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Glad Would He Have Been to Know

By Sillimarilli

So passed the sword of the Barrow-downs, work of Westernesse. But glad would he have been to know its fate who wrought it slowly long ago in the North-kingdom when the Dúnedain were young, and chief among their foes was the dread realm of Angmar and its sorcerer king. No other blade, not though mightier hands had wielded it, would have dealt that foe a wound so bitter, cleaving the undead flesh, breaking the spell that knit his unseen sinews to his will.

ROTK: The Battle of the Pelennor Fields

~*~

Steam billowed from the barrel and the water roiled loudly against the wood.  The stink of metal choked the air, but he who stooped over the water seemed to mind it little.  Indeed, he bent closely to the water's surface, the silvered hair that had slipped from the thong stirring about his face with the steam.  Long and strong were the fingers that gripped the iron tongs that disappeared beneath the water.  Soon, he lifted the length of metal from the barrel in which he had plunged it and peered closely at its edge, his eyes narrowing in thought.  A short, leaf-shaped length it was, less than a soldier's sword and yet more than a hunter's knife.  

Turning swiftly, he took the blade from the tongs and into his own hands.  With the economy of movement borne of long practice, he gently set the length of steel upon its supports so that it lay suspended in the shimmering air of his kiln.  Waving a hand across its opening first as if to test the heat, he rose to full standing and gazed for a moment into the kiln where the red glow played across the blade and serpents seemed to writhe on the pattern-welded steel.  

Blinking as he turned away, he strode to a long low bench littered with tools.  His glance crossed a steel hilt pocked with bezels gaping in wait for the red stones that lay beside them in a careful pile and a grip of highly polished metal that gleamed in the thin light.  But it was a simple cup that he lifted from its surface.  He tilted it to his lips, only to frown into its depths.  The cup hit the bench with a thud.  

There he stood unmoving, his fingers spread upon the solid wood of the bench as he leaned into it.  At his back was a darkening door, but he did not turn.  Beyond the circle of light that spilled from its frame lie a house where he might find both water and food, but he did not stride to it.  In its windows, no candles flared to chase away the approaching night.  At its hearth, no fire burned to warm the heart of gentle maid and stripling boy.  And in its rooms, no hand gentled their dreams into the morning.  He did not look upon it.  

Instead, his eyes settled upon the setting sun, a brittle light that gleamed in the deep pocket of hills far beyond the open casement.  Though closed doorways and dark windows stretched from verge to the forest miles beyond, bright squares of windows glittered as few as the small glimmer of awakening stars in the darkening sky above. Of a meager number were the lights that marked the dwellings of the men of Westernesse in the North and their shadows faded silently into hills as the sun fell.  

With a soundless sigh, he turned his back upon the gathering night, trading the fire of the setting sun for that which burned the more brightly in his kiln.  Taking up the tongs he had abandoned, he pulled the blade from the fire.  The dull red that glowed along the metal beneath a silt of ash seemed to satisfy him, for, after a swift look, he thrust the metal into the quenching barrel, ignoring the desperate bubbling and clouds of pungent steam as the water escaped.  In but a moment, the blade cooled enough to touch.

Wrapping a bit of rag about its tang, he swung the length of metal high in the air over his head. He paused there only briefly while the muscles of his shoulders coiled and then the blade whistled swiftly through the air.  With a great clang the flat of the blade smote the anvil and struck sparks from the iron.  So great was the shock that it thrust him to the ground and ripped the sword from his grip. He hit the dirt with a thud and shocked grunt, and lay splayed upon the floor, staring at the length of metal that had come to rest beside him.  

Black clouds marred the blade from where the fire had touched it.  Dark was its surface and hidden were the marks he had placed there, bending over his work and murmuring in a tongue that was not his own.  Later, the tarnish would be burnished away and the blade would shine with a light undiminished by time or use.  

He thrust himself to a crouch, setting his feet beneath him with an agility belied by the lines upon his face and gray of his hair.  His hands were gentle when he raised the long dagger from the dirt.  He stood and, grasping it carefully upon its end, swung it back and forth upon the pendulum of his arm.  He then turned it end upon end, looking for sign of scratch or dent with narrowed and intent eyes.  Sighting along its edge, a long finger slid down the length of the blade only for it to be twisted about and examined again.  

With each test, he nodded slightly. No words came from his throat.  No smile softened the set of his jaw.  It was only with the last test, when he stood with feet apart and back straight and thrust the sword into the air at chest height with all his might, that he spoke.  

"Aye," was the one word that came softly from between his lips.   

