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Prologue

By Deby

The tread behind her was slow and heavy. By this, if nothing else, Elanna knew how heavy the news weighed on her husband’s heart and mind. He was not alone. She, Bob and the other rangers took the news of the massacre like a physical blow. As did the rest of the denizens of the inn. The fate of the nameless strangers resonated with each and every one of them for it could have very easily been their fate. But for the light of the Valar . . .  

Rangers from South Gondor, as opposed to the Gondorian army, had escorted settlers to a section of the East – Lands where King Elessar hoped to establish a settlement near the junction of the River Carnen and River Celduin. At first things had gone well. Homes were built. Trading was established with the dwarves of the Iron Hills and the people of Dorwinion. After the success of Anoriath’s suggestion in Lake Nurnen, the assigned ranger captain oversaw the building of an inn with a common room tavern.  The building not only housed the rangers but became the meeting place of residents and travelers.

The Singing Dragon and the settlement were modestly successful despite their small population. There were no reports of conflict or strife amongst the residents and their neighbors, no rumors from Rhûn of unrest, nothing. So it came as a shock when a group of dwarves came to the Dragon to trade only to find every living soul had been slaughtered, buildings burned, possessions strewn everywhere. 

The marauders had taken their dead with them and with no living witnesses, the identity of the culprits could only by guessed at. A single blade suggested Easterlings, though peace had been made with them. Would the Easterlings break the peace? Or was there some faction that wished it to seem so?

The Burping Troll rangers had spent the evening speculating on who and why. It was a fruitless discussion that ended up with each of them wondering how it could have happened so suddenly. Surely there had been some sign that something was amiss? And if there was so, why didn’t Captain Patreas send for help. The Troll was the closest ranger station yet they heard nothing until word came from the dwarves. Anardil and Sevilodorf had dealings with some of the people of Rhûn and might have been able to help, but they were in Dunland on another errand. 

In the end, nothing was settled, nothing was solved. Each ranger felt impotent and helpless in the face of this particular tragedy. And none berated themselves more than Halbarad. As a fellow captain to the late Patreas and as a captain of the closest place Patreas could have sent to for aid, Halbarad tried to think of what he could have done to prevent the catastrophe at the Singing Dragon.

Up the stairs and to their room, Elanna led the way. She held the door for Halbarad who entered the room with his eyes on the floor and a hand rubbing the back of his neck. Elanna pressed him into a chair with a minimum amount of protest. Moving his hand away, she set to work with hers, massaging tense and knotted muscles.

“This burden does not rest on your shoulders alone. Every one of us, Bob, Morling, and I, wished we had been there. Wished we had known or had some kind of warning.” Elanna leaned over his shoulder and tenderly kissed his cheek. “It is not your fault nor is the failure yours. Even if Captain Patreas had managed to send word at the last minute, we could not have arrived in time to save everyone or, possibly, anyone.”

Halbarad reached his right hand over his left shoulder to clasp hers.

“I know, my love,” he sighed, squeezing her hand. “But I can’t stop my mind from jumping ahead to the next step. If it happened there, then it could conceivably happen here. So I start to question everything we do. Are we patrolling enough or have we become too complacent in our peace? Are we truly aware of what it is happening beyond our sphere of influence? Have I missed something because I deemed it unimportant at the time? Is that what happened to Patreas?”

As his wife, Elanna wished more than anything that she could soothe him with encouraging words, but as a fellow ranger, she knew his questions and concerns were valid and legitimate. Was there something Captain Patreas could have done differently to keep the people he was sworn to protect from being slaughtered? Being dead himself, it was a question that would remain forever unanswered. Taking Halbarad’s concern one step further, was there something they missed that might have made a difference to the people of the Singing Dragon.

A sudden shiver caught Elanna off guard. It was a reasonable question and one she did not wish to ponder too closely at the moment. Then again, why should she? It seemed Halbarad was doing it already.

Elanna slipped her hand from Halbarad’s and came around the side in order to plant herself in his lap. She threw her arms around him and buried her face in his neck.

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered fiercely in his ear. “You cannot take on all of Middle-earth’s burdens; you will break if you do. “

Halbarad tightened his hold and nuzzled her neck until she took the hint and turned her face. His kiss was deep and demanding and Elanna answered in kind. Neither sought to release the embrace until their mutual need for comfort had been met. 

“Better?” Elanna asked as she slid from his lap and got ready for bed.

Halbarad did not answer. He watched Elanna change and slide into their bed. He stared as if he feared she would disappear. He remained silent until he lay by her side and held her in his arms.

”Hal?”

He kissed her brow and answered the question she made of his name.

“I know I tend to take on blame that is not mine to claim,” he said and stroked her cheek. “But this . . . this touches upon my deepest fears. I fear losing you as much as I did in Nurn if not more. And I fear the death of my friends and family here because of something I can neither predict nor control. I fear the destruction of this place, my home, our home.”

Elanna was silent for a moment, trying to choose the right words.

“Yet as a Ranger, as a man, you can only do your best.” She pressed a finger against his lips. “I know, sometimes our best is not good enough, but it is all we have. After that, we must make the most of the time granted to us for each moment is precious as we both know. Death by violence is not the only thing that could someday separate us.”

Halbarad knew her personal fears behind the truth she spoke. 

“Aye,” he acknowledged with a sigh, doing his best to let go of his fears and concerns and regrets. “Then help me treasure these next moments.”

