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The Siege of Khazad-dûm

    by bunn

      Summary

      Rescued from Sauron by Celebrían, Celebrimbor and Elrond fled with her to the great dwarf-kingdom and stronghold where Durin is king. Celebrimbor, badly injured in body and spirit, is impatient.  Galadriel and Durin oppose the might of Sauron to the utmost. And in Lindon, Gil-galad is unwilling to wait. 
This is a direct sequel to All Our Old Follies, Come 'Round Again.  That tells the story of the rescue, which was Drag0nst0rm's idea that I fell in love with and simply had to run with.
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  Celebrimbor woke with a start, his hands and wrists aching. That much had become depressingly normal, nowadays. 


  But the warm bed, the lamp and the high stone ceiling finely carved with leaves above him was a pleasant change from the cell in Ost-in-Edhil, the chains, and the ever-present dread that the enemy who had seemed so dear a friend would return with some new torment. He felt the sheet with the part of his left hand that was not bandaged, and then looked around with caution at the long room and the warm lamplight, reassuring himself that they were real. 


  Angruin, who had been sitting some distance away beside the door, noticed him stir, and came hurrying over. 


  “How did you get here?” Celebrimbor demanded. Angruin had been one of the Mirdain, the Jewelsmiths of Eregion. Celebrimbor had assumed him dead like all the rest. 


  Angruin, rather to Celebrimbor’s surprise, bowed his head respectfully. Angruin had followed Maedhros through three kinslayings, and Celebrimbor had always suspected that the only reason Angruin now followed Celebrimbor was because Maedhros had told him to. 


  “I was visiting Khazad-dûm when the final attack came,” he said in a low voice. “I was at the east end, looking at some emeralds. By the time I got back to the Westgate, it was closed, and Ost-in-Edhil was overrun.” Angruin looked deeply uncomfortable at admitting this. 


  “You were supposed to be holding the border, and you went off to look at emeralds?”


  “I was off duty,” Angruin said miserably. “I didn’t think the siege would be broken, or not so soon, anyway. I’m sorry, my lord, truly.” 


  Celebrimbor sighed. He could not summon the energy to think about what Angruin should or should not have done. “I can hardly reprimand you for not being dead. And as it turned out, your plan was better than mine. I should have sent our people to the Dwarves when first we saw the size of the armies he had brought against us.”


  “And leave our city without a blow struck to defend it?” Angruin looked incredulous at the very idea. Most of his people would have felt the same. 


  Celebrimbor had felt the same, too, until the orcs had overwhelmed him with their numbers and dragged him off in chains. He raised a hand to dismiss the subject and winced. 


  Angruin winced too, and looked away from the bandages on his lord’s hands. “How do you feel?” he asked, “The Lady Galadriel asked to see you, and then there’s King Durin asked me to send to him, when you woke. But if you need more sleep, I’ll tell them both to wait.” 


  Angruin appeared to be set on making up for dereliction of duty, even if it meant fending off Galadriel. 


  “I feel as if I’ve been tortured, run a truly impossible distance without shoes, and after that had a brief night’s sleep,” Celebrimbor told him accurately. “But I shall not sleep any more for a little while now now, though if you can get hold of some breakfast before I have to talk to Galadriel, that would make up for a great deal.” 


  “At once,” Angruin said, looking enormously relieved, and hurried out of the door.


  He had been gone only a moment when Elrond put his head around the door. “May I come in, or are you too tired for visitors?”


  “I’m awake: come in.”


  Someone had found Elrond fresh clothes suitable for his height. He looked more Noldor than usual, wearing them: no doubt they had belonged to someone from Eregion who had left them in the Elvish guest quarters, and was unlikely to need them again.The bruises that had been Annatar’s gift to him had ripened to a painful purple, and one eye was now swollen closed. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbow to keep them clear of the bandages around his damaged wrists. Still, he was on his feet and smiling.


  “You look a mess,” Celebrimbor said, before Elrond could say it to him. “Sit down! You’re still alive though, and so my oath that you would live is kept. Even if it was Celebrían who kept it for me, in the end.”


  Elrond pulled a low, well-padded chair over to the bed and sat down. “Celebrían is a wonder,” he said sincerely. “I don’t think I could have done it myself; all that time hidden right under the Enemy’s nose, and as soon as he gave her the chance, she slipped into his prison and stole his prisoners. And yet she seems so gentle... There will be many songs of her deeds!”


  “As if we were in a song about Lúthien, after all,” Celebrimbor agreed. “Though I wondered for a moment there if she was playing Fingon rather than Lúthien. To lose one hand is hard enough; to lose both...” he shuddered at the thought. “Still, we have both come out of it with all the hands we should have. I wish I could say the same for my fingers.” 


  Elrond looked at the bandaged hands lying on the white sheet. “Do you think,” he said and stopped abruptly. 


  Celebrimbor looked at his hands, which was something he had been avoiding since he woke. There was a long moment of silence. “I don’t know if I shall ever be able to use them again,” he said at last and laughed bitterly. “Perhaps I should swear off it, even if I ever can pick up a hammer.... I fear what he will do with the Nine Rings and the Seven. Or perhaps I should say: the Six. At least the ring I gave to Durin is safe enough.” 


  “What he does with them is surely no fault of yours?”


  “You think not? It was I who took him in. I who worked beside him, and gave him a hand in making them.” 


  “You intended them as weapons of war? To dominate the wills of others?” Elrond asked, his head sceptically a little on one side. 


  “Of course not!” Celebrimbor said impatiently. “You know I’ve had more than enough of war. The Seven were for finding and making, primarily, the Nine for healing, and the Three... the Three to preserve the world from time, unstained. But I don’t believe now that there’s anything he can’t twist out of shape. Or, what he would call, into shape.” 


   “Well then,” Elrond said, deliberately patient. “You didn’t intend them to be used by him. You didn’t know who he was...” 


  “I didn’t know 
  
    exactly
  
   who he was,” Celebrimbor said, suddenly feeling very tired. He let his head fall back on the pillows and closed his eyes. “I was pretty sure he wasn’t who he said he was. If he really had been an envoy of the Valar, I would have been more suspicious.” 


  Elrond laughed. “Celebrimbor!” 


  “I’m not saying that they aren’t well-intentioned. But they aren’t like us. Not that he is, either.”


  Angruin returned bearing a large tray loaded with goat’s cheese, ham, sausage and mushrooms. “No bread,” he reported apologetically. “They used to bring it in from Eregion; there’s no bakery inside the mountain on this side. But I brought rye crackers and pickled beets. And honeycomb for Elrond.” 


  Elrond looked sideways at him and smiled. “I am many centuries past being of an age where I expect to be bribed with treats of honeycomb, Angruin. But how are you here? I feared you had fallen with Eregion.” 


  “I gave him a task to do in Khazad-dûm,” Celebrimbor said. Angruin was proud to the point of arrogance; there was no reason for Elrond to know he had wandered away from the defence of the city.


  Angruin visibly hesitated, looking at Celebrimbor’s bandaged hands. “Should I...”


  “No,” Celebrimbor told him. Angruin was neither talented at nursing nor temperamentally inclined towards it. “Thank you. Elrond will help me if necessary.”


  “I’ll watch the door and make sure you aren’t interrupted,” Angruin said, visibly relieved.


  “They seem to have cut everything up small,” Elrond said, inspecting the tray as Angruin retreated. “What would you like?” 


  Celebrimbor looked at the tray, tried to flex his fingers, and was overcome by pain and nausea. He took a deep breath and the pain receded a little. He realised with a sense of weariness and futility that he would have to be hand-fed, just as Sauron had fed him, now and again, when he was chained to the wall. “You eat,” he said. “I’m not hungry yet.” 


  He had drunk soup with bread sopped in it, last night, when a worried Dwarf had brought it to him, but he had been too exhausted then to think about the implications. 


  Elrond gave him a doubtful look. “You look like a dried leaf that might blow away on the breeze. You 
  
    must
  
   be hungry. I’m starving, and I wasn’t in Sauron’s clutches near as long as you were. ” He scooped goat’s cheese onto a cracker, and ate it hungrily, then took a second cracker and topped it with cheese and sausage, and held it out. Celebrimbor turned his face away. 


  “Being hungry and gloomy only helps the Enemy,” Elrond suggested, and ate the cracker himself. 


  Celebrimbor gave an unhappy laugh. “The Enemy. My dear friend, Annatar. I’ve given him enough help already... I thought I was avoiding my grandfather’s mistake, and repairing the harm my father and his brothers did. Instead I have compounded it.” 


  He moved his shoulders uncomfortably against the pillows, wondering if Sauron had watched Finrod chained in his dungeons with the same hideous eagerness that he had watched Celebrimbor. Whether he had held a cup to his mouth with such mocking care. He thought of Finrod, welcoming him warmly to Nargothrond after Dagor Bragollach and the long terrible journey through the shadows of Nan Dungortheb. Finrod, shining and brave as he strode out of Nargothrond for the last time. 


  He had welcomed Finrod’s murderer as a friend. The thought was sickening. 


  Elrond swallowed a large mouthful of cheese and ham. “He would have come for us anyway,” he suggested, which Celebrimbor had to admit was probably true. “If you’d thrown him out, he would only have come back with an army.” 


  “With an army, but without the One Ring,” Celebrimbor said bitterly. “We might have stood a chance against him then.”


  Elrond shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. All we can do now is try again. Have some of this ham, it’s excellent.” He held out a corner of the dry biscuit, topped with ham and cheese. 


  Celebrimbor looked at it. “Try 
  
    again?
  
  ” He lifted a bandaged hand to illustrate his complete inability to hold either sword or knife. 


  Elrond met his eyes, then carefully balanced the morsel of food on the back of Celebrimbor’s hand, where the skin was still whole. “You’re not telling me that Celebrimbor of the House of Fëanor is going to just lie there and give up; I know you too well to believe that. Eat, and it will heal faster.”


  Celebrimbor looked at it, smelling the sharp scent of cheese and salt, and found his mouth filling with warm water. His stomach growled and he swallowed involuntarily. “Tyrant,” he said to Elrond and smiled. “I’m not allowed a moment’s self-pity?” 


  “Food first. Then you’ll be less despairing and more angry,” Elrond said, taking another slice of cheese and piling it high with pickled beets. “And I think at the moment, anger is likely to be more use than despair.” 


  Celebrimbor gave in and ate the sliver of cracker and ham, and after that, several more that Elrond passed to him, followed by a mouthful of honey scooped onto a small square cake studded with raisins that had probably come from someone’s precious private store. 


  He was at least able to carry the food to his mouth himself and choose when to eat it, which somehow felt a good deal better than being fed by someone else’s hand, even Elrond’s. After that, his mouth was dry. He looked unhappily at the jug of watered wine, and rebelled at the thought of having Elrond hold a cup to his mouth. 


  “A straw,” he suggested to Elrond. “Or a pipe, perhaps.” 


  Elrond gave him a sympathetic nod, and got up painfully, rubbing at his bandaged right wrist with his left hand. It was an oddly familiar gesture, and after a moment, Celebrimbor realised it was because that was what Maedhros used to do. Elrond followed his eyes to his own hand on his wrist, and gave a startled blink of recognition. 


  “Angruin will probably know where to find something suitable,” he suggested, and went to the door. 

 

  *****


  As the day grew and light channelled through long shafts washed the grey wall and floor into shimmering light, Celebrimbor’s room filled with a whirl of Dwarvish doctors: changing bandages, inspecting Celebrimbor’s injuries with solemn dark eyes, applying odd-smelling ointments and chanting spells in deep, ringing voices. Their deep voices were all the more welcome for being nothing like either Annatar’s gentle Elvish voice or the savage crackle of power that ran through his words when he was Sauron revealed. 


  Elrond, despite his earlier protestations, finished the honeycomb, and once his own bandages had been changed, sat down to rest on the settle against the wall. After a while, Celebrimbor noticed that he had quietly fallen asleep, and sent Angruin, still mournfully obedient, to find an extra blanket and a pillow for him. It felt good to be able to do something for someone else, even if he needed Angruin’s hands to do it. 


  Durin came in briefly, in armour, clearly on his way to somewhere else, bringing the news that so far, Sauron himself had not come to the Gate. They had expected him the previous night, but so far there was no sign of him. 


  “Will he come here?” Durin asked urgently, and Celebrimbor had no answer for him. It seemed all too likely that Sauron would come hunting his escaped prisoners with all the persistence of the hungry wolf, but he did not know for sure. 


  He asked Durin a question in turn, instead. “Can you hold him off, if he does?” 


  “Khazad-dûm has never fallen to an enemy,” Durin replied, “We can hold him if we must. The City of Durin is strong.” He looked confident enough as he hurried away. But then, it was his duty to look confident. Eregion had never fallen to an enemy, either. Celebrimbor too had looked confident, not so very long ago...


  Galadriel gave him almost till midday before she appeared, her hair glinting bright in the sunlight that streamed in golden patches from the high carven roof. By that time, thanks to the work of the doctors, Celebrimbor was aching less, and as Elrond had predicted, was closer to anger than despair. 


  She gave the sleeping Elrond a look of affectionate amusement and came to sit by Celebrimbor’s bed. “I see you have a bodyguard,” she said. 


  “I’m sure he was given a comfortable enough room of his own,” Celebrimbor said, matching her tone. “But he came in to visit me, ate a very great deal and then dozed off. One would almost think he was still a child rather than a great captain... How is Celebrían?”


  “Well enough.” Galadriel frowned. “I still thought of her as little more than a child, just old enough to follow me to war by my side where I could protect her. But she slipped away so easily, and now she has returned to me a hero. I’m proud of her, and yet, I feel I have lost something.” 


  “She is a hero, and I am deeply in her debt,” Celebrimbor agreed. “We should begin planning a counter-attack immediately. There must be some people who escaped Eregion: how many do you have with you?”


  Galadriel looked at him, a glance clear, cool and considering. “Perhaps you should rest and gather your strength before you think of war again.”


  “There is no time.” Celebrimbor was seized with urgency; he itched to get up and be doing something. “If Sauron comes with all his power, Durin may not be able to withstand him. I wonder if Númenor will come to our aid. Elrond might know...” 


  Galadriel glanced at Elrond, still sleeping and shook her head. “No. You should not ask him.” 


  Celebrimbor frowned at her. “What do you mean?”


  “I am hoping that Celebrian will not come to regret her kindness,” Galadriel said, with precision as sharp and clear as glass. “Can we trust you, Celebrimbor?” 


  Now he understood her all too well. This was why she had come to him: to voice her distrust and keep him idle.


  She said; “You have been in the Enemy’s hands for many weeks. That alone would make you suspect, but you turned to ally with him of your own will, before ever he came to you in war.”


  “He came to me in war because I knew he had betrayed me and I refused to do what he wanted!” 


  “That does not make you trustworthy,” she replied. “Even dragons squabble over treasure.”


  “I gave up all three of the Rings I made.” He had, of course, given up one of them to her keeping, but he would not risk mentioning that anywhere that there might be listening ears. 


  “Yes. But, I wonder now, 
  
    was
  
   that for safekeeping? Or was it as an artifice, to trick us for his purposes?” 


  “You’ve become very suspicious,” Celebrimbor said, offended. 