With that, he came swiftly to sit at his bench.  There, he set hilt and grip upon the tang with sure hands.  Strange were the words he whispered as he worked, sibilant sounds of the steadfastness of steel and the sinews that would wield it, and dark was the gleam that arose in his eyes.

~~~

The Man in the Garden

By Eowyner

The garden lay almost empty. A gentle breeze caressed the blades of grass and made the new green leaves of the trees shift and sway, the whisper barely audible against the backdrop of muffled sounds rising from the city below. The mid-afternoon sun shone down through ragged patches of cloud with sufficient ardour to warm the body and lift the spirits. 

In the centre of the garden stood its single occupant. The man’s hair was dark, and his robes sable to match. He was tall, with well-cut, handsome features. His frame denoted one who was hardy and lithe, and yet his movements lacked certainty and purpose. A few halting steps and he would pause, bathing his face in the sun’s rays before he moved on a couple more paces to examine a tree or flower, or to gaze aimlessly at the far horizon. His countenance remained grave, untouched by the jubilant demonstration of the exuberance of life that surrounded him. His eyes were deep pools of regret, unseemly in one on whom the years lay relatively lightly. 

The garden door opened briefly, and after a brief introduction from the master of the house, a fair young woman tarried and talked with the man a while. No sooner had he seen her but he was transformed. Gone was the hard, grim expression and weariness – in their place, compassion, hope and joy. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth chasing away any remaining hint of his previous melancholy.

The door opened again but swiftly closed with a quiet thud. Where there had been two, there was now only one, for she had left him to his own devices. Long he lingered alone in the garden, once more wandering from place to place, but with a new sense of purpose. His limbs seemed strengthened, and his eyes drank in the beauty surrounding him. He did not pause merely to observe some newly discovered treasure of the natural world, but to smell it and touch it, to experience it in its fullness. However, more often than not, his gaze was drawn back towards the house into which she had retreated – his face then displaying a mixture of tenderness and yearning.

Eventually the day neared its ending, causing muted shades of orange and red to lend the garden a mysterious atmosphere and giving the clouds the appearance of being wreathed in flames. The man ceased his pacing and hand on heart, honoured the setting sun by watching until its scarlet orb passed out of sight into the west, obscured by the roof of the house. He turned, and now availing himself of a small bench that faced eastwards, he waited until the stars of Menelvagor’s belt shone bright in the sky above him, before slowly he too returned to the house. At the door, he turned to take one final look, his eyes roaming over every nook and cranny before he stepped over the threshold. No man returned to the garden that night.

~~~

From the undergrowth …

By Rilith

Crouched and relaxed, I am unobserved. The object of my fascination still moves within my glancing view. Tall and slender like the saplings I have passed, willowy too. She, for it is a woman, moves like the rivers and streams hidden within this wood.

As she dances silver light flashes from the cold metal she wields. Her auburn hair tied loosely passes over pale white skin upon her arms, a silken contrast to the dark damp trees that surround her. The soft flush upon her cheek reminds me of the summer roses, now hidden in fear of the encroaching winter.

Another dazzling stroke of her weapon makes the clinging mists part and swirl. She appears a very accomplished hunter, practicing her art like young fox cubs.

She stops. For a moment I lose her from my sight. She stands so still, so strong, that I begin to believe she had never moved before. Like a statue sprung from an invisible source she waits for something. In a fluid motion she covers the shining steel still held within her grasp. A silent breath releases from her lips. A sigh of contentment that unites me with her, I stretch serenely, sure I am concealed. 

I freeze, my movement has been folly. Her lips curve in a smile; it seems the sun shines again as I watch. Her steps turn toward me. I know and see her approach yet its sound escapes my notice. Magical. The closer she comes the more I note her charm. Her strangely pointed ears, those my mistress does not own. Her leaf green eyes catch my gaze and I am undone.

I will not run, but will stay where I am, lost to time while she whispers words I barely understand.

"Have you sat here long, little one?"

Still her floating steps draw nearer, I know her.

"Have you been hunting also? … No? Watching my sword flash light across the undergrowth?"

She laughs; the sound is like bells flying in the wind. Her gentle touch lifts me into her embrace. I lean against her warmth, at peace to view the world from a different place.

"I am sure mistress Sevilodorf would like to know just how far you have wandered today. You may feel you are brave, little one, but trust me, my friend, these woods hold more than the mere friendly elves."

I paw her arm as we walk on, unsure of why I feel so safe and so free. 

"Now, Tac, I have a reputation you know? Purring will certainly lower the guard of the hobbits.  Why anyone might think I was lovely."

The peal of laughter echoes in my ears as I sigh with a deeper sense of serenity.

~~~

Carving Her Memory

By Celebsul

Celebsul sat on a stool at his bench, and a corner of his mouth curled while his fingers stroked the smooth wood of the figurine.  Then the half-smile dropped, and grey eyes peered closely at the grain.

'No'. His mouth formed the silent word, and his hand reached for sandpaper.

Lines creased between the elf's eyebrows as he rubbed away at a fragment of the carving. 

Beside him on the bench, a basket of food emitted curls of warm aroma into the workshop.

The elf only bent nearer to his work.

Moment's later, Celebsul's arm snaked out and reached into the basket. Whatever he found, he put into his mouth without looking. Chewing, he took a tiny file and delicately etched a detail in his masterpiece.

A yawn forced his shoulders back from their stoop, and he glanced down again. Shaking his silver hair, he pushed himself up from the bench and looked out towards the darkness beyond the workshop doors. Lamps glittered then quenched in the distance, the inn dimming towards closing, his bedroom a blank window awaiting light.

His eyes focussed father afield, and a wistful expression softened his features. Turning from the night, he again sat on his stool and coaxed the wick of the lantern to greater brightness.

Lifting the figurine of a woman dressed in peasant clothes, the elf smiled before reaching for his finest sandpaper. 

~~~

