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By Celebsul

I never expected this - any of it. Even from this distance I clearly behold the Valar's dreadful raiments of war. Searing light and heat emanate from them. They stand vaster than volcanoes, their wrath manifest in tempests and earthquakes. Clouds gather round their magnified forms and rise like swelling prophesies of distant, horrendous futures … but this is now. 

I glance at the bodies of my opponents, lesser beings: the ugly mockeries of elves, no more than killing machines; and the alien, transient Engwar. I have heard of the Edain, but these stunted beings can bear no resemblance. What value have they - who will die in an eye-blink with or without foes - aside from serving as the rabid tools of a tyrant, biting the hands that seek to release them? 

A child of men stares at me, but I look to Manwë glowing like the sun while eagles wheel around him, the wind of their wings bending branches and scattering leaves. This upheaval echoes the destruction of other trees, long ago - the putrescent tainting of bliss. I want Morgoth gone! He stole the finest creations in Aman. He and His minions have desecrated Beleriand for centuries enough.

That is all I need to know. I lived in blessedness before They called me here, before His pollution became unendurable and the Valar found compassion for my scattered brethren. 

The child sobs. I gaze upwards as victory blisters the sky with lightning, gore and ear-piercing cries. Earth boils, steam hisses, rocks crash down in ultimate judgement upon the slaves who served Him. We liberate them from their infinitesimal but evil existence.

At last, He falls, and I grit my teeth upon a shout of joy. 

Yet the ephemeral child draws my attention. The Valar are too colossal for this creature to perceive. He focuses only on me, and my sword. Muddied legs swaying as the ground beneath him convulses, wide-eyed with terror, he finds a voice and utters Adûni in an accent that renders the foreign words almost unintelligible.

"Have pity."

For as far as the eye can see, of all his kind, only he remains standing amidst corpses and the miasma of divine strife. What would be pity here - to let his blood join the black ichor of the orcs and the crimson essence of his race? I note a trickle of red from my arm, but all natural animals bleed thus. There is no kinship in our veins. I have no notion even of what age he might be - just that he is slighter than the rest, and his unlovely features do not yet sprout the coarse hair that will one day turn this whelp into a barbarian.

I raise my sword.

He cringes but spits more words.

"They were right. You are savages." Anger rips his voice and the final accusation is an almost soundless scream. "You destroy everything!"

Slowly lowering my arm, I stare into his black eyes. What do they see, those starless caverns? What do they see - if not an elf bringing freedom to an enslaved land? Bright dawn breaks through the fume behind me, and I watch my long shadow enshroud the boy. Then I understand. Though He has fallen, Morgoth's darkness defiles me, and its contagion will spread forever through the world.

There is no victory. Let there at least be mercy.

~*~

Fire and Light

By Ben

The arrow made a sickening crunch as it forced its cruel length through armour and bone into the flesh below. Simultaneously the nauseating jolt that passed through the warrior’s entire body sent him staggering back, and then to his knees. Only moments before his arms had been strong to the cause, his sword and shield a small yet powerful force in the chaos of the battle. Now his blade dropped from shaking hands, his shield hung limp by his side as it weighed down his weak arm. His mouth moved noiselessly, filling with blood as his hands moved slowly to the hole in his chest that gushed with the same thick flow.

He stared in his last moments to the sky, asking Ilúvatar, "Why me? Why now? Why like this?" - A single silent cry reverberating across the field as it was to be echoed by hundreds of dying warriors that day.

His eyesight remained clear while all other senses faded, and he saw a burst of flame rise from the Thangorodrim, spouting more smoke into the already dim night sky. Huge shining forms tore through the clouds, wreathed in flame and cruelly silhouetted against the darkness. With this last vision imprinted in his mind, his hope faded as his life failed and he fell forward on his face, another unnoticed death in the field of slaughter.