Elanna needed no encouragement. Later, they drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.

~~~

Waking to My Nightmare

By Straynger

…icy water drenched his face again. The shock of cold hit his senses like a violent lick of lightning torturing a bit of forest. 

“Well?!” bellowed an angry voice.

“A voice… I must be somewhere, but where? Whose voice is that?” echoed the questions in his head. As Straynger became aware of his own breathing, he also began to reclaim some sense of place and being. Each breath felt as an eternity to draw into his chest. “Should I open my eyes? Are my eyes open and am I just…” His question was answered for him as he felt fingers grip a fistful of his hair and fiercely jerk his head back and his eyes open.

The face that Straynger’s eyes met was frightening in its obvious fury. His breathing already laboured, became strenuous with his head held back so strongly. Despite how desperately he wanted to give an answer that might appease the angry face before him, all Straynger could do was gasp, gape, and quiver.

“BAH!” The face of rage disappeared from Straynger’s view and his head was pushed forward sharply as it was released.

Afraid to move, Straynger just sat, eyes closed and mind numb… there was something, he could at least now tell that he was sitting. Gradually, his senses began to more fully report their findings. The biting pains he could now feel about his limbs told him that he was tightly bound. The thick taste of salt and copper in his mouth, told him that he was bleeding, though hopefully only from his mouth. The angry bickering that could be heard, told him that there was more than one angry person whom he now had to fear. Straynger tested his eyes and dared to open them just slightly. In that his head hung bowed from his aching shoulders, Straynger saw little more than firelight and shadows dancing in his lap. Footsteps crunched on the ground, coming nearer… Straynger braced himself for another assault. A hand touched him under that chin and he winced. However, this hand was gently, but firmly, lifting his head upright. This time his eyes met the stern but smiling face of…

“Pippin?” Straynger questioned in a rasping gurgle.

“Yes, Stray… It’s Pippin.” Pippin’s tone was pleasant, though even in his current stupor, Straynger could hear something threatening in her voice… or was it that peculiar glint in her eyes, which was so akin to the malice seen of a predator before striking its cornered prey? 

Stray couldn’t believe what he was seeing, as Pippin stood and took a few steps back. Not just Pippin stood before him, but Sevilodorf, Anardil, Celebsul, Bob… everyone from the Burping Troll. Confused barely touched what Stray felt. His mind raced, for he could not fathom how this situation might have come to be. His mind not being able to find any foothold of comprehension, fear and panic began to tighten their grasp around his throat.

“Wha…what’s happened?” Stray pleaded. “Why have I been bound and battered, by you, my friends, my fam…”

“Siiiileence…” growled the voice just behind his head, “else I make a snack of your hands, and wriggling fingers.” The breath of the growling voice was hot on the back of his neck.

“Not yet, Warg. Not until we’ve extracted a little more information from him.” Celebsul now spoke, in his ever calm and knowing voice, as Warg slowly padded to the others.

“More information? Hah! We’ve yet to get any information from him!” Sevilodorf scoffed.

Straynger pleaded again, “What have I done? Please tell me?!”

Gambesul stepped out of a shadow, walked to Stray and grasped him by the jaw. As he spoke, Gambesul lightly tilted Stray’s head from side to side, peering deeply into Stray’s eyes. “Perhaps he tells the truth? After all, he has yet to admit to ought. Given the treatment he’s had thus far, to continue to show no sign of understanding…” Gambesul’s voice trailed off as he looked to Celebsul and released Stray’s jaw.

Stray’s fears continued to mount, as he thought to himself, “…yet to admit to anything? By all the gods, what’s happened?”

“Such is possible,” Celebsul reluctantly agreed. “Very well. This is how things stan…” Sevilodorf cut him off.

“Nonsense! This dratsab knows what’s happened, and he’s just playing us for fools! I say we give him to Gubbitch and his lads for a bit. I mean, I’ve given him my best,” Sevilodorf absentmindedly rubbed her knuckles, “as have most of us, but he’s said nothing of value yet. Gubbitch and his lads will get what we’re looking for.

“No, I don’t think they will.” Celebsul stated calmly and continued, “They would not leave enough of him for proper punishment.” Sevilodorf kicked at the dirt and huffed her disagreement.

“Straynger, the Inn of the Burping Troll is destroyed…” Celebsul’s stated in a ‘matter of fact’ manner. 

Stray’s heart sunk and time stood still. All he could do was stare, aghast, into the accusing faces that burned with a mixture of rage and sorrow. Even the elves present struggled to maintain their usual air of composure. Stray could not countenance that idea of the Troll being gone. If this were true, why was he bound? Did they believe…

“…and we know you to be responsible.” The edge in Celebsul’s voice was clearly noticeable this time.

The shock of this revelation was too much for Stray. The weight of what he had just been told and accused of bore down upon his soul and threatened to rend him his sanity. Something within him struggled and clawed, he could hear himself trying to scream, but nothing came, it was as though he had lost the connection to his own body. Stray felt as a mindless mute, feeble and helpless… worsened by the fact that he could find not the slightest thread with which to pull himself back. 

“The only reason you still live is that we need to know why you have done this. We need to know what you stood to gain by undoing all that has been done here.” With each word that Celebsul spoke, his voice sounded more and more like the rising of a storm.

Straynger’s voice finally managed to find a way out. “How?! What happened?! I beg you, tell me what’s happened!”

“You know what’s happened…” This new voice that spoke came from somewhere just beyond Stray’s field of view. This new voice was filled with burning hot venom. This new voice was eerily familiar. “You know, because you have done just as you have always done. You have…” Stray cut in, desperately.

“…DONE NOTHING!”

The voice was closer now, when it spoke… just behind Stray’s ear… almost a whisper that hissed with loathing and hatred. “You found a new place to call home. You found yourself comfortable… but you could not find yourself.”

Stray felt a hand close around his throat, and slowly tighten as the voice continued.

“The longer you stayed, the longer you denied the truth of yourself to be discovered… coward.” The grip on Stray’s throat tightened more, and he started to choke. “You decided that the only way you could ever leave, was to remove all reason to stay! YOU HAVE MURDERED THE SPIRIT OF ALL THOSE WHO CALLED THIS PLACE HOME!” With this final accusation, the fingers wrapped around Stray’s throat all but crushed the life from him, as the face of the voice came into view, Stray found his own eyes burning back at him.

…icy water drenched his face again. The shock of cold hit his senses like a violent lick of lightning torturing a bit of forest. 

“No! Not again! I’m sorry!” Stray flailed his arms and fell over with the chair he was sitting in. The chair he was sitting in, in the common room, of the still standing Burping Troll. Bewildered and slowly coming to his senses, a concerned and cheery voice piped up.

“A frightful dream you sounded to be ‘avin.” Stray looked around and saw Meri standing there with an empty pitcher in her hands. “Oh… sorry about the rude awakening,” she tapped the pitcher with a grin, “but with you a wavin’ about as you were, I was a bit nervous about getting too close you see. How about I make you a nice mug of something warm, to make up for it?” Meri smiled again and hurried off to the kitchen, while Stray simply laid on the floor, and quietly thanked the gods it was just a… ‘dream’.

~~~

Elanna’s Dream

By Deby

Elanna gave her black gelding, Dusul, a light tap with her heels. The horse shook his mane and lengthened his stride.

The rider chuckled. “I know, boy, I’m just as anxious as you are to get home.”

Three weeks they had been gone. Most of the time was spent in Emyn Arnen in meeting with the Prince, his advisors and other rangers from various locations throughout the Southern Kingdom. At first, Elanna had been thrilled to go in Halbarad’s stead and represent the Burping Troll rangers. After a few days she started to question the ‘honor’ of it all. Fortunately, Prince Faramir chose to overlook the occasional yawn, the squirming and glazed stare.

“But it no longer matters.” Elanna patted Dusul’s neck “No more dull pointless meetings. I have seen for myself that Ani, Elros and the children are well, and we are almost home. Bless Sev and her shortcuts.”

Her mind preoccupied with the important task of deciding whether to have a hot bath or Halbarad first, Elanna failed to notice the change in her surroundings. It wasn’t until she was a mile up the road from where the shortcut fed into it that she noticed the difference. Confused, she pulled back on the reins. The horse danced and side-stepped without coming to a complete stop, puzzled by his mistress’s action.

“Dusul, be still,” Elanna commanded in a firm voice.

Reluctantly, the horse complied and Elanna was able to get a good look around her. The briar and sage was thicker than she remembered on either side of the road. Familiar stands of oak and birch were either gone or seemed to have moved from their original positions. Primrose and puffweed had erased the line between road and forest as she traveled. It was as if it led to a spot where few people cared to go anymore. If she didn’t know better, Elanna would have thought she had taken a wrong turn somewhere.

