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The Sentinel

By Celebsul

Bored, bored, bored … bored, bored, bored, bored … bored stiff! 

Sat up here for days, for weeks, for months, and only allowed down for a few days' respite when the other bunch takes over. No one would believe it was possible to be so mind-numbingly bored in the midst of endless war. I'd ruddy welcome a few goblins or orcs popping up just so I could kill something. 

It's dark, and Ansgar's still out there doing his exercises - huh - built like a war-horse, but with less brains and fighting ability than a donkey. To think that I once tried to teach that lad some real skill. He's certain he already knows it all. I wish Dermot were awake. He's better company, smarter and less full of it, but I'm stuck with Ansgar until it's my turn to go to bed in … damn, another four hours, judging by the rising moon.

I'm glad I started studying the moon and stars - there's nothing else to see at night on the top of a mountain. Is that Menelvagor? I'll have to check next time I go down. Thank goodness a few of our Captains bother to use their reading to learn interesting things. Not that many of them venture out to the Halifirien encampment. But at least it's near on home, so I get to see the wife and kids once in a while.

Just look at that moon! It's almost full, and as bright as a big silver shield. Captain Leith reckons the oldest elves named it Isil, and that means Sheen. The more common elves, if any elves can be common, call it Ithil, and some say it, or rather he, is The Wayward.

Wayward - that he is, right enough, though now I understand his meanderings and I can read him, even if I can't read words. Not so sure he's a flower in a bowl though - hee - that seems an odd idea. There's no accounting for the tales of elves, by crikey.  

Pretty as the Moon might be, I'd rather be sat in my garden with warm sunshine on my face and a mug of foaming ale in my fist, instead of shivering my bits off up here in the dark. Can't even light a fire to keep a body warm, despite all that wood, kindling, oil and new-fangled tinderboxes. The only time I'm warm is when I get my turn in the tent, under that fleece that stinks of Ansgar's sweat. If he doesn't stop doing press-ups soon, I might kick his sorry carcass right off the …

What's that! 

Oh my! 

Oh!

"Ansgar, get over here now! Dermot, wake up!"

Where's that ruddy box? Here it is. Bloody fingers - stop shaking. Ha, a spark! A spark! Ha, there it goes, the fire's alight. Blow, blow, make it burn.

"Blow, damn you, Ansgar. Catch your breath and blow." 

Stupid boy can't hardly breathe. Dermot's here, out of his bed like a hare from its form, and blasting like a pair of bellows, bless him. Our fire will soon be as bright as Calenhad's.

There's stirrings in the camp below - distant shouts - horses being saddled so that messengers can gallop into Rohan carrying the news: Gondor is in peril. 

Living on the border, both countries are mine. 

It feels like my own heart thuds in the horse's chest as it storms away to bring help. My ears can almost hear Minas Tirith's cry for aid. My breath mingles with the fire, crackling, soaring, devouring the wood that bided so long, like me, for its purpose. 

If I were a bird, I would swoop into the valley seeking my sweet wife and my children.

Gad, the heat is searing - best snap out of these fancies and get my arse off the mountain. 

The beacons burn - waiting is over - now I fight.

~*~

Flame of the West

by SilliMarilli

"I trust you find all in order?" I say.  

Aragorn son of Arathorn, our Elessar of the House Telcontar, turns upon his steed the better to see me.  Mirth sets a light twinkling in his keen eyes as our mounts plod the length of columns of men.  They stand straight and still under the bright sun of southern Gondor, eyes sharply focused, alert under the gaze of their King returned.  

"And if I did not, what would the Steward have to say to that?" he asks.

I ponder this a moment while my lord's smile broadens.  Surely, after better acquaintance acquired over these past few years, my lord does not think he has me at a disadvantage.

I clear my throat and squint at the ranks of men.  "Perhaps, my lord, I should take it that the King's eyes have dimmed as a sign of his advanced age."    

A great bark of laughter bursts forth from the King and, turning his mount's head, he kicks the animal into a trot that ends only when he faces the assembled men.  As I follow, pride for my men fills my heart, but it is a mere pale reflection of the satisfaction that beams from my lord's face.  

"Men of Ithilien!" he cries.  "It is said that the land is as the men who live upon it and the men are as those who lead them.  Ithilien prospers and its men are strong!  What say you of your Prince, then?  Has he done well by you?"