***

The hiss of arrows in the dark sky, the ugly thud as they found their luckless marks; The screams of horses, the clash of steel, the anguish of the dying; Sounds of battle that every soldier expected yet could never have been prepared for. Sounds that stayed with them for the rest of their lives. Yet in this battle, it was not the tortured cries that echoed and remained in memories, but the silence. 

A fiery phalanx crested the ridge of the Iron Mountains; the sudden burst of light drawing complete and utter silence and amazed looks from the stunned armies as they battled below in the darkness. The dragons surged through the air towards the embattled forces, their leathery wings pulsing in the wind, a drum beat of fear in the hearts of the free peoples. A cry of despair rose from the army of the West, yet heard above the wail came the fierce cries of Morgoth’s dreadful army, their cruel voices intensified as the victory now seemed sure. They rushed forward again, the battle was rejoined, and the dragons came and swept away overhead, leaving a wake of death and destruction. The forces of Valinor regrouped, but few held any hope of seeing the dawn.

Suddenly a new light flashed in the West, high above the carnage on the ground below. Cries of birds could be heard, and soon shouts of, "the Silmaril" rang out as the pure light brought new hope to the faltering army and confusion and fear into the hearts of the enemy. Eärendil came, the untainted light of Valinor piercing the shadows of night and the smoke of Morgoth’s dragons. The winged beasts were halted in their rampage, fighting unexpectedly in the once uncontested skies against the Eagles of Manwë, Eärendil, and the holy light of the Silmaril. The pendulum of battle regained its natural swing, back and forth as the armies clashed and withdrew, pressed forward and retreated. 

All was brought to a halt by an ear-splitting shriek of malevolent rage. The greatest of the winged dragons was a twisting mass of flame, smoke, and fury that contorted itself into a hundred pain-driven shapes as it hurled its great bulk skyward, climbing ever higher. It ended just as abruptly. The massive hulk fell, a blazing ruin tumbling through red tinged clouds. Then the corpse hit, a resounding crash heard and felt by all. The earth trembled, the mountains swayed and then crumbled. The great and feared symbol of the Thangorodrim was no more.

Now clouds were not simply tinged red; oncoming sunrise splashed a brilliant gold across the sky. The giant orb rose in the east, bringing new hope to the army of the West and new strength to its weary troops.

~*~

"Before the rising of the sun Eärendil slew Ancalagon the Black, the mightiest of the dragon-host, and cast him from the sky; and he fell upon the towers of the Thangorodrim, and they were broken in his ruin…An end was made of the power of Angband in the North, and the evil realm was brought to naught."

 ~ page 252, The Silmarillion
Time

By Deby

I kneel, paralyzed by pain yet incredibly at peace. I await my fate; knowing whatever befalls me will be just. I have failed. Failed Frodo, and the others, by dishonoring my vow to the Fellowship, for what I attempted to do to Frodo. And Merry and Pippin, my friends, whom I failed by what I could not do. They are captives and I, alone, bear the blame.

All too clearly I see the past. The mists and shadows that once turned my father from the path of truth and honor had also clouded my way, yet not my brother’s. Ah, Faramir, I should have paid more heed to your warnings. Still I cannot blame Denethor for my actions. I possessed choice and free will, both of which I used poorly. 

I can pinpoint the very moment I became lost, when Frodo placed the Ring on the pedestal. In my folly I tried to claim it as a gift, a weapon to be used against the Dark Lord, to turn the tide to our favor and use his power against him. When they made the decision to destroy it, I bowed to the will of the council. With my own lips I vowed to help the Ringbearer on his path. Fool!

I thought I had conquered my initial desire and forced my will to the greater good. Except at night, in my dreams, anonymous voices called out to me. In the morning I could only recall snatches, words, 'Boromir, Gondor, glory and victory'. I paid little attention to it. The firstborn son of Denethor, Steward of Gondor, my duty, my vows came first; I would not be corrupted by evil.