Elanna signaled her horse to continue though she kept him to a walk. 

“C’mon boy,” she said to him trying not to let her disquiet upset him. “Something is odd here and I do not know what. The sooner we get home, the better.”

Elanna’s nervous tension increased as the once familiar path grew more forsaken and forlorn. Her heart beat heavier in her chest as she approached the inn. Letting Dusul pick his own way through the growth that had overtaken the curved drive, her confusion was complete.

To her left, the small wall that connected the ends of the half-moon drive was a tumbled pile of stone. Yet, to her right, the inn stood as it should have. Well, almost. Some unseen barrier held the encroaching woodlands at bay at roughly three feet around the building; this included the large front porch. But if the inn was normal, then where was the barn? The chicken coop? Her potting shed? All three should have been visible from where she sat.

Elanna dismounted with trembling legs. She lifted the reins over the horse’s head and dropped them to the ground.

“Stand,” she ordered the gelding.

She deliberately chose not to hard-tie him. Something was strange and if she needed to leave in a hurry, she wanted nothing to impede their retreat.

“I won’t be long, boy,” she promised, patting him on the shoulder. “I will get to the bottom of this and then it’s to the barn and a bushel of apples for you.”

Elanna gave the horse one last pat. She completely missed the contradiction between her promise and the lack of means to fulfill it. Throwing her braid over one shoulder, the half-elf pushed her way through the brambles. It was as it appeared from Dusul’s back. The line from wilderness to ordered growth was as clean as if a gardener had trimmed it. Yet Elanna had the funny feeling no gardener had been here for a very long time.

“This has the look of sorcery, or some other foul devilry,” Elanna muttered. She spoke aloud more to hear the sound of a voice, even if it was only her own.

At the demarcation, she paused, took a deep breath and stepped onto the tended grounds. There was no clap of thunder, no bolt of lightening shattered the sky nor did she fall down dead. She looked behind, nothing had changed. Dusul stood exactly as she left him, watching her.

With a little more confidence, Elanna bounded up the steps and onto the porch where she paused once more. Her hand strayed to the hilt of her sword. The silence was profound, an unnatural silence. Not only was the chattering of squirrels and the singing of birds missing, but there was not a single sound emanating from the open door of the building.

Elanna cocked her head. Nothing. This was close to the dinner hour. There should have been the mingling voices of the residents and guests. Where was the clanking of dishes, the deep rumble of the balrog’s voice, and the piping tones of the hobbit lasses?

Suddenly she recalled she had seen no smoke drifting from the chimney of the great fireplace or the stoves in the kitchen. Not a single mouth-watering scent wafted towards her as it should have. Unable to stand the uncertainty any longer, Elanna bolted through the doorway.

The common room was clean, the floor swept, windows shined, and brass polished to a mirror finish. Yet the room was empty. Benches, tables, chairs and the couch were gone. The shelves on the wall behind the bar were bare of tankards and mugs. The rug made by the hobbits for Warg no longer lay in front of the fireplace. And there was not a single soul in sight.

Shaken, Elanna ran through the doorway to the hall, not even noticing that the doors were also missing. She pounded up the stairs and peered into each and every room. All were identical in their emptiness. The Rangers' Room resembled all others without its table and chairs and stacks of papers. She only recognized the room Bob and Celebsul shared by its location and size. The room that belonged to her and Halbarad stood out from the others only because the adornments made by the elves were still there. The domed ceiling with its starry sky looked just as she left it. Yet their extra cloaks no longer hung from empty pegs. The Haradrim brass teapot, a gift from Anardil, was missing from its hook. The delicate porcelain teacups that Halbarad feared to use were no longer on the shelf.

The Burping Troll still stood but it was an empty shell devoid of the things that made it habitable. More importantly, it was desolate without the people who made it more than a wooden structure, people who made it home. The people she loved. 

Elanna froze. People. The people she loved. They not only lived in the inn but in Erynlond!

Hope was renewed as Elanna spun on her heel and ran out of the room, down the stairs and out the back. She paused for a moment to get her bearings. The stone-lined path had disappeared as she expected. The trees had shifted but the sun still rose and set in the same direction. Finding southeast, Elanna ran as fast as the tangled brush and bracken allowed.

The closer she got to where the elven compound should have been, the further her heart sank. Not a single cottage could be seen and she should have been able to see three of them along with the corral where Rilith kept her stallion. 

Tears blurred her vision causing the light from the lowering sun to meld into a solid warm glow. A glow with a brighter twinkle off to her right a little. A twinkle that, when she dashed the water from her eyes, did not fade or disappear. Breathing heavily from her run, she realized the light came from where the Hall of Trees should have been. Where it still stood.

Despite her desire to find something of the home she remembered, Elanna approached the building cautiously. It took her much longer to gather the shreds of her courage and hope, and enter. And when she did, fearing a repeat of her other experience, Elanna entered with her eyes closed. 

A few steps in she stopped. The first thing she noticed was the absence of the singing brook. She opened her eyes. Sure enough, the tinkling stream that was the voice of the Hall had become a silent and dry course. She looked around. The crystalline lamps, furnishings, and beautifully woven tapestries were all gone. Her heart ached but it was as she feared it would be. Only one thing was not.

The light she saw outside came from that which she loved best about the elven hall. Silver Telperion and Golden Laurelin shone as beautifully as they had the first time Elanna had seen them. She approached on trembling limbs and pressed a shaking hand on Telperion. A sob caught in her throat as the stone warmed to her touch in welcome. Celebsul’s memory of the original trees came alive in her mind as if the ancient elf had just placed it there.

“I always knew that this would be the place where you stopped your search,” a musical voice said gently. “And it would appear the memory I gave you is as fresh and unstained as I promised you, a long time ago.”

Elanna turned. At the sight of her friend she burst into tears and threw herself against him, clinging to him.

Celebsul patted her back and waited for the storm to subside. Which, after a surprisingly short time, it did. A pair of water-logged blue eyes turned up to his.

“Forgive me, Celly,” Elanna sniffled and released her stranglehold on him. “I truly did not expect to find anyone. Yet you are here and you’re real and I’m afraid to believe it.”

Elanna shuddered as if from a sudden chill. Celebsul lowered himself to the stone hearth and patted a spot next to him. Elanna crossed her legs and sank down in one somewhat shaky movement. They sat in silence for a short time as the shadows grew outside.

“Celebsul, where is everyone?” The seriousness of her question was punctuated by her use of the elf’s full name. It was something she rarely did, for anyone. “Why are the Troll and the Hall the only buildings left?”

She left out any questions concerning the strangeness of the grounds, avoiding the whole subject of spells and sorcery. Or so she hoped.

The elf noted her decision not to use her usual nickname and was saddened by it.

“The elves who could have left these shores. Those who could not have gone back to Mirkwood where the remaining elves of Middle-earth have gathered.

“But, but-“ Elanna sputtered.

The elf held up his hand to stave off her protests and inevitable questions.

“Those of mortal blood have died, most after long lives though not all.” The elf paused as Elanna’s face blanched. “I have returned every year on this day. I did not know how long it would take you, but I knew in my heart you would return.”