  “Yes,” she said, and looked at him as if she were calculating his reaction. “Yes, since you turned on me, since you began to seem not so unlike your father and your grandfather as I had thought, since you turned to the Enemy and worked beside him, I have become suspicious. Do you blame me for that, Celebrimbor?”


  Celebrimbor glared at her unhappily, which had the unexpected effect of softening her stern expression. “Since I lost my home, the land we built together, since I thought I had lost my daughter, too... I have Celebrían to think of, now. Can you not see why I
  
     can
  
   only be suspicious?” 


  Celebrimbor could, although he did not like it. He huffed out a breath, and was abruptly reminded of his broken ribs under the bandages. Galadriel had to lay a gentle hand on his shoulder and say words of healing to help him stop coughing. 


  “Very well,” he said, once he had regained his breath. “I see it. I wouldn’t have said I turned on you, exactly. You 
  
    chose
  
   to leave and go East into the woods.” 


  Galadriel began to reply hotly, then glanced at his hands, and stopped speaking abruptly. 


  Celebrimbor, defensive, thought of her last angry, bitter words as she left Eregion. Proud, she had called him, and grasping, and she had compared him to Fëanor, and not as a compliment. 


  She had been unreasonable then, jealous of his achievements, eager to ensure that only she would be named alongside Fëanor as the mightiest of the Noldor...


  That was what Annatar had said. 


  “We built Eregion together,” he said slowly. “You the prince, and I the architect: that was how we agreed it should be. I should have left it at that and accepted your judgement about Annatar.” 


  Galadriel smiled unhappily. “Perhaps I should have remembered that you were born a prince to a house of princes,” she offered. “I could have worded my judgement more carefully, or tried to find more evidence to support my decision.”


  Celebrimbor snorted. “No. You were right and I was wrong; events have demonstrated that very clearly. My position may have had some merit at the time, but there’s no point trying to defend it now we know who he is and...” he raised a bandaged hand. “I owe my life and Elrond’s too to your daughter. So. If you say that I should not occupy myself with thoughts of war, I will accept your wisdom.”


  “There is nothing wrong that I can see about your voice or in your eyes, or on the surface of your mind,” Galadriel told him, and sighed. “But then, there was nothing clear to see about Annatar when he came to Eregion, either...” She shuddered. “I took his hand. He, who tormented and slew my brother...” 


  “That has been troubling me, too.” They sat together in silent thought for a while, remembering Finrod. Neither of them took down the defences of their minds, but still, there was a connection there: the two last leaders of the rebellious Noldor, remembering someone who was dear to both of them. 


  Galadriel shook her head with a sudden air of decision. “You have endured terrible things, and you must need time to heal. Will you rest, and give me time to think about this?” 


  “I accept your judgement,” Celebrimbor told her. “Or I will try to! You know I’m not very good at lying still and doing nothing.” 


  Galadriel laughed. “I remember a little boy who was always busy making something... I’ll send Celebrían to talk to you, would that help? I’d be happier if she was away from war. At least until I’ve had a chance to get used to my daughter, the hero.”


  “Talking to Celebrían is always a delight. And... She deserves joy and safety. They both do: she and Elrond both. I understand why you need to be careful, Galadriel.”


  Galadriel smiled. She stood to leave, and then turned back to him, smiling now with an air of mischief that he had not seen on her face for a long, long time. “I warn you, she will probably bring that hideous hound with her... she has wanted one of those for her own since first we saw them in Lórinand. I said no, but I can hardly keep saying it now!”


  Celebrimbor laughed. “I grew up riding Huan. Let Celebrían bring her hound to visit, I would be delighted to see him, too.”






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Since someone asked:
1) a pipe. Although this is too early for Dwarves to be smoking pipe-weed, perhaps they were smoking something else?  The long stem of a new clean pipe might be suitable as what we would now call a straw.  Or possibly Celebrimbor is thinking of one of a set of pipes, in the sense of a musical instrument. I don't know if the Dwarves would actually have a straw in the sense of a long dry grass-stem suitable for allowing a badly-injured elf to drink with some dignity. At any rate, no, I wasn't thinking of the plumbing sense! 
2) Galadriel as a prince (rather than a princess).  Galadriel is described as standing 'among the princes of the Noldor' when the Oath was sworn, and so I have chosen to use 'prince' for her, in the sense that Elizabeth I of England used it for herself.  Although Galadriel is also a princess, in that she is the daughter of a king, Celebrimbor is here referring to her status and public role as a leader, not her sex or identity.
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  Elrond had not really intended to go back to sleep at all, but the deep voices of the Dwarves singing softly around Celebrimbor’s bed made his eyelids heavy, as the remaining ache of the whip-marks and the stiffness in his legs from the long frantic run to the walls of Moria lifted away from him, leaving him feeling strangely light-headed. 
When he next opened his eyes, the doctors were gone, and the light coming down long shaft from the mountainside above had shifted to a golden hue that showed he had been asleep for some time. Someone had tucked a short dwarf-blanket over him, and draped another over his feet. 
Celebrimbor, propped up on cushions, was regarding him with some amusement.
“I was beginning to wonder if you would sleep the day through,” he said.  “Or has sleep made you hungry again?”
Elrond had eaten well that morning, and felt no particular need to eat again, but Celebrimbor even in the golden afternoon light looked drawn, grey-faced and haggard and painfully thin. If Elrond ate, then he would probably be able to coax some food into Celebrimbor too. 
He smiled deliberately. “Of course,” he said cheerfully. He got up, feeling stiff and resisting the temptation to touch his black eye, which from the feel of it was now impressively swollen, and went to investigate the jug. It proved to be full of honeyed ale. Beside it was a platter of dried apple and bilberries and slices of salted sausage.
“You missed Galadriel’s visitation,” Celebrimbor said, ignoring the food. 
Elrond filled Celebrimbor’s cup with its long curving silver straw, and poured another for himself.
“What did she say?” 
“Even dragons squabble over treasure,” Celebrimbor told him, frowning. “And that, having chosen to listen to Annatar, I am not trustworthy, and should not be involved further in the matter of the war. Except as bait, presumably.”
“She said that?” 
“Well...not the part about bait. She said that I needed time to heal.” 
“Did you expect her to say anything else?” 
Celebrimbor sighed.  “Not really. ‘Artanis is at her worst when she is right,’ my father used to say.”  He shot Elrond a sharp sideways look, and Elrond thought quickly. Celebrimbor did not usually mention his father so freely, and trust could be a sore point for him. 
But there was a great deal more at stake here than Celebrimbor’s feelings, and as usual, Elrond could not stand entirely with either him or with Galadriel either. 
“You’re worrying too much, cousin,” he said; a reminder to both Celebrimbor and himself. “I sympathise heartily with the urge for revenge, but taking a little time to recover will surely do no harm but only good?” 
“Perhaps. Do you, like Galadriel, expect that Celebrían will regret her kindness?” There was a biting sharpness in Celebrimbor’s voice that did not entirely mask the vulnerability underneath.  It was that vulnerability that Annatar had exploited: that need to be outstanding, and to be recognised as such, compared even to his famous grandfather. And he was, of course:that was part of the tragedy. He had never needed any renegade Maia to assist him; Elrond was entirely sure of that.
“I very much hope Celebrían will have no cause for regret, since she saved me too,” Elrond said, and gave him another cheerful grin. “Circumstances have made me something of an expert in determining how and when members of the House of Fëanor can be trusted, after all.  I value Galadriel’s wariness, but there can be no question that we’re stronger with you inside the mountain. And happier too: you can’t really think that Galadriel wishes you still his prisoner. Durin certainly doesn’t, he was practically dancing with delight when I spoke to him earlier. He couldn’t be happier that you escaped.”
“Durin is a gem among gems,” Celebrimbor said, and sighed. The proud tension visible in the way he held his thin scarred neck relaxed. “I must get out of the habit of looking for hidden meanings in Galadriel’s words.  We have a shared Enemy...” He shook his head, annoyed. “I hate feeling like a fool. I hate that she saw through him, and I didn’t! And you, for that matter.” 
“If I’d seen through him more effectively, I would have arrived with my host in time to save Eregion,” Elrond said wryly.  “I was too late. Galadriel and Amdir, too, and Durin... You know, Celebrimbor, I think it’s possible that Sauron is, in fact, a formidable enemy who is both very clever and very strong. Of the two greatest of the Noldor, one tried to befriend and understand him, and one tried speaking no word to him, and neither was a fool.  Yet, there he is.”
Celebrimbor narrowed his eyes.  “You’re trying to make me feel better.” 
“Yes! Of course I am!” Elrond exclaimed, letting go of patience at last. “But it would be easier if you would  let  me. We have enough trouble without you and Galadriel being at one another’s throats, and I would rather that you at least stayed in bed for more than a day, rather than racing out —  again  —  to attempt heroic single combat out of some misguided idea of guilt!  I assume that’s what it is, anyway. I can’t imagine that someone as brilliant as you are really thinks that single combat is an effective way to win a war.“ 
Celebrimbor’s thin face looked startled, and then oddly concerned. “I didn’t think it was an effective way to win a war,” he said. “It was the only option left to me,other than surrender. Elrond, are you... are you well?” 
“Of course I am. I’m free and alive, and so are you.  But I’d be happier if you could just manage to  stay  that way,” Elrond told him, and found his voice unexpectedly cracking as he said it. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. 
“I do not intend to attack Sauron in person,” Celebrimbor said, still with that odd, uncharacteristic note of concern in his voice. “I tried that — not my first choice, believe me — and it was as disastrous as I expected it to be.”
 You could have run  , Elrond thought, privately behind the seals of his mind.   I would have run.  Elros would have.   But there was no point saying it. Celebrimbor would not have chosen to flee if he had the choice to fight, any more than Galadriel would. Elros was a thousand years dead, and perhaps he would not have run.  Perhaps Elrond would not, either, when that choice came to him at last. 
 If  it came. No point in looking too far ahead.  
“So you do agree with Galadriel that you need time to heal at least.”
Celebrimbor’s scarred face pulled into a smile that showed a missing tooth, but was nonetheless reassuring. “I did say she was right, didn’t I? But I hoped to find out what forces remain to us and where the enemy is. For too long I have only had the few snippets of information that Sauron chose to give me, and I am sure that those were full of lies.  But then, Galadriel feels I should not be trusted with such information...I was hurt by that, but I did not argue with her, I promise, and we are certainly not at one another’s throats. I doubt you would have slept through it if we had been.”
“Now you’re trying to make  me  feel better,” Elrond observed. 
“Did it work?” Celebrimbor gave him another gaptoothed and hopeful grin. 
“More or less.  Elrond glanced over at Amdir’s sword hanging on the settle.  “You could promise me a new sword, if you want to cheer me up. I doubt I’ll see my old one again. Amdir’s is shorter than I’m used to, and to my hand, it feels oddly balanced.”
Celebrimbor looked down at his broken bandaged hands, and made a face. Then he met Elrond’s eyes, his face grim with determination.  “I’ve never liked making swords. But the situation calls for it. I will discuss it with Angruin and we will have something suitable made up for you as soon as possible.  I shall need one too, I hope, but that can wait a little. ” 
“Thank you!” Elrond said and smiled. It might be that Celebrimbor’s hands would never hold a sword again, but if will alone could make them do so, then Celebrimbor’s would. “I’d be happier still if you ate something.” 
“You don’t give up, do you?  Very well then Elrond. I would very much like some of that sliced apple. Would you pass it to me, please?” 
When Celebrían came knocking on Celebrimbor’s door, Elrond almost did not recognise her at first.  When Celebrían had come into their prison, she had been wrapped in armour and a cloak, her pale hair caught up into dirty tangled braids and her eyes wide and wary. 
 Now her long hair streamed down her back, silver-gilt and curling, her face was bright with a smile, and she wore a long green dress adorned with many golden flowers. In the shadows of the caverns of the Dwarves she shone like a young tree in spring sunshine. Elrond found words of song coming to his lips unbidden. 
 Oh lady fair of Middle-earth