Then befell the moment on the mountain, trudging up a steep slope to the pass of Caradhras. Frodo stumbled; only Aragorn stopped him from rolling willy-nilly down to the bottom. At my feet sunlight glinted off a metallic object. As in my dreams, I heard my name. I held the chain and the Ring swayed. 

Everything around me ceased to exist. Only the Ring and I remained. 

“It is a strange fate that we should suffer so much fear and doubt over so small a thing . . . such a little thing.”

From the tone of his voice, Aragorn must have called my name more than once. As he commanded, I gave the Ring back to Frodo, hoping the others would not see my reluctance to part with it. I made some inane comment that I can no longer recall and patted Frodo on the head like a puppy whose bone I had taken and then returned.

A cancer crept into my soul that day or maybe it had been there all along, waiting for that day at the Council to burst forth and begin eating away at my heart and will. Either way, I could no longer pretend that I did not desire the Ring, at least not to myself.

How long I was able to fool the others, I will never know. I did not deceive the Lady Galadriel, yet she held out a ray of hope: my last chance to be the man I had been born to be. That chance I threw away as the darkness gnawed at me.

The further south we headed, the more difficult it became to hide my hunger. Frodo was the first to start watching me strangely. He stayed close to Sam and avoided me as much as possible. At one point I argued with Aragorn, trying to convince him the road to Minas Tirith was the best. Strike out from a place of strength I told him. Looking back, he must have seen something in my eyes for he told me he would not take the Ring within a hundred leagues of my city. My city. Only days before it had been ‘our city’.

The woods have grown silent. I no longer hear the pounding feet of the Uruk-hai or the cries of the hobbits. I hear my wheezing breath; one of the arrows must have punctured a lung. My heartbeat no longer reverberates in my ears. I’m dying. Iron shod feet swim into my field of vision and I force my eyes to travel upwards.

Liquid hate oozes from the soulless orbs like tears. How did Saruman breed such an intense emotion into the fell creatures? I concentrate on the yellow eyes as best I can. It makes it possible to ignore the bow being drawn, though I cannot ignore the arrow. As he lifts to aim, the slender bit of wood and metal joins our gaze. 

I will not look away. This is my punishment and I will meet it without flinching. If only I had time to ask forgiveness. Time to tell Aragorn I understand now. Time to tell my brother I love him and to beware. Time.

~*~

A Beautiful, Restful Night

By Pippin

If only I had spoken with him longer, instead of saying that I would help him find a way to look at it in the morning.  If I had occupied his time a little more, perhaps he could have waited until dawn, when Gandalf wouldn't let him near the foul thing, much less touch it.  And now he's gone and done what I did not think could be done - he has outdone me, a Brandybuck, in terms of inquisitiveness!

I can't even turn to face him, for it frightens me - he is my friend, my comrade!  He wouldn't fall so easily, he couldn't!  Why, back in the Shire, I was the one to pry and wheedle until my curiosity was sated, I am a Brandybuck after all!  Yet he is the one who has been swayed by some thing darker than I can imagine and fouler than I can think of - or can I?  If my dearest friend could fall, how difficult could it be for me to do the same?

Would I not have done the same thing, if I had been the one to touch it first?

I awoke to hear his shrill, sharp cry, and instantly I knew, and just as instantly I felt the surge of knowing come about me that even as this evil ate away at Boromir, it has sunk its fangs into my friend.  My foolish friend, he's gone and done it now.  There's a part of me that says he should just be turned to stone as a warning - stone for stone - but there is too much worry in me to let that thought linger longer than a moment.

He speaks to Gandalf now, and still I cannot turn to face him, for I fear this has somehow also been my fault.  If only I had talked until he slept, had convinced him to wait, had retold all of the old jokes we used to tell in The Green Dragon, had remembered our past days when the worst falls we took were the ones when we tumbled down the grassy hills, back in the days when the only thing we had to fear was Farmer Maggot's reaction if we were caught stealing mushrooms.  I could have made Pip laugh, I could have made him forget about that thing pulling at him, surely I could have done something to prevent his fall!  