The men are grinning with pleasure and they move with one heart.  With the noise of many fists beating upon their chests come the cries of "Aye!" and "Faramir!"  The King lets the sound swell while his horse shifts restively beneath him until the very air seems to shake.  He flashes me a bright smile where I have come to a stand at his flank before lifting a hand to quiet them.  

"That is good!" he says wryly and a scattering of low laughter rumbles from the crowd.  He smiles upon them, taking in the faces, fair and common, but all lit with the same joy.  "Keep it well, gentlemen, for I find the land fair to behold and its men worthy of it!"  

 

Then swiftly he lifts himself tall in his stirrups and cries, "For Ithilien!" and the men raise spear and bow and sword to their King.  "Ithilien!" and "Elessar!" come the fiercely exultant roar and he in turn draws his sword.  The glittering edge of Anduril sweeps through air and my lord returns their salute, his face radiant.  

~*~

A Glow in the Dark

by Meri

Pippin sat with eyes wide.  He blinked, squinted and opened his eyes again: wide enough to completely hide his eyebrows under a mop of curly hair.  Sighing he rested his chin in his hands.  Nope. No difference at all.  There was nothing like this darkness, no hobbit hole ever had such pitch black as this Moria.  

"And I thought I felt wretched after Caradhras," Pippin thought.  

Though exhausted, sleep did not yet tease.  He scratched his knee and shifted again.  Despite the fact that he could not see a thing, Pippin turned to peer toward the inky space behind him.  He could feel more than see the well that so drew him to mischief.  Shuddering to think of his actions, he berated himself once more for behaving like a fool.  

It was the strangest thing; never, even in his most naughty days of youth had he been both so drawn to and so horrified by something.  It was like an opening to all his worst nightmares, yet as beguiling as a curious dream.  He knew he would never forget his fascination when dropping that rock and waiting—long, long seconds had passed before any sound.  Nor would the memory of Gandalf's chastisement fade quickly.   A flush warmed his cheeks in shame.   And yet...the noises from the deep that answered were far worse than any reprimand.   

Was there any way to be certain what they were facing in this blackness?  The only thing Pippin knew for sure was that everyone in their party held a deep and quiet fear of this place—all save Gimli, who stoutly aided Gandalf at the front of the party.  They had journeyed far since the fairer days at Rivendell, but never in such hushed tones.  While they had already seen battle with weather and wargs, more dreadful yet was the thick anxiety that draped them in the shadowy dimness of the Moria road.  

From the very beginning of this path they had fled from fear at the gate only to walk into her arms once more.  The darkness alone was enough to keep Pippin close to Merry, who gave him comfort, if only by being as genuinely frightened as he felt himself.   

Pippin turned again to look blindly toward the well.  It was evil; there surely were wicked things that lurked in its depths.  "I wish I could cover it up," he thought miserably.  But what could cover up darkness from darkness?  And to fiddle around making more trouble would not do; he dared not provoke more ire from Gandalf.    The wizard was grumpy enough without help from a badly behaved hobbit.  Why he had done it seemed another unanswerable question, just like why one's mother always knew when you were up to no good, even if you were being quiet about it.  

And this quiet in the deep dark was lonely and miserable.  All his companions slept and rested—counting on him to keep watch, yet how could they trust him?  He must seem a disappointment and a foolhardy choice to accompany them on this quest.  Why he even was allowed to come along was a wonder.  He reflected on his own fierce argument to be among the number on this journey.  Gandalf had supported him, and by now he more than likely regretted his decision many times over.  Would he ever prove himself a worthy member of this fellowship, all of whom were valiant in one bright way or another, or once again fall victim to idle curiosity or mere stupidity?  

Someone snored softly—probably Gimli, or perhaps Sam.  Listening closely Pippin tried to pick out the even breathing of all his companions.  Merry sort of mumbled and smacked, while Aragorn sounded a little wheezy.  Gandalf was a sort of grumbler, though he was silent now, and Frodo sometimes whimpered.  It had to be Gimli snoring softly this time; it was too deep to be Sam.  