Elanna seemed to not to hear the latter part of his speech.

“I do not understand. They are all dead, Hal, Bob, Dilly, Sev, Erin, everyone? How is this possible?”

The elf shrugged his shoulders.

“I do not know though many tried to find an explanation, an answer.” Celebsul counted on his fingers. “This we do know. You were seen leaving Emyn Arnen and at The Whistling Dog in Henneth Annûn. Halbarad and Bob found where you entered the last leg of the shortcut from the south but all signs ceased before the shortcut joined the road. They, and others, searched in all directions. Prince Faramir sent his best trackers.”

Elanna started to shake her head slowly from side to side.

“Firnelin tried and failed. Word reached Mirkwood and Gilduin came with Prince Legolas’ best trackers. They, too, found no trace. He has never forgotten you.”

Elanna leapt to her feet.

“What do you mean? I was not on the shortcut for very long, no longer than usual. I never saw Hal or Bob, much less the others you spoke of.”

“Finally I, too, searched with a heavy heart.” The elf stood. “I feared some enchantment or sorcery for we could think of no other explanation. I found no trace, yet seeing you now; only these could explain your initial disappearance and the length of it.”

“Length?” Now Elanna was more bewildered than before. Too much was being said and each new piece of information made less sense than what came before. “Celly, I have only been gone three weeks. That is it, three weeks and not an extra day longer. The amount of time planned.”

The elf laid a gentle hand on her shoulder; his face and voice were kind.

“Elanna, you have been gone for three hundred years.”

Elanna shrugged off his hand and took several steps back, holding her palms in front of her as a gesture of denial.

“Nay, it cannot be,” she whispered in shock and disbelief.

“That is why those you love are dead or gone. Why the buildings are gone and familiar paths overgrown.” The ancient eyes of the silver-haired elf held compassion and pity. “Halbarad and Bob never truly stopped searching until the day they died. The elven brothers, even Nik, the uruk, and Warg tried for many years”

Elanna’s mind was reeling. The worst part is it all made a terrible kind of sense but surely she would have known, would have felt the passage of time?

“Halbarad never stopped loving you and he never remarried.”

Elanna could feel her heart shattering into thousands of pieces, beyond repair or redemption. The thing in the darkest places of her mind that she feared most she inflicted on her beloved, to live and die alone, without the other. She could not bear to think about it. Still, one peculiarity had yet to be explained.

“If three hundred years have passed as you say, why is this hall and the inn still standing untouched by time?”

“They can only be seen, as you see them, on this day. I bring their memory back so you would find something on your return.


As the elf spoke, the walls of the Hall shimmered and then slowly faded away. A leaf-choked stream bed and remnants of the stone floor and hearth were all that remained. 

The fist of despair slammed into her chest and knocked the breath from her lungs. She fell to her knees gasping and shaking her head.

“Nay, nay, nay, nay,” the distraught half-elf repeated over and over. 

Celebsul knelt beside her and brushed stray hairs from her face.

“I am sorry, Elanna. It was not my intention to increase your pain.”

Elanna scooted backwards, away from the elf, on her hands and knees. When she looked up, a wild light gleamed in the sapphire depths of her eyes.

“It is not true. I will find Hal. I will.”

The half-elf jumped up and ran past Celebsul, avoiding his grasp. She ran back to the inn calling her beloved’s name. His name caught in her throat at the sight of the inn or rather, the site where the inn once stood. Broken down bits and pieces of chimney were all she could see. The building she had entered a short time ago was no more. And worse, Dusul was gone. She could see bones. They might have belonged to a horse, once, a very long time ago.

The world began to spin faster and faster. She swayed. Blackness reached up and dragged her down, screaming Halbarad’s name as she fell.

~~~

Celebsul's Dream

By Celebsul

(In honour of Sevilodorf's fondness for sky-borne calamity)

Celebsul took advantage of the relatively rare combination of a clear sky and a warm night, to sleep outside, well away from Bob's snores; the ranger had drowned his sorrows in liberal amounts of beer. Lying upon clipped grass at the back of the inn, the elf stared up at the stars while awaiting the approach of dreams. As he waited, he checked the tidiness of the constellations in their slow, ceaseless dance. Then his breath caught. Something had changed.

Menelmakar, with his shining belt, who forebodes when the Last Battle shall be, now seemed to wield a bright sword. Training his eyes carefully upon this new star, Celebsul detected the tiniest change in size. But even the tiniest change in that vast canvass signified an event of colossal importance. Oh, he had seen shooting stars aplenty, but this was different, and he felt the danger deep down in his bones. Fear sparked then flared, and with it came the realisation that fierce Menelmakar had hurled a mighty sword earthwards.

Even as he leapt up, Celebsul shouted warning, though he doubted any evacuation, no matter how swift, could evade a falling star. Nevertheless, he continued the alert while lights bloomed within the inn and nearby Erynlond. 

"You must all flee, as fast as possible, as far away as you can go."

Huddles of folk, tall and short, in nightshirts and dressing gowns, stared at Celebsul, most of them mouthing "why?" or "what's a matter?" 

He continued to implore them to flee, and his fright proved palpable enough to convince most residents and guests to take flight, some immediately on foot, some to the stables to speedily saddle their horses. Hobbits hurried to grab bags of goodies then hotfooted it towards Henneth Annûn. Elves, bright eyed and fleet of foot, sprang upon their bareback steeds. Dwarves rent their beards and bellowed then bounded down the lane upon their blunt and booted legs. The Rangers, rugged and bold, thought not of themselves but of the ragged straggles of men whom they rounded up and marched along the road.

Soon the Inn of the Burping Troll stood empty and silent beneath the glow of a brightening star. Only Celebsul remained, rooted. There was something he must save before he dared escape, something precious and irreplaceable, but he could not recall what.

"I know what you seek."

The elf spun around, and there loomed the burly balrog bartender.

"You should have run with the rest of them," Celebsul said.

"From that?" Fiery eyes looked up. "There could be no finer ending for such as I. You, however, would probably be better off somewhere else. Let me help you in your search."

Together, elf and balrog roamed the dismal cellars beneath the Burping Troll while above, the sky lightened into a deadly dawn.

"Here!" The balrog pointed to a dusty crate.

Until that moment, Celebsul had not known what he sought but now his smile illumed his face with starlight of its own.

"Cherry-B! Bless you, bartender. Will you join me in a toast, for I fear that is what we are soon to be?"

"Certainly." The balrog opened a bottle and passed it over before taking another for himself.

Both drank deeply while a meteor hurtled towards them. 

The balrog raised his bottle. "Here's to a short life but a merry one."

Celebsul grinned and shrugged, and he said, "Alas, it's too late, but someone really should tell the king, the sky is falling."

~~~

Halbarad’s Dream

(and a continuation on Elanna’s, sort of)

By Deby

Halbarad woke to the sound of his name being cried out over and over. It was Elanna. Tears streamed from beneath closed lids. He guessed it was another nightmare about Nurn. It had been over nine months since the last one, a new record. He gathered her in his arms and pulled her close, stroking her face and hair.