Why can't it still be mushrooms, why did it have to be Orthanc-stone?

He'll be all right, I know he will be, he has to be!  He can't fall to that power, he can't go down Boromir's path and leave me all alone here!  For I fear that it could happen far too easily.

I listen as I stare at the wall before me, hearing my friend's earnest voice tell Gandalf all he heard and tell him that he didn't give up our information.  And for the first time, perhaps, I hear it - the change in his voice that silently tells me that it will never be mushrooms again, not even if the fields survive.

And what is this, for I look around and see that Pip's been left alone and Gandalf is speaking with Aragorn, and what?  I watch in shock as Gandalf tells my friend that he is to go with him on Shadowfax!  Well certainly Pip's all right now, but after doing what he did, he gets rewarded for his foolish deed?  Has Gandalf gone mad?  Dumplings and gravy, Pip nearly gave us all away and now he gets the very thing he desired - to ride with Gandalf!  What luck, what wonderful, awful, unjust luck!  Why, I'm of half a mind to tell the fool to come down from that steed at once and beg the company's forgiveness!

Oh fiddlesticks.  I do hope Pip causes Gandalf some trouble at least, well, more than he's caused already because I suppose the reason he's going is because of what he's done, but really!  That would show the wizard to give unjust rewards.  I really am of a mind to talk to Aragorn and question whether he thinks Gandalf has lost his wits.

~*~

Pippin shut his eyes and shivered, but said nothing.  They all stared at him in silence, except Merry who turned away.