  With strength and kindness doubly blessed

  Within your eyes like stars I see

  A wisdom more than I possess... 
She laughed as she stepped into the room, and the spell was broken. “I don’t think I want to lay claim to great wisdom, although it is a very lovely verse” she said. “I’ll keep to kindness, I think, and leave the strength and wisdom to my mother: she’s better at it!  How are you both feeling now? You look every so much better, Elrond.”
“I certainly am,” Elrond said and smiled, feeling that even a world with Sauron outside the gates was a better place for Celebrían within them. “Celebrimbor and I were just celebrating our release with an afternoon meal.  Will you join us?” 
“I would love to! Celebrimbor, how are you?”
“I am a good deal better than I was,” Celebrimbor told her with gallant good-humour.  “And I will be better still, if Elrond has anything to do with it; he is entirely determined to keep me out of trouble.”
“I would very much like to wrap him in fine silk, like some delicate piece of glass and put him in a box safely on a high shelf,” Elrond admitted with an answering smile.
“But alas!  He has no silk and no box, so he has settled for insisting that I should eat slices of apple.  Have some, Celebrían, they are good. Are you recovered from your adventure?”
Celebrían took a slice of apple, and wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather not have any more adventures of that kind.  And nor would my dog, would you, dog? I don’t know what his name is,” she confided to them with a suddenly worried frown.  “He doesn’t seem to want to tell me, if he knows, and I’m not sure if it would be polite to just give him a new name for my own convenience.”
“I am sure he won’t take offence,” Celebrimbor told her. “Call it an epessë, as we say in Quenya, given for his valiant support in war. Nobody could take offence at the gift of an epessë.”
Celebrían ate the slice of apple with one hand, fonding the dog’s ear with the other. “An epessë.  Oh! I know just what that should be! Eglannil.” 
“Friend of the forsaken?  That’s a good name for a dog.”  The dog thumped his tail earnestly on the floor.  Celebrimbor extended a bandaged hand, and the dog’s wide black nose sniffed at it very gently. “He may have been bred for war, but he is a gentleman at heart, are you not, Eglannil?”  Celebrimbor asked him, serious-faced, and Celebrían smiled. 
They ate, Celebrimbor very slowly and carefully around his broken teeth, and talked a little about small things far from war for a little while. 
Then Celebrimbor leant back upon his pillows and waved a broken hand commandingly.  “Go. You have both more than done your duty by the invalid, and I have not forgotten this is a fortress under siege.”
“Not our fortress, though,” Celebrían said.  “It’s Durin’s.”
“And Durin deserves all the assistance that you can give him. I intend to sleep now,” Celebrimbor said, looking entirely alert and wary. 
Elrond gave him a long doubtful look. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll go and speak with Durin.  On one condition. Try to sleep, Celebrimbor. Really try, without planning or worrying. Trust us.  I will come and warn you if the Enemy is moving.”
Celebrimbor met his eyes, unspeaking, and for a moment, Elrond looked into his mind, seeing there anger, doubt, grief, and under it all a deep, bitter terror fenced with weary shame, the terror of the hunted animal that can run no further, that hears the footsteps of the hunter approaching.  
“I will come,” Elrond promised again.  But if there is danger, if the worst comes, we’ll be better able to flee if you sleep now , he added silently, so as not to have to say it openly before Celebrían. Not while Celebrían was smiling so lightheartedly . 
But Celebrían was ahead of him. She picked up the small sharp knife from the plate of apples, wiped it carefully, and set it beside Celebrimbor’s pillow. Elrond doubted he would be able to grip it properly in his broken, bandaged hands, but all the same, Celebrimbor looked seriously down at the knife, regarded them both for a moment from the bed, lines of pain tightening at the corners of his mouth.  Then he nodded very slightly, and deliberately closed his eyes.
   Angruin was still waiting outside the door.  “He’s going to sleep again,” Elrond told him, hoping that was true. “He asked that we speak with Durin — though I had a mind to do that anyway.  Do you know where he might be?”
Angruin shook his head. “It’s been quiet enough here, I’ve heard no news since the morning. But the last I heard, he was heading back to the Gate.” 
“Thank you. ” Elrond hesitated for a moment and settled for;  “Look after him, won’t you?” He did not wait for Angruin to nod before he set off along the high-vaulted stone tunnel, lit with lamps that stretched away ahead of them, dwindling into the distance.
“And who looks after you?” Celebrían asked, as they headed west and downward, the great hound padding quietly at Celebrían’s heel. 
Elrond laughed, touched by the kindness in her voice, and shrugged. “I am out of Sauron’s foul chains, thanks to you, with only a few bruises. I’ve eaten and rested well enough: I don’t need much looking after. It’s not as if I were heading into battle right away.” 
“Well, if it were  me , I think I’d be much more upset,” Celebrían said doubtfully. “It’s not every day that someone escapes Sauron’s clutches. But I suppose you know all about war and so on, and I don’t...”
“I know enough about it to wish that it was all over and done with,” Elrond agreed. “But there seems little chance that we’ll be done with this war quickly. He will not leave Khazâd-dum unassailed, when Celebrimbor himself is inside the gates, and... the Rings. The Enemy is desperate to take them. I can’t find words for the hate, the envy and greed in his voice as he spoke of them...” 
Elrond’s pace slowed, and like a breath of frost at the back of his neck the vision stole into his mind : Sauron uncloaked, pressing Celebrimbor mind and body with all the fearsome power of the Ainur.
Celebrimbor, stripped of every defence and yet, somehow, resisting. Keeping the Three Rings safe and secret for just a little while longer. 
A deep vibration, more felt than heard, rolled through the rock beneath their feet. The lamps flickered, and far ahead, he could faintly hear the deep voices of Dwarves shouting. Celebrían’s bright eyes were wide in alarm. 
“Where is your sword?” Elrond asked her urgently, a hand on the hilt of his own sword.  
“I left in my room. I didn’t think...”
“Go back and get it,” Elrond suggested. “And then perhaps you could go back to Celebrimbor...” 
“I’m not  completely  useless in a battle, Elrond,” Celebrían said indignantly. 
“I am not such a fool as to suggest that of the daughter of Galadriel and Celeborn — not to mention the person who slipped so ably under Sauron’s nose and rescued me.” Elrond told her sincerely, his eyes on the end of the tunnel. “But if our Enemy breaks the Gate, then the battle will be very much coming this way.” 
Celebrían pressed her lips together and nodded.  The dog, Eglannil, looked up at her with round brown eyes and whined, leaning heavily against her leg.
Elrond turned to go, then a thought came to him. He turned back, and caught at Celebrían’s bright daisy-flowered sleeve before she could run off. 
“Celebrían, you should know this now, in case...  I led out everyone that Gil-galad could spare from the defence of Lindon: a fair host, though not near enough. That host now is in a hidden valley.  It’s a good way north near the mountain-passes, far along the River Bruinen where the river runs through tall cliffs. Your father is with them.”  
As he spoke, he painted with his mind a picture, clear and fleeting, of tall cliffs white with the plumes of waterfalls, and a near-hidden path among the heather, leading down through the rocks. Celebrían, with the swift clarity of thought that he had admired in her since he had first seen her, did not question, but looked at the path with careful attention, nodded and set off back along the tunnel at a brisk pace. 
Elrond slid his sword a little way from the scabbard, and grimaced at the clear light glinting from the edges. There was no more sound up ahead, but a little fine thin dust was drifting in the light of the lamps.  Somewhere ahead he could feel dark malice like a storm-cloud looming. He went on. 
But as he turned the corner, he stopped involuntarily, for somewhere ahead of him, Galadriel had begun to sing.
Her song shone clear and strong as truesilver in the moonlight. The thought flashed swift and fearful through Elrond’s mind:  her brother Finrod sang against Sauron. Finrod fell and failed... 
Outside Khazad-dûm, malice was moving, groping blindly, struggling to perceive her guarded mind.  The darkness coiled, baring savage teeth, focussed on Galadriel like a snake upon a bird. 
But Finrod had sung in the tower that Sauron had already made his own, with only ten beside him. Finrod had sung of prisons opening and broken traps, of sand of pearls beyond the Sea. 
Galadriel who long ago had studied in the forges of Aulë, sang of the strength of mountains. 
The great deep voice of Durin thundered into harmony to join her like a deep bell tolling, and then Durin’s thanes were singing with him, words in a language that few Elves had ever had a chance to hear, feet stamping in rhythm.
Their voices rang with a timbre that Elrond found unsettling, and he found himself instead concentrating on Galadriel’s voice, soaring golden on the wings of eagles.  Now, far below Galadriel’s broad wings, another voice was waking, deeper far than Durin’s voice, or any dwarf. It did not sing in any words or language that Elrond could understand.  There was only a deep hum that he could feel in the air around him and through the soles of his feet. It came from all around him, overwhelming, inhuman and  angry . 
 Elrond covered his ears and went on.  He knew what the voice must be, though he had never heard it before.  Durin had called upon Celebdil, and the mountain had answered. 
Somewhere beyond the rock he could feel Sauron answering, but the sound was faint, drowned out by singing, the rhythm of the stamping feet, and under it all, the all-encompassing voice of the mountain. 
He turned the last corner, hand on his sword-hilt, and found himself looking down the long stairs into the entrance hall. Durin and Galadriel stood together near the barricaded Westgate: two figures very different, united in urgency, and the rest of the hallway and the stairs and the doors to the guardrooms were filled with Durin’s thanes and housecarls, glittering in chainmail and finely-worked helms. As they stamped the rhythm of their song on the hard stone, their mail moved with a heavy metallic rustle, as if their armour itself was an instrument to call music from.
As if his arrival had been a signal, the music inside the mountain abruptly stopped, though so far as Elrond could see, neither Galadriel nor Durin had made any sign. The echo of the last stamping foot fell away into silence.  Somewhere outside, a voice was chanting, a voice to chill the heart, not least because it was not simply filled with malice and woe, but because it was also recognisably the sound of Celebrimbor’s friend Annatar, whom Elrond, and Galadriel and Durin  himself had spoken with not so very long ago. It was a fair voice, but spoke words in a language that hurt to listen to. Elrond could see the glitter in Galadriel’s eyes as she listened.
Then Sauron’s voice, too, fell silent. 
And the voice of the mountain rose to a roar.  The walls shuddered, and Elrond felt an animal terror welling up inside him, and had to deliberately hold it back. Above them was a mountain of rock. If it fell, running would not help. 
But the rock held firm, and the mountain stilled again. There was no sound from outside the Westgate, and inside, a tense listening silence. Where was the Enemy?
Durin broke the silence, his deep voice clearly audible even at a distance. “A job well done!” he announced with enviable confidence and bowed to Galadriel.  “My thanks for your aid, my Lady.” He turned to his thanes and began calling orders. “Grerr, take your company and check along Nalin’s Way. Alfrigg, go up to the garrison at the Goatgate, and, Hili, you take the Adit of the Banded Jasper.  Find out what’s fallen and make sure we will have no more goblins climbing in through our shafts and windows.” He looked around the room and scowled ferociously. “Ah yes, and Vetri, check the map. Find the shaft or adit or whatever it is that I’ve forgotten.  I don’t want to know about it: just send someone to check that, too.” 
The tension broke like a pricked bubble at his words. The Dwarves began to move to their duties or turn to one another to talk, and Galadriel turned and met Elrond’s eye with a grave nod. Amdir of Lórien, who Elrond had not noticed at all, appeared at Elrond’s elbow in his grey cloak, as if he had been a shadow that had stepped suddenly into life. 
“Are you rested already, Elrond?” Amdir asked him lightly. “A fine set of bruises you have there still, with all the colours of sunlight on an autumn forest in the middle of a rainstorm!”
Elrond, reminded, put a cautious hand up to feel the bruise around his eye. “Are they? They still ache, but I am feeling much better.  I came to gather news, and arrived just in time to hear the battle fought. And what a battle! I wondered if the walls would cave in.” 
Amdir shuddered, and rubbed long hands across his eyes with a look of distress. “And so did I. These stone-burrows seem poor hiding-places, to me. I prefer the sky above me and room to run. Still, the Lady, the Dwarf-King and the Mountain have made some sort of alliance, and that’s all to the good. I would rather have the Mountain stand on my side than against me, if it must take a side at all.”
Elrond nodded, as Galadriel came striding up the steps towards them.  Unlike her daughter, she was wearing a long belted shirt of mail made of many shining scales over her white skirts. Her shoulder-guards were worked with the image of the Trees of Valinor, and her shining hair was woven in complex braids around her head like a crown of gold. She was smiling. 
“A joy to see you on your feet, Elrond,” she said. “The Enemy came to demand that you and Celebrimbor be returned to him, and the Rings also. We have given him a sharp answer and also taught him a lesson about lingering near the Westgate.”
“I’m glad to hear the answer was ‘no!’ Was that a landslide just now? Is the Gate blocked, then?”
Galadriel glanced down at the Gate below them, and frowned. “I hope not. We may need it yet. But the shape of the vale outside has  greatly changed, if Durin’s plans have grown the fruit that he hoped for.”
Amdir grimaced.  “Whether the Door is covered deep in rocks or not, I wish I were outside it!  Waiting in a cave for goblins to come tapping their way through the tunnels is not my kind of battle.  Give me a bow and room to shoot, and I will test whether the Enemy is proof against arrows.”
“And if he is?” Galadriel regarded Amdir with bright eyes that were understanding, yet stern. “His hosts are many and his own power is unmatched in Middle-earth, now that he wears the One Ring. I doubt that any arrow ever made could pierce him now, Amdir.”
Amdir threw up his hands. “Yet I would try it, if only to be under the free skies again!”
“You were grateful enough of my stone walls when the Enemy struck back at us, I seem to remember, Master Sinda.” Durin had come up the long stone steps to join them. He addressed Amdir with something of a twinkle in his eye. “I seem to remember you hurrying back through my Westgate just as swiftly as I did, when we sighted the new host coming towards us out of the West under their black banners.” 
Amdir rolled his eyes. “I will admit, O King of the Deep Places,  that just sometimes, there might be a time for caves,” he allowed. “But...”
Durin interrupted him goodnaturedly.  Once Durin had a thought that came to him, he voiced it straight away, no matter who else was speaking. Elrond found it somewhat disconcerting, but then, Durin was king of the oldest and proudest House of all the Dwarves. “I think your idea of arrows might be worth a try, after all,” he said now, and then with a glint in his eye, “Even if you did only bring it up to complain loudly about the lack of stars, my lord Amdir.”  
Amdir made a loud protesting noise, but from his expression, this was a game that both he and Durin were well used to playing. Durin ignored him entirely and went on.
“Just because it has not been done before, doesn’t mean it won’t work.  I said that when we made the arches in the Fiftieth Hall, if you remember, Galadriel, and I was right then.”
“You were,” Galadriel admitted. “I have no wish to sit here waiting if there is a choice. But I can feel the Enemy’s mind.  He has drawn off a little way for now, and I do not think he will hurry back to the gate immediately. But he is grown very strong.” 
“I’ll get our smiths onto arrow-making,” Durin said.  “The Elvensmith can advise us. If anyone can tell us of the powers of the One Ring and how to circumvent them, then that person is Celebrimbor of Eregion.” 
“Be wary,” Galadriel warned him quietly.
Durin tugged at the end of his beard, and scowled. “I intend to be.”
“He is asleep,” Elrond said, “I would be grateful if you did not wake him. He has endured too much.” 
“Yes, I had noticed that, funnily enough” Durin’s face was grim. “ Whether we can trust him now or no, he was my friend. No: he  is  my friend. The Enemy’s fair mask is gone and we can all see now how ugly he is underneath it. Celebrimbor would never serve him willingly.”
Galadriel sighed. “He is my friend too. But he has been very close to Sauron for a very long time. Whether his will is entirely his own is something that even he may not know for certain.” 
Durin glared up at Galadriel, and then, abruptly, nodded. “I need no lessons in caution from the Noldor,” he said, and laughed abruptly. “Elrond. I had hoped that if the kinsman of both Celebrimbor and the Lady Galadriel came to visit my halls, it would be to enjoy a great feast, with song and much rejoicing. Not like this. Our count against this Enemy grows long.”
“Believe me, I could not have been more grateful to see your gates under any other circumstances,” Elrond assured him.  “But I cannot stay long. As long as Celebrimbor and I are within your gates, the Enemy will not rest. I have left my own host in the North.  I should return to them.”  
“The Mountain will hold him for a while,” Durin told him, and around him, on a level deeper than sound, the rock vibrated very slightly in agreement. 
“A formidable friend,” Elrond observed. 
Durin laughed. “Some of our mountains are not so friendly.  I would not wake Caradhras unless I had no other choice, for if Caradhras is roused, blood will spill, as the old saying goes. But good old Zirak — Celebdil, in your speech —  he is not so fierce. We raise our children under his great flanks, and he is kindly unless sorely provoked. Stay with us a little while longer, Amdir, Elrond, Galadriel. We should take counsel before you all scatter again like leaves in autumn, and I am inclined to do that in the proper chamber among my thanes, rather than loitering here upon the steps after a battle. We meet tomorrow at dawn.”
Elrond bowed low, in the dwarvish manner, and a startled beat later, so did Amdir.  Galadriel only smiled and nodded. Regally, Durin nodded back, gestured to three of his waiting thanes to follow him, and went away.
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  Outside the mountain, in the valley by the Doors, darkness brooded, as if a great storm was brewing.  But the storm never came. Only heavy, angry clouds, purple-black like bruises, that clustered around the mountain-tops.  Khazâd-dum had many windows that looked out westward over the wide lands of Eregion towards Ost-in-Edhil, the fallen city of their friends. 


  Most of the windows were now blocked or barred, but the few that were still clear, those most inaccessible and heavily guarded, offered little information about the comings and goings of the host outside.  The air was dark and dim, tense with a breathless anger. 


  Inside the mountain, as the days crawled past, dim and uncertain, Celebrimbor could feel the brooding presence outside all too vividly. Sometimes it cajoled and promised, sometimes it called on shared memories, but always there was a shadowy undertone of menace, of fury, of possession denied. A wealthy craftsman deprived of a useful tool. 


  Even without any ring or other device to connect his thought to the Ring that Sauron wore, even deliberately turning his thoughts away, he could feel his old friend — no.  


  No. Sauron had never been a friend.  Again and again he weighed the past, and came to the same miserable conclusion. 


