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Chapter One

***** Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, Morning

Erin is half-heartedly washing dishes at The Burping Troll. Meri had been gone for a whole week visiting her family in the Shire and nothing seems the same without her.  Erin sighs, then ducks as a bird flies at her head.

Erin: Hmm, wot's this? A wee bird  - carrying a scrap of paper? Whoops, there. He dropped it. Nice birdy, don't fly into the window - oh, never mind, window is too dirty to fool birds, since Meri's not been in this week to bribe her Elves to clean 

Erin unrolls the scarp of paper and peers intently at the tiny writing.


If this note reaches you, then the thrush
really did understand. 

I went and got caught. Now I'm locked in a 
dungeon in Mordor. I did tell the guards 
that Sauron and I go way back, but they're 
a load of jobsworths.

I can hardly write this. I've got the shakes 
real bad. There's no Cherry-B! If I don't
get rescued, I think I'm a goner.

Celebsul 


[Erin drops the note] Uh-oh!!! This is dreadful! WARGYYYYYYY! Help, Sev, Meri,

Bramble, Eegah, ANYBODYYYYY!! Fear, Fire, Foes, Awake! Cely's in trouble! Look, look what the little bird just left!! Whadooweedooo???????
[At the sounds of Erin’s anguish, Pippin and Aerio rush into the kitchen. Pippin picks up the note] AUGH! Oh no! Hey everybody, does this mean we need to form a rescue-party to help rescue Celly? The poor guy, all trapped without his Cherry B. It's enough to break an Elf's heart. [sniff sniff]

[Pippin hands the note to Aerio. Aerio yells, as he takes a long look at the tattered, thrush-scoured note] Ai! Ai! I’m going to need to bring him his Cherry B! He's suffering from withdrawal! Hmm, need.....pack...stuff...AH! We're almost out of Cherry B! My Master went out to get some more Cherry B! Alas, now there are only a few bottles. He's in dire need. I'll just have my shrooms. Leave the Cherry B alone.  
[Aerio grabs his pack from beside the kitchen door and stuffs it full of the last precious bottles of Cherry-B, and lashes his sword to his side.] Hmm... Do you think we'll physically fight our way into Mordor, or do you think we'll need something to bargain with? If we're going to bargain, get the human whose occupation is to bargain, and Erin, the perfect speaker, and fine persuader. But if we're going to fight, Bramblerose? Where has she been? Pip', have you seen her? Anyway, get some Elves to fight -- Master's always starting these sorts of things. I'm off to save Celebsul! But I do not know the way...Where's the wizard to guide me, and the Strider?

[Aerio bounds out of the kitchen and into the almost deserted main room of the Troll.  Pippin runs after Aerio who is bounding out the front door, and pulls him back]: Hey whoa there Sir Elf! Can you wait for me? I'm coming too! [With that, Pippin grabs her pack from under a table and starts to pack, muttering to herself.]  Hmmm lets see, I have my bow and some arrows [I need some more though] and some cookies [need more of them too] and my knives. Oh, and this time I'm bringing some rope. Coils a long coil of silver rope and drops it into her pack.  And some ale.  Then Pippin produces some hidden Cherry B. I had some from when I made Cherry B. cookies! Sheathing her sword, she trots over to Aerio, and heads toward the door.

[Erin comes in as Pippin packs, and when the two Elves start to leave, she rushes over to Pippin, grabs her leg and pulls her to a halt.] You guys can't go yet! Wait for us! With that, she rouses the rest of the pub. Celly's in trouble! Quick! Come on, Warg, wake up! We need you! Come on, pack! Quick! 

[Pippin giggles at the little hobbit, running around, frantic. Aerio is getting restless. He starts to run outside again, but Pippin drags him back.] You can't go yet! Oie don't you ever listen? Now, go help the others pack so we can hurry up!
The prospect of leaving quicker stirs Aerio, so he heads off to help to Warg pack pony biscuits. Pippin unsheathes her sword. 

Pippin: Should I name my sword? I don't use it very often, since I prefer my bow, but I do like to keep it handy. Thinking on this fact, Pippin heads off the help Arwen pack some double-fudge chocolate cookies.

Erin, Pippin and Aerio race madly about the room, gathering up items and stuffing them in their packs.  Sitting at a table near the bar, Arwen, Deby, Thranduilion and Sevilodorf were talking after finishing second breakfast. Watching the excited trio rush madly about, the group exchanges glances and follows the hobbit and two Elves out the door.

Erin: Right, then! Who can we muster to rescue poor Celebsul from the dungeons of Mordor, and fortify him with his beloved Cherry B? Will it be a fight or an ambassadorial negotiation? Oh, dear, this probably means I should wake up my fat red horse and pull him away from his hay ... Oh, Caranroch...? Wakey-wakey! Rise and - YOWCH! Watch those ugly yellow chompers, you fat, faithless ....

Sevilodorf reaches out to take the reins before Erin can slap the horse silly. Grabs Aerio by the scruff of his neck, [a stretch up mind you]. Deby grabs Pippin by the back of her pack just as she prepares to mount.

Sevilodorf:  Slow Down. What is going on? What’s this about Celebsul being in trouble?
Aerio wordlessly hands the note to Sevilodorf, who drops the reins to take it.  Thranduilion grabs them and smiles peacefully at a glaring Erin. Sevilodorf holds the note out at arm’s length to read it as she has misplaced her glasses again. 

Sevilodorf: Hmmm. Celebsul says the guards aren't listening to him when he says he knows Sauron. Maybe they don't work for Sauron. Maybe this is a plot by someone else.  [Aerio begins to wiggle in Sevilodorf’s grasp.] Calm down, Aerio.  Celebsul will not die from withdrawal.  Though he may feel like it.  After all he is an immortal.  No one immortal has ever died of withdrawal.

[Pippin shakes her head at Sevi]: Nope, Celly really could die, even though he's an Elf.
Being away from his Cherry B. makes him so sad, and elves can die of broken hearts! Why
do you think we try so hard to be happy? Ttralalalalally... So really, this is very serious
mission! 


Arwen:  Ok, so does anyone have a plan already?

Pippin: Um, I don't think so. Do we need a map? I don't know. Sevi? If this is anything like our other adventures, the plans will make themselves up as we go along haa haa.

[Sevilodorf looks at Arwen with her jaw dropped]: A plan. With this bunch. You are kidding. Aren’t you? 

Aerio gently removes the human's hand from his neck and begins to walk off. However he
has forgotten the enormous hole the orcs have been digging outside the Troll. Pippin flings off her pack, which is still being held by Thranduilion, and runs after Aerio.

Pippin: Wait! Not that-oof! [At this moment, she bumps into Aerio, who is teetering on the edge of the massive hole.]


[Aerio falls into hole]: Who-who-whoaaa! 


[Pippin waves her arms wildly trying to maintain her own balance then falls in as well.] Augh! 

The rest rush over to the edge, trying to catch a glimpse of the two fallen elves. They hear a small voice in the dark.


Pippin: AUgh! It's dark!  


Aerio: Oooffff


Pippin: You okay?


Aerio: Offf [groan] yes I think I am in good condition, considering the rocky terrain and the span that we fell.


Pippin: Hey, you guys up there!

[Company leans over edge staring at the two Elves in the pit.  Sevilodorf just shakes her head and Erin giggles slightly.  Deby, Thranduilion and Arwen look worried.]


 Deby: What'll we doooo? It appears you may be in need of some help. May I offer my services?

[Pippin from the hole]: YES YES YES! We need all the help we can get! Come, join the party! Quick, start packing! I'm going to try and get together what we have so far....but by the time I’m finished there will be more haa haa. Oh well. 

[Thran grins eagerly:] An adventure to rescue poor Celly, oh goody. I've got my long pewter-handled knife in my belt and a bow and full quiver on my back, and a bag packed with a nice long coil of soft, supple, silky, sensu. . . uh, ROPE, a month's supply of Northern Mirkwood waybread [not quite as satisfying as lembas but much tastier - cocoa flavored!], and of course my battered travel journal! Anyone want to tell me what I need to know so I don't make a fool of myself as the newcomer? 

[Aerio muttering from the bottom of the hole]: I hear that we'll be passing through the land of the Nazgirls. To me, that doesn't sound so bad, just like wrights, maybe, but Elves can handle this sort of thing--of course, my Master did get through them, if he got to Mordor, like he said. Anyway, Sev', yes, the Orcs could be from the South--not speaking our language, or they're just going for safety by keeping unexpected persons imprisoned. Either way, Master Celly might not even need rescued -- they could just set him free any time they like.

[Pippin still at the bottom of the hole]: I’ve decided on a name for my sword.  [Pippin talks to sword]: I christen thee 'Lembascrist'! 

Aerio: Would you mind watching that thing?  It is a bit close down here.

Pippin: Sorry.
Thran: Will this help? 

Thran pulls the length of silky, supple rope out of her pack, and tosses it down the hole. In her haste, she forgets to hang on to one end, so the whole length cascades shimmering into the black darkness until it falls in a slithering lump on Pippin's head. Thran turns very red.

Thran: Oops.
[Pippin rubs head]. Watch it up there!

Thran: Sorry

Pippin: That's okay. But do you guys have any other ideas as to getting us out, heyyyy, [Looks around hole.] What's that?

Aerio: EII!

Pippin: Augh! No, No! Ouch! Hey! Help!

Aerio: Eiii! Hey! ooch ow! Heelpp!

The company hears sounds of a scuffle, but they can't see what's going on. The voices of Aerio and Pippin grow fainter, and the cries for help also grow fainter.

[Erin calls into the darkness]: What? Where'd they go? What happened? WHAT HAPPENED? WHERE ARE YOU TWO? 

Silence is the only reply.


[Sevilodorf turns to Thran]: Well, there goes your rope. Does anyone have another? Looks like we better get them back before we go save Celebsul.

[Deby turns to Sevilodorf]: What if we hold on to each other’s legs and look down the hole for them. You can go first Sev, then Thran, then Arwen, and I’ll hold onto all of you.

Thran: Hang on a sec, let's go through this formally. [Whips out a magic whiteboard, a birthday present from her adopted uncle Radagast.]

Thran: Here are the options as I see them.
1. We all go after Pippin and Aerio and try to rescue them, postponing our other rescue mission for the moment.
2. Some of us go into the hole to rescue the Elves and the rest go on to Mordor with the original mission.
3. We forget about those two and carry on as planned.
4. We forget the whole adventure and go back into the pub for boiled mushrooms and Ent-draught.
5. We-

The remaining company wrestles the whiteboard away from Thran and stands there, glaring at her.

Thran: Okay, then, number one it is! Sheesh. Can I have my white board back?

Sevilodorf: No.

Thran: Pretty please? I promise I'll be good.

Sevilodorf: Oh, all right.

Thran: Thanks. Okay, so you're going first, Sev?

[Sevilodorf looks at Thran aghast]: Are you nuts! Have you been eating lembas and mushrooms together again or what!

Thran [smirking]: Look Sev, it's my little white board. I'm going to start writing again . . .

Sevilodorf: Ok OK! Jeez, anything but that bloody board. Put it away so you can hold my legs you fool!

Thran: I'm not the fool going first am I now?

[Sevilodorf with a threatening look to Thran]: You will if you don't put that board away. 

Thran puts the board away as Sevilodorf lays down on her stomach. She inches her way into the hole as Thran holds her legs. Thran lies on the ground with Arwen holding her legs as Thran too disappears into the hole. Arwen lays down as Deby holds her legs as Arwen works her way down the hole. Erin stands watching the group anxiously wringing her hands.

Deby: Hey! Does anyone see anything down there? Quit wiggling, the edge of the hole is not very stable. Stop wiggling or I'm going to let goooooooo . . .

The edge of the hole gives way and all five disappear down the hole.

Chapter Two


*****Cells of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, morning


Celebsul: 
I'm a lonely old elf
In a nasty little cell
I've got no Cherry-B
So I'm not very well
And I wish all these orcs
Would go straight to ....

Orc: Shut yer face, Elfie. Yer won't be lonely for long. We've got a party out huntin' the rest of yer cookie-chompin', beer-swillin', orc-convertin' pals. When we're done, we'll 'ave the Burping Troll all to ourselves, HA!

[A quiet, tremulous voice drifts into Celebsul's cell]: Cele? Is that you? Be care..... [The voice abruptly cuts off.]

Celebsul: Did I hear something? That voice sounded so familiar. I hope nobody else is locked up in these dungeons without chocolate or Cherry-B.  Heyup Orc, can I have a tin cup?

Orc: Why would tha want a tin cup?

Celebsul: To bang on the metal pipes, of course.

Orc: Thassa reason?

Celebsul: Don't you watch TV? All prisoners use tin cups to bang on metal pipes.

Orc: Do they? Er, I mean, of course I watch TV. Okay, 'ere have this un. 

Celebsul: Thanks. [Long pause .... thonk, ching, taptaptap, k'chang]. I hope somebody understands Morse code.

Celebsul pauses and waits for an answer. All of a sudden a piece of paper materializes in front of him.

Cele? Boy am I glad to hear a friendly voice! I was elf-napped on my way home from the Troll about 10 days ago. How did you get here? Are any of the others here? What happened? 

Be careful! They use cruel and unusual torture methods here. Every time you rest, you dream of this strange world. I've been stuck in this strange place called a "school" and I've had to do duties like "grade papers" and "organize honor roll parties" and all sorts of other strange activities. It is not restful at all and you know that Elves are supposed to be able to rest whenever they want to. 

I am three cells down from you. Grimrot is the name of my orc guard. He is ok as far as orcs go. He is upset that he is on guard duty and can't go to the disco parties now that Sauron got his disco-ball back from Elrond. This could be an opening for us.

Write a reply on the back and bang when you are done and I'll pick it up. Thankfully I still have my pack. [They took my weapons too, but I know where they put them.] Yggy had been giving me lessons in using the wand you found [and that I took away from you]. I am getting pretty good at short distance charms. [Human magic is SO silly!] But, it helps supplement the poor food here. Meri would have a fit!

I'll wait for your banging!
-B

Bramblerose paces in her cell waiting for an answer.

Grimrot: Hey! Wazz-ya doin'? Qwittit!

Bramblerose: [sigh]


*****Outside the Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, morning

Just as the edge of the hole gives way, the Greene Lady drives up in her pony cart.  Seeing Deby’s legs disappear into the large hole, she jumps down and races over to the pit.

The Greene Lady: Do you folk need assistance? Is there any use here for a wise-woman with healing skills?? A ranger I am not, but I do know herb-lore…and I can smoke a pipe with the best of 'em too.

[Thran down below in the deep dark pit]: Ooh, ouch, I think I've got a scratch on my face. Hey, I think I hear someone above!

Thran crawls to where she can see the opening way above her.

Thran: Greene Lady, is that you?! We seem to have fallen down a thirty foot hole while trying to rescue Aerio and Pippin from the same fate so we can all go rescue Celey from Mordor - at least I THINK that's what's going on. You got any rope up there?

Greene Lady: I don’t think so, but I’ll go check. [Greene Lady returns to her pony cart to search for a bit of rope.]


Up the road to The Burping Troll runs a wee hobbit. It is Meri, gone a week visiting her sister in the Shire. She has heard from a passing thrush that her friends at the Troll have once again ensconced themselves in trouble. 


[Meri thinks]: I bet they trashed the Troll again...[huff, puff] I am out of shape...

Meri plops down under a tree to rest, wiping her brow. Beside her she notices a cat. It purrs as she picks it up and gives it a scratch under its chin, and remembers she has to get to the Troll. She takes a swig of her water and grabs a nut cluster and eats as she runs. The cat follows her.


Soon she approaches the Troll, remembering the big hole in front she goes around carefully. Warily going by, she nearly bumps right into Greene Lady who has discovered she has no rope.

Meri: Whoa...sorry! Hi Greene Lady! Fancy meeting you...do you hear something?

Sounds are emanating deep within the hole.

Greene Lady: I think your friends have fallen and cannot get up.

Meri: [snicker] Well, who has gone down there?

Greene Lady: I think Thran is down there, and Erin, Arwen and Sevi.. oh and Deby.

Meri: Wow, Thran? and Deby? and YOU Greene? I am so excited to have so many...but already in trouble...

Greene Lady: I think Pippin and Aerio are locked up down there too.

Meri: [snork] Figures.

Greene Lady: Well, I thought I could offer my medical skills...but all the possibly wounded are down there. And it appears I have no rope to help them out.


Meri and Greene Lady walk back to the hole.  Being extra careful as the edges look none too firm.


Meri: Well, hmm... ERIN? THRAN? ARWEN? DEBY? SEV? Can you hear me? It's Meri...I just got back, and have a pack of goodies for you? 

Greene Lady: You have goodies?

Meri: You'd be surprised at the ability of hobbits to pack well. Wanna energy bar...I made them this morning. Packed with good nuts, raisins, fiber and of course...chocolate.

Meri: ERIN? I have left over spider rope in my pack..can we use that?

Sevilodorf: Use anything you like, but get us out of this hole. I'm through with sewers. Deby, did I heard you say you have half brother who was a Ranger? Half on your human side right?

Deby nods.

Sevilodorf: Think he would like to join us on this mission, quest, thing. [Just then, a strand of spider silk rope comes slithering down the side of the pit.] Well, should we go up, or have them come down and search for Pippin and Aerio? 

Deby: I think they should come down but before they do have them go back in the Troll and pull the pints out of my half-brother's hands and drag his happy human hind end over here. Such a shame, not a drop of Elf blood in his veins, but he makes up for it by being a darn good Ranger.

[Sevilodorf craning her neck to try and see Meri and Greene Lady].  Hey you guys, go get the Ranger with a pint in each hand and drag his happy behind over here. We need all of you down here to help us search for Aerio and Pippin.

[Meri  pulling spider rope back up, slightly disgruntled]. Why didn't you say that in the first place before we dropped the rope? Someone down there is definitely going to need a healer soon! Let's go Greene Lady, after you.

Meri and Greene Lady head back into the Troll looking for the Ranger. Only one patron remains in The Burping Troll.  Seeing that he does indeed have a pint in each hand, they walk up to him and Greene Lady taps him on the shoulder. As he turns around, Meri and Greene Lady notice the amazing resemblance to Boromir.

Greene Lady: Do you have a half-sister named Deby.

Ranger: You mean the pointy-eared mutt my dad drug home?

Greene Lady [looking perplexed]: I guess so, but she's in the hole with the others and they need our help to find Aerio and Pippin who fell down first.

Ranger [smirking]: And your point is . . .

Meri grabs the Ranger by his nose and squeezes tightly.

Meri [angrily]: OK buckwheat, we need your help and your going to give it. Now drag your happy behind over to that hole and when I say froggy, jump.

Ranger [sounding just like Randy Travis]: OK OK let go. I had to know if my sister really sEnt you. I'll go with you. 

The three head outside, Meri and Greene Lady beeline to the hole. But the Ranger holds back wandering into the trees on the side of the road.

Meri: Where are you going?

Greene Lady: Uh...looks like he's undoing his uh...

Ranger: Yup...it's a bar...I just gotta...AAAAAAAHHHHH! Yeah.

Meri and Greene Lady both turn away blushing. 

Meri: [whispers to GL] I think he had to relieve himself...lets just see if they are still there...[heads to hole]


Wargy comes galumphing up fresh from adventures in other far off places. She sees Meri and Green Lady peering down into the depths of the troll hole. They seem to be dangling something and shouting to someone down below .  She trots quietly up behind them in hopes of not startling them .

Wargy: Whatcha doing?


Meri and Greene Lady: AAAAAAAGH!! WHOA!! *THUD* *THUD* OW! OWW!


Wargy: Ooops, sorry about that. So what's going on? Where's Celebsul ... and Aerio .... and Pippin ... and why is everybody down in that hole. I thought we were through with tunnel adventures.


Everybody: [GLARE]


Wargy: What!?! What did I say?!


Sev: Now that you've knocked everybody with HANDS down into this hole, how are we supposed to get out?!


Wargy: Well, why don't you jump?


Everybody: WHAT?!


Wargy: Like this ...  [She proceeds to jump down into the hole and back out again ... then stands up at the top grinning down at everyone.]


[The Ranger comes up behind the Warg and grabs her by the scruff of her neck.] So, a taunting Warg...[gets out blade] Skinnin time...

Meri, GL, Deby, Everyone down below..: NOOOOOOO!


Thran pulls out her trusty bow and fits an arrow to it. Even in the dark, she tries to look menacing. She aims up the thirty-foot hole at the Ranger.

Thran: Drop Wargy and nobody gets hurt! It's very rude to attack a warg when you haven't even introduced yourself to her friends. Where are your manners?! Deby, talk to him, please??!

Wargy twists out of her captor's grip and gives him a big wet smooch in the face.

Ranger: YEEEEEUUCCCHHHH!*pfffft*

Suddenly an arrow comes careening out of the pit, goes whizzing past the Ranger's head, and lands in a tree twenty paces behind him. *thunk*

Thran's voice: Ooops.  


[Erin bounces angrily up and down at the bottom of the hole on her short hobbit legs]: Serves you right you ... you ... HUMAN! Now get us out of this hole! Have I ever told you how sick of holes I've become? I want OUT, and I want out - Uh, what, Thran? Oh, sorry ... guess that was your ear I was yelling in ...

[Ranger looks down in the hole with one eyebrow raised]: Are all girl hobbits this ... erm ... feisty? 

[Meri glares up at him]: Don't forget, your sister can tell us all your darkest secrets.

Ranger: [Gulp]

Greene Lady: We should form a plan of action quickly. What if Wargy jumps down, bringing down one end of the rope, then jumps it back out to him? [Greene Lady gives a quick wave at the Ranger who is leaning over the edge above.] Warg and the Ranger should have more than enough strength to start pulling us out, one at a time.

[Meri nods emphatically]: Right. That sounds good. What do you think, Wargy?

Wargy: AWHOOooooHOOOoo

Ranger looks askance, still not used to a friendly warg. Warg remembers that rough hand grabbing her ruff, and looks back with her curling lip from one shining fang. Maybe not so friendly.

Ranger [Facing hole]: Well, you bold adventurers [snerk] could certainly do that. [An Entire chorus of glares is aimed at him as he buffs his dirty nails on the front of his jerkin]: But you still have two of your party missing down there somewhere, do you not? Or did my keen Ranger ears mishear your chatter?

Group sigh.

Sevilodorf: Wonderful. Celebsul is locked up in darkest Mordor, fading by the minute. Pippin and Aerio are carried off who knows where ... and here we are in another hole in the ground.

Erin: All well and good, Ranger Keen Ears - what is your name, anyhow? But if we have to go deeper into this hole, I'd say you have to come with us! Being a Ranger and all.

Ranger: And why should I leap upon demand? It seems to me you could just .

Deby [glaring still]: Brother o' mine, I'm of half a mind to tell them about the time you .

[Ranger claps hands briskly together]: Right! What do you lovely folks wish me to do?


Sevilodorf: Well, to start with, GET US OUT OF THIS HOLE!!

Ranger: Sure, sure. If the Warg, will fetch the rope.

Warg: Fetch. Did you hear that? He told me to fetch?

[Meri exasperated]: Warg, we will deal with his manners later. Would you please come get the rope?

[Warg giving Ranger the evil eye]: Certainly, anything for my Friends.

Warg leaps gracefully into the hole. [Amazingly enough, as that hole is pretty crowded, not hitting anyone.] Then back to the top with the rope between her teeth. She drops it at the Ranger's feet and snarls her upper lip. Ranger warily takes the end of the wet rope and begins to pull.

[Thran, still rather confused about the whole situation, suddenly feels herself being dragged backwards by the scruff of the neck. A greasy, knobbly hand is clamped over her mouth, stifling her shouts, and as she scrambles to get a hold on her assailant, is pulled violently into a before-unseen tunnel off to one side. As her head slams against the wall of the tunnel, she thinks to herself.] So THAT'S what happened to those two! [She slips into unconsciousness.]

 As the Ranger bends down to pick up the rope the Warg grabs him by the seat of the pants and pulls with all her might ... The Ranger hangs on to the rope for dear life and begins pulling up whoever is hanging on to the other end. Suddenly, shrieks and yells are heard below and the name "THRAN!" is heard. Wargy lets go of Ranger Bob's pants and he is pulled forward to the edge. He teeters there precariously for a few seconds and the warg bounds up and grabs his pants again. The poor fabric cannot withstand another bite however and rips off in her teeth ... Ranger Bob goes headfirst into the hole ...

Warg: ooopsiee ... #^..^#

Chapter Three

*****The Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning


Meri [backing against the side of the pit]: Erin...psstt...did you see that? Orcs...they got Thran? OOOFF!

Ranger: Oh..sorry . [Bumps into Meri and Erin.] Stupid Warg just dropped me...dang! These are my best Ranger pants too. Now they're all ripped. [Looks in disgust at his shredded pants.]

Meri: [blush] Well, you got a nice set of cheeks there er...Bob? Come over here...in the dark...so no one can see...

Erin: MERI! 

Meri: [glare] NOT THAT! Sheesh... I have a sewing kit...but wouldn't want him to show off his er...well...c'mere fancy pants. [She proceeds to sew a nice floral pattern around his posterior to cinch up the tears.]

Ranger: OW!..you poked...

Meri: Just hold still! Almost there...

Ranger: Don't...AAAHHHH..

Meri: C'mon you baby...two more stitches...THERE! [Bites off end of thread.]

Erin: EWWW! That is WAY too close to a Ranger butt for me!

Meri: Actually, he must have bathed recently...he sort of smells like Eucalyptus...huh.

Ranger: Oh great... how am I supposed to be the tough rugged Ranger if you have a bunch of rosettes on my bum?

Deby: They look pretty good actually. [snicker] Considering whose bum they’re on...

Ranger: [glare]

Deby: C'mon Floral Bob...use your Ranger skills and figure out where those Orcs are coming from...


[In the hole in the ground, confusion reigns. Erin hops up and down screeching at Ranger Bob who looking elegantly attired in his newly mended floral ensemble stands with hands held tightly over his ears singing]: I'm not listening to you. I'm not listening to you.

Meri, Deby and Greene Lady have eased cautiously into the opening down which Thran has disappeared. Sevilodorf stands with hands on hips staring alternately up at the rim of the hole and at each of her companions. Arwen stares about her in disbelief. Sevilodorf puts her fingers in her mouth and gives an extremely loud whistle. Warg moans and peers over the edge of the hole. The rest turn in shock to stare at Sevilodorf.

Sevilodorf: All right, I guess we go back into the tunnels. But let's do it on our terms, not theirs. Meri, Greene Lady stand guard on that tunnel and try not to get dragged away. Ranger Bob, if that's your name, come stand right here. 

[Sevilodorf points to a spot on the lowest edge of the pit]: Warg, get that rope firmly in your teeth and haul away when I yell. 

With much pushing, pointing and grunting, Sevilodorf, Ranger Bob, Deby and Erin build a pyramid of people with Erin only a few feet from the edge. As Erin grasps the rope, Warg hauls her slowly to the rim. 

[Panting heavily and brushing dirt from her face and hair, Erin leans back over]: I'll head into the Troll and get our packs, weapons, and equipment.

Ranger Bob moans and staggers. Sevilodorf and Deby fall from his shoulders knocking Arwen to the ground. Sitting in a heap they all glare at Bob.

***** Cells of Angband, 10th of Thrimidge, Mid-morning, 


[Meanwhile, down in a damp cell of the orcs, Pippin rubs her head.] What happened? Where am I? Wait, oh, now I remember [with a sinking feeling in the pit of her cookie-hungry stomach]...Aerio, Aerio, where are you?

Silence.

[Pippin’s voice grows panicky.  For she is alone in a black-as-night-pit-of-a-cell alone. Pippin's worse fear is being alone in the dark. Utterly alone like she is now.] AERIO! [A voice seems to come from behind a wall.]

Voice: Pippin?

Pippin: Aerio?

Voice: That's me.

Pippin: Aerio!

Aerio: Feeling better? Those orcs knocked you on the head and then you were out like a light.

Pippin: Yea, I'm okay. My hair's all tangled though. [Touches the red-tangled mass sadly.] How long have we been in here?

Aerio: A few hours I think. Maybe less. Maybe more.

Pippin: Ahh my Elf friend, never giving a correct answer.

Aerio: [smirk in the dark]


[Pippin hears a scratching noise] What's that?

Aerio: Oh that’s me.

Pippin: What're you doing?

Aerio: Scratching the history of the Silmarils on my cell walls with my fingernails. 

Pippin: Why?

Aerio: Because I want to.

Pippin: Oh. So, how do you plan to get out of here?

Aerio: [scratchscratchscracth]

Pippin: [sigh] Typical.

******** Cells of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning

Celebsul: I was just thinking how useful the wand could be, and here is Bramblerose who actually knows how to use it. After a fashion - why not change the guard into a giant bottle of Cherry-B?. I'd better reply.

Dearest Bramble: Sorry to hear about the unbearable torture. I'm just bored and thirsty, and there are a lot of strange coloured insects in here.

Do you think you could persuade Grimrot into learning disco dancing from us, and tell him he'll need to relax by having a few drinks. If we get him drunk enough and make him do a John Travolta spin, he should pass out.

Alternatively, we could wait to get rescued, but that depends on a few things: a] thrushes are intelligent homing pigeons, b] the Burping Troll can manage to get a rescue party organised, c] everybody else doesn't get captured.
Yours sincerely, Celebsul

PS You can dance, can't you, Bramblerose?

[CLANK CLANK]

Bramblerose hears the clanking and waves her wand. The paper disappears from in front of Cele and reappears in front of Bramble.

Bramblerose: Hey! I really AM getting good at this!

[Bramblerose reads Cele's note]: Hmmmm, Teach Grimrot how to dance? That has merit.... [grumble] I suppose I am supposed to be the one to teach Grimrot how to dance. [Gives an offended sniff at Cele's last question. *snork*] I've been here 12 days already and no sign of beings from the Troll... wait on them to be rescued? I think not!!

Bramblerose folds up Cele's note and sits down to ponder. As a result of the pondering, she pulls the wand back out and summons some mysterious looking objects. From his cell down the hall Cele can hear.

[Bramblerose in a silky Elven voice]: Oh Grim-rot! Can you come here a second? 

***** Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning

[Erin scurries about the troll collecting the various and as sundry necessities for another adventure.] Packs - check ... swords - check ... bows - check ... weapons - check ... hmmmmm ... what am I forgetting ...


Warg: Food ...


Erin: ... in the packs already ...


Warg: A little more wouldn't hurt ...


Erin: True

Erin runs into the kitchen and collects several more pony biscuits for Wargy ... and a meaty bone or two. Chips and salsa, hamburgers, hotdogs, buns, ketchup, relish, mustard, pickles, lettuce, tomato, onion, a bucket of Kentucky Fried chicken [hey, who has time to cook], potato salad, a water melon, some apple pie, some vanilla ice cream and dry ice to keep it cold .

[Warg after seeing what Erin was bringing]: Yup, that outa do it ... let's go!

They grab everything and run out of the Troll ...and straight back to the Hole. Erin makes sure everything is stowed securely in the pack and then looks at Warg.


Erin: Ok Warg, what's the plan now, who wants to lower who down? And how do we get the rope down after that.?


Warg: I've got everything figured out. I'll jump in first, you tie the spider rope on the pack and lower it down. Then you jump in the Hole.


Erin: Jump in! And then what!

[Warg grinning wickedly]: And then Ranger Bob will catch you. You can handle that Bob, can't you?

[Ranger Bob swallows hard]: Uh . . .yeah sure I can. Regaining his confidence. I'm a Ranger and a manly man, in spite of my floral bum. I can handle anything!

Sevilodorf and Deby are still glaring at Bob. Arwen sits rubbing her ankle.


[Deby glaring at Bob]: Hey, Bobbo, Mr. Manly Man. How about I tell everyone what your real name is! Bob's your uncle!


Ranger Bob [Now glaring at Deby]: You swore an oath never to reveal that to anyone!

[Deby smirking]: And I won't as long as you catch Erin and don't drop her!

Warg: You two quit arguing and move so I can leap gracefully into the Hole.

Bob and Deby move as Warg leaps gracefully into the Hole. Erin lowers the packs

 down and Sevilodorf catches them, grunting.

[Sevilodorf still grunting]: Sheez Erin, what did you pack in these things, the whole bloody bar or what!

[Erin slightly put out]: I didn't pack by myself you know, I did have a little help. Why don't you ask the Warg that question!

[Sevilodorf grunts]: Uhhh . . . nevermind.

Sevilodorf grunts her way to the back with the packs, just in time as Erin throws down the rope narrowly missing Sev's head. Fortunately Sev didn't notice.  As Erin prepares to jump into Ranger Bob’s arms, Arwen climbs to her feet and groans as her right foot touches the ground.. Greene Lady abandons her guard post and rushes to her.  

Arwen:  It’s my ankle.  When I got knocked down I must have twisted it.

[Greene Lady examines Arwen’s ankle]: Sprained not broken in my opinion.

Sevilodorf:  Well, it’s obvious you can’t go hobbling about those sewer tunnels with a sprained ankle. We’ll have to get her out of this hole and back to the Troll.  Erin, go try that rope to a tree and Blossom Bob can climb up it and help us get Arwen out of here. [Sevilodorf turns and gives Bob a sickly sweet smile.]

Working as rapidly as possible, Erin ties the spider rope to a tree. Ranger Bob with much grunting climbs the rope. Deby with much less grunting follows him up the rope.  Together with Erin, they lift Arwen from the hole and help her into Greene Lady’s pony cart.  As she drives away, Arwen pledges to return with help as quick as she can.  

Ranger Bob: Well at least I don’t have to catch the hobbit.

Deby: Oh yes you do.  She has to stay up here to untie the rope.  We’ll need it with us.

Ranger Bob: Oh, yeah.
Deby and Bob climb down the rope.  Erin unties it and stands on the edge of the pit.  As Erin jumps into the hole, Warg, with an evil grin on her face, runs right through Bob's legs. As he falls to the floor on his back she licks her chops. Erin lands on Bob's stomach, Bob can't breathe, the Warg rolls howling with laughter, Sevilodorf and Deby glare at Bob. Meri and Greene Lady turn from the tunnel they were guarding once again to see what is going on. Not a good idea as it turned out.

****** Cells of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning


A strange light is seen flickering from below the black towers of Barad-dur, and sound issues forth, faint and nerve-grating as a Nazgul's screech ... but is it...? It is! The throbbing notes of "Stayin' Alive" echo in a muffled beat from the dungeons below, and that light ... could it be a 
DISCO BALL?


********Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning


Meri and Greene Lady turn from the tunnel they were guarding to see what is going on, not a good idea because out of the tunnel come a small company of orcs. Meri and Greene Lady are grabbed from behind. The orcs begin to drag them back kicking and thrashing into the tunnel.

[Warg sees them and gives a deafening hunting howl as she leaps to attack]: OOOOOOWWWOWOOOOO!!

The orcs release Meri and Greene Lady and look undecided about whether to try to fight the Warg or to run for cover. The decision is made for them when Deby and Bob leap into the fight. Sevilodorf and Erin pick up the bows left behind by Pippin and Thran and begin to launch arrows [thankfully, not hitting Deby and Bob, or Warg] Soon all that remains of the orcs are, well, the remains. The group of adventurers wipe away blood, sweat and a few tears, then grin at each other. 

***** Cells of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, midmorning


Bramblerose dressed in worn bellbottom jeans, an eyelet lace peasants shirt, knee high leather boots and sporting a pale blue and pink tye-dyed bandanna that holds back her flowing hair appears at Celebsul’s cell door with Grimrot dressed in a purple Polyester Zoot Suit and masses of tacky gold jewelry.  The prison hallway had been festooned with sparkling blue and pink icicle lights and the guardroom is emitting golden light from a rotating disco ball as music throbs from an empty DJ stand.

Bramblerose: C'mon Cele. The prison guards are protesting the lack of fun and we need a DJ for the party. Here put this on.

Bramblerose shoves an orange fisherman’s shirt embroidered in blue and black and black velvet bellbottom pants into Celebsul's astonished arms.

Bramblerose: Now hurry up! [Turns to Grimrot, leaving Celebsul standing in the door of his cell with his jaw on the floor.] Okay, now let's go make sure the refreshment table is all set up. [Winks at Celebsul over her shoulder as she guides Grimrot towards a massive table piled with the sort of food orcs delight in... liver and onions, chicken gizzards, velveeta cheese dip, sauerkraut, pistachio ice cream, shrimp and sardine pizza, lime sherbet punch, etc. Gushing voice.] Ooooh, Grimrot! I think the Everclear just arrived! This is going to be such a good party! You are the best orc prison guard! Everyone is going to have such a great time! .... 

Celebsul: I don't know how she does this! Looks at the clothes in his arms. Eeewwww! She expects me to wear this!??! [Looks up again and notices Bramble hanging on Grimrot’s every word and the way Grimrot has his arm around her waist.] Well, if she can do THAT then I guess I can wear this. 

Celebsul quickly puts the clothes on and follows out to the guard’s room. At the doorway, he stops in awe and looks around. A huge disco ball is slowly revolving in the middle of the ceiling while spotlights and lasers make interesting patterns on the dance floor, which is misty with fog. Over the DJ stand is a huge black light where several orcs are already comparing glowing bone necklaces. Next to the food tables stand huge barrels of rotgut liquor and shot glasses filled with Everclear. Orcs in a variety of disco outfits are milling around the room.

[Bramblerose appearing with Grimrot]: There you are! Hurry over to the DJ booth and let’s get this party going. [Turns to Grimrot.] Lets go over to the dance floor and set an example for everyone to start dancing.

Grimrot grabs Bramblerose's hand and they head over to the dance floor just as Celebsul finally acquiring his wits starts playing Staying Alive.

[Celebsul in orange fisherman’s shirt embroidered in blue and black, and black velvet bellbottom pants!]: Okay, record's on. Now, lads, how about some gut-rot. Let's have a contest. Fill up a mug each, then we'll see who can down it first ... All ready? Right, one, two, three, DRINK. Ha, won you all by miles. Again. All ready? Right one, two, three, DRINK [over the shoulder goes mine] Naw, you're still not quick enough. Let's get in some practice. 

Later….

That's great lads. Time for some male-bonding dancing. Shake your heads, YEAH. Jump up and down, YEAH. Watch Bramblerose's twirl.

Orc: Which Bramblerose?

Celebsul: Any. Just watch, and then do it yourself.

Bramblerose begins to twirl gracefully in the middle of the dance floor. All of the orcs stare and then start to jerk around in circles. One by one they pass out and fall to the floor. The deafening sound of Orcish snores carries above the music as Bramblerose stops twirling and looks at the sea of crumpled orc bodies.

Bramblerose: So Celebsul.... do you know the way out? 

Chapter 4


*****Cells of Angband, 10th of Thrimidge, midday


Thran is dumped roughly into another dark chamber, smelling vaguely of musk and roasting chicken. She feels her way to one wall and runs her fingers over it.

Thran: Huh, it's the history of the Silmarils scratched into the wall with fingernails . . . AERIO?!
[Pippin perks up at the sound of Thran's voice through the stone wall]: Thran?

Thran [peering into the darkness]: Aerio?

Aerio [standing right beside her]: Thran?

Thran [hugging the tall Elf]: Aerio!

Aerio [returning the hug Enthusiastically]: Thran!

Pippin [calling from the other side of the wall]: Thran! How did you get here?

Thran: Well, we all were down in that hole coming to rescue you two, and all of a sudden, well, now here I am.

Aerio: Sounds familiar...

Pippin: Yrch.

Thran: Why did they capture us? What'll happen if we're all captured? What will become of us? Celly? The Burping Troll?

Pippin: Well, the way I see it, there are many possibilities as to why we were captured...they might be after me because of my past life as an orc-assassin, But then why get all of you guys too? Or they might be after us because they don't like us? Well, that's a given. Or they might be mad because-

Thran: Okay okay, I get the idea. And they get mad at me and my whiteboard. Hey you were an orc-assassin?

Pippin: Yes, well, that's a long story.

Thran: So this is all your fault?

[Pippin bangs on wall]: No!

Aerio: Nah don't blame her. I was an orc-killer too, and still am. Actually we all are, so don't go blame it all on Pip.

Pippin: Yea, really, we all kill orcs.

Thran: Maybe they want revenge?

Pippin: Well, if we ever get out of here, I'm gonna be mad.

Aerio: I thought you were already mad.

Pippin: No, I'm just scared. 
Aerio: Umm...I just remembered something. I had a pack in my hands when I fell down the hole -- I made sure it was safe, no bottles cracked-- but now it's gone, to what my sight says, anyways. Better look for it.

Thran: What did you have in it that would be important enough to look for again?

Aerio: Cherry B.

Pippin: By the way, did anyone notice which direction that foul voice emanated from? It almost sounded like it came from the roof.

Thran: I think it came from your side of the wall. I could barely hear it here.

Aerio: Ah! Found it! [Pause].  They YRCHED ME!!!!!!! They took five of the bottles! Now there are only two left...If I ever—[thunk] Oww!

Thran: O', I didn't know you were on the same side of the room. What is this?

Aerio: Yea... uhh..-O', that's my foot.

[Pippin searching the edges of her captivity]: I can't find a way out...

[Thran coming closer to the walls from which Pippin's voice was heard]: Let me see from the outside. Don't be scared...and maybe that'll keep me from being scared too. 

*****Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, midday

Meanwhile, the BT mob in the bottom of the pit catch their breath after their smashing victory over the Orc invaders. Truly the long-overlooked pit in the road before the Burping Troll was the seat of much malfeasance, and the company felt grim satisfaction in putting the kibosh on the latest plans of Mordor.

[Ranger Bob wipes his sword and sheaths it]: Well, little hobbits, you handled yourselves bravely. Not as nimbly as an Elf, of course, nor so boldly as a human, but -.

Deby: Say, bro?

Ranger Bob: Yes, brave and lovely sister of mine?

Deby: If you look closely at all these vanquished Orcs, every one of them has sword-wounds in various places betwixt the knees and waist. Think about that, before you try patting any hobbits on the head.

Erin: [GLARES]

[Ranger Bob's hand pauses in mid-reach]: Er, of course. Eh, how about a pat on the back, then, if you don't -.

The Warg sits between Meri and Erin and yawns - HUGELY - so that every considerable tooth in her majestic wargy head is fully visible.

Ranger Bob: Right, then! We have won the battle, but not the war! We have friends in need of rescue! Hie on, brave ones! Forth - erm, Burping Troll!

Deby: [SNERK]

Sevilodorf: [SNORK]

Meri and Erin: [Snicker-snicker]

Greene Lady - tries not to smile and looks away at the sky, humming gently.

Sevilodorf: Well, gallantries and inspiring battle cries aside, we DO need ... well, something vaguely resembling a plan.

Erin: I hate tunnels.

Meri: Not that I'm terribly fond of them, either.

Greene Lady: But that's where our friends were taken, and that's where this latest lot came from... [sighhhh…Checks to make sure she has her healer's satchel at hand.]

Deby [smiling]: Very well. We have just the man for this dangerous, perilous mission ... quests ... thing. Brother of mine, you make the choice. Is it the tunnels, or do we saddle up and seek a route overland? Come on now, Blossom Britches, don't be shy!

Ranger [mumbling]: I knew I should have just had my beer in bed ...
******* Cells of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, midday

Celebsul: Do I know the way out, Bramble? Er, no. I took a bit of a knock on the head before being brought here. However, I think we should grab all the sets of keys and look for any available exit.   Second thoughts. We'll a bit conspicuous dressed like this. Grab some orc armour and helmets and shove those on over the top. You said you knew where our weapons are stashed, so we better get those too. Should also check the other cells quickly, just in case any of our friends are here.

And they proceed to do so, but find no other prisoners.

Celebsul: Okay, better stoop a bit when we're out in the open. We're both a bit tall and skinny for orcs. 

Bramblerose and Celebsul come across a locked door, and try various keys till they find one that opens it. They go through and lock it behind them. They are now in a narrow, candle-lit corridor.

Celebsul: Look. There's a piece of paper on the floor.

Bramblerose picks it up and reads it.

Bramblerose: It says "Urgent. Three more BT regulars have been captured and sent to Angband. The others will also soon be captured. There will be free drinks all round in OUR BT when we have them all." Oh dear. If we get out of here, we better head towards Angband.

Celebsul: Sounds like a good plan. Here's another door. Oh, it's not locked, and we're outside. It's dark. Good. Let me see if my navigation skills are any good. We're heading North, right? And we follow the North Star?

****Back in the Pit, Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, midday

Meri with fire in her eyes]: No, we must not leave our friends to be tortured in the tunnels below. I am sure I hear the sounds of the Evil Flipper Torture of Mordor going on down there...I'm going in. Hobbits are quiet don't you know?

Erin: But we're also timid.

Meri: Well, not today...[Starts to creep along the wall with her small blade and a dim lantern.]

Ranger: Well, I guess I should...

Meri: SHHHHHH...Stupid humans.

The Greene Lady and Sevilodorf begin to follow the little hobbits, but are making a ridiculous amount of noise.

Erin: You could take off your shoes? Don't even breathe...

The tunnel narrows and several passages open off to the right and left. Ranger Bob holds both hands out stopping the hobbits and squats on the ground...picking up a fiber caught on a root going down to the left tunnel. 

RB: I believe this looks very Elvish to me. [Holds up a silky thread.] Definitely not something an Orc would wear...this way?

[Meri examines thread]: Yes, this is the hem thread on Thran's cloak, very fine. Sevi...watch our backs we're goin down.

Just then sounds of tromping come up the tunnel and they all press to the sides awaiting the Orc they can smell coming. Meri and Erin jab below, while Ranger Bob slits his throat in a quiet and instant death.

Erin: EEEEWW...you got blood on my glasses.

Meri: Oh sorry Erin... [Whips out mini bottle of windex and cleans them off.] There you go. Gotta be able to see. 

The tunnel is very narrow and sloping, and lined with squishy mud, making nasty gross sounds as even the hobbits bare feet passed. Soon it opened into a chamber, which was dark, and quiet...but filled with shelves containing videos. 

Sevilodorf: Hmmm, what have we here? An "adult" video collection?

Erin: No, worse...look. [Points at videos.] Barney, Teletubbies, Mr.Rogers Neighborhood...UGH..And Flipper too. 

Meri: OH NO...Their minds will turn to mush! Look it is the full Rodney Dangerfield collection...and OH Gross... Pee Wee's Adventures. Even Revenge of the Nerds. 

The Greene Lady: They're doomed.

Chapter Five


 ***** Cells of Angband, 10th of Thrimidge, afternoon. 


Pippin: Augh! There's no way out of here that’s for sure.

Aerio: [sniffsniff] They took my drinks!

Pippin: They took my bow!

Aerio: Oh dear. They took mine too.

Pippin: Hey, wait, I still have Lembascrist here. 

Thran: Pippin, do you have your pack with you?

[Pippin feels around]: YRCH! I left it with Deby when I ran after Aerio! [weep] My cookies were in that pack! Along with all my other stuff! My matches, my ale, everything! [wail]

Thran: I'm bored. Is there something we can do to pass the time?

Aerio: Well, we could sing...

Pippin: Ninety-nine-thousand orcs on the field....

Orc guard: Hey shut hey mouths befer we shut em fer ye!

Pippin: [whimper] 

Aerio: Well so much for that.