-The Two Towers, chapter XI

~~~

"A beautiful, restful night!" said Merry to Aragorn.  "Some folk have wonderful luck!  He did not want to sleep, and he wanted to ride with Gandalf - and there he goes!  Instead of being turned into a stone himself to stand here for ever as a warning."

"If you had been the first to lift the Orthanc-stone, and not he, how would it be now?" said Aragorn.  "You might have done worse.  Who can say?  But now it is your luck to ride with me, I fear.  At once.  Go and get ready, and bring anything that Pippin left behind.  Make haste!"

-The Two Towers, chapter XI
To Hope's End

By ErinRua

We come, we come to meet war in great glory, our horns rousing the Sun from her slumber. We answer the call of Gondor's need, fearless as thunder we ride. Thus, I follow brave Éomer, great-hearted captain, and Théoden, most beloved king.

The foe teems before us; a flood black and foul, rising against Mundburg's walls. But we are the torrent, the white freshet of spring, bursting upon the Pelennor Fields. Singing we ride, we ride never ceasing and the dew falls scarlet on the grass. On we rage, onward, the foe scattering far, and victory pounds in our veins. Théoden in fury hews their fierce captain down, and his sword rends their banner asunder.

All this I have seen, my shield brothers beside me, my spear shivered and my sword arm weary. A sword-day, a red day - ride now together, my brothers, heroes of the Mark!

Ai, but the Sun seems reversed in its sky, the Shadow of Death given wingéd form. Darkness falls upon me, a great, stinking wind and its breath is horror and dismay. Nameless terrors from the black depths of time burst howling upon my head; I am blinded and screaming, and my frantic horse throws me headlong to the trampled mire. There in battle's debris I writhe and crawl, a craven, near-mindless thing. We are lost, we are lost, and my last sight may be brave Théoden beneath Shadow's claw. Blessed earth, I beg you take me, sweet sod cover my head, and I weep in the lunacy of fear.

Yet from this rank darkness, a cry rings clear like the strike of a silver bell:  "Begone, foul dwimmerlaik, lord of carrion!  Leave the dead in peace!"

Oh, I cannot bear the evil lord's voice, slow claws on my naked soul. Each hissing word is more terrible than the last, promising horrors beyond the ken of man.

"Hinder me?  Thou fool," the dire voice mocks. "No living man may hinder me!"

I hear the clean ring of steel springing free and the unknown hero replies: "But no living man am I!  You look upon a woman. Éowyn I am, Éomund's daughter. You stand between me and my lord and kin!"

I see her now, wretched man that I am, and she shines like the first beam of morning. Cold eyed and beautiful, her helm fallen away from the golden glory of her hair. Éowyn!  Éowyn!  Fairest of us all!  What grief, what madness brings you here?

She waits there alone with sword and shield, as terrible as a legend, a song. The great beast leaps in a thunder of leathern wings, with a hell-hawk's scream of fury. Swift flashes her sword and the monster falls, vast wings collapsing in ruin. Up its master rises in black, towering wrath, and I can bear to watch no more. His rage is a shriek tearing the firmament of my soul, and doom is the brittle splintering of her shield. I hear the wind of his great mace and the thud of a blow, and he cries out once again. But this, oh this is a howl of pain, and I dare to see what few living ever saw.

Éowyn rises anew, her bright blade in hand, and beside her crouches a wonder; that least but bravest warrior, the holbytla, Meriadoc, beloved of our king. The shield maiden sways as if caught in a bitter gale, but she drives one last, true thrust. I watch him die, the deathless one, and her sword shatters in a shower of stars. He is a fallen crown, an empty hauberk, a mantle that spills one last, keening cry.

Then she falls, too, our maiden of the sword, Éowyn - I weep but they are tears of sanity. Horses thunder upon us in grief and alarm, my kinsmen, my new-made king. Strong hands lift me upon my feet, set my sword once more in my hand. I will beg if I must - let me fight, let me die, let my shame be washed in blood.

Yet as I clamber into a dead man's saddle, from the Sea there comes the rain. Death, death, death! - is our battle cry. If here I must die, let it be a brave end that will not shame my fathers. If I die, it shall be upon fertile earth that is blessed by heaven's tears.

~*~

And In The Darkness Bind Them

By Sevilodorf

For years, he thwarted me. Judging me but a trinket and content with simple pleasures, he withstood my temptations as none before him had done. But now, no memory of home or friends remains to shield him from my influence, and I feed him dreams: of green valleys slumbering beneath a brilliant sun, and starlight with voices chanting from afar; of knowledge unlimited and the power to heal the world of its hurts. Within his heart grows the desire to control me, to claim me for his own.