  Annatar was not a friend when he came to Eregion, smiling kindly, his voice gentle, offering help to create works that even Fëanor had not thought of, when Celebrimbor had chosen trust, and invited him to stay. 


  He was not a friend during the long quiet days when nothing had seemed impossible, when he and Annatar had worked together on their many plans, papers piled on desks and shelves, ideas sparking from one to the other as if from hot metal in the forge. 


  He was not a friend when they had argued over the nature of time, the flow of moments in order through Arda, and Annatar had shown him visions from before time, concepts for which he had no words. Celebrimbor had spun out language to describe them, as he might have spun starlight onto mithril wire, and the craftsmen of the Mirdain had picked up the new words and used them to build things new and wonderful. 


  He was not a friend when they made the first ring, and Annatar had taken his hand, (remember the touch of his cool hand?) and slid the ring gently into place, and Celebrimbor had felt the shining joy of a new thing made waking into life.  He had looked at Annatar then, all fierce delight, and had seen his unfriend smiling back at him, seemingly as full of the joy of making as he was.


  His fingers ached, those that he still had, and those that were gone, that would never again hold a pen, or a hammer. 


  Had it 
  
    all
  
   been a trick?  It must have been. 


  Celebrimbor thought of Sauron, taking his fingers with the same careful attention that he might have paid to etching a design into gold. 


  None of it had been real. Not in the way he had believed it was. Annatar had used him as a tool, to be cared for until the task was done, and then set aside until the whim came to use him again. 


  Celebrimbor had taken Finrod’s murderer to be his dearest friend, and had given him a weapon that had broken Eregion and the Gwaith-i-Mirdain like a fine clock smashed upon a stone floor. 


  In painful memory through those dark days of siege, he now truly understood how his father and grandfather had felt, betrayed by the Valar that had befriended them. 


  For most of his life, he had tried to turn away from that dark suspicion and anger, to lift up his gaze, to build new things in peace. His hope had betrayed him. 


  Hidden from his enemy within the mountain like some small helpless creature cowering in a hole, Celebrimbor clenched his fist, and felt a wave of clean agony come between him and the twisted thoughts of Sauron’s darkly brooding mind. 


  ********

 

  Far away north and west of where Celebrimbor slept uneasily under mountains,  Gil-galad looked out from a tall white watchtower at the crest of a curving green hilltop, staring out at quiet hills fading dim into the east, and frowned. 


  “We should have heard something by now. Where in all the wild wastes of Eriador has Elrond got to?” 


  Gildor shrugged unhappily. Círdan said “Or the Enemy, for that matter. I was sure that we would be attacked by now, but there’s been no word. As you know.”


  Gil-galad whirled, frustrated, and stared again at the map that filled the long table. The position of Sauron’s armies around the Westgate of Khazad-dûm was clear enough, and the tree of Doriath that showed where Celeborn, together with the survivors of Eregion and Elrond’s host were in hiding in a valley to their north.  But the marker that carried Elrond’s own banner, Lúthien’s flowers with a silver star, sat uselessly to one side of the map. Elrond had left the valley to draw Sauron’s forces away from it, and nobody knew where he had gone after that. 


  Gil-galad’s eyes were drawn beyond the coast, to the area west of that shown on the map. He glanced at Círdan. 


  “Still no word?” 


  “Númenor?” Círdan shook his silver head. “If I had heard anything you would have heard it at the same time. You know that.”


  Gil-galad blew out his breath in an exasperated puff. “I know that. But... I had hoped that my days of sitting still, wondering when doom would fall, and hoping helplessly for rescue out of the West had ended. But no, here we are again. I should have gone with Elrond.” 


  His various remaining captains avoided his eye, apart from Círdan, who was apparently in a mood to take risks.  “If we had all gone with Elrond, then very likely when Númenor comes at last, they would find nobody left but the dead,” he said bluntly. 


  “When Númenor comes? 
  
    If 
  
  Númenor comes. You would think that for their first king’s brother they would stir themselves. ” Gil-galad met Círdan’s eyes. “We can’t rely on them. If we could, they would be here by now. And in the meanwhile, Elrond is who-knows-where, and we are doing 
  
    nothing.
  
  ” 


  “We’re waiting for help,” Círdan pointed out, infuriatingly calm. “And guarding... what must be kept from the Enemy, as we agreed  we would, when Elrond rode out. What’s changed?”


  “The Enemy isn’t moving,” Gil-galad said.  “I expected him to strike against Elrond, or Galadriel, but most likely, to come here. Eregion has fallen: why would he not move against his next enemy?”


  “Perhaps Sauron is wounded,” Galdor of the Havens suggested, a hopeful note in his voice. “Could it be that Celebrimbor managed to injure him?”


  “I don’t think so,”Gil-galad said. “I think he’s waiting for Elrond, or Celebrimbor, or perhaps both of them. I hope it is both of them... I believe they are besieged in the mountain-kingdom of the Dwarves. Sauron is sitting over them like a cat over a mousehole.”


  “The mountains must be a tough thing for even Sauron to tackle,” Círdan said. “Why not let him sit?”


  Gil-galad took a deep breath. “Because I believe that sooner or later, he will break the doors. He will defeat the Dwarves, and take that which he wants so badly. 


  “So. When that happens at last, he will come for us, probably with hostages.  There are few people here in Lindon who would happily die for Celebrimbor, but Elrond is of the royal houses of Doriath and Gondolin.  All here know him, all love him. If Sauron brings him here and breaks him as his master broke Gelmir of Nargothrond before the mountain-walls of Hithlum long ago, then Lindon too will break.  And the longer we wait here, uncertain, the faster the breaking will come in the end.”


  He paused for a moment, and met Círdan’s clear questioning blue eyes. If he could not convince Círdan, then he would begin to lose the rest, but as long as he could... “Logically, therefore, we cannot wait.”


  Círdan held his gaze for a long moment, the strain between them almost like a deep note, thrumming through the room. At last his eyes dropped. “What then will you do, my king?” he asked. 


  “First, I will send again to Númenor.” No harm in doing that; it might be enough to jolt them into action at last. He looked out east again, towards the ruin of Eregion. “And to our other allies. The Men of Lond Daer.  The Greenwood. Oropher might prefer to forget his allegiance to Thingol’s house, and so would Elrond, but I think he will come if there’s need. To Celeborn.


  And then... we strike.   As swiftly as we can, but above all, with strength, while our Enemy waits before the mountain-gate, with no walls to defend him from the rear. We march east. All of us who are left, apart from those who choose to sail to Aman.” 


  “If we were going to do 
  
    that
  
  , we’d have gone already, “ Gildor muttered. 


  “Perhaps. I don’t think anyone here in this room is likely to want to go across the Sea while there is still some hope left...though if I am wrong about that, I won’t hold it against you. But there may be some in Lindon who will not wish to go to war, nor to stay here undefended for Sauron to come and find them. Círdan?”


  Círdan bowed his silver head. “I will ensure there are ships available for anyone who chooses to go,” he said quietly. “There will be at least one, going to Númenor with a message, but if it has passengers, it can go onward to Aman afterwards.” 


  “And you Cirdan?  Will you come with us, or will you stay here?”


  Círdan smiled, both weary and fond. “I will come. I and every mariner that will follow me will march with you, Gil-galad.”

 

  *********

 

  The meeting was done, but Círdan waited, his face quiet and watchful.  Gil-galad waved Gildor away, and Círdan came over to the window, to lean quietly on the sill beside the king and look out over the wave-crest of the downs and the late sun touching on the autumn-golden leaves of the woodlands beyond. 


  “I haven’t forgotten,” Gil-galad told him, once the room was empty and the door closed. Even so, he was wary of listening ears, and did not mention rings. 


  “You can’t take them with you to war.” 


  “Of course not. That would only give our Enemy the advantage. Celebrimbor warned us. As long as He holds the One, they must be hidden and unused.” 


  “You surely won’t... send them north?”


  Gil-galad shook his head. “If I read matters rightly, there will be no safety there, and no Elves left in Lindon whether I bid them go or stay. I need someone more trustworthy, anyway.”


  “But if all of the defenders of Lindon march away to the war, then... who?”


  “I shall send across the Sea," Gil-galad told him.


  Círdan’s silver eyebrows went up in surprise. “To Tol Eressëa? Or...?” 


  Gil-galad shook his head.  “To Númenor. This is not a matter for Aman. I will send a gift to the Queen, and to her heir, Minastir, with my message begging for their help.”


  “I see.  And the messenger?”


  “There, I ask your counsel. My Herald is far away, and anyway... I am not sure that sending one of the Half-elven would be well-received.” 


  Círdan nodded. “Minastir is proud of his Elvish heritage, but... I’ve heard it said that he doubts the choice of Elros.”


  “Yes, so have I. So, perhaps the messenger should not be an Elf at all.”


  “One of the Drúedain,” Círdan suggested. “Barân-apuris-Ganda is the headman of those of his people who dwell in the woods nearest Harlond. He’s been to Númenor before. And more to the point, I trust Barân. He’s a man of his word.”


  “He’s very young,” Gil-galad pointed out, doubtful. 


  Círdan laughed, an ancient sound of bubbling mirth from the years of stars before the rising of the Sun, and beside him, Gil-galad himself felt young. But it was with Círdan’s support that he was king, after all and by now, Gil-galad was as confident as Círdan that he could do the job well. 


   “They are all very young,” Círdan said. “By the count of his own people, he is old and honoured for it.”


  “He would be received with honor in Númenor, and he has kin there,” Gil-galad said, making up his mind.  “Very well. While the host prepares, I will ride to Harlindon, and ask him to take my message to the Queen —  and my gifts.  If he cannot or will not, then I will ask if some man of his household could stand in his place.”  


  Círdan nodded, and Gil-galad touched his shoulder for a moment, in lieu of all the words he did not need to say to Círdan, and that Círdan knew perfectly well there was no need to say to him. 

 

  ******

 

  Maglor was, officially, walking the borders of the small land that Gil-galad had allotted to him, near the northern shore a few days ride from the Gulf of Lune.  As the lord of the land, he was reinforcing the boundary-wards, and singing a virtue over the orchard that supplied his hall.  


  Unofficially, it was not the sort of task he had ever found particularly interesting, and he was having some difficulty concentrating on it. 


  “Lord,” Umbathiel interrupted him impatiently, and Maglor realised he had slipped into a keening minor key that would do the apples no good at all.  He stopped singing abruptly, and stepped dutifully back onto the path.  


  “Perhaps another day would be better for this,” Umbathiel suggested, looking ahead at the familiar winding path that led from boundary-stone to crooked oak, and shaking her head.


  “If you mean that you could do a better job yourself, I’m minded to agree,” Maglor told her apologetically.  “But we should go on.  I’ll keep my mind on the work. Kick me if I don’t.” 


  She turned to look out beyond the orchard and over the autumn-golden woods of Lindon,  where  south and east far beyond the misty heights of the Ered Luin, over many long leagues, there lay the ruins of Eregion.  “I don’t think I’m doing any better keeping my mind on the task than you are.  I might not do 
  
    worse
  
  , but only by way of not achieving anything at all.”  


  She shrugged helplessly. That was unlike her. Umbathiel had been a brewer, in Valinor, and a fine amateur fencer too, a skill that had stood her in good stead all the way from Alqualondë. The orchard and the barley-fields were now her special concern. Usually, any assistance she asked of her lord involved a good many precise instructions and attentive supervision. For her to stand staring, distracted, when Maglor had said they should go on with the work, probably meant that nobody else was treading the bounds correctly either. 


  Maglor looked around at Drevedir, who had been walking behind them carrying the jug of ale and the basket of white cakes for the marking of the bounds. He too was looking out across the softly rolling green hills, a worried frown on his brow, and paying little attention to the path they were weaving along the boundary. 


  Maglor came to a decision. “You’re right. Another day would be better for this.” He raised his voice and waved to dismiss the small group of elves following. Umbathiel nodded, claimed the jug from Drevedir and started back towards the hall. 


  “Will we go to war?” Drevedir asked Maglor, half under his breath.  


  “My orders are to hold this place, and not go looking for trouble,” Maglor told him, giving Drevedir’s face and eyes a cautious inspection. Drevedir had spent well over a hundred years as a thrall of Angband.  It had been a long painful while before he would speak out loud, do anything but follow orders, or take up any weapon. 


  That was all over long ago, of course, and for all appearances, he had entirely recovered, but you could never be entirely sure with Angband’s thralls. Maglor stepped aside and leaned against the crooked oak. “Are you thinking you might go home, Drevedir?  There will be ships leaving, no doubt. I could write to Círdan...”


  Drevedir shook his dark head, long hair fastened with the slender rowan-wood clasps he had made himself. It had been a moment of joy for all the people of Maglor’s hall, when Drevedir had found himself able to take up his knives again without flinching. 


  “No, my lord, I’ve no wish to sail away west.  I’ve put the worst behind me now... and I don’t remember Tirion, anyway.  I was only wondering if you were expecting an attack here,” Drevedir went on. “If so, we should surely reinforce the boundary while there is time.”


  Maglor stopped himself from pointing out that if Sauron came in person, wielding the weapon that Elrond had warned of, then Maglor’s boundary-protections would be most unlikely to hold, whatever he did to them. “The protections are strong enough to hold at least until the longest night of winter,” he said instead, reassuringly.  “If they are not renewed today, it will do no harm.”


  Drevedir nodded, serious-faced. “That’s good. But what I meant...if you need to... I mean, if there’s need to ride to the aid or Eregion, I will go with you. I can do it again.”


  “That’s good news. But if luck is with us, you won’t need to,” Maglor said.  “None of us want to go to war again.” 


  “No, no, of course not.” Drevedir took a deep breath. “But I don’t want to stay here in peace under the apple trees if the Enemy is... taking people again. I couldn’t rest here, knowing that... that somewhere, they’re in chains in the dark.” 


  Maglor nodded with sympathy, trying not to think of Elrond or Celebrimbor in chains.  But then, he had managed not to think too much of Drevedir, trapped in the darkness of Angband after the Nirnaeth Arnoediad, or indeed, of so many others... He pushed that thought away too, and focussed on the present with determination.  “We wait for orders from the High King,” he said.


  Drevedir smiled gently, almost sympathetically. Almost as if it were Maglor who had endured Angband, and not himself. “It’s easier, isn’t it?” he said. “Easier to... to wait for someone else to make the choice, I mean.”


  Maglor stiffened. “
  
    Those who will defend authority against rebellion must not themselves rebel.
  
  ” he quoted, half-automatically. 


  “That’s some great authority of Valinor that said that, did they?” Drevedir wrinkled his nose, unimpressed. 


  “It’s from the Writs and Measures of Valimar,” Maglor said absently. “But where it’s from doesn’t matter. I pledged to obey the King, Drevedir.”


  “I don’t know much about Valimar,” Drevedir said.  “But,” he hesitated, and then spoke all in a rush, ”When I was a child in Himring, I learned your father’s words first. 
  
    Shall we mourn here deedless forever, a shadow-folk, mist-haunting, dropping vain tears in the thankless sea? 
  
  And 
  
    Fair shall the end be, though long and hard shall be the road. 
  