Pippin: Thran, feel around your cell, there has got to be a door or something in there!

[Thran feels about]: Nope, nothing!

[Pippin puzzled]: Then how did we get in here?

Aerio: Must be some secret door or something...hey check the ceiling. Pippin, check yours
too.

[Pippin feeling the ceiling for a doorway or hatch of some sort]: I can feel something like a hatch. But I also her footsteps up there, so that guard must still be there.

Thran: Same over here, Pip.

Pippin: Well, this is great. 

Aerio: Do you suppose the others will forget about us?

Pippin: I hope not!

Thran: Nahhh, just so long as they don't get captured, I think we'll be okay.

Pippin: [whimper] And what if they DO get captured?

Thran: Well, last I saw, Ranger Bob was helping them down the hole and-

Pippin: RangerWHO?

Thran: Ranger Bob. You don't want to know. Trust me, you really don't

Pippin: Thank Elbereth he's not in here with us. [shudder] from what you're saying, Thran, I hope the rest of our company is all right...

At this moment, the hatch above Pippin opens to reveal the snarling face of an orc-guard. Pippin blinks, as even the lighter-darkness is lighter than the pitch-black she has been in in her cell. 

Orc: Ohhh don't you worry none, she-elf, you'll meet Ranger Bob soon, very soon, cuz we're gonna get all yer friends too! [And with that, he shoves the plate of rock that is the hatch door back into place, shutting out all light.] 

Pippin: Thran! Did you hear that?

Thran: Oh dear.

Aerio: Hmm, mm... [Walks around groping the ceiling, and all of the walls.] Let's see....maybe it would help to think like an Orc.

[While on the other side of the wall, Pippin]: I wonder how they had been spying on us. They know exactly how many we have, and what we're set out to do. I bet that some of the "patrons" of the Troll were mercenaries for Mordor. And maybe the ones who were the mercenaries converted some of our real patrons, and appealed to them that they should dig this hole, RIGHT WHERE THEY WANTED IT! And then Aerio had to go trip in it, but I didn't know either...

Thran: That sounds reasonable. *thwack*

Aerio: Ow. Umm...Yea. I never knew the Orcs real well. If my Master Celey were here, he might know if that was possible. Hmm...maybe so. Say, if we are ever to get out of this dungeon, some of us might look on the bright side: We won't have to travel above ground, amid the Nazgirls. But I have to admit, I wanted to meet 'em--Sev' didn't like that idea, though. Have you ever met the Nazgirls, Thran'?
Thran shakes her head.  


[Pippin still giving an effort to escape]: I don't ...think there is any way I can get out, and for a fact, I am sure. I just want my cookies right now. [*whimper* Sits down, feeling defeated.] Well, Aerio, if what you say about mercenaries is true, then if we ever get out of here and back to the Troll, we're gonna have to figure out some way to stop it from happening again!

Thran: Yea.

Aerio: Well, no use thinking about that, because at this rate, we could be in here for a very long time.

Thran: Well, looking on the bright side of things, they haven’t done anything nasty to us other than putting us in here. It could be worse.

At this moment, the hatch in Aerio and Thran's cell opens up, and they are drug up and out. The sneering face of our favorite orc guard meets them again. Pippin is hauled up too.

Pippin: [gulp] I think it just got worse.

Orc: Shut yer yap. [With that, he takes the prisoners to a room, where a TV is sitting in a corner. Turning on the TV, the theme music to "Flipper" starts playing. All three prisoners start wailing in agony. The orc laughs, and leaves them locked in the room.] 

[Thran wailing in agony]: Maybe we could just turn it off? These ropes holding my arms and legs to this chair here seem to be rather . . . nonexistent. [They go over and fiddle with the TV.]

Aerio: Well, there doesn't seem to be an off switch. It must be controlled by an external source.

Pippin: Umph! The plug is . . . stuck and I can't get to where it's plugged in! MMMmmmmphh! [Tug, tug.]

[Thran whips out her long white knife and begins slicing through the power cord]: Maybe if I just,

Pippin and Aerio: NOoooooo!

Thran: AAAACK! *fizzle**zzzzzttt* [Thran falls unconscious from the electric shock.]

Pippin and Aerio: You IDIOT!

The TV has failed to turn off, and still blasts 'Flipper' at full volume.


Pippin: Thran! Thran! Oh, [&[*&%&!! 

Pippin: Well, she looks okay, just conked out, so I think she'll be okay. [Plugs fingers in ears.]

TV: "Flipppeeerrr flipppeerrr that lovveelly dollphinn friienndd" 


---Two hours later---

Pippin: Look, the credits!

Aerio: Oh Elbereth, please no more.

Pippin wails as the TV rewinds itself and starts playing the video over.

Aerio: Aughhhh

After an immeasurable amount time of watching the movie, the door opens. The elves are taken back to their cells, Pippin yelling more Elvish curse words at the orc, who gets madder, and shoves Pippin back into her cell. Aerio and Thran are put back into theirs with an echoing slam of heavy doors. Pippin curls up in the corner, miserable. 

Pippin: Aerio, Aerio?

Aerio: What?

Pippin: Is Thran okay?

Aerio: She hasn't come-to yet.

Pippin: Well, what if something's REALLY wrong with her?

Aerio: What can I do?

Pippin: I don't know, DO something!


Aerio commences to contemplate ... and contemplate ... and contemplate ... while in her dank cell Pippin the Elf waits in growing exasperation. Long-drawn Elvish thought was fine, if one was composing a ballad of 3,256 couplets, but at the moment a bit more haste seemed called for.

Pippin [hissing to avoid screeching]: AERIO! What are you doing over there?

Aerio [loftily]: I'm thinking.

Pippin: That's what I was afraid of. Stop thinking. Do. Be a man - er, Elf of action.

Aerio: Ah. Ah-HA! AH-HA!

Pippin: What? WHAT?

Aerio: You said action. I give you action.

Silence. Then the pit-pat of footsteps so light that only Pippin's keen Elven ears would have heard Aerio's movement. And then - the screechy, wet, smeary sound of a great big sloppy *KISS!*

Thran: GWWHHUAAAAHH!!!! phhfft-phffft-pfffftt What was THAT?

Pippin: THRAN! Is that you? Are you all right? Are you hurt?


Thran [still making sputtering sounds]: How should I know? But I think I've got lembas crumbs in my - phhfft!

Pippin: Aerio, you are SUCH a male!

Aerio: You wanted me to do something. She is awake, is she not? Thus the means is outweighed by the outcome, and whatever you think of me, I am a gallant at heart.

Pippin: *SNERK*

Thran: Hey ... I don't feel so good, really. My head is about to explode and I feel tingly-hot all over ... What happened, anyhow?

Pippin: You tried to cut the cord on a TV that was plugged in.

Thran: I did? What TV?

Pippin: The one the Orcs locked us in with, playing [shudders] endless replays of "Flipper.

Thran: Flipper? What Orcs?

Aerio: The surly, malodorous, dyspeptic specimens of sub-species life who dragged us here.

Thran: Oh. [Pause] Where is 'here?'

Silence.

Pippin: Uh, Thran? Do you know what day this is?

Silence.

Thran: Applesauce?

[Aerio groans] Ohhhh, dear. I think Thran melted a fuse.

Pippin: Ohh, wonderful. Just ... [sighhhh] Now what else could possibly go wrong?

Chapter Six


****** Tunnels of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, afternoon


Bramblerose and Celebsul slowly make their way down the Northwards tunnel, making no noise as only Elves [and Hobbits] can. Ahead of them, the tunnel splits and 5 locked doors show the different directions the escaping Elves can choose from.

[Bramblerose whips out her wand]: Lumos. [The wand begins to spread a soft golden light on the doors.] Well, 5 doors, and it seems that our companions are split up as well, 3 or more captured and I wonder how many are in the search party?

Celebsul: No way of knowing that. Which one of these doors goes north do you think?

Bramblerose: Well, lets see which doors we can open first. Here you try these sets of keys and start at that door and I'll start at this door with these sets of keys.

After much effort, Bramble and Cele get 4 of the 5 doors open. The far left door veers left and the path declines steeply, the left door veers left and goes up, the center door won't open, the right door veers right and goes up and the far right door veers right and goes steeply down.

Celebsul: So which way is North?

[Bramblerose puts the wand flat in her hand and whispers]: Point me. [The wand spins briefly and points towards the closed middle door.]

Bramblerose: That just figures. The one door we couldn't open. Well, I say we take one of the upward paths. I've had quite enough of tunnels lately!

Celebsul: That sounds good to me, lets take the one that goes....

Celebsul breaks off as keen Elvish hearing discerns the sound of tramping orc feet coming from the right door. Bramble and Cele stare at each other in horror and in unison quickly shut all the open doors and dart in the left-hand door before closing it behind them.

Celebsul: Boy I hope they don't choose this door.

[Bramblerose getting her bow ready]: Shhh, I don't think they'll go up again. Listen and maybe we'll hear something that will help us.

Celebsul readies his weapon and both stand as close to the door as they dare, listening.


*****Tunnels Beneath The Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, afternoon

Suddenly Blossom Bob lets out a screech rivaling anything the hobbits have ever done.  Everyone turns with weapons ready to find Bob clutching his posterior and waving his sword at a small brown bird that is tugging at his tunic as it flits about avoiding the slashing sword.

[Erin lowering her weapon and giving a short relieved chuckle]: It’s only a bird.  It looks like the one that delivered Celebsul’s message.

Sevilodorf:  What in the world is a bird doing down here?

Deby [dryly]: Well, it appears that it’s trying to get Bob’s attention.  And doing a pretty good job of it too. 

The bird upon hearing this cocks its head and flys to perch on Deby’s shoulder.  Bob stops waving his sword and rubs his backside. 

Greene Lady: I am not conversant with the language of the birds, but if this one was truly Celebsul’s messenger; perhaps, it knows another way to find him.
The bird gives a little flap of its feathers and warbles a note of affirmation.

Sevilodorf: Personally I’m all for anyone or anything that gets us out of these tunnels. Can you lead us to Celebsul, bird?
The bird tweets happily and takes off back up the passage the group had just come down.  The warg hunches her haunches in a wargish shrug and trots after the bird.  Sevilodorf, Deby and Greene Lady follow quickly.  Erin and Meri exchange glances, then shift their packs and move off after the group. Blossom Bob remains rubbing his backside.

[Meri calls back to Bob]: Are you coming or not?

 [Bob resheathes his sword and mutters]: Irritating females.  Whatever made me think I could go on a sensible rescue mission with a bunch of females? Next thing you know they’ll be following the advice of spiders or making friends with jabberwock.

[Erin’s voice comes drifting back]: Already done those things Bob.  Haven’t you been paying attention?

The hardy band of adventurers has been following their flighty guide for about an hour.

[Sevilodorf murmurs to Deby]: I don't like to mention this to your brother, but this is not the same tunnel we came down.

[Deby glances around at the tunnel walls dripping with ooze]: How can you tell?

Sevilodorf: Well, for one, it didn't take an hour to get from the pit to the video torture room.  For another where are all the bodies of the Orcs we killed on the way in. 

Greene Lady: Plus we didn't make all these turns and twists on the way in.

Ranger Bob [sneaking up on the trio in the dark]: I told you we shouldn't be following a bird.

Just then a glimmer of light appears ahead, the group ready their weapons and creep upon the opening. To their amazement they seem to be exiting from a hillside into a small glade by a swiftly flowing stream. 

[Meri pushing through the group]: I recognize this place. Dimereg and I came here on a picnic right before I left to visit my sister. We're just need to follow the stream for a few miles and we'll be right back at the Troll.

The small brown thrush bursts into a triumphant song as it perches on an overhead branch. 

******** Tunnels of Mordor, 10th of Thrimidge, afternoon, evening


Celebsul and Bramblerose listen at the door to the Orcs beyond.

Orc: This's great. We got five locked up and the rest wanderin' around in the dark. If they only knew, he he. All these twistin' tunnels from BT to Mordor to Angband and back again. Takes forever if yer don't know the short-cuts and the trap-doors leading to the surface. And to crown it all, if they run back to the BT, we've got a whole posse of orcs and a cave troll waiting for 'em. There's another big bit of the plan, but only the bosses know what that is. They keep sniggering among themselves, so it must be a doozie.  Which way should we take this time? Up to the surface, or the short-cut to Angband? I've got some new videos to deliver. Don't ya just love torturing these softies?

Another Orc: YEAH! Er, let's take the shortcut. I don't want to risk being out in the sun. I've run out of moisturizer.

Yet Another Orc: Ha, tell me about it. Look, I've burnt me bald-patch.

Previous Orc: Yuk! Yer should keep yer breechers on.


There is a sound of a door being unlocked and opened, then receding footsteps.

Celebsul: What should we do, Bramble? Continue going up, or follow the orcs into the Angband tunnel and attack them? It didn't sound like there were too many.

Bramblerose: I think we should follow this tunnel a little ways. It might be a short cut to the surface like those orcs were talking about. 'Sides, they unlocked the middle door that we couldn't open. At least we know that it is the short cut to Angband now. I need some fresh air and sunshine before continuing in the tunnels and maybe we'll run into the others. Hey, what's that???

Bramblerose ducks as a small brown thrush zooms out of nowhere and dive bombs her head.

Celebsul: Hey! That's the thrush that took my message to the Burping Troll!

Bramblerose: Well, now we definitely know this tunnel leads to the surface somewhere. Let's go!

Bramblerose and Celebsul climb the steep path upwards and upwards. The thrush flies just ahead of them twittering encouragement. All of a sudden, their eyes are dazzled by bright afternoon sunshine [they've been underground for days remember!] and in the confusion of their sun-dazed brains they hear loud voices. Both reach for their weapons, but before they can draw they are bowled over and slobbered by something big and hairy.

Cele and Bramble: WARGIE!!!!!! 

Celebsul: Wow, You're out in force guys. Warg, Sev, Erin, Meri, Greene Lady, Deby ... and who's the ranger? 

So the reunited friends exchanged introductions and information. 

Sevilodorf: It seems to me that our priority is to rescue our friends, and then make a plan as to how to vanquish the enemy.

Everyone agreed. They took as quick a meal as was possible in the presence of hobbits. Then set out walking northwards. 

Erin: We would get there quicker with some horses.

Bramblerose: And what are we going to do when we get there? By the way, Cele, you can take that orc armour off now.

Celebsul: [sheepish grin] I guess so. On second thoughts [Remembering disco outfit underneath.] I'll keep it on. 

Meri: Would anyone like some of this homemade lemonade?

Celebsul: I've got a giant thirst. Don't suppose anybody brought some Cherry-B, did they?

Meri reaches into her pack and hands Celebsul a Cherry B. A look of supreme contentment passed across his face as he swallows the contents of the Entire bottom. He reaches his hand out for another, and another and another.

Ranger Bob: Man.... sorry Elf, I am impressed. I thought only my drinking buddies and myself could do four in a row and stay standing. Mind if I join you?

[Meri looks into the depths of her pack]: You might as well, there's enough for one more for Celeb and one for you. I only brought a six pack.

Celebsul stares at her in disbelief, and takes the bottle offered him. Celebsul and Bob drain the bottles, pull up their sagging pants, and resume the march northward.

Bramblerose: Celebsul and I know the shortcut to take to get to Angband, but I hate leaving the Burping Troll in the hands of the orcs and that cave troll.  Cave trolls are worse than balrogs for destroying things.  

Sevilodorf sighs: I do wish there was another way to get there instead of those tunnels.  

Ranger Bob: There is. Go overland for at least a month, hoping all the while you make it in time to save your friends.

Sevilodorf: I know that. So down we go. Again.  

Celebsul: I do think that our previous journeys through the tunnels will work to our advantage. It appeared to me that the orcs were so intent on connecting to the pit in the Troll's front yard, that they forgot some of the side passages.

Deby and Greene Lady look mystified, but Erin, and Sevilodorf start to grin. 

Erin: Yes, I do believe we know just who they should meet down there.

[Meri thinking hard]: You don't mean...

Sevilodorf recites: Down in the tunnel,

Tunnel so dark.

There was a baby.

A baby Jabberwock.

It grabbed up our Wargy,

All covered with fur.

Hugging Warg tightly,

It started to purr.

Wargy thought quickly,

And started to sing,

A lullaby, clearly,

Seemed just the right thing,

Baby got sleepy,

And let Wargy down.

Then Celly Telly Tubbied,

When Baby did frown.

Celly slipped it a towel, then.

All covered with -B,

Baby sucked......

Warg hearing Sevilodorf's voice and thinking she was being attacked comes running back from where she was scouting ahead.  Finding the human still alive despite the horrible noises coming from her, Warg decides to sing her own version of the tale.

Warg: The tunnel was so nasty

Stinky, slimy too

But the Warg did like it

She went A WOOOOOO!

She disappeared once, 

But reappeared again.

And became a toy

To the Jabberwocky [a friend].

Aerio and Celebsul 

Started off the search.

They grabbed some Cherry B

And went off in lurch!

But the Cherry B

Did save the day

It came in mighty handy

When Aerio did spray.

Meri and Erin

Hobbits through and through

Brought light and food and liquor

Baking powder too!

They followed very valiantly

And in the end

Almost became

Our fire torched friends.

Oh the Jabberwock

Was fierce it is true.

Then he got his mommy

And she was worse too!

The sounds of the competing “singers” attract a flock of thrush, who adds their own musical accompaniment. The Entire company engages in a rehashing of their best adventures in both song and verse, until they Enter the woods across from the Troll. An Elf holding a gleaming sword drops lightly from a tree directly into their path.  Startled and slightly embarrassed at having been caught unawares, Ranger Bob raises his own weapon, Meri immediately gives him an elbow in the kneecap.  

[Meri rushes forward]: Dimereg!!! Where have you been? Where are your brothers? Aerio and Pippin have been captured.
[Dimereg greets the little hobbit with a hug and interrupts her spill of words]: Yes, we are aware of their capture. The Burping Troll is filled with foul orcs. My brothers are nearby waiting for my signal.  

Dimereg gives a short whistle and from nearby trees emerge five tall Elven warriors armed with knives, bows and swords.  Erin runs forward to hug Esgallyg, while Carcharien and Celebsul clasp forearms. Sevilodorf and Bramblerose introduce Deby, Greene Lady and Range Bob to Belegalda, Anbarad and Firnelin.  

Dimereg:  And you little hobbit, how was your visit with thy kinfolk? I have missed you while you were away.

[Meri blushes happily and hugs Dimereg]: I have missed you too, my friend.
[Upon hearing this, the Elven warriors laugh heartily. Esgallyg turns from his conversation with Erin]: Yes, He has certainly been missing you, little Meri.  He has even composed an ode to your cookery.

[Meri stares in wonder and delight at a blushing Dimereg. Clapping her hands]: You did!! Oh, let me hear it.

[Anbarad mutters something in Elvish. Bramblerose nods]: Anbarad suggests that we have spent all the time allowed in the greeting of friends.  We need to get on to the Burping Troll.

Quietly, now, they slip forward until they gasp with dismay at what the invading orcs and troll have done to the Troll. 

Chapter Seven

*******Angband , 10th of Thrimidge, evening

Pippin: [sigh] Thran, lemme bring you up to date about-

Thran: Why are we in a dark cell? Where am I? My head hurts. What happened?

Pippin: I was getting to that.

Thran: Oh.

Aerio, to Thran: Better watch out, if you're asking Pippin to explain something, you might be here all day. [smirk]

Pippin: Yea, says Mr.I-take-all-day-to-figure-out-how-to-wake-somebody-up!

Aerio: Yea, Miss-I'm-gonna-bump-Aerio-over-the-edge-of-the-hole

Pippin: Hey! You fell in, I didn't push you!

Aerio: Riiigghhttt

Pippin: [huffy] I did no such thing, I ran after you to pull you away from the edge!

Aerio: Uh-huh, think what you like.

[Pippin mumbles to self]: if there wasn't a wall between us right now I'd-

Aerio: Pippin, lighten up, I'm teasing you.

Pippin: Oh.

Thran: Pardon me, but, Pip, could you please tell me what's going on?

Pippin: Oh, yes, right. Well, it all started back at the Burping Troll, where-

Thran: The Burping WHAT?

Pippin: Hoo boy. 

******The Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, evening

Where once there had been boisterous laughter, gutter humor and occasional Cherry-B brawls; there was now silence. One by one they Enter the Troll with shock and dismay written on their faces, even the Warg had tears running down her furry face.

[Sevilodorf no longer felt the least bit like singing:] What in Middle-earth have they done. Does anyone see something, anything they recognize?

Erin and Bramble look at each other


Erin: Bramble, that pile of wood over there, isn't that . . .


Bramble: . . the bar, I thinks so. But if that's the bar, what happened to the tables, the chairs and everything else for that matter.

Warg howls as she finds her favorite spot in front of the fireplace has become an orc potty place. Bob sits by the remains of the bar and bawls like a baby as Deby tries to comfort him.

[Deby with her arms around Bob]: It's alright Bob, the Troll can be restored and you'll be able to get falling down drunk again, I know it.

[Bob sniffling, blowing his nose on Deb's tunic]: Thanks Deb that’s the nicest thing you've ever said to me.

[Deby muttering to herself as she tries to scrape yuck off her tunic with a piece of wood from the bar]: Thanks for nothing, see if I ever say anything nice again, hmmrrmmphmmmmummble

Meanwhile Meri and Greene Lady are poking around in the debris that littered the floor of the Troll.

[Greene Lady whispering]: Hey Meri!

[Meri whispering because GL is whispering] looks like!

Meri: I knew what I thought it looked like I wouldn't be asking you what you thought it looked like?


Greene Lady [exasperated]: well if I knew what you thought that I thought what you think . . . nevermind. Does it look like bones to you?


Meri: Well it doesn't look like toothpicks now does it!

At that moment Celebsul lets out a tremendous screech of anger. Every one turns to look at Celebsul who, unnoticed, had cleared a pile of debris from a corner that had originally been behind the bar. Cel was look inside the floor where he had lifted up a small trap door.

[Celebsul definitely angry now]: LOOK WHAT THEY DID! The rotten buggers took it all. It was all I had stashed and they took every last bit. When I get my hands on that troll and those orcs I'm gonna . . 
.
Sevilodorf: You're gonna do what to whom and why?


Erin: What is the matter Celly?

[Celebsul looking at everyone with tears of anger running down his face]: It was my secret stash and they found it and took every last bit!

Greene Lady, Meri, Deby, Bramble, Warg, Bob all at once: Took what Celly?


Celebsul: They took my Cherry-B [whimper]

No one knows quite what to say. Sevilodorf with widening eyes tries first.

[Sevilodorf backing across the room]: Celebsul, I have just the thing to take your mind off your missing cherry-B.

[Celebsul shakes his head sadly]: Nothing will take my mind off it.

[Deby dragging the heart-broken Bob with her toward the door]: Celeb, I think she's right about this one.

Celebsul looks up and sees their faces staring over his shoulder down the hallway to the back Entrance. He turns to see the hulking mass of a cave troll pushing itself through the narrow hall. Clasped in its arms is a case of Cherry-B. Celebsul's face lights up with an unholy anger as he draws the Orcish blade brought from the cells of Mordor.

Celebsul: Give me back my CHERRY-B!!! 

Meri and Erin, standing amidst the kitchen, that apparently had experienced some kind of fire, the countertops and walls charred, the Entire pantry emptied, glass and pulverized food crushed on the floor. Meri, in tears, hugs the weeping Erin.

Meri: I don't suppose this is fixable...If I get my hands on who.... WAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH! CAVE TROLL! [Meri screams noticing the Troll.]

The Cave Troll Enters in, protectively clutching his case of Cherry-B in one arm, swinging a giant mace in the other.

CRASH

Celebsul: If you think that silly thing will scare me from my Cherry-B you're sorely mistaken. 

Celebsul  begins to throw pieces of debris at the flinching Troll, who heads straight toward Celebsul in an angry rage. Suddenly Orcs stream in from windows and doors surrounding the little band with hisses and growling foul breath. Meri and Erin, isolated in the kitchen and now facing Orcs from both sides stand back to back get out their little swords and start slashing. 

Meri: TAKE THAT! You ICKY FOLK! BE GONE...OWW.. you gave me a cut...[She stomps on an Orc’s foot . STAB, jab, dodge]

[Hack, slash, dodge, duck, jab.] Erin: WHOAAA! He just got my HAAAAAAAIIIIIIRRRRRRR

A massive Orc hauls Erin up by her locks and gives her a shake, her sword, and a platter she was using as a shield clatter to the floor.

Meri: NOOOO! [Runs over and tries to attack Orc but is nabbed by the back of her dress by another laughing Orc. Kicking and screaming she gives him at least a black eye and a nice cut before he drops her and growls.]

Orc: You and your little friends are hopelessly outnumbered, a little scratch isn't going to stop me. [Kicks Meri who slides across the room and hits her head on the crumbling ashen cabinet.]

Erin: LET ME GO! LET ME GO! HEEEEELLLLP... OUCH...OUCH! [Thrashing in the Orc’s arms.]

Meri rubbing her head grabs a broken bottle of Cherry-B and flings it at the Orc approaching, unfortunately he dodges it and hauls her up by her hair]. AAAAAAAAAAAKKKKKKKK! UUGHGGH! OUCH...[Thrashing around] STOP! HELP! OUCH! 

Their pleas are unanswered as the other room is filled with Orcs fighting the other members of the band, and soon the two Orcs bearing Meri and Erin head out the back door and down a slimy tunnel into the dark. Only the faint sounds of protest echoing up the tunnel, and fading to silence.

Meri-whimper 

Meanwhile, in the wreckage that used to be the common room of the Burping Troll shambles is smashed to rubble, and rubble to ruins, as battle rages within the stout wooden walls. Blossom Bob casts one last, stricken glance at the shattered refuse that used to be the liquor shelves, then draws and brandishes a hand-and-a-half sword.

Bob roars: DUNEDAIN!

At his first swing an Orc head goes flying in a gruesome arc.

Belegalda's swift blade flashes and flickers, as Bramble and Carcharien spring atop the heap that once was the bar, and their arrows slap home with unerring aim. Greene Lady meanwhile picks up a sturdy, 14-inch cast iron skillet and guards the archers' flanks: she discovers that the skillet makes a very satisfying *BONNNNGGG* when applied vigorously to an Orcish pate. Deby swaps bow for Elvish sword and leaps to Bob's side - although not too close, as he is being more than a bit random with his targets. Sevilodorf commences to throwing every iron pot in the place, and then shifts to broken bottles and bits of oaken furniture - the little Human's arm is wicked as a catapult, and more than one Orc took her missiles crack in the head. The Elvish archers then shoot the stunned orcs, and Sev and the Elves look at each other and grin. This teamwork functions so well, they keep it up. *SMACK!!* *Ffthhhwwftthud* *SMACK!!* *Fffthhhwwftthud* 

Celebsul, however, is cold Elvish fury and lighting in the hand, as he faces his foe, his nemesis, the Cherry-B-thieving Troll who had desecrated their sanctum sanatorium. *SMASH* the Troll's great mace thunders into the oaken flooring, but Celebsul is not there, the bite of Orcish steel in his hands instead sears the Troll's tough hide. With a roar the Troll swings again, demolishing the pie safe to splinters, but Celebsul strikes twice ere leaping clear.

Celebsul hisses: Thou foul fiend, I will have thy blood or my Cherry B, it matters not which! THAT, you spawn of darkness!

Howls and smashings punctuate their battle, and what little glass was left in the place swiftly shatters to powder. The Troll never lets loose his precious case of Cherry B, however, and now begins backing his massive bulk back down the rear hallway of the tavern.

Celebsul, growling: Aye, back away.   [Celebsul glares past the tip of his blade as he slowly advances, although wary of that great mace in such confined quarters.] I've already seen the depths of Mordor, and I'll follow you to any place you chose to crawl. I'll -.

An anguished shout: NOOOooo! Oh, help us, Celly, Bob!

The sudden cry echoes from the kitchen doorway, and Celebsul pauses. There Greene Lady stands with a pair of twisted spectacles in one hand, and a short hobbit sword in the other.

[With her eyes wide and fearful]: They took Meri and Erin!

No words has Celebsul, but a growl like an angry cat. Then he draws one good breath.

Celebsul: By Elbereth and Luthien the Fair, you SHALL NOT have what is mine! Aiya elenion ancalima!

And with a rush Celebsul charges - and with him come them all, a surging torrent of fury and outrage.

A thunderous shriek rends the heated air, and the Troll heaves his great bulk back and away. Back and back with his mace smashing the floor between them, but staying them only a few paces beyond. They follow in their grim rage, until the Troll's massive form abruptly drops half-height - then drops with a final blasting roar into a great pit dug right at the back door.

Sevilodorf, crying fiercely: Now we have them! For the Burping Troll!

The others: For the Burping Troll!

Then they fling themselves downward as well. Only Greene Lady pauses briefly, checking that her satchel of healing herbs and bandages is secured at her shoulder. Then she, too, follows the avengers.


Chapter Eight
**** On the road leading to the Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, evening

The muffled tramp of feet thumpety-thumps gently from the forest-roofed road, not the heavy, slashing tread of Orcs but a friendlier step. Gruff voices ring briefly, and short laughter. Then from the greenery appears a party of Dwarves, six stout fellows with the dust of miles upon them and growing smiles of anticipation upon their rough-hewn, honest faces.

Dwarf #1, in a rumbling voice: Brown ale, dark as my wife's eyes, that's what I want.

Dwarf #2: Two pints, one for each hand.

Dwarf #3: I'm that dry, I could drink it straight from the barrel, and never mind the daintiness of pints!

The other Dwarves chuckle in agreement. Now they tramp into the yard of the Burping Troll, but then their steps falter. There is no cheery chimney smoke here, no ring of merry voices within. Neither movement nor laughter nor even the clink of glasses drifts from the open door - which they abruptly realize is ripped half off its hinges. All the windows gape utterly empty of glass, black as empty eye sockets.

Dwarf #4: What's this?

Dwarf #5: A foul smell, and a fouler look.

Dwarf #6: Burning and -

Three Dwarves together: ORCS!

Iron rings heavily as all six Dwarves pull their axes from their belts. Warily now, they spread out and advance slowly upon the damaged building. The closer they get, the more apparent the signs of chaos become. A shattered ale cask lays just outside a smashed window, and one of the Dwarves nudges it with his foot, wrinkles his nose to the reek of spilled and wasted liquor.

Dwarf #1: This is great devilry. Keep your eyes open, lads! Mordor has fallen upon the finest haven this side of Erebor!

Then movement flickers at a window, and the Dwarves leap back, axes at the ready. But it is no Orc, but rather Meri's Elf, Dimereg, and his fair face is tight with anger and distress.

Dimereg: Ah, Elbereth! You could not have come at a better time! Good Dwarves, I beg you, we have need of your axes and your strength!

Dwarf #3: What has happened here?

Further movement in the doorway becomes Anbarad, who simply spits the word: Yrch.

[Dimereg, with a bitter laugh]: What has not happened? My brothers and I have dulled our knives in the last while, but at least what is left is yet ours.

The Dwarves mutter among themselves, and look grimly at the scorch marks and wreckage visible even from the outside.

Dwarf #5: Where are the others who reside here?

Dimereg: Some taken, some gone to take back. My brothers and I have been ... cleaning up, you might say.

The Dwarvish muttering becomes growling and grumbling, and they see now the spatters of black Orc blood on the floor and walls behind the two Elves.

[Dimereg looks the group over, and raises one eyebrow]: Tell me, Master Dwarf, is your ax sharp today?

Dwarves #1 through 6 grin ferociously.

Dwarf #2: Baruk Khazad!!!

All the Dwarves: Khazad ai-menu!!!

****Tunnels, 10th of Thrimidge, evening

Meanwhile, in slimy tunnels below, Meri and Erin huddled together at the feet of their captors. The Orcs stood towering above them in the light of a single smoking torch, black, vile shapes with naked black blades in hand as they stared back up the tunnel whence they had come.

Erin sobbed softly, hiccuping each breath with fear and anger. Meri made no sound, but Erin felt her trembling beside her.

Erin: I should have been faster. I should have been stronger. I should - OUWCH!

[Orc guard, hissing]: Shut yer gob, or I'll put a boot en it, see if I don't.

Meri spat at his feet, but the Orc merely sneered with his blackened teeth and turned his attention back up the corridor.

[Erin, whispering]: They broke my glasses.

[Meri, also whispering]: I know. Can you see at all?

[Erin, her voice growing tighter and higher with each whispered word]: Yes, I can. I can see these big lugs. I can see well enough to put a sword in their guts. I can - OWCH!

The Orc’s hideous face bent within inches of the hobbit’s own, his breath a foul septic blast.

Orc: I've got the sword, see? And I'll draw your guts out like sausage, see? You stinking little pus-bags, I should -.

Orc #2: Heh, listen up!

Both orcs straightened and peered down the tunnel. Muffled voices clambered down among the earthen walls, but no matter how muffled, the hobbit’s keen ears clearly heard the sweet ring of Elvish voices.

[Erin, whispering very softly]: Meri?

[Meri, leaning into her friend and whispering in reply]: What?

Erin: I've had enough of this. [She hiccups a small sob.] I really have.

Meri: Me, too.

Erin: First chance we get, right?

Meri: Right. For the Shire, Erin.

Erin: For the Shire. And for the Burping Troll.

They clasp hands tightly in the flickering darkness, and their hearts beat faster. Whatever came next, their stout little hobbit spirits were ready



*** The Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, evening

The six travelling Dwarves follow Dimereg gingerly through the splintered doorway of the Burping Troll. Eyeing the rubble and strewn Orcish corpses, the Dwarves's collective eyebrows climb.

Dwarf #3: Pretty work, Master Elf. Do you claim it all yourselves?

Dimereg: Not all. The others took their measure, ere they followed the foe yonder.

Dwarf #6: Yonder where?

[Dimereg, stepping over a badly chewed Orc]: Down a foul pit just out this passageway. These carrion had been working for weeks beneath us, and we knew not their designs.

Each of the Dwarves steps over the same corpse, as they head towards the back doorway.

[Dwarf #4 pauses briefly, and eyes the mauled Orc corpse]: You keep a ...very large dog? A bear?

Anbarad laughs without humor and speaks a few words in Elvish, and Dimereg smiles grimly in return. He replies in the same tongue, then glances back at the gingerly following Dwarves.

Dimereg: He says it's very large, but pray don't let it hear you call it a dog.

All the Dwarves clutch their axes tighter, and peer wide-eyed into the rubble-strewn shadows.

Dwarf #5: Riiiiiiight.

Dimereg peers carefully out the back door, then gestures to the yawning black pit just beyond.

Dimereg: Here we are, leaving our own doorstep and passing that of our Enemy. They have taken our two hobbits, and the rest follow in pursuit. We then must hasten to aid them. 

Dwarf #3: It looks foul, and smells fouler.

[Dimereg, as a sly smile crosses his fair Elven face]: Oh, come now, none of you mind dark, dangerous places, eh?

Dwarves #1 through 6: HRRUMPHH!! 

**** The Tunnels beneath the Troll,  10th of Thrimidge, evening

Meri and Erin's captors stir uneasily as distant shouting echoes down the dim corridor. A deeper roar shudders through the heavy earthen walls, and amongst that rings a howling, savage cry.

[Meri, gasping joyfully]: Wargy!

[Orc #1 turns, misunderstanding, and grins with foul green teeth]: Yeah, it's a warg, you crawling midden-rat, and when it and the troll have done with your friends, we might feed your broken pink bones to it, eh? Now shet yer gob!

Muffled as if through many blankets, the ruckus continues, and again the Warg's battle cry resounds above the hooting roar of the Cave Troll. Through that rings clearer yet the shouts of Elvish voices.

Orc #1: Arrhh, hear that? They're killin' 'em all!

Orc #2: Yeah, listen to them scream!

A thunderous shriek claps through muffling distance, and the Orcs both laugh gutteral, nasty haw-haw-haws. Meri and Erin cling tightly together, yet their hearts beat high and fast. Through the sounds of battle rings another voice, a Man shouting DUNEDAIN! and again rose the Warg's baying cry.

Orc #1, laughing harshly: Hear that? A Dunedain, eh? He's doggy chow, now!

Orc #2: Err, he is that! Here, now, I'm goin' to have me a look-see!

Orc #1: Hey, our orders were to -.

[Orc #2, already slogging away on bowed hairy legs]: Bother orders. I wanna lop off an Elf head, afore the fun's all over.

And so the two hobbits are left with one Orc guard who clutches his sword in one hand, and the single flickering torch in the other. Meri squeezes Erin's arm.

[Meri, whispering barely louder than a breath]: Any minute. Just wait.

Through the heavy walls still comes shouting and roaring and the clash of steel. Now their guard's attention is riveted wholly to the unseen havoc beyond the tunnel's bend. Then one last, thunderous howl bursts forth, and rings and echoes and tumbles down the corridor as if the cry had physical weight. 

Then silence.

[Orc #1 steps away from them, peering up the corridor, his back to his two captives]: Eh? What in th' name of the Eye ....?

[Meri and Erin together]: SHIRE!

The two hobbits bowl into the Orc like miniature tornadoes, kicking and pummelling. Erin flings herself behind the Orc’s knees as Meri hurls her weight headfirst into the Orc’s stinking belly. Down he tumbles with a reeking howl, and his great arms flail like battering rams. His fists strike the hobbits, shoulder and back, but they rebound with all the ferocity their small forms can muster. Erin seizes the Orc’s right arm and chomps her teeth into a foul-tasting wrist, and though the massive arm flings her like a rag, she hangs on. Meri leaps in a trice and wrenches the Orc’s hand and sword, as Erin bites down once more. Yowling like a scalded hog, the Orc lets go of his sword and flings his arms wide, trying to rid himself of his clinging attackers. Both hobbits go flying *thump* into the muddy wall, where they drop like sacks of meal.

Yet as the snarling Orc regains his feet, he finds himself facing two muddy but grim little hobbits. In the sputtering light of the fallen torch, he can see that one hobbit brandishes his very own blade at him.

Meri: Where do you want it, you nasty, ugly thing?

Erin: Put it in his guts, Meri. He was so keen to spill ours.

AAAWHOOOOoooWOOOoooWOOOOO!!!!

The dark tunnel itself howls with a mighty voice, and from it springs a greater chunk of darkness - The Warg! With a bound she leaps over the hobbits and smashes into the Orc’s chest, bearing him to earth with skull-cracking force.

[Yet ere her teeth slash, an Elvish voice rings from behind]: WARGY! NOT YET!

And from the shadows a figure steps, Celebsul, and his blade drips black.

Celebsul: I want some words with this fellow, Wargy. I want answers ... Lots of answers. Very ... explicit ... answers.

Meri and Erin stare up in awe, as the Elf friend steps grimly past them. Never had they seen their gentle, humorous, easy-going friend in such a temper, and he seems to fairly shimmer in the shadows, as if filled with the light of muted stars. Behind him more figures suddenly appear, and someone picks up the flickering torch.

Meri: Sevilodorf!

Erin: Deby!

Meri: Greene Lady!

Erin: Bramblerose and four of our Spare Elves - You're ALL here!!!

Meri: Bob?

For it is indeed Deby's Ranger brother Blossom Bob, but seeming taller now, his great sword stained black and his jaw set in rigid lines. He strides past the others to join Celebsul and the Warg, and stares keenly down at their now-cringing Orc captive.

Ranger Bob: Ms. Wargy, if it pleases you, we would have words with this creature, ere you tear his still-beating heart out of his chest. If I may ...?

The Warg gives a deep, shuddering snarl, letting some well-placed slobber drip into the Orc’s contorted face. Then she slowly steps back, a growl still rumbling in her chest, and sits with her eyes fixed on him.

Ranger Bob reaches down, and with one hand sweeps the Orc up off the floor and slam into the wall.

Meri: Oh –


Erin: my.

There the Ranger holds him, as Celebsul touches the tip of his sword to the Orc’s throbbing throat.

[Celebsul, in too-silky tones]: Your Troll tried to steal my Cherry B.

[Ranger Bob, through clenched teeth]: And you and your verminous crew destroyed the best drinkery known on Western shores!

Orc: B-b-b-but, we ain't on any shores, here, and we -.

Bob: Shut up! You're going to tell us everything -.

[Celebsul, very gently]: And we do mean 'everything'.

Bob: That you and your foul kindred have been doing and planning for the past six months.

Celebsul: Or don't. I think the Warg missed breakfast, anyhow.

[Orc, swallowing so that the Adam’s apple bounced up and down his throat]: Wh-wh-wh-whattaya wanna know?

Celebsul: Your plan. Your methods. Your boss.

[Orc, shuddering visibly]: B-boss? No, not the Boss! H-he -.

Wargy stands up, and her growl deepens as torchlight catches on her gleaming fangs.

Orc: I'll talk! See, we started digging these tunnels last Fall, and -.


******Burping Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, evening

Azaelia runs toward the group of Dwarves, trips on an orc body and almost falls headlong into the pit narrowly missing one of the Dwarves.

Azaelia: Whoa! Where'd THAT come from?

Dimereg: Where in Middle Earth have you been?! 

Azaelia: I've been captured by in-laws and only narrowly escaped.

Dimereg: What are in-laws?

Azaelia: You DON'T wanna know! But, what has happened here.[Gazes in dismay at the general destruction.]  Am I too late too help here? Arwen from Rome arrived in Ithilien with word of the attack here and that most everyone was captured by Orcs! I have come ahead of the company sent to their aid.

Dimereg: It's true, we don't have time to recount the full tale. These Dwarves have just arrived and we were on our way to find everyone.


[Azaelia nods to the Dwarves.] With their help, I’m certain we’ll find everyone quickly.

[The Dwarves bow to Azaelia who turns and runs to the nearest tree. The Dwarves raise eyebrows and look at Dimereg, who merely shrugs and follows Azaelia to the tree.] What do you seek, Azaelia?

[Azaelia shields her eyes with her hand as she peers upwards:] A thrush.  I had several following me. They could be used as messengers, but they seem to have flown away. 

[Anbarad points to a tree slightly north of the one Azaelia is under. Azaelia hurries over and searches the branches until she sees the small brown thrush cocking its head at her curiously:] Oh, there you are.  Take this message to Ithilien that we are off to search the tunnels, but that The Burping Troll needs major repairs.  

[The thrush gives flick of its tail and takes flight. Azaelia strings her bow and walks to the edge of the pit.]: Let’s get to it! 

[The Elves proceed by rope into the pit while the Dwarves tumble in with various grumblings]: Elves and rope...Dwarves don't need rope!...where're those tunnels?..the darker the better...There will be BLOOD toNIGHT!"


********In the tunnels, 10th of Thrimidge, night

Azaelia: We've been walking for miles and not one sign of an orc! I hope this means that the good guys are winning!

Dimereg: I'd say you're right, look just ahead..

All stare as they approach a huge block in the tunnel. It was the body of a slain cave troll.

Anbarad: I guess Cele got his Cherry-B back..[snicker]

Dwarf#1: Cherry what?

Dimereg: It's an Elf drink, you wouldn't understand..[snicker]

Azaelia: Glad to know we're on the right track but let's move on. The stench is foul!

[There is just enough room on the side of the tunnel to get past. As they round the next bend they hear]: AWOOO WOOOO!!!

All Elves together: Wargy!

The Dwarves look in astonishment at the Elves, for glad was their cry rather than fearful.

*********Angband, 10th of Thrimidge, night

Thran: Uhh...

Aerio: *blink* *blink* *snore*

Pippin: Hsh! If you stay awake, Aerio, you might learn something too.

Aerio: right...righ--right.

Hours...one, or two...Aerio can't count, later.

Thran: Oh! So that's what the Burping Troll is! I think I can see it now.

Aerio: Like the New Zealander says: "When you undergo a traumatic situation, you may find that you can alter your perception..." Can you see anything new, Thran'? Like, maybe, dead people?

Pippin: *Ahem!* I was just getting to why we're down here!

Aerio: O', great...A few more hours of endurance might make the mind ...uhh...either go numb...or become stronger. Go ahead, Pip'.

[Pippin leaning back to get in a comfortable position, and resuming a thought pattern]: There we were, and......


*****Farther into the tunnels, 10th of Thrimidge, night


[Ranger Bob holds the Orc to the slimy tunnel by his throat while Celebsul stands with sword itching to slice]: I am getting impatient!

Orc: Uh...Well, we dig tunnels, lots of tunnels, it's our job.

Celebsul: What mean you by destroying the Troll? [The tip of his blade causes a little blood to slowly drip at the Orc’s throat.]

Orc: AAA...a trap.

[Ranger Bob his jaw tightening, his grip like vise]: Why do you want these little folk, or the fair Elves who come here? Or men for that matter 

Orc: AOAAAOAAA! The boss...he wants them...he needs them...but AACKAAAKAAKKKK ....UHGGG....I...Don't know...why.....

Celebsul: You're just a stupid Orc? Is that it? I think you know more...

Meanwhile Sevilodorf, Greene Lady, Deby and Bramblerose assist Meri and Erin. The other Elves guard the exit of the tunnel, quietly, but efficiently. 

Bramblerose: Meri you are very pale, are you all right?

Meri: I think so, just a fright...they were kind of rough.

Deby: Erin, you look different without your glasses, can you see?

Erin: A little, but that'll have to do, these are crushed.

Meri and Erin stand up, covered in slime and blood, bruised and frightened but pleased with the arrival of their much larger, and deadly skilled friends. Meri grips Bramblerose and slowly starts to slide to the ground once more. Bramblerose with her quick senses, instantly hinders the descent to set her back on the ground. 

Bramblerose: You're bleeding! [She holds out her hand cradling the back of Meri's drooping head and finds it covered in blood.] Meri! MERI! Look at me...NO, don't close your eyes...

Meri whispering: Your eyes…Blue?

Erin: Oh NO! She must have hit it when that Orc flung us across the room. [Erin feels her own head and back.]  I must have hit a flat spot!

Sevilodorf: Head wounds...they bleed a lot...Greene Lady? Didn't you say you were skilled in the medical arts?

Bramblerose: Meri! Yes...look at my eyes, they are nice aren't they? No...[Grabs her round cheeks with her other hand to hold her still. Keep yours open...it's going to be all right.

[Greene Lady moves forward and tries to examine the wound with the dim light of the tunnel]: I have a few things for problems such as this. [Pulls out a bag and various patches of fabric and a long strip of white linen.] 

Erin: Meri? Meri? Honey? Wake-up…she's out cold!

Greene Lady: Indeed. Hold this. [Hands a sopped rag of blood to Erin She tightly wraps the wound, and starts digging in her bag for some herbs to bring Meri back around]

Meri: UUUUHHGGGG! Wha...OOOOOOW! Oh...[Her droopy eyes suddenly widen and she grimaces]. OH...watch out... [She crawls over Erin to the foot of the Orc being interrogated and well, loses her cookies.] WWWOOOLLLAALAAAAWOOLLLAAA! Oh that was gross.

Orc: EEWEWWWW...Hobbit Barf!

[Ranger Bob looking down from his death grip]: You okay there little lass?

[Meri holding her head]: I've been better.

[Greene Lady leaning to her companions]: That's not good...we have to watch her.


*********Tunnels beneath the Troll, 10th of Thrimidge, late night 

Several hours have passed and the company sits scattered about, resting and eating as the interrogation continues.  Celebsul and Ranger Bob attempt to make sense of the frightened babbling of their orc prisoner. However, as they must stop short of killing the creature and have not the heart or stomach for more brutal tortures the interrogation appears a failure. Bramblerose finally loses all patience. 

