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(Present ... ) 


It was seven and a half miles to Hobbiton. There was no sign proclaiming this, nor had there ever been, but to those who knew the flat yellow rock by the bend of the creek meant precisely that. The rock, sitting as it did a little way from the fork in the Bree/Montpienne road, hadn't always been quite so flat. It had been worn down over the years by the backsides of innumerable weary travellers, pausing here while their horses drank from the nearby stream. 


In it's lifetime it had seen a variety of both, but in this instance the backside was human and female, and the horse a grey with a thrown shoe. Elspeth gathered her hair, re-tying it at the back of her head. She slipped the knot tight, thankful to have that mop off her neck. She loved her long, light brown curls, she really did, but at times like this they could be such a bitch. 


Moving to the stream, she knelt down beside Mithril's forelegs as the gelding drank, splashing the cool water onto her face. This might not have been her brightest idea, pushing on for Hobbiton when Mithril cast his shoe instead of turning back to Bree, but the amount of time she would have wasted on the blacksmith in the larger town was unacceptable. She was used to having people waiting for her - it was part of her job - but this was a special case. 


Elspeth Gallantin called herself a Hedge Witch, a fairly innocuous term that she used to describe her practices of herbalism, healing, midwifery and natural magic. Over the last few months she had made fairly regular trips to Hobbiton. They grew good quality herbs, and she found the people mostly friendly. There were some die-hards who still disapproved of her, but at just a shade over five foot, she was easier to accept (and far less intimidating) than a lot of other humans. 


She stood, brushing leaves and mud from her knees. It was slow and exhausting going - riding a short way, then walking, leading the horse when he became uncomfortable - and she found the familiarity of the yellow rock a great comfort. There was even a chance they were going to make it to the town before nightfall. Nightfall. Damn. She stared at the water. Another day overdue. 


Mithril snorted, bringing her out of her reverie. His head was lifted, looking back toward the road. Elspeth listened. After a moment she could hear the sound of approaching hoofbeats - a single animal, in no hurry. And behind the hoofbeats the sound of a deep male voice, singing softly. 


Well, well, well. Elspeth caught Mithril by the bridle and led him out to the road, watching the little cart as it rattled toward her. It slowed as it drew alongside, then stopped, the lone occupant looking down at her. 


"Miss Gallantin! This is a surprise." 


She nodded politely. "Master Gandalf." 


"Hmm." He nodded in return, "I was wondering who the poor fool was leading a half-lame horse." 


Mithril snorted indignantly, tossing his head. Elspeth patted his neck. "Lost a shoe." she explained. 


"Ah." Another nod. "Heading for Hobbiton, are you?" 


She smiled. "Yes. Slowly and painfully." 


"I see." 


There was a pause. Elspeth grit her teeth. Oh all right, she got the hint. Trying hard not to project just how tired she actually was, she looked up at Gandalf. "I don't suppose you're heading that way yourself?" 


Gandalf peered up at the sky a moment then smiled. "Tie the horse to the back of the cart and climb in." 


"Thank you." 


"There's no dishonour in asking for help." 


Elspeth tied Mithril, threw her pack into the cart and scrambled after it. "Yes, Master Gandalf." Point taken, you sly old sod. 


He clicked his tongue and the cart rolled forward. "You're spending quite some time in Hobbiton lately, my dear." 


She shrugged. "I like their work. Good herbs and Mithril likes the smithy there. Besides," she added in the following silence, "I want to check on Lilac and the baby." 


Gandalf turned in his seat, surprised. "The baby's arrived?" 


"Last week. Bramblerose Bay Brandybuck." 


"Ah. B-names. That'll be Rubin's influence, I'd say." 


"I think so." Elspeth yawned. In the sudden reprieve from worry she was starting to feel positively exhausted. Gandalf studied her sympathetically. 


"Throw down your bedroll in the back and rest, Elspeth." He offered kindly. "I'll wake you when we reach Hobbiton." 


She sighed, patting him on the arm in thanks, and scrambled back. Laying out her blankets she settled down, smiling as a chance inhale brought back the scent. The blankets had been cleaned, of course, since she'd been in Hobbiton a week before, but they still smelled, ever-so-faintly, of ... 


*** 


(Last Week ... ) 


"Hurry! Hurry!" 


Good grief, thought Frodo as he jogged along in the rear, you'd think we were escaping from a Ringwraith rather than a bit of rain. But then, Pippin had never been one for thunderstorms. He was running full out ahead of them, leading Merry, Frodo and Sam through the gathering gloom toward the Travellers' Rest. 


Rests dotted the countryside all around the Shire, serving farmers, merchants and the assortment of other travellers who might be caught by night or inclement weather away from their Holes. Each Rest was a self-contained garden cottage, with a bedroom and kitchen inside and stables and a privy outside. 


The quartet had been out to Brandy Hall - the new baby was two days old, and Merry hadn't been able to wait any longer to show off his little cousin to his friends. After all, it had been his courageous (read, frantic) ride for a midwife that had helped the birth to a success, and he was feeling rather proprietary. After dinner, the boys had set off for a night of cards and carousing at Bag End, and had been on the road when the storm began to gather. The huge, grumbling clouds had overtaken them and they'd diverted toward the nearest Rest. 


The rain came down in earnest as they approached the gate - huge, heavy droplets that seemed determined to pummel their heads as well as soaking their skin. 


Pippin (who would never actually *admit* to still being skittish of storms) burst open the door and scooted through. The others crowded through after him, only to be brought up short as they caught their first glimpse of the room. 