  I learned that whole speech by heart.” 


  “Did you.” 


  “The Lord Maedhros...” Drevedir began, but Maglor cut him off. 


  “Maedhros is 
  
    dead
  
  , and Fëanor is
  
     dead
  
  , and what they said long ago no longer matters,”  Maglor said fiercely, surprising himself with the bitterness in his voice. “Ereinion Gil-galad is High King of the Noldor, and I swore to obey his commands.”


  Drevedir bowed his head respectfully, but there was a glint in his eye that perhaps explained how it was that he had endured the Iron Hells and lived. “Yes, my lord. May the life of the King be long.” 


  And there was the thing that Maglor had been carefully not looking at, laid out before him where he had no choice but to see. 


  He stared at Drevedir, and heard again the words out of the past. 
  
    The High King is lost. The High King is fallen.
  


  The High King: Fëanor, Maedhros, Fingolfin, Fingon, Turgon. He saw his father’s body fall away in smoke, and his brother in torment on the mountain. 


  And before him, too, were three small dark-haired boys, one bundled into someone’s old cut-down tunic, one in furs and the fine blue linen of Beleriand, and one,clad in the silks of Valinor, that looked at him with his father’s eyes. 


  He looked at them, and could not look away. Maedhros’s voice seemed to echo in his ears: he was reading out some precept about the letter and the spirit of the law, but Maglor could not quite hear him properly over the sudden fierce roaring of the Sea.


  “Oh, may Gorthaur’s scaly toes drop off 
  
    one by one
  
  ,” he said at last, furious, and with only one way to escape the cleft he was caught in. He came back to himself and found Drevedir still waiting beside him, silent and concerned at Maglor’s long silence. “Very well, Drevedir. We’re going to war. Go and get ready. ” 


  And he turned and strode back to the hall, calling for his steward, for provisions, horses and armour. 


  
    **********
  


  In Maglor’s finely-carved wooden room at the back of his great hall, there was a plain chest behind the door, a chest made of dark, weathered oak. If you looked at it closely, you could see that it had once had the Trees of Doriath marked on it, and a white smudge that had been the snowdrop of Lúthien. Elrond had brought it to Maglor’s hall not long ago, before he rode out from Lindon with his host.


  Maglor stared at it for a good long while, while outside the door, feet ran urgently to and fro and elves called out to one another, looking for this item and that. 


  At last he opened the unlocked lid and gently lifted out what was inside, wrapped in one of Elrond’s old cloaks.  He  folded back the cloth, and ran his eyes over it, without touching: the sword that Fëanor had made with his own hands, long ago across the Sea in the West.


  It had lain in this chest for well over a thousand years, and yet, when he finally reached out to test the blade, it was still sharp, the maker’s mark still clear upon the hilt, no hint of rust upon it. 


  He had not touched that sword since he had given it into Elrond’s keeping when the shores of Lindon were still bare and ruined, when the air smelled sharp and sulphurous and Maglor’s sword-hand was red and black with the burn the Silmaril had given to him. 


  
    For you to keep
  
  , Elrond had said, on that last visit, 
  
    in case of need
  
  . And perhaps, now Maglor thought about it, there was a message there, now that he was looking for it. 

 

  ********


  Gil-galad’s last host, the remnants of the defenders of Lindon and the Havens, were two days' march southeast of the Westmarch of Lindon, following the Great South Road to the river-crossings at Tharbad, where they would meet whatever forces the Men of Lond Daer and Tharbad had been able to raise between them. 


  It was near mid-day, and a Raven of Khazâd -dum had just come sideslipping down on long dark wings to land on the mailled fist that Gil-galad had held out to receive him. He had brought the very welcome news that both Elrond and Celebrimbor were still alive, were free and currently in the realm of Durin, which was holding strong against the assaults of the Enemy and his host. 


  Gil-galad had hoped for that, hour by hour through the long, nerve-wracking days of preparation and of travel, but the relief that washed over him when he heard the croaking voice of the Raven confirm it kept pushing an incongruous smile onto his face. 


  He was still smiling when word that a small company of riders had been sighted, riding hard up behind them, from the North. “Carrying the banner of Eregion,” the young scout told him earnestly. 


  Gil-galad exchanged a look with Gildor, who was riding with him.  “I doubt it,” he said to the scout. “Eregion is gone, and any of her people who still live are at least fifteen days march away. An eight-pointed rayed star on a ground of green and gold, was it?”


  “Yes, lord,” the scout agreed. “And since only Eregion uses the eight-point star, I thought...”


  Gil-galad shook his head.  “That star is older than Eregion. Ah well, we need all the help that we can get.”  He made a swift mental calculation, working out where a small party of thrice-damned kinslayers might be least likely to find trouble. “Tell them to ride behind the vanguard for now. I’ll speak to... their commander when we stop for the night.”
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Plans Laid Under Stone


    Chapter Summary

    Celebrimbor recovers somewhat, and with his friends and family, makes plans.
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  Thunder rumbled overhead from darkened skies as the hidden doors cracked and broke at last, the secret entrance behind revealed. Clouds of dust were settling, and the triumphant screams of goblins rang out. The anger of Celebdil shuddered through the stony ground.


  Even the West-gate of Khazad-dûm, made with all the skills of Celebrimbor and Narvi, had not been able to withstand the long days and nights of unceasing assault that Sauron’s forces had inflicted on the mountain-walls. 


  The finely-weighted doors had been crushed by the assault of heavy rams. The delicate tracery of 
  
    ithildin
  
   had been smashed away and the hidden mechanisms and balances broken. Now the enemy had moved on to the heavy inner doors, the twisting tunnels around the guardposts. The stone shuddered under their assault. 


  Within the great realm of stone, dwarves scrambled to defensive positions long-prepared: heavy inner doors slid smoothly into place. Deep pits yawned open right across the great-road from the gates, covered lightly in matting to lure the unwary attackers in, and slots opened to reveal arrowheads, too narrow to admit any harm to the dwarven archers within. 


  Sauron’s armies paid dearly for the first hall that they took, but before long, there were rams within the shattered gates, doing their grim work. 


  Celebrían could hear the pounding, the sound shuddering through the mountain, even from her quarters, a mile or so away from the Gates in a straight line, and considerably further away by the most direct foot-route. She winced and turned away. 


  The Dwarven physicians had done their best by Celebrimbor, had worked long and hard to mend the harm that Sauron had done to him, so far as that was possible. But Celebrimbor, despite his own best intentions, was not an easy patient. Not only was he a master craftsman, and at least by Dwarvish reckoning, a king, but he was also an Elf with the Light of the Trees daunting in his eyes. W
  hen he ran out of grimly-enduring patience and told them all to go to blazes, it was hard to know what to do next
  . Faced with increasing numbers of wounded Dwarves to care for, they had left Celebrimbor’s treatment in the hands of his own kin with some relief. 


  
    His own kin
  
   meant Elrond and Celebrían — particularly Celebrían, since they had soon established that Celebrían had the greater skill at healing, and no interest at all in war-councils. She had set enchantments around Celebrimbor’s room to keep the worst of the noise from troubling him, so that when she approached the lamp-lit corridor outside his chamber, the noisedimmed abruptly. 


  She pushed the door open, and the tall black hound, Eglannil, pulled himself to his feet and came to greet her. She kissed him on his soft wrinkled forehead. “I’m glad to see that someone is enjoying the quiet,” she said to him and Celebrimbor generally. Eglannil had become very woeful at the shuddering of the mountain, and so Celebrían had asked him to stay with Celebrimbor, partly for his own sake, and partly for Celebrimbor’s peace of mind.


  Celebrimbor was out of bed, wrapped in a loose robe, and had a number of papers spread before him, marked with Angruin’s precise script. She had hoped that the spell might have kept the fall of the Westgate from him — for just a little while, let him have peace! — but when she looked into his eyes, she could see that he already knew. 


  “I am sorry. The doors were so beautiful,” she said. “I remember the night you and Narvi finished work on them, and we all danced in the valley until the sun rose. The stars and moon overhead, the Doors gleaming and the lights in the holly-trees all along the Gatestream and the Road.”


  “Do you?” Celebrimbor smiled, distracted from the moment, as she had hoped. “You were so small then! I can see you now, wanting to dance with everyone, and even the Dwarves had to stoop to take your hand. I think you did stop dancing to sleep for a while that night. I can distinctly remember Galadriel dancing golden under the moon, and in her arms, a very small Celebrían, glittering silver and fast asleep.”


  “That’s still dancing!” she protested, laughing as she sat beside him on the settle. 


  “A precocious child, to dance and sleep all at once. But then you always were gifted.”


  “I remember dancing by the stream in the first light of morning, and the Sun peering down at us all in the vale before the doors, and wondering what we had been up to, no doubt! I was so proud to know all about it, when even the Sun didn’t know what had happened.” 


  “And now the vale must be greatly changed if any of it survives at all.” Celebrimbor sighed. “Our work held longer than I thought it might against such force. Narvi would be proud. Have you seen Elrond, Celebrían? I have not seen him for a little while. I hope he isn’t hurt.”


  “He went down towards the Door with my mother,” Celebrían told him. “Not all the way though, don’t worry, Celebrimbor. I don’t think he’s in any danger.”


  “Are you sure?” Reflexively, Celebrimbor drew his hands back towards his body, as if to guard them. 


  “Well, no more than all of us,” Celebrían admitted. 
  
    Give him time
  
  , Elrond had said, and Elrond had known him much longer than she had, after all. And that brought another thought to mind. “Celebrimbor, do you think Elrond is well? I asked him about... well, Sauron, and all that sort of thing, but he didn’t want to talk about it to me, and I really think he should talk about it with 
  
    someone
  
   you know. I know he wasn’t as hurt as you, but still, it must have been quite awful for you both, and 
  
    you
  
   talk about it, after all. And, I know he’s very brave, but...” 


  “He is very brave,” Celebrimbor agreed, distracted by concern for their kinsman. “He has had to be. I think he is well enough, given the circumstances, and will be better with time. We have spoken of Sauron and our shared woes; I don’t think he is brooding on torment. No need to worry about that, my dear. He wanted to go back to find your father and his own host, you know: I think perhaps that is why he has seemed a little absent, lately. He’s concerned for the safety of his people.”


  “Oh! Of course. He would be, of course. Though I’m sure Father will look after them for him. Elrond says this hidden valley they have found has plentiful supplies, and is really rather lovely. All waterfalls and river-music, Elrond said. I hope to go and see it if I can, one day. Perhaps I could ask Elrond if he would show it to me.” 


  She must stop saying Elrond’s name quite so often. Not that Celebrimbor was likely to notice, but Mother would, if she kept talking like this. Talking about Elrond with Mother was very definitely not something that Celebrían was ready for yet. 


  “A delightful thought.” Celebrimbor said, apparently oblivious. Bless him for being always more interested in stone and metal than people! “I believe the river-valley is a good way north of Khazad-dûm, according to the brief account that Elrond gave me. With the Westgate closed and orcs on the slopes of Caradhras, it would be a long and dangerous road for him to travel, to find his way back to your father at present. I fear he will have to stay here a while longer.”


  “I hope it won’t make him too unhappy,” Celebrían said honestly, and the little thrill at the thought that Elrond would not be able to go away just yet was really, honestly, not her fault, even if they were quite definitely at war, which made the feeling rather improper. Though, after all, Mother and Father had married during a war... She reached out one hand towards Celebrimbor’s broken ones. “May I?” 


  “Oh, of course.” Celebrimbor’s lips thinned as he made the effort of will to hold out his hands to her so that she could feel the damaged muscles and ligaments. She moved each remaining finger as gently as she could, stretching and feeling its range of movement, watching, with a sense other than sight, the delicate interplay of touch and pain and the impact of each touch on the slow healing of Celebrimbor’s mind. 


  “Angruin has made me a fore-finger, and half a third finger” Celebrimbor announced. He pushed the papers aside with the heel of his other hand, to show her the delicate filigree metalwork and the harness intended to fit around his wrist. “I thought perhaps, today...” 


  “Angruin did tell me he was working on that. Hasn’t he done a wonderful job? I’ve made you a glove to go under it,” Celebrían told him, and produced it, finely-woven from the silky cloth, half-
  
    hithlain
  
  , half-charm, that her mother had invented*. She had added a few refinements of her own, too. “I think the harness will rub the other fingers that are still healing, if you wear it directly on the skin, so I wove this with words of soothing and precision.”


  “My thanks, Celebrían. Particularly for the words of precision.”


  She smiled. “I knew you’d think that was the most important thing, for fingers!”


  Celebrimbor inspected it with interest as she carefully fitted it to his hand. 


  “I think you should take a walk with it, now you have it on,” she suggested. “Move about, and get to know it properly.”


  “Now that’s a welcome idea,” Celebrimbor agreed. “I am very tired of lying here, looking at these walls and dutifully healing. There’s a fault in the stone-work on the third level — look, up there, can you see it? Every time I glance that way, it takes my eye. It’s starting to niggle at me terribly.”


  She looked up at the barely visible irregularity, and smiled at him. “Let’s walk then,” she said, getting up. “Otherwise I just know you’ll be on your way up there on a ladder before too much longer, with a chisel.” 


  They had walked a little way through the chambers of Khazad-dûm along long lamplit hallways decked with mosaic and carven stone, until they came to the chamber where Angruin was working, sitting with one foot up against the wall as he carefully stropped the arrow-head in his gloved hand. He came to his feet abruptly as Celebrimbor came in. 


  “I didn’t know you were out of bed!” he exclaimed with more honesty than deference. Celebrimbor felt this made a welcome change from his previous guilty politeness, and awarded him a gap-toothed smile. 


  “I’m testing out my new fingers,” he replied, lifting his hand to show them off. “How are the arrows coming along?” 


  “Well, I think,” Angruin told him, and went to his work-bench to show off the arrows and arrowheads distributed across it: dark flakes of smooth obsidian, polished to an edge so fine it would cut almost without pain, glittering spikes of mithril with shining points, worked with minute shimmering runes that told out spells for the ruin of the Enemy. Savage grey steel alloys, swirling with patterns from their welding, and set with tiny emeralds flickering with tiny spots of green fire.


  “Why emeralds?” Celebrimbor demanded, bending to inspect them. “I would have thought diamond...” 


  “A green beryl carries a different kind of light,” Celebrían suggested, touching one of the emerald-studded arrow-heads with a gentle finger and making the small clear green within it glimmer and dance like sunlight on a spring leaf. 


  "And so a different power, of course," Celebrimbor nodded, completing the quotation approvingly. 


  “We did make some with diamonds.” Angruin dug in a small wooden box and scattered diamond-studded arrowheads upon the wooden bench, each worked with a slightly different wording, each touched with a different kind of power. “But I had the emeralds to hand, and as you say, Celebrían, the colour of the light lends itself to a summer-rune that I could not make hold on the diamonds. Of course, if you would like to set the words yourself, my lord...” 


  Celebrimbor shook his head impatiently, and stretched his hand cautiously, feeling the disconnect between flesh and metal. 


  Celebrían picked up one of the grey arrowheads and frowned at it, running a fingertip down one razor edge with great care as she looked at it. “I can’t read this one,” she said. “It looks like Khuzdul, but...” 