Legolas made no sound at all, which seemed impossible, but then he could also walk on snow without so much as a mark.  Sighing, Pippin wondered if he, himself snored as loud as Sam, or if his nose whistled like Boromir's did back in the place they called Hollin.  

Pippin grinned at the memory, and his cheeks felt strange as if they had forgotten what it was to smile.  Someone else rustled loudly and quite suddenly a very faint glow seemed to rise up, startling him.  

It was Gandalf, and Pippin stood glumly at attention as he approached.   

"Get into a corner and have a sleep, my lad," he said in a kindly tone.  "You want to sleep, I expect.  I cannot get a wink, so I may as well do the watching." *

Pippin nodded, and flashed a small, relieved smile of thanks, though he doubted even a wizard could see it in the dim light.  Carefully picking his way across the room and distancing himself from the well, Pippin settled with his back to Merry who was quite asleep and smacking his lips softly. 

Looking up he heard Gandalf mutter to himself, "I know what is the matter with me.  I need smoke! I have not tasted it since the morning before the snowstorm."*

At this Pippin smiled again; that explained a little.   It was common knowledge, at least to hobbits, that a good smoke could change a grumpy gaffer to a cheery chum. Before he drifted off, the welcome sight of the smoldering of a pipe bowl and a puff of smoke flashed in his eyes.  The glow was a calming sight against the encroaching darkness; a small defiant spark pushing aside the worries of what was to come.

*quotes from Fellowship of the Ring, A Journey in the Dark, pg 306, Tolkien.
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Light of Fury

By Naerinda

Thieves! Fire! Murder! Rage fills me completely; revenge will be mine alone. My claws sharp as spears pierce your pony’s flesh. I smell you thief, and it matters not that your odour is new to me. I know you are hiding in the mountain, and I will find you. I will rend the mountain in my fury; none can withstand my strength. My armour is gold and jewels, my wings a hurricane. My teeth are swords, and my breath death. I am Smaug the mighty, and I am strong, strong, strong.

I know you came through that little hole in my lair, I have felt your strange draught and will punish you for the cup you stole. I will tear and trample you; I will light the sky in my fury. I kill where I wish, and none dare resist. 

Through the night I fly, the sky folds under the beat of my wings. Your presence taunts me, why can I not see you thief in the dark? The fire of my breath lights the way, but still you are invisible. I am sure you have a secret way into my cave. I know there is a hole. Curse it that I didn’t block it long years ago. Shrubs and grass alike are seared by my ire. I have hunted and killed five more of your ponies, and I will take them all before too long, then you will not be able to run from me. 

In frustration I smash my tail against the rocks. The mountainside shakes like thunder as stone collapses in an avalanche. Again and again I smash myself against the wall of resistance, as clouds of dust and debris shower the earth below. 

Now I am spent, my hatred lives on, but my rage is abated. I think you will trouble me no longer thief. It is of no consequence that I could not find you, or those you keep company with. Yes, I know you travelled with dwarves, I could smell their filth on the backs of the ponies they rode. Barrel-rider you named yourself, friend of the river traders I label you. I despise the Lake men. I killed Girion Lord of Dale long ago, and now I will burn Lake Town into cinders. 

Day light comes, and I am weary from this night of destruction. With an easy heart I will go now and sleep, for you are gone, puny thief, you were no match for my power. Tonight, when I am rested, I will blaze fire across the sky. I will wreak destruction on those who helped you, worthless robber. I will remind all who doubt me that I am King under the mountain, and I cannot be defeated. 

~*~

Escape

By Ben

He stumbled once again, falling to bloody knees and torn hands, his rasping breath filling his numb mind and echoing down the empty tunnels.

He did not raise his head to look - the years in Morgoth's lightless pits, which had broken his body, had also taught him not to rely on sight - but only to pull the rest of his body forward. Always forward, whether running, walking, staggering, or, as now, crawling, always away from the darkness.

But towards what? "Light" was but a word, now, no more. He had lost any sort of memory to which he could attach any meaning. All he knew was darkness. No torches lit the halls of the Enemy's slaves. No windows showed them the passing of the tortuous, uncounted decades.

An all too-familiar feeling broke his thoughts - that of the cold, rough stone against his face. His body shook uncontrollably, the spasms making it impossible even to crawl.

His head lifted again, his arm reached to pull his body forward – and stopped.

