her hair and pretended to cough at the dust cloud it raised. Kembryll giggled and slapped his hand away.

Esdav smiled, another storm averted. 

“If you two are through playing around,” Esdav winked at them, “Estev what do you think?”

Estev sighed. “I agree with Rolfe. I think we should try to climb out, though I’m not sure which is the best way.”

Estev turned to Nadim.

“I think we need climb,” the dark-eyed boy said.

Kembryll nodded. “At least we would feel like we’re doing something, which has got to be better than just sitting around.” 

“I agree with all of you.” Esdav jumped to his feet. “Let’s look around and see which way looks best.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

They decided to try the north wall of the canyon. The crumbled arch, while a good twenty feet shorter was considered too unstable, as was the blocked end. The side they chose looked as if it consisted of poorly fashioned blocks, with no consistent size or shape. Here and there, a rounded boulder sat as if placed there to break up the never-ending lines and angles. The whole wall was glued together by dust, dirt and clumps of grass. There appeared to be enough rough handholds and small ledges to get them to the top.

They started up single file. Esdav led with Estev following him. Rolfe brought up the rear with Nadim in front of him and Kembryll in the middle of the four boys.

Encouragement came from each one as they worked their way up the cliff using the tiny path Esdav found. It was scarcely larger than the width of Nadim’s slim foot, probably created by a small animal of some sort.

Of the five, it was Nadim who had the most trouble. Nothing in his desert-born life had prepared him for clinging and climbing a cliff like a spider. Kembryll’s words played in his head over and over. Every time his foot slipped, or a clump of grass he attempted to use as a handhold ripped free, he heard the words “evil” and “eat us up”.

He learned quickly not to look down, or up for that matter. He faced forwards and focused on what was right in front of him - where to grab next, where to put his feet. If Kembryll could do this, then so could Nadim.

His courage almost failed him three quarters of the way up. Esdav estimated that they had climbed roughly forty feet and had maybe twenty more to go. They came to a place in the rock where the path cut left against the wall on a shallow ledge and then seemed to stop at a boulder resting on an overhang of rock. Actually, the path switch-backed to the right and into a gap in the canyon wall again. It wasn’t worse than any other place except that while he was on that ledge, Nadim would have a clear view of the canyon floor below them.

“Come Nadim, I want you to go first,” Esdav said. The older boy sat with his back braced against the boulder and held out his hand. “Step up to the ledge, and Rolfe will help you. Then all you have to do is hold onto my hand and walk forwards.”

Nadim swallowed hard, sweat trickling down his back. He stepped up onto the ledge with one foot then the other. Rolfe supported him and the boy tried to meld with the rock wall. It might have been his imagination but it seemed that mountain fought him, rejected him. Nadim tried to shake off the thought and concentrate on Esdav.

“Good, well done, Nadim. Now all you have to do is take two steps and you’ll be able to reach my hand. One more after that and you’ll be with me.”

Nadim tried to move his foot but his eyes were drawn to the dried riverbed below them and his imagination saw his body bouncing off the rocks all the way to the bottom. He closed his eyes.

“Nadim, you have to open your eyes. I’m sorry, cousin, but you can’t do this with your eyes closed.”

Nadim opened his eyes and glued them to the rock wall on his right. He slid one foot forwards and then the other. He was beyond Rolfe’s help now.

“That’s it, good." Esdav smiled encouragement. "Now, one more step and you’ll be able to reach my hand.”

His legs shaking, Nadim could not slide his feet as far the second time.

“That’s all right, Nadim,” Esdav said. He tried to sound as calm and sympathetic as possible but even he could see that Nadim was in a bad way. “You can do it. One more step and you’ll be able to reach my hand. One more step.”

Nadim wiped the sweat from his hands on his clothes one at a time. When the moment came, he didn’t want to take the chance of slipping from Esdav’s grip. He started to slide his foot forward but it slipped in a small spill of gravel. The boy groped for something, anything and came up with a handful of thick bear grass. He stood on the ledge, eyes closed, shaking. He barely heard the collective gasp from below.

“I no can, Esdav, I no can,” Nadim said in a tight voice

“Nadim, open your eyes and look at me,” Esdav said, his fears running wild. If he couldn’t get Nadim to move, they would all be stuck. “Open your eyes, Nadim.”

Finally, the boy complied and it broke Esdav’s heart to see the fear and failure stamped on his cousin’s face. 

“Nadim-“

“I no can Esdav, no ask. I fall.”  His terror was all the more apparent as Nadim’s command of Westron slipped.

“You won’t fall Nadim, I’m right here.”

Nadim shook his head and turned to the plant that had saved his life. The plant that grew in a break in the rock wall. A break that slanted upwards and appeared . . . Nadim looked back to Esdav and the switch-back trail that went behind a chunk of wall and right past . . .

“Esdav, I climb through stuff? It hold me, I know, I grab so I not fall,” Nadim looked at his cousin anxiously.

“Grass. Hold on, let me go up the path and check.”

It looked like the crevice joined the two paths. There was only one way to find out.

“You can try it, Nadim, but be careful. There’s too much grass and I can’t tell if there is loose rock or holes or something under there.” Esdav tried to inject more confidence in his voice than he felt.