  Celebrimbor leant over, and smiled to see it. “An older dialect of Gundabad, I think.”


  Angruin nodded. “One of the senior priests is staying in the western City at the moment, and I explained your idea about the shadows in the Ring-spell. He made that one, and this, and this...


  “And the flights?” Celebrimbor demanded, and Angruin brought out feathers; both those shed by birds and cunning imitations made by elf and dwarf for Celebrimbor to inspect, and Celebrían to marvel over. 


  Looking on all the marvellous minute variations, arrows made with all the skill and knowledge of Eregion and Khazad-dûm together, Celebrimbor wondered if any of them would have any effect at all upon his old friend; his fearful enemy, whose power came from a place before Arda, and was interwoven now with gold. 


  He deliberately dismissed the thought. He was free, at least for now, and would defy his enemy with every fibre of his being, right down to his two remaining fingernails. His enemy, who was not his friend, and never had been... but that was not important. Other things were.


  “Is Elrond’s new sword ready?” he demanded. 


  Angruin smiled. “Very nearly,” he said. “It’s over at the Forge of Three Waters, having the handle fitted now.” Celebrimbor managed in time to stop himself demanding to know why Angruin had not seen to the handle himself. He was a fine smith, but there was only one of him. One survivor, of all the Jewelsmiths of Eregion, Celebrimbor himself... and their Enemy. 

 

  ******

 

  The main corridors from the Gate, which had once been broad and well-lit were blocked and barred. Only the secret, winding side-routes remained. Galadriel and Elrond had to stoop as they followed the narrow, curving tunnel that led them back up from the guard-room that was one of those that they still held, in a guarded defensive ring around the broken gash in the mountain’s side that had once been the Westgate of Khazâd-dum. 


  They had met with Durin and his captains, but their meeting had been empty and inconclusive. Durin was holding the mountain-kingdom, but they urgently needed to do more than hold the Enemy back. And nobody could guess how that could be done. 


  Shadows flickered from their feet as the lamps moved, and the air felt heavy and dusty. Thin trails of dust fell now and again, as the heavy rams thudded against the inner doors. The dwarves who ceaselessly patrolled these tunnels had reported that there were still enough ventilation shafts open that the air would be safe enough, but then they were used to a life underground. 


  Elrond would have given a great deal to see sunlight, and feel a fresh wind on his neck. The tunnel curved onward, the shadows danced, and the journey seemed to be going on far too long. Surely they must soon come up into a level where the corridor would open out a little, where there might be real light, at least from a shaft high on the mountainside, if not a real window.


  Galadriel, ahead of him, paused and he saw the light of long-ago Aman glimmer in her eyes as she turned. “A moment. I have two favours I must ask you, Elrond,” she said quietly. She was holding a small leaf-wrapped package, both hands cupped around it as if she did not want to let it go. 


  Elrond looked at it with dawning realisation and alarm, and did not take it. He did not want what he feared the package contained, and he did not want to know why Galadriel was offering it to him. 


  She held it out to him, her pale face imploring, and reached out, mind to mind. He could feel the shields upon her mind poised to snap closed if she felt their enemy’s presence, and just as cautiously opened his mind enough to connect the faintest hint of thought.


  
    The first favour is... this. 
  
  An image of the pale diamond of the Ring within the concealing leaves leaped into life for only Elrond’s eyes to see. 


  
    Will you take this ring and keep it safe? Celebrimbor brought it to me for safe-keeping, not to be used. When I look ahead, I see a choice that I must make, and I cannot risk taking this with me. 
  
  An image of a single S-rune carved into a strip of rowan-wood: Sauron, she meant, but she had framed her thought in a form that their enemy could not feel calling him, not even with the Ring in hand. 


  
    Where are you going? 
  
  Elrond asked, unmoving. 


  
    You know where I must go. 
  
  An image of a face that Elrond had never seen in life, but who had walked, laughing and singing through tales of yore. Celebrían’s uncle, Galadriel’s brother: Finrod Felagund, lord of Nargothrond. Sauron had broken his power and chained him in the dark, until he was slain by the werewolves that Sauron had sent. 
  
    I will not sit here waiting for him to drive me out, like a rat in a hole. I will face him. And you must take this so that he cannot take it if I fail. 
  


  Elrond recoiled.
  
     Surely that is a last resort. We could flee with it. Celebrimbor, you, me, Celebrían and Amdir. I would not wish to leave Durin to face the Enemy alone, but if we were not here, Sauron might well follow us and leave him be.
  


  
    You could flee
  
  . Galadriel’s face was grimly resolute and in her thought, a fleet of ships sailed into the distance, leaving her behind upon the shore.
  
     I am an Exile, and may not return. But more; I will not flee from He who slew my brother. I shall make my stand here. At least here I am not alone. If I allow him to hunt me until at last I must turn at bay, friendless upon some distant shore where no ship will come for me, that is exactly what he would want.
  


  
    I can see that would please him
  
  , Elrond admitted. 
  
    Though, I do not think you would be friendless, even beyond these mountain-walls. 
  
  Galadriel did not look away, but only held out the packet, holding his gaze with eyes that still shone with the light of Aman. Reluctantly, Elrond took it, holding it gingerly between finger and thumb. 
  
    Are you sure?
  


  
    I am sure. It must go to someone with the wisdom not to use it and the power to defend it, until, perhaps, one day, it can be used to heal what has been broken.
  


  A thought passed through his mind: 
  
    Why not Celebrimbor? He made it!
  
   but he kept it to himself. He knew Galadriel would not return the ring to its maker. Celebrimbor, for her, would not be counted as one with the wisdom not to use it. Perhaps that was wise, after all. Celebrimbor did not need more reasons for the Enemy to hunt him down. From what Elrond had seen in those dark days, trapped in the prison that the Enemy had made his own, Sauron would not leave off the hunt for Celebrimbor unless he were dead. He seemed to consider the very existence of the Three, made by Celebrimbor alone after Sauron had left to make the One, to be an insult and a challenge all in one. 


  But there were other choices. 
  
    You could give this to Celebrían, rather than to me
  
  . 


  Galadriel winced and looked away. 
  
    Have mercy! I would spare my daughter this. I would spare her all of it, if I could
  
  .


  Elrond thought of Celebrían’s bright face, coming into the room where Celebrimbor and he had been chained by Sauron like the first spring sunlight after rain, and he closed his hand around the ring.


  
    Very well then, if I must. I will keep it safe, if by my life or death I can do so.
  


  “What was the second favour?” he asked, out loud. 


  “Celebrían,” Galadriel said unhappily. “A treasure far beyond any gem, at least to me. Protect her, Elrond.”


  “This at least is a task I can take with joy, though there was no need to ask! She is a lady of great courage, and I owe her my life already,” Elrond said, and despite the weight of the Ring, the dust in the dim air and the heavy feeling that doom was coming towards them like a thunderstorm, he smiled, and his heart lifted. 

 

  ******


  As Celebrimbor spoke with Angruin and Celebrían of arrows and of swords, the door flew open unexpectedly, and Durin himself, with two of his housecarls in tow came hurrying in. “Ah, here you are at last, my friends!” he cried. “I’ve had people looking everywhere for you!” He paused and bowed energetically to Celebrían, his housecarls hurriedly dipping their beards behind him. He went on, his beard wagging energetically; “I need your counsel, Celebrimbor — Angruin, too. I have a Ring-bearer outside my gates, and it’s well past time to deal with him, one way or another. Let us speak of this One Ring of his, and how it can be undone.” 


  Celebrimbor turned to him and made the best bow his broken ribs would allow, touched that Durin had trusted him enough to ask his counsel. “We will help in any way we can,” he said, and frowned. “Though neither of us has ever seen the One Ring. He made that alone, and far away, in some distant forge of the South.”


  “You’re still the nearest to an expert that we have,” Durin told him with the certainty of rock. “Sit down, sit down, why don’t you? You are tiring our necks!”


  This was a complaint so familiar it had become a well-worn joke, comforting in a world grown dark and strange. The Elves laughed and sat down, Celebrimbor, very cautiously, on a couple of pillows hastily supplied by Angruin.


  “So,” the housecarl Galrum began, scowling darkly. “The Lady Galadriel has told us that the bodies of such creatures as Annatar are made of flesh, and can be wounded.”


  “I am not sure it’s quite flesh like ours, but yes, I agree with Galadriel. He can be hurt, his body can, I think, be killed,”Celebrimbor confirmed. He grimaced, remembering his own hopeless attempt to undo his greatest mistake. “I had no luck when I tried it. His orcs and men pulled me down before I could get my blade near him.”


  “Honourless bastard,” Angruin muttered, which Celebrimbor felt was rich, coming from a veteran of the attack on the Havens of Sirion. 


  “Noted,” Durin nodded. “Still, it’s good to know he can be bled, if we can only get an axe to him.”


  “These arrow-heads are worked with spells of doom for him,” Angruin told him, spilling out a handful in front of him. For a while they spoke of weapon-spells of various kinds, of great heroes of the past and monsters slain.


  But then, Celebrían called them all to the point with a few quiet-spoken words. “But none of these stories are quite the same as this, are they? Because now he has the Ring. Won’t it protect him from attack?”


  “The nub of the problem,” Durin nodded. “Celebrimbor?”


  “It’s hard to know what the One might do,” Celebrimbor said slowly, thinking it through. “But the rings we made were none of them made to be weapons or armour. Not against the physical action of a blade, at least.” 


  “The weight of steel moving through the world is a force that is different to that of time or decay,” Angruin agreed. “There are spells of armour and ward of course, but they are quite different. And none of them unbreakable. Well, none that anyone now alive could make...” 


  Celebrimbor interrupted before Angruin could begin speaking of Fëanor, and the secret of the unbreakable crystal in which he had clothed the Silmarils. That was irrelevant: Celebrimbor and Annatar had tried to recapture its secret, and had never come close to finding it. “One could use a Ring to heal a wound to wholeness. To restore the memory of what once was. That is how the One attacks the wearers of the other Rings: it reaches out through memory, and corrupts preservation and healing into a force that binds and holds the will in chains.” 


  He shuddered pulling his hands in to his chest as he remembered hanging helpless in chains of iron. “I hope it is needless for me to say, this was not a use of the Rings that we had thought of.” 


  Durin smiled and patted Celebrimbor’s uninjured forearm with a surprisingly gentle hand. “No friend of yours would ever think that, you damnfool elf,” he said affectionately. “That is all Annatar. Sauron, I mean.”


  “Can he use it as a weapon?” Celebrían asked tentatively. 


  Angruin said; “No!”


  Celebrimbor looked down at the fine tracery of the metal fingers. They were beginning to rub a little, despite the enchanted glove, and he took a moment to breathe deeply and say a small charm to remind the chafed flesh to obey his will. 


  “Perhaps,” he said, having considered the matter. “His own power is very great. He wears his flesh as clothing: I am not sure he can die. To make his Ring a binding force that can overwhelm the other rings, he must have tied a great deal of that power into it. Far more than we could, Angruin. I would not like to say that he cannot wield his Ring in ways we have never thought of.” 


  “Make a guess.” Durin’s impatient expression made it very clear that the guess should be a swift one. 


  “The power of the Ainur is incalculable, unpredictable,” Celebrimbor said, feeling his way through the ideas hurrying through his head. “He 
  
    could
  
   give his body great strength, could raise wind or flame, work with rock or summon lightning. But... I don’t think any of those are things that he would set into the Ring.”


  “Go on?” Durin pressed him. 


  
    “One ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them.
  
   The last line of the spell. The power gathered and released, as from a bow... I think that the power of the Ring is in force of will. He doesn’t want to kill everyone. He wants to 
  
    use
  
   us. And so he has tied a great part of his power into this Ring, so he can use it to hold an army to his will. More than an army. Hosts upon hosts... to 
  
    bring us all and in the darkness bind us
  
  .” 


  He looked across at Celebrían’s worried face and smiled, trying to look reassuring. “And yet in all his great power, he still could not overwhelm Elrond’s will, nor mine. He has not taken the Rings that he desired. And he did not expect you, Celebrían, to come into his darkness and bring light to those bound there. The Ring does not make him impossible to defeat. Indeed, I think it might even be a weakness — though I am quite sure he does not think of it like that.”


  Durin asked thoughtfully. “Could he use it if he wasn’t wearing it?” 


  Angruin frowned. “You’re thinking of stealing it?” 


  “If I could think of a way to do it that would stop him smashing his way into my home with his rams and his army of orcs and trolls, then I would,” Durin said very firmly, scowling back at him. 


  Anguin spread his hands in apology. “I didn’t mean that. It’s not that I disapprove of strategic theft.” And that was very true, Celebrimbor thought with a flicker of amusement. Angruin had been among Fëanor’s people who had stolen the ships from Alqualondë. “It was only that I just can’t see that foul-minded tinkerer taking it off, now he’s made the thing.”


  Durin beamed at him, that infectious smile that could light or vanish like a candle-flame, and Celebrimbor found himself smiling too. “Too true! And I doubt he’s much of a one for quiet naps that would give us time to filch it from his finger. No, I was thinking of removing it. With an axe.” 


  “If you can manage that, Durin,” Celebrimbor said with heartfelt honesty, “you will earn the gratitude of all Eregion, what little he has left of it, and mine most of all. But first, we have to get to him.” 


  Durin nodded, face grim again. “I have been going over much of this with Galadriel, and my own people, of course. We’ve come up with a few ideas. But now I’m asking you; you knew him best. Spells. Devices. Weapons. Whatever you can do, Celebrimbor. I’m not calling you to battle: you’ve had enough of that. But you are more than a sword-hand.”


  Celebrimbor winced, though it was meant kindly enough. He met Durin’s deep-shadowed serious eyes. “Very well. I will do all I can, I, and Angruin.”


  “And me! I can help,” Celebrían insisted. She put an arm around him, gently, but it still hurt a little. But he was inclined to think it was more than worth a little pain, to be loved and needed by both his friends and his few remaining family. 
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  Far to the West, the last host of Lindon had come in sight of the timber-forts arranged along the low swampy river-banks of Tharbad, where the people of Númenor had settled beside the fords of the river Gwathló. A cold wind hissed in the dry dead reeds by the shore. The sky was a gloomy grey, and in the east dark clouds were massing so that it felt as though the day was already over, though it was not long after noon. 


  The Lords of Tharbad and Lond Daer were waiting for them. Gil-galad and his lords rode ahead of the rest, crossing the fords under blue starred banners to greet them. Maglor dismounted. “They’ll be at this for a while,” he said to his second, Carnil. 


  She nodded. “Someone will order camp set up, as soon as that occurs to them. Shall we beat the rush?”


  Maglor grinned, and raised his voice a little, calling to his people; “Let’s water our horses and set up camp before the banks are all churned to mud.”


  The armoured soldiers of the Númenorean settlements were nearly as tall in their high helms as Maglor, and considerably broader in the shoulders, but behind their shining ranks, walking beside the supply carts, were smaller people, simply dressed, supervised by tall Númenorean overseers who shouted a good deal. 


  Maglor took little note of them on the day they came to Tharbad: he was occupied with settling his own people. But once they were on the march, Gil-galad had assigned Maglor and his company as outriders to the Lord of Lond Daer, and over the next few days, he found his eye straying to the servants in their baggage train. 