Light, red and beautiful, was ahead of him. Light, granting forgotten sight in the darkness he knew too well.

He rose, limbs still shaking, his eyes fixed on the Light. Something, for once, instead of nothing. He made a jerking walk, his body giving its last reserves to the task. No longer was he only running away. He now ran for a target. All senses faded, nothing but the Light and a thought remained.

I will escape . . .I will escape . . .

Harsh voices echoed down the tunnel with his own gasping breaths, heavy footfalls joined his unsteady tempo. He heard none of it, seeing only the Light, moving only for the Light.

The elf came to a halt, kneeling before the flame, oblivious to its bearers. They thrust it into his face, but he felt neither the burning, nor the cold steel that tore his ruined body. The dancing flames disappeared, not into darkness, but into a greater light, growing out of and consuming the weak imitation.

He rose again, moving into the radiance, every hurt left behind.
~*~

Not Lighting the Way

By Pippin

Twisting, winding branches curl around my toes, tripping me this way and that, while long vine tendrils reach out to ensnare me.  Everywhere there’s eerie silence punctuated by cries of creatures I’ve no desire to see.  There isn’t anything I wouldn’t give right now for one good hot meal.  Is it really too much for a gentlehobbit to ask?  Just one warm solitary meal.  More if possible, but one at the very least, for pity’s sake.  

The only thing I can think of that would be more comforting than a meal would be a light – yes, that’s what we need, a light to keep away these distant shrieks that are becoming more and more less-distant.  A light to warm out hearts.  Even just a tall candle to light a table full of meats and cheeses and breads and berry pies and tarts and old wine, and a small vase of nasturtians as a centerpiece, and fine cloth napkins in richly carved napkin rings, and … oh, what I wouldn’t give to simply go home.  Curse and wizard and his grand ideas of adventures and curse him doubly for leaving us – me! – here all alone in these woods without so much as a “Good day”.

A glow.  Faint.  Flickering.  Right there off of the path, just a few bare steps, a light!  Bless me, we are saved at last – barring the food.  The light glimmers and dances in a silent silvery song of beckoning.  So close, so close, so close.  Just right off of the path.

The path.  Which we’ve been instructed never, ever to leave, under any circumstance.

But goodness, it’s a light, and a light can’t be anything but a welcome grace here in the deeps of Mirkwood, surely the warning of the path was meant in the event of a host of spiders trying to lure you away or some other frightful occurrence.  Not warm glowing lights!  One mustn’t empty the baby out with the bath water, after all, Bilbo Baggins.

But dear me, I seem to have frightened them off.  Perhaps if I go a little further, they’ll come back, after all, I’m nothing to be terrified of.  

Another light, this time a little further off.  Oh, good, they’ve realized my harmlessness and have lit their elven lights again to welcome me.  Just a little further and I’ll be there.  The glittering, shaking whiteness against the deep ink of darkness is enthralling, entrancing, enticing.  Oh, the elves have such a way with magic, with beauty, with wine and, oh, they must have food and, bless me, they must be having a celebration of some sort, a night feast, how wonderful!  

Sudden as sparks snapping into the sky from a fire and disappearing as quickly, they’re gone again.  

But wait, no, they’re just a little further off now.  

Another step won’t hurt.  It’s only light.  What bad could come of following light, after all?

~*~

A Light Beyond the Darkness

Sevilodorf

Again her dreams were of green. Not the shadowed green of crowded trees, but that of emerald waves answering the wind's song with an ever-changing dance.  

Eyes closed, she sought to keep the visions intact. Yet, as sand runs fastest through the clenched hand, the images slipped away to leave behind only the familiar longing to gaze across the rolling plains of the Mark.  

Before the ache could deepen, Sevilodorf cast aside her blankets. Above the treetops to the east, the stars hung pale in the chill air. Winter was not far off, though this climate with its prevailing southern wind was milder than her homeland. 

Shaking out her bedding, she ticked off possibilities in her mind. With the foothills of the Ephel Dúath staring her in the face, the road would take her no further east. The choice was to head north or south. For no matter how deep her desire to watch the sun set behind the snow-tipped White Mountains, returning to the Vale was not an option she was prepared to entertain. Mundburg confused her, and she would not willingly retreat to its stony streets. Cair Andros had been more to her liking. However, the rafts used to keep the island community connected to the mainland failed to meet her companion's approval. 