Bramblerose: That's it!! I'm going to find out once and for all what this slimy orc knows! [Bramblerose digs in her pack and pulls out the wand most of the adventurers recognize it and draw back, remembering Cele's misadventures with it.]

Erin: Uh Bramble, is that.... [Her voice peters out, not wanting to antagonize Bramblerose when she has that light in her eyes.]

Sevilodorf: ... Cele's old wand?

Bramblerose: Yes it is. [She strides over to where Cele, Bob and Warg are interrogating the orc]

Greene Lady: What wand? Why are you all looking like that?

Erin: Well, Cele found it first and it turned him into a frog....

Sevilodorf: And then he tried to use it on a friendly spider and it turned into... [shudder]....

Greene Lady: [quickly] Nevermind, I get the picture. How did Bramble get the wand and what does she mean to do with it? [Blank stares and a few shudders are her only answers]

Meanwhile, Bramblerose steps between Bob and the captive orc.

[Celebsul gives it one more try]: You're just a stupid orc? Is that it? I think you know more....

Warg: Grrrrrrrrrr

Bramblerose: Indeed he does know more and we are going to stop wasting time pussyfooting around. [Bramble points her wand at the orc who eyes it warily. Cele winces remembering that he still has on his disco clothes.]

Orc: Yar, an' whaddya thinck that'll do hunh? An' who're you, all dressed up like a  [With those words Bramble's temper explodes.]

Bramblerose: I happen to like these clothes thank you very much! [Cele and Bob stare at her in amazement. ]

[Bob whispering to Cele]: She does realize she's wearing bellbottoms and tie-dye doesn't she? She can't mean.... 

Celebsul: Shhhh!!

Sparks are visibly coming from Bramblerose's eyes. The orc cowers realizing he said one thing too many to THIS elf.

Bramblerose: Now lets see how you like this! [With that Bramble points the wand at him]. May Yggy be with me RIDDICULUM ORCIOUS!

The rest of the companions cower as Bramblerose starts her incantation and cover their eyes from a blinding flash of orange light. When they dare to open their eyes again they stare in disbelief and then start to snicker uncontrollably to see the orc dressed in a pink tutu with a tiara and ballet slipper on. The orc looks down at himself and starts to blubber. The Warg looses her grip altogether and starts to roll and howl.

Warg: AWWWWOOOOWWOOOO!!!

Orc: I'll do anythin' you say! [sniffle] The boss wants some elf named Pippin...gotter brother caught too...the boss said summthin' abou' a power shes got...so we's been diggin' for months to get to here 'cos we 'eard she hangs out 'ere....I knows all th' tunnels round here.... please don' let no one see me like this..... [The orc starts to bawl.]

Bramblerose and Sevilodorf stare at each other. Erin looks blankly at Deby and Greene Lady. Celebsul and Bob have stopped laughing.

All: PIPPIN?!? 

The tutued Orc hoisted by Ranger Bob against the wall with his ballet slippers hovering inches off the floor notices the pause and gasps as he reveals that Pippin is wanted by the boss. Catching them off guard he lifts his fingers to his lips and lets out a WHISTLE

[Erin, widening her eyes grips Meri and says]: I've heard that whistle before...just before...They came...

The thunderous clanking of armored Orc feet begins to grow near, and shadows appear behind them. Celebsul in his rage at the Orc’s actions doesn't even pause as he lops off the whistling hand with his blade. The Orc bleeding and howling in pain lets out another holler.

Bramblerose turns at the noise in alarm, hastily putting her wand away and stringing her bow.
Erin scrambles around looking for a weapon, and Meri bites her lip in fear. Ranger Bob gives the signal and Warg pounces on the Orc, giving it a much quicker death than it deserved. The shadows behind them grow quickly and Celebsul joins Ranger Bob in watching their backs. But it is only the arrival of Azaelia and the Elves joining them from the Troll ... followed by the clanking Dwarves.

Sevi: Hey glad you could join the party! We just found Meri and Erin! Azaelia, nice to see you again..WHERE have you BEEN? Dwarves!! I'll love hearing how you found THEM to help us.


Following the Elves closely, the Dwarves are amazed at the group before them.  Elves, humans, hobbits and a Warg, all greeting each other as long lost companions. 

Sevi: Hey glad you could join the party!  Azaelia, nice to see you again. WHERE have you BEEN? Dwarves!! I'll love hearing how you found THEM to help us. How did you leave things at the Troll?

Azaelia:  I sent a message to Ithilien asking for someone to come start clean up on the Troll.  After talking to Dimereg, I figured another group of fighters would really not do much more than get in each other’s way.

Deby: That was good thinking Azaelia.  With your message and the arrival of Arwen the good folk of Ithilien will move posthaste to repair the Troll. Come sit with me and I’ll bring you up to date .

[Greene Lady fingering her long knife]: Elves...and Dwarves? Are they both on our side?

[Sevilodorf unsheathing a blade]: Yes and a good thing too...

Meri: Dimereg! [Blushes and mutters to herself.] And I'm a bloody mess.

[Erin leaning to her ear and whispering with a smile]: He doesn't care! 

While they wear grim smiles of greeting it is obvious they were retreating. The sounds of Orc armor echoes from all sides.

Meri: Erin, I feel sick again.

Erin: Can you wait to upchuck on an approaching Orc?

[Meri reaches up to Erin's face and tenderly touches it]: Sure...Uh...Erin...you have a cut...on your temple...

[Erin feels her wound, and notes that it had stopped bleeding]: From my glasses I suppose...when they whacked me...

[Erin blushes as she sees the arrival of Esgallyg who creeps behind the hobbits and rests his hand on Erin's shoulder whispering]: Little ones...we are surrounded, this was a trap.

[Dimereg lifts his blue eyes to Esgallyg in confirmation of his comment, and squats to peer into Meri's fevered eyes]: Lass of a happy heart...You have been hurt? 

Meri: I shall be fine, if I can just stop...well, feeling sick.

Erin: Will she be all right? I will carry her if I must...please tell me?

[Dimereg quickly examines Meri’s wrapping and feels her head, much to her embarrassment. Touching her cheek he swallows and gives a misty smile]: You will be all right, I'll protect you on pain of death, little one. [Tears well up in Meri's eyes as she accepts a quick hug from him...trembling with fear and pain.]

Esgallyg reaches over and touches Dimereg's shoulder giving him a knowing look, and the two stand back to back, with frightened hobbits between them, bows poised to the approaching bloodshed.

Dwarf #1: ARRRGH, let them come. Long it has been since we have hewn Orc necks, and our axes are thirsty!

Dwarves #2-5, glowering fiercely: RRRRRRrrrr!!

The Elves and humans look at each other, but say nothing. Every blade and body is welcome, and now they stand a good 22 members strong, with the addition of the Elves and the Dwarves and Azaelia. But by the sound of it, they might not be nearly enough.

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP* - The heavy tread of many iron-shod feet in hidden corridors rumbled ever closer. Soft breaths came faster and hearts beat high, as Elves notch arrows to their bows or ready blades, as Dwarves brace for ax-work, and as Blossom Bob gently pushes Greene Lady and Azaelia to relative safety within their cramped battle line. Sevilodorf takes her stance near the hobbits, and tries very hard to look as tall and brave as any daughter of Rohan had ever been.

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP*

Celebsul: 'Tis been a grand fight so far.

Bob: That it has.

Celebsul: We left that case of Cherry-B safely intact. What say we knock back a few, when we get back?

Bob: You're on.

That was assuming, however, that any would be left to get back.

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP*

[Bramblerose suddenly gasps]: Wait!

[Bob growls]: No waiting left, lass. They are upon us.

[Bramblerose, however, slings her bow over her shoulder and fumbles the wand from her belt]: We might have a chance - just a chance.

Sevilodorf: If you witch us all into toads or hedgehogs, little good that will do us!

[Bramblerose holds out her right hand, and lays the wand across It]: No. Not us. A friend.

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP* Dust sifts from the shuddering ceiling.

Deby: Then do it fast, or we'll be past all need of friends.

[Bramble takes a deep breath, then concentrates on the wand and says clearly]: Nattertalk-haddawalk-JABBERWOCK!

*RRRRRrrrrmmmmmmmbbbbll*

[Erin, squeaking]: Bramble! What did you do!??

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP*
*RRRRRRRMMMBBLLLLLL*

Chapter Nine

********Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, pre dawn

[Aerio, speaking to self]: Do we think that if we sing songsessss like Tom...we's might get him to come...and save us, precious...yessss, precious. [Pets Cherry B bottle, in the dark.]

Pippin: Aerio, what's wrong with you?!?!


Aerio: Preciousss

Pippin: Thran?

Thran: Yes?

Pippin: [suspicious] Does Aerio have any Cherry B. with him? 

]Thran goes over to Aerio]: Ummm  What's Cherry B. and should he have some or not?

Pippin: Remember how I told you about us going after Celebsul and that's how we ended up here?

[Thran scratches head]: I think so.

Pippin: Well, Celebsul loves this drink called "Cherry B.". And it makes him act a little queer...

Thran: And you think Aerio has some, is that it?

Pippin: Yes. Doe she have any?

Thran: Well, what does it look like?

Pippin: Big bottle.

Thran: Ooohhhh I wish you had told me this sooner. He's been taking sips out of something for a while now.

Pippin: AEIRO!

Aerio: Should we's singgg? Hoo-dee-doo-precciouss

[Pippin mumbles to self]: Well, this is great. I'm stuck in Angband with an elf who's lost her memory and an elf who has had too much Cherry B, which he was supposed to save for Celly!
[Pippin to Aerio]: No, don't sing. You know what those orcs did to us last time we sang and got to loud!

Thran: Is that when they made us watch that move "Flipper"?

Pippin: Yes, that was when you got yourself knocked out.

Thran: I don't remember any of it, but I'll trust you on that one.

[Aerio sings loudly]: Old Tom Bombadil is a jolly fellow! His coat is blue and his boots are yellow!

[Pippin in a harsh whisper to Aerio]: Stop it! Please, stop singing! Thran, stop him!

Thran: I can't! 


[Aerio getting louder]: Tom Tom Tom...

At this moment, the hatch door opens, and the Orcish face is seen leering down at the prisoners.

Orc: Well now, I guess yer didn't larn the last time. [Gets the elves out. Brings them to the video room, and ties them up this time.]

Orc: And this time none of yer is gonna miss out on the fun! [Glares at Thran.]

TV: And now our feature presentation ! "The Land Before Time 349!" 

Pippin: Nooooooo!

Orc: *grin*

*****Tunnels, 11th of Thrimidge, pre dawn


Then the wall bursts towards them in a stifling cloud of smoking dirt, and their torches gutter to near-blackness. Voices shout and cough and steel rings, and above all rings a great, brass roar. And then another voice resounds, baying clear.

Wargy: HOLD! All hold! 'Tis the JABBERWOCKY!

And so it is, the mommy Jabberwock and her monstrous pup, clawed and fanged and grinning fearsomely. Then the young one makes a sound like a bass drum purring, and throws its massive arms around the Warg's furry bulk.

Dwarf #1: What –


Dwarf #2: in Arda –


Dwarf #3: is THIS?

[Wargy, speaking in a mashed-sounding voice]: It's okay - wheeeeeze they're friends!

Bob, eyes wide as saucers in the dim torch light]: I would hate to meet your enemies ...

Deby: Well, brother of mine, here's your chance, anyhow.

*KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP-KTHAMP!!! AAAAAARRRRRRGHHHH!!!!*
The enemy was upon them.

Then everything happens at once. BOTH Jabberwocks roar in great, bugling voices like steam ships docking and swing their mighty forms towards the on-coming foe. Blossom Bob and Celebsul leap past them with shouts of: THE TROLL! THE BURPING TROLL! Then all the warriors of the Burping Troll leap to the fray, and chaos rules in the caverns below the gutted tavern.

Aboveground the sounds of battle rumble like subterranean thunder. Birds fly up clouds and deer bound away in herds. Squirrels run up trees and down again, and fish swim in circles. Gopher holes explode dust into the air in mini geysers, and the startled residents find themselves basking abruptly in unwelcome sunlight. Flies fall off ceilings, fleas fall off dogs, and three species of migratory storks flee, never to be seen in that region again.

Then ... at last ... the thunder rumbles and dies away to uneasy silence.

Below ground, the survivors cough, hack, spit, and gingerly dig gobs of dirt from eyes, ears, and assorted other unusual depositories.

Blossom Bob: Jabberwocks, eh?

He looks around through clouds of settling dust, and notes that their cavern was now hewn out four times its original width, and half again its original height. The two Jabberwocks sit amid the heaping rubble of those less-fortunate Orcs, and the mommy looks solicitously at a wee boo-boo on the young one's finger.

[Bob grins gleefully]: I have GOT to get me one of these!!

Deby: Ah, Bob? In case you haven't noticed, they probably don't make good house pets.

Bob: Er, right.

Bramblerose spits one last time, and blows a most unElvish dirt-booger. Elves are teflon when it came to most kinds of dirt, but waging battle in proximity to two raging Jabberwocks in a confined space rather pushes even the limits of Elvish cleanliness.

Bramblerose: Well, if we are done with this foolishness, I suggest we get back to our mission.
[She again draws the wand, and the group casts a collectively dubious look her way.]

Dwarf #5: You know, too much of your kind of wizardry, and you might bring this whole place down on us.

[Bramblerose, smiling serenely]: Not to worry. I'm merely going to re-find our short cut. [Once again she places the wand on her open hand, and whispers to it]: Angband.

The wand trembles, shivers, and for an instant appears about to fall from her hand. Then it glows a dark and deep-blue light. Slowly it begins to turn, then pivots and points and stops - aimed across the widened expanse of the shattered corridors.

Bramblerose: There we are!

Celebsul: Our door. Well, what's left of it. Come, then. This, friends, is our secret way to the black bowels of Angband!

Dwarf #6: I hate when someone says that.

Dwarf #1: Don't be a wuss.

Sevilodorf: Well, let's get to it. Greene Lady, keep that healer's kit handy, we might need it yet.

Greene Lady delicately spits one last bit of dirt, and nods agreement.

Dimereg meanwhile kneels before Meri, who has again sunk to sitting on the floor.

Dimereg: Come, little brave heart. I must take you to safety.

Meri: No. I just need to catch my breath. I'll be okay. [Yet the paleness of her face, even in torchlight, would belie that statement. Erin looks at Dimereg, and casts a quick, worried look over at Greene Lady's pensive face.]

Erin: Meri, I'll go with you. I know you don't -.

Meri: NO! [She grabs Dimereg's arm and pulls herself to her feet, there brushing off his startled concern. Staring fiercely into his grave Elvish eyes, she bursts out with sudden intensity. ] I can't just sit and wait and wait forever, wondering if you'll come back - if ALL of you will come back - and if Pippin and Thran and Aerio are all right, and never knowing until MAYBE you come back. How could I do that?

Dimereg: Meri -

[Meri, hiccuping once]: And what if they come back to the Troll? What if I'm sitting there and Erin's sitting there, and they come back to finish off what they started? I won't go back - I won't! I won't!

Suddenly she burst into tears, and Erin hugs her. Helplessly, Dimereg looks at the two hobbits, then at his brothers and Ranger Bob. Anbarad speaks in Elvish, and Dimereg sighs. He replies in the same tongue, then looks once more to the others.

Dimereg: He says the hobbit lass speaks true. We dare not leave any of us, and we dare not spare any of us. [With another sigh, the Elf looked suddenly at Greene Lady.]  Lady Healer, pray care for her well. She has a bold heart, and she frightens me terribly.

[Greene Lady steps to lay a hand on Meri's shoulder, as the little hobbit gathers herself and stands straight, once more.] I will keep her well in my care, Lord Elf. Do keep us safe in your own way.

Dimereg: That I shall, Lady. That we all shall. [Then he smiles and touches Meri's curls, before abruptly turning away. His eyes meet those of Celebsul and Bob, then all look to Bramblerose.]

[Bramble nods, and sweeps a hand before her]: Lead on, Ranger. I have the compass, you have helm.

[Bob sighs]: Why do they always put the Ranger in charge?

[The warg wriggles out of the Jabberwocky's arms. The Jabberbaby squalls in protest, but Warg turns and barks one short sharp bark at him and then runs up to Meri, Erin and Dimereg.] Put the hobbits on my back and let me carry them.

[Erin and Meri start to protest but Wargy cuts them short.] It will be just like riding a pony. You can hold onto my fur, I can make sure no one hurts you, and if we need to fight you can just slip right off until the battles over.

[Erin pointing to the pouting baby Jabberwock]: But what about him.

The warg turns and growls at the Jabberbaby and it turns and huddles up to it's mom and makes no further protests, however it keeps an eye on the Warg in case she changes her mind about being cuddled. Dimereg picks up Meri ,then Erin and sets them on the Wargs back. They find her warm fur thick and comfortable and easy to ride. Meri buries her hands into Wargy's thick fur and leans down and places her cheek on Wargy's shoulders.

Meri: Mmmm, this is nice, and you don't even smell ... er ... too, bad.

[Erin puts her arms around Meri's waist]: This will be great. Thanks Wargy!

And so the company sets forth from the ruins of battle, guided through the hidden warren of tunnels and trapdoors by the compass of the wand in Bramble's employ, and by the burning certainty in their hearts. Their next stop is Angband, and woe to whomever the Orc’s precious Boss might be. They have friends to rescue.

Making their way as stealthily as only trained warriors can, the Elves occasionally turning to give worried looks at the noises made by Sevilodorf and Greene Lady, and Azaelia, who was slightly clumsier than the normal Elf. Once Sevilodorf, trying to be extra quiet, trips over a stone and almost goes face first into a puddle of ooze. The quick hand of Carcharien at her elbow helps her regain her balance. Giving the Elf a quick smile of thanks, Sevilodorf continues on as quietly as she can.


Chapter Ten

***** Meanwhile In Ithilien, 10th of Thrimidge, evening, 11th of Thrimidge, morning


As evening falls, a weary Arwen arrives in Ithilien and raises the alarm: Fear! Fire! Foes! Awake!

Since everyone for miles loves and treasures the Burping Troll as their favorite “watering hole” she is able to attract quite a crowd willing to come back with her the next day. Arwen’s injured ankle is soon put to rights and she sleeps fitfully while the volunteers organize themselves for tomorrow’s journey. 

Arwen is amazed at the assorted group that greets her in the morning. There are scores of hobbits, humans, a few Elves and Dwarves, a large white rabbit, one Ent [apparently several trees have been destroyed over at the Troll and he wants revenge on some orcs], one door-to-door Swiffer-Sweeper salesman, two Jehovah’s witnesses, and three Wild Men who follow just because they heard someone mention a free BBQ.  Even the familiar faces of Aneya, Pennemiriel, Eegah, Lorien, and Mariel who have just returned from their dates with the bachelors from the First Annual Middle Earth Bachelor Auction. They have already sent loads and loads of provisions from their bachelor bids on ahead to the Troll, not knowing that it was half-destroyed.

[As the crowd gathers their horses and ponies to go to the Troll, a flock of thrush arrives on the scene. The lead bird flies straight into a tree and the others smash right into it. Pandemonium reigns as the birds circle the crowd crying:] Help is no longer required for fighting here in the tunnels. But the Troll is in a grievous state. Please have everyone start the cleanup while we’re gone and start preparations on the BBQ. Our hearts-and stomachs- will have something to look forward to when we get out of this wretched place! ~ Azaelia.

Arwen looks around at the crowd: Well, it looks like we’ll need to bring along some tools as well as our weapons. We may not be running to a fight, but we certainly don’t want to be ambushed while we’re fixing things. Are you still with me?

Crowd: Huzzah!!

Just then a troop of enchanted mice scurry up to Arwen.

Mouse leader: M’lady, we’d like to help you with the rebuilding. We may be small, but we can get a lot done in a short amount of time! We’ve had lots of practice!

Arwen: Lord Mouse, we will be honored to have your help in rebuilding the Troll.

[So all the mice jump into Greene Lady’s cart humming]: A dream is a wish your heart makes….hmm.hm.hmm.hmm….

[Arwen stares and then shakes her head]: Nah!

Arwen climbs into the cart as well and sets off toward the Troll with the talking mice.

******Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, mid morning

TV: Dinosaur #1: Oh no! We're all gonna die! Dinosaur #2: Let's sing about it!

Pippin: I am going to lose my cookies in another minute if I have to listen to one more song.

Thran: I thought you didn't have any cookies with you, Pip.

Pippin: Not what I meant, not what I meant.

[Aerio sings along with dinosaurs on TV]: We're all gonna diieee! I'm so sad I'm gonna cryyyy! Wish I were not a little dinosaur, wish I was really biiiigggg so I wasn't in this messsss. I'm gonna roaarrr!

[Pippin mutters to Thran]: You're closer to him than me, can you whack him for me?

Thran: Can't. My arms are tied, same as yours. 

Pippin: [Elvish mutterings]

Aerio still singing along with TV

Pippin: I can't take anymore of this.

Thran: Maybe the movie'll be done soon?

Pippin: Doubtful.

Countless hours pass.  The Elves sink into a mind numbed stupor until the return of the orc guards.

Orc: Well, that’s all for today. [Unties Elves, then notices Pippin's sword]. Wot's this 'ere now? [Takes sword away]

Pippin: Hey! [More Elvish muttering] [Lunges at the orc, grabbing at her sword]

Orc: Yer won't be gettin' away that easy. And I wouldn't go makin' none mistakes, cuz if ya go outta line, well, the boss wouldn't like it none. [Grabs Pippin's arm as she grabs for Lembascrist again and pulls her back to her cell, while two other Orcs that were nearby take Thran and Aerio.]



**********Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, midmorning

Pippin: Well, this is nice. 

Thran: What's wrong?

Pippin: Didn't you see? That orc took my sword!

Thran: Oh. 

Pippin: So now, not only do I not have my cookies, or my bow, I have not my sword!

Thran: You had a bow too? Wooowww were you a good archer?

Pippin: *sigh* Yes, and so are you.

Thran: Me? I knew how to use one of those things? 

Pippin: Yes. I don't suppose you have your bow with you, do you?

Thran: Nope. I guess they took mine along with yours. 

Pippin: *sigh* [Elvish mutterings]

[Aerio shakes head]: Whoa, that was a strange dream

Pippin: Well, it's about time, Aerio! 

Aerio: What happened?

Pippin: [Elvish mutterings] You drank all the Cherry B.! 

Aerio: I DID?!!?!?! 

Pippin: Yes. And don't pay innocent, you know you did. And now if we ever get out to rescue Celly, we won't have any left for him, thanks to you.

Aerio: Oops.

Pippin: *sigh* Well, that's okay. I am starting to wish I had some in here.

Thran: So, um, does anybody have any more ideas of escape, because I'm getting very hungry, and it's dark and cold and there are nasty orcs and awful [shudder] movies and-

Pippin and Aerio: We know.

Aerio: Well, by my calculations, in order to get out we must first get the ratio of orcs to elves. Since there are three of us that would mean that we simply must count the orcs. I am glad that there are only three of us, for if there were more than us then we would also have to count the elves along with the orcs to get the ratio. After we find the ratio, we can figure out what to do the next time that orc-guard comes to get us. But I think before that we need to find out what weapons they have, and what weapons we have and-  [Is interrupted by Pippin.]

Pippin: In other words, Thran, it will take us years to get out on our own, because there are only three of us and lots of them I suppose, and we have no weapons.

Aerio: Yes.

Thran: Oh.

Aerio: Hey, what about that Thrush? The one that came with the note about Celly? Do you think if we called him he'd come?

Pippin: Good idea, but I don't think it'll work.

Thran: Why not?

Pippin: Well, for one thing, there are no windows for the Thrush to come into our cells by, so that's out. So he'd have to come during a movie, and the orcs are watching us then, so that's out too.

Aerio: Yes, I guess you're right. We'd have to cause some sort of diversion, but that could take me days to plan-

Pippin: Months. It would take YOU months to plan, if you keep rambling on about ratios.

[Aerio glares at wall and turns to Thran]: Ignore her.

Pippin: I heard that!

[Aerio clears throat]: *ahem* it would take me days to plan.

Thran: Plan what? What is there to plan?

Aerio: A diversion.

Thran: I think that there's really not much to plan, considering they have us tied up pretty quick up there, it'd have to be one fast diversion, especially as Pippin says we have no weapons. What'll we do, start singing and dancing about like old Tom Bombadil himself?

Aerio: Hmmmm

Thran: I was joking! The only thing something like that might do is make the orcs die laughing.

Aerio: Hmmmmmmmm

Thran: You're joking. Pippin, please say he's joking.

Pippin: He better be joking. There’s no way dancing and singing is going to help us get away. If anything, it would make them lock us up apart so we couldn't even plan. So, Aerio, how about we wait and see if someone comes to rescue us first, before we turn to drastic measures, huh?

Aerio: Awww I was having FUN thinking up ratios.

Pippin: I'm sure you were.



********Angband, 11th of  Thrimidge, midmorning

Pippin: Ouch

Thran: What now?

Pippin: I keep bumping my head on this ceiling, it's so low, and I'm too tall!

Thran: Oh. I hadn't really noticed. 

Pippin: Well, I did. I also noticed that I am very hungry, since all they've been giving us to eat is that orc-mash junk, and there is NO WAY I'm eating that. 

Aerio: Agreed.

[Orc-Guard opens hatch]: Shut yer mouths!

[Pippin stands up, bumps then rubs head]: Why do you have us in here?

[Orc gets out his whip]: I told ya shut yer mouth!  [Cracks whip down at Pippin. ]

Pippin backs up in cell, avoiding whip. 

Orc: Any more of that there and you'll be goin to the boss!

Pippin: If I may ask who IS the boss?

Orc pulls out whip again and gets Pippin on her shoulder this time.

Pippin: YOUCH! 

Orc: And yer gonna go see the boss real soon.

Pippin crouches back in cell. Orc shoves hatch back over cell, closing Pippin into darkness again.

Pippin: Well, I've sure gone and made a mess of things.

Aerio: That's an understatement...

Pippin: [sob] don't you go and get mad at me! [sigh] Well, I guess you have every right...[Rubs bleeding shoulder]. I'm sorry guys. I really really am. I hope it's just me I've gotten in trouble.


*****On the road to The Burping Troll, 11th of Thrimidge, midmorning, afternoon

After driving along for a distance, Arwen of Rome spies a female Hobbit ahead, walking along the side of the road in the same direction that she is going. 

Arwen: Shhh, you mice need to be quiet now. I wish to speak to this Hobbit! [Thinking to herself...finally, they'll stop singing that song, after 20 choruses of it, I've had it!]

[Riding up alongside the Hobbit, Arwen stops the cart.] Greetings, Mistress Hobbit. Who might you be and where are you headed...if I might ask?

[Hobbit jumping slightly]: Oh! You gave me a start! I am Camellia Took of the Great Smials. I've left the Shire in search of The Burping Troll. I've heard it's a wonderful place...are you familiar with it?

Arwen: Unfortunately, it's more of a trashed place at this point! That's where we are headed...we're sort of the "fix-up" crew.

Mice [altogether]: We are, too! We are, too!

[With a puzzled look, Camellia moves up and glances at the mice.] Hmmmmm, talking mice? I suppose you sing, too?

Mouse leader: As a matter of fact we do. Let us sing our favorite song for you..." A dream..."

Arwen: O.K., O.K., enough of that.

Camellia: Since you are going my way...would you mind if I tag along. I would love to help in any way possible? Maybe you could tell me what happened at the Burping Troll?

Arwen: Sure! Hop on in! We can use all the help we can get!

So they ride off together with the large crowd following. Arwen tells Camellia everything she knows about the attack on the Troll and how some of her friends are down in the horrible orc tunnels rescuing the rest of her friends. 

When Arwen is finished with her tale, she realizes something: Hey Camellia, do you hear that?

Camellia [straining to listen]: Umm what?

Arwen: It’s the sound...of silence. Isn’t it wonderful? Those blasted mice finally shut-up!

Camellia turns around to look and sure enough, all the mice are fast asleep: Guess you’re a good storyteller! [chuckle]



Chapter Eleven


***** Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, afternoon

Meanwhile, Pippin waits in misery, her shoulder burning from the weal of the Orc’s whip, while Aerio tries desperately to distract himself with mathematical puzzles, and Thran tries to pull together the tattered patches of her memory. For an Elf to be so wounded and yet still unhealed is unheard of, and she holds herself in anxious silence. The Elvish medicine she needs would not come in this place, and so her strength must come from herself.

Whatever the future would bring, Thran is certain of one thing, for her heart spoke it clearly. Memory or not, these are her friends, and there were others beyond these foul walls who came even now to rescue them. Here they must hold on until such help arrived - and she must hold herself ready to do aught she may, if the Orcs' mysterious Boss brought trouble before friends could arrive.


Later that day, the Elves are all catching some fitful sleep, worn out by their worries and anxieties. The hatch to Pippin's cell opens, to reveal yet again, the leering face of that guard. Snapping his whip, Pippin stirs, and shrinks back far into the corner. From behind the wall beside her, she hears the snap of another whip, and Aerio and Thran. As she is hauled up out of the cell, she finds herself bound. As she is taken away, she realizes in panic that Thran and Aerio are being separated, and that each of the three elves is being taken in a separate direction. She notices this all before the blindfold is pulled over her eyes. Trapped in utter darkness, with an orc and a whip behind her, she has no choice but to obey. She hears in the corridor behind her the fading footsteps of her companions. Pippin walks for a long time, going down and around many corners and steps. Finally, the orc holding the rope that binds her wrists halts, and Pippin hears the creak of a door. Pulled in, she then hers the door bang shut again. 

<Cut scene to Thran in cell, same time as Pippin's hatch is opened >

The crack of the whip awakens Thran, who blinks. At first, she wonders what she is doing here, but then, in the back of her memory, she realizes. Yesterday, the Elf Pippin had gotten them all in trouble. Thran tries to block out the memory, the idea that she is here. She tries to pretend that she is in a valley full of flowers, and that nothing is wrong. But that dream is crushed quickly by the orc dragging her up, binding her wrists together and blindfolding her. Struggling was of no use. She has seen behind the guard many other orcs, fighting was no use. And with that grim thought, she is led away, in darkness. After walking for a long while, they stop.. 

The whip did not awaken Aerio, for he has heard the footsteps above his cell for some time. He has been counting them, actually. He is at footstep number 238 when the hatch opens, and the whip crack close by. He senses that something is about to happen, something that will change their situation for the worst. And he is right. As he is dragged out of his cell, all the while cursing the orcs, he notices the many, many orcs surrounding them. He decides that the ratio of orcs to the elves is much greater than he has hoped. Then the blindfold goes over his eyes, and invisible orcs and darkness surround him. Then the fact hits him like a thunderbolt, that the other two Elves are being led away in two different directions. 

Aerio: Well' [he thinks to himself grimly] this will certainly help our rescuers. 


****Tunnels to Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, afternoon


A whispered consultation between Bramblerose, Blossom Bob and Celebsul, brings the group to a halt. A row of doors stand before them, and the wand points first to door two, then to door three with a steady pendulum beat. 

[Sevilodorf uses this opportunity to ask Celebsul a question that has been weighing on her mind] Celebsul, in this note you wrote. [Sevilodorf indicates the bedraggled note she has taken from her pocket.]

If this note reaches you, then the thrush
really did understand. 
I went and got caught. Now I'm locked in a 
dungeon in Mordor. I did tell the guards 
that Sauron and I go way back, but they're 
a load of jobsworths.
I can hardly write this. I've got the shakes 
real bad. There's no Cherry-B! If I don't
get rescued, I think I'm a goner.
Celebsul 




You said the orcs didn't seem to care that you and Sauron were known to each other. Who else would make use of the dungeons of Mordor? Who is the Boss?


 Ranger Bob and Bramblerose stare at the wand which apparently can't make up its mind.

Bramblerose: There must be too much interference. That or the tunnels twist. Hey, Cele, give me your keys... let's see if we can open any of these.

Cele silently hands over his keys, still trying to think up a plausible answer to Sevilodorf's question. Bob takes them, and he and Bramble manage to open all of the doors. However, the wand still will not decisively point to one of them.

Bramble: Hold on a sec, maybe this will help clear its circuits... [Bramblerose mutters something and gives the wand a vigorous wave. She staggers, but as everyone looks around, it doesn't seem like anything happened.]

BBob: Uhh, what did you just do?

[Bramble out of breath]: Oh, I just made a delivery to the Troll. Nothing important. Now, let's try this again, a little differently. [She holds the wand flat in her hand and murmurs]: Pippin! [The wand immediately points to the right hand door.]

[Celebsul glad for an excuse not to think about Sevi's question]: That way!

Bramble: Wait, [Murmurs to the wand again] ...Aerio! [This time the wand points down the left doorway.]

Bramble: Thran! [The wand points hesitatingly down the left doorway, swings to the middle and then back to the left.] Well, now I know the problem... they must be split up in different cells like Celebsul and I were. Who should we try to get first do you think? It sounds like Pippin is in the most danger from what the orc said, but that might mean it would be easier to get the others first. 

******Woods near the BT, 11th of Thrimidge, mid afternoon and evening

Milo and his pony have been traveling for days to find the Burping Troll. He’d heard that it was a wonderful place for a good drink and company, but also that there was a great healer there. He has a wound on his shoulder that was beyond the skill of the healers in his town. 

He is a bit skittish because of the fight in which his wound was inflicted. Someone would be looking for him very soon, he just didn’t know how soon. So, when he hears a wagon and horses coming up the road, he leads his pony into the woods without even a look back, but it sounds like a large company. Soon, he has no idea how far he’d gone, or even where he is in relationship to the road anymore. But, he finds a nice spot to camp and beds down for the night. He decides to think about his directional problem in the morning. 

The night is uneventful and he actually sleeps more peacefully than he had in a while.


******Cells of Angband, Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, afternoon

Thran has become  so confused, she wouldn't be able to find her way out if she was set free. Finally, she is taken into a room, and the blindfold is taken off. A palantir stands in the middle of the room. Being pulled over to it, she hears the same voice that Pippin had heard inside her mind. 

Ahh, at last, you have come. I have been waiting for this. Come, take a look. [With that, Thran is forced to look into the palantir; and looking, her heart sinks. Two small hobbit figures are shown, bound and bruised in the dark, held captive by orcs. Though Thran didn't know it, she is seeing Meri and Erin. But in her heart, she knows that these must be some of the rescuers that Pippin had told her about.]

It is then, after seeing those two little hobbits in the glass that Thran makes up her mind. If these are the rescuers, and they are captives, then she will have to fend for herself. Whirling away from her captor, she runs towards the door they had come in. She hears the orcs behind her cursing, and the snap of the whip makes her move all the faster. Her hands are still bound, but as she yanks on the door, it bangs open. 

[Running with all her might, trying to escape the following orcs, she goes round the twisting corridors. All of a sudden, she comes to a dead end, and a bunch of doors. She can hear the snap of the whip around the bend, as she quickly tries a door. It is unlocked, and she rushes inside, panting for breath. Her hands have loosened in their bonds, and she is able to take the rope off. Then, she notices two eyes staring at her in the darkness. They follow her movements, and finally, Thran whispers.] Who are you?

[The voice that comes from the eyes startles her, for it is very beautiful, and sad. ] My name is Amanthoron. I was captured here many years ago, and have been kept prisoner.

Thran: Oh. But, why?

Amanthoron: Now is not the time. I will simply say that I am not on the orcs' favorite list of elves.

Thran: Oh. Can you help me? My friends and I are prisoners here. And how come you don't leave? The door is unlocked.

Amanthoron: I am under pain of death to leave.

Thran: Is there anything we can do to help?

Amanthoron: I thought you needed my help.

Thran: I do. But perhaps we can help each other.

Thran stops whispering, for at that moment, she hears the orc outside jeer.

Orc: I know you're in there, little Elf. You're gonna wish you hadn't done that. [Starts to open the door.]

Amanthoron looks at Thran. Thran looks at Amanthoron.

Amanthoron: What can I do to help you? [At that moment, Amanthoron stands up, facing the orc. His sword gleams in the darkness, and the orc backs away.] Begone!  [With that, the orc fled.]

Thran: Who ARE you?
Chapter Twelve

***** The Burping Troll, 11th of Thrimidge, late afternoon and evening


Arwen: Whoa! Here we are! The illustrious Burping Troll!

As she finishes speaking there is a huge gasp from the crowd behind. They have never seen such a disaster area! And the smell is almost unbearable! Orc bodies are everywhere! It’s bad enough smelling a living orc, but a dead one is enough to turn even a ranger’s stomach.

After a couple of seconds of shocked silence everyone starts moving at once. 

The white rabbit leads a group of hobbits in gathering wood for a fire to burn the orc bodies. [With a sidelong glance at the Ent, the group look at each other and silently agree to only gather dead wood] The Ent proceeds to lift several of the heavy beams that had fallen into the middle of the common room while the Dwarves [there were only 3] begin to make plans for the rebuilding. 

The humans gather the orc bodies for the fire. The Elves can not so much as look twice at an orc without a fire starting in their eyes; and they certainly will not defile themselves by handling the bodies. They begin to cut planks and cover the Pit so no one will fall in, but it is left open just enough so that if their friends come back that way they can still get out.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses and the three Wild Men set about organizing and putting away all the provisions for the BBQ. The Wild Men prove to have incredible organizational skills although they get their hands smacked a couple of times for sampling the goods. 

Arwen whips out some trash bags and Camellia follows her with a broom and dustpan [until the Swiffer-Sweeper salesman replaces them with a swiffer-sweeper]. 

[Swiffer-Sweeper Salesman as he dances around the room swiffering]: Hey, do you like tongue twisters? How many Swiffers could a Swiffer swindler sweep if a swiffer swindler sweetly swept swiftly?

Camellia [with no qualms whatever about being rude to a salesman]: That is the WORST thing I’ve ever heard!!

Swiffer-man [undaunted]: Don’t like that one? What about this one… Stanley Swiffer swept a swipe of swindled swimmers!

Arwen [under her breath]: He’s worse than the mice are! 

[At that moment the mice scurry in]: Hey! Why didn’t someone wake us up? 

Swiffer-man shrieks and hops up onto the pile of refuse that is all that remains of the bar getting glass in his bum in the process: M-m-m-mice!

[Arwen and Camellia die laughing]: He’s afraid of mice? Bwahahaha!

[The Swiffer-Sweeper Salesman stands up and starts to pull pieces of glass from his bottom. Camellia walks over to the mice, still chuckling]: Hey, little mice...there's a nice salesman on top of the bar who loves a good song...maybe you could sing him yours?

The Swiffer-Sweeper Salesman looks up with a shocked look on his face as he hears what Camellia just said.

Mice [altogether]: Yes, Yes, we'd love to sing him our song...

Letting out a terrified scream, the salesman bounds to the floor, and straight out the door...with a group of little mice scurrying behind him.

Mice [altogether]: Come back, come back! You haven't heard our song yet!

Camellia: Well, that's two problems taken care of!

[Arwen hands Camellia the garbage bag]: Well, back to work!

Camellia: Arwen, didn't you say something about a...uh... Balrog being left in here? You don't think it's still here somewhere, do you?

Camellia scans the room as she picks up broken bottles and such from the floor. 
 ****Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, early evening

Amanthoron: Come along, quickly, that orc shall be back in no time, with more.

Thran: But, who, why, -

Amanthoron: I shall explain later. We have not the time now! [He then opens the door to the hatch, but Thran pulls him back in.]

Thran: You said you were under pain of death to leave, and now you leave. Why? Please, tell me.

[Amanthoron coming back in, closing the door]: All right, sit down, and I shall tell. They will not kill me if I leave. But they shall kill my sister, who I love dearly, if I escape, and that would break my heart. We are twins, I being older by only minutes. The Boss, he has wanted us for a long time, as he wants anyone who he can make use of. He has gotten me, the better archer, but he wants her too. But he knows that I will try to escape, so he has put the threat of death to my sister, Should I escape. And if she were to die, I think that I would die of a broken heart.

[Thran staring wide-eyed]: Then why do you leave now?

Amanthoron: I heard orcs telling each other a few days ago that they had caught Airekaliel, and that she was imprisoned here. If she is here, then there is a chance of escape for both of us. And I must find her! 

Thran: Airekaliel?

Amanthoron: My sister.

Thran: What does she look like?

Amanthoron: She has red hair, like fire, and blue-green eyes, which flash when she is angry. She is tall, and is an expert archer.

Thran: Sounds familiar. I know of another red-haired elf archer imprisoned here.

Amanthoron: She has the name Pennamirien in the common Elvish tongue.

Thran: Pippin?!?!

[Amanthoron’s head jerks up]: Her nickname! You know of her? Where is she?

Thran: She is here, you heard correctly. But wow, I never knew she had a brother, much less a twin one. Alas, I do not know where she is now. We were separated and taken in different directions. And there is another of our company captured here, his name is Aerio. And one more question-if they find that you are gone, and you have not yet found Pippin, what will happen to her?

Amanthoron: That is why we must find her quickly. We haven't much time.

*****Angband, Pippin

The blindfold is taken off from her eyes, and Pippin blinks. There is nothing in the room, save a pedestal with a blue, round ball in the middle. The thought hits her that it looks like a palantir. The orc behind her gives her a shove, causing her to stumble to the ball. Pippin tries to ask where the Boss is, but the crack of the whip around her ankle silences her quickly.

Orc: Do ye never larn? Talkin is wot brung ye here in the first place. Don't go askin' questins, you'll larn soon enuf.

With that, the orc grabs her arm, and forces her to look into the palantir. Pippin struggles, for she knew the evil that is held there. But it is no use. The grip of the orc is too firm, she can not escape. Looking deep into the palantir, she draws a breath. She hears a voice inside her head. 

Voice: You have chosen to rebel. Now you will regret.

Pippin tries to block out the voice, but it is of no avail. It will not go away. The orc sneers.

Orc: That's the Boss.

Pippin can't see anything in the palantir at first, but now something appears. She draws another, shaky breath. She sees the faces of her kindred from long ago, who had been taken to Angband. The agony she sees there in those faces, the deceit is too much. A tear trickles down her face, and splashes on the glass of the palantir. The orc notices, and jeers.

Orc: So, had enuf have we? 

Angry, Pippin spoke

Pippin: I cry not for myself. I cry for my kindred!

The orc to the other side of Pippin snaps his whip, stinging her sore shoulder, and the blood shows red through her tunic. Pippin closes her eyes, trying to forget the agony of her Kindred.
In the room with the palantir, Pippin hears the door open. Then the grip on her arm loosens, and she turns away from the palantir. Another orc stands talking to her captors. 

Orc who just came in[orc #1]: "The little she-elf's gone and went into that room with the elf with the sword. 

Orc holding rope binding Pippin's wrists [orc #2]: Yarg! Well they'll have a time findin' this one.

Orc with the whip [orc #3]: Where should we take her? The Boss don't want us to kill her, does he? The sword-elf hasn't left the cell, has he?

Orc #1: I know orders, them bein’ kill the girl if he escapes. But now that we have her it might be different. Should I ask The Boss?

Orc #2: Yarg! Yes, we'll take her somewhere.

Orc #3: She won't be found, that’s for sure.

During this conversation, Pippin trembles. She has a horrible feeling that her fears have come true. Amanthoron is here. It all makes sense, at least for her capture.] But why kill me? [She thought to herself.] I'm no good dead, am I? I thought he wanted us both. [With that thought, the blindfold is tightened round her eyes again, and she finds herself being tugged quickly away, through new corridors, and passages. They seem to be going down, not up to where her old cell used to be. She struggles to keep up, for the whip marks on her ankle smart, and are bleeding again. All at once, she finds herself pushed into a room, still blindfolded and bound, and hear the door creak shut. Then she was alone.

*****Angband, Aerio

I'm not looking in that!  [Aerio yells, seeing the palantir but suddenly is quiet as a voice is heard inside his mind. The orc forces him to look. The whip snaps catching his wrist. He almost quails when he sees his Master Celly, and the cave troll swinging its giant mace straight at him. Closing his eyes, the voice sounds again in his mind.]

Funny, how the best made plans can go awry.

Aerio stares in horror into the palantir, as the cave troll swings its mace at Celly. This is too much. Being locked in a dark cell without Cherry B was one thing, and being forced to watch "Flipper" and "The Land Before Time" wasn't all that great either, but this was something different. Rage fills his mind, and he struggles to pull away from the grip of the orc and the pull of the palantir, he gives a cry. Jerking the rope from the orc, and pulling with all his might, he runs for the door. He feels the crack of the whip, and the sting as it slices his arm. Reaching the door, he tugs at the handle. And finds it locked. Pulling again, desperate to go find Celly, and escape, he tugs again, but the door won't budge. The orc grabs him, and pulls the blindfold back over Aerio's eyes. Aerio spits at the orc, who flicks the whip again. Aerio finds himself being taken to his cell again, and all the while, he curses the orcs, ignoring the whip. All of a sudden, the orc pulling him along stops. Talking to his fellow orc, he growls

Orc #1: Wot's that? I hard sometin over thar!

Orc #2: Where?

Orc #1: Over thar! Hear it? I hear Elves, and it ain’t' but jest one!

Orc #2: I hear it, I hear it. Wha'll we do with this one? If it's some sort o' rescue, would The Boss want us to get the othars to?

Orc #1: Yargh, you know arders.  We're spos'd to-

The orc never finishes that sentence, for at that moment, an arrow whizzes, hitting and killing him. Another arrow whizzes seconds later, killing the other orc. Aerio turns about, confused, until he hears the hushed voice of Thran. Untying the blindfold, she whispers.

Thran: Aerio, shhh. Are you okay?

Aerio: [blink] wha?

Thran: You okay?

Aerio: Well, aside from a bunch of whip-slashes, I'm fine. But would you mind untying my wrists?

Thran: Oh, sorry. [Unties Aerio’s wrists.]

[Aerio flexing wrist]: How did YOU get here?

[Thran points to Amanthoron]: I escaped the palantir room and-

Aerio: You had to look into one too?
 
[Thran’s eyes turn misty]: Yes.


[Aerio anger rising in his voice]: My master Celly's in trouble, big trouble! There was a cave-troll and-

Thran: I saw two hobbits, captured by orcs and-

Aerio: That'd be Meri and Erin! [At this moment, Aerio did a double take.] WHO's that elf?

Thran: That's Amanthoron. He's Pippin's twin brother! He’s been captured here, and we HAVE to find Pippin right now, or they'll kill her!

Aerio: What?

[Amanthoron steps up]: I'll explain on the way, but right now we have to find her quickly! Are you up to fighting?

Aerio: Well, um, I don't have my bow or my sword or my knives.

[Amanthoron hands a bow to Aerio]: Will this do?

[Aerio examines the bow curiously]: Yup. Just dandy.

Thran: Come on!

Aerio: But, um, where do we look? We can't just go wandering about Angband looking in every cell. The orcs'll capture us again in no time if we do that. Do you guys know where she is?

Thran: Actually, I don't.

Amanthoron: Not a clue.

Aerio: Great. 