“Shhh, my love. I am here. It’s only a dream, a bad dream,” he murmured consolingly.

At the sound of his voice, the blue eyes opened.

“Hal? Is it really you?” Elanna asked. 

“Aye, it’s me.”

The words fell from her lips in a rapid stream.

“You were dead. Everyone was dead or gone. Only Celly was left. It was three hundred years and you were dead. The Troll was in ruins and the Hall of Trees and the barn were gone and my potting shed. You were dead. Bob was dead. Everyone but the elves were dead and it was awful. I don’t know how it happened. How did I lose three hundred years? You were dead.”

Halbarad wondered if this was her mind’s reaction to the tragedy of The Singing Dragon. A strange and compelling interpretation if he understood her right. At least it wasn’t about Nurn and Parcus, he was grateful for that.

“It’s over now. I’m here. Everyone is alive and well and still sleeping, hopefully.” He kissed her brow. “You’re safe. Go back to sleep.”

Elanna wiped her tears and curled up close to him. Halbarad soothed and stroked her until her lids closed and her breathing evened out. In spite of his rude awakening, he quickly followed her into the welcoming darkness of slumber.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Thunder crashed in his ears. Was it Mithraug’s galloping hooves on the hard-packed track? Or was it the pounding of his racing heart? Halbarad did not know but it mattered not. Those thoughts were just the random questions produced by his overburdened mind every so often as a distraction. They did not work.

Seven days. The love of his life had been the hands of a monster for seven days. Halbarad rode for Nurn as soon as he found out Elanna had been captured, yet seven days over which he had no control had passed.

This thought occupied his mind enough that it did not occur to him that he was alone in this quest to save Elanna. Bob, Anardil and Elros remained behind with the other residents, including the elves. If he had spared a moment to think of this oddity, he would have deemed it to be as it should. Elanna was his wife, his love, his responsibility.

At last, he entered the valley that sheltered the raiders. The few buildings that comprised the camp seemed deserted. Good. The fight would be between him and Parcus with no outside interference.

Though possessing no previous knowledge of the area, Halbarad knew the stone hut was where he would find his prey. At the entrance, he threw himself from his horse without bothering to come to a full stop. What unspeakable horrors had his Elanna endured as she waited for rescue?

Halbarad almost ripped the door from its hinges and ran inside. Where was she? Then he heard the screams and sobs coming from behind a curtain covered opening. He froze. By all the Valar he knew that voice though he had never heard it utter such sounds of terror, pain and despair.

Another scream broke the paralysis that temporarily gripped him. Halbarad ran through the doorway, thrusting aside the cloth barrier. The sight that met his eyes robbed him of breath and will.

Elanna, his beautiful, innocent Elanna was bruised and bloody. Her pitiful state was made worse by contrast of the sleek and shining perfection of the elven form that pinned her to a large wooden table. Parcus!

The battered face turned towards him and Elanna’s sapphire eyes met his.  The utter desolation in them pierced his soul and left him in agony. He took a step. The movement alerted Parcus who rose to his knees. The elf raised his arm above his head. A gleaming silver blade appeared in his hand. It shone with the same unholy light that lit the elf’s eyes. The metal flashed as it came down.

“Elanna!” Halbarad screamed.

The blade entered Elanna’s chest and at that exact moment, Parcus vanished. Halbarad rushed to Elanna’s side and scooped up her broken body in his arms.

“Elanna, my love,” Halbarad cried hoarsely and buried his face in her hair. “Forgive me, I am too late, too late.”

“Hal?”

The voice was soft and unexpected; Halbarad almost did not hear it. He lifted his head, sure he imagined it, praying he didn’t. Long sooty lashes adorning porcelain lids fluttered and hope fluttered with them. When they lifted, the light of ancient stars glittered in sapphire depths.

“My love, forgive me. I failed you.”

The corners of her mouth lifted in a ghostly imitation of her smile.

“Not your fault.” The whispered words came slowly, one at a time.

For a brief shining moment, her true smile appeared and she seemed whole and well. Then the stars faded as did his hope, her eyes closed. Halbarad was left cradling the empty husk that once housed all he held dear. He wept.

How long he knelt with her body in his aching arms he could not have said. But he was roused from his grief by a roaring, crackling sound. Halbarad looked up and found that he and Elanna were in their bedroom at the Inn. The walls were aflame. An orange glow visible through the doorway meant there were other rooms involved. Luckily, their room was close to the stairs. If he hurried . . . 

Halbarad didn’t stop to think what might be waiting below them. He kissed Elanna’s brow and said, “Worry not my love, I will not leave you here to burn.”

An unbidden image of her body covered in raging flames leapt to his mind and he thrust it away with a shake of his head. Pausing for a moment to assess the danger, he stepped out into the hall and was enveloped by thick, black smoke. It stung his eyes and the foul stuff filled his lungs with every breath. He knew he should crawl, but to do so would mean either dragging Elanna or leaving her behind. Neither was a viable option. So coughing and choking, he placed his back against the wall and moved in the direction he knew the stairs to be.

The smoke weakened him. The burden of Elanna’s body grew heavier; still he refused to leave her behind. His legs and lungs began to ache.

“They are here somewhere, my love,” Halbarad gasped coughing. “Cannot be much farther. Somewhere near-“

Halbarad’s words were cut off abruptly as he stumbled, and almost fell down, the first step. He clutched Elanna’s body tighter and pressed himself even tighter against the wall. He teetered for a moment but managed to keep from falling.

He struggled to ease the pounding of his heart and catch his breath. Yet he dared not linger, the glow and crackle of the approaching flames came ever nearer. His legs shook with fatigue, he feared to stumble again. Forcing himself to move, he ignored the warmth of the wood beneath his shoulders. It cooled as he reached the bottom. The fire had yet to reach the ground floor.

“The worst is over. We must find the others. They need to be told. They need to get out,” Halbarad said, the captain in him rising to the surface once more.

Halbarad’s heart clenched at the thought of having to tell Bob of his sister’s death. There would be blame to assign. A burden which Halbarad would bear without argument. It was his fault. He was Elanna’s husband and captain. It was his duty and privilege to keep her safe. He failed miserably.

Girding himself for the confrontation to come, Halbarad pushed against the swinging door that led to the common room with his shoulder. It should have opened easily. It was as if someone had shoved a piece of furniture across the doorway. He could have pulled it open but that meant setting Elanna down. Instead he took a deep breath and used the majority of his remaining strength to force the door, and the object that blocked it, back a couple of feet, enough for him to squeeze through with his burden. 

A red pool on the floor caused him to slip and fall to his knees. Halbarad turned his head and a hoarse cry of horror escaped him. The object blocking the door seemed to be the body of a child. Yet Halbarad knew this was no child. The dark blonde curls and wide, staring blue eyes identified her as the hobbit, Erin. For a fleeting second, he was grateful that Elanna would never have to see the pitiful form of her friend.

Suddenly the significance of his find dawned on Halbarad. He forced himself to look away and to the rest of the room.