"Ho, Dream," she called softly and waited for the horse to lift her head. "What think you of another boat ride?"

The mare gave a disdainful snort and swiveled her hind end around to put halt to more conversation. With a chuckle, Sevilodorf set about stirring the embers of her fire and setting a kettle of water to heat. Finding her supply of dried peppermint low, she climbed into her cart to rummage through the herbs she had prepared for trade. 

Sorting through cloth wrapped bundles, her fingers found the cool smoothness of glass and lingered. The bottle, an opaque milky blue which shielded its contents from the eye, represented still another possible path. One she had come close to choosing more than once during the past months. Even now, though her thoughts tended to the spring that lay beyond the winter, she was drawn by its subtle enticement. 

But she would not yield to temptation today. The dull ache of homesickness was insufficient cause to seek the oblivion offered by the bitter potion. If she exercised care in her thoughts, scabs over other hurts would even acquire another day's thickness.  

An all too familiar scold whispered in her mind, "You can't prevent the wind from blowing out the candles and leaving you in darkness sometimes, but you don't have to heave sighs and help it." 

"Gea, Modor." Sev smiled ruefully and tucked the bottle deep into the herb chest. Taking up the dried peppermint, she returned to the fire and the faint light of a new day. 

~*~

The Day's Return

Dreamdeer


Bandobras rose carefully in the dark from his place on the floor, cramped and stiff and too hungry to sleep, and stepped over bodies still huddled in every blanket, cloak, and rug that the Tooks could rummage up for all the refugees. He stretched, as quietly as possible, though several bones popped loudly back into place. His neck hurt and his feet tingled, though he had no room to stamp them; at times like this he found it a curse to be the tallest hobbit in the country--he didn't get a chance to straighten out all night long.

Oh how he missed his fine feather bed, custom-made to fit a frame like his! But right now four children, a pregnant lady, and an old gammer shared his mattress, and his goose-down quilt as well; it would have disgraced Bandy to hoard a big bed like that to himself when frail folk needed it more than him. No matter. What had to be had to be.

Carefully he made his way out to the hall. Gandalf was right--folks would have died in droves all alone in their hobbit-holes, cut off in the blizzard; better they should pool their resources and their body heat into one place. And what better place than the biggest mansion in the land--Took Hall?

It did not seem so big at the moment, nor so grand. Trying to breathe as shallowly as possible, he approached the designated room for chamber-pots. He walked more freely now; nobody slept near here. With so many people, and the outhouses unreachable, it could have been much worse if not for the wizard, who had a fire-crafty way of turning each day's refuse into fuel, but still Bandy held his breath when he did what he must and escaped that room again as fast as possible.

He entered a larger chamber, now, smoky and ruddy with the ubiquitous braziers. At least burning the heirloom Took furniture created more room. Somewhere a baby cried monotonously, and a young mother made hushing noises, equally monotonously. He heard coughs in the dark--too many. Disease spread rapidly, though Gandalf saved as many as he could. Why Bandobras himself hadn't sickened he couldn't say; he'd carried most of the fallen to their temporary resting-place himself, being the largest and strongest. He shuddered as he walked past the Cold Room--the one left unheated to store their dead until folks could emerge again and see to proper funerals. He shuddered because he knew that without Gandalf the entire race of hobbits would have died.

But Gandalf would not take all the credit. Everywhere Bandy looked, in that gloom barely brushed by the glow of braziers, he saw hobbit families sleeping all together, and folks without families taken in to the huddles of others. He saw neat stacks of plates washed clean by many hands, filled up before by many cooks, from the stores of all the farmers, without bickering or demands for reimbursement. He saw Old Nell sitting up with Doobie the Simple, who didn't understand what was going on and kept weeping, begging to go home. He watched a family tenderly wash and straighten the limbs of a gaffer who had died in the night; he would come back later for the body. He saw a matron cradling in her arms a young new mother and her infant both, the three of them sleeping together, the husband among the dead.