  There was something very uncomfortable about the shouted orders, and the heavy work they did once the day’s march was over, about the way some of them walked, head down, avoiding meeting anyone’s eyes, that reminded him of elves that he had known, who had been thralls in Angband. After the resemblance had struck him, he looked closer and saw the rings around their necks. 

 

  *****

 

  “They are keeping slaves, Gil-galad,” Maglor told the king bluntly, at the end of that day’s march, surprising him by appearing at the king’s elbow while the tents were being put up. 


  Gil-galad’s eyes narrowed by the slightest hint. “Walk with me,” he said, taking Maglor’s shoulder rather more firmly than was strictly polite. 


  They walked in silence past the sentries, until they reached a place under the autumn-faded rags of the last beechen leaves where the voices of the camp dimmed to distant rumour. 


  “I know,” Gil-galad said, swinging around to face Maglor abruptly. “Of course I know. I am the king; it is my business to know. While you have been brooding in the North, I have employed Men and sent them out across the neighbouring lands, have spoken with the wandering Sindar and Avari to learn what is happening all across Eriador. 


  “So. I know. What do you think I can do about it? It has been going on for years. It began when there was some misunderstanding about trees that Tharbad felled for timber. The local Men were angry, and attacked the men taking the wood away. They are smaller, armed with poor knives and clubs. Of course they lost. The attackers were taken prisoner and made to repair the damage. It all seemed reasonable enough, when first we had word of it. But since then it has grown.”


  “
  
    Reasonable
  
  .” Maglor said, his voice tight. “Forced labour? Thralldom? Elros would be so angry...”


  Gil-galad made an emphatic cutting motion with one hand. “Yes. I know. You cannot think I am happy about it?”


  “I don’t know what to think!”


  Gil-galad looked down for a moment, and then met Maglor’s eyes, his face grave and his grey eyes steady. “Elros is gone, and I am at war with an enemy that would impose a darker and more terrible slavery on all of us. I need allies: I can’t fight Sauron, and Númenor as well.”


  “I can see that,” Maglor admitted uncomfortably. He wound a finger in his hair and tugged it fiercely, trying to see a way out. 


  “There’s no choice,” Gil-galad said unhappily, and it was more of a protest than a firm statement of policy now. “Already our alliance is uneasy. No aid has come to us from Númenor itself. It may be that the Queen is not minded to help us: my last two letters to her received no reply. Orchaldir of Lond Daer looks at us askance, envying the long life and health of the Eldar. That is one reason I sent Elrond ahead. They look at him, and see their kinsman who kept what they have lost.”


  “Elros gave up nothing...” Maglor began. 


  Gil-galad cut him off again, that decisive gesture with one hand. “So Elros said, and he should know, at least for himself. But in Lond Daer and Tharbad now, they see things differently. I must deal with Men as they are, not as I or Elros would wish them to be. 


  “If I tried to stop them holding slaves, or even spoke against it, it would only push them together, our neighbours of Tharbad and of Lond Daer... and Him. And what right do I have to tell Men how to order their lives? I am King of the Noldor, not of the Edain.” 


  He straightened and folded his hands together, determined: the image of a King of Elves, disconcerting in his resemblance to High Kings that Maglor had known long ago. “The situation is more complicated than you know. Númenorean slaves eat well, and can buy their freedom in time, so my informants tell me. Some of the Men of Dunland sell their own children and see no great harm in it. ”


  “
  
    What?
  
  ” Maglor turned to him in shock.


  Gil-galad shrugged wearily. “You heard. Don’t play the innocent idealist, it doesn’t suit you. I sent you to ride with Orchaldir because you, of all people, ought to know how to look the other way. He is young, by our standards if not by his. He knows nothing bad about 
  
    you
  
  .”


  “And so you keep your hands clean,” Maglor said bitterly.


  Gil-galad laughed. There was a wry twist to his mouth. “Would that I could. You know as well as I that kings cannot keep clean hands.”


  Maglor remembered his own brother taken by the Enemy, hanging on the mountain, and was silent. A thin rain was falling on the brown beech-leaves, and the last of the daylight was fading into grey and weary shadow as Gil-galad walked away. 


  *****

 

  A well-paved road had led from Ost-in-Edhil to Tharbad, fine slabs carefully laid, edge to edge. Maglor had never passed that way himself, but he knew of it. It was the main road that led out of the West to the city of Khazad-dûm, and beyond it too, to the lands of wood-elves and the distant rumoured realms of the dwarf-cities of the East.


  The paved road skirted the marches, and ran along the northern bank of the Glanduin. Very clearly, that road was the first place that Sauron would look for attack out of the West. Maglor was not surprised when Gil-galad turned away from the causeway, and left the famous road behind. 


  As the last host of the West rode towards fallen Eregion, the darkness before them grew. Their Enemy had called stormclouds out of the North to shelter his orcs, trolls and goblins from the Sun they feared. The land was dim and dark around Maglor’s riders and where they crossed the path of Sauron’s legions that had taken this path before them, the grass was trampled and blackened. Orchaldir and his men marched on, swift and purposeful, and when they met at morning and at the end of the march, Maglor obeyed orders and said nothing to Orchaldir of the keeping of thralls, or what his distant relative Elros might have thought of it. 


  The anger of Sauron that lay before them now felt subtly different to facing the might of Morgoth before the fall of Thangorodrim. Morgoth’s malice had run through the very rocks, had darkened hearts far beyond his walls. Sauron’s power was not spread so far. Rather, it was concentrated, a bitter intensity that could be— not seen, not heard, only felt ahead of them, a terrible pinpoint of burning fire that illuminated nothing but himself, casting only shadows.  


  Still they went on: the Númenorean forces marching through the dark, mounted elves spread out scouting the land before them. Círdan and his people walking softly ahead, so quietly that they could barely be seen, and before them rode Gil-galad with his long spear and the remnants of the Eldar that still lingered in Lindon that had rallied to his side. 


  Riders came to join them from the North, Sindar riding light, bareback on shaggy horses that had clearly spent the summer roaming free, bearing word from Celeborn and the host that had followed Elrond into the East. 


  Maglor was not invited to the meetings of the captains, when tactics were decided and operations coordinated. He had not expected it: Gil-galad had not commanded him to disarm and go back into the North, and that was good enough. He had no desire to push for command in a host that already had more than enough commanders, and was composed partly of Sindar who would probably assume nothing Maglor said could be trusted anyway. 


  Ahead of them now lay a great forest, the wide woodlands of Dunland where the Númenorean lumbermen had not yet come and where their cattle did not graze, stretching east along the river to the foothills of the Hithaeglir. The trunks of the ancient oak-trees with their many crooked reaching fingers stood stark against the grey winter skies, and the leaves underfoot were deep, muffling the sound of marching feet and hooves as Gil-galad’s host, led by green-clad elves of the woods, vanished among the trees. Jays called loudly in alarm, blue wings flashing as they fled the unaccustomed sight of a host of Men and Elves. 


  Maglor had not been told Gil-galad’s strategy, but it was now clear enough from their position and direction of march. They were not approaching Sauron out of the North, or along the main road that led from Lindon down through Eregion and the city of Ost-in-edhil to the mountains and Khazad-dûm. 


  Instead, they were well south of the Glanduin river, outside Eregion itself, moving through shadowy glades among tall trees that only wood-elves and perhaps the Men of Dunland would know. Gil-galad was hoping to take his enemy by surprise, and come at him out of the South, the direction of Sauron’s own stronghold. 


  There was no need for outriders here among the trees. The host closed up, a long narrow stream of Men and Elves winding their way over massive dark roots through the watchful shadow of the trees. And ahead of them, always, as the gloomy day faded into night, the anger of Sauron burned, unseen but not unfelt. 


  They were three days into the wood when a cry went up from the sleeping-place of the lords of Númenor, early one morning. It was quickly hushed: they all had orders to move quietly. But keen elf-ears had no difficulty gathering that the outcry had been caused by the discovery that many of the Dunlander slaves had crept away in the night, and vanished, despite the sentries keeping watch. Some of Maglor’s own people had been among those sentries.  


  “I thought we were supposed to be looking out for attack,” Carnil said, wide-eyed and innocent, when Maglor intercepted her coming back from her watch-post in the pale dawn light. “Nobody told us that anyone leaving was supposed to be stopped.” 


  Maglor looked from her to Drevedir, who was smiling. If they had looked the other way, then it was not something they should be reproved for. And yet, caution honed by the treachery of allies made him frown. “I hope they haven’t gone running straight to our enemy, to tell him that we’re on our way.”


  Drevedir gave him a disappointed look for that. But Drevedir would survive being disappointed in his lord: the others had. In any case, the Dunlanders would certainly find more safety and a better chance of life among their own people than they would from Sauron, who could never be trusted, would never offer favour without a price. 


  “Get the horses,” Maglor ordered. His people were alert and most of them ready to ride already, though the Men were still breaking their fast - delayed, no doubt, by the absence of some of the usual cooks. At least they had decided not to delay to search for those who had run. “We’ll ride a sweep around the camp: we can move faster than the main column. If you spot any of them, make certain they are going south. They are not to go North, not under any circumstances, do you understand me?” 

 

  ******


  From a window in a high pinnacle upon a western arm of Celebdil, Elrond looked out into the gloom. The silver shimmer of the Sirannon was invisible to his right, hidden by the dark shapes of the mountain-eaves around the valley of the gate, but far off, he could see a faint line of the stream as it ran away south and west, down the valley into shadow. 


  There was nothing to be seen out there, only the dark forms of the holly-bushes. In the days that were gone, standing at this window, it might be that the keen-eyed could have seen 
  the lights of Ost-in-Edhil reflecting in the wide river Glanduin. But no lights shone now in the city that Galadriel and Celebrimbor had built together. 


  Or there should have been no lights. Elrond blinked, and rubbed his eyes, leaning forward, one hand on the stone sill. Somewhere out there, closer than the old city and further to the south, he could see a faint glitter, as if very-distant stars had fallen onto the shapeless darkness of the out-thrust mountain arm. There was the faintest suggestion of movement. 


  The light was not red, like the torches that Sauron’s creatures carried. It was silver as starlight... As Elrond watched, it flickered and vanished, and other lights glimmered faintly into sight and as swiftly vanished and were lost. 


  There were people moving out there. People armed with ancient elven swords, glinting to alert their owners that the Enemy was nigh. 


  They were approaching from the south, along the line of the mountains. The shape of the valley of the Gate-stream should have hidden them from unfriendly watching eyes. 


  Three days earlier, they would have been quite unseen. But the reason Elrond was there to see them now, was that two days previously, a mob of goblins scrambling nimbly up a scree slope that the Dwarves had considered unassailable, had set up a camp high on an outlying ridge, just out of bowshot. 


  From where Elrond stood, he could just see their small prick-eared head, outlined faint against the faint lights beyond. He nudged Amdir, standing next to him, and pointed. 


  Amdir pulled back his bow, carefully, silently, and let the arrow fly. Despite the distance, the first arrow hit. A faint squeal echoed in the mountain-side, and there was a sound of something falling. But Amdir’s second arrow found nothing, nor did Elrond’s first... and after that, they could no longer see anything to aim at. 


  Elrond exchanged a look with Amdir, who grimaced and shook his head, lifting one long hand in a fluid gesture to express that there was nothing to be done. 


  Elrond nodded silently, held up a hand to Amdir and the other archers watching, and turned to take word down to Durin’s makeshift council-chamber. Durin and his thanes would be there, waiting, and very likely Galadriel too, with maps and markers, tracking every move of the siege, and commanding every movement, every cunning trap and fierce attack. 


  Help had come at last... but the Enemy might already know of it. 


  When the faint dawn began to peep around the edges of Sauron’s clouds, it was already painfully clear from within Khazâd-dum that Sauron knew the position of Gil-galad’s host, and that he was already moving his forces to counter it. 

 

  ****

 

  Maglor, leading his riders along their western flank almost on the bank of the Sirannon, saw the trap before most of the rest of Gil-galad’s host were aware of it, but there was nothing he could do to counter it.


  Probably they had been observed approaching by spies along the mountain-slopes. Either that, or they had been given away by Men fleeing light-footed and with no arms or burdens, ahead of the host... but he would prefer not to think that. 


  High on the mountain-slopes either side of the valley of the Gate a great force of archers was assembled. As Gil-galad’s banners passed the place where the outflung mountain arm met the green lowlands of Eregion, a great cloud of orc-arrows filled the dark air. 


  Out of the shadow of Caradhras, great figures lumbered, not swiftly, but with a massive inevitability, like the movement of great boulders in a landslide. Maglor swore, pulled his horse up abruptly and felt the riders behind him halt too, almost as if they were part of him. 


  There was no point trying for surprise now, and so he cried out a warning to Orchaldir and his men; “Ware Trolls! Trolls of the mountains!” 


  He saw Orchaldir’s tall winged helmet catch the light as he turned, and had time to wonder if a troll had ever been seen in Lond Daer or in Tharbad. This might be the first that Orchaldir had ever seen. 


  But if it was, the Lord of Lond Daer had been well trained, and the Edain had not forgotten their old skill. “Thangail!” Orchaldir cried, and under the shadow of the heavy cloud, the shieldwall formed and drove forward to meet the trolls head-on, spears shining and shields held bravely against the shock. 


  Behind them, as Maglor set his heels to his horse to bring his company against the flank of the trolls, he caught a glimpse of Círdan and his Teleri. The front rank had swords in hand, protecting their archers behind as they ran. As they vanished into shadow, he heard Círdan’s deep voice crying out the ancient cry to Ossë, just as the Teleri had done in battles against the darkness, two thousand years ago when Fingolfin was king. 


  The battle was disintegrating into confusion all along the valley and through the camp before the gates. Maglor guessed that Gil-galad’s plan had been to come down on Sauron’s forces and catch them before they could move, trapping Sauron between the wall of Khazad-dûm and his own host. But Sauron had moved too swiftly, and now the valley was filled with small furious battles: elves, men, goblins and trolls locked in struggle. But where was Sauron himself? 


  Maglor swept the head from a great goblin-chieftain, and, finding himself on the northern flank of the battle, signalled his horse to steady as he leapt to his feet on its back as it ran, balancing with his sword-hand out as he looked around for the Enemy. 


  Then he saw him. 


  He had taken on a form that was tall, strong, and to Maglor at least, oddly familiar. He had seen that form walk the ways of Tirion, speaking honeyed words to the eager Noldor, keen to learn from the Vala that had come among them.


  Sauron was wearing the face and form of Morgoth himself, as Morgoth had been in the days before his hands were burned, before he walked with the limp that Fingolfin had given him. His gold-traced armour gleamed with a fiery light, and the light of his eyes was terrible. 


  Before him in the deeper darkness that his shadow cast, two figures stepped forward from the dark door to oppose him: one tall and fair, wielding a long pale sword worked with many subtle runes that shone, and one short and stocky, whose helm and armour glittered brilliantly, despite the dimness. 


  Galadriel and Durin the King had come out to battle. 