Like the dreams, his desire will prove false. No bauble am I to be ruled by the likes of this puny mortal. Forged in the very fires of the earth and shaped by immortal malice, I have but one Lord. My master and I shall soon be rejoined, and none will stand before us.  

A fountain of flame greets me as I enter the chamber of my birth. Foolish mortal. Still, he deludes himself with visions of my destruction; in truth, he is mine. My own. I have taken him as I did all the others. And as I did them, I will betray him. No master is deserving of my loyalty save one: he who created me, granting me his own strength and filling me with his will. 

The earth throbs in sympathy with my power. The moment of triumph is at hand. 

"I have come. But I do not choose now to do what I came to do. I will not do this deed. The Ring is mine!" 

With his words, the final barrier is destroyed. For an instant only I allow him to savor my power, then I wrest from him all control and lay bare his mind to my true master. Come swiftly to claim me, my lord, I await your touch. Victory is within our grasp. 

A single moment of exultation, then terror overwhelms me. What have we to fear, my master? Rejoined we are invincible. 

But our folly is made plain as I am torn from the halfling's hand.

"Precious, precious, precious!" 

I strive to control his madness; but the desire to possess me is the only coherent thought remaining within his shattered mind. 

"My Precious! O my Precious!"

Lost in his lunacy, the creature totters upon the chasm's edge. 

No! We are falling. 

Down.

Down.

Plummeting into the fire from which I was born, into the flames that will be my death. 

But I do not go accompanied by only this gangrel creature; linked forever by malevolence and greed, my master's spirit falls with me.

One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne,

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.

One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,

One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them,

In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.

~*~

Hate Grows

By Naerinda

The blood of my enemies covers me, mingling with the sweat of exertion. I wipe my left forearm slowly across my mouth, salty copper teasing my tongue. Cursing that there is not more time to savour the taste I turn to face the men before me. I snarl as I strike. Such fear in their eyes, they are no match for the armies of Sauron. Hate fills me, flooding my body with strength. 

A man stands before me; his fancy armour bears what was once a white tree, but is now dented and streaked with dark blood. He raises his sword, but he is puny, a bug to be squashed. I laugh as I end his pitiful existence. I plough through three more men cutting them down like grass. 

"Is this the best you can do you worms? Crawl like the maggots you are or I will make you bleed."

A man falls pleading at my feet. The last thing he sees is my sword; my laugh and the sound of his own bones breaking are the last noises he’ll ever know.

"The eagles are coming!"

Mid step I turn towards that cry as hundreds of men take up the call. I begin to run, wanting to snuff out their lives, extinguish their hope. As I rage across the field the ground begins to shake. A low rumble starts far away, softly at first then it crescendos to a roar of ruinous noise.

I stop. Where once terror had shown on the faces of men, now triumph is etched. The fear has become mine to own. Turning to flee, I see the black gate shaking. With a mighty earth-rending scream it is thrown to the ground. Dust and debris fill the air, a great cloud of rolling destruction devouring all in its path.

Panic drives me onwards. Everywhere orcs have gone mad, killing each other or throwing themselves into deep pits in the ground. The orc beside me turns to attack, his sword slicing agony down my arm, my blood mingling with that of the many who have fallen in this battle. In fury I swing my sword like a club as he hits the ground, the blank stare of death looks back at me but I don’t care. Sauron has fallen; my purpose is gone.

Ever onwards I run, only my hate keeps me moving. Blinded by fear I know not where I go, I just want to leave the vile humans and their cheering behind.

I fall and blackness surrounds me; darkness is my friend. I have found salvation in a crevice opened up by the destruction of the gate. Here I can rest away from the light. Here my hate for men will grow; I am not so easily beaten. Others will survive this madness also; we will live to kill again.

~*~
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The Deer Moves

By Rilith

Crashing, leaping, jumping. I run, faster, faster. The earth shakes under my feet. I must move with the others. I soar through our land. Moving, ever moving away from them behind. They do not hunt me, no, they hunt other flesh. I fear, yes, fear to stay my flight. If I could but pause a moment, drink in the air as I have so many times before, I would not fear; I would run renewed.

I must keep moving, they care not for what they kill. I will not succumb to weariness; I will not allow myself to be trampled under their feet. Nothing. Nothing but the sound of their evil cries. Surrounded, overcome; I feel their presence creeping up my flanks. 