Chapter Thirteen


********Angband, Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, evening


Tired, and worn out, Pippin tries to catch some fitful sleep. However, it isn't easy. Images of the scenes she has seen in the palantir flitted through her mind, and thoughts of Thran and Aerio and Amanthoron, as well as all her friends in the Burping Troll [who she hopes would come soon] keep her awake for a long time. She begins to wonder, not for the first time, if she would ever get out of Angband. With that thought, she begins to wish she had not gotten everyone in danger. Thinking about her brother, and what the orcs had said, she feels afraid. She had not realized that the orcs had been hunting her still, she thought she had done a good job of getting them off her trail a long time ago. Apparently, she thinks ruefully, it wasn't as good as she thought. And Amanthoron was captured. That thought again makes her shiver. If they were both here, then what could they do? And what could her friends do? She isn’t sure who this Boss was, but she knows that she and her brother were wanted for something. Perhaps their entire company was wanted too. THAT made her more afraid than any other thought she had thought yet. If they were all captured in the end, there would be no way to escape, would there? Trying to get her mind off her situation, she tries another tactic. She finally decides to count, as counting got her mind off anything. She can't think of anything else if she is counting, right? Almost smiling, she thinks. I'm becoming as bad as Aerio!. Then, remembering to be quiet this time. She didn't want to attract the attention of the orcs anymore. She counts to herself. Eventually, she drifts off.


******Angband, Aerio, Thran and Amanthoron, 11th of Thrimidge, evening

Aerio: Great. 

Thran: Well, do you have any ideas?

Aerio: Well, actually, no. But, you rescued me from the orcs, only to get us captured again by searching for an Elf that we don’t know where she is. It sort of defeats the purpose of getting me out of the orcs’ grip in the first place, doesn’t it?

Amanthoron: But, if you will let me explain my tale, perhaps you’ll see that there was really no other choice.

Aerio: Well, spill.

[Amanthoron tells Aerio about his capture, his sister, how Thran stumbled into his cell, and their finding Aerio. Aerio listens silently, but at the end of Amanthoron’s tale, he persisted.] How can we be sure you’re Pippin’s brother? How can we know you’re not on THEIR [Indicating the orcs] side, and are going to betray us or something? Do you have any proof?

Thran: Aerio, I don’t think he’s-

Aerio: I want some proof! If I’m going to help someone escape, and help find my friends, I might want to be sure he isn’t going to hurt them after they’re found!

Thran turns to Amanthoron, pleading in her eyes for him to show some proof. He smiles reassuringly, and produces a long, silver-handled knife. He hands it to Aerio, explaining

Amanthoron: When Airekaliel and I were young, we were given these. Mine matched hers.  [Pulls out a matching knife.] And she left hers in my care one day, before I was captured, and I have not seen her since to give it back to her.[ Here he points to the side of the blade.] If you’ll notice here, she engraved her name there, so that her knife would not be mistaken for mine. She was always like that, very possessive and such.

Aerio: Well, you’ve got it right there, possessive is the word...

Thran: Hey, she always shared her cookies!

Aerio: True, true. All right, but still, you should se her when she’s gathering arrows after a fight. Amanthoron, who is grinning, interrupts [Aerio.]

Amanthoron: Yes, when she gathers arrows, she’ll scurry around, yelling out “This one’s mine!” and “Don’t you touch that green-feathered one!” and “I want that one! Hey, no, that one’s mine!” [sigh] I don’t think I’ve ever owned a green-feathered arrow, she always seemed to get them.

Aerio: [grinning] I think you’re her brother.

Amanthoron: [bowing] I thank you for your trust.

Aerio: You’re most welcome. 

Thran: So, now that we’re all acquainted, perhaps we should set about trying to figure out what to do, huh?

Aerio: Well, that’s assuming she’s still alive.

Thran glares at Aerio, but he shrugs.

Aerio: Just telling it like it is.

At that moment, they hear the sound of approaching orcs. Thran looks about, frantic for a place to hide, to escape them, but as usual, it is no use. They are in an empty corridor, and so they have no choice but to fight. Nudging Amanthoron, Thran tells him she doesn’t have a weapon, and would he mind lending her one. 

Amanthoron: Well, I gave my bow to Aerio here, and I need my sword...let me see...I have this [Hands Pippin’s knife to Thran.] Will that do?

Thran: Just fine, thank you.

The three companions form a ring, each facing a slightly different angle, ready for orcs from either side. Suddenly, the company or orcs appear. They snarl, and advance.. Arrows fly, whizzing by the three, and Aerio lets loose many on the orcs, killing several right off the bat. Amanthoron’s sword glitters in the darkened corridor, slicing and hacking away at the yrch. Thran has the hardest job, since using a knife is, as all of us know, not as easy as using a bow or a sword. A knife is meant for close-range battle, and Thran finds herself having to stab the orcs that get past Amanthoron’s sword and Aerio’s arrows. Giving a cry, Thran jumps away from the slash of an Orc’s scimitar close to her head, but sustains a long cut down her arm. Aerio, startled by her cry, let his bow down for a moment, and turns around to see Thran. Amanthoron turns too, as he hears Thran cry out. Thran’s eyes get large, and she yelps.

 
Thran: Don’t worry ‘bout me, get them! 

She points to the orcs who had just gotten a whole lot closer. She winces, and holding her arm, she goes back to work on the orcs. Finally, they are finished. They survey their work grimly. Thran sinks down to the floor, her face ashen, and Amanthoron stoops down, concern showing on his face. Thran shakes her head.

Thran: I’ll be okay. Just give me a moment. Really, I’m fine.[But as she finishes her sentence, she winces again. Amanthoron quickly tears off a strip of his cloak, and wraps it tightly around Thran’s wound. Thran smiles a small smile, and whispers]: Thank you.

Amanthoron: Can you walk?

Thran: Well, yes, I think so. It’s just my arm. I-

Amanthoron: Are you SURE? 

Thran: I think so.

Amanthoron’s eyes fill with concern for his newfound friend, and as she stands up, holding her arm, he bids her lean on his shoulder. Thran accepts gratefully, for she is weary and in pain.

**** Tunnels, en route to of Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, afternoon/evening

Bramble: Well, now I know the problem... they must be split up in different cells like Celebsul and I were. Who should we try to get first do you think? It sounds like Pippin is in the most danger from what the orc said, but that might mean it would be easier to get the others first.

Bob: Always strive for the easy first. That leaves you with more strength for the hard, later.

Deby looks at him with one eyebrow raised. Bob shrugs.

Bob: Hey, works for me.

Sevilodorf: Much as it pains me to agree, I think Bob is right. [The others look at her as Sev continues]: The wand wavers from center and focuses mostly left when we ask for Thran and Aerio. I suspect they are closest together. If we can free them in one sweep, then we'll have our full forces together, and we can all concentrate on the one, Pippin.

Dwarf #6: Then what are we waiting for? Left it is!

[Bob smiles]: Certainly. After you, Master Dwarf.

Dwarf #6: @#$&*^#

Greene Lady: Oh, my.

[Erin, leaning from Wargy's back to tug the healer's sleeve]: I'm sure that was Dwarvish for 'thank you.'

Greene Lady: Um ... sure.

[Bramblerose tucks the wand back into her belt]: If you gentlemen will postpone the glaring and posturing, we do have a job at hand.

Bramble steps past them towards the left-most door, and the others follow. In the next instant both Ranger Bob and Celebsul bound past her, and gallantly resume their places in the lead. [After all, they would never hear the end of it, if they let a girl lead.]

Wearily they resume their travel, Wargy bearing the two hobbits with Dimereg and Esgallyg staying close, particularly Dimereg who watches worriedly but silently when Meri's head nods to her chest, then jerks up again. Greene Lady walks just behind the Warg where she can keep an eye on their wounded hobbit, and wishes fervently that this Enterprise would be completed with no worse for any of them.

Their torches cast gigantic, bounding shadows on the rough earthen walls, and little more than the sound of their breathing marred the hollow silence. All trod as silently as they can, although Dwarves are not noted for being light of foot, and Azaelia, bless her heart, is not the most sure-footed Elf. On they press, the path they have chosen now twisting and bending until all sense of direction is lost.

[Erin, whispering]: At this rate, we could be back under the Burping Troll and not know it.

Meri: Mm-hmm.

Sevilodorf: Or somewhere under Minas Tirith.

Dwarf #2: We go east by northeast, at present.

Erin and Sev look at him. The Dwarf looks back.

Sevilodorf: And you know this because ... what? Dwarves possess a mystical sense of the underground?

[Dwarf #2, fishing in pocket and pulls out a small, round object]: No. I have magnetic compass. See? It's even got an Indiglo dial!

Sevilodorf: Oh, brother.

BBob: Uh-oh. [He and Celly have stopped, and the others look past them to see torchlight flickering on a blank wall. The tunnel has dead-ended. Nor do any doors appear anywhere along the crowded passageway.]

Celebsul: This is not good.

[Erin, mumbling]: Thank you for that observation.

Bob: Say, Bramble, m'lady, does that wand of yours take into account things like walls? Mountains? Bottomless cliffs?

Deby: There are no cliffs, Bob-o. Nor mountains. The wand pointed true.

Celebsul: Hmmmm.

Deby: What?

Celebsul: Old Elvish trick.

Bob: What?

Celebsul: Look up.

All heads swivel upwards. Over the leaders' heads is the dark square of an iron trapdoor.

Erin: Who gets to open it? If something nasty were up there, they'd be kind of like terrapins sticking their head out of their shell. [The others turn to look at her. Erin stares back innocently.] What? It's true!

Celebsul, sighing: Nothing like sticking your neck out. Give me a leg up, Bob-o. If I suddenly bleed copiously on you, let go.

Elves weigh very little, when they so wish, and it was no effort for Bob to take Cely's weight on his shoulders and hoist him up to the low earthen ceiling.

Celebsul: Easy! I don't want to smash it open with my head.

For a long moment, Celebsul simply listens, keen Elven ears tuned for the least sound beyond that iron door. Then at last he reaches up, and carefully tests it. All hold their breath. Then the heavy iron grates with a sound that seemed huge as an anchor being dragged. Celebsul stops. Silence reigns. Then he tries the door again, carefully inching its heavy, dragging weight upwards. Below, Bob briefly staggers as the weight transfers down to his shoulders, but then he stands fast, legs braced. Chill air breathes through the growing opening, as Celebsul then shoves the iron plating aside, as it did not have a hinge, merely its own bulk holding it in place.

[Celebsul, whispering]: Up a wee bit more ... there.

Everyone holds his or her breaths. Celebsul reaches and chins himself upward to look into the darkness above. No sound. Best of all, no copious bleeding. After a long moment, Celly swings his legs clear of Bob's shoulders, then drops lightly to the floor.

Celebsul: It looks clear up there. It's another corridor, but this one much larger, big enough to take a cart and horse, and braced with heavy timbers. It looks like some sort of main passageway.

Deby: Does it appear to be used?

Celebsul: Not recently. All I smelled was damp rock, earth. No scent of lamp oil or torch smoke.

Bramblerose: Well, I suppose that's our way, then. We must be getting somewhere.

Sevilodorf: Keep that wand handy. We'll want a new compass heading, once we get up there.

Meri: I want to go up when Dimereg goes up.

Greene Lady, gently: You will, little one.

Dimereg: Let my brothers and I go first. Then we'll help the rest of you up, once we are sure it's clear.

Meri makes a small, distressed sound as Dimereg then lightly leaps up to catch the lip of the open trapdoor, chins himself up and out of sight. Anbarad and the other four brothers swiftly follow. Erin gives Meri a gentle hug, from her seat on the Warg's back behind her. She knows her friend is not quite herself, and did not want her upset. Nor was worry needed, for moments later, Anbarad swings himself back to the floor. He nods to Celebsul and Bob, who each in turn swing through the trap door and into the darkness above. Anbarad then gestures to the Warg and hobbits. Wargy steps forward obligingly. With astonishing power yet great gentleness, Anbarad sweeps Meri from Wargy's furry back, and up to Dimereg's waiting hands. A moment later, he swoops Erin upwards to Esgallyg.

In like manner the others spring up or are helped up to the new, larger corridor, although the Dwarves flat refuse tossing, submitting only to the others making hand-stirrups to hoist them upwards. Wargy comes last, relinquishing her self-imposed duties as rear-guard to leap lightly through the opening. Then Bob and Celebsul drag the iron plate back over the opening, and seal the way behind them.

Erin: Are you sure we want to do that?

Esgallyg: Aye, little one, lest the enemy find sign of our coming, before we wish to be found.

Erin is not sure she likes the sound of that. However, they can only hope the remainder of their quest would be uneventful, and secrecy must cloak them as best it might, until the time comes to do battle or flee, as circumstance dictates. She and Meri again ride astride the Warg, and both hobbits look about the high-arching walls of the new corridor. Black it is, large as Celebsul had said, and seeming to swallow the meager light of their torches. The heavy shoring timbers cast ominous shadows, and even a whisper echoes hollowly.

Greene Lady: Which way now?

All eyes turn to Bramble, who again holds the wand in the palm of her hand. At her whisper it shivers, then turns gently to point unerringly down the great tunnel.

[Bob, cheerfully glancing at the group]: Well, kiddies, there we have it. We're off to see the .... erm, Boss.

Deby: Just shut up and lead, Bob. 

Again they set forth, treading into the dark unknown but certain now they grow closer to their goal. No longer are they in the crude diggings of Orcs, but now in well-built, very old corridors - yet whose? Were they to the doorstep of Angband, at last? If so, peril and hope both lay close at hand.

**********Angband, Thran, Aerio, Amanthoron, 11th of Thrimidge, evening

[Aerio stands watching Amanthoron stoop down to help Thran. After they both stand up again, Aerio speaks up]. Well, I still don't see how we're ever going to find her in here, much less get out of here ourselves! It's a maze of corridors, down here, and we keep running into more orcs. What are our options? The ratio of us to orcs is rather larger than I am comfortable with. 

[Amanthoron glances at Thran]: Does he always talk like this?

Thran nods: Yes. 

[Aerio glares at Amanthoron]: I think I have every right to question you here. I really don't see how you can expect us to go on like this. We need some a plan, we can't go on killing every company of yrch that come along, hoping to stumble onto Pippin. And Thran's hurt, we have to remember that too!

Thran: I'm fine! Amanthoron, Aerio is simply frustrated, we both are. We've been in here for a long time now, and the yrch haven't been too nice to us.

Amanthoron: I'm sorry, I forgot how they could be sometimes. 

[Aerio lets his glare fade]: It's all right, sorry for getting worked up like that.

Amanthoron: Well, you're partially right-

[Aerio grins]: Only partially?

Amanthoron: We need a plan that’s true. But I haven't forgotten about Thran. I simply forgot that she was hurt before that, and so were you. But now we need a plan. 

Aerio: Is there somewhere we can go to plan, I don't think planning here in the middle of a corridor is very wise.

[Thran still leaning on Amanthoron]: Is there anywhere to hide for a while?

Amanthoron: Well, we could try and find a cell or something, but be sure the yrch don't see us. It'd have to be somewhere secluded.

Aerio: Are you talking about somewhere specific, or just that we need to find a secluded place?

Amanthoron: Sadly, not specific. I think we have no choice but to wander and look for a place. Thran, you okay with that?

Thran: I'll be fine. Really, truly, don't worry about me.

With that, the companions move down the corridor, Aerio with his bow strung, and Amanthoron with his sword in one hand, and Thran walking beside Amanthoron. They have no sense of direction, and have to trust their noses. Finally, they come to a darkened hallway, and Amanthoron turns into it, Aerio following. 

Amanthoron: I guess this is as good a place as any.

Thran sits down, leaning on the wall, and Aerio notices how her pale her face looks. 

[Aerio whispers to Thran]: Are you really okay? You had a bad cut there, didn't you?

Thran: It hurts.

Aerio furrows his brow, worried. Thran didn't look well, and there isn't anything he or Amanthoron can do down here. Then he hears it- -the sound of orcs in the corridor nearby. Glancing at Amanthoron and then at Thran, he silently fits his bow again. But he doesn't move. He waits, and they all listen, hoping to remain hidden. 

Orc#1: Well, whut'r we spo'sd to do w'th her then? 

Orc #2: Th' Boss jest said don't kill 'er. Be'ond th't, nothin'.

Orc #1: Whull, not yet. Th' Boss has ideas, he jest don't share em w'th you!

Orc #2: Whull, he'll haf't to think o' somthin', because there'r some more elves on th' loose.

Orc #1: More?

Orc #2: They're out an' about, they done killed a company of ours keep yer eyes open for them other elves.

Aerio glances at Thran. Thran glances at Amanthoron

Aerio: What should we do? Don't kill them, I say, because they can probably lead us to Pip.

Amanthoron: But they could capture us, if we don't do it right.

Thran: I'm willing to give it a try-

Amanthoron: What will you do? You're hurt!

[Thran in a harsh whisper]: I'm going to fight! 

Aerio: I think you should listen to her this time, she has her mind set to it.

Amanthoron:  All right, but first, we need to rethink what we'll do. We have but one chance to get this right. I think we have some time, since that Orc'll be guarding her I guess. So we need to be quiet. 

Aerio slips cautiously around a bend in the corridor to track the orcs as Amanthoron steadies a wavering Thran. Thran's body has begun to tremble and her head is spinning.

Amanthoron: You are injured worse than you admitted.

[Thran gasping]: No, really, it's just my arm. A cut, that's all.

 Ignoring Thran's protests, Amanthoron unbinds the wound to examine it. The cut reaching from her elbow to her wrist has turned an angry red and is swelling rapidly.

Amanthoron: The blade must have been poisoned. [Amanthoron looks toward the corridor hoping to see Aerio returning. He looks down as Thran tugs at his sleeve.]

Thran: I don't want to hold you back. Go on and follow them to Pippin. I can hide in one of the cells.

Amanthoron stares into Thran's solemn eyes and quietly shakes his head: Never. I will leave no one behind to the torment of the orcs.

Aerio's return brings a halt to the argument. 

Aerio: Something strange is going on. I find no orcs anywhere. The corridors and passageways are empty. Where have they all disappeared?

Amanthoron: And what new mischief are they planning? Where are they hiding Pippin?

Thran leans back trembling in Amanthoron's arms and closes her eyes wearily. 

Chapter Fourteen

****Upper corridors of Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, late evening

As the company moves through the ever-widening corridor, the darkness presses down upon them. Pillars tower above them like great trees in a forest. Again and again the company spies shapes in the shadows, but each time the shapes turn out to be carved images of trolls, orcs and other foul beasts.  After several hours of this, the numerous false alarms play on the nerves of the company.

[Deby gives an ironic laugh]: I'm starting to jump at my own shadow. 

[Sevilodorf nods in agreement]: I'm afraid if something real is out there that I'll not realize it until too late.

Dwarf #6: Oh, something real is out there all right. It's just playing with us. 

Bramblerose continues to consult the wavering wand, whispering encouragingly to Ranger Bob in the lead position. The Warg pads gently and steadily, always careful of her passengers. Greene Lady hovers at the Warg's side, anxiously peering into Meri's ashen face.  Suddenly, the wand stops wavering and begins to spin wildly.  Bramblerose whispers to it again, but it continues it's wild gyrations. She looks at Celebsul with uncertainty in her eyes. Celebsul shrugs, for he is as unsure as she is what this means.

[Ranger Bob peers into the darkness ahead]: There's something or someone moving this way quietly.
Anbarad and Belegalda move up beside with Ranger with their bows ready, straining to see in darkness that defeat even Elvish eyesight. 

[Out of the darkness comes a whisper]: Elbereth.
[Sevilodorf surges forward]: That’s Aerio's voice.
[Carcharien grabs the human by the arm forbidding her passage, In a quiet voice]: We are in the home of a master of deception. Let us insure ourselves of Aerio's identity and continued loyalty, before we rush to welcome him.
[Sevilodorf begins to protest but recognizes the wisdom of Carcharien's response and nods shortly.  The tall Elf smiles in understanding]: The greatest evil to come from this place has been the distrust created by the treachery of those who fell under the spell of the Dark Lord.
Sevilodorf: Aerio would die, before he gave in to evilness.

Carcharien: So said many, before they suffered the torments of this place.  Let us wait and see.
Closer the figure comes, hesitant and silent. Then it stops.

 ****Angband, Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, late evening

Pippin is sleeping, curled in the corner of her cell.  The creak of the door awakens her, and she finds herself hauled upwards by the rope binding her wrists, and she cries out.  The gash on her shoulder burns still, and it hurts to move.  Pippin hears the snarl of the orc, and she is afraid.  She doesn't know what is going on, since she is still blindfolded, but she knows they are going somewhere.  As the orc continues to lead her through the corridors, she wonders just where they are going.  Finally, they stop, and she hears the sounds of mighty doors opening slowly.  She stands, waiting for something to happen, in her dark world.  Suddenly, the blindfold is taken off from her eyes, and she blinks in the semi-darkness.  With a cry, she finds herself shoved in through the doors, and is sent sprawling on the floor.  The doors creak shut, and as she struggles back up, she gasps.  There, sitting on a dark throne at the end of the room is a figure. A voice speaks, and she shudders.

Voice sneers, menacing.:  I have summoned you here, elf.  You seem afraid.  Why are you afraid?

[Pippin's mind spins, as she struggles to answer.  Her voice comes out in a harsh whisper.]

What do you want with us?
Voice:  Answer my question!  Why are you afraid?
Pippin feels dizzy, her mind still spinning.  She doesn’t know what was going on.  She had been tired before, but not like this.  Her mind feels as though it were being crushed.

Voice:  I have use of your company.  Tell me where they are.

Pippin struggles to free her mind, and her voice comes out in an almost inaudible whisper.

Pippin:  No.

[The voice rises, menacing still more].  Do you know who I am?  If you did, perhaps you would not be so bold.

Pippin: I-

Voice:  I am The Mouth of Sauron.  Answer me!  

Pippin can only tremble.  As she stands there, she fights to keep her mind her own.  

***** Upper corridor of Angband, 11th of Thrimidge, late evening

[The approaching figure stops]: Elbereth. If you be friend, answer. If you be foe, prepare to die.
Celebsul: That's our confident Aerio all right.  [Calls out to the shadowy figure.] Is that any way to greet your master?

[Aerio races to the group]: Master Celebsul?!! Is it really you? I saw the cave troll and [Grabs Celebsul in an enormous bear hug.]  What happened? He was swinging his mace at you, and. oh I am so glad to see you.  How did you get out of Mordor?  Did you come to rescue us? Thran has been hurt and we need Elvish medicine quickly.  Did you know Pippin has a brother?   [Aerio pauses for breath.] 

[Greene Lady peers into the darkness trying to locate Thran]: Thran, injured?  Where is she?  What kind of injury? 

Aerio: A knife down the forearm.  It appears the blade was poisoned as the wound is festering already. We have her hidden in a cell.

[Greene Lady pats her healer's bag mentally checking its contents]: Take me to her. Quickly.
[Aerio turns to head back the way he came]: Follow me. 

As the group moves rapidly down the corridor, Aerio appears to be counting under his breath.  Celebsul raises a questioning eyebrow.  

Aerio:  I counted my steps and turns as I went, it was the only way to tell where I was in relation to where I left Thran and Amanthoron in this cursed darkness.

[Bramblerose nods]: Excellent idea. Can you tell us more of Pippin or will it disturb your counting?

Aerio smirks: I am quite able to do both.

Sevilodorf and Warg: [snork]

Aerio tosses a quick grin in their direction and continues his rapid pace.  As they move along, Aerio recounts his and Pippin's capture, the torture in the video room the palantir and Thran's meeting with Amanthoron. Soon he leads the group off the main corridor into a smaller passage with many openings.

Ranger Bob: I don't like this. Too many ways for an enemy to come at you. How much further is it?

Aerio: About two hundred steps.  But there are a few turns. [Aerio keeps walking and the rest follow.]
Deby: One thing puzzles me, Aerio.  Why did you call out to us?  How did you know we were here?

Aerio: The orcs know and we overheard them talking.  So rather than attack, I’ve been going along calling out Elbereth.  

Carcharien:  Something puzzles me as well, young Aerio.  Your escape from the orcs seems too easy. How can we be certain you really escaped? That you were not set free to become bait in a trap.

[The company comes to an immediate halt as Aerio stops and turns angrily]: Lord Elf, you can have no certainty beyond my word. 

Dimereg and Esgallyg hasten to their brother’s side. Everyone else appears too stunned to move, except for Celebsul who stands beside his apprentice and stares impassively at Carcharien.

Dimereg: Carcharien, he is right. We have only his word. Which we know to be honorable. Remember your own words, the worst evil created here is the distrust among friends.
Greene Lady: Can we please discuss this after I see to Thran?  Every second is important.

[Carcharien nods to Greene Lady]: We will indeed need to discuss this later.
Aerio bows and takes Greene Lady’s arm to lead her to the last door in a hall opposite a crossroad of three wide corridors. Whistling a short tune, he pushes open the door.  Amanthoron sits against the far wall with an unconscious Thran held against his chest. Tears glitter in the Elf’s eyes.

[Greene Lady gives a faint cry and rushes across the cell, reaching into her pack as she moves]: Lay her on the floor. [Glancing back at the company huddled in the doorway. ] And clear the room. This will not be an easy job. 
[Amanthoron lays Thran gently on the floor.  Greene Lady rapidly removes the wrapping from  Thran’s swollen arm.] Poison. No doubt about it. Now what have I got to solve the problem. [Greene Lady turns to the door]: Honey. I need honey.

[Those in the hall, look at each other in astonishment. Honey? Erin quickly slides off the Warg’s back and scrambles for her pack. ] I know I put some in here.   [Erin grabs the bottom of the pack and up ends it.  A multitude of items rolls across the floor, as Erin digs through the pile.]  Got it!! 

[Erin races into the cell with the honey and skids to a dismayed halt at the sight of Thran’s arm.

Greene Lady grabs the jar of honey and begins smearing it on the wound.]  This will draw out some of the poison.  But we’ve also got to get at the poison already in her system.  Tell Ranger Bob and Bramblerose, I need hot water for a tea. And some bowls, cups and a few knives. Now and no arguments.  [Erin nods and happy for an excuse to flee runs back into the hall with the message.]

Amanthoron:  My Lady, what do you do?

Greene Lady: First, I’m trying to neutralize the poison with the honey. Then I’m going to give her a tea of acorn and oak bark.  Then I’ll use a poultice of moldy bread to reduce this infection.  And while I’m doing all of that, you, Sir Elf are going to be beseeching every power you know for help. [Amanthoron stares in wonder at the plain speaking human, then closes his eyes in pain]

In a short time, Erin returns to the cell carrying a pan of steaming water. Deby follows with several cups, bowls and knives.  Greene Lady signals them to place the utensils on the floor near Thran, then grabs up the ground acorn and oak bark and pours a portion in one of the bowls.  Using a cup, she scoops water from the pan into the bowl.  Thran’s breath has become labored and Erin and Deby watch her anxiously. Greene Lady next takes two dried leaves from her pack and gently crushes them before placing them in another bowl. Once again she scoops water from the pan.  As she pours the steaming water over the leaves a soothing fragrance fills the cell.

[Amanthoron opens his eyes and gazes at Greene Lady]: Athelas?
Greene Lady: Of course.  What else would one use on wounds such as these?

[Greene Lady lifts the bowl of steaming athelas leaves and holds it before Thran’s face.  As Thran  breathes in the steam, her breathing eases and her eyelids flutter open. Greene Lady smiles at her, then pushes her back as Thran tries to sit up].   I’m not through with you yet. Help her to sit up, Sir Elf. So she may drink my potion.

[Greene Lady turns back to the bowl with the ground acorn and oak bark and scoops up a cupful]: Drink this.  It will be bitter, but that just means it’s working correctly.
[Thran gives a feeble smile and with Amanthoron’s help lifts the cup to her lips to drink. The first bitterness makes her gag; but with encouragement from Greene Lady and Amanthoron, Thran drains the cup. Greene Lady motions for Amanthoron to lay Thran back down]. Now, Thran, you are not going to like this next part, but it must be done. I am going to have to open the wound to let all the pus drain out.  It will hurt, but it is necessary.
Thran bites her lip, nods at Greene Lady and grasps Amanthoron’s hand tightly. As Greene Lady uses a cloth from her bag to wipe off the honey she had applied earlier, she notes that the swelling is already going down. Next, she picks up a knife and quickly slices the festering wound.  The fragrance of athelas is quickly covered by that of the pus oozing from the gash in Thran’s arm. Thran moans and squeezes Amanthoron’s hand as Greene Lady gently squeezes the wound to remove all of the pus.  Erin and Deby rush from the cell looking a little faint. 

Finally, Greene Lady is satisfied that she has removed as much of the infection as possible.  Cleaning the wound with almost the last of the water, she takes a covered container from her pack. As she removes a slice of moldy bread from the container, Thran gags.  Greene Lady quickly helps Amanthoron raise Thran and grabs a bowl for her. Amanthoron carefully holds Thran’s hair out of the way. 

[Greene Lady waves aside Thran’s apologies]: My dear that is exactly what you are supposed to do. It gets the poison out of your system.  Now let me finish with this poultice and I will leave you to rest.

*****Angband, outside Thran’s hiding place, 11th of Thrimidge evening/night

While Greene Lady cares for Thran, Ranger Bob and Celebsul deploy the troops to rest and guard the passageways. The myriad of corridors and passages create a maze certain to be known to the orcs, so Dwarves, Elves and Humans are stationed at the closest crossings, straining to hear the footsteps of orcs, yet hoping fervently to hear nothing. Only the hobbits have been excused guard duty as Erin tends to Meri.

Sevilodorf stands with Aerio at a crossing, by Aerio’s count, 250 steps from Thran’s cell. Aerio’s face is more solemn than is usual for him and Sevilodorf worries for her friend. Obviously, what Carcharien said was weighing on Aerio’s mind, but Sevilodorf lacks the courage to bring it into the open. Sighing to herself, she peers into the darkness.

After many minutes, Warg brings news that Greene Lady reports Thran is on the road to recovery. For a moment, the carefree Aerio returns as he trades insults with the Warg, before she moves on to relay the news to the others on guard duty. But soon his morose expression returns.

[Finally he turns to Sevilodorf]: Does everyone believe that I could be a traitor?

Sevilodorf: Not those of us who know you best. Never, it is not in your nature. 

Aerio: To withstand the torments of the video room and the palantir, and then not to be trusted.  I do not know if I can bear it.

Sevilodorf: Aerio, Carcharien has his reasons for worrying. And as unfounded as his worries may be in your case, try to understand him a little. 

Aerio: But who else thinks the way he does? 

[Sevilodorf shrugs and places a hand on the arm of the tall, but young warrior]: Not those who know you. Not those who care. Trust in us, and trust in yourself and you will prove him wrong.  And any others who believe as he does.

Aerio: And how in your few years have you become so wise, human?

Sevilodorf: Few, maybe, compared to you, Elf. But full of experiences you have yet to have. Trust your other friends and me.

[Aerio turning away]: Aye, but there is the rub, I considered Carcharien a friend too.  Who am I to trust?

Sevilodorf turns back to the darkness, determined to speak to Celebsul about his young apprentice and equally determined to give Carcharien a piece of her mind, when next they meet.

Chapter Fifteen

******Angband, Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, late evening

MOS: Tell me, Elf, why your friends have not come...or perhaps you would like me to answer that for you?

Pippin clenches her fists, tears burning her eyes. 

MOS: Here, let me show you. 

Pippin finds herself being pulled to the palantir, which she has not noticed, was next to MOS. She can not stop her feet from moving, and a moment later finds herself looking deep into the palantir. She gasps, as she sees Meri and Erin, held by orcs, and Thran not moving. MOS shows a trace of a smile.

MOS: Still think they are coming to save you?

[Pippin feels the invisible force that was holding her to the palantir loosen, and she jerks away. Pippin's voice comes out, clearly, and angry]: What did you do to Thran? Meri? Erin? What did you do to them?

MOS: I should think it would be obvious-

Pippin clenches her fists again, as she feels the strain on her mind intensify.

Pippin: Why did you ask me where they were? You knew.

MOS: I wanted to see how strong your will is. Sadly, it will not be quite as easy as I had hoped to break you, but don't worry, I shall in time.

Pippin's eyes flash with rage. This is too much. First to be captured, whipped, made to watch inane movies, to be forced to look into that palantir the first time, to be separated from her friends, to know her brother was here somewhere, and now her friends were in serious trouble. Thinking about Thran, and how she had not moved causes Pippin to become even angrier.

MOS: You seem to be fighting me. Why? I could give you power, power beyond your dreams.

[Pippin's voice comes out as almost a whisper]: I don't want power. I want my friends.

MOS: Well, I don't think you really have a choice.

Pippin: You don't give me power, you didn't give it to my kindred, they were deceived! [Her voice shakes with emotion.] I won't join you.

[Suddenly, the power of her mind increases, and she feels rooted to the floor. MOS stands, his voice loud and firm]: I think you will.

Pippin can not move. She tries to speak, but not even a whisper will come forth. She finally collapses, unconscious.

****Outside Thran's hiding place, 11th of Thrimidge, night

The company silently broods, listening intently for any sound in the darkness, and the cries of Thran can be heard echoing, though quiet, and muffled, seemingly loud in the silence. Erin sits by Meri whose head is cradled in her lap, she has slipped into a fitful sleep, and twitches, clutching Erin's ever-faithful hand.


At the guard post closest to Thran’s cell, Dimereg and Esgallyg stand with Dwarves #4 and #5..


Dimereg: I hear something.

Firnelin: Indeed, shh...

Dwarf #4: There is a sound? WHAT KIND OF SOUND...[clink, rustle]

Dwarf #5: No, I hear nothing, and my ears are sharper than the blades of an Elf...

Firnelin, holding up his hand to silence them, walks a bit more down the corridor and pauses, obviously straining for some snippet of sound. Dimereg too, is focused on hearing, and it seems the only sound is the sound of breathing, and or moaning.

[Suddenly Meri's voice breaks the silence]: PIPPIN!

She sits up flailing, and frantically tugs at Erin's dress in a fevered rage. Dimereg quietly pounces to her side and grasps her little hands, speaking soft Elvish in her ear.

Erin: She must be hallucinating, Pippin isn't here...her fever is very high.

Firnelin: ‘Tis the work of the evil in this underworld... he has more power than we know.

Erin: Are you saying Meri knows Pip is in trouble, even though she isn't all here?

Dimereg: It could be he is using the weakest of our band to find a source of trouble for us.

[Meri her eyes wide and wild, grabs the bow strap of Dimereg and says]: He is coming, he has her...he needs her...he...he.... [She collapses, clinging to the Elf, and begins to sob uncontrollably]

[Erin rubbing Meri's back, and checking her head wound cautiously]: Meri, don't cry, we're here...We'll find Pippin, it will be okay...

[Greene Lady, emerging from Thran's hiding place]: Not in her state, she needs to get that fever down, she's taking a turn for the worse.  I have something that might help her sleep more peacefully. Here, let's let her rest beside Thran, at least it is out of the way should...

Firnelin: There it is again...the sound.

Greene Lady: Even I heard that, it is Orc armor... sends the chills down my spine.


Firnelin races to inform Celebsul and Bramblerose of the noise and to pull the guards from the other corridors. Erin helps Dimereg carry Meri and the backpacks into Thran's hiding place, where they gingerly set her beside the busy Greene Lady, who begins to place cool wet cloths on her head, and to comfort the suffering Thran.

[Ranger Bob calling from the doorway]: Dimereg, we need your bows... leave the sick to the women.

Erin: Women indeed...

Bramblerose: Women indeed! Blossom Bob, get your foot out of your mouth and your butt over here. 


[Deby overhears this as she comes up with Azaelia]: Bob, are you running your mouth again? What did I tell you before?
[Ranger Bob looks into the impassive eyes of Bramblerose, Deby, Azaelia and Erin. He shudders and mutters]: Sorry. 


Dwarf #3: Arrr, let them come!

Bramblerose: I believe you are overly optimistic young Dwarf. [She listens intently.] They seem to be coming from at least three directions. We'll have to set up the bows in front and split up. I don't like this at all.

Warg: Awwwwwwwwwwwwwoo [Warg bounds into view] They're coming at Aerio and Sevi, Carcharien and Esgallyg, and Dwarves 1 and 2. They are retreating towards here in good order.

Bramblerose: Good!

Dimereg and Firnelin: GOOD?!?

Bramblerose: Yes good, they will all converge here. All three of those tunnels come out right in front of us; we can concentrate all our efforts there instead of splitting up. And if they all come out there I can summon the Jabberwockies again.

[Celebsul nods at Bramblerose's wisdom]: Yes, now if ever is when we need the Jabberwockies. Listen! I think I hear our front guards. Everyone with bows step up to cover them! Bramble, wait to call the Jabberwockies until the orcs are heavy upon us!

Everyone with bows steps up to the three tunnels. The Dwarves and everyone with swords range themselves behind the front line. Erin and Greene Lady pull out their swords as they stay back to guard Meri and Thran. The Warg sits beside them growling softly.

The atmosphere is tense as first Carcharien and Esgallyg come running out of the tunnel.

Esgallyg: I don't know what this is! Those are not ordinary orcs! We shot when we saw them, but they did not fire in return!

Carcharien: It's a trap like I said! Where is Aerio? Not here? He is conspiring with those orcs then!

Firnelin: But Sevilodorf is with him. Neither would betray us. You speak in haste and anger brother. Do not jump to conclusions!

Dwarves 1 and 2 come pelting out of their tunnel

Dwarf 2: This is something fishy. These orcs are wearing different badges than the ones we killed earlier. The orcs before had big red lips as their badge, these have a glittering circle.

[Celebsul and Bramblerose look at each other and gasp]: Sauron!

Carcharien: That's all we need! Trapped between two enemies!

Celebsul: Where are Aerio and Sevilodorf? I'm starting to get worried!

Bramblerose: Listen! The orcs have stopped approaching. Only three pairs of feet advance towards us from Aerio and Sevi's tunnel.

The company listens as the footsteps get closer and closer. Suddenly, Aerio and Sevi are seen with an orc between them talking earnestly.

Orc: And so's ya see, Sauron is real upset wif MOS. I mean, he's not a-payin' no rent here an' he went and destroyed th' Burpin' Troll. I means, we's all like that place... nice gettaway from Sauron’s new disco deal. So's when he heard that MOS was a-gettin' too big fer his britches over 'ere, we's was sent out to lend a hand.... 

[Celebsul goes forward to pat the orc on the back]: Gubbitch! You old so-and-so. What are you doing here? And you still owe me from our last game of cribbage. 

Gubbitch: Hi CB, like I wos sayin' Sauron's not real pleased that the BT got trashed. He also su'pects tha' MOS 'as plans to use that there Pippin's hidden skills for some sort a take-over bid. We gotta name for our mission, 'Seedless Apple'. Hawdy haw. Got to get the Pip out. Owe yer? How abou' Double-or-Quits? We 'elp rescue the Pip and you pay me double.

Celebsul: Okay. If we succeed, I'll give you thirty-two matchsticks. Anyway, what are these 'hidden skills' of Pippin's that MOS is so eager to exploit?

Gubbitch: Don't rightly know, but ah 'eard someone mention 'magical mental strength' whaddava that is. Anyway, if she knew she'd got it, she'd be doin' sommat about it. So, should I bring on the boys?


[Carcharien, in disbelief]: Bring on the what?

[Gubbitch blinks his beady yellow eyes]: The boys. The lads. Th' rest o' th' mob.

[Carcharien's knuckles whiten around the stave of his bow]: What mad Orcish devilry is this? Celebsul, you and your precious apprentice would lead us to our deaths!

[Sevilodorf, seeking a tone of conciliation]: Carcharien, you remember old Gubbitch from the BT. He is a regular among us. He plays cribbage with Celebsul all the time and he sweeps up at night. He -.

[Carcharien, eyes blaze cold fire]: He is the Enemy, dear lady, no matter how many clods his foul feet have trod into the Burping Troll. Do you know how many of my brethren have died - or worse! - at the vile hands of his kindred? Do you know how many of his kind I have slain myself? And I would fain spill his blood like bad wine, than trust a single word from his lips. The truth is not in an Orc, neither is trust.

A murmur of unease ripples among the six Elven brothers, and Bramblerose, Azaelia, and Deby find themselves wishing they could shrink away from the tightening web of tension. Only Aerio remains undaunted.

[Aerio, with a dry snort]: And little trust in yourself, either, I'd say.

[Carcharien spins to face the younger Elf, then takes one long, hard stride to face him]: No trust for you, brother. Tell me, what did the Enemy subject you to, and your dear Master, there, whilst you were locked in these dark walls? How much of your mind is still your own, eh?

Celebsul: Carcharien! That is not -.

[Aerio, stands tight-jawed and straight as a spear while facing his accuser]: No. Let him speak. Let him say as he will. Let him do the Enemy's work for him. Let him make enemies where we have none, and turn the whip upon those who suffer most. 

Carcharien: Do you not hear me? You and I, all of us, we have spent our lives defending against the Enemy, and now you bring them among us - as comrades? Or as collaborators? Riddle me that, for what you speak is beyond all reason!

Sevilodorf: I don't understand either, but -.

Carcharien: Lady, with respect, you understand even less than you know.

Aerio: Tell me, Carcharien, then do you suppose poor Thran is a traitor, also?

[Carcharien, suddenly flustered]: Thran is wounded. She is unable to -.

[Aerio interrupts]: And what of Pippin? She's been in their hands longest. Shall we then abandon her as tainted? Shall -?

Erin: STOP IT!

All eyes turn to the hobbit's sudden outburst as she stamped her way between them. Her eyes were wide and furious and tear-filled, all at once.

Erin: Just stop it, all of you! Don't you see what you're doing? Don't you see what is happening? 

Celebsul: Lass, it will be well.

Erin: It will not, if you don't all bloody SHUT UP!

Shocked silence. Erin hiccups a sob and plunges ahead as angry, fearful tears begin dribbling down her cheeks.

Erin: Just look at us, will you? This is not just any lark. This is not just any hunt. We are somewhere in the very bowels of Angband, for pity's sake! We are hurting and maybe dying and who knows what they're doing to Pippin. Meri keeps dreaming her and she needs us, and I'm tired of Orcs and tunnels and fighting and I want to go home and will you all just please shut up and let's go rescue Pippin? Please? Just ...

Esgallyg steps behind Erin and drops his slender fingers to his little hobbit friend's shoulders. She straightens at his calming touch, but there is nothing she can do about the embarrassing muddy tear tracks streaking her face.

Esgallyg: I shall not fight beside an Orc. That I can never do. But if they wish to do battle with whoever wears the badge of this Mouth of Sauron, then far be it from me to stand in their way.

Celebsul: First sensible thing anyone's said in the last twenty-four hours.

Bramble, Azaelia, and Deby exchange looks of wary hopefulness. Being caught in strife between Elven kindred and dear friends is, they have found, an altogether miserable place to stand.

[Firnelin, with a wry grin]: Aye, with any luck they'll soon all be so busy slaughtering each other, they won't notice our two-score and four tip-toeing about the place.

Celebsul: Right, then. How about this. Gubbitch, bring your lads along as you like. We're going to go perform a prison break. Anything that does not look like an Elf, hobbit, or human -.

Dwarf #5: {*Hmm-MMM!*}

[Celebsul, with a slight bow]: - or Dwarf, is yours to hack, hew, bend, fold, spindle or - er, you know the rest.

Gubbitch: Sounds a right plan to me. I'll pass th' nod to the lads, then.

[Suddenly Greene Lady's voice whispers from the shadows behind them.] Thran's eyes are opening. Someone bring another torch.

Aerio grabs a torch from Dwarf 5 and rushes into Thran’s cell, followed closely by Sevilodorf, Celebsul and Erin who goes immediately to sit beside a sleeping Meri.  As the rest try to crowd in the small room, Greene Lady waves them off. Bramblerose notices Carcharien and Anbarad giving Gubbitch’s retreating figure hard stares and stays behind to prevent trouble.  Signaling to Ranger Bob and Azaelia, Bramblerose begins assigning new guard duties.

[Thran is sitting up against the wall and gently flexing her arm]: Oh, the pain has gone. I feel so much better ... but a little strange. W.. what is happening now?

Sev kneels down besides Thran and explains the situation to her. Thran then turns her eyes to Greene Lady and thanks her for her almost magical care.

Thran: You say that Pippin is rumored to have a magical mental strength. I have heard of that. It is a rare gift. It is said that the bearers often do not realize their power, though it still allows them to bring either good or evil into the world at their own whimsy or by the manipulation of others. Those who do realize can become powerful forces in their own right. I believe that the gift can, under a firm will, alter the minds of others and make them behave as the bearer wishes. 

Celebsul: Sheesh, are you saying Pippin can brainwash people?

Thran: If she so chooses, but I think she would only do so for good reason. If only she knew her power, but it seems she does not, as yet. Where is Amanthoron, for sight of him would complete my healing.

Celebsul crouches down on Thran’s other side: The last we knew he was here with you. Where would he have gone?

[Thran looks bewildered for a second, then looks to Aerio]: Do you think he went to find Pippin? Without us?   [As Thran struggles to rise to her feet, Sevilodorf and Celebsul look to the doorway at Greene Lady who gives a brief nod. Sevilodorf and Celebsul turn to steady Thran, but she shakes them off.] I’m fine. Really.  I’ve got to do this, because we’ve got to go find them as quickly as possible.  If the Boss gets both Pippin and Amanthoron together, he will be able to use one as a lever against the other.  

Celebsul: And if Pippin has this power, does her twin as well?

[Thran turns an anxious face toward Celebsul]: Even worse.  As twins, they can probably boost each other’s power. If the Boss can turn either one to evil, he would have force as powerful as any seen since Morgoth ruled these dungeons ages ago.

[Meri’s quiet voice startles the group]: He hasn’t got her yet.  She’s resisting with every bit of her being. I can feel it. I can see it in my mind.  [Meri shudders and Erin leans to hold her tightly.]  We must help her!! She wants us.

Aerio: Then we must go. I can get us back to where I was held captive, perhaps there we can find Amanthoron or Pippin.

Erin [quietly]: I just hope we are in time.

*****Tunnels of Angband, on way to Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, night

Amanthoron slips silently down the passage, carefully avoiding the many companies of orcs preparing for battle.  From their talk, he realizes that the Boss now has some extra problems to keep him occupied. Smiling grimly at the thought of the minions of Sauron and his ex-lieutenant fighting each other, Amanthoron hopes their business with each other will allow him time enough to find Pippin.  It has been so long since he has seen her.  His heart aches as he thinks of the torment she is facing. Will she have enough strength to resist?  Will he be in time?

Chapter Sixteen

**** Outside Thran’s hiding place, 11th of Thrimidge night

When Thran walks slowly out the door of the cell, she is greeted with a slobbering kiss from the Warg and hard embraces from Deby, Bramblerose and Azaelia.  With a blushing face, Thran returns their affection, then turns to Celebsul: We really must hurry, Pippin can not hold out much longer.

Greene Lady: Thran will continue healing much quicker if her worries about Pippin and Amanthoron are relieved.  As for Meri, if the Warg will be so kind as to provide transportation again, I think we can move her safely.  Much of her distress comes from her tie with Pippin. 
As the Warg readily gives her consent, the company gathers packs and weapons.  The outermost guards are called back as the group follows Aerio down the left tunnel.  Occasionally companies of orcs are seen moving in the shadows, but all bear the sign of the EYE and do not hinder the groups passage. Carcharien and Anbarad mutter at the sight of these “friends”, but sharp looks from Dimereg prevent them from doing more.