A new fire was burning brightly in the hearth, bordered by a supply of wood from the stack outside. Before the fire was a long coat, heavily dappled with rain and draped across a chair to dry. Another chair was pushed hurriedly back from the table in the middle of the room, and on the tabletop was a mug of mead and a deck of cards, half-dealt in the pattern of one of the single-player games. 


There was no-one to be seen. 


"Umm ... " Frodo glanced nervously around the room, "I think we disturbed someone." 


"Aye," agreed a wry voice, "and did it very well, too!" The Hobbits jumped, spinning around on the person standing by the wall behind them. 


"Miss Elspeth!" Samwise gave a relieved sigh. "You gave us a turn." 


Her eyebrows climbed. "I gave you a turn? You boys just scared the spit out of me! And in Merry's case it's the second time this week!" 


***


Truth or Dare Part Two 


LOTR Hobbit-fic Panthera 2001/2�(Story in Progress) 





(Present ... ) 


Frodo closed the book with a snap. It was one of his favourites, as was the fork of this tree in this field, late on this sunny day. Beside him was an open packet of Proudfoot's finest vanilla biscuits, also his favourite, but he'd eaten only one or two. He dropped the book to one side and jumped down from the tree, wandering aimlessly through the wildflowers. 


They're right, he thought. I'm acting totally crazy. Forgetting things, staring out of windows, snapping at his friends. In the end Merry had dragged Pippin and a worried Sam away to the Tavern, with exhortations that he join them 'once he was feeling better'. He sighed. No point, really. Food had no taste, drink even less. Besides, given a few drinks, the next time Pippin demanded to know what the muck was going on, Frodo might just tell him. 


A lark swooped down from a nearby tree, skimming the top of his head. It was nesting season, and the stupid creatures were attacking anything that could remotely be perceived as a threat. Frodo waved it away. It followed him a little way, squawking, then darted off toward a nearby thicket. It swooped there, flapping its wings and shrilling in defiance. 


Frodo looked around, tried to decide where he wanted to go, and failed. Anywhere he went was much like any other right now. Had it only been a week? 


Another sigh, louder this time; Yes, a week. A whole week. Where ... ? 


Suddenly, his head lifted. Was that - ? Yes! Hoof beats! Someone was approaching along the Bree Road! Fully aware of how ridiculous he was being, and even more aware that he intended to ignore it, Frodo turned and ran towards the road. 


Behind him, the lark continued it's assault on the thicket, its cries becoming ever more frantic and shrill. As Frodo disappeared there was a flash of movement among the foliage. 


The bird was gone. 


*** 


Nearing the small hill by the roadside, Frodo slowed. It wouldn't do to be found looking flustered. He scampered to the tree on the point where the road turned, straightened his jacket and leaned against the trunk with a nonchalant, expectant air. Then the familiar figure of Abram the mule appeared, towing the cart. 


Frodo's shoulders slumped. He was always more than delighted to see Gandalf, of course, but the elderly wizard was not the person he'd been hoping to see. Pushing away from the tree, he waved, trying not to look too disappointed. "Gandalf!" 


The other caught sight of him and also waved, but did not return the greeting. It occurred to Frodo that he also hadn't heard the usual quiet singing. He wondered a moment if something was wrong, but Gandalf seemed in good spirits. And it was good to see him. Frodo grinned, took a running start and, despite the sudden cautioning look on Gandalf's face, leapt headlong onto the cart. "Welcome back!" 


Gandalf caught the exuberant Hobbit and steadied him, holding a finger in front of his lips. "Gently, lad," he hissed, "Go quietly, or - " 


"Too late." In the back of the cart, Elspeth was blinking at them in the manner of the sharply woken. She also on her front with one hand braced beneath her, preparatory to springing up for a fight, but Gandalf didn't think young Frodo had noticed. The lad's initial surprise had dissolved into a grin that threatened to divide his face completely in two. 


Turning in his seat, Gandalf didn't quite see the answering smile, but the fact that the witch was now looking deliberately inscrutable made him certain there had been one. Well, well, now ... 


"I suggest we head straight for Oberon's," he said, bringing their attention back toward him, "and get some help for that poor beast of yours." 


"Thank you, Master Gandalf." Elspeth sat up and started fussing with her hair, "Although I've imposed enough. If you have other priorities - " 


"Not at all," Gandalf flicked the reins, "I can have Abram's shoes checked while we're there. In any case, my other priority would be tea at Bag End, and right now I suspect there's nobody home." 


Elspeth made her way to the front of the cart, leaning her arms over the back of the driver's seat. Frodo nodded to her, his grin now barely under control. "Miss Elspeth." he greeted politely. 


"Mr Frodo." Equally polite. 


Gandalf gave them both a sideways look. Oh, dear, dear, dear ... 


*** 


(Last Week ... ) 


"That's the rules!" 


"No, t'isn't!" 


"Now look - " 


"No, ye look ... " 


Frodo almost groaned. They'd been playing cards now for a couple of hours, and while the fact that every single one of them was cheating outrageously only added to the fun, the arguments between Pippin, Sam and Merry did not. The squabbles usually consisted of one or the other beating their heads against the stolid, stubborn wall of Sam, and were becoming more frequent as the evening wore on. 


He nudged Elspeth, who was pretending to study the ceiling, and having gotten her attention moved his head toward the fire. She rolled her eyes and nodded. They slipped off their chairs, Frodo snagging a bottle on the way. There had been a good supply of mead in the pantry, left as thanks by a previous grateful traveller, and while the drink was helping to fuel the arguments, it was conversely making them easier to ignore. 