The others, they have scattered. I am alone. My breath is, ragged. I cannot get away. Fear, blind and raging, here to help my escape. Head bowed, I take up the race again. They pay me no heed; they chase a wondrous foe: those that share my land. Whistles, cries, thuds, accompany my dance. 

The rock, marker of my realm. I vault, fly, feel at ease, land and turn again. Something moves. Away far away to the South. I can feel it, hear it. I raise my head triumphant. He. It is He, He dies. 

My cry, exultant in its way, fills and echoes all around. The land has fallen silent; they have fallen back. I know they feel it also. The land and all we creatures, free. Free from Him. A victorious song touches my ears. The realm has awoken; it sings with all its might. 

All creatures, nations and dominions know, as I. Ecstatic for the eternal moment this day will reign in memory. My bright eyes catch and send back the feeling. At peace now, I leap and run on.

~*~

On Eagle’s Wings

By Camellia
Thrice now I have heeded to the beckoning call of my treasured friend, Gandalf, and once more I will bear him willingly. On this day, his ventures have led my brothers, Landroval and Meneldor, and I over the lands of Udun and Gorogorth and straight away toward the scorching fires of Mount Doom.

The white wizard is my burden, but he is light and hinders me not as my kin and I soar and glide swiftly onward into the harsh North Wind. We are strong and majestic creatures that have withstood the many ages of elf and man. Our great speed easily outmatches that of the hideous Nazgul that have recently darkened the skies of Middle Earth.  

When we pass over the lands of Udun and Gorogorth, I feel a deep sense of sorrow as I gaze upon the desolate earth below me. No playful brooks or rushing waterfalls. No lush, grassy fields or towering trees to perch upon. Instead, it is an endless plain of dust, rocks and dirt that seemingly spans on forever.

Drawing closer to our destination, the air has becomes noticeably thick and heavier as the intense heat rising from Mount Doom’s red river of death greets us. Large pieces of grey ash and soot swirl about us, spinning here and there like tiny leaves in a whirlpool, as they try unsuccessfully to light upon our plumage.

In the distance, I finally spied that which we sought. Two small, insignificant shapes, barely noticeable amid the blinding billows of smoke and steam. There they lay, hand in hand, upon a small hill where a blazing river of fire surged and bubbled as it encircled them, rising dangerously closer to the minute beings by the minute.

Without a moment’s hesitation, my brothers and I swooped down through the choking fumes and heat toward the stranded little men. Swiftly, but with the utmost care, Landroval and Meneldor grasped the two battered, lifeless bodies in their talons. And then as quickly as we descended, before the noxious gasses burned our lungs and the fires scorched our feathers, we fled upward to the safety of the skies. In our retreat, I glanced back, between the small breaks in the ebony and grey smoke, to watch as the hill became completely engulfed by the red river of flame.

To our relief, and to the relief of my passenger, we overheard the moans and muffled coughs from the Halflings. They were alive and safe now. As my brothers and I gained altitude in an attempt to reach cleaner air, I felt a gentle hand stroke my neck, smoothing the soft feathers. 

"Thank-you, Gwaihir the Windlord. Gwaihir, my friend," I heard Gandalf whisper to me as he leaned in close. Another mission had been completed. We were heading home.

~*~

The Least of Things

By Deby

The ground shuddered and raised a cloud of the dry dust that passed for soil in these hills. I feared to go outside. I feared to leave the safety, such as it was, of my home. Indecision warred within me until I decided that if I were to die, I wanted to see wanted to see the cause first.

I poked my head outdoors and was astounded. On the other side of the valley, the great volcano had awakened and it was furious. Fire and ash spewed from its open mouth like curses to express its outrage. Wounds opened in its sides and bled an angry orange.

And if that was not enough, the Eye atop the stone tower, the fiery gem that caused you to shrink in terror if you crossed its path, exploded in a shower of sparks before my eyes. The black spike, which had held the Eye aloft, fell in on itself. The other, smaller barbs followed quickly until the mighty fortress was reduced to rubble.

Where I stood was already above the mottled lava plain so that I had an excellent view of the catastrophe unfolding but I climbed higher still. Surely whatever caused the destruction of the bad places was not through, not when more still stood.

I scurried up the jagged hill as fast as my feet could take me and was well rewarded for my efforts. The towers and the gates, they reminded me of a wolf’s mouth and the jaws were open. The noisome black creatures of the Eye had surrounded strange beings of light, the likes I had never seen before. It looked as if they were about to be extinguished, the sun being swallowed by storm clouds. 