[After a seemingly endless time in the dark labyrinth of tunnels, Celebsul]: Are we getting close to the cells yet Aerio?

Aerio: I think we're nearly there ... hold on ... did I just hear something up ahead?

Bramblerose: I heard something too.

Warg: Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr

The company freezes in silence, with just the slight whisper of weapons being readied. Slowly, from out of the shadows in front, a figure emerges.

[Thran rushes forward]: Amanthoron!

[Amanthoron gathers her for a quick hug and looks intently into her face]: I just knew it was you. I can almost hear your thoughts.

The party gathers around Amanthoron, who hugs Thran again and asks if she is feeling well.

Aerio: If you don't mind me asking, do you often sense the presence of people?

Amanthoron: I've never really thought about it, but now you mention it, I think I sometimes do. In fact, I think I can sense where Pippin might be, in the same way as I could sense Thran. I thought I was just following instinct.

Sevilodorf: You might share Pippin's magical gifts.

Erin: Maybe you can reach her in thought, or turn aside her tormentors. Anything is worth a try.

Amanthoron: I don't know. Do I have such gifts, and how do I use them?

Meri: I have no magical gifts that I know of, but I can almost hear Pippin. It feels like she is calling out to us. Amanthoron, please try to send your thoughts to her. Please let her know that she has weapons to fight with, and that help is at hand.

*******Pippin, 11th of Thrimidge, night

Pippin stirs, as she seems to hear something. Trying to shrug off the foul weight on her mind, she bends her thoughts toward the sound. Again, it comes, haunting her thoughts. It is something ...elusive. Trying to fight the constraint of MOS’s powers, she tries to hone in on the thoughts that are invading her mind. Suddenly, it all becomes clear. It is Amanthoron. Alert now, she understands. They were coming, her brother was near, and she can feel it. But he didn't know where she was, not exactly. She tries to call out, to let Amanthoron know where she is. However, MOS has noticed now that Pippin is alert, and again his will is dominating hers. Defiant, Pippin struggles to send a message, something to let Amanthoron find her. MOS sneers.

MOS: You think your brother can help you? No, but he can help me. Call him, It will do you no good, ‘twould be only helping me. So, if you insist, call him.

With that, he lifts slightly the weight on her mind. Pippin furrows her brow. If she calls her brother, he will come, she knows that. But if he comes, then MOS will have them both right where he wants them. And what about her friends? What will happen to them? But if she doesn’t call her brother now that she is able, then how will she ever be rescued? A tear starts to sting her eye, but she banishes it quickly. Finally, she decides. She lifts her eyes toward MOS, defiant.

Pippin: No. I won’t let you have my friends, or my brother. 

MOS: You’re not going to make this easy, are you, pitiful Elf. [MOS seems to spit the hateful word from his mouth.] Well, I gave you a chance, and you have refused it. You are mine now. Forgot those friends, they shan’t come.

Pippin raises her chin, angry.

Pippin: I won’t follow you. I would rather die. 

[Suddenly, an orc appears, and goes up to MOS, talking swiftly]: There’s evil close sir. What should we do wit em’?

MOS: Which ones?

Orc: A whole bunch, Dwarves, Elves, men, hobbits, wargs, they got everythin’.

MOS: Bring me the Elf, Amanthoron. He carries a sharp sword, tall, red-haired. Looks much like her [Points to Pippin.]

Orc: Whad ‘bout the othars?

MOS: Kill them.

[Pippin fights angry tears. Her voice is shrill and desperate.] You can’t kill them! You can’t! Why I’ll-

MOS suddenly wields his power on her mind, causing her to drop to her knees. The weight is almost unbearable.

MOS [to orc]: I’m afraid we’ll have to put her somewhere, but if you get the other elf, bring her back to me.

With that, the orc again blindfolds Pippin, and begins to lead her away. The weight is not lifted from her mind, and Pippin has a hard time walking under the burden. The whip of the orc snaps, and she cries out in pain. 


***Tunnels On way to Pippin, midnight

[Amanthoron's face is tense with concentration as he tries to contact Pippin. Suddenly an incredulous expression crosses his face]: I can sense her!! She knows we are here. She's trying to tell us where... [Disappointment shadows his eyes.] It's gone. For a moment, I could almost speak to her, but now nothing. Nothing more than I felt before. It was like a door was suddenly closed between us. [Amanthoron reaches to Thran, who clasps his hand tightly.] What can have happened?

Bramblerose: I don't know. But I do know how to find Pippin. [Bramblerose takes the wand from her belt, places it on her hand and whispers to it. The wand turns slowly toward the right.] This way. Carefully now, Gubbitch has had time to get his boys in position, and I expect those who fight for the Mouth are soon going to be in very bad moods.

The company moves off down the corridor a few at a time. Bramblerose with the wand in the lead trailed closely by Ranger Bob, Amanthoron, Thran and Celebsul. Following them is Warg carrying Meri with Erin trotting along beside accompanied by Dimereg and Esgallyg. Aerio, Sevilodorf and Dwarves 4 and 5 come next. Azaelia, Deby, Belegalda and Firnelin assisting Greene Lady make up the next group. As rear guards are Anbarad, Carcharien and Dwarves 1, 2, and 3. 

Each groups slips from shadowy recess to shadowy recess. Columns of black obsidian have replaced the carved images of the wider corridors, which reflect the flickering lights of the torches. 

[Meri, mumbling]: Thran ...

[Dimereg instantly steps to her side, steadying her on the Warg's furry back]: Go easy, lass.

[But Meri's eyes are again bright and attentive in the dim torchlight, as she straightens and looks ahead into the shadows. Her little hobbit brow crimps in lines of worry.]: I'm all right. But Thran ... I can't ... I almost knew where she was, but now I don't, any more.

[Erin, sadly]: Amanthoron says he can't hear her any more, either.

[Meri feels the vibration of the Warg's low growl beneath her. Meri, hastily trying for reassurance]: I'm sure it's nothing, Wargy. I bet it's just - they have her someplace we can't hear her, right? Right?

[Dimereg and Esgallyg exchange quiet glances, then look away. Softly Dimereg replies]: Let us hope, little one.

Erin reaches up to squeeze Meri's hand, and the group continues forward. Now the airs of the great stone corridor change, no longer earthy and vaguely metallic with the natural scents of underground, but now taking on a sour, dank odor.

[Erin, whispering]: Whew. It smells like wet, stinky Ranger boots stuck too close to the fire at the Burping Troll.

Esgallyg: Yrch.

Erin's eyes widen. Enough Orcs that even she could smell them? The black shadows seem to lean towards them with physical weight, and Erin presses closer to the Warg's steadily pacing form. Suddenly she thinks she could understand Carcharien's suspicions, for if Gubbitch played them foul now, they would none of them see Sun or Stars again.

Suddenly Ranger Bob flings a hand up to signal a halt, as he and his Elven companions drop to a crouch. All stop in their tracks. The air moves a bit now, a foul breath of darkness that touches their faces like the feathery wings of some unclean thing. The torch in Celebsul's hand abruptly describes a brief arc, then gutters to blackness. Amanthoron backs from the shadows towards them. Pausing beside the first group, he speaks in a whisper.

Amanthoron: Snuff your torch. There is enough light to go by, if we but bide a moment. We have arrived.

With that, he whisks again into shadow to relay his message back. Erin swallows with a suddenly flannel-dry throat, as Esgallyg dips their torch towards the floor. Blackness swoops upon them like a giant shroud, and Erin twists to look back over her shoulder. Even as she watches, Firnelin douses his torch, and only the rear-guard's remains, a mere candle-flame in inky dark. Then it, too, is swept to black. She feels more than sees Amanthoron’s light-footed return to the lead.

Yet as he had promised, slowly shapes begin to take form, as their eyes adjust to the darkness. Somewhere ahead, a far, faint bluish light shines, as from high skylights set unseen in vaulted ceilings. No more are they underground. Now they tread the very halls of Angband itself, and the stone beneath their feet smoothes as once more the company eases into motion.

PSSST!

The harsh hiss knives over the sudden splatter of feet, and a gnarled form dashes past them. Erin gasps, but Esgallyg catches her arm.

Esgallyg: 'Tis Celebsul's Orc, Gubbitch. Now we shall see.

Ahead, brief whispers hiss, then Gubbitch scampers back into the shadows and is gone. Now Ranger Bob's lanky shadow-shape paces back to them.

Ranger Bob: Gubbitch says go ahead for one hundred paces more, then wait for his signal.

Dimereg: What signal is that?

[Ranger Bob's teeth gleam briefly white, as he replies]: He says we'll know.

The message relays back, the company counts their paces forward. Then halt in their tracks, sinking upon their haunches in an effort to become part of the black-shadowed obsidian walls arching high and cold around them. Yet as their stillness wraps them in heavy silence, a muffled sound grows elsewhere, rhythmic and heavy. It thump-thump-thump-thumps like the gears of a mill wheel, and a single distant voice harshly cries out as if in question. They heard Orc feet, all realize, iron-shod death jogging on countless legs in corridors just beyond sight. Is that Gubbitch's signal? Or will the Enemy suddenly thunder from the shadows upon them? Clammy hands tighten upon weapons in the dark, and hearts bound high in cotton-dry throats. However, Ranger Bob and the Elves in the lead remain motionless, so the others follow suit.
And then -.

A howl explodes like the shriek of a thousand deaths, like the mad scream of a thousand agonies, and then it becomes a great, terrible chorus of rage and horror and hatred. The very air shakes with the pound of charging feet - yet they see no one.

Ranger Bob: Well, folks, there's our signal! Let's move!

Erin stumbles, as her heart seems frozen in her chest, choking her. Skirmish and fight the little hobbit had seen, but nothing had ever sounded like this. Firm hands seize her arm and hasten her feet, and she complies without thinking. The vaulted dark halls echo the clash and smash and bone-snapping thud of battle amidst a howling chorus of hateful rage, and the company speeds without urging.

Abruptly their corridor widens and dim distant light falls from a narrow skylight far above. The company has reached an intersection in the mapless halls. They halt for but an instant, then Celebsul waves a quick gesture and again they fly. Erin flashes a quick glance back towards the way not taken - and wishes she had not. Forever she would see that single glimpse of nightmare come to life, of a horrid sea of terrible bounding, twisting forms in evil bluish light, of slashing and smashing and bits of things falling in ghastly sundered pieces.

With a gasp she spins and pelts ahead, passing even the Warg. Gubbitch has done a favor, aye, by diverting the forces of the Mouth of Sauron from the rescue party. However, Esgallyg has been right. No one would fight beside an Orc. This day they were allies in brief purpose, perhaps, but never in method and never in means.

The Elves weave their way back among their fellows. Anbarad grabs Carcharien, who has inexplicably dropped his arms to his side and become rooted to the floor. Dimereg and Anbarad exchange a glance. Anbarad stays close to Carcharien’s side as they return to position. 


The company continues at a brisk pace until the chaos of battle dims to hideous echoes in turns of the corridors behind them. There they slow to a fast walk, Hobbit and Warg panting softly, and the Dwarves a bit more noisily.

Moments later, the company stops once more. Before them rises a great, black door, taller than three men standing atop each other’s shoulders, and wide enough for two carts through at once.

Deby: What's this?

Amanthoron: The door to perdition, m'lady.

[Meri still clings white-knuckled to the Warg's thick ruff. Now her face is pallid as a small moon as she whispers]: Pippin ...

[Amanthoron anxiously spins to face her, his keen Elven ears hearing even that soft sound.]: What of Pippin? What do you perceive, little one?

[Meri's eyes are wide and glittering in the dim light, as she replies]: Nothing. I think ... I think she's very close now, but I think she's trying NOT to think of us. At all. It's like ... like she's holding her breath or something.

Amanthoron's eyes close as if in a sudden pain, and he turns sharply to face the great door's blank, cold face. Thran eases to stand beside him, her presence speaking more eloquently than poor words could have.

Ranger Bob: Well, it appears to be locked, and there's no key under the mat. Any ideas?

[Dwarf #2, growling]: Aye, an axe will take care of any lock an orc could make.

Greene Lady: And bring the butler to check on intruders, too, I'd expect.

Deby: And probably we'd hate to meet the butler.

Bramblerose: Men. Why do they always want to break things? This has served us so far, let me try it for another use. [With that, Bramble again pulls the wand from her belt, and walks towards the coldly-gleaming door.]

Aerio: Well, whatever you do, best make it snappy. I think we're about to have visitors.
[Even as he speaks, the Elves are again nocking arrows to bowstrings and peering into the gloom behind them.]

Dwarf #2: Again?

Dwarf #6: Hey, you wanted to use your ax.

Dwarf #2: @#$*[%

[Carcharien, pulling back his bow, whispers in Elvish urgently]: Anbarad! Your eyes are the more night-sighted, what do you see?

[Anbarad responds in the same tongue]: Nothing as yet.

Carcharien: You speak with surety? Do you not see something?

[Anbarad pauses, taking in the sheen of sweat on Carcharien’s brow]: Nay, brother. 


There was one thought in all minds, however. If they could get that door open, and speedily, perhaps they could slam it again between themselves and whatever new threat the Elves perceived approaching. IF they could get the door open. And if whatever lay beyond was not worse.

[Bramblerose raises the wand and points it toward the door]: Protonous Acceleratos! [The wand shudders and glows faintly.  As Bramblerose stares at the wand, the glow reddens and becomes gradually brighter until all must shield their eyes. Bramblerose suddenly drops the wand to the floor and shakes her hand.] Hot!! It’s gotten hot. 

Celebsul:  And that door is not opening either.

[Aerio reaches out and places his hand on the door]. It’s vibrating and growing warm.

Ranger Bob: Do we let it  [Waves his sword toward the wand.] keep trying or do we let the Dwarves have their way with the door?

Deby: Whatever you are going to do, hurry it up. 

The sound of pounding feet echoes in the hall and the garbled voices of many orcs could be heard drawing nearer. 

Esgallyg: Well, it would seem the victors of the battle are on their way here. Dare we wait to discover who won? 

[Carcharien mutters and steps forward]: It matters not which. 

Anbarad reaches out to his shoulder, but stops in dismay when Carcharien flinches.

Anbarad, concerned, whispers in Elvish: Brother.... 

At that moment, the door begins to shake violently. Cracks form in its surface spreading in ever thickening webs from the center.  As they watch with astonished eyes, the door bursts inward in a myriad of flying slivers of obsidian.  Within the room, a blue light flickers, then grows brighter and a silky voice is heard biding them to Enter.

Chapter Seventeen

*****Corridors to the Chamber of MOS, 12th of Thrimidge, predawn

[Voice within, purring and smooth as a cat with blood in its jaws]: Most impressive, my pretty ones. Oh, do come in ... You have almost found that which you seek.

The light intensifies to an icy blue-black, back-lighting a tall, dark-robed form, which stands in the center of the chamber beyond the now-shattered door. They watch it languidly bring a white hand before its breast, and hold it cup-wise - where a second, small bloom of pallid blue-white light ignited. Holding this light as a lamp, the dark figure casts back its hood - and the company gasps as one.

The figure is a woman, or at least had once been a woman. Its gaunt face is white and shiny as onion skin, with red painted in a great, gaudy smear on each hollow cheek, purple lipstick framing a ghastly [it is supposed to be alluring] smile, and arched eyebrows painted onto the clean-plucked pallidness of its brow.

[Celebsul, whispering in shock]: A Elbereth!

[The dark figure chuckles low and sultry]: That name holds no pain for me. In fact ... I rather like Elves. Pretty Elves. Lovely Elves. Long, silky hair and such smooth skin, and butts like -

[A second voice sharply shatters the momentary trance]: MARY SUE! Omigawd, will you like, remember what you're doing?

[Instantly the first figure wheels, voice sharpening to a squawk like nails on chalkboard]: Oh, fer sure, Mary Lou! Like, I know what I'm doing, you cow!

Bramblerose: Ai, there's two of them!

Celebsul groans, Ranger Bob gulps, and three of the Elves and four of the Dwarves slap their hands to their foreheads in dismay. From the shadows a second, similar dark form emerges.

Aerio: So I see, but two of what?

[Ranger Bob, in an ominous voice]: They were once females. Rabid fan-girl human females. But they became obsessed with Elves and people who look like Elijah Wood. Blinded by lust, they used too much Clairol Frost & Tip, too many false eyelashes, and too many hot wax treatments. Now they are the ruins you see now. They are ... the Nazgirls. Neither living nor dead. 

Aerio: I dunno, they look kind of cute ... In an over-permed sort of way.

Celebsul: Beware! For great and subtle is their treachery!

Mary Sue and Mary Lou laugh and cackle wildly.

Mary Lou: You have but two choices. Follow us, and take your chances against the power of the Mouth of Sauron ... Or stay here, and take your chances with what I hear rumbling up the corridors now, and never see your precious Pippin again.

The mention of her name electrifies the company, Wargy growls, the hobbits gasps, and Amanthoron and Aerio both clasps hands to their weapons. They know well the cruel torture done within these black walls.

Mary Sue: Well, if they stay, I'll stay, too. I kind of like that pretty Elf right there. Doesn't he have just the dreamiest eyes?

Belegalda's eyes widen, as the Nazgirl's purple-nailed finger points directly at him. Two of the Dwarves step defensively between them, axes ready.

Mary Sue: And you Dwarves are rather ruggedly handsome, too -.

The Dwarves blanch. [Quite a trick when 3/4's of ones face is covered in beard.] Ranger Bob whimpers. Firnelin reaches to steady Belegalda, who looks about to faint from sheer panic.

Mary Lou: Mary SUE! Like, come ON!

Meanwhile, the growing rumble of approaching feet echoes in the corridors beyond, and there is every chance that Gubbitch and his lads might not be the victors of the bloody battle back there in the dark.

Greene Lady: We need a decision and that soonest.

Sevilodorf: I vote we follow. We're found out, so let's see where this gets us. After all, we've enough of us here to give ol' MOS a good bellyache.

Dwarf #5: Fight here, or fight later, where's the difference? I say follow, as well.

[Deby, with an exasperated sigh]: All right, you two Max Factor rejects. Lead on, and we'll see if we can't smack your mighty Mouth in the gob, eh?

With an evil giggle, the two Nazgirls turn as one, the leader still holding her bluish globe of hand-fire. The company will follow, but warily, and Belegalda was only too glad to join the Elven archers as rear-guard. Peril before, and peril behind - where now did the rescuers' path lead?

[Amanthoron's fair face is grim, as he strides with eyes forward. Softly he whispers, to the unhearing dark]: Pippin, my sister, hold fast - I come!

Beside him Thran hears, and grim sadness fills her. Her Elven resilience suffers still from the effects of her poisoned wound, but greater than any physical weakness is the power of her resolve. There has been too much of hurts already, and she silently swears that she will see no more harm brought either to her friend Pippin, nor to Pippin's noble brother who so willingly risked his life, his all, for the sister he loves.

[Meanwhile, Aerio is whispering: I still don't see what's so bad about Nazgirls]: I mean, other than way too much lip-gloss.

[Celebsul, whispering in reply]: Be not deceived, my young friend. You have never seen {shudders} a Nazgirl fan-frenzy.


[Celebsul whispering] However, Aerio, as these, er, "girls" seem to have a weak spot for elves, perhaps we should try to exploit it.

Aerio: How?

Celebsul: Just follow the master.[Celebsul moves up to walk alongside Mary Sue and Mary Lou]

Mary Sue: Hellooo. What are you after, Elfy? It wouldn't be my nice blue light, would it? [snigger]

Celebsul: No, ma'am. Just wondered if you looked as good close up.

Mary Sue: And ... ?

Celebsul: Even better, if you don't mind me saying so.

Mary Sue: [Giggle] You don't look so bad yourself.

Mary Lou: [Pout]

Aerio: [Also moving to the front] Mary Lou, do you mind if I walk alongside you? I've always wanted to meet a Nazgirl.

Mary Lou: Have you? Why you sweet young thang. Can I give you an autograph?

Aerio: Oh please. [baring his chest] Could you write it across my heart?

Mary Sue: [Pout]

Celebsul: [Pout] Erum, do you mind, Mary Sue, if I touch your beautiful hair?

Mary Sue: Feel free, my handsome elf.

Celebsul: [reaching out to her hair] It feels like silk. [Thinks: ARGH, I'll never get my hand unstuck from this concrete]

Mary Lou: [Pout]

Aerio: Mary Lou, your eyes are like sapphires, sparkling in a dark, velvet night sky.

Mary Lou: And yours are like Elijah Wood's! Cummon, give me a snog, you demon!

Aerio: [Signaling: HELP!]

Celebsul: [Signaling: I said follow, not rush in front!]

Dimereg gives a soft but very un-Elf like snort and shakes his head at the young Elf’s recklessness. A thought strikes him. He turns to check the company. Sees hobbits, warg, Dwarves, humans, various elves, and Anbarad bringing up the rear making "dreamy eyes" at Belegalda, but no Carcharien. 

[Dimereg, through a hissing intake of breath]: Anbarad! 

Anbarad alerts to Dimereg’s urgent call and meets his eye. A flicker passes between them. Anbarad stops in his tracks and quickly searches for his charge. Over his face fleets a sequence of alarm and guilt, settling on panicked dismay. He starts forward, catches Dimereg’s eye, and raises a hand as if to call out. Dimereg quickly shakes his head, “no.” 

Dimereg searches the faces of the fellowship. Celebsul and Aerio remain engaged in their efforts to distract the Nazgirls. Ranger Bob, Amanthoron, Thran and Bramble whisper among 0themselves. Dimereg catches a word here and there, “Pippin.” Sevilodorf, Azaelia and Deby walk in a group with the Dwarves interspersed, watching the Nazgirls’ every move. The Warg looks torn between the impulse to grab a Nazgirl between her jaws to rescue Aerio [No one slobbers on Aerio but HER!] and her concern for the well being of her burden. Lastly, he searches for Meri’s face and he hesitates, torn. Erin watches, the exchange of glances and tension concerns her, but the ability of the Elven brothers to communicate as if they were of one mind leaves her mystified as to the cause. 

[Esgallyg clasping Dimereg’s arm above the elbow and whispers]: Stay with your heart. We will find him.

[Dimereg returning the gesture]: Do not forget where else my heart lies.

Esgallyg nods and slips to the back of the company, meeting Anbarad. Firnelin and Belegalda are engaged in a fiercely whispered debate about which of the two will accompany Esgallyg and Anbarad, with brief references to “dreamy eyes” and the horror of AquaNet. Belegalda’s terror lends steel to his usually pacific nature and he wins. Firnelin joins the Dwarves as rearguard while Esgallyg, Anbarad and a relieved-looking Belegalda drop behind and fade into the shadows. 

In silence, they retrace their steps. Long years of living and hunting together give them familiarity with the intent behind each step, glance, and pause. No ears but their own could hear them. No eyes but their own could see them.

Anbarad leads the way by sight and feel. He lived long with Carcharien and knows the touch of his mind and feels the lack of it keenly. 

They pass the ruined door and pause together. Anbarad closes his eyes and feels. 

He shakes his head. Nothing. Not here.

A low rumble instantly stops them. The three drop to defensive postures in unison. The rumble again. This time louder and with sharper overtones. 

Esgallyg signals to hide and they slip behind the columns lining the hall. The stones beneath vibrate with the oncoming drums of iron-shod feet. 

Belegalda, hidden in an alcove, the furthest behind, draws his bow. Esgallyg and Anbarad slip their knives from their sheathes. They are but three against an unknown enemy. They breathe very quietly, and wait.

The stones begin to groan and shift beneath their feet in sympathy with the approaching pounding. Dust falls from the ceiling in a reversed plume to the floor. Elven eyes glitter in the shadows. 

The pounding accelerates, as if each stone rattling against its mate struggles for freedom. A stone falls behind them. The Elves hold their place. 

Echoes of individual feet rebound down side halls. The Elves tense and ready their weapons. A red light dully flickers in the hallway below them. Their nostrils flare and they drop deeper into the shadows. 

Belegalda uneasily shifts position, anticipating the change in cover that he needs to hide himself from the approaching torchlight. And disappears.

No clank of sword. No shriek. No command. No snarl. The pounding of feet and the now unanimous vibrations in the surrounding stonework obliterates all sound. 

Esgallyg signals Anbarad for readiness. He turns to Belegalda's position and his eyes widen in surprise and fear. The red light below them intensifies and breaks off into many smaller lights flickering in and out of the columns. 

Anbarad, disconcerted by the break in his brother's actions, he looks for what has caught Esgallyg's attention. He startles and leans toward the alcove. Esgallyg grabs him. They need no words to know what the other is thinking. There is no time. But we must. No! Anbarad! NO! 

Anbarad darts out of position. The red glow catches his hair as he speeds to the alcove that once sheltered Belegalda. Esgallyg swears, but follows, glancing behind him. Wishes he hadn't. He can see the dark mass carrying the torches. He fervently hopes they cannot see him.

He stumbles into Anbarad who is looking down a shaft. Anbarad looks up at him, his eyes shining wild disbelief.  They are below us. What? What do you mean they? I mean down there. Both of them? YES! 

Esgallyg glances back down the hallway. He can now see the individual forms among the dark mass and waving torchlight. Another stone falls with a dull thud, trailing a shower of dust. No time. He makes a quick decision. He pushes Anbarad down the hole and leaps after him.

They slide down and down, bumping into each other and the narrow walls. Small stones rattle among them until Elf and stone free-fall to the floor in a short-lived comet followed by shale and dust.


******* Elsewhere in Angband, 12th of Thrimidge, dawn


Carcharien opens his eyes, groans, and struggles to raise himself from the floor. His head throbs dully as he takes in his surroundings. A small room, cell-like. Light streams in from a small barred window high upon wall, bringing sharp shadows into relief.

A sudden but soft scrape comes from the shadowed corner. 

[Carcharien, voice harsh with tension]: Who is there?

A voice: My name means nothing.

Carcharien: Show yourself, then, if you be not afraid of the light, what little there is in this accursed place.

A form moves to the edge of the shadow and sits slowly with hands nested one in the other on crossed ankles. The fingers are slender and skin so pale that they barely cup the light that falls upon them. Carcharien can see only the hands. He strains to see the eyes that he can feel, but they are shadowed.

[Carcharien looks away, stands, wrapping his arms around his chest and shoulders]: How long have I been here.

The voice: Not long.

Carcharien frowns, paces.

The hands twist into each other. 

The voice: You carry a burden. 

Carcharien whirls to face the shadowed form. The hands fall still. 

Carcharien hisses: What do you know of this?!

The voice: You have been in a place much like this before. Being here is a torment to your mind and heart. 

[Carcharien advancing, tense and menacing]: How is it that I would know naught of you but you know this of me?

The voice: I know only what I see.

Carcharien: And what is it that you see? Thou who hides in the shadows. Enlighten me!

The voice: One of the Eldar whose eyes do not reflect the stars of Varda!

Carcharien, shocked, stops short: How do you mean?

The voice: You have lost something.

[Carcharien turns away and paces:] Lost something! If you but knew what I have lost, you would not put the accusation to me! If you but knew the bitterness of what I have lost... 

The hands twist a silver band about one of the fingers. The voice sighs. 

The voice: How many are left?

[Carcharien stops, presses his fingertips into the wall and leans his forehead against the cold stone:] I am one of but six now. 

[Carcharien pushes away from the wall and resumes pacing:] And now the darkness threatens yet again. I will not allow it to happen again. I cannot let it happen! 

The voice: That is a heavy task for one soul to carry on its own.

Carcharien: If it is a burden that I am willing to take, what is it to you?!

The voice: And what of Good has been achieved alone before?

Carcharien: I knew the ways of the Enemy. It was up to me to find out his plans. Even now I would have it that no other had been sent.

The voice: And would you have again what happened upon your return to the home and people that you loved?

[Carcharien, through gritted teeth]: I will not be an instrument- [looks up, eyes blazing] nor will I allow the slaves of the darkness to find a foothold among our people! Not this time!

The voice: “Morgoth hath bewitched thee; for he that seeth through Morgoth’s eyes, willing or unwilling, seeth all things crooked. With the voice of Morgoth thou dost now upbraid thy friends.” 

Carcharien pauses: I have heard of these words. They are not your own, but were given voice by Melian just before the death of Thingol and the ruin of Doriath.

The voice: And to one whose misfortunes were but little greater than yours. 

[silence]

The voice: They need you Carcharien. 

Carcharien’s head jerks, eyes wide at the sound of his name. 

The voice: But, they need you whole. 

Carcharien falls to his knees, head bowed to his hands, and overwhelmed with the fear of bringing an evil doom to those he loves again. 

The voice: Before you stand two paths, Carcharien. One choice leads you closer to those you love and the other tears you and them apart. I think that you have lost something. And in so losing it, you have separated yourself from them and from yourself. I would like to help you find what you have lost, if I can. But you will have to put aside your fear and trust me. 

Carcharien: I would not follow the path that Hurin Thalion trod, if by any act I can prevent it.

The voice: Then will you do what I ask?

Carcharien nods.

The voice: Make your body comfortable. 

Carcharien’s glance is still somewhat wary but he stiffly sits and leans his back against the wall.

The hands take off the ring it wears and hold it up so that its small green gem catches the light. 

The voice: Look at the stone. Keep your eyes on it. Let whatever happens, happen. The stone may change. It may get bigger. Or smaller. Blur. Move. It may go away altogether. Whatever happens, happens. 

Carcharien keeps his eyes on the stone as only an elf can focus his mind. But his body is the weaker. After a while, his eyes blink.

The voice: It may happen that you feel your eyes becoming tired. You may blink. And blink again. You may find that your eyelids feel heavy. With each time they close. Heavier. When you are ready, you will close them. You can still hear my voice. You can speak. But your eyes can remain closed. 

Carcharien closes his eyes, but his body still looks alert and tense. The hands lower back onto their lap.

The voice: When you close your eyes, you may hear things you were not aware of before. Behind my voice, you may hear the sea. One wave crashes upon the shore. Then recedes. And another crashes upon the shore. You may find that you are breathing in time with the waves. In. And out. In to shore. Out to sea. 

Carcharien’s breathing deepens and slows.

The voice: Let yourself listen to the sea.

Carcharien: I hear something else.

The voice: Yes, there is more to hear. You can hear it. The music that echoes in the sea. You know this music. It is from your heart. It is from a part of you that was lost long ago. Each child of Iluvatar carries this music. 

Carcharien: The song of the Ainur. [gasp] I had forgotten. 

The voice: You are part of the music, Carcharien. It connects you with all of life. Without the music, you are alone. Separate. Without meaning beyond your own thoughts and concerns. Victim to your own fears. Held back by your own limitations. But, Carcharien, there is nothing of you that is not part of the music. There is no strength without weakness. No faith without doubt. No love without pain. No forgiveness and redemption without failure. All this is part of the music. And to hold yourself to a higher standard, Carcharien, is to hold yourself above your creator. It is to take yourself out of His music. 

[silence]

The form stands and moves toward Carcharien, kneels over him. The hands reach out to open his hand that lies on his knee and close his fingers over something. A hand touches his forehead. 

The voice: Remember. 

[silence]

The form rises and moves back to the edge of the shadowed corner.

The voice: Nienna, he is now free to choose. 

The form fades into the shadow, as a rumbling is heard overhead. 

Belegalda lands in a heap at the far wall, his eyes and nose filled with the dust from his journey down the shaft he had not seen until too late. Squinting at the brightness of the thin sun coming from the high window, he sees the still form of Carcharien. With a small cry of concern, he moves to his brother’s side just as an avalanche of dust begins to descend  from the shaft

The Elven coughing and sneezing covers the rumbling overhead until it closes in on them. The walls shake and the Elves sway on unsteady floors, too blinded by the light streaming into the chamber to find each other or something to help their balance. 

Slowly, the rumbling overhead dissipates. The dust settles. 

[Esgallyg tentatively and shielding his stinging eyes]: Anbarad?

Anbarad: I am here. Behind you, I think.

He reaches out until his hands touch Esgallyg's cloak.

A voice calls to them from across the room. It is Belegalda. 

Belegalda: Brothers! 

[Anbarad squinting, but still unable to see]: Belegalda! You are unhurt?

Belegalda: Yes, and you as well, I see. But, come quickly.

Esgallyg and Anbarad, yet blinded by long hours in the dark halls of Angband, pick their way carefully to the source of Belegalda's voice. They stumble a bit on unseen rocks and cracks. They reach the blessed relief of shadows and their eyes clear. 

Belegalda is crouched beside the figure of Carcharien, holding onto his hand and searching with his other for wounds or breaks. Their brothers rush to their side.

[Anbarad searching Carcharien anxiously]: He is hurt?!

Belegalda: Nay, nay. I found a small bump on his head. But nothing of concern. 

Esgallyg: Then why does he not awaken?

Anbarad calms himself. He reaches for the hand that Belegalda holds. Belegalda moves to make room and Esgallyg joins the group on the other side of Carcharien. Anbarad places his hand on Carcharien's forehead and closes his eyes.

[Anbarad opens his eyes]: He is far away. But not beyond reach I think. He closes his eyes again and murmurs his brother's name. Carcharien opens his eyes and sits up suddenly. 

Carcharien gasps: Where are you!?

His eyes focus on those around him. 

Carcharien: My brothers! But, there was another. Where...?

They have not felt the presence of another. But Carcharien's insistence impels them to search the room with adjusted eyes.

Anbarad: Carcharien, there is no one but us here. 

Carcharien leans back against the wall, confused. Something falls from his hand and chings to the floor as he moves. Belegalda picks it up. It is a broad band of silver with a small faintly glowing peridot. 

Esgallyg gasps and stares at the ring in wonder. Anbarad covers his eyes and shrinks away.

Esgallyg: How came this into your possession?!

Carcharien: What is it?

Esgallyg: Do you not recognize it Carcharien!? 

[Carcharien looks again at the ring in Belegalda's hand. His eyes widen in wonder and disbelief.] I wish I knew, brother. 

[Belegalda handing him the ring]: However you came upon it, it seems that it is now yours to hold.

Carcharien: That cannot be. 

Anbarad: I agree, Carcharien.

[Carcharien shakes his head, turns to him and pleads]: But, of all of us here, Anbarad, it should be yours. She who wore it was yours. 

[Anbarad sadly, slowly]: It did not come to me. 

Carcharien: But, it is not aligned with the spirit of a male.

Anbarad: No, you are right. You can but hold it until the right time. But, that time may come soon, Carcharien. 

Esgallyg: It may matter little if we cannot find our way out of this place.

[Belegalda pointing to where the boundary of light and shadow has shifted to reveal a doorway]: What about there?

[Esgallyg smiling]: The fates would surely be too blind if that door is open.

[Belegalda smiling as he walks to the doorway]: Shall we try it and see? 

He pushes against the door, which swings easily open.

Carcharien laughs. 

*****Woods near Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, dawn

When Milo wakes up, he packs his things onto his pony, grabs his waterskin and heads for a stream that was nearby. 

As he walks along, he feels the skin tingling on the back of his neck. Is someone watching him? He spins around, but there is no sight or sound of anyone there. It is quiet, too quiet. He slows his pace and looks over his shoulder frequently. When he finally convinces himself that it is his imagination, he trips over a tree root.

Milo: Hmph! Ow!

Mysterious Voice: Watch where you’re going next time.

Milo [getting up and looking around]: Who said that?

Whack!! He was smacked in the back by a tree branch! 

Milo: OUCH! Hey! [He pulls his tiny hobbit blade out of its sheath looking around wildly]: Show yourself c-c-coward!

Mysterious Voice [laughing]: Hee. Hee. This IS fun! I haven’t spoken to another creature in 2 ages. You DO have a lot of spunk for so small a thing. I will have to check the lists to see exactly what you are, but I like you! Look up!

Milo is so confused, but he looks up and sees bending over him a HUGE tree with eyes! An Ent! Wow! He’s heard of them, but has NEVER seen one. He has always heard that it took them forever to even say hello, but this one is speaking just as quickly as he. And is it his imagination or did the voice sound distinctly....female? 

Milo: You’re an Ent! I’ve heard of you.

Ent: I’m not an Ent, I’m an Ent-WIFE.

Milo [staring in disbelief]: Really? [Milo comes to himself, suddenly realizing that he’s still in a defensive position and sheaths his blade.] Will you help me out of these woods? I’m trying to find the Burping Troll.

Ent-wife: Yes, I’ll help you. Tho why hurry? And just exactly what ARE you, little one?

Milo: I’m a hobbit. I think in your lists, it says something like, “half-grown hobbits, the hole-dwellers”  We come right after Man, I think.

Ent-wife: You know of the lists? Well, I’ve never heard of that line, are you sure you’re there?

Milo: Oh yes, it is a long tale about how it was added by an Ent when he met some hobbits, but I really would like to be getting on to the Troll if you don’t mind?

Ent-wife: The Ents.... [She sighs dreamily] I haven’t seen them in soo long....

She closes her eyes and starts swaying back and forth, lightly humming a tune..

Milo [cautiously]: So.... What happened between you guys anyway?

Ent-wife [snapping]: I don’t wanna talk about it!!

All her branches shake and she looks very ominous. And is that a hint of a green blush in the bark right under her eyes? 

Milo: [flinches] Alrighty then, could we get outta these woods now? Oh! Mean, nothing against woods or anything, but I’d like to find the Troll.

Ent-wife [coming out of her foul mood chuckling slightly]: We should make another addition to the list then, “half-grown, HURRIED hobbits!” Have you that urgent a need for strong drink?

Milo: It is not only drink that I seek, but I’ll tell you on the way.

So, without a word she picks Milo up and let him ride on her branches. She says something in a strange language to his pony and he trots along behind her.

Chapter Eighteen

*******Pippin, 12th of Thrimidge, dawn

Pippin huddles in the corner of her cell, trying hard not to think of what might be happening to her friends. But try as she might, her thoughts dwell on them. The thought of the yrch killing them is too much for her to bear. Images flash through her tormented mind, things she cannot forget. Leaning on the cold stone wall of her cell, she sees in her mind the faces of her long-ago kin, the elves who had been tormented in Angband by Morgoth. She tries to tune it out, to shrug off the weight on her mind. But she cannot. The strain on the power of MOS torments her even in her cell. Through her mind flash the pictures of Meri and Erin, the scene of Thran hurt and unmoving. Pippin rests her head against the wall, determined not to send a thought to Amanthoron. But it's hard. Suddenly, she hears a sound. There is something behind the wall beside her. Something is talking, whispering softly. And it sounds familiar. Pippin leans her ear to the wall, straining to hear more. She wonders to herself if this is another trick of MOS, more to torment her. But listening to the soft voice, she is not sure. For it sounds like Carcharien.


*********** Halls of Angband, following the Nazgirls, 12th of Thrimidge, morning

Mary Sue: [Looking at Mary Lou pawing Aerio] Put him down. We've got important stuff to do. Enough of this faffing around. I'm still saving myself for the REAL THING. Come on now, you bunch of jerks. We've got an app.. app.. meeting wid the MOS.

With that, the two Nazgirls stomp off in front, leaving a wake of reeking perfume behind them.

Celebsul: [Choke] I'm not the REAL THING?

Aerio: Don't take it to heart. You're halfway there.

Bramblerose: MEN! Come on. There are lives at stake here.

The remaining company follows the Nazgirls in single file; not realizing as yet that some of their number is missing. Eventually, they reach another set of massive doors. Each Nazgirl takes a handle and they each pull a door open and stand gesturing to the room beyond.

Mary Sue: Go-on then, get your butts in there.

Those at the front of the company peer inside at what looks like an empty hall of pillars, and glance at each other with raised eyebrows.

Aerio: Nothing ventured... Here I go. 

And with that he marches forward. The rest of the company file in behind him, till they are all clustered in the center of the hall. The only sound is the whisper and thud of the great doors being closed behind them.

Erin: Hey, we're not all here. Some of the elves are missing.

Disembodied voice: Don't worry. They'll be joining you soon enough.

Amanthoron: Who's that? Show yourself?

Voice: My pleasure.

Out from behind a pillar steps a rather small and insignificant looking man with a broad, scornful smile. Celebsul looks at him, and then at his own companions. They are all clutching their heads, except the Warg, who has her paws over her ears. Amanthoron, Thran and Meri seem, in particular, to be suffering, crouching on the ground with their eyes screwed shut. Celebsul scratches his head, at a loss as to what is happening. After what seems like a very long time to everybody else, the penny finally drops.

Celebsul: [Ping] Oh, it's mind games is it? Well they are never gonna work on me, are they?

And with that, Celebsul strides forward and punches the MOS right in his broad, soft grin.

********Pippin
Pippin sits leaning against the stone, trying to catch the voice behind the wall. She is almost sure it is Carcharien. She struggles to call out to him, but her voice comes out as a whisper. 

Suddenly, she hears a crash in the other room, and more voices. Her heart races as she recognizes the voices of the other Elven brothers. Desperate, she tries to call out to them again, but it is no use. The weight on her mind is tolling on her, and she feels dizzy. 

The door to her cell creaks open, and she hears the heavy thud of orc footsteps. She is drug up and is made to struggle to walk. She cannot see where she is going, and desperate to not lose her Elven friends, she again tries to call out. The whip cracks, and she stumbles. She finds herself stopped, and the orc opens a door. As she is made to enter the room, she gasps. She hears the sound of Celebsul's voice! The blindfold is still over her eyes, and she tries to place the voices. And that is when it hits.

Amanthoron. He is here. She can feel it, it makes her blood tingle. The forces of MOS’s power and her brother’s power combined with hers make the air almost seem to spark. It is too much, and Pippin feels dizzy, and struggles to remain standing. She hears vaguely the sound of her other companions. 


*****Corridors of Upper Angband, 12th of Thrimidge, morning

Carcharien [whispering]: Come, let us hasten. The others will miss us.

Belegalda: And likely have grim need of us, if we delay.

Carcharien: My bow - I fear I have lost it in this place -.

Esgallyg: Take my sword.

Cool metal is pressed into Carcharien's hand. With a careful shove to the silently swinging door, the Elven brothers move cautiously forward into a shadowy, narrow corridor. Now they are
below the great halls that had brought them thus far, and the air lies close and dank.

Anbarad: We must go up, and that way. Let us hope there be stairs to the upper level, else we must try a scramble up the way we came down.

Esgallyg: There, look! I see light, there.

Light that only Elven eyes could see, perhaps, but there is indeed a rectangle of lighter
darkness ahead. Other rectangles now appearing to either side are dark, set into the walls, and suddenly they realize they creep in a hallway of doors. Dozens and dozens of iron doors, blank and black and suddenly terrible with the pressing sense that something lay darkly behind those doors, malevolent and waiting and old beyond mortal thought.

Carcharien, [voice tightening]: What is this place?

Belegalda reaches to touch his shoulder, but whether he sought to reassure his comrade or himself, neither could say. Now the vaguely-lighted doorway draws near, and indeed there are stairs going up, narrow and worn but seemingly reaching up to the main level above. Soft relief sighs through them, as the small party set foot to the lower steps.

{*BOOM!*}


Hearts slam ribs hard, as they recognize the echoing thud of a door being flung wide open, there above - and immediately upon that comes the clashing tramp of Orc feet. In an instant the Elven kindred fling themselves to shadows on either side of the doorway. If they are not too terribly out-numbered, here is a fine, deadly place to thin the Enemy as neatly as plucking weeds from a flower pot. Or so they fervently hope, for this is their only hope of escape, and their only hope for reaching their imperiled friends above. Clash-clash-clash comes the thumping tread, as the ruddy dance of torchlight splash ever closer upon the walls of the stairwell. The Orcs' rank odor wafts like a foul breeze before their approach, clattering now like a barrow-load of spilled boulders in the stairwell. A moment more, as torchlight splatters like fiery blood upon the obsidian floor - then Elven arrows whip to thump home and fire and darkness explodes into chaos.

Little is remembered of fight such as this, of arrows and slashing and black blood hot on the knife-hand, and hatred ancient and bitter as Morgoth’s own memory. Elven bows and Elven blades flash at their deadly work, but the black horde pours down the stairs like a tumbling swarm of great, ghastly beetles. Anbarad falls beneath the lunging leap of a ravening foe but in an instant Esgallyg’s sword flickers black with Orc blood, and a brother’s hand hauls the Elven warrior upright once more. Now the enemy is too close for bows, plunging upon them and among them and steel clashes upon steel in parry and thrust. Back the embattled Elves are pushed, then again, and again, and the dark corridor behind them mocks silently behind those blank iron doors, hungry and oh so empty. Belegalda fall but Carcharien leaps over him with a shout and a flash of Elven steel, and once more a brother is spared. Orcs they slay but still Orcs come, and the wavering shadows grin.

Then - A Elbereth! - more torches bound from the dark, more horridly twisted bodies, Angband’s obsidian heart seeming to vomit Orcs upon them. Screaming and howling bursts anew and there is no time left - here an end it will be, an end so far from Stars and Sun. And yet - what is this? - the fell tide is swept back, falling in upon itself in a writhing, yowling, slashing whirlpool that astonishingly swings away from the Elven brothers, leaving them gasping and staggering and wholly confused. The enemy, it seems, kills themselves. The Elves shrink back into shadows to watch for a ghastly moment, until the victors stand up dripping.] 

[A harsh Orc voice suddenly slams into the corridor]: 'Ey, you ruddy blighters! Where'd ya
get yersel's lost to?

Esgallyg glances across at Carcharien, and both firm their grips on their swords. The tramping footsteps are almost down, torchlight dancing now from the stairwell across the
flagstones between the hidden Elves's feet. Just a moment more -.

Orc: C'mon, show yerselves, youz flamin' idiot Elves. I aims to keep my head on my shoulders, I do, but Celebsul owes me an' -.

A gnarled form clumps from the stairwell and Esgallyg's sword arcs brightly. 

Belegalda: WAIT!

Anbarad: HOLD!

And for the first and only time in his life, Esgallyg forfeits a blow struck upon the hereditary
enemy of the Elves, as his almost-target springs back in terror and smashes full into Celebsul's old Orcish cribbage partner, Gubbitch. 

Gubbitch: 'Er, you soddin' meat head, them's my toes yer dancin' on.

Carcharien stands trembling, when Angbarad lays a hand on his brother's shoulder. Yet he speaks with a clear, steady voice.

Carcharien: You are he who comes at Celebsul's bidding?

[Gubbitch grins with broken yellow teeth]: 'E owes me, 'e does. Aims to collect. Malt beer. Lots of it.

There is little love, as Orcs and Elves eye each other across that small, deadly, electric space that may or may not hold them as uneasy allies.

Carcharien: Owes you for what?

Gubbitch: Cribbage

The Elves look at each other, and Esgallyg shrugs. 

Gubbitch: I likes cribbage, I do. Makes me remember ... 'member ... Eh. Anyhow, I reckon you lot lost somethin'. I know where it is. Fancy an apple?

With that cryptic comment, Gubbitch stumps past the wary Elves and back down the narrow,
doored hallway, his torch smoking in his wake. His Orcish comrades meanwhile wait in the
stairwell like hideous breathing statues, dark and flame-etched beneath their torches. The Elves
shudder to turn their backs on such, but they warily give ground, and follow Gubbitch. Not far does he go, no more than fifty paces. There the old Orc stops before one of the many blank iron doors. 