"Inspiring, isn't it?" Bandy jumped when Gandalf came up behind him. "All that love!" Bandy felt ashamed at his own self-pity over his height. What must it have been like for the wizard--taller than most men--to have spent these months cramped up in a hobbit-hole like this, the last few weeks without any possibility of stepping out at all? "Saruman would never understand."

"Who's Saruman?" Bandy whispered, afraid to wake the sleepers.

"An old colleague of mine," Gandalf whispered back. "My superior, in fact. The last I heard from him, he was furious at me for abandoning his efforts to save Rohan, in order to come here and save the Shire instead. 'A petty, obscure, ignorant people with absolutely no strategic value!' he told me." Gandalf sighed and shook his head. "Saruman never did understand the strategic value of love."

"Your colleague had it right," Bandy said softly. "You should have spent your effort saving someone saveable."

"Hm? What is this? Despair? In a hobbit? I thought better of you, my dear fellow!"

Bandy could not quite control his voice when he replied, "Gandalf, we ran out of food last night." The full burden of it bowed him like he bore up all the roof and all the snow on top of that, and his back couldn't hold up anymore. "I tried. Heaven knows I tried. I have not eaten since the day before yesterday, but I couldn't stretch it any farther than I have. And without food we have run out of hope."

"Have we indeed?" the wizard said, his eyebrows bristling. "Come with me and see if I cannot change your mind." Crouching under chandeliers long since emptied of their candles and without the tallow to make more, Gandalf led Bandy to a room of the outermost wall. There everyone sat up, wide awake with their blankets around their knees, gaping at the window, awash in a pale blue light.

Light! Snow filtered it, piles and piles of crystalline snow, luminous with the dawn behind it all, but it came through anyway, unmistakable. A blizzard-free daybreak! Bandobras fell to his knees and wept for joy, and all those around him wept with him, and that incredible, wonderful daylight glistened on every tear like a jewel.

"We shall hunt!" Bandy cried, leaping suddenly to his feet.

"Game will be sparse, and thin," Gandalf remarked, "and you shall have to compete with wolves. The Baranduin cannot protect you any longer--surely the wolves have crossed it by now."

"I don't care! I'll feed my people wolf-meat if I have to, and warm the little ones in their pelts."

"That's the spirit," Gandalf chuckled. "Now will everybody kindly move as far back from the door as they can--this will get a mite wet...there you go." The crowd stood and pressed back against the wall, their weary faces avid, the blue light gleaming in their eyes. Between the two of them Bandy and Gandalf forced the door open (inward, fortunately) and snow tumbled in, and more snow filled in behind it, no opening in sight, so that Bandy almost faltered again. But the wizard winked at him, and fire shot from his staff, melting a tunnel up out into the world. "I suggest you wrap your feet up tight before you venture out there," he said.

Bandy looked about him, but Gandalf had already instructed the refugees before he had arrived, and as Gandalf taught them they had made for him, out of wallets and pouches and bits of wood and wicker saved back from the braziers, a makeshift pair of snowshoes that fit him well enough. Then, hand over hand the crowd passed Bandy his bow and arrows from another room, for word spread quickly from chamber to chamber and from hall to hall.

Gandalf laughed quietly to himself. "I sent the Baggins lad to find it for you--he must have explored every nook and cranny of your smial by now, my dear Bandobras, so have a care! He knows where you keep everything, better than you do, yourself." He shook his head, grinning. "You Tooks have a rival for inquisitiveness, it seems."

Bandy laughed with him as he pulled on coat and cloak, muffler and hat and at last, the strange, warm shoes. "The child has the makings of a burglar or an adventurer, I'm not sure which--his parents should keep an eye on him."

Gandalf smiled in the mysterious way that wizards have. "And so will I, my friend. So I will indeed."

Bantering no more, Bandy turned to the door, and the passage that led from it in lucid blue. In awe, steps careful on the slickness of the slope, the hobbit climbed up through the tunnel of ice that the wizard had melted for him. Bandobras Took rose into a landscape of pure light--shining white snow as far as the eye could see, under a sky so brilliantly blue that he could hardly stand the beauty of it! His eyes burned with too much light after days and days of dimness, so that at first he had to shade them, but he didn't care, he just let that glorious radiance wash right through him to his very soul. He strode out onto the snow, space wide open at last all around him, and let out a howl of joy as fierce as any wolf's, and he went hunting.

~*~
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