“It cannot be,” the Ranger captain whispered as he surveyed the wreckage that had been the common room. 

Tables and chairs were scattered helter skelter amidst a ghastly carnage. Bodies were everywhere and Halbarad could put a name to each and every one.

A crash from over his head reminded him of the immediate peril. Carefully he picked his way across the floor. As there was little else he could do to honor their passing, Halbarad spoke aloud the name of each as he passed. The captain in him automatically took inventory with every name. 

Celebsul lay near Erin. A few feet away, closer to the fireplace, Pippin, Carcharien, Anbarad, Dimereg, Meri, Belegalda, and Firnelin were grouped together. Belegalda appeared to have died while trying to shield Meri, with his body. The elf failed. Halbarad well knew the bitterness Belegalda tasted before he died.

There were more on the other side of the fireplace, close to the front windows. Sweet Eru, no! Azaelia, Brillamen and the children. Halbarad gagged, not the children too! The eldest was little Tigerlily whose ability to read men’s souls had only increased as she grew older. What horrors did that innocent mind behold as she met her end?

Halbarad added to the death toll the names of those near the other door into the common room: Aerio, Gambesul, Rilith, Esgallyg, as well as the newest ranger, Morling. Even the Balrog had not been spared. Tears streamed down his face and he could do nothing to wipe them away. He pressed onwards.

Death, destruction and grief were not the only things that slowed Halbarad’s progress through the room as he neared the front entrance. By the names missing from his roster of the slain, he knew which bodies remained. Still, it was not enough to prepare him. 

These people were his family, closer to him than anyone else at the inn. Nadim lay in the arms of his adopted mother, Sevilodorf. Anardil, Nadim’s adopted father and Sev’s love, lay sprawled over their bodies, as if his dying act was meant to shield them from further desecration. The one-armed man would never be able to convince Sev to wed him.

First Elanna, now this. The combination broke Halbarad utterly and completely. He clutched Elanna tightly to him and sobbed as he staggered the last couple of feet to the door.

Halbarad almost made it to the opening before something grabbed at his ankle. Startled, the captain tripped and fell. He managed to lean on his knees and elbows which enabled him to keep from dropping his wife’s body. Sitting back on his legs he looked over his shoulder.

Grey eyes shone like a beacon of light from filthy, blood-caked face. A familiar face.

“Hal?” a weak voice question in disbelief.

Halbarad shook his head to clear the tears from his eyes.

“Bob.”

The grey eyes watered. Tears tracked through the grime on Bob’s face.

“Help me.”

Renewed hope and strength flowed through Halbarad’s heart and limbs.

“Lie still. I have to take Elanna outside and then I will be right back.”

“Hurry,” Bob said in a piteous tone Halbarad had never heard his friend use before.

The captain did not trust his voice and nodded curtly by way of an answer. He hurried out the door and down the porch steps. Gently, he laid Elanna by the wall near the road where she would be safe.

“I will not be long, my love. I promise.”

Halbarad looked to the second story of the inn to judge the fire’s progress. To his dismay, that floor was fully engulfed. A section of the roof fell in as he watched. There was very little time left. He flew back up the steps and across the porch to Bob’s side.

“Are you still with me, my brother?” he asked.

Bob laughed weakly and coughed. His lips were stained red.

“Nay, fool. I’m in the best tavern in Minas Tirith with a foaming pint in my hand.”

Halbarad smiled at Bob’s words until the wounded man coughed anew. A fresh trickle of blood seeped out of the corner of his mouth. Halbarad’s heart sank to his stomach but kept his smile pasted to his face and tried to inject a hope he longer felt into his voice.

“All right then. Let’s get you turned over and then we’ll drag your sorry hind end outside.”

Carefully he rolled Bob to his back. The wounded man could not stifle his groan of pain.

And no wonder, Halbarad thought, his face blanching. His friend had been sliced open as neat as a pig being readied for the spit. Halbarad grabbed a cloak from the floor and threw it over Bob.

“There. Keep that on so your wounds will stay something resembling clean,” Halbarad told Bob in a firm voice.

Bob snorted faintly and opened his mouth to speak.

“No insubordination out of you. Keep quiet and lie still so I can get you out of here.” Halbarad said with glance that was stern yet tempered with a smile. “The second floor is trying to join this one so we need to get moving.”

As if to prove the captain’s point, a section of the ceiling came down in a shower of sparks. Halbarad threw himself over Bob without thinking as heat and burning debris came flying in their direction. Halbarad looked up cautiously. They were out of time; it was now or never. 

“This is going to hurt, sorry,” Halbarad said.

He thrust his arms under Bob’s armpits and started to drag his friend across the floor as fast as he could. Bob was not a small man and it took every ounce of reserve strength for Halbarad to move him out of the inn, across the porch and drive to lay Bob down beside Elanna.

Bob turned his head and gazed at his sister.

“You found her, saved her,” Bob said hoarsely, his eyes swimming with tears of joy.

Halbarad swallowed hard and pushed away the temptation to ease Bob’s burden and his own guilt. 

“Nay, my friend, I found her,” Halbarad’s voice broke. “But I failed to save her from either that monster or death.”

Joy turned to grief. Yet the compassion and in Bob’s eyes eased his heart though he could not, would not, accept the absolution of his guilt. Soon, unless a miracle occurred, it would be all he had left.

“I know you did your best. If you could not save her, then no one could have.” Bob lifted his hand with great effort and Halbarad took it. “You loved her. You gave her a good life.”

“Ah, my friend, my brother, if only I could believe that. I failed her. Not only that,” Halbarad gestured towards the burning building. “I failed you and the others I should have known... I should have been here. I should have done something.”

Bob smiled faintly, such a typical reaction from his captain “Hal, you idiot. It’s not your fault. How could you have known? What would you have done? Die?“ You would have joined us, unless you’ve added immortality and invulnerability to your many talents.”

Halbarad bowed his head. Bob was right and he was a fool for not taking the comfort the dying man offered. Not yet, someday, maybe. Bob’s voice, fainter than before, finally penetrated his misery.

“Hal, bring her to me.”

Halbarad nodded and let go of Bob’s hand. He turned and picked up Elanna. With loving care, he placed her in the crook of Bob’s arm. He arranged her so that her face was turned up to Bob’s. He lifted her hand and offered it to Bob. The brother clasped the hand of his sister.

“Stay with us,” Bob asked.

“Until the end,” Halbarad said, his voice hoarse and thick.

“We’ll wait for you.”

Unable to answer, Halbarad could only nod. He sat next to Elanna and watched his friend die. Watched everything he loved and lived for go up in flames. It was all his fault. 

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Halbarad sat up abruptly with a gasp, panting. Fortunately, Elanna had rolled away from him while he was dreaming and his sudden movement did not disturb her. What an awful dream! 

He slid from beneath the covers. Sleep would not find him again soon and he wasn’t sure if he wanted it to. A good pint is what the shaken captain needed. Better yet, he wondered if the was still some of the strong liqueur from Harad left behind the bar or in the cellar. Probably the cellar near the Cherry B.