Gubbitch: 'Er we are. Let's see which key .... Little apple ...

Metal jangles in the shadows, then clanks against iron plate. A brief clatter, then rusted hinges shriek in that hollow place.

Carcharien [gasping]: Pippin! Pippin is in there? These are the prison cells?

Esgallyg roughly shoulders Gubbitch aside, seizing the torch from his gnarled fingers.

Gubbitch: 'Er now! No need for that!

The ruddy light bounds into the tiny room - and it is empty.

[Carcharien's dismayed voice is barely a whisper]: A Elbereth ...

Gubbitch: Har, looks like they moved ‘er up already. Well, then. Let’s go.

With that, the Orc turns and stumps away, back towards his waiting fellows.

[Carcharien, still staring at that small, horribly vacant place]: I have not saved all, but I shall save some.

Anbarad: We all will.

The brothers turn and their eyes glitter like stars in a frozen January sky. Gubbitch has vanished, swallowed in the misshapen forms of his fellows as the Orc party about-faces and begins tramping back up the stairs. Warily the Elves follow, and Carcharien strides with a clear light of determination kindled in his eyes. The Mouth of Sauron would not have Pippin any more, and by
all of Earth and Oversea, he would not have her brother or their friends, either.


Up the stairs they go, the Orcs clanking and stamping and the Elves light as dust. Once again they emerge to vast, dimly-lit, high-arched corridors. Swiftly they rush along the polished obsidian floors, and once more through the shattered remains of the great door. Up another corridor where faint blue light shimmers like moon through storm clouds, and the rank, foul air brushes Elven faces like the feather touch of ghostly yet unclean hands. Abruptly the Orcish
troop skids to a halt, and fierce muttering arose among them. To their rear, the Elves pauses uneasily - and a gnarled form lurches from the dark pack ahead.

Gubbitch: Yon is trouble. Reckon you lot want first cut at this, eh?

Angbarad mutters something in Elvish, but no one deigned to translate. Belegalda runs a hand
lightly along the stave of his bow.

Belegalda: And where is not trouble? Point the way, if you have not the stomach it.

Gubbitch: Stomach’s fine. It’s their confounded perfume that wrecks us.

Understanding ignites, and in an instant the Elves forge forward, the Orcs falling aside from their swift fiery-eyed advance. One last doorway remains, and beyond it an antechamber, and there cold blue-black light flames like an evil star. Within that lighted chamber, their backs to a great black door, stand four waiting figures in all their ghastly, lip-glossed, hair-netted horror.

Nazgirls: Ohhhh, Elves!

Up swing Elven blades to ready, and arrows swiftly nock to bowstrings.

Nazgirls: EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEK, ELVES!

Belegalda: Ha, it doesn't take much to make them change their tune, brothers. Keep your weapons handy, but let's try a slightly lighter approach to THIS battle. [Belegalda takes a couple of steps to the side of the room, where a large vase of deadly nightshade stands. He grabs the 'flowers', drops them onto the floor, then picks up the vase.] Okay, 'ladies'. You have a choice. Surrender to Gubbitch back there, or I'll throw this water all over you.

Mary Sue: WATER! ARGH! MY HAIR!

Mary Lou: MY MASCARA! 

Mary Jo and Mary Ann: WE SURRENDER! Please, pleeease, put the water down. 
As Belegalda advances with the vase, the Nazgirls turn and flee, leaving behind only echoes of their high pitched shrieks and the lingering odor of their perfume.  Esgallyg and Anbarad exchange amused glances at Belegalda’s battle plan as they lower their bows. Carcharien smiles slightly as Belegalda carefully replaces the “flowers” and turns to bow impudEntly toward his brothers.  Even the Orcs appear to appreciate Belegalda’s strategy as they shriek and howl with laughter at the retreating figures of the Nazgirls.


***** Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, morning

After working all night, the crew from Ithilien is beginning to despair of ever restoring The Burping Troll to its former splendor. Though the bodies of the dead have been burned and the pit filled in, the Dwarves’ plans for rebuilding must remain on hold until the mountains of debris and filth can be removed. Equally worrisome is the continued rumor of a Balrog hiding somewhere on the premises.

[Camellia sets down a garbage bag, grabs the broom and dustpan and goes to the back of the building to clean. Her foot comes down on something slimy and sticky that squishes between her toes.]  Awwww...yuk! Arwen, did anyone ever clean around here? This stuffs gotta be a few months old!


[Arwen's head pops up from behind the remains of the bar]: I don't know...but this rancid smell is really getting to me. 


Suddenly there is a loud THUMP...and then another THUMP! Camellia stops trying to wipe the gelatinous goo from her foot and looks up. THUMP...the sound comes again...it is coming from behind the door, just a few feet from her.


Camellia: [half whispering] Arwen....did you hear that?


Arwen: [looking up] Hear what, Camellia?


[With an even louder THUMP and a crash, the door beside Camellia bursts open, knocking her to the floor]: Great, now the slime is all over me!...[thinks  Camellia. Then she feels something grab her right ankle, holding it tightly. The next thing she knows, she is dangling upside down at least five feet from the floor looking over at Arwen.] O.K., Arwen, did you hear it THAT time?


[Arwen looks nervously at Camellia.]: Looks like the Balrog is still here after all, Camellia.


Swinging her around, the Balrog brings Camellia closer to its face, looking her up and down. Its breath is worst than the smell of dead Orcs and she is starting to feel a bit woozy.


Balrog: You're not a Cave Troll!


Camellia [getting more nauseated by the moment]: Good observation...Mr. Balrog!


Still holding her upside down, the Balrog continues to look around the room.


Camellia: Excuse me...Mr Balrog?


Balrog [looking back at Camellia]: Huh?


Camellia: If you don't let me down in the next few moments...I'm afraid that my first... and second breakfast will be all over those nice hairy feet of yours!


The Balrog gives a disgusted look and sets Camellia on the floor. 


Arwen chuckles to herself and goes over to the Balrog.


Arwen: The Cave Troll is gone...we could sure use a strong individual like yourself to help around here. Hmmm, how about you grab this broken down bar and carry it outside for us?


Looking a bit confused at first, the Balrog then shrugs its shoulders and does as Arwen asks.


Camellia [starting to feel a little better, as all her blood starts to flow back to her body from her head] Maybe we'll get this place finished yet! 

After dragging the remains of the bar to the large pile of similar debris near the pony pen, the Balrog returns to the common room looking rather lost.

Arwen: Thanks a lot for your help! By the way, I was being serious before, about helping us here. Sauron is defeated, and I would guess you are now unemployed. Have you ever considered working for a place like this? There are many people in the world who make a similar experience at McDonalds'. We can possibly offer you a part-time employment, if you prefer.

Balrog: GRRRR!

Arwen: Let's sit a moment and talk about it. I think that an experience like this could be a challenge for you, and a great opportunity. It would increase your sense of responsibility, your ability to socialize with people; you'll be trained, and will learn a lot, from cooking to being polite with customers, and all this might become a solid background in a possible future Entrepreneurial business on your own. You'll learn how to care more about how your look, how to meet the customers' expectations; and you'll make a little money, which is always useful for anyone, isn't it? ;-] So, please, think about it. I must talk to Yggy and Ekla before making a formal offer of employment, but please do consider this, ok?

Camellia [sweeping up a small mountain of unrecognizable bits]: This place is covered up in dust and slime! We'll never finish tidying up without more help!

Arwen: I know. [To Balrog] Sir, what if you try and help us for today? A one day experience, just to see how it goes. We haven't got much cash now, so your salary will be all the food you can eat and one small jewel a day ... You're definitely an apprentice ... but it will be increased depending on your abilities and as you get more experienced.

Balrog: Ok, you convinced me. Furthermore, I have nothing else to do today. What must I do?

Arwen: Great! You'll start with cleaning up the floor. Camellia, please show him where broom and detergents are.

Camellia: Yes ...  here are all your tools. You'll start by washing the floor of the Entire Troll. Just call if you need help. [whispering in Arwen’s ear] Arwen do you really think the Balrog will do a good waiter?

Arwen [whispering to Camellia]: I don't know, but the Troll is in a terrible state, and we need someone strong to help us tidy up. This might definitely be a way to help him develop some responsibility ... and a way to get him busy doing something.

Camellia: Ok, we'll see. So he cleans, and we think about the food. What do we have tonight?

Arwen: As far as the dish of the day is concerned, I thought about something special to celebrate the Balrog's employment ... what about "pasta all'arrabbiata"? It's a Roman recipe whose name means "Angry pasta", because it has a very "hot" dressing: tomato sauce with chili pepper and garlic! Let's rename it into "Balrog pasta"!".

Camellia: Oh, great! We should actually offer a more International menu here! Not just Elvish or hobbit!

Chapter 19

***** Chambers of MOS, 12th of Thrimidge, morning

As Celebsul’s fist slams into his jaw, Mouthy grabs his bleeding mouth and crashes to the floor. Mouthy’s mEntal oppression of the group falters.  Amanthoron, Thran and Pippin give shouts of relief. Pippin struggles free of her orc guards and whips off her blindfold. Amanthoron and Thran climb to their feet holding their aching heads.  Pippin gives a shout of joy and leaps into Amanthoron’e arms.

Meri slowly collapses in a heap on the floor, but is quickly swept up by Dimereg who takes the weeping hobbit to a corner of the room.  Greene Lady follows Dimereg reaching into her healer’s bag as she walks.  Erin picks up her sword and goes to stand guard over her friend.

Pippin’s orc guards seeing that they are outnumbered turn to run, but are quickly dispatched by the bows of Bramblerose and Ranger Bob. The Dwarves, Azaelia and Deby race to securely bar the doors into the chamber.

Aerio: Oh Master Celly, that was wonderful!!!

Celebsul ruefully massages his hand and grins at the younger Elf.

The Warg leaps at the prone form of MOS, snarling into his face and hoping for a glimmer of consciousness. Sevilodorf and Firnelin grab the Mouth just as he begins to moan and attempt to climb to his feet. Firnelin knocks him unconscious again with a sword hilt to the temple. Warg whimpers once in frustration for her lost chance, then settles in guard position near the body. Firnelin makes an apologetic gesture to the Warg and joins Dimereg with Meri and Erin.

[Sevilodorf grins at Celebsul]: Thank goodness for Cherry B.  Right, Celebsul?
Celebsul shrugs and turns to Pippin and Amanthoron who are holding each other and talking nonstop.

Pippin to Amanthoron: [catching her breath] How long have you been here? I had been searching for you and they told me you were dead.

Amanthoron: Nay, I was not dead, merely out of contact for a while.

Pippin: But how did they find you, how were you brought here? 

Amanthoron: 'Tis a long tale, which I do not want to remember yet in full, nor do I have the time to tell it.

Pippin: But-

Amanthoron: [pushing away a stray strand of Pippin's hair away from her eyes] Not now. Later, I promise, I will tell you in full. Be patient for a little while. Can you do that?

Pippin: Yes...I haven't seen you in years...please, don't let the years go by like this anymore. I’ve missed you so much.

Amanthoron: Take heart, they will not. 

Pippin: Whither will you go, when this is all over?

[Amanthoron glances at Thran who has moved to lean wearily against a pillar] I am not sure yet exactly...

Suddenly, from the direction of the door through which they first entered, they hear a muffled rumpus, then screams from the Nazgirls.

Sevilodorf: Sounds like some friendly troops arriving next door.

Aerio: Either that, or Elijah Woods.
[A loud knocking begins, then shouts]: CB!! Yer in there??? Got a present fer ya.


[Celebsul motions to the Dwarves who are guarding the door]: That’s Gubbitch’s voice.  Help me open this thing.

The Dwarves remove the bars from the door and take up positions to either side.  No matter what this Elf say, these are still Orcs.  Celebsul shakes his head at them, but says nothing.

[Gubbitch has a bandage around his head and is covered with layers of gore and filth, but smiles broadly at Celebsul]: See ya found wot yer were lookin’ for. [Indicates Pippin with a wave of his grimy hand.] Ah seem ter ‘ave found summat ya misplaced. [Waves behind him.]

Carcharien, Belegalda, Anbarad, and Esgallyg Enter accompanied by a group of battered orcs. The four Elves look distinctly uncomfortable with their escorts, who in return are eyeing the Elves with an evil malice.  

Gubbitch:  None o’that now lads. These pretty fellas are on our side. This time. [Gubbitch gives Carcharien an evil smile, then turns back to Celebsul.] Found ‘em wanderin’ about playin’ wid that kissy kissy bunch and brought ‘em back to ya. Safe and sound.
Orc guard [giving Esgallyg a little shove]: An’ ‘ow did they repay us.  Darn near took off me arm, this un did. 

[Gubbitch nods]: None too friendly they were, that’s fer sure. But we’ll forgive ‘em.  Any ‘ows, ya got something ah want [points at MOS] and ah got summat you want [indicates the Elves]. So we trade nice an’ even an’ go our separate ways.  Right CB?

Celebsul: And what do you plan to do with him, if we give him to you?

Gubbitch:  Oh Mr. S wants ter ‘ave a little talk wid the lieutenant ‘ere.  Summat  about desertin’ ‘is post during war time. An’ some problems wid overdue rent.
MOS groans.

As Gubbitch and Celebsul make plans about MOS, Pippin’s gaze falls on Aerio. His face is clouded, as if deep in thought. Leaving Amanthoron with a quick touch to his arm, she walks quietly over to the brooding young elf.


Pippin: You okay?

Aerio looks up at Pip.

Pippin: What's wrong? 

Aerio: He won't trust me.

Pippin: Wha-?

Aerio: Carcharien. He won't believe you are a friend either. [His face is strained]

Pippin: Aerio, I have no idea what you are talking about. Carcharien is a friend, why would he not believe you? He knows you-

Aerio [with a bitter laugh]: Apparently not 

Pippin: Aerio, tell me what's going on! Remember, I've been imprisoned here too, I should know, don't you think?

Aerio: Well-

Pippin: Spill it.

Aerio: Carcharien thinks that since we've been under the torment of MOS that we've become thralls.

Pippin: WHAT? No, he couldn’t believe that.

Aerio: He believes that I am a traitor!

Pippin's face becomes angry, and she strides up to Carcharien, her eyes flashing. But then she notices Carcharien's face and her gaze softens.

Carcharien is standing, slightly away from the group, with a pained expression on his face. He seems to be fingering something on his hand, and taking no heed of those around him. Pippin taps him on the shoulder lightly. Carcharien looks up and for an instant the intensity of his pain shines from his eyes for Pippin to see, but then like a curtain being drawn across a window, Carcharien hides it all again.
[Carcharien, speaking softly]: How do you fare, lady?

Pippin: I am whole. [She takes a deep breath.] More, my heart is whole.

Both Elves glance towards her brother Amanthoron, at that moment talking quietly with Celebsul and Gubbitch.

[Carcharien says hesitantly]: He is ... very brave. To have survived this place. [Carcharien looks down at the floor.] You all are.


Pippin: There is one other who should hear those words.

Carcharien nods without speaking, his fingers twisting a small silver ring that circles his least finger.


Pippin: Why will you not believe Aerio? He is no thrall. 

Carcharien does not lift his gaze, but continues to finger the small silver ring.

Pippin: Aerio is hurt. You have no reason to believe-

Carcharien: You know not of what I have endured. 

[Pippin's eyes soften.] Perhaps not. Carcharien: I do not know what might have happened to Aerio during his imprisonment, I dare take the chance to trust-

Pippin: I was imprisoned too. Do you think I am a thrall, that I am going to betray us all?

Carcharien: [after a pause] No. And I believe Aerio is a friend. Or at least, I want to.

Pippin: Then why do you hesitate?

Carcharien tightens his fingers upon his ring, his face drawn.

Pippin: What's wrong?

Carcharien: You wouldn't understand. Not now, but even if I were to tell you, here is not the place.

Pippin: I might understand more than you think. I have endured much, also.

Carcharien: Not like this, I think.

Pippin: Perhaps not. But it is suffering all the same, and you suffer, I see it in your eyes.  [Almost in a whisper] Please, tell Aerio you're sorry. He's hurting now, more than he lets on.

Lines of tension tighten his face, matched by sad shadow in his eyes. Suddenly he looks up, and reaches light fingers to delicately touch her chin, and his gaze suddenly seems bottomless with ancient sorrow.

Carcharien: Pippin ... let that which you love be your light. Don't let Shadow claim you. Not even in dreams, and not in memory.

Then he turns away, leaving her standing with surprise on her face and an ache in her heart. Her hand just misses touching him as he steps out of reach.

Aerio hears the light footsteps approaching him, and turns with a warning flickering low and hot in his eyes. He does not speak first, however, and Carcharien for an instant simply stops and looks at him. 

Carcharien: I have spoken harsh words.

Aerio: You are as sure with the darts of distrust as you are with your arrows, kinsman. And neither words nor arrows return once shot.

No, the fiery young Elf was not going to make this easy, and Carcharien sighs. Again his fingers play with the small ring. 

Across the room, Sevilodorf notices the two elves deep in conversation.  One can guess the subject of their discussion and Sevilodorf starts forward, then halts at looks from Deby and Azaelia. This must be settled between these two, without interference from others Carcharien’s brothers watch also, ignoring for the moment the orcs, who are talking to Celly.

Carcharien: I have ... seen terrible things, Aerio. I have seen that which is fair turned to blackest darkness. I have seen that which is precious reduced to dross. I have - [His breath suddenly hitches in his throat.] - I have failed, when I was once needed most. And I trusted, when reason for trust was forever lost. I can say no more. But please ... It is a hard thing ... harder yet to quell the anguish of my heart and halt the words of my tongue.

A prickly silence falls between them, broken only by the low grumbling of Orcish voices, Dwarvish voices, and the lighter tones of Celebsul and Amanthoron answering. The matter of handling the Mouth Of Sauron was being discussed for final dispensation. The time for talk was swift passing, and the need for action once more looming close. Aerio does not answer, but neither does he turn away.

Carcharien: I cannot know what you have suffered here, but I know suffering. Aerio, can you - [And clear grey eyes meet Aerio's steady and directly.] - will you accept my apology?

Young Aerio is, and proud, but he not without compassion, nor is he too lofty to refuse to recognize hurt, when he sees it mirrored in another's eyes. He inhales deeply, then lets it out, letting the tension slip from his shoulders.

Aerio: 'Tis done, kinsman. You speak fair words, and my heart is not stone. But do not mistake me again.

[Carcharien smiles, albeit somewhat sadly.] You have my word on that, Aerio. And my hand, if you will.

Carcharien is older, much older than Aerio, and the gesture takes the younger Elf much by surprise. He has hoped for - was prepared to demand - an apology or even angry satisfaction. But somehow he can no longer hold onto his anger, though the burn of it will take longer to heal. Quickly Aerio reaches out to accept the clasp of hands-to-forearms.

Aerio: Let there be peace between us, then.

Carcharien smiles, this time with the sadness warming and fading to true gladness. A beginning, at least. A step taken along the right road, he hopes, towards his own peace.


*****Woods near The Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, late morning

Milo falls asleep under the foliage of the Ent-wife's limbs. The slow humming and the thuds of the Ent-wife is all that you hear. Milo awakes

Milo [sleepily]: WHere are we?

Net-wife: Oh I thought we would stop and get a drink before we went any further.

Milo: Good Idea. [As Milo is getting a drink he hear something rushing through the forest straight at him.] What is that?

He turns around and the Net-wife disappears into the forest. Milo pulls out his Hobbit Longsword [shortsword].

Milo: W-who's there

He hear growls and the crashing is now running straight at him. A cave troll bursts out of the forest.

Cave Troll: RRRRRROOOOOOOOAAAAAARRRRRRRRRR

Milo grips his sword even tighter. 

Milo: Back you s-savaage beast.

The cave troll knocks Milo backwards several feet.  Milo gets up pushing away the weariness and pain of his last blow.

Milo: AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHh!!!!!!!!!!!

Milo charges at the troll with his blade held high. But before he gets to the troll something hits the troll with a force so strong it knocks it out of view.

Ent-wife: I’m sorry Milo I just didn’t know what to do.

Milo: We must get to The Burping Troll before this thing comes back. Milo gets back into the branches still clutching his sword and now alert to all the movements of the forest.

Chapter 20

***** Chambers of MOS, 12th of Thrimidge, late morning

The Warg, distracted by the events unfolding around her, feels MOS shift underneath her front paws. 

[Suddenly a cry rings out, and Pippin staggers backwards with eyes wide; then turns and faces a leering MOS.] No! No - not again! YOU CANNOT HAVE US!!

The fur on Warg's neck bristles, her lips curl menacingly over her fangs, and a bit of hot drool slides off one sharp canine onto MOS's cheek.

Wargy [growling]: Ease up, bucko, or you're gonna loose the front half of your neck!

Startled by the Warg's threat, MOS's control briefly slips. At the same time Pippin and Amanthoron instinctively grab for each other's hands. Thran races to join them.

Amanthoron [grasping her shoulders and looking into her eyes]: Hold firm Pippin. You are not alone. 

Thran: Believe in yourself Pippin. You have all the power you need, deep within yourself. Believe. 

A shrieking yelp shocks them and they wheel to see MOS surging to his feet, the Warg jerking aside and snapping at driving pain that only she can see. Wargy regains herself in the next instant, snarling in deep menace as she slinks to join her friends, but she is trembling and the white rimming her eyes shows clearly the echoes of a bitter hurt.

[However, Meri struggles up and walks determinedly to stand before MOS, flanked on either side by grim-faced Dimereg and Erin]: No, you are not alone this time.

[MOS snarls and looks down at the little hobbit]: You think YOU have the power to defeat me, little one? You FOOLS!

With a wave of his hand toward the door, Gubbitch and his orcs fall writhing to the floor. The Warg ki-yi's again, then whimpers and moans in crouching pain. Another wave and Greene Lady, Sevilodorf, Ranger Bob and the Dwarves drop to their knees clutching their heads. Deby staggers and pales but does not fall. Azaelia supports her friend, and together they and all the Elves move warily to join the group facing MOS. 

Pippin: You shall NOT!


Shall not - it is as a collective thought, a single wish, a united will. Silently there sweeps through the Elves and hobbits, a whisper of almost sound, a swift white prickling down the spine and down the arms, then a surge of force rushes from them like the gale before a cloudburst. MOs staggers with a harsh cry, face contorting in rage and pain - and back he rages with an inarticulate howl. He flings both arms wide and the others reel as if clubbed, Erin's knees buckling ere Esgallyg caught her fall.

MOs: FOOLS! I shall crush you ALL!

[Again he gathers his strength, his feature twisted in a ricottas of rage and hatred.]

Anbarad [urgently]: Brother, now is the time.

Carcharien nods and removes the silver ring from his hand.

Once more the Mouth of Sauron hurls his bolts of pain and the defenders stagger badly - but do not give ground.

Pippin [through gritted teeth]: NO!

Pippin catches a harsh breath, steeling herself once more - and a cool touch brushes her hand. Carcharien is suddenly beside her, and his eyes seek and hold hers for but a heartbeat.

Carcharien: Take this, lady - use it!

And she feels a tiny metal object pressed into her hand - metal that instantly warms and hums in her fingers. Suddenly it is as if the breath of every spring day ever born sighed sweetly through her mind, caressing her senses, cleansing her of every ache and pain ever known - and the Mouth of Sauron is utterly shut out. For the first time in half an eternity, her will, her thoughts, her mind are truly her own.

MOS senses something, as she turns. They see him snarl in a way scarcely human, crouching with clawed fingers and madness blazing in his eyes.

MOS [shrieking]: I WILL DESTROY YOU!

His will explodes like a thunderbolt, shattering obsidian columns while the stone floor heaves and cracks as if something rose beneath it. Like whip-cracks the ancient stone splits and groans, and feet slip and scramble for purchase. And yet ... Pippin reaches out to either side, standing still and silent as a lily in a pond. Amanthoron fingers close about her right hand, and Carcharien takes her left. In one motion, all hands reach and seek and find and clasp firmly, and even the Warg leans her solid strength into Meri's legs.]

Meri: Oh, I think not.

Pippin: It will be - NOT.

MOS howls, and glass explodes and tinkles from some skylight far above. The walls groan and bend and pop in a thousand racing cracks. Yet Pippin and Amanthoron breathe as one, and their bond, under the pressure of outside invasion, triggers their collective latent abilities, and gathers with it the strength of all their number. A bright flash emanates from their clasped hands, briefly blinding everyone in the room. MOs screams in pain and terror, yet beyond his screams it almost seems as if a high, sweet voice sings, a soaring note of triumph that brings with it a clean wind, and all present gasp to the scents of rain and new-mown hay and the bright, clean fragrance of lavender. With a roar the Warg leaps forward, bounding into the shimmer of light and full upon MOS's writhing form, crushing him to the floor. With a burst of supernatural fury he heaves the Warg off his chest, leaps to his feet and begins running toward Pippin and Amanthoron - only to smack into some unseen force as if hitting a brick wall. He crashes to his back with a resounding thud. The bright light moves over him like a silent wave enveloping him for a moment, and a sweet gust of honeysuckle and damp earth breathes among them. There it lingers ... and softly drifts away.

Silence.

The light dissipates. MOs are prone on his back, looking up at the ceiling with a foolish grin on his face.

MOs: Wow, that was groovy, man! Psychedelic, even.

Everyone stares at him in shock. It appears that the Mouth of Sauron has been transformed from a raving psychotic madman to a blissful, peace loving hippie.


Thran catches her breath, still grasping Amanthoron's hand. Carcharien turns to look at Pippin, who has her eyes closed. 

Thran: Amanthoron, is everyone all right?

Amanthoron looks into her eyes, and she stops mid-sentence. 

Amanthoron: 'Tis over, worry not.

Thran: I am not so sure.

Carcharien is still clasping Pippin's hand, and Pippin is still standing with her eyes closed. He lets go now, a worried expression registering on his face.

Carcharien: More? Do you suspect that there is more yet to come? We have defeated the enemy, what more is there to do?

Pippin opens her eyes, and looks at Carcharien.

Pippin: There is more. I can feel it.

Thran: Is it not over yet. We have to get out of here, there are Nazgirls afoot, and still many orc-servants of MOS lurking about, searching for Amanthoron and Pippin. We cannot let up our watchfulness now.

Thran looks toward Amanthoron again. Carcharien retakes Pippin's hand, and a look of surprise registers on her face, then she smiles.

The Human and Dwarves climb slowly to their feet shaking off the helping hands of the Elves. Gubbitch’s troops moan and clutching their heads climb even more slowly to their feet. Gubbitch approaches the murmuring MOS warily.

Gubbitch: Well, ah see tha old dog ‘ad a few teeth lef’. Neber ‘spected ‘e’d try that. Mr. S will be in yer debt, l’il apple. [Gubbitch salutes Pippin, who smiles in return and holds out her hand.  For a long moment the old orc just looks at her hand; finally, slowly he takes her Elven hand with his Orcen  fingers and gently squeezes.]c A real lady, ya are, tha’s fer shure.
[Gubbitch releases Pippin’s hand and turns back to his troops]: Giddup offa tha’ floor, ya sorry bunch of good fer nuttin’s.

The rest of the company watch as the old Orc warrior turns once more to them and gives a slight wink. Finally, everyone realizes something. Their fellowship has been restored. Happy tears glitter in Meri's eyes, as the Entire group converges. Hugs, handshakes and smiles are given all around.

Greene Lady: I hate to break up the party, but I have an injured hobbit and an injured elf that I need to tend to with better medicine than I have now., so shall we head back to The Burping Troll? 

Erin: And could we somehow find a way aboveground? 

A shaky laugh erupts from the group. 

Celebsul [looking toward Gubbitch who has stationed an orc guard near MOS]: I do believe that the orcs would like to have MOS. IS that all right with everyone? The entire company nods in agreement.

Gubbitch: An’ as a thank ya present, Ah’ll give ya a guide to see ya back ta tha Burpin’ Troll. ‘e knows all the short cuts and secret ways. Ya’ll be ‘ome in no time.

Anbarad leads the way to the door to the chamber. Opening it. he is met with the swipe of an orc-blade that barely misses his head. Slamming the door, he bars it tightly.

Anbarad: There are orcs of MOS outside, awaiting us. Prepare to fight! 

The door begins to shake beneath heavy blows, and Pippin and Amanthoron exchange a look. Carcharien suddenly unsheathes his sword, and hands it to Pippin.


Carcharien: You may need this, I am afraid. Thran unsheathes the knife that Amanthoron had lent her. Pippin glances in wonder, for she recognizes the blade. She smiles at Amanthoron.

Pippin: That's mine.

Amanthoron: I merely kept what was entrusted to me.

Pippin: Thank you. And I am glad that you have put it to such good use.

Thran smiles at Amanthoron and turns toward the door. The determination on her Elven face is mirrored on the face of each of the company.
The door shudders beneath repeated blows, then suddenly it lies in ruins, and the company faces their foes. Orcs snarl, and Pippin cringes slightly at the sound of a whip. Carcharien glances at her, and gives her a reassuring look. The orcs move in, baring their weapons, and Wargy growls, baring her teeth. For a moment the orcs pause, confused by this Warg that is apparently on the other side of the fight. Confused as well, by the sight of Gubbitch’s troops who ring the body of MOS, they halt, only feet away from the fellowship. The room is silent but for an instant. Then springing forward with a throat-searing cry, Ranger Bob takes the head from the leading orc. Chaos erupts with the sound of metal against metal, the thud of arrows finding their mark and the cries of battle from warriors of the many races of Middle Earth. Aerio is shooting arrow after arrow beside Carcharien. Erin and Greene Lady have taken guard over Meri, in a small corner of the room. Meri tries to protest, but Greene Lady will not permit her to fight.

As he slashes the arm from an orc that was preparing to take off Esgallyg’s head, Amanthoron feels the burning slash of an orc knife on his shoulder. At his quick grunt of pain, Thran twirls around and finds herself facing a very large orc, who is holding a very large knife. Ducking under the swinging blade, her eyes burn with hot tears.  She runs blindly past the orc, to Amanthoron, who is kneeling on the ground clutching his shoulder in pain. 

Thran: You're hurt! 

Amanthoron nods, his face ashen. 

Amanthoron [in a harsh cry]: Watch out!

The orc that Thran had escaped stands behind her now, with knife raised.

Thran wheels up, and with a slash of the Elven-knife, she catches the orc-blade as it descends and sweeps it away to go clattering to the floor. The orc sneers, and brings up his whip, but Thran is burning with a cold fire in her heart for what has been done to Amanthoron, and she again slashes with her knife, opening a wide gash down the Orc’s arm. He gives a cry, and again she strikes, deeply this time, between the ribs. As the large orc falls, the other orcs cry out in dismay for this was their leader.  Uncertain now as to what they should do, they begin to back toward the door.

Seeing the MOS orcs wavering, the company presses forward. Blades flashing. Bows humming. Until finally, none are left to fight. Few of the fellowship are left unmarked, and they turn wearily to assist each other. The most grievous wound is that of Amanthoron and Greene Lady moves quickly to inspect the wound. 

[Thran kneels next to Amanthoron. A tear drips down her cheek, and she almost chokes on her anguished word.] Please, can you do anything? Will he-will he be all right?

Thran looks into Amamthoron's eyes, and he into hers, and pain is on both their faces. 

Pippin’s face is etched with pain as well when she sees how badly Amanthoron has been injured; but she does not move to take Thran’s place. For the moment, she leaves Thran be, not wanting to interfere. Carcharien pulls her gently into his arms and holds her. She leans back, secure in the strength of his arms.

The sound of the few retreating Orcs that had not been slaughtered in the battle echoes down the faraway and winding tunnels beyond, and a still settles in the corridor.  In the small corner where Meri watched the battle protected, Erin sucks a bleeding thumb nicked when an Orcish blade had scuttled across the floor in a frenzy toward them.  Meri, tears streaming down her face, rummages through the pack behind her for a bit of cloth.

[Meri wrapping the wound her hands trembling]: If you hadn’t blocked that blade, it would’ve given me a deadly wound...Oh Erin, how can I ever thank you?
[Erin smiling hugs her friend, pausing to brush aside her tears]: You know you would have done the same for me, besides, this is just a little cut...’twill heal my dear.  As you seem to be, much to my joy.

Meri beams, and shakily stands with the aid of Erin.  Dimereg crosses the room briskly seeing her rise, and reaches to steady her. The two embrace and now the tears are for the joy of the spared life of the other.  Erin relinquishes her hobbit friend to the care of the comforting Elf, and seeing Esgallyg rushes to hug his middle.  He has been cut on the back of his upper thigh, and continues to turn, trying to get a good look at the wound. 

[Erin trying not to laugh at his focused expression, and inability to quite spy the gash]: Oh dear, you’re bleeding...let me. 
She holds up her hand to pause his circling, and gently examines the wound, not missing the fact that she is handling a particularly tight and fine specimen of Elven thigh before her.  Erin finds that it is not serious, nor was the blade poisoned, so she snatches a bit of linen from Greene Lady, who is attending to Amanthoron, to bind Esgallyg’s wound.

[Esgallyg wincing and trying to see her healing]: Erin, you don’t...OUCH...[grimace] Hey, don’t...that’s too tight...[grits his teeth and scowls]

Erin: Well, it has to at least stop the bleeding, though your nice Elven pants are ruined I am afraid.

Esgallyg: I am sorry, I never was good at taking my medicine.  [His face softens and he pulls her close] Thank you for helping me, I still wish I could see it better; I suppose I’ll have to wait until I find a mirror.

[Erin holding his hand, nearly as a child to a parent, but in an affection of love, and she looks up at him with a smile]: It will be fine, its a scratch, though you may want to sit gently for a bit.

[Meanwhile, Greene Lady has begun to work on the deep cut in Amanthoron’s shoulder, she works efficiently, silently, ignoring the questioning eyes of Thran and the others]: Light! I need more light, and anyone have a bit of water? 

Meri: I have.. where’s my pack...here it is.

Thran taps nearby Aerio, and he darts over to help Meri while Bramblerose walks over with a torch and holds it high above Greene Lady, casting a orange glow on the pale face of Amanthoron.  Silence broken only by the small rustling of tending to the wounded rests on the group as Greene Lady goes to work with a needle and thread.

All seem to have gained new injury, be it bruise, cut or scratch, none is more serious than Amanthoron’s, and though he grits his teeth in pain, he lets out no cry, only tightly clutches Thran’s long fingers with his own as the wound is brought to close.  

Celebsul with the help of Azaelia and Sevilodorf turn to see to the needs of Gubbitch’s lads. Though their wounds appear grievous to the eyes of Azaelia and Sevilodorf and much in need of clean water, the orcs merely apply a stinging salve and bind them with bits of dirty cloth. Gubbitch insists all they will need is some rest and a little food and water. Sevilodorf and Azaelia retrieve their packs and hand them over to Gubbitch as Celebsul and Gubbitch make plans for the return journey to the Troll.  

Gubbbitch gestures to the Mouth of Sauron, who now slowly waggles his fingers in intricate pattern before his face, and smiles vacantly.

Gubbitch:  Th' lads 'll take this off yer hands, right enow.  'Es a bad 'n, an' the further 'e's gone, the better we'll all rest, I reckon.

Celebsul:  That we will, and no mistake.

Gubbitch:  Right, then.  Har, Blorbag, get that lot off ther arses and on ther feet.  The job Ent done 'til this blighter's proper dealt with.

At that rough summons, Gubbitch's "lads" grumble and growl into motion, and almost as an after-thought rough hands seize MOS by the front of his robes and jerk him to his feet.

Blorbag:  Say g'night, maggot.

MOS [grinning stupidly]:  G'night, maggot.

Elves, hobbits, and humans alike draw aside with a shudder, as the tread of Orc feet booms in the vaulted chamber.  The Dwarves mutter darkly and grip their axes, but under Gubbitch's eye the Orcs offer no more than a few highly-unpleasant grins, in passing.  Their gnarled forms shamble through the door and their heavy march echoes in the empty halls once more ... and finally fades to silence.  The Mouth of Sauron was gone.  Victory, however oddly and at what cost, was theirs.

Gubbitch alone of the Orc troop remains, and turns then with a snaggle-toothed grin.

Gubbitch:  Nah then, wotcher got to eat?  [He grabs the packs given him by Sevilodorf and Azaelia and upends them.] Any green ham?
A shriek shrill enough for a Nazgirl pierces the room and the Entire company reaches toward their weapons. The sound of Deby’s soothing voice causes the group to halt and turn to where Ranger Bob is jumping up and down clutching his left forearm.

Deby: Oh, do sit down.  You are such a baby.  That stuff only stings a little bit.

Bob: A little bit.  My arm’s on fire.  I’d rather have the wound. [He backs away as Deby begins to rise holding a small green bottle.]

Greene Lady [impatiently looking up from her work with Amanthoron]: Would you also rather take the chance of losing the arm?

Bbob stops retreating and holds his arm out toward Deby. As she begins to apply the potion from the bottle, he winces and turns his head.] 

Meri sits to rest and her little forehead furrows as she waits, resting against Dimereg, sits at her side.  She watches the healer from across the room, and begins to notice a sound, from behind her.  Turning her head left and right, she rises to kneel, resting her hand on the knee of her Elvish friend. He gazes at her, and seeing fear in her eyes, his senses awaken, and the two focus on the sound.

[Meri clutches his hand, and with a deep sense of dread whispers]: Wargie?

The two, unnoticed by the others in the fellowship, healing their wounds, begin to silently walk towards the whining, whimpering in the dark behind them.  At first, it appears that the Warg has taken a mortal wound; her body lies so still, and quiet.  Meri stumbles to her and gently pets her face and head. 

Meri: Margie? Are you all right?

Dimereg: She has been cut, here. 

Pointing out a matted and bleeding wound on the upper flank of the Warg’s front leg, the response they get is only a little lick of her wound and a pathetically soft growl; and then resignation, as she rests her head down once again.  Meri, eyes filled with worry and springing with new tears, starts to rummage through her pack, and finds some more linen to bind up the wound.  With the bleeding stopped, she gets a lick of thanks, and a furry nuzzle.  She gives a smile and a hobbit hug to her furry friend, then promptly finds some jerky and pony snacks. Munching on her snacks perks up Wargy considerably.

Meri: This will make you feel a little better.  I wish I had more treats for you, but I owe you scraps and leftovers for the rest of your life!  Thank you for bearing me through these dark caves.  I don’t imagine you are quite used to carrying hobbits around!   [She pauses and they wuzzle around a bit before she laughs and says]  You know, I am getting REALLY hungry!  How long has it been since I had a good meal?  Or even a cookie?  That’s it, I am making a second breakfast... er.. lunch... anyone know what time it is?  Or even the day?

Aerio:  I believe it is a Friday, but as for the time, 'tis hard to know.  Take your pick of meals, little one.

Meri beaming at him for the first time in what seems like ages, gets to work on finding something to eat.  She and Dimereg get out a light blanket, and spread it out with the apples, strawberries [slightly crushed], biscuits, sausages, beef jerky, slices of salted ham, and turkey, various cookies, and a surprising amount of cheese.  Reaching deeper into her pack, she brings out ale, a six-pack of Diet Pepsi, and lets out a squeal.

Meri: OH CELLY!  AERIO! You’ll never believe what I had in my pack!  Cherry-B!

Celebsul and Aerio’s eyes widen and the two run over to her in a childlike glee!  Soon all the battle-torn good folk of the Troll join them at Meri’s little picnic and all are filled with the spread of surprisingly tasty travel food.  Even Amanthoron is convinced to take a little Lembas, which was found amongst the travel packs of the Elves.  The company joins in a protected hollow of the chamber, and all sit, resting and quietly talking of the battle, their wounds, and worries of the Troll above. 

For the moment at least, the danger seems to have passed, and a quiet settles on the group.  The Dwarves seem to have taken up a guard, and the hobbits are the first to surrender to their heavy eyelids.  Meri resting against Dimereg, and Erin against Esgallyg, with the Warg at their feet.  Amanthoron sleeps near the center of the group, and soon Thran, lies dozing next to him.  Pippin, though looking worn out from her experience, strokes her brother’s hair, and only allows herself to lean against the watchful Carcharien at her side.   Greene Lady, Deby and Ranger Bob lean eyes closed against the wall. 

*****Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, after lunch
 After a bite to eat at midday everyone goes back to work. What was once a slimy, sticky floor in the Troll is now clean enough to eat off of...well, maybe not THAT clean! The smell in the Troll has also becoming tolerable, thanks to a special herb and wildflower mixture that one of the Elves brought in [unfortunately for the Balrog...he liked the rancid odor much better]. Camellia opens the door and is just about to go outside to throw away some of the last bags of debris when she sees the Balrog coming toward her, lugging the newly built bar in its monstrous arms.


Camellia: [holding the door open for the Balrog...a friendly smile on her face] There you go, Mr. Balrog! I must say...you did a fine job on this floor!


[The Balrog walks up beside her...cutting its eyes at her]: Hmpft! [Then the Balrog stops and turns its head toward Camellia, looking down at her with a big frown] I see you're feeling better? Guess my feet will stay clean after all!


Camellia: [still looking at the Balrog with a big grin] Yep! Looks like I kept my breakfasts' down...and maybe even my lunch, too, now that the Troll has a better odor about it!


Balrog: [shaking his head] Grrrr! Smells like a bloomin' ladies shop in here...disgusting!

The Balrog walks on...Arwen sees him and directs him on where to put the bar. Turning once again to go out the door with the bags, a sound catches Camellia's attEntion...singing! Curious, she goes out, drops the bags on the trash pile and heads in the direction of the singing. A group of Dwarves are busily hammering and sawing wood under a large tree. Camellia comes closer to hear the song.


Dwarves: [altogether] Whistle while you work...too,too,too...too,too...too,too.


[Camellia's eyes grow wide.] Where did you learn that song?!?


[One of the Dwarves looks up] Well...it's like this...this friendly little group of mice came up and told us they'd teach us a new song...actually taught it to everyone out here...except for some Swiffer Sweeper man who high tailed it out of here!

Camellia: [rolling her eyes] Thanks!

[Camellia goes back into the Troll, and seeing Arwen still at the new bar with the Balrog, walks over to her to look straight into Arwen's face] YOU brought them!! [Then Camellia turns and walks away]


Arwen:[with a confused look on her face, looks at the Balrog] What?!?!?!?! 


*****Woods near The Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, afternoon.


Several hours later, Milo has a thought: What shall I call you? Do you have a name?

Ent-Wife: Yes, in your tongue, the condensed version of my name is Silverwillow. And you, liitle hobbit? What is your name?

Milo: My name’s Milo Burfoot.

Silverwillow: Well, now that we’ve been properly introduced, we’re just about there!

As she finishes speaking, Milo realizes he can hear very faint singing and sawing and hammering. Then he puts his hand to his brow and gazes far in front of him. In the distance he can barely see a small structure and little figures walking around it. With Silverwillow’s long strides they are there in no time.

Milo: Wow! What a dump! What happened here?

Silverwillow: We’ll soon find out. 

With their arrival everyone stops working and looks up rather startled. Even the mice and the Dwarves stop singing! As Milo climbs down, the Ent who had been helping with the cleanup looks up from his work.

Ent: What is that? A presence I haven’t felt since.....[And with that, he slowly turns around.]  Silverwillowtreebranchdewdropmapleleaf~

Silverwillow [interrupting his recitation of her full name]: Doug? Douglas Fir? Is that really you?

Doug: Hoom hmm. Yes!

The two Ent-folk stride closer together and all their branches shake with the joy of seeing each other! The ground almost shakes and their whole being shines with a green radiance like sunbeams bursting out of their bark.

Crowd: THUNK!! [Sound of all jaws dropping to the ground]

Doug: Silvie, what are you doing here? Where are the others? We’ve been looking for you for ages!

Silvie suddenly stops beaming. Her mood changes to black. All her branches crackle and Milo thinks how she is so good at looking ominous.

Silvie: Oh REALLY? I thought you didn’t LIKE to leave home. Thought all you wanted to do was stay under the comfort of your beloved FANgorn! Never wanted to go striding about the countryside. Noooooo Let’s stay home, Silvie. Let’s stand here in the rain, Silvie. Let’s stay here and ROT for the rest of our days, Silvie!

Doug [with eyes shooting sparks]: Oh HERE we go! The NAGGING willow is back again! WHY don’t you ever take me out anymore? Can’t we go out? All our friends are going out? Why don’t you talk faster? You talk to slow, can’t you just get to the point? Yes, folks, here she is, the old TRUNK and CHAIN!

Just then there was a loud growl coming from the forest.

Sylvie: Oh! Did I forget to mention that there is a Troll following us?

Balrog [licking his lips]: Did someone say Troll?


[Arwen and Camellia look at each other, together] Did someone say Cave Troll????

Balrog: [eyes starting to glow like hot embers] Cave Troll...GRRRRR......!

[Camellia looked over at the Balrog] Are you going to run into the bathroom again, Mr Balrog? If so, you'd better do it now!


Balrog: [breathing heavily] No more running for me...I'm going to take care of this once and for all!


[Arwen and Camellia run to the door, looking out. Everyone scurries around, trying to find a place to hide. Then Arwen points toward the forest] Look! Over there!

The trees begin to shake wildly and then suddenly, they split apart, leaving a wide gap. And in that gap stands the largest Cave Troll Camellia has ever seen [O.K., it was the only Cave Troll Camellia has ever seen, but it is still pretty big]. Then from behind them, in the Burping Troll, they hear a loud crunching sound, like wood being torn in half. Turning around at the same time, they see the Balrog coming toward them welding the new bar over its head. Arwen grabs Camellia's hand and pulls her out the door and onto the ground in the nick of time, for milli-seconds later the Balrog comes bursting out of the door, still carrying the bar.


Arwen: [shaking her head] Awww, Nooo...not the brand new bar...couldn't it have just picked up some of that old junky wood over there?


[Camellia sits up and dusts herself off] Thanks, Arwen...I almost became a Hobbit pancake...hey, look!

Arwen sits up beside Camellia as they watch the Balrog. His eyes blaze a fiery red as he runs towards the Cave Troll. By the time the Cave Troll sees the Balrog, it is too late. The Balrog shifts the bar in his massive hands and prepares to swing.


Balrog: Batter-up!


The impact from the Balrogs swing is so powerful that, with a loud crunch, it sends the Cave Troll sailing over the trees for a mile [or two, maybe].


Balrog: Homerun!!!! Eat trees, Cave Troll!


Suddenly, the Balrog looks at the broken, shattered bar in his hands...then, slowly he looks over at Arwen and Camellia sitting in the dirt, watching him. He turns to look around the yard of the Troll and sees everyone simply staring at him slack jawed.

Balrog: [with a rather sheepish grin, shrugs his shoulders] Uh....Opps!?!

Everyone breaks into cheers and applause.

Balrog blushes and digs his toe in the dirt.

Chapter 21

***** Chamber of MOS, 12th of Thrimidge, late afternoon.

So the afternoon passes peacefully with healing sleep, and light filters down gently through the high windows.

Celebsul: WAKEY, WAKEY! RISE AND SHINE! 

A room full of eyes springs wide open and some hands reach towards weapons. The Warg looks up and snarls, and a couple of Dwarves, closely 'guarding' the door with their shoulders, fall over. Gubbitch gives a snort of laughter, and grins wickedly when the Dwarves turn to glare.

[Celebsul shrugs]: Well, it's a long way back to the Burping Troll and we've finished all the Cherry-B.
Thran shakes her head and looks at Amanthoron in concern. 