With his back to the sheer drop, some of Nadim’s courage returned. Reaching high into the crevice, he tugged on a clump of grass to make sure it wasn’t loose. He lifted one foot up and into the crevice, pushing upwards. It sloped in and away from the ledge. The grass held. Four feet, several clumps of bear grass and no holes later, Nadim hauled himself onto the path next to Esdav. He rolled onto his back, his heart pounding.

“That fun, I do again?” Nadim said with a shaky laugh.

Esdav stared at him for a second and then burst out laughing. Nadim joined him while Rolfe yelled up at them.

“What are you two doing and what is so funny? The rest of us would like to join you, if you don’t mind.”

“Sorry Rolfe, it seems our cousin wishes to be a jester in King Éomer’s court.” Esdav stood and waved. “Don’t worry about trying the ledge. Send Estev and Kembryll up this way, I think it will be easier.” 
He turned to Nadim. “If you follow the trail a few more feet up there is a flat spot past that boulder tunnel. You can rest there while the others are climbing.” Esdav hugged Nadim. “You did good, little cousin. There are full grown men who would have spent the rest of their lives on that ledge rather than find a way up.”

Nadim accepted the embrace and the compliment wearily. The adrenaline was wearing off and he almost crawled to the place Esdav spoke of. The sun was sinking to the horizon though they still had a couple of hours of daylight left. Sometime, Nadim wasn’t sure when, a breeze had begun to blow. It whistled and moaned through the openings in the rocks. It was almost as if the mountain keened its disappointment at their success. Maybe Sauron’s evil did inhabit these mountains. But as Esdav said, it is what they did about it that mattered. And as far as Nadim was concerned, the children had conquered. A smile lit his face.

“So this is where you lot have been.”

Nadim opened his eyes. “Kali Elanna!”

“Aye, and Dimereg and Aerio.” She jerked her thumb to point at the two elves behind her. “We thought it was appropriate that Aerio accompanied us since it was his story of the fell beasts that planted this crazy idea in your heads.” The half-elf held out her hand and pulled the boy to his feet. “So, did you find any?”

Nadim was unable to answer as the rest of the children charged up the path.

“Elanna, Elanna!”

“Elanna, why are you here?” Esdav asked as soon as he quieted the others down. 

She grinned. “Well, when you weren’t home at a decent time I talked to Sev and Esiwmas. I thought that when I let Kembryll go with you instead of with me that her presence might deter you from what you were obviously going to do.”  Elanna raised her eyebrows at Esdav who blushed. “I volunteered to fetch you, not because your parents didn’t want to come, but because I was not as likely to thrash your backsides for such foolishness. Dimereg volunteered, and as I told Nadim, Aerio was conscripted.”

“I must admit,” the young elf said. “I admire your courage for the attempt and for what you accomplished in traversing this difficult terrain. But a wise mortal would not have attempted this feat at your age.”

Rolfe dug his toe in the dust. “It wasn’t the smartest thing we ever did.”

“Rolfe, are you hurt?” Dimereg asked, touching the cloth on the boy’s brow.

“I got cut during the earthquake, but it’s not bleeding and doesn’t hurt too bad.”

Kembryll felt compelled to speak. “It’s my fault, Rolfe was carrying me.” She hugged Rolfe around the waist. “He saved me. The mountains are still Sauron’s and they tried to eat us but we got away. We all helped.”

Elanna and Dimereg exchanged amused glances.

“I see you have quite a tale to tell, but let it wait until we’re back at the inn.” Elanna cocked her head in Aerio’s direction. “I have a feeling it will rival the fell beast tale. We brought food and drink. After that climb, you must be hungry and thirsty. Let’s get to the top and you can eat.”

“I’m so hungry I could eat a whole cow,” Estev declared.

“I’m sure you can but you’ll have to wait until we get back for the cow.” At Estev’s crestfallen face, she continued, “Don’t worry, on the correct path, we’re only a couple of hours from home.”

“That’s all!” Rolfe and Esdav exclaimed together.

Dimereg laughed. “That’s all. You’ll see when we get to the top. It’s a good thing we chose the ridge when you chose the riverbed; we would have missed you otherwise.”

Tired of the explanations, Kembryll said, “Can we eat and then go home?”

“Of course, Kem,” Elanna said “The evil mountains didn’t eat you and you’re safe, enough said. Let’s go.”

Aerio led the way with Dimereg and the children followed. 

“Nadim, what’s wrong?” Elanna asked when the boy hung back. 

He let the other’s get a little ways ahead before he said, “You hear, Kali Elanna? The wind, it speak.”

The half-elf listened to the wind whining. “The mountain isn’t happy to lose its prey, is it? You believe like Kembryll.”

Nadim nodded. “I do, I know you understand. I want another to hear.”

“I hear it. Now scoot.” 

Elanna waved the boy ahead. Looking down at the wall they climbed she shook her head in amazement. The children were lucky, very lucky. 

Then unable to resist the impulse, she stuck out her tongue at the mountain canyon and said, “You were beat by children, not warriors, not hunters, simple children. Ha-ha!”

With a guilty look up the path, Elanna spun around and turned her back on the moaning canyon.

*********
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