As quiet as a mouse, Halbarad slipped through the door.

~~~

Bob’s Dream

By Deby

Bob pulled the glass-topped cork stopper from the decorative bottle and waved it under his nose. He inhaled the heady aroma deeply. Horus from Harad had sent this bottle reported to be the finest liqueur his country had to offer. Just by the scent alone Bob decided the creators of this divine drink deserved a place in history. With a delicacy most folk at the inn would not have believed him capable of; Bob tipped the mouth towards a beautiful cut crystal goblet, one of his sister’s treasured glasses; the only vessel in the whole place worthy of holding the amber liquid as far as he was concerned.

The opening of the kitchen door caused his arm to jerk and a few precious drops fell to the counter. Bob looked up to see who the culprit was.

“Hal! Now look what you’ve made me do,” Bob complained.

Halbarad stopped in his tracks and glanced around the room. Other than pouring a drink, Bob didn’t seem to be doing anything.

“What were you doing in the first place that I made you do something else?” Halbarad asked, puzzled.

Bob sighed and gently touched his fingertip to the beads of liquid on the counter. Retrieving as much as he could, he then licked the end of his finger. His eyes rolled back in his head and soft noises issued from his throat. Halbarad watched the whole display more confused than ever. He waited for Bob to return to middle-earth.

“Welcome back,” Halbarad said in an amused tone. “Can you tell what it is you’re doing now? I gather that bottle and the glass,” he paused and took another look, “Elanna’s glass are part of it.”

Before he answered, Bob finished pouring. He lifted the glass and held it in front of the lamp, admiring the effect of the flame on the combination of liqueur and crystal.

“After that horrible dream I had, I needed something restorative. I remembered this.” Bob’s eyes cut to the bottle. “The Haradric liqueur seemed the most appropriate under the circumstances.”

Still shaken by his own nightmare, Halbarad could sympathize.

“The massacre at the Singing Dragon stayed with you as well?” Halbarad nodded as he spoke.

Bob still stared at the glass.

“I am meant to be a Ranger and no more.”

Halbarad shook his head and said, “An honorable profession but it does not answer my question.

After setting the glass down carefully, Bob looked at Halbarad and answered, “It did but it had nothing to do with my dream. I was trying to think of something else. That massacre was a nightmare waiting to happen and I didn’t want that. So I was thinking about this.” He pointed to the bottle and then continued, “I thought it would be nice to try making this liqueur or something like it.”

Halbarad raised his eyebrows. Bob’s failed attempts at the brewing of ale were well known at the inn. The thought of his friend attempting to make a more complicated type of beverage was enough to make the captain shudder.

“I fell asleep thinking about where I could make it at . . .”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

“Well, what do you think?” Bob asked proudly with a large sweeping motion of his hand.

Celebsul stared at the strange combination of pots and pipes. The lower, and smaller, of the two pots sat on a metal box with a grate on top and one end open. This is where more wood could be added to the tidy blaze already burning. Deep rumbling and bubbling noises could be heard from the heated container. Hissing was the voice of the pipes which turned into a steady drip, drip into the other larger, washtub-sized pot.

“Perhaps if you could explain it to me, I might be able to offer an informed opinion,” the elf said with a lift of his eyebrow as he wondered what his ranger friend was up to now.

Bob’s enthusiasm was that of a child with a new toy he was anxious to show off.

“The plans came from Belfalas and I purchased the bits and pieces from the dwarves.” The man’s grin took up his whole face. “I even put it together all by myself.”

Celebsul smiled in spite of himself at Bob’s transparent pride in his handiwork.

 “Congratulations. I assume by all the noises it is working properly. But you still have not told me what it does.” The elf cocked his head to one side. The rumbling noises were getting louder and the hissing sound was changing pitch, going higher.

“It’s called a still and when it’s done, we will have the something that could be even better than Cherry B.” Bob rubbed his hands together in anticipation of the fruits of his latest endeavor.  

Slightly put out at what he considered a slight of his favored liqueur, Celebsul said, “I find that a little difficult to believe.”

Bob ignored the elf’s frown and continued to explain. 

“This time I used a grain mash with the sugar though I’ve been told I could use fruit. That is what is used for Cherry B,” he said with a decided condescending note. “But I wanted to try something different.”

Celebsul walked around the metal contraption.

“I assume your ‘mash’ is in the canister on the flame.”

Bob was bent over, adding a couple more thick branches to the fire. He looked up from his task. 

“It is. You can tell by the sound it is boiling. The steam goes up this pipe.” Bob pointed. “Down that one and turns back to liquid in the other pot.”

“Presumably a drinkable liquid?”

Bob wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. The fire in the enclosed cellar was raising the temperature quicker than he had originally thought. The hissing changed to a high-pitched whistle. Frowning, he examined the different connections.

“I know nothing of this ‘still’ but the sounds it was making have changed,” the elf said in a concerned tone, “and not for the better I’m guessing.”

Bob stepped back and stared.

“Is the bottom container supposed to bulge in that manner?” Celebsul asked and pointed.

“Suffering Sauron’s nose hairs,” Bob muttered. Turning to his friend he said urgently, “Run, run Cel.”

Without waiting for an acknowledgement, Bob grabbed the elf by the shoulders, turned and pushed him towards the stairs. The elf needed no further explanation and took the steps two at a time.

As the pair burst into the kitchen, Bob yelled at the hobbits in the middle of lunch preparations.

“Run, you lot. Get outside now, she’s going to blow. Make them go, Cel.”

After a quick second to make sure the hobbit lasses were leaving with Celebsul by the back door Bob ran up the stairs, banging on doors and warning everyone to leave the inn immediately. He fairly leapt down the opposite staircase and tore into the common room. 

“It’s going to blow. Run for your lives. Quickly, outside.”

Hobbits, elves, men, dwarves, guests and residents poured out of the building. The last to leave was Warg. The beast took her sweet time, not understanding what all the fuss was about. She cocked her ears as the rumbling reached horrendous proportions. 

Celebsul had come around the building and stood next to Bob out front.

“Is it going to do what I think-“

The rest of the elf’s question was lost in the explosion that knocked everyone to the ground. The Inn and everything in it was demolished in an instant. Debris rained everywhere. Amazingly, no one was hurt, unless you counted the Burping Troll. It was ruined.

“Luicius, son of Mateon, you etelpmoc toidi. What did you do?” Fire and brimstone in the form of a furious Sevilodorf faced him.

Stunned by the explosion and Sev’s anger, Bob spluttered the first thing that came to mind.

“How did you know my name? No one knows my name.”

“Anoriath told me, she thought I might need it sometime. She was right wasn’t she?” Sev smiled grimly at him.

“I, uh, uh.” His lack of a coherent answer was interrupted by two hobbit lasses.

“It was you, Bob? How could you? How did you do it? Did you do it on purpose?”

Erin and Meri fired questions at the ranger faster than he could answer.

“I was only, no I didn’t do it on purpose, I wanted, I mean, I was trying to.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Laughter interrupted Bob’s narrative. Halbarad was wiping tears of mirth from his cheeks. The tale gave his some much needed relief from his own morbid dream and it was so typical of Bob.

Bob huffed and looked very affronted. He crossed his arms and said in an injured tone, “I don’t see what you find so amusing in my blowing up the Troll.”

Smiling, Halbarad laid a hand on Bob’s shoulder.

“Calm down my friend. Your dream is a fresh breeze blowing away the dark shadows.” The smile slipped from Halbarad’s face. “I had the nightmare you managed to avoid. Though it happened here, at the inn, in mine that is.”

Halbarad saw no need to go into detail. Indeed, he did not know if he would have been able to. It had been all too real. Seeing the look on Halbarad’s face, Bob relented and fetched another glass.

Pouring a measure out for his friend, Bob said, “Knowing you and your penchant for taking all the blame for every disaster between the Undying Lands and the Eastern Kingdom, I am going to assume you came downstairs for something to drink.”

Halbarad picked up the glass and sniffed appreciatively.

“You know me all too well,” Halbarad said and raised his drink. “To nightmares, may they never come true.”

Before Bob could open his mouth the kitchen door opened once more.

“Is someone throwing a party I wasn’t invited to?” Straynger’s voice was cheerful despite the late hour.

Straynger looked rumpled and tired with circles under his eyes. Nor was the man usually given to wandering around at night. None of this escaped the attention of the rangers, both of whom had been in the common room earlier in the evening. 

Bob said, “I would be happy to invite you but it is an exclusive guest list, open only to those who have had a nightmare.”

“Does it matter when it was?” Straynger asked with a wry smile.

Bob thought of the dousing the man received at the hands of Meri earlier.

“As long as it was in the last twenty-four hours,’ Bob replied.

Straynger joined Bob at the table. “Then I think I should be invited.”

Halbarad handed Straynger the glass he had already fetched and filled.

“Consider yourself invited. And the bad dream does not have to be about blowing up the Troll as Bob’s was,” the captain added with a wink.

Bob’s face grew hot and red. It didn’t help that if the dream had been reality, the results would probably have been the same. Judging by the smile on Straynger’s face, he was aware of this fact too. Though in his favor, the newcomer was too polite to add to Halbarad’s teasing.

“You said the Troll was destroyed in yours too, only it was like the Singing Dragon,” Bob spluttered.

Halbarad’s grip tightened on his glass.

“Something like that,” he said tightly.

A little ashamed of himself, Bob said, “Sorry Hal.”

“Never mind. I know you meant no harm.” The captain swirled the liqueur in his glass. “What is funny, is Elanna had a dream. Something about we were all dead and the Troll had fallen into rack and ruin, destroyed if you will. She woke me up. I thought hers might have triggered mine as well, until I talked to you.”

“All three of you had dreams that this place was destroyed somehow, whether by someone’s hand or time?” Straynger asked, thinking the coincidence was a little unsettling.

“Aye, odd, isn’t it. What about you? You were in the grip of something when Meri woke you up.”

Both Bob and Halbarad noticed the change that came over Straynger’s face. All expression was smoothed away though Halbarad thought he caught a glimpse of intense pain in the depths of the man’s eyes.

“As you said, something like that,” Straynger said quietly.

Wanting to respect the man’s privacy, Bob asked, “Wouldn’t it be funny if Sev and Anardil were having the same kind of weird dreams out in Dunland?” 

“Interesting thought, but we’ll have to wait until they get back to find out,” Halbarad said. “In the meantime, gentlemen, raise your glasses.”

The others did as requested.

“To nightmares and not having anymore tonight,” Halbarad toasted.

The crystal rang softly as the glasses touched and the three men drank to, and for, forgetfulness.