Thran: We will not be able to hurry back anywhere. Amanthoron is in need of much more healing.

Gubbitch: Ah've got some left-over salve, if tha wants it.
The Greene Lady: Nay, Gubbitch. While we are grateful, it would not work so well on an elf.

Gubbitch: Fair inuff, but tha better all work out when and where thas goin' and 'ow.

Erin: That sounds logical, and while we're doing that, we could be having breakfast.

Gubbitch: While, tha’s ‘appening’, ah’ll go check up on me lads and see to shippin’ ol’ Mouthy off to Mr. S. Ah’ll be back. [The orc disappears out a small door near the rear of the chamber]

Most of the company eats a good meal, though Amanthoron does not seem hungry.  Pippin is leaning against the wall next to Carcharien, watching the rest of the company converse over the meal.  Thran wears a pained expression on her face, and she finally walks over to Greene Lady.

Thran:  He will be all right, won't he?  

Greene Lady: My dear, it will take time.  

Thran:  But he'll be all right?
Greene Lady: With the right care, yes, I believe he will be.  But what about you?  You should not have been fighting yesterday. 

Thran:  I couldn't stay and watch them fight without me.

Greene Lady: I believe you, but now, let me look at your arm.  I don't want it to get infected. [Greene Lady removes the bandage, and breathes a sigh of relief]  It is fine.  It too will take time to heal though.
Thran turns her head toward Amanthoron, who has lay back down and closed his eyes.  Thran walks over to him.

Pippin notices Thran and Amanthoron, and looks at Carcharien.  He looks contented, no longer as conflicted as he had been when she first saw him after her rescue.

Pippin:  I think this is yours. [Slips the silver ring off her finger, and presses it into Carcharien's palm]

His eyes meet hers, and he smiles a sad smile.

Carcharien:  Nay, 'twas not mine.  

Pippin does not reply, but continues to watch Thran whisper to Amanthoron.  Her heart aches for both her brother and her friend.  She rests her head again on Carcharien's shoulder, not hungry for any breakfast.  

Wargie trots over to Pippin, and nuzzles her sleeve.  Pippin looks down, and smiles.

Pippin:  H'lo.

Warg:  What's wrong with you?  We're having a fine breakfast, and they've even got some cookies I hear, and you're over here with Carcharien not doing anything.

Pippin:  Yes I am.

Warg:  Well, what then?

Pippin:  I'm thinking.

Warg:  About what?

Pippin:  Nothing and everything.
Warg:  Oh.  I see.  [Looks to Carcharien]  Is he part of "nothing" or "everything" And what about Thran and Amanthoron?  Where do they fit in?

Pippin:  Everything.  They mean everything to me.  

Warg:  And what about the rest of us?  Are we the "nothing"?  [She gives a playful nip at Pippin's sleeve]

Pippin giggles.

Pippin:  No, you're all part of "everything" too.

Pippin sobers again, and closes her eyes.  Warg sits by a while, watching silently.  Finally, she walks back to the company, leaving Pippin to her thoughts.  She notices Thran still talking softly to Amanthoron, and smiles to herself somewhat sadly.  The two elves shared the common bond of pain.  But it seems more than that.  

Ranger Bob: Well, Dwarves, gEnts - and allll you lovely ladies - I dare say it's time we vacate this place.  Personally, I'm working up a powerful thirst.

Erin:  Oh, I have some water, Bob.

Meri:  I don't think it's that kind of thirst, Erin.

Erin:  Oh.

Bob [with a broad smile]: Indeed not, little lady!  I dream now of malt beer, with a head on it stiff enough to stay on a man's moustache all night long!

Deby [nose wrinkling]: And that's a good thing?

Ranger Bob [still smiling]: It’s a guy thing, sister dear.  You wouldn't understand.

Deby [under her breath]: And if I ever do, someone please just knock me in the head.

Sevilodorf: Well, Bob, I presume this means you've decided upon the most direct route to that malt beer.

Ranger Bob: That I have.

Sevilodorf:  And it won't involve tunnels, right?

Erin:  We're really tired of tunnels.

Sevilodorf:  Really, REALLY tired of tunnels.

Erin:  Really, REALLY, REALLY tired of tunnels.

Sevilodorf:  Really -.
Bob:  I GET IT!!!  No tunnels!  I promise! [With that Bob turns away, mumbling] And Da wondered why I remained a bachelor.  Women are the most confounded aggravating -.

Deby [loudly]: What’s that, brother dear?

Bob:  Oh, I said, we must get rounded up and ambulating - you know, if we want to make good use of daylight.

Deby [smiling sweetly]: Thought that's what you said.

And so the company gathers its gear and readies for the journey home.  Their road might not be swift, for they had their wounded to tend, Amanthoron foremost, plus Greene Lady remained concerned over Meri's head wound and Thran's rapidly-healing injury.  Now others among them bore newer hurts, although the Elves sought to reassure their lady healer that Elvish constitutions were quite hardy, and she should reserve her energies for those most in need.

An aid unlooked-for came from the Dwarves, who abruptly appeared with a hastily made but sturdy litter borne between two of them.

Greene Lady [in delighted surprise]: What’s this?

Dwarf #1: For the red-haired Elf.

Greene Lady: Oh, you clever fellows!  Yes, yes, now I need some help getting him situated - Oh, this will be such great help.

Amanthoron:  Lady, I assure you -.
Greene Lady: None of your Elvish blather, now.  I shall have two of the Dwarves sit on you, if your pride insists on contesting my wishes.

Amanthoron looks at the suddenly grinning Dwarves, at the litter awaiting him, and at Greene Lady's determined face.

Amanthoron [laughing weakly]: Alas, it appears I am out-numbered.  I surrender!

Thran smiles at the Dwarves, and more than simply the light of the Elves shimmers in her eyes.

Thran:  Thank you, dear Dwarves.  Oh, may Varda bless you!

Dwarf #4: Aww ...

Dwarf #5: Shucks.
Dwarf #6:  'Twarn't anything.

And so the company prepares to depart the dark chambers of Angband. As the fellowship moves forward, they hear the shrill voices of the Nazgirls from all sides. Four there are, and they stand, in sultry stance at each possible exit from the chamber. The tallest, with bleach blonde hair, teased to a fine fluffy rat’s nest of a beehive hairdo saunters over, her red heels clicking as she sways to an unheard dance in a red dress in the stunned silence of the chamber.

Alexis the Nazgirl: SO, you heroic types, just thought you’d walk on out of here did you?

Buffy the Nazgirl scoffs from her spot, where she stands examining her nails, occasionally buffing them on a file.

Celebsul: Come now ladies, do you not think we can make some kind of arrangement, your leader, the MOs is useless as any power in this land, he has lapsed into the hippie movement.

Aerio: Indeed, though I have been marked by your Sharpies, we have taken the day, you will fall should you fight us [unsheathes his blade and a smirk.]

Buff: Blades of elves, man or hobbit have no power here. This is the Realm of the Secret Revlon Nazgirls, we hold more power here in the tunnels of Mordor than can be swayed by mere blades and bows.

[Alexis casting a sparkling white grin at Celebsul, waltzes her way to him, running her fingernails over his chest and blows on his face. He gets a silly grin on his face, and completely stops moving, seemingly frozen by her poisonous kiss. Aerio jumps forward in alarm, waving frantically in front of Celebsul's face]: Master? Are you frozen? Can you hear me?

Alexis: Oh he can hear you...but he is far too dazzled by our beauty and is caught in my spell.

Buff: As are you sweet young thing.

Aerio looks up to see Buff behind him, running her fingers through his long locks. Shivers go down his spine, and he stumbles to the floor where he lies unmoving.

[Candy the Nazgirl walks towards the wounded Amanthoron and Thran, fluffs her mass of brown overdone curls and whips out her lip gloss, applying it slowly with a [SMACK] and leans over to touch the Elf]: Did you hurt your widdle self? I can make it better sweetie.

[Pippin and Thran look at her with glares and disbelief, and position themselves to defend him. Carcharien moves to position himself between Candy and Pippin and Thran and stammers]: After all we've struggled through, you now come to face us, with what weapons? You seem just young girls, and are unarmed?

[Greene Lady whispering to Bramblerose]: He hasn't been reading the parody very much has he?

Bramblerose: Uh, what parody?

[Ranger Bob backs away nervously as a pink haired Nazgirl approaches him, licking her lips and glittering with some kind of sparkly eye shadow or makeup. She plants her red polished nails on his chest, and with a power that seems much too strong for her frame pushes Bob against the wall. She flutters her eyelashes with a smile]: Dustie's the name you scruffy looking Ranger...I've known a few like you, and they turned out just absolutely tasty...MUAHAHAAAA! 

[Ranger Bob swallows, and reaching for his weapons finds they have been taken without his knowledge. Dusty gives a cackle.]: What's this? A Ranger caught off his guard? [This causes all the other Nazgirls to giggle and snicker.]

Buff eyes Belegalda and blows him a kiss from across the chamber. She saunters over next to Candy and together they hoist Carcharien with giggles and a puff of perfume, and drag him off down towards an exit. In a panic Thran and Pippin rush to his aid, but are instantly sprayed with a mist that stiffens their bodies and arms, so they can only move in slow motion.

The fellowship exchange worried glances, that the two warrior elves are so easily thwarted, Alexis clicks her way to Meri and Erin, who are being protected by Dimereg and Esgallyg. The hobbits soon realize they are not in need of protection, but their favorite Elves are in danger. Alexis tickles Dimereg's chin, and caresses Esgallyg's face with purple fingernails. A cloud of perfume surrounds her, and she begins to drag the two helpless elves off, with wide eyed and jaw dropping hobbits staring. 

Meri shakes her head and struggles to stand, giving Erin a nudge and they stand together with a fire in their eyes. 

Meri: Hold on there toots! Where exactly do you think you're taking the finest specimen of buttocks available this side of Middle Earth?

[Alexis, giving her a smirk]: Well, at least you little folk seem to appreciate the good views from your vantage point. [snicker] I am taking them off to my private chambers you furry short thing. AS IF you could even compete with the likes of the Nazgirls! MUAHAAHAA!

Erin: Now that's uncalled for young miss... you can't be dragging off the most attractive men...and elves...why you couldn't be out of Junior High yet!

Buff: We are the Nazgirls, neither living nor dead, but caught in eternal youth and perpetual hormonal overdrive. You cannot match our strength and will, little one. We have worked up our passion and perfected our arts and allurements for hundreds of years.

Deby: And you still haven't learned to blend the eye shadow?

Greene Lady: Maybe they can't find good blushers around here, I haven't seen many beauty supply stores...

Sevilodorf: I really can't believe they are allowed to run around like little hussies...what is Middle Earth coming to?

The Warg paces behind and circles around her friends, and suddenly stops and a for a moment a little light bulb shape hovers above her head, and she runs down a tunnel and disappears. Dwarves grumble amongst themselves about the loyalty of such creatures as Wargs and their lack of enduring with the company, but a few looks with dagger silence them. The fellowship is breaking, they are falling to the powers of the Nazgirls, here, after all the warring and troubles, wounds and burdens. Pippin clutches Amanthoron's hand and tries to use her mind powers to help him resist, but all she hears is a SCREEEEEEEEEEEETTTCHHHHHH and a chorus of laughter from the Nazgirls.

It seems hopeless, is there no one to stop the powers of the Nazgirls? Just as Dimereg and Esgallyg are being brought as if in a trance to an exiting tunnel the distinct sounds of the warg can be heard: AAAAAAWWWWWWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOO!

Meri: Now that’s an "attack" AWWWOOOO if I ever heard one.

Erin: She's wounded, what can she do?

The grimy form of Gubbitch Entering the room with a snarl answers their questions.

Gubbitch: Arrr, What've we 'ere?

Dustie: Get lost creepy. This is our domain!

Gubbitch: I think not, the MOs has fallen into a rainbow trip, and Papa has sent you a visitor.

From behind Gubbitch a tall slender form arises. It is a woman like shape, with her gray hair tied back in a painfully tight looking bun, and a very proper and modest black dress draped around her frame. The warg dances and bounces around the two and bounds back to Meri and Erin giving them a wink and a knowing toothy grin.

With the approach of the older woman, who strides to the middle of the room and folds her arms, the Nazgirls all look up, fear finally gracing their young faces. For it is Nanny Necromancer, the keeper of the Nazgirls in times of yore, and she is endowed with the power of Sauron in the care of his young charges. The Elves under the Nazgirl's spell, feel the release of their powers, and are suddenly aware they can move and back away, waiting to see what will happen now.

Nanny Necromancer pulling two of the Nazgirls over to her by their wrists begins a tirade: ALEXIS, BUFFY! How dare you! Look at you! Dressing like little sluts! Those skirts are Entirely too short. And the makeup! How many times have I told you, that a nice Nazgirl need not powder herself like that! You need no beauty supplies. You are too wash that stuff off right this minute. 

Marching over to Candy and Dusty she gives them a glare, causing them to wither:  And you two! If Papa Sauron could see you now, you'd get the flaming lash for sure! What do you mean by having such revealing garb? Any woman of ill repute would be ashamed to dress as you flaunt yourselves. You wipe that smirk off your face young lady! Sauron has heard all about the encounter you worked up with ole MOS! He is very disappointed in you, luring poor innocent bar regulars down into your cheep perfume reeking tunnels for your carnal pleasures!

The two hang their heads and scuttle over to Alexis and Buff, who are now nervously biting the fingernail polish off their nails.

Nanny Necromancer gives an apologetic smile to the group: I am sorry for these young charges of mine. They tend to run to trouble when they're idle! NO LONGER however! [Glaring at the girls] This summer's project will be to fill in all these confounded holes! We can't be living like gophers underneath the Blessed Realm of Sauron can we? Not when he is making such improvements above ground?

Buff: Awww, Nanny?

Candy: That would involve sweat? I can't abide...

Nanny Necromancer: ZIP it young lady...you will sweat and fill, and work with no makeup and no nights out all summer.

Dustie: [pout]

Buff: How bout TV?

Nanny Necromancer: NO... and I better not hear any whining or come August I'll break the DVD player.

Candy: NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO! We'll dig, sweat...please Nanny...[whimper] Elijah???

Nanny Necromancer: No Internet, no pictures, no ELIJAH! NOTHING!

Alexis: But...

Nanny Necromancer: NO BUTS! All right girls, tell the nice folks you're sorry!

All the Nazgirls, not daring to even raise their eyes now brimming with pouty tears, mumble apologies, and slink out the of the chamber with the voice of Nanny Necromancer echoing down the tunnel nagging their over teased, under dressed, over made up selves until they can no longer be heard.

Erin: Now that was interesting.

Meri: I think I need a cookie. Anyone?

She passes around a bag of chocolate chip goodness and the crew feels refreshed after their weird encounter.

The fellowship prepares to move out once more.  Yet one last cold corridor leads them forward, and a cool breeze touches their faces. Abruptly Aerio lets out a most un-Elvish whoop, and suddenly sprints ahead.

Celebsul:  Aerio!  What on earth -.

Swift as a dart the young Elf flies, and Esgallyg laughs.

Esgallyg:  Sun!  The Sun awaits us, dear friends!
No sooner has he spoken then Aerio slides to a halt at the corridor's end, and a heavy clank echoes to them.  One shove, and the shadows split before them as if cut with a knife.  Great doors swing ponderously open to a widening flood of golden sunlight, and Aerio's laughter rings in bounding echoes.

Aerio:  It's a beautiful day out here!  Come, you slow-coaches!   Come see this day!

And smiling, the company walks out in it.

***** The Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, late afternoon, early evening.

Standing by the Ent and Entwife [who were still bickering back and fourth], Milo sees Arwen and Camellia still sitting on the ground and decides to go and offer his assistance. Walking over, he extends a hand to help them up.


Camellia: Thank-you.


Arwen: [dusting herself off] Yes, thank-you, and you are...?

Milo: My name is Milo Burfoot...I arrived here this morning with the Entwife...over there. [Pointing]


Arwen: Well, thanks again. [Looking at Camellia] Come on, Camellia...we still have a lot of work to do. [Then Arwen heads back to the Troll]

Camellia: Hey Milo, would you be interested in helping us get the Troll back in order?


Milo: [smiling] Guess so...can't say I have anything else to do at the moment, so lead the way!


Camellia: Great! [She grabs Milo's hand and takes him into the Troll.]

Behind them comes a group of Dwarves with tools and wood who immediately begin to work on the holes in the walls. Then comes the Balrog, carrying another newly made bar in his arms. He glances over at Camellia and Milo as he walks by.


Camellia: Nice job, Mr. Balrog, the way you smacked that Cave Troll into oblivion!


Balrog: [showing a little smile] Ur...um...thanks....

The Balrog carries the bar over to Arwen and places it on the floor, then turns to Arwen for another job. She indicates some recently delivered boxes that need unpacking.


Camellia: [looking surprised at Milo] Was that a smile?


Milo: [chuckling] Sure looked like one to me!

[Arwen walks up to Camellia and Milo] Good! More help! The Dwarves are fixing up the woodwork on the walls and the Balrog is stocking glasses and such into the bar. Guess we can go and start on the food in the kitchen.

The three go into the kitchen and works until nightfall...cleaning, stocking and then cooking. Suddenly there is a commotion out in to main room. Arwen, Camellia and Milo stick their heads out the kitchen door. Two of the Dwarves are having an argument about how one of the boards should be angled on the wall. Eventually, the argument becomes a push and shove fight. Stopping from setting up tables and chairs, the Balrog looks up and sees what was happening. 

[Suddenly the Dwarves feel themselves being lifted in the air. Dangling upside down, they see the Balrog’s disgruntled face]: No fighting! Now back to work!

Back on the floor, the shaken Dwarves silently resume their work.

[Arwen looks at Camellia and Milo, smiles and then looks back at the Balrog] Definitely Bouncer material!
[As the Balrog, passes the kitchen door, Arwen pats his arm.] Hem…. I think that your brave actions of today deserve a reward! You're officially nominated Chief of the Security of the Burping Troll!

Camellia: Oh, Arwen, what a good idea! We really needed someone ... impressive to scare nasty neighbors and prevent anyone from making further disasters! I'm sure Yggy and Ekla and the rest will agree!

Arwen: So ... the Balrog is in charge of the Security ... the Dwarves are restoring the woodwork and the stone of the walls ... if Mr. Burfoot doesn't mind giving a look here and there and coordinating the work, we could definitely get into the kitchen and start preparing dinner ... and think about a special event to re-open the restored Burping Troll whenever the adventurers return ... what about a Karaoke night?

Camellia: Yes, a special re-opening night! One pint of free beer for everyone, new international food, scented candles and music!

Arwen: Yes, music ... hums ... who's singing?

Camellia: What about the Dwarves?

Arwen: The Dwarves?

Camellia: The Dwarves, yes! Maybe they could sing some of their tunes at first; afterwards Karachi night!

Arwen: Well ... we'll deal with the Entertainment thing afterwards ... let's think of the food first ... what do we serve tonight? Any ideas for the dishes of the day?

Camellia: Special for Elves, a vegetarian dish: Avocado salad with soya [fake] shrimps!

Arwen: Great! Go on!

Camellia: A richer dish especially made for Dwarves: Italian lasagna ... 

Arwen: …and pizza with mushrooms will be recommended for Hobbits. Great! Let's write the special menu of the day outside! The Troll will be crowded tonight!

Camellia: And what about a beauty contest? Miss Burping Troll?

Arwen: Uhmm... not bad ... we'll save this idea for Saturday night!!!  I do hope everyone returns in time. Let's start cooking now!


Camellia and Arwen get to work cooking. Tantalizing aromas begin to emerge from the ovens and the pots on the stoves… and their essence fills the kitchen.

Arwen is busy at the counter across the room putting together the Italian Lasagna. Meanwhile, Camellia is stirring the dressing for the "pasta all'arrabbiata", renamed "Balrog pasta".

Arwen: [calling across the room] Camellia, could you add some more chili peppers to the sauce while you're stirring?

Camellia: Sure thing, Arwen! [looking beside the pot, Camellia sees a large two-quart jar] Hmmmmm...[Reading the jar] Chili Peppers...here we go! [Opening the jar, she dumps all of the contents into the sauce and then resumes stirring].

[Milo comes walking into the kitchen, carrying a box. He sees Camellia and goes over to her]
Where do you want these mushrooms, Camellia?

Camellia: Oh, just set them over there on that counter [pointing], I'll start making the mushroom pizzas now.

 [Milo sets the box down and tales a long whiff of the air] Smells great in here...they're even starting to smell it in the main room!

[Camellia goes over and opens the box of mushrooms, then turns and looks at Milo, her eyes narrowed] Milo! What happened to the mushrooms?

Milo: The mushrooms? Oh, yea...uh, I tried a few...just making sure they weren't spoiled and all that...

Camellia: There's half of the box missing! 

Milo: O.K., well, I guess I got a little carried away...good news is, they aren't spoiled! [With a little smile, he backs away toward the door]...guess I'll go and see what's left to be done...

As he opens the door to the main room, a flood of Dwarves and one Balrog come tumbling down on him. Apparently, the smell from the kitchen brought them all huddling at the door, trying all to get in at one time.

[A muffled voice came from below the stack of bodies] Help!

The balrog springs up and lifts all of the Dwarves off Milo, then lifts Milo and sets him on his feet.

Milo: [stumbling a little] Thank-you, Mr. Balrog.

The Balrog nods at Milo and then goes over to the pot with the Balrog pasta sauce in it. Picking up a spoon from the stove, he takes a big taste of the sauce...suddenly he turns toward Camellia and drops the spoon. His eyes start to glow and grow larger and larger...

Arwen: [looking at Camellia] How much of the chili peppers did you put in the sauce????

Camellia: [pointing to the jar beside the pot] That whole jar!

Arwen: No, No, No...only a quarter of the jar!!!!!

[Camellia looks back at the Balrog...his eyes were bulging now...then the whole group yells at once] CAMELLIA...DUCK!

Camellia falls to the floor, the Balrog lets out a monstrous BURP. Flames sail above Camellia's head, incinerating the counter and the half box of mushrooms. Awe-struck and a little shaken, Camellia looks up at the Balrog. 

[Looking back at Camellia, the Balrog gives a big smile...wisps of smoke filter through his teeth] Now that's good stuff! [He goes over, helps Camellia up and pats her on the back. Then he goes back into the main room]

[Arwen looks over at the Dwarves and Milo, who are still standing there, dumbfounded.] Well, boys...you know what to do!

Quickly, they run out of the kitchen to get some wood to replace the counter top.

Arwen: And don't you come back without as many mushrooms as you ate and/or wasted so far!

Camellia: What do we do with the pasta sauce now, Arwen?

Arwen: Oh that’s the least of our problems. Two options: we either leave it as it is for our Balrog or Mexican customers, or we add more tomato and mix it up.

Camellia: What is ‘Mexican’?

Arwen: Oh, leave it, it's a long story! [to Balrog] Ahem ... Mr. Balrog ... I know you're an excellEnt newbie here at the Troll, hard worker and supportive, but would you mind BEING A LITTLE MORE CAREFUL???"

Balrog: ... sorry Lady Arwen ... such a long time since I ate some great food like that!

Arwen: Ok, ok ... Mr. Balrog, you can have more of it, as long as you want to, but PLEASE DON'T DESTROY THIS PLACE!!! PLEASE!!! It's hard enough to run this place without setting it on fire day in day out or fighting battles in the hall!

Balrog: To make both of you forgive me, I'll buy a stock of alcoholics for the pub

Camellia and Arwen: Thanks, Mr. Balrog.

Camellia: You're a kind person, definitely...

Dwarfs come back with the replacemEnt counter top.

Dwarfs: Ladies, here's the new woodcraft.

Milo Burfoot: And mushrooms for the pizzas.

Camellia: I hope we'll have some peace now.

Balrog [holding a huge package] Balrog is back with the promised gift!

Arwen: Oh, thank you SO much ... let's hope we'll finally manage to finish cooking

Milo Burfoot: Hey, Mr. Balrog, can you light my pipe with one of your breaths?

Balrog: Sure!

Arwen and Camellia: WAIT! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO !

Package full of alcoholics: BOOM !!!

Arwen and Camellia [sighing]: Oh no!

The Balrog runs out completely embarrassed and contemplating hiding in the bathroom forever and never coming out. Arwen and Camellia stand with their hands on their hips glaring at Milo. After a minute or two they can't keep from laughing, for his face is charred black and his hair sticks up everywhere.

Arwen: Bwahahaha!

Camellia: Hey look! It's Milo BURNfoot! [snigger, snigger]

Arwen: No, better make that burnFACE! Hee. hee. hee.

[Milo looks at them in disgust and runs out muttering]: Where are those stupid Dwarves... Stupid Balrog, not MY fault..

As Milo approaches the Dwarves they takes one look at him and amidst barrels of laughter pick up a brand new countertop from behind a tree and procede into the kitchen. Milo just stares after them in disbelief.

Dwarf supervisor: We figured if you were going to let a Balrog in the kitchen at all, we'd better have a few extra countertops ready.

As the Dwarves finish installing the 2nd...3rd...[whatever, you get the picture] new countertop, and the mice tunefully leave after an amazingly quick cleanup of the sticky kitchen, Arwen and Camellia begin cooking AGAIN. Every once in a while Arwen sneaks peeks at Camellia's ingredients, to make sure there isn't too much of one thing missing. Hem. She has just decided to restrict Camellia's part of the menu to all COLD items when Milo returns from outside with a clean face and hair plastered down with water, but still a bit sooty. 

Milo [strategically avoiding the countertop subject]: I knew Ents had long discussions, but this is ridiculous!

Arwen: They’re STILL arguing? What are we gonna do about them?

Camellia: Sell tickets?

Milo: Hmmm… not a bad idea…[flashing a salesman-like grin]

Arwen: You can’t be serious!

Milo: Why not? We can put the proceeds into the “Rebuilding the Burping Troll fund”

Camellia: I didn’t know we had one of those.

Milo: We do now! Heh. Heh. Heh.

And before Arwen could protest, he strides outside, rubbing his hands together excitedly, to make the preparations. 

Milo: Come one come all to see the amazing fighting Ents. The fight that will last a lifetime. Come one, come all come and buy your tickets now, while they are hot. 

Milo puts out the fire that has somehow caught on the tickets.


Arwen and Camellia are cooking in the kitchen when Milo comes in with a handful of money. He had a ripped collar and lipstick on his face.

Milo: WHEW

Arwen: What happened?

Milo: Well I was selling tickets and a couple of girls, I won’t say any names, came along and they attacked me and took all my tickets though they did leave some money for me...er...I mean the troll. hehe...

Arwen: Well? Where are those mushrooms?

Milo gives her a somewhat heavier box of mushrooms than last time.

Milo: Mmmm...chili can I have a taste?

Arwen & Camellia: Noooooooooooooooooooooo

But it is too late he takes the chili, which is extremely hot. Smoke starts coming out of Milo's Ears and his face is starting to turn red. The color starts to come back to Milo.

Milo: WHew... that was SPICY

Milo's hair catches on fire. 

Milo: AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH

Arwen gets a bucket of water and splashes Milo.

Milo: MY HAIR

Milo goes back to the bathroom and fixes his hair. He comes back with his hair somewhat shorter than before.

Milo: I need to sit down.

Camellia: Here Milo.

Camellia pulls Milo up a chair.

Chapter 22

***** Hillside near Angband, 12th of Thrimidge, late afternoon/evening/night


Gubbitch: Dark the tunnels are, but faster by ‘alf, if I’m guidin’. ‘Tis a long road back, yon over
these stony hills.

Ranger Bob sighs and scuffs a toe in the dirt. This discussion had arisen almost as fast as the
hobbits ran cheering out into the sunlight, with the Elves not half a step behind. Darkness had
been their lot for too long, and here outside Angband’s black walls the Sun’s rays caress them all as a healing ointment. Nearby, Greene Lady fusses with final touches to Amanthoron’s litter, the Dwarf bearers hiding indulgent smiles within their beards, but already Amanthoron’s fair face seems to have regained a healthier hue. The Warg lies sprawled flat in a warm patch, eyes closed and tongue lolling happily. Meri and Erin lie on their backs pointing out shapes in the soft, drifting clouds in the blue above, and Sevilodorf sits cross-legged, simply smiling. Esgallyg for his part stretches belly-down with his head cradled in his arms, as if letting the sun bathe the
bandaged wound on his thigh.

However, the Sun awaited them at home, too, if they could but bear a brief time more of shadow. Their wounded need rest, which a long road will not bring them, no matter how gently traveled, and they lack wains or wagons to easy the journey. Plus, the hour drew late and already the long blue shadows of evening begin to creep from the hollows.

Ranger Bob: Ahh, how do I tell them?

Celebsul: Gently, I’d imagine.

Ranger Bob [with a narrow look]: Actually, I’d thought of using a mallet to get my point across. 
But how do I convince myself?

Celebsul [grins, looks around casually, but whispers carefully]: Remember that case of Cherry B we left behind?

Ranger Bob [startled]: Cherry B!

Celebsul [shushes him]: Keep your voice down!

Luckily, the company is far too occupied with soaking up the sun to be distracted.

Ranger Bob [whispers]: Oh, yes ... there is that, isn’t there?

Suddenly Anbarad speaks sharply in Elvish, bringing all his brothers but Esgallyg instantly to their feet. Esgallyg stands more slowly, as the rest of the company fumble from rest to awareness. Far out upon the hazy horizon something flickers whitely, then melts into the watery haze of heat from the stony landscape.

Meri: Dimereg, what was it?

Dimereg shades his eyes with a slender hand, but then shakes his head, even keen Elven-sight apparently baffled. Yet neither he nor his brothers relax their vigilance, and the others
wonder what tickled Elven senses beyond mere sight. Erin reaches to tug Bramblerose’s
elbow.

Erin: Bramble, what did you see? What is it?

Oddly, Bramble makes no answer, other than to lightly pat the hobbit’s hand. Nor does Pippin
respond to a pleading look, although Pippin’s keen eyes suddenly widen as if surprised, peering far into shimmering distance.

Ranger Bob speaks briefly in Elvish, and Anbarad replies as briefly. Suddenly Ranger Bob
chuckles and grins.

Erin: You know, I could become very irritated just about now ....

Ranger Bob: Now, little lass, be easy. We may be about to find a friend.

Then the drum of hoof beats reaches them, an easy three-beat patter that bursts suddenly from the drowsy stillness and now rattles steadily towards them. From behind a hillock of ground a figure arises, and mouths drops open. A white horse it is, tall and clean-limbed with every stride reaching and stretching in gleaming poetry of motion, every toss of mane and ripple of tail like the banners of a mighty lord. Sharp dark ears tip alertly forward as it gallops towards them, its
large dark eyes keen and almost sentient in its assessment of the group it approaches.

Yet he who rides astride was no less a wonder, for his white robes billow like sails and his hand holds no bridle rein, and his own white mane and snowy beard toss with each liquid stride his mount takes.

Dimereg suddenly laughs joyously and cries his greeting aloud: Mithrandir! Mae govannen! Elen síla lúmenn’ omEntielvo!

The Elven brothers echo his glad greeting as, with no visible sign from the rider, the great white horse swings to a trot, then a halt before them. The horseman answers them in kind, and laughter tinkles merrily in his words.

Erin and Meri look at each other. Then they look at Celebsul, Aerio, Bramble, Pippin, Azaelia, and Deby, who all stare at the newcomer with shining eyes. Then the two hobbits look at each
other again.

Erin: Mithrandir?

[Erin and Meri in unison]: GANDALF?

Hooves click on stone as the horse turns towards them, and blue eyes twinkle beneath two of
the bushiest eyebrows the hobbits have ever seen.

Gandalf: Oh, what have we here? Hobbits in this place? My, we do live in interesting times. Oh, now, none of that, please.

Meri and Erin both straighten from the awkward curtseys they had offered.

Meri: Well, we’ve heard so much about you, Master Gandalf, and -.

Gandalf [smiling in his beard]: Yes, yes, I’m sure you have. And I expect less than half the stories are true, and the rest are so outlandish that I don’t know if I was really there, myself.

Of all the things they might have expected of the legendary wizard, gaiety is the least
anticipated, and certainly the most welcome. Yet his mien grows somber, as he looks again to
the company. His gaze takes in the Dwarves with their axes, the wounded with their bandages,
Greene Lady and Thran kneeling beside Amanthoron’s litter, and he sighs.

Gandalf: A pity, a great pity. The king’s peace must still be won with battle, even now. Have
you lost any of your number?

[Greene Lady stands beside Amanthoron]: No, lord. We are all living, though not untouched. This is our most grievously hurt, but Meri has a head wound, Esgallyg is hurt, the
Warg is injured -.

Gandalf [bristling his eyebrows]: The warg?

Meri: She’s a very nice warg.

Erin: A very friendly warg.

Sevilodorf: A very helpful warg.

Wargy meanwhile tries a tentative smile. After all, this IS one of the most powerful beings in Middle Earth, and his wizard-to-warg smack-down ratio is a bit alarming, by all accounts.

Wargy: Er ... uh ... Hi.

Gubbitch meanwhile tries to hide behind Sevilodorf, with little success. The wizard’s bristling eyebrows twitch ominously. Sevilodorf gulps, and resists the urge to squirm under Gandalf’s penetrating stare.

Sev: And a helpful orc. Really. He er ... plays cribbage. I mean -.

Gandalf: Hmmm, strange times, indeed. Very well, since I see you out here and not in there, it appears you are the victors in this place. But what of he who brought this evil - word of which, I might add, disturbed me from some very good reading in the libraries of Minas Tirith?

That is the business of longer heads than hobbits owned, so Meri and Erin settle down for tea, [sans tea itself, but with lots of munchies] shared with whomever wanted it. Meanwhile, Gandalf dismounts to hear an account of their adventures, and at length the two hobbits are further treated to the surprise of Gandalf filling and lighting a fragrant pipeful of Old Toby.

Erin [whispering]: Why, he’s almost hobbitish!

Meri: Well, they say he used to spend a deal of time in the Shire, you know.

Erin [sighing]: I wish he had come by our diggings. We miss out on all the good stuff. What?

Meri simply shakes her head, and reaches into her pack for another poppy seed muffin.

Finally the impromptu council ends, with all i’s dotted and all t’s crossed, and the tale of the Mouth of Sauron’s vanquishment told in full. Now the land lies ribbed deep in swaths of blue, and red, and gold. As they stand drinking in its warm rays the sun sets behind red-tinged clouds [ziiiiip], the first stars appear on the far horizon [poink, poink, poink] and the moon slips up through the now-darkened trees [bah---oing-oing-oing-oing-oing]. As one the company breathes a sigh of wonder. 

[Ranger Bob leans over and whispers in Erin's ear]: You were right. No tunnels.

Erin turns and looks into the grinning face of the Ranger, then gives him a quick hug. 

Gandalf: And now you are bound for home. It would seem a dreadfully long road, considering
that some of you are not entirely whole.

Ranger Bob: Aye, that it is. But we came by secret ways, tunnels beneath this place and beyond. Gubbitch, there, has said he would guide us back by the fastest route. Much as I hate the thought, I fear we must once more take to the tunnels.

Sevilodorf [grumbling]: I knew it would come to that. Sometimes I hate being right ...

Erin: Gandalf, couldn’t you just magic us home? I mean ... that is ...

The hobbit swallows and shrinks beneath the wizard’s stern stare. Meri’s sharp elbow in the ribs is no comfort.

Gandalf: Erin Atwater, I am no trickster to pull coneys from hats or turn people into hedgehogs. Unless, of course, properly provoked.

Erin wilts even further, if that is possible - and utterly fails to note the glimmer of wicked humor twinkling deep in the wizard’s eyes. The others muffle smiles or chuckles, while Erin wishes the ground would swallow her up. Not only is she being deservedly scolded, but the great Gandalf appears to have plucked her name from thin air - or perhaps her very silly head.

Erin: I’m sorry, sir. I - I didn’t mean any harm or disrespect, honest!

Gandalf: And none was taken. Now, I see you have cookies and muffins and cheese, and oh, my,
is that chocolate? Have we enough here for a bit of supper?

Meri would have leaped up to offer hospitality, but for Dimereg’s hand suddenly pressing her shoulder, and Greene Lady’s stern glance. Meri thus contents herself with shoving her well-laden pack forward.

Meri: Oh, we do, sir! We also have Brie Cheese and Fig Newtons and some slightly squished
croissants, and the brownies are rather crumbled, I’m afraid, but there’s -.

Gandalf [laughing suddenly]: Enough! I am quite satisfied with but a little. Can someone start a fire? I think some tea would be in order, don’t you?

So the company from the Burping Troll and all their friends and allies sit in the company of Gandalf, Mithrandir, he who shared the legend of the first great Fellowship, and partakes of a very pleasant, if plain and vastly-assorted, supper. Then as the stars twinkle and tumble to fill the deepening indigo sky, and the last flame of sunset burns gently to coals, all settle comfortably
with full bellies and peaceful hearts. They are, all now realize, exceedingly weary from their labors.

Now Gandalf’s voice rumble gently among the Dwarves, exchanging news from their travels and his. Ere long, he speaks once more to the Elves, and then turns his attention to Greene Lady and her endeavors.

Gandalf: I’m told you are a wise woman, learned in the lore of herbs and healing. Judging by the Ents and damage I see here, your friends are most fortunate to have you!

[Greene Lady’s face colors most prettily, even in the ruddy light of the campfire]. Yet she held her composure to answer.

Greene Lady: I do what I can, sir. My great fear is that one day I will find myself lacking, when needed most.

Gandalf [chuckling gently]: I think you need have no concern for that. I sense that yours a mind ever seeking, and such will never come away wanting. Tell me, what did you use for the poison in your friend Thran’s wound?

As the murmur of their talk ripples gently, most of the company lays down and drift closer towards sleep.

Meri [whispering, as she folds a small blanket into a pillow]: I still can’t believe you said that!

Erin: Sorry. I just wasn’t thinking. I mean, I was, but I didn’t .... Oh, bother.

Meri: Sheesh. Just for that, I shall eat the last brownie with a clear conscience.

Erin: Fine. And may it well-become you. I’m going to sleep.

Softly the night wraps itself close, velvet and indigo and a spreading canopy of diamond stars. One by one voices fall silent, and eyes drift shut, and weary bodies relax. The campfire flickers and wavers sleepily, as well, when at last only one figure remains to watch the dying flames.

Gandalf [chuckling very quietly around the stem of his pipe]: Magic us home, indeed.

A rubbery sneeze ripples from the warm shadows, then a low, throaty nicker. Gandalf turns his head with a smile.

Gandalf: You think so, friend Shadowfax? Perhaps so. After all, they did save me a good deal of trouble. The Mouth of Sauron as a hippy. Oh, that IS delightful!

He stands then, and gathers his robes about him. With a wave of his hand, the fire abruptly
snuffs out, and night sweeps in as a great, velvet blanket. Yet in it a breeze blows, scented of rain and herbs and perhaps the far tang of the Sea. In a rush the wind comes, and whuffles sharply amongst cloaks and coats and sleep-tangled hair. Onward it sweeps and away, and so sighs into distance and gone. There before the black walls of Angband, only the cold, dark circle of a campfire ring remains.

Far away in the woods along a certain road, not terribly far from a certain Inn, a doe and her fawn spring leaping from a sudden wind-gust on the meadow. Bounding they flee, until they turn in the thickets to look back in mute surprise. The meadow, it seems, no longer belongs only to the deer and foxes, at least not for this night.

Blossom Bob rolls over and once again resumes snoring contentedly. No one else stirs. The rising Sun would find them and laugh, soon enough.

***** The Burping Troll, 12th of Thrimidge, late evening, night

[Camellia looks over at Arwen] Well, looks like we have the food pretty much ready...this should be quite a BBQ...BBQ???

[Arwen and Milo suddenly look at Camellia, who is staring back at them...all three with a terrified look on their faces] [altogether] THE BBQ!?!?!?.... We forgot the BBQ!

[The three of them come together and make a huddle] 

Arwen: Camellia...we need the Dwarves.

Camellia: Haven't they retired for the night?

Arwen: Yes, but they make the best BBQ sauce...they'll be crabby, but we need them!
[Looking at Milo] Milo, get the Balrog...

Milo: Isn't he still sulking in the bathroom?

Arwen: Yes...just figure out some way to get him out of there and take him with you to get the ribs for the BBQ!

Milo: Got'cha!

Arwen: This will probably take all night, but we have to get it done...word's out that the others will be arriving tomorrow, we need everything perfect for their welcome back!

All three nods and then disburse to their jobs. Camellia runs outside to the Dwarves camp, Milo to the bathroom, and Arwen goes into the kitchen to gather as many pots and pans as possible.

[Camellia runs up to the leader of the Dwarves, who is snoring loudly in between mumbles about Italian Lasagna.] Wake up, Master Dwarf, wake up [shaking the Dwarf]...it's an emergency!

The Dwarf awakens and Camellia tells him the situation. With a large scowl, he hastily agrees to gather the others and make the BBQ sauce. 

[All the way to the Troll, the Dwarves complain as Camellia leads the way] This should be fun! [Camellia thinks to herself] They're so grouchy, I hope they don't spit in the sauce or something!

[Milo goes to the bathroom door and knocks] Mr. Balrog, oh, Mr. Balrog, we need you out here. Could you come out for a minute?

Balrog: Go away...I want to be alone!

Milo: [thinking for a moment, then he gets an idea] Mr. Balrog...there's a Cave Troll out here who says that you used his brother as a baseball, and he wants a word with you...big, ugly sort of chap...you know!

[Suddenly, the door to the bathroom is flung open, knocking Milo clear across the room and against the bar] Cave Troll...wanting to speak to ME! Where is it...WHERE is it...!!!!

[Milo dizzily shakes his head, and when his eyes could focus again, looks at the Balrog] Ah...um...good, you're out...[he says as he painfully sits up]

[The Balrog walks over to Milo and glares down at him] It's not a good idea to trick a Balrog!

Milo: [looking up] Yes, I found that out...well, if I can still walk, Arwen has a task for us. Help me up and I'll show you what we need!

The Balrog lifts Milo to his feet and the two of them head out the door. 

A few moments later, Camellia arrives with the complaining Dwarves. Arwen quickly puts them to work in the kitchen preparing the BBQ sauce. Milo and the Balrog come into the kitchen next, carrying loads of ribs. Throughout the night they work. The wonderful smell of the ribs and sauce fill the Entire Burping Troll.


*****The Burping Troll, 13th of Thrimidge, dawn


Camellia can't remember when she dozed off at the table in the main room. Looking up, she sees that Arwen and Milo are also at the table, heads down, both in a deep sleep. Camellia gets up and looks around the room...most of the Dwarves are curled up on the floor or leaning against the wall, snoring in unison. All except the Lead Dwarf who is laying arm in arm with the Balrog, their backs against the bar.

Camellia: [to herself] Now that's an interesting sight!

Climbing over the bodies on the floor, Camellia makes her way to the door, opens it and looks out. The sun is beginning to peek out through the trees as the morning mist begins to rise and disappear. 

It is a new day...and the Burping Troll is ready!

Chapter 23

***** Meadow near the Burping Troll, 13th of Thrimidge, Dawn

Blossom Bob: ARGH!

Celebsul: ... Huh?

Gubbitch: ... Eh?

Aerio: Let me at ‘em. Where are they? I'll kill ... Where are we?
A very good question indeed, as all eyes blink muzzily open. Rather than the cold, black stone walls and stony earth they had every reason to expect to see, the company find themselves surrounded quite sweetly by whispering green boughs of oak and ash, with tall grasses and May wild flowers nodding in warm sunlight around them. The Elves arise instantly, smiles lighting their faces, whilst the two hobbits giggle and fall back into the luxurious softness of the green grass. 

Warg: [Yawning widely over long white teeth, then sniffing the air] Nearly home.

Gubbitch: Ah must uv brung us 'ere in ma sleep.

Erin: Either that or ...

Meri: Or what? You don't think ... No, it can't be.

Aerio: Well, I'm having a quick scout around [and off he goes]

Blossom Bob: Hey, Erin, you don't really think that Gandalf sent us home on your say so, do you? I mean, he's a great wizard and you're jus.. a little hobbit.

Erin: Whatever, Bob. We certainly seem to be nearly home, so either we all sleepwalked here under Gubbitch's guidance, or we got teleported by some strange aliens from the future, or Gandalf gave us a helping nudge.

Blossom Bob: Mmmm. Can you expand on this alien theory.


[Aerio then calls back over his shoulder to the company]: LOOK! Over here. I can see the Troll. It's just as we left it ... hang on, there's a couple of new trees in the grounds. We've not been gone that long, have we?


[Aerio pauses, suddenly shading his keen Elven eyes and peering more closely. Trees, aye, but they seemed to move, with no breeze attending.] Were they ...? Great Sun, they were!

Aerio: LOOK! Over here. I can see the Troll. It's just as we left it ... hang on, there's a couple of new trees in the grounds. We've not been gone that long, have we? I don’t know how we got here, but we did! The Burping Troll is right down this hill! Come on! We’re almost hommmeee! 

And with that last word “home” [which sounds almost like a song of it’s own to the ears of the tired company] Aerio snatches Celly’s sleeve and pulls him toward the pub. Celly glares at his young apprentice, but smiles anyway. Glancing at BBob, he remembers that case of Cherry B., and the trio runs all the more quickly toward the pub. Merrily the company tramps down one last bend in the road, and the yard of The Burping Troll stands wide and welcoming before them, at last. And suddenly Celebsul, Bob and Aerio stop short in their tracks. Aerio turns, grinning broadly.

Aerio: Did I not tell you?

Blossom Bob: You said trees, my dear Elf. I rather think Ents don't care to be mistaken for ordinary trees.

Aerio: Of COURSE they're Ents! Bob, Master Celly, ENTS have come to the Burping Troll! Is that not marvelous?

[Celebsul, trying to mask a smile]: Hm, yes, it is rather unusual.

Aerio: Unusual? It's wonderful! It's great! It's fantastic! It's ... what are they doing out there, anyhow?

The threesome pauses for along moment, watching the two Ents. As the rest of the group rounds the last bend, a gasp rises from fully half the company at once.

Meri: ENTS!

Erin: ENTS!

Azaelia: ENTS!

Sevilodorf: Yes, but what are they doing out there, anyhow?

They can almost feel the rolling tones of a protracted conversation, thrumming through the soles of their feet. Much, albeit muted, hooming and hrooming there is, and neither Ent seems aware of any of the company.

Celebsul: Arguing, I think. Yes, I dare say those two are arguing.

Aerio [frowning in puzzlement]: Over what?

Ranger Bob: That, dear friends, may take days to sort out. Let us hasten, I feel a thirst coming on.

Celebsul [raising one eyebrow]: You do, eh?

He looks at Bob. Bob looks back. Both grin.

[Celebsul and Bob together]: RACE YOU!

And off they dash, Aerio abruptly scrambling to catch up.

Aerio: Wait! WAIT for meeeeeee!

Down the last scant stretch of road and into the yard they fly, feet pelting madly, and Ranger Bob really not doing a half-bad job of keeping up with two agile Elves. In seconds they are across the yard, up the flagstone walk, and Aerio is first to slap both palms to the sturdy walls of the Burping Troll.

Aerio: Loser buys!