Frodo plonked down on the rug by the fire, pouring them each a generous measure. "If we have to sit an listen to them bicker," he said, "we may as well be comfortable." 


"Good idea." She settled herself beside him. Outside the storm had eased, but the wind and rain could still be heard waging war on the cottage. Elspeth drew her knees up to her chest and shivered. "I'm glad I'm not on the road to Bree tonight." 


"Me too. I mean," he amended hastily, "I'm glad you're not out there in the cold and wet. Even if it does mean being stuck in here with us!" 


Elspeth smiled. "There are worse places to be stuck." She laid her cheek on her drawn-up knees so that she was looking toward him. "Worse people, too." 


Frodo took a hasty sip from his mug. A sudden strange idea had popped into his head, but it was patently ridiculous. She means all four of you, Baggins, he told himself sternly. Or even Hobbits in general. Not just you. Even - he glanced up at Elspeth, who had returned to watching the fire - if that was strangely disappointing ... 


"By the way," he continued, changing the subject, "how did someone like you get caught out by the storm?" 


A smile. "Someone like me?" 


"Well, a Witch ... I thought you could read the weather." 


"Ah." she understood, "I can, usually. But sometimes that's not the whole story." 


Frodo nodded, prompting her to continue. Gandalf rarely if ever spoke about his Craft, and if Elspeth was prepared to ... 


She studied him speculatively for a moment, as if deciding something. At length she said, "A Witch arrives exactly when she's supposed to." 


"You mean 'intends to'?" 


"No, you're thinking of Wizards, which for you isn't surprising. A Witch arrives when she's supposed to ... although we usually don't know we were supposed to until afterwards." 


Frodo frowned. "I'm not sure I understand." 


"Alright," Elspeth sat up a bit straighter, "small example. Hobbits give birth quite happily all year long. I arrive in town a day before one of them has trouble." 


He stared. "You mean you knew ... " 


"No!" she gave a wry laugh. "That's just it, we never know. Well, hardly ever. Things just pop up out of nowhere and suddenly someone's saying, 'Hey, lucky you were here!'. I mean," she shrugged, "being delayed by this storm. Am I supposed to be here, talking to you? Or am I just not supposed to be somewhere else quite yet?" 


"Personally," said Frodo, "I hope it's the first." 


Again he was treated to that strangely speculative gaze. Elspeth smiled. "Me too." 


***


Truth or Dare Part Three 


LOTR Hobbit-fic Panthera 2001/2�(Story in Progress) 





(Present ... ) 


Dagad Oberon was the town's resident blacksmith. His family had practiced the trade in Hobbiton for generations, and was well set to continue on through his son, Dragan, who was scarcely a year from completing his apprenticeship. 


They were a gentle-hearted family who loved their work, and lavished just a much attention on an aging mule like Abram as on an elegant creature like Mithril. Animals, for their part, took to them immediately, even the notoriously difficult ponies from the farms up by the Old Wood. 


Mithril stood calmly in the smithy's yard while Dagad hummed and hawed around him. "Just the one shoe, Miss," he asked, "or a new set?" 


"Well, I thought just the one," replied Elspeth, standing with Frodo by the waiting-stalls that opened onto the yard. "but if you think the others need changing - " 


"Humm." Dagad picked over one of the remaining shoes again. "No," he said finally, "they should be all right. I might just re-nail 'em here and there so they don't throw as easy as t'other one." 


"That sounds excellent, thank you." Another thing Elspeth liked about Hobbiton was their honest tradesmen. 


"Right you are, Miss." Dagad began to lead Mithril to the tethering bay. "Dragan, help Mr Gandalf unharness Abram." 


"Aye, Dad." Dragan trotted around the side of the stables to where Gandalf could be heard muttering over the mule's harness. Elspeth started forward to help, but found herself suddenly seized by the hand and hustled into one of the waiting stalls. 


"Hey, there." Frodo wrapped his arms around her waist, grinning up at her. He'd been waiting for a chance to get his hands on her again since his first glimpse of green eyes and tangled hair among the blankets in Gandalf's cart. 


"Hey." Elspeth tilted her head down to kiss him. "Miss me?" 


"Oh," he replied airily, "a little." 


"Oh. Well then ..." Playing into the joke, she shrugged and made as if to leave. 


"No you don't." Frodo pulled her back against him, suddenly serious. "I was starting to think you weren't coming back." 


Elspeth stroked his cheek. "Now that's daft." She said softly. "Listen - " 


"Frodo? Elspeth?" Gandalf's voice floated in. The two in the stall exchanged startled glances and scurried outside. 


The wizard was standing just outside in the yard, looking around, while Dragan led Abram off for attention. 


"Ah, there you are." As Gandalf strode toward them he took in their expressions. Hmm. 


"Frodo," he asked casually, "would you please give young Dragan a hand with Abram? He's a little skittish for some reason." 


Frodo looked dubiously toward Abram, who was plodding cheerfully across the yard with Dragan, delighted to be rid of the weight of the cart. "Uhhh … yes, as you wish, Gandalf." 


"Thank you." Gandalf sat down on a bale of straw, watching him go. "So." he continued, just as Elspeth was about to excuse herself as well, "How long has this been going on?" 


"Has what been going on?" The response was automatic, with no real hope of being believed. 


"Frodo's a Hobbit, my dear." Gandalf dusted off his hat. "Deception does not come easily to him." 


Her shoulders relaxed. "It doesn't, does it." She sighed. "Maybe that's the attraction." 


"Perhaps so." The Wizard kept his voice casual. "Well?" 