~~~

Tigerlily's Dream

By Pippin

"Shh. Best not move; she's finally fallen asleep," Pippin whispered to Carcharien with a nod to the small elven child, Tigerlily, who had drifted off in his lap.

The two elder elves had agreed to watch over the child while Azaelia and Brillamen took a trip to the neighboring town of Henneth Annûn. The hour was late, and it had taken many long stories of the Mearas, Tigerlily's favorite bed-tale subject, to cause her eyelids to droop.

"I noticed," replied Carcharien, carefully shifting in front of the warm hearth where the flames were slowly dying for the night. Softly he asked, "Did anyone mention strange dreams this night to you?"

"No," Pippin answered, "I hadn't heard anything. Why do you ask?"

"I heard a drifting conversation from the common room, and from what I gather several of the others have been having quite terrible ones this evening." His voice was serious. "Destruction, death, fear, flames. Disturbing."


Pippin did not have a chance to reply as the soft glow of firelight fell across the elven child's face, and both she and Carcharien were startled to realize Tigerlily's face bore an expression not of calm sleep, but of turmoil.

At the same moment, still asleep, Tigerlily cried out, her small body twisting and wriggling even in slumber. Even as Carcharien attempted to calm her, the girl's cries grew louder.



***



Searing pain.

Hurt.

Fear, fear that he might become what he had been, thrall, blinded to his deeds.

What if he hurt another? Hurt those he loved most? Betrayed them, unbeknownst to him until it was too late.

He could bring about destruction, if he fell back. If the hold came again.

Tigerlily gasped in her dream. It had been many months since this elf had conjured such feelings in her. His own fear and distress washed over her, and she cried out against them.

She saw a vision of the Troll, the place she knew well as home to hobbit pies and cakes, where Ada took her to pet the Warg, now bright with orange flames.

A deep hurt, like being knocked down hard to the ground, hit her.



***



"Lily! Tigerlily! Shhh, it's just a dream, wake up," Carcharien said, rocking the child. She whimpered again, her face contorting in pain.

"Not thrall! Won't!" Tigerlily cried out.

In sudden anguish, Carcharien struggled to transfer the bundle of sleeping, troubled elven child to the startled Pippin.

"Wha-?" Pippin began to ask, scooping the child into her own lap and then stopped short in wonder, realizing that as suddenly as the night terror had begun for the child, so it had ceased as soon as the child left Carcharien's arms.

"It must intensify when she's asleep," he answered, referring to the child's ability to read minds by contact.

"You're all right?" Pippin asked, settling by the fire and drawing the blanket around the child's hushed form.

"Aye. I don't understand it though." His voice of confusion rather than distress confirmed, "It's not as if I was particularly troubled."

"You mentioned those dreams others had talked of, could it be..."

"The mention was enough?" he supplied.

"Perhaps it was a dream you might have had?" Pippin suggested. Tigerlily yawned and curled her small fist around one of the elder elf's fingers.

Troubled still, and looking at the child with a new unease, Carcharien replied, "This isn't right. She shouldn't have to. I should talk with Azaelia and Brill, she shouldn't even be around me." His voice lowered in disgust.

Pippin stood, still holding the small child in her arms. "No. It's not right, but there's simply nothing we can do about it. She adores you, and it would break her poor heart just as much to not see you."

Carcharien rose, his face softening with concern as he watched the child. Tigerlily stirred in her sleep, and reached out as Carcharien moved nearer, grabbing his hand.

She smiled.

~ The End ~

PAGE  
18

