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“Are you all right, Pippin?”

When Sancho Proudfoot's head blocked the stars, Pippin Took closed his eyes and considered how daft the question was. Flat on his back, the wind totally knocked from him and the ground upon which he lay refusing to remain as still as it ought, he was obviously not all right. But then Sancho had never been known for his brains. 

“You clod,” declared Ilberic Brandybuck, shoving the larger Sancho aside. “Course he's not all right. How could he be after having a great lump like you knock him over the side of a hill?”

“I didn't mean to.”

“You never do,” retorted Ilberic. “Ought to change your name to Stumblefoot so as to give folks a warning.”

Before Sancho had time to do more than clench his fist and glare, a deep voice spoke from the darkness, “What have we here?”

If Pippin had had any breath, Sancho's open-mouthed imitation of a gulping fish would have sent him into spasms of laughter. As it were, all he managed was a strangled wheezing that earned him an anxious look from Ilberic.

“Speak up, lads, what mischief are you up to?”

“None, sir,” Ilberic pointed up the hill, then at Pippin. “He fell.”

“Did he now,” replied the voice in such a way that Pippin felt certain the speaker had witnessed the whole ridiculous episode. The three of them running along the path, swooping and twisting like the incredible golden-red fireworks dragon which had flown across the sky just a few hours ago, then Sancho tripping and knocking Pippin over the side of the hill. Over and over he'd rolled, until he landed with a thump beside the road. 

Thinking of it, made him groan, and immediately he realized two things: one, he could breathe again, and two, there was something sharp under his right hip.

“Ah, getting your breath back, are you, lad?” the voice asked, this time accompanied by a face that nearly set Pippin to mirroring Sancho's reaction.

A dwarf. It had to be. No one else in Middle-Earth would have a beard all the way down to his knees.

Though Pippin had listened avidly to Uncle Bilbo's tales of dwarves and elves all his eleven years, much to his mother's dismay for she fervently hoped his heart would remain free of the Tookish desire to go adventuring, never had he seen one so close. He'd heard the stories of enormous wagons arriving at Bag End the first week in September. Wagons driven by dwarves with long beards and deep hoods and filled with mysterious packages. But until three days ago he'd been in Tuckborough, and today all thoughts of dwarves had been replaced by the wonders of Uncle Bilbo's birthday party: the food, the games, the toys Uncle Bilbo had given...

“My horse!” Pippin exclaimed, realizing what it was that was poking into him.

“Horse?” inquired the dwarf, setting a broad hand under the hobbit's elbow and helping him stand. 

“The clockwork one Uncle Bilbo gave me. It's in my pocket.” Pippin's face lit up as he pulled out the toy. “It's a wonderful horse, sir. See, it walks all by itself and...”

All pleasure vanished as one leg of the horse fell to the ground. 

“See what you did,” muttered Ilberic, elbowing Sancho in the chest.

“It weren't my fault. I tripped,” Sancho declared, then ducked his head and muttered, “I'm sorry, Pip.”

Kneeling down to pick up the metal leg, Pippin felt hot tears well up. It had been the best present he'd ever gotten, and now it was broken. But Sancho was his friend, and friends were what was most important. Sniffing back his tears, he managed, “It was an accident, Sancho. I know you didn't mean for it to happen.”

“Let me see that, lad.” A large hand reached over Pip's shoulder and gently took the pieces of the clockwork horse. “Might be mendable.”

Pippin jumped back to his feet to ask hopefully, “Do you think so, sir?”

Turning the pieces back and forth, the dwarf said, “I'll not make you any promises until I've looked at it more closely. Come along, lads.”

Exchanging wide-eyed looks, the hobbit lads hastened to follow the dwarf when he turned abruptly and strode off down the road. 

From the other side of the hill came the occasional burst of voices raised in laughter and song, but here there was only the wind whispering in the grass and the thud of the dwarf's boots. Then a light appeared, and another, and yet another, but it was not until they were right upon them that the three young hobbits realized the lights were lanterns attached to the backs of carts. Carts loaded and ready for travel. 

“Are you leaving tonight?” Pippin dared ask after the dwarf lowered the gate of the last wagon. 
“Soon,” was the gruff reply as the pieces of the mechanical horse were deposited upon the makeshift worktable. 
“But Uncle Bilbo's not served his cake yet, and it's got seven layers,” exclaimed Sancho. 

The dwarf chuckled and rummaged in the back of the cart for a bit before pulling free a leather pouch. “If I know Bilbo, he's packed another.”

The mouths of all three lads hung open, then Pippin and Ilberic's widened into broad grins, while Sancho's closed in a frown. 

“Uncle Bilbo's going with you,” declared Ilberic. 

“That's for Bilbo to make known,” replied the dwarf taking tools from the pouch. With a few deft twists of his wrist, he reattached the leg of the mechanical horse. Then winding the small key, he set the horse upon the wagon's gate and released it. In a movement more fluid than metal legs should have allowed, the little horse trotted across the wood and straight into Pippin's outstretched hand.

“Oh, thank you, sir,” said Pippin. Then he held out his hand, “Peregrin Took, at your service, sir.”

The dwarf accepted the hobbit's small hand and shook it gravely. “Dori, at yours, young master.”

“The Dori? From Uncle Bilbo's tale? The one whose legs he held onto when the eagle flew them to its nest?” asked Pippin.

The dwarf gave a hearty laugh and his eyes twinkled. “The same, and my legs ache just to remember it.” Then his brows lifted and he cocked his head as if he had heard something the hobbits had not. “Now, lads, time for you to go back to the party. Off you go.”

Having no other option, the three hobbits thanked Dori once again for his help and scampered off up the road. 

“Do you think Uncle Bilbo is really going to go off with them again?” asked Ilberic when they reached  the top of the hill overlooking the enormous tent where Bilbo's private dinner was being held.

“My grandfather said he's mad, always has been,” answered Sancho.

“He's not mad, just likes to see things,” said Pippin. “Someday, I think I'd like to go too.”

“Not me,” said Sancho. “Probably don't have cake in those foreign places. Least ways not seven layer cake. Come on, let's go get some before it's all gone.”


As Sancho and Ilberic raced toward the party field, Pippin turned and looked back down the dark side of the hill. Along the road a string of lights moved and on the wind drifted the sound of deep voices singing. For a single moment, Pippin thought of running after them, but then he shook his head and hugged his mechanical horse. 

“Not yet,” he whispered, “but someday.”

~ The End ~

"April is the cruelest month"

(May Day challenge)

A soft chill breeze caresses my hair,

as sounds of birds and early morn trickle on the air.

Bright dew on bright leaves

light the darkened wintery corridors of my spirit.

Scents, rich and deep, of trees, of newly woken streams

fill my lungs, each breath wakes more my soul from cold and lonely dreams.

A heavy frozen helm presses down my hair,

as sounds of war making saturate the air.

Bright blood on bright blades

lock and bar the softer chambers of my spirit.

Scents, acrid and sour, of pyres, of newly fallen dead

clutch my chest, each breath hardens more my soul against the dream of else more.
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