"Not long." She replied, looking thoughtful and not as defensive as Gandalf had thought she might be. "Hardly at all, really." 


"I see. And?" 


She folded her arms, a flicker of irritation in her voice. "I don't know yet that we have an 'And', Gandalf. That's what I'm hoping we'll find out. And when we do - " 


"It still won't be any of my business?" 


"Exactly." 


"As you say. However, I must confess to a somewhat ... fatherly interest in young Frodo. He's a good lad, with a gentle heart." 


"And if I hurt him," the corner of her mouth twitched upwards, "you'll tan my arse from here to Isengard?" 


"Exactly." Gandalf studied her a moment longer, considering. No, the other subject couldn't be left un-mentioned. "You will tell him, won't you?" 


The atmosphere changed. He couldn't swear that the temperature actually dropped, but that was how it seemed. Her folded arms tightened protectively across her, one hand drifting almost unconsciously to her left flank. "Of course." 


Gandalf nodded. It was an important issue, but delicate, and he was wary of pushing too hard. "Very well. See that you do." 


A deep breath. "I will." 


"Will what?" Frodo, having felt something of a fifth wheel among the smiths, had wandered back across the yard. He was shifting from foot to foot, obviously sensing the undercurrents in the air. 


Elspeth recovered first. "Will make sure you behave yourself, sweet." She replied with a grin. 


Frodo looked quickly from her to Gandalf. Taking in the Wizard's expression, he made an 'oh' shape with his lips. "Was I that obvious?" 


"I'm old, my boy," replied Gandalf easily, "not senile. Although I can't help but wonder how this came about." 


Elspeth hiccupped and started to snigger. 


"Well," Frodo smirked, glancing her way, "It was kind of a bet ... " 


*** 


(Last Week ... ) 


"Tell me again ... " Elspeth picked awkwardly at her wet shirt, "How I managed to get into this?" 


"Over your head, Miss," replied Pippin helpfully, "and arms through the sleeves." 


"Ah, I see ... " She grinned and flicked a card at him while the other Hobbits giggled, "Thanks, Pip. I meant this daft game." 


"Oh, that ... " Pip gathered up the cards and started to shuffle them, "That was a mercy. We thought you might be tired of sittin' down there snugglin' with Frodo." 


"We were not snuggling." retorted Frodo just a little too quickly. "We were talking." 


"Aye." Sam slapped Pippin on the arm. "So you just deal the cards." 


"Alright, alright ... " grumbled Pip. "Better hope you don't get my Forfeit, Sam Gamgee." 


Following the last major argument, it had been decided to start a new type of game. 'Forfeit', the boys had explained, was a game very similar to what they'd been playing, with the exception that all money was bet at the very beginning. At each round, the weakest hand was required to perform a forfeit as decided by the strongest hand. Refusal to do so meant you were disqualified. Aside from that and the proviso that no blatantly dangerous forfeits were allowed, there were no rules. 


Two hours later, Merry was on the floor having drunk four mugs of mead in quick succession, Sam had swung from the rafters and Elspeth was damp and mud spattered from running to the front gate and back without her boots. 


"Ugh." Elspeth picked at her shirt again. "I'm all soggy." 


Frodo snickered. "I said 'without your boots', not 'without your coat'." 


"Aye, right," she sighed, "I figured that out half-way to the gate. You didn't think to remind me of it before I went? Deal me in, Pip, I'll be back in a minute." 


She grabbed her coat from by the fire and headed for the room at the back of the cottage that served as a bedroom. A moment later she was back, wearing her buttoned coat and laying her wet clothing out by the fire to dry. There was a moment's pause as the Hobbits took in what they could see of her bare legs and feet below the coat. Frodo's brain did some involuntary adding up, and the result sent his mouth slightly dry. 


He was glad of the distraction as the next hand was dealt, even though every card he picked up was making him wince. This was not good. He risked a glance at Elspeth, who wasn't looking overly pleased. 


"So," Pip looked around the table, "What's everybody got?" 


"Pair o' fours." said Sam mildly, showing his cards. "Not very good." 


"Frodo?" 


"I got nothing." He admitted. "Flat nothing." 


Elspeth sighed resignedly. "Likewise." The cards fluttered down. "Not a thing. Who dealt this rubbish?" 


Across the table, Pip was grinning from ear to ear, "Four Northstars!" he crowed. "I win!" "Four?" Elspeth stared. "That's overkill, isn't it?" 


There was a flapping about from the floor and Meriadoc clambered back into his seat, peering at the cards. "Woo-hoo!" he gloated, "Double forfeit!" 


"Hey, yeah!" Pip's smile got even bigger. "Gotta think of something good!" 


"That's easy!" Merry grabbed him by the arm and began to whisper in his ear. Pippin began to giggle, then jumped to his feet, slamming his palms down on the table. 


"Right!" he cried, grinning wickedly. "Double Forfeit! Frodo - give her a smooch!" 


***
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"Excuse me, Miss?" Dagad approached them, leading a pleased-looking Mithril. "I think that's done the trick, Miss, but if you could walk him round the yard for a bit we'll see how he goes." 


"Right ... " Elspeth moved to take the lead rope. Mithril, clearly in good spirits, butted his muzzle into her shoulder, almost knocking her over. 


Dagad smothered a grin. "You right there, Miss?" 


"Yes, fine ... " she fended off the horse, who was now attempting to eat her hair, "This isn't unusual ... " 


"I know, Miss." The smith was smiling openly now, "Just lead him off for me." 