Yet before the light had dimmed completely, the wolf’s jaws crumbled to naught and the ground opened and swallowed the dark ones. A brilliant glow blazed forth, forcing me to close my eyes lest I be blinded. At last, the red faded from my lids and I deemed it safe to chance a narrow slit to view from. 

My eyes popped open and I squeaked in panic. Eagles! Large ones! They did not appear to be flying in my direction but I could not take the chance and bolted for my home. My last glimpse was of the stars that sat on the eagle’s backs. 

Safe again. I had seen enough and would not venture outside until I knew the danger had passed. Maybe, hopefully, with the Eye and the dark ones gone, the bright ones would bring change. Good soil, sunlight, soft rain, plants and trees. What a feast I could make of the seeds! Licking my paws, I ran them over my whiskers and my coat, removing the dust. I could only hope.

~*~

Gossip and Greetings

By Meri
"Shhh, 'ere they come in now." 

Round cheeks and bouncing curls turned from the warmth of the fire to spy two handsome hobbits entering the small tavern. 

They seemed ever so much taller than the average hobbit, and so confident; swinging their fancy, bright-colored cloaks up to the hooks with a flourish. Their jovial voices greeted others at a far table by the window with loud exclamations of salutation and much patting of backs and shuffling of chairs.

"You say they have been past the Old Forest, to wild Kingdoms abroad?" a fair lass whispered to her companion, as she gazed across the room at the group. 

"Indeed, 'tis only since last fall o' course that they got back. Frodo Baggins you know...that's him there with the green," said the other, grinning widely as she told the tale. "They all the four of them went far off on some great journey. Gone for a year, they were. We all thought they'd been lost forever."

"A year?  During the...did they miss all the mess...with the men and Sharkey?"

"Mmm, but those two who just arrived now...Merry Brandybuck, you see the one in crimson, and Pippin Took, he's in bright gold there." She subtly pointed at each in turn as she continued their hushed conversation. "They nearly single-handedly rid the whole of the Shire of those men."

"No! Really?"  

"Surely you've heard the tales of the battle up in the North?"

"Yes...indeed, though we didn't have as much trouble as you had down here."  

"Well, they say that Frodo and Sam Gamgee went and accomplished some great task...not sure exactly, but to hear Sam tell it, Frodo helped in the downfall of a terrible evil. Though I just can't see how it could be so."

"Perhaps being hobbits they proved useful somehow?"

"Must have, but I hear Frodo didn't even want to kill any of those men. And after all they'd done. Ripping up half of Hobbiton and Bag End and all of Bagshot row!  Those men would have killed us hobbits with less than a care; don't know why he would think to treat them better than they treated us. I hear he even was against harming that Sharkey fellow. And he was a dreadful cracked creature. I was glad to hear he fell and..."

"Shhh...One of...he's..."

As Pippin Took approached, the whispering friends suddenly quieted. He gave the two lasses a winning smile and sidled up to the barkeep beside them. 

"Another round of half-pints please, for four."  Turning to the duo, who watched him in silent awe, he spoke once more. "Hullo Daisy, I've not met your friend..." His eyebrow rose slightly as he broke into a crooked grin.

"Oh, Pippin. Have you not met Diamond?"  Daisy straightened up and gestured as she spoke, "Diamond this is Pippin Took; he's of Tuckborough, his father is Thain. Pippin this is Diamond Took of Long Cleeve, down visiting for a season."

Pippin's smile broadened and he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it gently. "A pleasure to meet you. I am always happy to meet my distant cousins from the North, but I've not usually been so delighted to look upon them. Diamond, a gem of beauty...you are aptly named." He winked and she blushed.

"Very pleased to meet you as well, sir," Diamond replied with a slight nod, as she tried to keep herself from bursting into laughter.

The barkeep arrived carrying a tray filled with mugs of ale and Pippin turned to take it from him. "Perhaps we will meet again milady."  Lifting the tray and nodding to the lasses he headed back to his table. 

"Oh my, I'm impressed," Daisy whispered with a giggle. "I do believe he fancies you."

Diamond did not reply, but watched as he sat and their eyes met once more. Though he continued to chat with his friends, he raised his mug to her and smiled. 

"Pippin...were you listening?" Merry's voice seemed to come into his hearing from far away.

"Uh...what?  No I suppose I wasn't..."

Merry eyed him, glanced over at the lass across the room and smirked, "You've fallen for her."

Pippin grinned widely. He raised his mug to his friend's and they clanked them together gently before they sipped again. "I may have my friend, I may have."

~*~

THE END