Celebsul and Bob thump bodily into the wall and an instant later and collapse against it, laughing breathlessly.

Bob [yelling to the others]: Come on, what's keeping the rest of you!

Greene Lady, however, casts a warning eye over her various injured charges. No dashing or racing unless you wish a very displeased healer, that glance said, and Esgallyg laughs gently as he offers a sweeping bow of compliance. Home, however, beckons too strongly and joy leaps too high to stifle all.
*****The Burping Troll, 13th of Thrimidge: a few minutes earlier

Arwen and Milo come up behind Camellia as she is watching the sun slowly rising in the distance 

Milo: [stretching] Morning already?

Arwen: [laying her hands on Camellia and Milo's shoulders] Good job gang! Now, Camellia, just add the BBQ to the list of menu items on the board. Let's also take a last look around inside to make sure everything is ready...

The Dwarves are beginning to awaken and get up, groaning about not getting enough sleep. 

[Milo walks over to where the Leader Dwarf and Balrog are still asleep, leaning back against the bar together] Hey, sleepyheads! Time to get up!

Milo kicks the Dwarves boot slightly. The Balrog and the Dwarf wake at the same time...then look at each other and quickly jump apart, embarrassed. 

[The lead Dwarf gets up and goes over to where some of the other Dwarves, who had watched, stand chuckling to each other] Next one who laughs gets a week long vacation in the mines of Moria!!!!

[The Balrog goes over to Arwen. Smiling, she hands him a broom] O.K., Chief of Security...guess it wouldn't hurt to sweep the floors one last time!

Camellia is adding the BBQ to the menu. Behind her, in the yard, she can hear talking, actually more like bickering.

[As she turns around to see where the noise is coming from, Milo comes up beside her.] Have the Ent and Entwife been at it all night?

Camellia: No, it was quiet for a little while...I wonder if Ents ever sleep? Or stop fighting, for that matter!

Milo: [smiling] Sure hope their "bark" is worse than their "bite"! 

Camellia: [smiling back] That was bad, Milo...really bad!

[Squinting, Camellia looks beyond the Ents...in the distance, something or someone can be seen moving between the trees.] Do you see that, Milo?

Milo: [looking in the same direction] I see....something, something or someone coming this way!

After watching carefully for a moment, Camellia and Milo go back into the Troll to tell Arwen of their discovery.

Camellia: There's a big party coming this way!

Milo: Elves, hobbits, humans, an orc, and even a Warg! What should we do?

Arwen giggles at the small brown-haired hobbit. 

Arwen: Milo that’s who we've been waiting for!  I think they're back!

[Arwen peers out the window of the Troll, a grin on her face.] Well, it's about time! Quick, let's surprise them! Everybody, come in a hide in the kitchen! Come on, hurry up!

She bustles everyone into the kitchen and puts her finger to her lips, shushing everyone. Then puts her ear to the wall as she hears the sound of the door to The Troll open. The sound of many feet is heard entering the pub. All listen carefully, trying to hear the company's surprise at the newly fixed Troll.


***** Woods by Burping Troll, 13th of Thrimidge, morning

Pippin lets out a whoop and runs, grinning, for the door to the pub and pulls open the door. The rest of the company follows suit, even Meri jogging ahead despite the warning and reprimands of Greene Lady. Then, inside the Troll at last, they all stare about speechless. The Burping Troll is beautifully fixed up, new tables have been put in, the floor is shiny and not a cobweb is to be found. In fact, the place that once was a horrid mess that the company had dreaded telling Yggy about appeared brand new! Finally, Sevilodorf speaks.

Sevilodorf: Whoo! What happened?

Just then, a commotion is heard from inside the kitchen, and a loud gleeful cry, and out flies Arwen and Camellia, followed by a group of tired-looking Dwarves, a balrog, and another hobbit. Arwen runs over to the group, all smiles.

Arwen: You’re back! Welcome back! We have a BBQ almost ready, and we’ve been waiting for you all for a long time and-

Sevilodorf: What happened to this place?

Arwen: What?

Deby: It was a wreck last time we saw it. Did you guys [pointing to the whole kitchen-crew] do this?


The crew nods, and the Dwarves yawn. 

Arwen: With the help of many others who are still out and about doing more clean up. They’ll all be back for the BBQ this evening.

Suddenly, Milo finds himself wrapped up in a big bear hug from Erin, and soon the entire company is hugging, laughing, and talking. 

Arwen: What happened to you all?

All: It’s a long story.

Arwen: Well, you’ll have to tell us all about it, after we eat!

The hobbits’ eyes get large as they see the large Mushroom Pizza being brought out, and finally everyone is sitting at a table, munching on pasta, chicken, and pizza. They laugh and joke; and everyone is properly introduced to Milo and Camellia and the Dwarves. 

Finally, the company gets down to business, and tells the entire story bit by bit to Arwen, Milo, Camellia, the Dwarves and the balrog. Everyone puts in their bit, and everyone soon learns about the parts that they missed. Pippin listens especially to what went on during her imprisonment; and Aerio leans his head close to hear what happened during his. Thran is still trying to place everyone in the room, not sure yet if she knew these people once or not. Amanthoron notices her confusion, but does not know quite what to say, since he too does not know everyone in the room. He catches Thran’s eye, and he smiles a sad smile.

As the morning moves to afternoon, Arwen recounts her share of the tale as well. The Balrog is given much praise for his defeat of the Cave Troll and becomes so embarrassed, he almost retreats into hiding again.  But Arwen’s suggestion that he do a quick patrol of The Burping Troll’s yard gives him the opportunity he needs to regain his composure. 

Only the coming and going of the singing mice who are now serving as waiters breaks the tale telling. Raised eyebrows at these additions to the Troll begins another round of tales, as does the entrance of the two Jehovah’s witnesses, and three Wild Men carrying additional platters.  The familiar faces of Aneya, Pennemiriel, Eegah, Lorien, and Mariel join the throng as the afternoon moves toward evening.  Finally all the tales appear to be told, Gubbitch excuses himself to report to Mr. S. and the patrons of the Burping Troll take their favorite drinks and settle in for the evening

Camellia’s eyes are wide as she turns to the other Hobbits.

Camellia: You met Gandalf? What was he like?

Meri: Oh, he was just as we’ve been told, kind and he has this wonderful twinkle in his eyes, and-

Erin nudges her friend, giggling

Meri: And he also doesn’t like it when people ask him to use his magic for trivial things.

The company smirks, and Meri giggles a little.

Camellia sighs: I wish I could have been there. 


Anbarad speaks something, and Dimereg translates.

Dimereg: He says that perhaps you will be here on the next adventure?

Camellia: There’ll be other ones?

Anbarad again says something, and Dimereg again translates, though a smirk plays on his lips.

Dimereg: He says, um, yes we always have more adventures. Though sometimes they get pretty...dangerous.

He pauses for a moment during his translation, trying not to laugh too hard, but regains his composure. Anbarad scowls, but a grin plays also on his lips. Camellia suddenly glares at him.

Camellia: Oh come off it! Be nice!

The eyes of the elves grow wide, for apparently this hobbit-lass speaks Elvish. Anbarad’s cheeks grow slightly pink and he lowers his eyes.

Camellia: Well, at least your brother here has some manners! 

Dimereg smirks at his brother, whose face is pinker still. He would have to watch what he said in Elvish from now on. 

Suddenly, to try and get the attention of the Elves and Hobbits, Azaelia stands, grabs a spoon from behind the bar and taps on her glass, which no one has seemed to notice is distinctly NON-alcoholic.

Azaelia: Ahem…. Since we have made it safely back to this wonderful new Burping Troll [nods to Arwen, Camellia, Milo and the rest of the cleanup crew] and we are out of danger so no one will feel the need to “baby” me during a battle… [sniggers from all the Elves] I have an announcement to make...[Pregnant pause for dramatic effect] I will be leaving you all very soon and I may not be back for a while...[before the murmurs of protest get too loud she drops the bomb] I’m PREGNANT!

SILENCE...BBob suddenly spews Cherry-B all over the Balrog and his newly mopped floor.

Balrog: Grrrrrrr….

[BBob slipping on the newly wet floor and flipping over a chair]: Hoomph! Aww! 

All the Elves are dying laughing and although the BBob fiasco is quite funny, everyone else is still standing with their jaws dropped.

Dimereg: Whoever heard of a clumsy Ranger? <Snork>

Bob: Well, whoever heard of a clumsy Elf?

Anbarad: At least SHE has an excuse! <Smirk>

Bob: You mean to tell me you knew all along?!?

Bramblerose: Of course! Elves are quite in tune with each other.

Bob: And you LET her fight all those orcs?! 

Celebsul: Did you say LET? Have YOU ever tried to stand between a pregnant Elf and a fight? NOT a good idea!

All Elves: Bwahahaha!

[Meri and Erin finally recovering from their shock]: This is so exciting! 

Meri: A baby elf!

Erin: You WILL bring it to visit some time won’t you?

[Camellia smiles upon hearing the announcement from Azaelia, she has never seen a baby Elf before...and the thought of a beautiful new life entering the world thrilled her] Congrats, Azaelia! What wonderful news!!!! How far along ARE you anyway? 

Azaelia: Oh I have about 5 weeks left.

All but Elves: Gasp!

Bob: But you don’t look…I mean...shouldn’t you be...well..

The Elves all fall into another chorus of laughter.

Deby: Here, brother of mine, let me help you get that foot out of your mouth <snigger>

Bob: <glare>

Azaelia: Yes, Bob, we Elves don’t look like human females when we are uh...”expecting”. As a matter of fact, we usually stay pretty close to home so that no one will see us tripping over and bumping into things. But I got bored and SICK of my silly in-laws suffocating me so I came for a little break at my beloved Troll.

Meri still with jaw hanging open, cannot help but walk over to Azaelia and focus closely on her tummy. Erin is at her heels both examining her from all sides. Azaelia laughs at their gawking, and Meri blushes a deep pink, and smiles. 

[Meri still looking confused]: How? Don't you...where...hmmmm...

[Erin also looking confused]: I don't think they grow the same way hobbits do...

[Meri reaching out to touch Azaelia in a timid sort of way]: Elves are so...so...FASCINATING!

Azaelia laughs and hugs the two hobbits, who giggle and hug her back. The whole group now chuckling and laughing about the whole business. 

Sevilodorf: I feel a party coming on!

All: Yeah!


Celebsul: I’ll gather the presents.

[Wargy wagging her tail and licking Cele’s hand]: [pant, pant] Awoo! I can help with that.. .I’ll try to keep the slobber down to a minimum. Heh.heh


Pippin: I’ll make some cookies!

Meri and Erin: We’ll help!

Meri: Chocolate chip? Snickerdoodle?

Erin: Double Chocolate Fudge? Sugar?

Meri: Oatmeal raisin? Buttermilk Drop?

Erin: Ale? Caramel Butterscotch Chip?

Meri: OHHH...California RANGERS!

As the party planning gets into full swing, and the voices of the female contingent grow louder, Celebsul works his way over quietly to BBob who is sitting at the bar with his customary pint for each hand and occasionally sneaking disbelieving glances at Azaelia’s middle. After catching BBob’s eye, Celebsul jerks his head toward the door and gives a swift drinking motion with his hand. BBob nods, silently leaves his stool and heads to the door.

Making certain no one is watching, BBob and Celebsul slip around the back of the Troll into an old wooden hut leaning precariously against the pub's wall. They look furtively around, then open the wobbly door, dash inside and prop the door shut. Sufficient light filters through the dusty windows and broken planks to see the crate stashed in the corner.

BBob: [Whispering] Yeah. Pass me a bottle, Cel, my old pal.

Celebsul: [Selecting two bottles of Cherry-B and blowing the cobwebs off them] Here you go.

They pull out the corks with their teeth, chink the bottles together, mouth 'Cheers' to each other, then glug down the contents.

BBob: [Burp] Next.

Celebsul: [Getting two more bottles] Should we let Aerio in on this? He's going to be sore if he finds out.

BBob: [Spitting out another cork] Naw. This stuff's not good for a lad of his age. We'll just save him one. Bottoms up.

Celebsul: Good point. Down the hatch.

Several bottles later ...

Celebsul: Bob? Notsh really a noble enougsh name for so brave a worrier.

BBob: Not really my namesh. Prefer Bob to real namesh.

Celebsul: Whatsh it?

BBob: Secretsh. 

Celebsul: Can tell me, crosh heart and hope to diesh.

BBob: [Very quickly] Luicious, dammit.

Celebsul: [Slowly] Luicious? ... BWAAAHAAHAAHAH [hic] 

BBob: Shudup, not fairsh.

Celebsul: Shorry ... BWAAAHAAHAAHAH [hic]

Crate: I hope you guys realize that someone poisoned these bottles.

BBob's and Celebsul's heads turn to stare at the crate.

BBob: Cratesh talkin'.

Celebsul: So it ish. We poishened?

Crate: Yup, you'll be dead in about half-an-hour.

BBob: [Hic] Don't wansh to die.

Celebsul: Nooo, I'msh too young.

BBob: Better go shee Greene Ladish. She might [hic] be able to help [hic].

Celebsul tries to stand, but his legs don't seem to be supporting him.

Celebsul: Too late, I'msh dying. 

BBob: Me too [hic]. I think I'lsh lay down. What did I eversh do to deservsh this?

Crate: You were GREEDY!

BBob: [Sprawls out on his belly and gazes at the crate] It'sh got eyes!

Celebsul: Let me shee. [squinting, as he tries to resolve the double vision] Thatsh not the cratesh eyes. Thersh a holse in the wall and someonesh peepin' in.

Aerio: Too right, you crafty old sots. Now move aside and let me in.

Celebsul: Naughty Aerio, made ush think we wash dying. Not dying now. Goodsh.

Aerio: Don't count your chickens, Master! Oh, and hello there, LUICIOUS, wait till I tell the rest of the gang.

BBob: Wouldn't do thatsh to old Bob, Aerio, my sonsh. Here, have the whole cratesh.


Chapter 24


The talk and laughter go on through the hours of the night. Slowly, the company disperses about The Troll, everyone talking quietly [save BBob, Aerio and Celly who are catching up on lost drinking-time] in small groups. 


Carcharien leans against a tree, one knee up with foot against the trunk, his hands wrapped around his bow, using it as a staff to balance against the tree. He watches the company with an occasional twitch at the corners of his mouth or a sigh as stars appear one by one beneath the eaves of the woods behind him. Anbarad approaches him. He stops and they rest side by side for a space without speech. But Anbarad is restless. Carcharien waits. 

Anbarad [turning the silver ring over and over as he examines it]: Was she there? With you?

Carcharien: Yes, I believe so.

Anbarad moves away, wraps his fist about the ring, folds his arms tightly across his chest, and looks up at the stars. 

Anbarad [whispers hoarsely]: In Angband! 

He makes a small sound in the back of his throat. 

Anbarad [through clenched teeth]: If my stopping you from going back doomed her to-

Carcharien: Do not torture yourself, brother! 

Carcharien turns to Anbarad.

Carcharien: Anbarad, I do not believe that she who was with me in Angband was of Middle-earth. 

[They pause]

Anbarad [takes a deep breath and holds out the ring to him]: Carcharien, I’m giving this back to you. 

Carcharien [shaking his head and not looking at him]: No. It is yours. 

Anbarad [reaches for Carcharien’s hand and attempts to place the ring in his grasp]: No, it was never mine, but if anyone should hold it, I want it to be you.

Carcharien [His eyes widen and the small muscles of his jaw stand out along his cheek. He pulls away his hand]: No! Anbarad! She was yours!

Anbarad [exasperated]: You are a fool, Carcharien! Did you think I did not know?

Carcharien blanches and falls silent. His eyes are riveted to Anbarad’s face.

Anbarad [emphatically]: You are the brother of my heart! You couldn’t be more of my flesh than if we had shared the same womb. But I know the love that you had for her. As great as my joy was in what she and I shared, my heart burned that it caused you pain. And yet, you continued to love both of us as if your heart were whole. 

Carcharien’s eyes glitter with unshed tears. He can no longer meet Anbarad’s gaze.

Anbarad [softer]: She chose to give her life to me, but she chose to give this to you. [He pauses, pleading.] I have my memories of her. I want you to have at least this small thing that was part of who she was. 

Carcharien struggles to hold back tears of bewilderment, shame, relief, and gratitude. Anbarad again reaches for Carcharien’s hand, opens his fingers, places the ring in his palm and closes his fingers over it. This time, Carcharien does not resist. Anbarad holds Carcharien’s hand in both of his between them. He gently lets go. 

Anbarad turns and watches their friends at play, giving his brother time to collect himself. After some time, Carcharien clears his throat.

Carcharien [longing to give a gift to his friend in return]: Before she left, she called out to Nienna.

Anbarad: Nienna!

He settles back against the tree next to Carcharien.

Anbarad: Aye. Perhaps she finds some comfort there with her. 

They return to watching the company in silence. 

Celebsul catches their attention. His gait is unsteady. Their eyes narrow. 

Carcharien: Could he have…?

Anbarad: And not tell us? Nay, surely not. 

Anbarad looks at Carcharien and flashes a sudden grin. Carcharien returns the grin and they push off from the tree. 

They casually weave their way through the crowd and come up quietly behind Celebsul. His lack of reaction to their approach simply confirms their suspicions. From either side of Celebsul they wrap an arm around his shoulders in a strong grip. Celebsul looks at them, startled as no sober elf should be. The whiff of Cherry B rises perceptibly from him. 

Carcharien: Celebsul! Dear friend…

Anbarad: Nay, Carcharien. Celebsul is our dear Brother! Is he not!

Anbarad slaps Celebsul heartily in the chest with his free hand. 

Celebsul: Oof. 

*****************************

Belegalda and the Greene Lady sit close together at a table under a torch. His apprenticeship had been stopped short and he is intrigued by the contents of her healer’s bag. Belegalda’s curiosity has gotten the better of his shyness and he has asked her to show him some of the herbs that she used during their travels. Despite his gentle nature, the Greene Lady finds herself a bit intimidated by the strength of his physical presence and his thickly lashed eyes. Nonetheless, she has pulled out various herbs and Belegalda examines them. 

Belegalda: Now, athelas that is not an herb that I have used before. You used that in Angband, didn’t you?

Greene Lady [her nervousness at just how close Belegalda is leaning into her lending a bit of chattiness to her speech]: Uhm, yes, it’s is called kingsfoil by the vulgar, and asea aranion by the more learned. It grows on slopes mostly. It’s a perennial that blooms on new growth in the spring. It can last over a fortnight if properly culled and dried. After that, well, it loses its effect pretty quickly. Mostly plentiful in many of the regions that were settled by the Numenoreans. Actually, there’s some that grows just over the hill there. It was called kingsfoil long before the legend of King Elessar. Though it is said that his right to the kingship of Gondor was recognized when he used it to heal the wounded after the Battle of Pelennor. Though, I don’t doubt many chieftains of the Dunedain took advantage of its properties before that.

Belegalda [as he turns the leaves over]: Oh, so only certain hands can elicit its powers?

Greene Lady [dismayed that his comment has drawn her attention to his hands, which, though on the slender side, look quite strong and sure as they sort through the leaves and bring them up to the light, she gulps]: Uhm, well, they do say that the hands of the King are the hands of a healer.

Greene Lady [gathering her wits about her]: If you could bring my bag up here, I could show you some of the poultices that I used, if you like?

Belegalda leans to his far side to pull the Greene Lady’s bag from the ground to the tabletop. The Greene Lady takes the opportunity to lean back just far enough to get a peek at his backside. She quickly returns to her initial position as Belegalda rights himself and happily drums her fingers on the tabletop.


******

Amanthoron has fallen asleep stretched out on a bench with his head in Thran’s lap. Thran softly traces the curve of his jaw and strokes his hair as Pippin tells stories of her brother’s exploits in their younger days. Over Pippin’s shoulder Thran notices Gubbitch returning from reporting to Mr. S.  He is accompanied by several of his lads who go quickly to the bar and order a round of beer.  Gubbitch carrying a long object wrapped in several pieces of grimy cloth remains standing in the doorway, gazing intently about the room until he spies Pippin’s fiery red hair in the corner.  

Thran motions to Pippin who turns and watches the orc limp across the room with his bundle. His bandages have been replaced by smears of reddish salve and he has changed to a “cleaner” set of clothing.  When he notices Pippin and Thran watching his progress across through the crowd, he gives a gap toothed grin and holds up the package.

Gubbitch: Got summat fer ya, l’il apple. 

At the sound of the Orc’s voice, Amanthoron, wincing as his shoulder bumps the table, jerks awake.  Rising he places himself between Pippin and Thran and the Orc. Pippin reaches out and pulls him back to the bench.

Pippin: It’s just Gubbitch, Amanthoron. Gubbitch, I am glad to see you.  I wanted to thank you again for all you have done for us.

[Beneath the salve and grime, Gubbitch’s face darkens in pleasure.] A real fine, lady, yer is, l’il apple. ‘ere, this be yers.  Me lads found it in the guardroom of that Kissy Kissy bunch. [Gubbitch thrusts the package into Pippin’s startled arms.]

[Laying it on the table, Pippin carefully unwinds the begrimed cloth to expose a long Elvish blade.] Lembascrist!!! Oh, thank you, Gubbitch. Thank you!! 

Pippin grabs the Orc in a quick hug and to his astonishment kisses his cheek. Amanthoron leans forward to snatch Pippin away, but Thran’s firm grasp on his arm prevents him from rising.

Thran: Leave her alone. He will not hurt her. 

Amanthoron watches in amazement as his sister leads the grimy Orc in a stumbling waltz across the room. Thran laughs softly and turns to fill their glasses.

*******

Yea and verily the merriment goes on, and feasting and eating and eating and feasting, until even the most fastidious appetite is left grinning and sated. From the barbecue pits fragrant oak smoke wafts in aromatic tendrils to deliciously tantalize eager noses. Meat sizzles on spits and vegetables simmer on skewers. Pots bubble in the coals and pans steam on the grills. Spoons dip and forks impale, and knives carve with joyously dripping abandon. No plate goes away empty, and many come back so many times they might well make the journey unescorted.

And oh yes, let us not forget the casks of ale and kegs of beer, the barrel of Rohan Reisling and the many bottles of Old Winyards. Of Cherry B we shall not presently speak, but word is that a certain Ranger and a certain silver-haired Elf have been seen sporting suspiciously glassy, pink-tinged smiles. Joy runs in rivers and flows in fountains, and soon tongues are loosened enough that even the most shy or tune-impaired soul found musical voice. Hark, let us listen!

*Hey diddle-diddle I can't play a fiddle,
but who wants to play one, no how?
I'd rather just sing of a wonderful thing,
My mother's most magical cow.*

Err ... okay, never mind. Blossom Bob never could carry a tune, anyway.

On the other side of the BBQ pits more voices are heard, this time deeply chanting. Heads turn, and lo, it is the Dwarves who now find song, the six gallant kinsmen who had journeyed most perilously to the halls of Angband and back, and all their fellows who had labored so cleverly towards the rebuilding of their beloved Burping Troll. Now the newly framed windowpanes fairly rattle with the vigor of their well-lubricated joy. Observers swiftly realize that the song necessitates the hearty banging of ale tankards upon the oaken table the Dwarves sit around - and enthusiastically thumping along with them sits old Gubbitch the Orc.

Water turns the wheel go round,
and grinds the grain to grist.
{*THUMP*}
Water bless the thirsty ground,
and sweetly wet the lips.
{*THUMP*}
 But for a thirst that cries and burns,
or hearts that shrink with fear,
there's nothing like a tankard tall,
and lots and lots of BEER!
{*THUMP*} 

Many are the eyebrows that climb, and several ears are surreptitiously stopped - notably the Elves, whose hearing tended to jangle most uncomfortably to the hammer-like ring of Dwarven voices, which was not sweetened by the screeching addition of an Orc in harmony. Yet smiles however strained also find place, for joy is the order of the day. Anon the six brave Dwarven kinsmen - and Gubbitch - find themselves at table alone.


********


Late into the evening, Meri sits on a bench, “filling in the corners” with chocolate and ale cookies. Dimereg, now back from assisting Firnelin, wanders through the resting figures, looking from side to side. He sees Meri, and his eyes light up. Just the person he wanted to see. He walks over with a sense of purpose and plops down to the ground next to her feet. He sighs, tired from unending watchfulness and duty. 

Meri scratches his head affectionately. When he tips it back to get a look at her, she breaks off a bite of cookie and dangles it above him. He grins and pops open his mouth. To his surprise, she tosses it in the air. He gamely moves to catch it. Chewing contentedly, he takes her hand and replaces it on top of his head and gives her a winning flash of teeth. She gives him an affectionate slap on his shoulder.

Meri: You’re just a big baby!

As she continues to scratch, he leans back against Meri’s leg and hums. 

****************************


Carcharien [clapping vigorously]: Very good, brother! I think your grasp of the balladic form improves with the ages. I swear I could see the Halls of Moria and feel the very arrow that pierced Balin’s flesh.

Anbarad just stands there, smiling and nodding but not saying anything. 

Esgallyg: Thank you Carcharien. I’ve always struggled to find just the right words to capture what thoughts arise to me. [Shaking his head] I never seem to match the image in my head. 

Carcharien [clapping him on the back]: No, no, Esgallyg, it was very evocative, very evocative. 

Esgallyg beams with humble pleasure at his praise as he walks off to find Erin.

After he leaves, Anbarad and Carcharien stroll through the crowd around the Burping Troll.

Anbarad: Why do you always do that?

Carcharien: What?

Anbarad: Encourage him like that.

Carcharien [shrugs]: I don’t know. He enjoys it so much.

Anbarad: Well, yes, HE enjoys it. But what about those who have to listen to him?

Carcharien [facetiously]: Brother! I am shocked. Where is your compassion?

Anbarad: Compassion?! Carcharien, did you not hear the same thing that I did?

Carcharien stifles a smile.

Anbarad [knowing his audience is with him now, he starts to work up a head of steam on this topic]: On our recent travels, our poetry-impaired brother cornered me into listening to a reworking of his Ballad of the Stars of Kheled-zaram. “By standing stone do rocks sit, to drink the sight of Mirrormere, Ah Dimril Dale at Durin’s feet, a crown above beyond compare.” Six hours, brother, six hours about a pool of water! It was bad enough the first time eight decades ago, but I swear our brother’s linguistic skills have slipped even since then. And why he always picks Dwarves as his topic, I’ll never know. 

Carcharien [playing the straight man to Anbarad’s comic as he has ever done]: Ah, but he means well.

Anbarad: Means well?! Well, of course, but the Elf couldn’t recognize a rhythmic structure if you beat it on his head with Aule’s hammer. Carcharien, did you not hear his rhyme scheme?

Carcharien: I thought it fresh and innovative.

Anbarad: Brother, you cannot rhyme a word with itself!

Carcharien: But really, Anbarad, I find it is but a small price to pay to support our brother.

Anbarad: Yes, it is fine for YOU to find it so, but it is ME that he always corners. I don’t know why, but for some reason he seems to think that I am his most appreciative audience. I swear, Carcharien, an Elf’s patience has its limits.

Carcharien does not reply, but turns his head away and smiles. As Carcharien proceeds a few more paces, Anbarad stops, comprehension slowly dawning on him of the game that Carcharien has been playing over these many many years. 

Carcharien stops, raises his eyebrows, still looking ahead but alert to Anbarad’s silence. He grins, knowing that, if he is to elude Anbarad’s grasp, he had best start running, now. He takes off with Anbarad not far behind. 
Chapter 25

At their solitary table beyond the BBQ pit, the Dwarves and Gubbitch have reached the quieter stage of inebriation, the stage for the thinking of great thoughts and making great plans.

Dwarf #1 [slurring noticeably]: Y' know what, ladsh?

Dwarf #2: What?

Dwarf #3: What?

Dwarf #4: What?

Dwarf #5: Oh, for pity's sake!!

Dwarf #6 [mumbling]: Well, we jush wanted t' know ....

Dwarf #1: I think theesh people are shome of the nishest people I've ever sheen.

Dwarf #2: Yup.

Dwarf #3: Yup.

Dwarf #4: Yup.

Dwarf #6: Yup.

Dwarf #5: {*Hiccup!*}

Dwarf #6: Bless you.

Dwarf #5: That's for sneezing, dummy!

Dwarf #6: Oh.

Dwarf #1: I think we musht do shomeshing to ex - exprsh - exped - to let these wunnerful people know that the gratitoodles of the Dwarves ish no small thing!

Dwarf #2: What he shaid.

Dwarf #3: Hear, hear!

Dwarf #4: Hear what?

Dwarf #5: What he shaid.

Dwarf #6: Whaddee shay?

Dwarf #1: And I have thunk of jusht the - {*HICCUP!!*}

Dwarves 2, 4, and 6: Bless you.

Dwarf #5: {*groan*}

Dwarf #1: And I have thunk of jusht the thing. We mush RID the Burpin' Troll of thosh nashty tunnelsh, wonsh and for all. Are y' with me, lads?

Dwarves 2 , 4, and 6: HARRGHH!

Dwarf #5: {*HICCUP*}

Dwarves 1 to 4, and 6: Bless -

Dwarf #5: Aww, shaddup.

Gubbitch: Uhh ... 'ow d' we do that, then?

Dwarf #1: Gubbitch, you know lotsha Orcish shtuff, right?

Gubbitch: Yesh.

Dwarf #1: Right. Then I have a plan. Follow me, ladsh!

And with that he arose and stood straight and strong - until his balance abandoned him, and two of his fellows caught him just before his head cracked the table.

Dwarf #1: Whoopsha-daishy. Right. Follow me!

Off they troop, to the merely passing notice of the many revelers.


**********


Anbarad moves through the crowd, sipping from his newly acquired Cherry B and enjoying the pleasant buzz of inebriation just beginning to steal over him. He has left Celebsul, Aerio, Ranger Bob, and Carcharien proceeding to the more advanced stages. He stops short. Firnelin is crouched on the ground in front of him, eyes alight, fingers spread and pointing. Anbarad’s shoulders suddenly droop. He drops his head and closes his eyes.

Anbarad shouts: Dimer-EG!

Dimereg [rushes over]: What! What?

Anbarad [looks over his shoulder at Dimereg and points to Firnelin with his bottle]: He’s DOING it again, Dimereg.

Dimereg [looks down, puzzled]: He’s doing what?

The Warg comes over to investigate. She cocks her head, one ear up. 

Anbarad: Tracking ANTS again.

Trying to discover what has so captured Firnelin’s attention, the Warg snuffles along the ground. One rather overly-vigorous inhale results in the disappearance of an ant. And then, a very WARG sized sneeze that not only blows the ants in several directions, much to Firnelin’s dismay, but also rocks him back on his granite-like posterior. 

Firnelin: WARG!

Dimereg [sighs, shakes his head, mutters]: Maybe we should have let him track Carcharien instead of sending Belegalda. 

Dimereg grabs Firnelin by the back of his tunic and pulls him up off the ground.

Dimereg: Off we go, Firnelin. Go find your bow and let’s get this out of your system. Let’s find something a bit more dignified to hunt, shall we?

The Warg growls. They stop. 

Ms. Warg: You weren’t thinking of going without me were you?

She does her best imitation of a pointer. 

Dimereg: My apologies, Ms. Warg. Perhaps you would care to join us?

In answer, the Warg trots off with them, ears perked and tail high.

*******

The sounds and smells of the Troll are intoxicating to Camellia. Sitting alone at a table, she glances around the room. Everyone is busy reminiscing about old times or just sharing jokes and conversation with one another.

With a sigh, she gets up and goes to the bar to refill her drink.

Drink filled, she turns and walks by the table where the others are deliberating on a name for Azaelia's baby. As she passed, Arwen looks up at her and smiles.

Arwen: Hey Camellia, everything O.K.?

Camellia: I guess so, Arwen...is there anything that you need me to do?

Arwen: No… The food is made, the bar is tended. Just go and enjoy yourself...we'll clean up later!

Camellia [with a slight smile]: Very well... 

After another glance around the room...Camellia heads for the door and goes outside. She finds a spot under a big oak tree and sits herself down. 

Sleepily, she looks up toward the night sky, watching the stars brightly twinkle. A warm breeze sweeps over her and she dozes off.

A moment later, something awakens Camellia. It is a familiar smell...mushrooms...tomato sauce...PIZZA! Opening her eyes, there is slice of mushroom pizza wavering just below her nose. Beside her sits Milo with a big smile on his face.

Milo: Hungry Camellia?

Camellia: I am now! [smiling back]Thank-you!

Milo: You looked like you needed a friend, so I thought I'd follow you out here...[handing her the pizza]...you O.K.?

Camellia: I guess I felt a little overwhelmed in there...so many new faces. I hope I can get to know them better!

Milo: You will, and I will, too. Maybe if they have another adventure someday, they'll let us come along, although, this last adventure sounded like a real doozy!

Camellia: [finishing the pizza and relaxing back against the tree] Yea, we'll see. [looking at Milo] Well, I've already made one good friend...I'm really glad your here with me right now. I feel a lot better!

Milo smiles back at Camellia and then leans back against the tree. Together they listen to the festive sounds from the Troll and, in the distance, the arguing from the Ents.


***************************** 

Esgallyg has found Erin in the kitchen searching through cupboards and opening and peering into boxes.

Esgallyg: Ah! There you are!

Erin startles guiltily, jerking her hand out of the box, which she was searching and darting it behind her. Without noticing or giving her a chance to respond, Esgallyg walks swiftly up to her, takes her hand and fairly drags her to the back of the Troll.

Esgallyg: Come! Come! 

Erin is wide-eyed but unable to speak in protest for the moment, as she has popped the mushroom she was searching for into her mouth behind his back. 

Erin [frantically, but regretfully, swallowing]: What is it, Esgallyg?! 

Esgallyg [as he pulls her out the door]: I have something for you. 

They stop behind the back door, among the barrels and boxes left over from the BBQ preparations.

Erin cranes her neck back a little to look up at his face. Esgallyg suddenly sits on a wooden mushroom box so that she does not have to strain up to look at him. But, now he is below her and the wound in his thigh is still raw. It stretches and rubs against the unfinished wood of the box on which he sits. He cannot sit comfortably, but does not like the idea of her having to strain to look at him. He bolts upright again. Erin looks at him, nonplussed. Whatever can be wrong with him?

Esgallyg [motioning to a large barrel behind Erin]: May I?

Erin, intrigued by her friend’s unusual behavior, nods. Esgallyg lifts her gently to sit on top of a large barrel. Erin’s head whirls over how easily the elf picked her up off the ground. They are now eye to eye. 

Esgallyg [hesitantly]: I am not sure I have the words to express it, but I would like for you to know something. 

Erin tenses, thinking that she knows what is coming. For she has heard tell of Esgallyg’s poetry skills, or rather, the lack thereof, and the epic length of many of his ballads. She feels torn between the desire to not hurt her friend’s feelings and the knowledge that, if she does not return to the party soon, Milo may have scarfed the last pieces of mushroom pizza. Looking down, she also realizes that, now that she has consented to being placed more than three feet off the ground, she has no graceful means of exit. She is caught.

Erin [scratching her head and desperately trying to think up an excuse]: Uhm, Esgallyg, I, uh…

Esgallyg: Yes?

Erin looks at him, unable to think of an excuse under such pressure and hoping that she does not have to say anything more explicit. Esgallyg is usually quite intuitive, but Erin’s reaction is much like those he has seen before under these circumstances and so he does not catch its meaning. Erin blushes.

Erin: Oh, never-mind. 

Esgallyg pulls out a reed pipe, fiddles with it, and clears his throat a few times. 

Erin, touched by the nervousness in her usually unflappable friend and surprised by the sudden appearance of an instrument he has obviously made himself, relents and settles in. 

He takes a breath. His eyes look far away before he closes them and then begins to blow softly into the simple pipe. 

Unlike his lack of mastery of language, Esgallyg’s true calling is music. The tune that arises is simple, but with the gift of the Elves it takes Erin far away from the Burping Troll. The voices, shouts and laughter fade to a murmur.

As the music swirls around her, she hears the whisper of gold and maroon leaves speckled by light as they dance in warm afternoon breezes, sees Elven faces that she does not know, feels the cool whisper of vellum sheets beneath her fingers filled with figures she cannot read, and is warmed by the smell of wine and sound of laughter.

As he continues to play, the theme changes. Erin now feels the tension of watchfulness and the weight of grim journeys filled with dread, smells the tang of fear, pain, and winding smoke, feels helpless rage that batters against the night, sees the Elven brothers, minus Carcharien, sitting around a campfire with eyes dull in its light, sees Anbarad’s face looking grey and hollow, and is pierced by a swift bite of fear for him. 

The tune then wanders and restlessly touches on many places and times. She feels the beating of hearts that fear to rest anywhere for too long, that fear to grow to love something that they cannot hold. 

But then the music changes again. It is bittersweet, but peaceful and contains the first touch of hope to enter the melody. She smells Cherry B and smoke from the singed bathroom stall, hears the rumble of Dwarvish song, smells haggis and garlic cheese, and tastes chocolate on her tongue. She smiles, recognizing the place. 

He stops. They pause for a moment, still enveloped in the experience of the music. The spell gently lifts, and they move and sigh. 

Then, Erin, touched by the gift and by the new knowledge of what Esgallyg has had to overcome to be willing to open his heart, reaches for him and pulls him closer to her. 

Erin: Thank you.

She kisses him softly on his forehead. 


*******

Pippin sits at a corner table in The Burping, her eyes heavy. But she does not want to sleep, not yet. 

As she sits, she ponders the recent events that have occurred. SO much has happened, yet The Troll seems almost back to normal, at a glance. She sighs, leaning her head against the wall behind her. 

The smell of warm mushroom pizza floats around the room along with the cheerful chatter of the hobbits. Pippin lets her gaze also go around the room. Aerio and Celebsul are exchanging jokes at the counter. Bramblerose, Sevilodorf, Greene Lady, Deby, and Arwen are trying to think up good baby names with Azaelia. Several Dwarves are talking over some Malt Beer with Blossom Bob, who is very happy to be back with his beer. 


Esgallyg and Belegalda are chatting with the hobbits, Esgallyg even venturing to try a piece of Pizza, after much prompting from his hobbit-friends. Anbarad, Firnelin and Dimereg are nowhere in evidence, called away into moonlight by the joy of the hunt, nor has the Warg returned without them. Aye, the creatures of the wild must sometimes return to it, Pippin thinks with a wistful smile. 

 
Thran and Amanthoron are sitting together in a far-off table, talking quietly together.

Pippin looks about the room again, trying to find Carcharien amongst her other friends. She cannot seem to find the Elf. So, finally she stands up and walks about, searching for him. After a good search, and Carcharien is nowhere to be found, Pippin sighs and picks up her pack to leave. As she closes the door behind her softly, she hears the sound of twigs snapping in the silence. Turning her head towards the sound, she spots Carcharien. He is sitting, his back against a large tree. He is idly snapping dead twigs that have fallen to the ground. 

She walks over and sets down her pack before sitting down next to her friend. He looks at her, startled, but then goes back to snapping the twigs. He has a far-off look in his eyes, and she notices again the gleam of the silver ring that he is now wearing on a silver chain around his neck. Finally, Pippin speaks.

Pippin: You said the ring was not yours. Whose was it?

Carcharien’s voice shakes as he replies.

Carcharien: It should not have come to me.

[Pippin watches him for a moment, then speaks up again.] I believe you are wrong. I do not know the story behind this ring, but I know that it must have come to you for a reason. Without that ring, I do not know what would have happened down there in Angband. It frightens me to think. And if that ring had not come to you, I fear we would all be lost. It came to you for a reason.

[Carcharien sits thinking for a moment, and then replies.] Do you honestly believe this?

Pippin: With all my heart.

Carcharien: But it is not mine by right, and only by chance did it come to me. 

Pippin: Sometimes chance is not chance at all. Again I say this, it came to you for a reason. 

Carcharien does not speak for a long while, and Pippin feels her eyes begin to close from weariness. Finally though, she hears the soft voice of Carcharien.

Carcharien: It happened so long ago, this ring reminds me of it ever and anon. It hurts to have it close, is there nothing I can do?

Pippin wonders what he is talking about, though she has a vague idea.

Pippin: Whose ring was it? 

Carcharien: A friend.

Tears seem to glitter in his eyes, and Pippin feels ashamed.

Pippin: I'm sorry, I-I don’t want to bring up memories again, I know it hurts to remember some things.

Carcharien: No, no my lady, they are not your hurts to bear. Mind me not.

Pippin: But I do not want to see you hurt.

Carcharien: Into each life some rain must fall.

Pippin: But the rain must end eventually.

Carcharien smiles in the dark, and he feels Pippin rest her head on his shoulder.

Carcharien: I think it has.

*******

Strange and mysterious are the ways of Dwarves, and in the warm, merry shadows of this lovely  night their ways are particularly strange. If anyone had noticed, which they did not, they would have seen peculiar small boxes brought forth, and strange little bags, and then, of all things, they summon the Balrog - with considerable bribing and blustering, since the ebullient crowd has sent him flying in a panic back to the gents' room. With the Balrog trailing smokily at their heels, through the back door of the Troll they quietly troop- as quietly as 6 Dwarves, a Balrog, and one Orc can troop - and blessed the necessity that sent most party preparations outside for room, as it leaves the kitchen itself virtually abandoned. Then, of all things, they reopen the mysterious trap door in the floor that was the beginning of all the perils of this company, in the first place. Had anyone been listening, they would have heard one rather peculiar instruction given.

Dwarf #1: Right, Balrog, you shtay right here in the kitchen, until we shend for ya. We don' wanna blow zhish thing prema- premat - too shoon.

With that, down the hatch they go, bearing their mysterious little sacks and boxes, and vanish into the tunnels below. No one above ground notes or hears the odd tapping sounds that soon emerge, nor the peculiar clanking and thumping about. Nobody hears the muffled voices of the Dwarves working below.

Dwarf #2: Whattaya think, ish zhish enough?

Dwarf #4: Nah, put shome more in.

Dwarf #3: I sure hope we mixed thish stuff right.

Gubbitch: Ah, din' ye worry, it's th' same mix the lads used at Helm's Deep.

Tapping and scraping and even a bit of digging, and similar sounds soon might also have been heard out on the road, where the hole the Orcs had dug still gaped, though shuttered now by planks of wood. Tap and scrape, dig and thump, whilst sounds of merriment continue without rest, in and around the Burping Troll.

At long last, the Dwarves emerge from the kitchen trap door, one by one.

Dwarf #1: There, that should do it.

Dwarf #2: Yup.

Dwarf #3: Yup.

Dwarf #4: Yup.

Dwarf #5: {*Groan*}

Dwarf #1: Right. Okay, Balrog, here's your turn. Remember what I told you.

Balrog Bob: Sure, boss. Just a little flame, not too much.

Dwarf #1: That's right. Go to it.

The six Dwarves and one Orc then sit happily about the kitchen floor - as standing has become rather burdensome, in this stage of affairs - and wait. Seconds tick past.

Dwarf #1: Any minute now ...

Dwarf #2: Yup.

Dwarf #3: Yup.

Dwarf #4: Yup.

Dwarf #6: Yup

Dwarf #5 says nothing, but a dull thudding ensues as he bangs his head against a handy counter top.

Then suddenly ... from beneath the earth ... a dull rumbling is heard. A grumbling is heard. A whooshing and burbling and trembling is heard, and glassware suddenly jingles a dissonant tune behind the newly built bar. Out in the common room, and outside on the grounds, heads begin to turn and eyes widen in the lamplight.

A rumbling as the sound of muted thunder is heard, and suddenly the Balrog hurtles up through the trap door like a smoking black comet. With a bang he is down the hall and out the back, and distantly they hear the sound of the gents' room door slamming shut.

The Dwarves look at each other as the rafters and beams begin to shudder. Dust sifts from the ceiling. The floor vibrates.

Dwarf #1: SHUT THE DOOR!!!!! 

With a bound all six Dwarves leap for the trap door, and slam it shut in crushing heap of their bodies.

BOOOOOOOOM!!!!!

The thunderous explosion lifts the trap door and all six Dwarves - Gubbitch had cleverly followed the Balrog - three feet in the air, and flame bursts blue beneath them. Screams soar and voices shriek, and the night comes alive as the hole out in the road vomits a thundering geyser of flame and smoke and shattered earth. Smaller flames jet from gopher holes and wormholes, from termite holes and snake holes, and also very handily ignites the over-accumulation in the privy, which was really in need of a good burning, anyhow. The only real tragedy is a singeing to the neatly stitched seat of Ranger Bob's beflowered trousers, which would have made a nice keepsake of their journey, but his plaintive howl goes unnoticed in the general uproar. Elves leap into trees, hobbits spring after the Elves, humans - and those Dwarves not involved in the affair - dive for cover, and even the Ents pause their arguing long enough to peer over their shoulders at the confusion.

And then ... a smoking, ringing, mind-numbed silence falls, redolent with the reek of scorched earth.

Sevilodorf: What in the name of Eru was THAT?

Through the kitchen doorway they stagger, six Dwarves now fully as smoked as the ham they had eaten earlier.

Dwarf #1: Oops.

Dwarf #2: I think we got the mix wrong.

Dwarf #3: Or maybe jusht a bit shtrong.

Dwarf #4: {*HICCUP!*}

Dwarf #5: {*KOFF-KOFF-KOFF-KOFF-WHEEEEEZE-KOFF*}

Dwarf #6: But anyhow, we sholved your tunnel problem.
And we will leave them there, for now, until chance brings something else along.

Epilogue

***** The hills beyond the Burping Troll, 13th of Thrimidge, midnight waning into the 14th.

Away beneath the glittering stars, four figures pause atop a ridge, where a long breeze whispers from the south. Few mortal eyes would have seen more than a shimmer of starlight, a trick of shadow, but here there are none to see. At this no-man’s hour betwixt dark and dawn, the veil is swept aside between the curve earth and the great vault of stars, and the stars whisper echoes of space and time and ages beyond memory. The Night herself seems to brush past them in a rush of cool dark skirts, scented damply with earth and growth and the onrushing quickening of Spring. A keen nose lifts and sniffs as sharp Elven eyes study the multifaceted secrets of the night.

Firnelin: Tell me, Wargy, where would you hunt this night?

Wargy’s answer will not bear words; nay, words are too small. For in her the hot pulse beats close to her skin and the heartbeat of the very earth thumps in her sinews. Every hair tingles with life, every sense springs electric, and the breath she draws roars through the hollows of her bones. The Elven brothers await her answer, Anbarad and Dimereg watching with eyes gleaming like stars, themselves.

Firnelin: Where away, sister?

Wargy: AWWWWOOOOOOOoooooooooOOOOOOOOOOOoooooooooooo!!!!!!

And away the four spring, bounding in flight that scarcely touches earth. Away they fly, and the great earth turns beneath them. Away they flee into the sweet, dark embrace of life at its most raw and powerful, and the waning Moon wonders that Warg and Elves run together.

Behind them slumbers home, or home as they now know it. A rough-hewn place as far from any form of perfection as imagination could conceive, and yet there rest their hearts, and the bodies of all whom they love. Soon enough they will return, tamed and weary and smiling quietly from the soul. But this night ... ahh, this heart-drumming night is for the hunters to spend. And the dark hills ring with an undulating song once more.

AWWWOOOOooooooOOOOOOOOooooooooooooo!!!!
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