This was easier said than done, however. Mithril, refreshed by a rest and the doting attention of the smith, was prancing and misbehaving every second step. Elspeth wrestled with the lead rope, pivoting awkwardly as he danced around her. Her voice floated back to them, coaxing, protesting, calling the horse ill-names that he cheerfully ignored. 


Frodo, sitting on another straw bale, laughed and applauded. Gandalf watched him, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. After a moment his young friend noticed, and turned to him with a dubious expression. 


"You don't approve, do you?" 


Gandalf sighed. "It's not my place to approve or disapprove, Frodo. Although I did promise your uncle I'd keep an eye on you. Are you sure this is what you want?" 


"Yes, sir. Although I'm not sure yet if I'm going to get it. We said we'd talk about it when she came back … " he paused, "and I was starting to think she wasn't going to." 


Gandalf's mind drifted back to the yellow rock, and the tired, tangled and sweat-stained creature he'd found struggling determinedly toward Hobbiton. He smirked. "Frankly, my boy," he said, half to himself, "I don't think you needed to worry about that." 


*** 


(Last Week ... ) 


"Will he be alright?" 


"I expect so ... " Elspeth gently placed a blanket over Merry's sleeping form. "He just had a lot to drink in too much of a hurry." 


"Sounds like him." Frodo finished arranging his own blankets by the fire. "Do you have enough space there?" 


"Plenty, thanks." She knelt down on her bedroll and began to brush her hair. 


Frodo kept his eyes down to his task. A few times now he'd caught himself staring, and he didn't want her to catch him as well. Aside from the embarrassment it would have caused, it would have made their current situation even more uncomfortable. 


The cottage bedroom sported only two beds, which Pippin and Sam had won rights to in a draw of cards. Elspeth had been packed for travelling and had her own bedroll with her, while the others had found extra blankets with which to bed down in the main room. They'd given Merry a pillow and blanket where he'd finally passed out, rather than hauling him about the room, and were now setting themselves up at the fireside. For himself, Frodo wasn't entirely sure this was a good thing. 


They'd performed the Forfeit - a brief and reasonably chaste affair that had totally failed to satisfy their audience and, if he was honest about it, Frodo as well. It was actually rather annoying; kissing the girl had never occurred to him before, at least not with any clarity, and now thanks to blasted Merry he couldn't think about anything else. 


Elspeth finished brushing and leaned over to put the brush away. Her hair, curlier for having been dampened and allowed to dry, promptly fell back into it's usual unruly state, but she didn't seem to notice, settling down on her belly with her chin on her folded arms, once more watching the fire. 


Frodo stretched out next to her. You're staring again, he thought resignedly, tearing his eyes away. This is getting silly. She's leaving in the morning, Baggins, he reminded himself. And found it very disappointing. 


"Frodo?" Elspeth was looking at him curiously. "Are you alright?" 


"Yes! Yes, I'm fine." There was a pause. "When do you think you'll be back in Hobbiton?" 


"I don't know," Elspeth turned onto her side. "Bree tomorrow for a few days. Then I thought Montpienne, perhaps. Or out toward the Dwarvenlands." 


"So you'll be gone a while." Frodo tried not to sound unhappy. 


"Oh, maybe." She was looking at him in that speculative way again, "I might be back soon. I haven't decided yet. Why, are you getting itchy feet?" 


"Not really ... " Frodo swallowed. He was looking at her lips again and his thoughts were wandering. 


"Well, if you do ... " face serious, she leaned over and put her hand on his arm, "I have some lotion for it." 


They looked at each other, then at the same instant broke up laughing. Frodo fell back onto his pillow, one hand covering his eyes. "That was terrible!" 


"Yes, I know, but I couldn't resist." 


He opened his eyes and was about to say something else when the laughter died in his throat. Elspeth leaned on one elbow, her head propped on her hand, smiling at him. She was so close ... if he leaned up just a little ... 


"Frodo?" Elspeth looked confused as he sat up abruptly. 


"I'm ... I'm just going to move over a little." he said quickly, "It's a bit warm here." Which was no less than the truth. 


"Hey," Elspeth sat up too, catching his arm before he could move away, "did I do something wrong?" 


"No! No ... just the opposite." He sighed, deciding it was time to come clean; "The fact is, if I stay here next to you, I'm going to do something stupid." 


She smiled, raising an eyebrow. "Stupid?" 


Frodo shook his head. "Embarrassing, then." Why was she looking at him like that? It almost made him think that she - 


"I see …" She nodded, one hand tracing the weave of the rug beneath her. "And did it occur to you at all that I might not mind?" 


He froze in the act of gathering up his blankets, not at all certain he'd heard that right. "You ... wouldn't?" 


"No. In fact ..." The smile was widening, "I'm quite fond of the idea." 


Frodo sat back down, unconsciously closer to her than before, a grin edging its way across his face. "So you wouldn't object if ... " 


"Not in the least." Her hand stroked up his arm to his shoulder. "Although," she grimaced, "I do still have to leave in the morning." 


"But," Frodo leaned toward her, "you'll be coming back." 


"Oh yeah." She murmured, cupping a hand on the back of his neck. "Sooner all the time." 


***
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"Mr Gandalf!" A voice came from the rear door of the stable. 


"Dorgich!" Gandalf stood up, extending a hand to the venerable Hobbit who had just arrived. The other took it, beaming up at the wizard through a cloud of weed-smoke. 


Dorgich Oberon, known to most of his acquaintance as Papa O, was the patriarch of the smithing clan. His exact age was becoming less clear as the years went by, but having outlived his wife and both his sons, he continued on in the family trade alongside his grand and great-grand children. 


"Mr Baggins!" Dorgich turned his attention to Frodo, "We don't often see you here!" 


"No, Sir." Frodo took the offered hand, "I'm just here with ... with Master Gandalf." 


"I see, I see ... Barnwatcher," scolded Papa abruptly, "leave Mr Baggins alone!" 


Frodo patted the head of the elderly dog who accompanied Dorgich. "Not to worry, Mr Oberon, he's doing no harm." 


"Daft old bugger." said Papa fondly. Barnwatcher looked up at his master with wagging tail. Then abruptly his ears pricked, he barked and ran out into the yard. 


"Well, now!" remarked Papa in surprise, "Look who's back in town!" 


In the yard, Elspeth had wrestled Mithril back over to Dagad. "Well," she pushed the horse's head away as he tried to snuffle her ear, "I don't think there's any problems here, Mr Oberon - thank you." 


"Ye're welcome, Miss. Glad to be of help." 


"How much do I owe you?" 


"Actually, Miss," Dagad leaned forward conspirationally, "if you could see your way clear to fixing a couple more bottles of Papa's joint mixture, we could call that even." 


"It's a deal." They shook hands. "I'll have those made up for you in a couple of days." 


"Thank ye, Miss." 


Elspeth was frowning a little as they started back toward the stable; "Didn't I leave you with a recipe for that mixture, Mr Oberon?" 


"Aye, ye did." Dagad chuckled, "But he swears on his life that ours ain't as good as yours." 


"It's all the self-same herbs." 


"I know, Miss. But ... " the smith shrugged. 


"Aye," she nodded, smiling. "As you say - Watcher!" 


The last was a cry of delight as the scruffy dog trotted out of the stable. Elspeth fell to one knee, embracing him as he ran up. "How are you, old thing?" 


Papa O chuckled in his chest. "There you are, young Baggins," he joked, gesturing out to where Elspeth crouched, talking gentle nonsense to the tune of a rapidly beating tail. "Can't go far wrong with a woman who loves animals." 


Frodo nodded affirmation. "No sir, you surely can't." 


Papa regarded him a moment then leaned over, a glint of mischief in his eye. "Fine looking girl, too." he whispered. "For a human." 


"Yes, sir." Frodo struggled to keep his expression neutral. 


"Has her own trade." continued Papa remorselessly. Frodo felt his ears turning red. 


"Wonderful - " 


"That'll do, Dorgich." interrupted Gandalf mildly. 


Papa O laughed again. "As you wish, my friend." he said, straightening his jacket and strolling toward the yard. Behind him Frodo shot Gandalf a look of heartfelt thanks, which the Wizard waved amiably away. 


"I don't expect you'll be wanting half the town whispering about you just yet." he murmured quietly. 


"Well, that's true." Frodo grimaced. "There's enough of that goes on already." 


"Whatever for?" scoffed Gandalf. "As if a Baggins would do anything unexpected." 


The sudden burst of laughter brought everyone's attention back to them. Gandalf chuckled. "I'll drop you both off at Bag End," he told Frodo quietly, "and leave you to chat." 


*** 


Bag End was untidy. There was a grey horse tethered in the side yard, a saddle on the fence, and a traveller's pack lay in the front hall. Scattered clothing led through the front room, down the hall and through the bedroom door, which was carelessly ajar. 


Elspeth sighed against Frodo's shoulder. They were tangled in the bedclothes and with each other, a few more pieces of clothing on the floor denoting earlier progress across the room. 


"You know, I really did plan that we'd sit down and talk sensibly, instead of diving straight into bed like rutting minks." She snuggled. "Oh well." 


Frodo chuckled, playing with her hair. "I'm sorry," he said, in voice that indicated nothing of the kind, "I wanted to make love to you properly, without an unconscious body in the corner." 


"Ah, yes ... Merry. Good thing he didn't wake up." 


"It's alright." He said reassuringly, "I would've told him he was hallucinating." 


Elspeth snorted with laughter. Frodo grinned. "You know," he said after a pause, "I could get very used to this." 


"Mmm." She snuggled closer. 


There was another pause. Frodo bit his lip. That had sounded like an approval, but ... well ... he would have preferred something more definite. He tightened his hold on her, responding to a sudden attack of nerves. He'd been thinking about this a lot while she'd been away, but now the time had come it was difficult to find his voice. "I mean ... Us." He ventured carefully. "You and me." 


"Uh-huh." 


Right. Not helpful. Now he knew why Sam had always been so shy around Rosie Cotton. He took a deep breath and forged on. "I don't just mean in bed." 


Elspeth lifted herself up on one elbow, looking at him. "You don't?" 


"No." Frodo tried to read her expression and failed, "Unless ... that's a problem?" 


She lowered her eyes thoughtfully, as if trying on the idea for fit. Frodo waited, his stomach tying knots. "No." she said at last, sounding faintly surprised; "No problem here. Aside from the obvious." 


"A Hobbit and a human?" he shrugged. "If that was a problem we wouldn't be here would we?" 


"Good point. If you're sure - " 


"I'm sure." Frodo interrupted. He'd had enough of that question from Gandalf. "Elspeth," he said, "I have no idea if it'll work out for us. But I'm damn sure I want to give it a try." 


"Alright." She was starting to smile, "I can live with that. And thanks." 


"Good." Frodo started to relax, then looked at her in confusion; "Thanks for what?" 


"Rescuing me. I'd been trying to figure out how to broach that subject for a good ten minutes." 


Frodo stared. "What?" 


Her expression held a mix of amusement and guilt. "Sorry." 


He gaped at her; "You were going to say the same thing?" 


A shrug. "Pretty much." 


"So I went through all that agonising for nothing?" 


Amusement was starting to win out. "Oops." 


In spite of himself, Frodo started to grin. "You little ... !" He grabbed for her. Elspeth yelped and they wrestled, laughing. 


Given that she was possibly stronger then he, Frodo wasn't sure whether he pinned her or she let him, but once there it wasn't really an issue. Far more important was the way she was squirming under him, pretending to struggle, and the messages it was sending to his brain. 


Holding her wrists pinned on each side, he kissed her lips, then her neck, biting softly. Elspeth purred. 


He had to release his hold when he reached her collarbone, but once again he had other concerns. And other places his hands could be. 


"Frodo?" Her fingers stroked his hair. "Frodo, listen ... " 


Part way down her chest, he made a negative sound. "Loving now." he mumbled. "Listen later." 


"No ... seriously ... " 


He raised his head to find her looking off toward the door. Elspeth frowned; "You hear that?" 


***
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(Present ... ) 


Gandalf gazed into his cup. It wasn't standard Wizarding practice to use a mug of ale as a focus, but amid the bustle of the Green Dragon anything would do. He concentrated; Yes, that was definitely Frodo. Already. 


"Back in a moment." Leaving Pip, Merry and Sam to whatever discussion had them engrossed, he wrestled his way out from the Hobbit-sized table and headed for the exit. 


He met Frodo just outside the door, and was not in the least surprised to see him looking distressed; he'd been able to sense the lad before he got within a hundred yards. 


"Alright." Gandalf folded his arms. "What's she done?" 


Frodo blinked at him, surprised; "I don't know," he said, then rushed quickly on; "Something's happened to Papa O." 


"Dorgich?" Gandalf's brows knit, "He said he was heading out to Michel Delving - " 


"Yes ... " Frodo was out of breath, having run most of the way to the tavern. "Barnwatcher came to Bag End, by himself and covered in mud. I think he was looking for Elspeth." 


"Well," murmured Gandalf half to himself. "that's hardly a surprise, is it?" 


Frodo frowned. "How do you mean?" Looking at Gandalf, he saw the Wizard realise something, which appeared to make him very annoyed. "Gandalf?" 


"Nothing." Gandalf breathed out through his teeth. "What did she say?" 


"To fetch you, and the Oberons. She said you'd be able to find her." 


"Find who?" They both turned to see Sam standing between them and the tavern door, looking confused. Sometimes, thought Gandalf to himself, that Hobbit's instincts are better than mine. "Samwise," he said briskly, forestalling further questions, "we need to you to go fetch the Dagad and Dragan Oberon. Something's become of their Grandpa." 


"Papa O?" Sams eyes widened in surprise. "How - ?" 


"Later, lad. Tell them to bring a cart of some kind and meet us on the Michel Delving road." 


Sam bit back his questions; he'd learned long ago not to argue with that tone. "Yessir, Mr Gandalf." 


"Good lad." As Sam ran off he turned back toward Frodo, who was looking thoughtful. "Did she take Mithril?" 


"Yes." 


"Then we'd best fetch Abram." He started toward the stables behind the tavern, but Frodo caught him by the wrist. 


"Gandalf." There was an edge in his voice that demanded an answer. "Is Elspeth in danger?" 


Gandalf looked down into the young Hobbit's determined face and sighed resignedly. "I don't know, lad. But if she is, I assure you it won't be the first time." 


"No." murmured Frodo thoughtfully to the Wizard's retreating back. "I didn't think she'd get hurt like that birthing babies." 


*** 


(Last Week … ) 


One hand was curled in her hair, the other wandering about along her back and side, knowing quite well where it wanted to go but hesitant that it should. She had to know the effect she was having on him, thought Frodo desperately; pressed up against him the way she was, she couldn't possibly not know. And since that knowledge didn't seem to bother her … 


The wandering hand smoothed up along her side to cup the outer curve of her breast. Meeting no objection he continued, finding her nipple under the rough fabric and caressing it gently with his thumb. 


Elspeth purred and kissed him harder. Much encouraged, Frodo toyed with her a while longer, teasing, then reached eagerly for the first button on her coat. 


The tension in her body was slight, but noticeable. "Els?" Frodo paused with the button half-undone. "What's wrong?" 


"Nothing." She smiled at him, but the tension was still there. 


"Listen," he stroked her cheek reassuringly, "if you don't want … " 


"No, I want," she said quickly, kissing him. "Very much." 


"Alright." He moved hesitantly back to the buttons. He didn't think she was lying to him - please don't let her be lying to him - but he couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't telling him everything. 


One button. Two. He hadn't thought it was possible to want the woman any more than he already did, but the increasing view of her creamy cleavage was bidding fair to prove him wrong. He slipped a hand inside her coat, hoping it wasn't trembling too much, wandering over the warmth of her skin … 


"Els? What is it?" Mixed messages again. She was purring, pushing sensuously against his hand for more contact, but there was an edge, a hint that something was not quite right. If she was going to change her mind and say 'no', he wished she'd hurry up, so he could trot off outside and scream. 


Her expression held a mixture of doubt and resignation. She pushed away, and Frodo felt something inside him start to break. He reached instinctively to stop her, then hesitated as she began unfastening the rest of her coat buttons. 


"Els? Wha - ?" 


"Ssh." The last button opened and she pushed the sides of the coat away. Frodo stopped breathing. He'd fully suspected she was naked under that coat, but to have it so abruptly confirmed sent his pulse racing. Firelight reflected from her round breasts, soft stomach, full, utterly grippable hips and … and the mark. 


The scar began on her chest, just beside the lower curve of her left breast. It curled around the base of her ribs, down her flank and petered out on her belly, just above the hipbone. He felt a moment's shock at what must have been a brutal wound, then relief flooded through him as he finally understood. 


He sighed, switching his gaze back to her face. "Is that what troubles you?" 


She refused to meet his eyes, her left hand curling under her breast in an unconscious attempt to cover the mark. "It troubles some." 


"It troubles me," he whispered, sliding his hand under hers and resting it there, "only because it means you've been hurt." 


Her eyes searched his face for a moment then lowered, embarrassed. "I'm being daft." 


"Yes." He told her firmly. "Now stop your nonsense and come here." 


***
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(Present ... ) 


It was dark along the Michel Delving road, Frodo found; not least because he was balanced awkwardly behind Gandalf on Abram's sturdy back. Clinging to the Wizard's waist, he tried to crane his neck far enough around that he could catch sight of where they were going. Even so, he didn't see the grey gelding by the roadside until Gandalf drew Abram to a halt. 


"Jump down, Frodo," instructed Gandalf softly. "Looks as if this is the place." 


They dismounted, and as they did the clouds overhead began to clear, letting the faint light of the quarter-moon down on the scene. Frodo made out the dark shape of Chessie, Papa O's chestnut mare, standing unhurt but unable to move for the weight of a wagon that rested on a sharp angle behind her. 


As they got closer it became clear that the cart's far wheel had left the road, striking a patch of deep mud and lurching to the side. Beside Chessie sat Barnwatcher, very still, looking down past the wagon toward ... a light? 


Frodo stepped carefully around the mare, mud squelching between his toes. It was the same mud that had covered Barnwatcher's wiry fur when he'd crept through the door at Bag End. He pressed on, aware now of a soft voice chanting. 


He caught sight of Elspeth at the exact same instant Gandalf's staying hand dropped onto his shoulder. He glanced quickly up at the Wizard, then back to the scene. 


Papa Oberon was lying on the ground close to his wagon; the lurch as it left the road must have thrown him from his seat. Elspeth knelt beside him, eyes closed, her hands held just above the upper part of Papa's right leg. Her lips moved, softly voiced words half-heard, and the light that filtered over the scene was centred under her hands. 


Frodo watched, fascinated. In the course of Elspeth's previous visits to Hobbiton he'd seen her diagnose, administer and advise, but he'd never watched her actually heal. He'd known, of course - after all, magic was a part of what Witches did - but he'd never actually witnessed her practising the Craft. It was enlightening ... and familiar. 


The chanting rose, lilting in the warm night air. Her voice was still soft, but there was a peculiar timbre to it that made the hair lift on the back of Frodo's neck. He ... knew this. He cast his mind back, trying to pin the elusive memory. 


The last word set free, and the chanting ceased. Elspeth pushed down with her hands, and the light appeared to dissolve into Papa's leg. Her head fell forward and she was still. 


"One moment, lad." Gandalf kept his hand on Frodo's shoulder, stopping him as he made to approach. He drew himself up to his full height, and when he spoke his voice was oddly formal; "Lady." 


She jerked up, her face registering startlement followed by recognition. She gestured, and it seemed to Frodo that the air between them shimmered, as if from the vanishing of something he hadn't noticed was there. 


Elspeth straightened. "Bid fair," she said, her voice holding the same formality as Gandalf's, "And enter free." 


"My thanks." The grip on Frodo's shoulder changed to an encouraging pat on the back. Up on the road there was a commotion, and a second later Sam came picking his way around the wagon. "Mr Frodo?" 


"Over here, Sam." Frodo made his way toward Elspeth, who was speaking quietly to Papa O. 


"You're not to walk on that for a few days," she instructed softly. "Give it time to strengthen." 


"Aye, Miss." Papa propped himself up on his elbows. He was looking rather stunned. "As you say." 


From the road the younger Oberons appeared, together with a few of their near neighbours, carrying torches and a makeshift stretcher. Elspeth stepped quietly back as they gathered around Papa. After a moment she glanced at Frodo, who had come to stand next to her; "What?" 


He looked up at her with the air of someone who knows something he possibly shouldn't. "Nothing." 


"Miss Elspeth!" Sam, who had been unhitching Chessie, caught sight of her and waved; "I didn't know you was back!" 


"Hello, Sam." Elspeth turned and started back toward the road. Frodo went with her, his grin fading. She was smiling as she greeted Sam, making her way steadily through the mud, but ... it was hard to tell in the torchlight but she didn't look quite right. 


His suspicions were confirmed as Gandalf caught her by the arm, bringing her around so he could see her eyes. "Hmm." He didn't sound happy. "And just what have you eaten today?" 


Elspeth peered at him vaguely; "Eh?" 


A nod. "I thought as much. How bad is it?" 


She goggled at him. "How bad is what?" 


Gandalf sighed. "I see." He shook his head resignedly. "Frodo? Take this one home," he instructed. "feed her and let her rest." 


Elspeth looked indignant. "I'm fine." she protested, but Frodo could tell by the looking that it wasn't the case. She was weaving very slightly where she stood, and seemed to be having trouble focussing. 


"Of course you are." Gandalf turned her and began to march her toward Mithril and the road. "Food and rest." he told Frodo once again. "And brook no argument. Now, off with the both of you." 


***
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