  Maglor turned his horse, meaning to rally to them, but the trolls were pushing forward between him and the mountains, and the Men of Lond Daer were giving back. It was all too clear that Orchaldir was at risk of being overwhelmed. He could see Gil-galad’s Elves some way behind, but between them and Orchaldir now had come a great spear-point of the enemy out of the North, company upon company of heavily-armed orcs, with goblin-riders mounted on great wolves among them. The thrust that Gil-galad had hoped to make unchallenged at the heart of Sauron’s forces was at risk of stalling entirely. 


  Somewhere north of them, there should, if the stars were kind, be Celeborn and the host that Elrond had led to Eregion. But so far there was no sign of Celeborn’s banners, or Elrond’s at all. 


  Orchaldir had drawn his own sword now, in the brief moment of deliberation that Maglor had allowed himself. If Orchaldir fell, and Celeborn did not come in time there was no way that Gil-galad’s host would survive this intact. 


  Perhaps even Maglor and his people might fall at last, after so very many battles...


  Not if Maglor could help it. He stole one last glimpse at the terrifying figure standing silent beside the mountain-wall, then looked reluctantly away, signalling his horse to be ready for the leap. 


  Behind him as he felt his horse’s muscles bunch ready, he could feel his company following him. Horse and elf together hit the foremost troll with the weight of hooves and sword together. The troll went down hard, and then Carnil’s horse hit the next troll, and he was too busy for a while then to think of Sauron, or of his cousin Galadriel, or of anything beyond the reach of his company’s swords.

 

  *****

 

  Around the jagged rent in the cliff that had once been the Westgate of Khazâd-dum there were many goblins working inside the caves, while outside the rock, a legion of iron-clad great-orcs waited. 


  The goblins were swiftly thrown back by Durin’s housecarls, no taller than they but fiercely strong. 


  But when Galadriel entered, sword in hand, goblins squealed and fled, climbing the rocks or burrowing into small holes. 


  The orcs parted, the golden light caught like the echoes of summers past in her eyes and raiment reflecting painfully in their fearful eyes as she advanced. They stepped back, one pace, then another and then they turned, seeing not merely the Golden Witch of their nightmares, but something greater, a reminder of love lost and grief endured, of hope under starry skies now long lost, more painful than any torment. 


  Beside her, Durin walked beside her, strong as rock though his eyes were wide with terror, and the orcs fell back, and back again, and then they were pressing back against the rock, weapons falling from their hands. 


  But Sauron turned to face them as they came into view, piercing them with the horror of his eyes, and he laughed. “Ah, the sister!” he said in a loud voice. “I am glad you will see my true face before you die!”


  “Your true face?” Galadriel’s voice rang like a blade in the valley. “Nay, I think not. That face is stolen, as you have stolen so much else. No more!” 


  “No more?” Both of them staring at the other, as if the battle around them was happening somewhere very far away. 


  “Little elf,” Sauron said, almost gently. “You think you can stand against Me? I slew your brothers. You are the last. You have escaped for a little while longer, only to fall at last, just as they fell.”


  Galadriel raised her sword, and beside her, Durin shifted, a tiny moment that sent shimmers washing over the steel of his helm and corselet. 


  Sauron smiled. “I have slain more of your kind than I can count. I am mightier than you in every way, for I have the One Ring that commands all. Kneel before me now. I can be a fair master, you will find.”


  “No.” Durin set his feet apart and glared. 


  Galadriel shook her head. “You are neither fair, nor true, and mighty as you are, you are not all-powerful, oh lesser servant of a foul master. We know you now, and we will not be fooled again. Begone from these lands, which are not yours. We want nothing of you.”


  Sauron cocked his head on one side, his great eyes narrowing. “No?” He lifted one long-fingered hand, on which his great gold ring glowed bright. From the shadows beside him stepped Celebrían, bright-eyed and smiling in a dress covered in flowers. 


  Galadriel stared, stricken, as Sauron waved a commanding finger, and Celebrían began to dance, innocent and lovely as a daisy in spring, smiling at her mother as she trod on broken stone, her feet bare and bleeding. 


  “Come,” Sauron said, still smiling. “The family reunited, as it was in Ost-in-Edhil, do you remember, my lady?” A movement among the orcs, and Celeborn stumbled forward, arms tied behind his back, his face bruised. There was a rope around his neck and he stared from Celebrían to Galadriel with a face full of despair. 


  Celebrían turned to him, and her smile fell away. “Father!” she cried, and then as if realising where she was, she fell to one knee. “Mother, please...” 


  Galadriel’s face was grim and set. From her breast she pulled out a phial that shone dimly. “I said; 
  
    I know you now
  
  , Sauron.” Her voice grew as she said his name, a great power behind it. “I name you thief, cheat, master of wraiths, and 
  
    liar
  
  .” 


  As she spoke the phial in her hand grew bright and brighter still, with a clear cold light like starlight. It shone through Celebrían, kneeling pitifully before her, and through Celeborn, and in that bitterly clear light, the lie was stripped away. Two dead spirits shrieked and whirled away and were lost; the forms that their master had given them fading like a mist before sunlight. 


  Sauron sighed and inclined his great head, as if playing the kindly king faced with a wayward servant. “It is merely a matter of time,” he said, as on the battlefield, blades clashed, and Elves and Men cried out in pain and grief. “You must see this, Galadriel. There is no escape for you, no joy that is not fleeting. You chose to leave all that behind, in your pride and ambition. That is something I can admire in you, that pride. You will not find others of the Ainur who will treasure you for it. I can offer you all you have dreamed of. Great lands to rule as a Queen...”


  “I will never serve you,” Galadriel said steadily. Somewhere out there to the North, banners bearing the green trees of Doriath had joined the battle, and the clear sound of elf-horns were calling through the clash of battle, but she did not turn her head. 


  “Think of all we could build together,” he urged. “You, Celebrimbor and I - the Lord of all Middle-earth and the greatest of the Noldor...” 


  “No!”


  Sauron frowned, and raised the hand on which he wore his Ring of Power. “Yes,” he said, and closed his hand slowly. 


  Galadriel stiffened, and her hands, one carrying the phial of starlight, and one the sword, began to shake. The light seemed to diminish, and the shadow grew, thrusting upwards until the mountain-side was hidden and the desperate battle in the valley seemed lost behind a veil. 


  “Steady, now,” Durin said quietly. He was facing death, and knew it. Clearly, from the faint tremble of his arm, he was afraid, but he stood firm. He brought his hand-axe round, and struck the edge of his round shield with it, making a clear ringing sound like a gong, again, again, again, and the sound echoed like a bell in the deep cave behind them, and in the valley-side.


  In answer, from hidden windows and arrow-cracks all along the valley side, arrows came hissing towards the armoured figure of their enemy. Some hit orcs, who fell and did not rise again, but most of those that touched Sauron himself burst into flame before they touched him. Most, but not all. A handful found weak spots in the armour, and though they burned as they touched him, he recoiled from the slicing impact of their spell-wound blades. 


  “Zirakzigil! Bundushathûr!” Durin’s great deep voice called upon the mountains by their names, but his voice rang flat, and there came no answer. 


  Galadriel took a deep gasping breath, reeling. Sauron stepped forward, laughing, one armoured hand held out.


   “
  
    Zirakzigil
  
  ! 
  
    Bundushathûr
  
  !” Durin hesitated for a moment, and then called out the last name. “
  
    Barazinbar!
  
  ”


  And from the sheer bare heights of distant, cruel, Caradhras, something answered. A high thin keening began, a sound of cold terror from an earlier world, from a place filled with darkness and with ice. A great wind loaded with stinging crystals of ice came swooping down from on high, urged on by the urgent beats of Durin’s axe, and drove the dark clouds as if they were sheep before a pack of savagely hungry hounds. 


  Sauron turned as the clouds parted and a dazzling ray, as brilliantly bright as sun on snow, picked him out, his face wary and his golden armour glittering, as around him the remaining orcs squealed in sudden horror. But his will held them firm, though further away, trolls of the mountains were freezing into eternal statues, fixed in place by their own greatest enemy. 


  Galadriel raised her sword and leapt forward in that very moment as the brave bright sunlight caught on Sauron’s face, suddenly much more like Annatar than Morgoth. Her shining blade rang on his armour and slid down Sauron’s great arm to catch and cut at the edge of the vambrace before his sword was drawn, slicing through mail, leather and flesh. 


  But before she could leap back, his hand caught hers, and pulled her forward into a terrible, burning embrace. “Artanis, Nerwen, Alatáriel, student of Aulë, student of Melian.” As he said her names, they wove into a molden net around her, burning, tightening with each word he said. “You shall be mine, Galadriel, and answer to my every word. And soon, I shall have Celebrimbor, and Elrond too. One treasure for each great House of the Noldor, a fine collection.”


  Durin lunged forward to hack at him, but Sauron, swift as a snake, pinned his arm holding the axe under one heavy foot. 


  Galadriel’s face twisted with pain and effort, and she cried out in the tongue of her distant youth; “By Lúthien who defeated you long ago, begone from this place! Varda Tintallë, aid us! Aulë, to whom Durin’s Folk are dear, do not desert us!” 


  Despite her pain, there was power in her voice, and her enemy lurched back as if struck. She wrenched her sword-hand from his grip and dealt a swift and savage blow to the knee. Sauron’s fair face contorted in bitter fury, and he lunged back and grabbed her shoulder. 


  This time, he aimed to kill and not to capture. His hand burned mercilessly, like hot iron from the forge, and she screamed as it gripped her, a terrible sound, full of pain, but strong as a mighty river, impossible to turn aside. 


  Sauron stumbled as Galadriel burned, her golden hair consumed with flame, her pale face shrivelling. 


  Then Durin leaped up, and took his chance. Many songs were sung later of the Blow of Durin, but to Durin himself it did not seem a matter of song, so much as raw desperation, striking out at his Enemy in any way he could.


  He brought the axe down on Sauron’s wrist with all his remaining strength, and as the cold shock ran up his arm, the ring-hand was cut off, and the Ring shone bright in the sharp beam of sunlight against the black rocks as it fell. A great gout of steam went up from the severed arm, as Sauron too screamed, head back and mouth flaming red.


  The sound of that scream was so fearful that all his armies faltered, and turned, and began to run. Durin collapsed to his knees, abandoning his shield to grip his axe-arm at the elbow, cold shock turning to burning pain as he fell. 


  Across the battlefield, Men and Elves were turning to pursue their fleeing enemies. As Gil-galad under his blue starred banner rode at last to the Gate, as the Men of the western shores drove fiercely against them with a shout of triumph, Sauron’s great body dissolved into a dark and choking smoke. The wild wind of the mountains swept it away into the east, growling and snapping in icy fury as it fled. 

 

  ******

 

  By the time Maglor had fought his way through trolls and orcs, up again through the valley to the point where once the Gate had stood, both the greater battle and the smaller more personal conflict by the Gate were over. 


  His cousin Galadriel lay golden and gleaming in the ruin, her sword twisted and blackened beside her, very still. One hand was poised, still holding the phial full of light, now dim and wan, as if she might lift it at any moment, to gesture, to speak again, but her face was terribly scorched, and her other hand withered as a branch that had burned to cinders. 


  He dismounted, slowly, feeling torn in two at the sight. Sauron had fallen: he had seen the great figure dissolve into smoke, and his heart was light with it, filled with joy. And yet... He had seen so very many deaths, and knew he would see more. But that Galadriel had fallen, little Artanis who had grown up so very strong... She was a woman grown, and certainly it was better that she had fallen than Elrond, yet as he saw her burned body lying on the blackened rocks, he wept. 


  *******

 

  Before Maglor or Gil-galad had come near her fallen body, Celebrían came running from the mouth of the dark tunnels, a huge black dog at her heels. As she ran, she cried out, a wordless grieving cry. Durin’s people were behind her, and Elves too. Elrond, armoured and carrying his sword, and to Maglor’s great relief, apparently quite uninjured, came hurrying after, but she outpaced them all, throwing herself to her knees by her mother’s side. 


  She touched her mother’s body with careful, competent hands. Even from a distance, Maglor could see them shaking very slightly as she touched her mother’s neck, her burned and blackened wrist, feeling for a pulse, a breath, a sign of life. 


  She would not find them. Galadriel was dead. Celebrian must know it already: even Maglor had felt it; the death of one of the greatest of his people directly in front of him was not something he could miss. He hesitated, looking at Elrond, but Elrond was looking only at Celebrían and her mother, and he too was weeping. 


  Gil-galad went forward, and went to his knees at Celebrían’s side, putting an arm around her as she let go of her mother’s arm with a small, heartbroken sound. 


  She turned then to Durin, whose housecarls were already surrounding his fallen body. A Dwarf-surgeon was already there, and a low, grieving chant began, as Celebrimbor came limping from the shadows, his face marked with bitter grief as he looked from his cousin to his friend. 


  “Is he...” Celebrían asked, and gulped. “Oh no. Not Durin too!” 


  Celebrimbor, looming tall and gaunt among the Dwarves, shook his head. His face was sad, but there was joy in it too as he told her gently, “ No, Celebrían. He is hurt. But he is strong.” 


  “And he’s not the only one,” Maglor said, abandoning his horse for Carnil to keep an eye on and striding to Celebrimbor’s side through a sea of singing Dwarves. “Tyelpë. I really thought you’d had it this time. I might have known you’d come through somehow.”


  “And I thought you’d sworn off war,” Celebrimbor told him with a smile that revealed a painful number of missing teeth. 


  Maglor was abruptly aware of the bloody sword still in his hand, and automatically pulled out a rag to wipe it carefully clean. He shrugged. “I have two talents, and the situation did not seem to call for music.” 


  “I’m glad you came,” Celebrimbor said, while Maglor’s eyes ran over him, noting missing fingers, scars and a face far too thin. 


  The Dwarves had lifted Durin onto a stretcher, and Celebrimbor turned to him for a moment, reaching out one metal finger to touch the King’s shield-hand. He said something solemnly in Khuzdul that Maglor could not catch, and in response, Durin’s lips moved a little, saying something that only Celebrimbor could hear. 


  Celebrimbor bowed and the Dwarves began to carry their King away, deep voices echoing sonorously in the stone mountain-walls. 


  But Celebrimbor bent down and, with some difficulty using one metal finger and one of flesh, picked up something small and golden that lay on the rock where Sauron had stood. 
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  In Celebrimbor’s hand, the Ring looked small and innocent. A circle of gold, without even a gem. He had somehow expected it to be more elaborate, patterned with wolves, or chains or serpents’ teeth. Even the words that must be inscribed upon it were veiled. It might be no more than a trinket, to look at.
But it was not.
As his thought reached out to it, racing as swift as light with the possibilities, it kept up its concealment for a moment more, before it gave up the attempt to hide. Fine golden letters in a too-familiar hand blossomed, and he felt it reaching urgently back, welcoming him as a friend long-lost and dearly longed-for.
He could feel the power in it, the potential for mighty works as yet unthought-of, and a hope for a brighter future that Annatar had spoken of so persuasively. He knew, with a certainty as heavy and shining as gold, that here in his hand was his one chance to be remembered as the greatest of the Noldor.
His chance to exceed Galadriel, to exceed even Fëanor. His chance to do what the Valar themselves could not do: bring peace to Middle-earth.
If he used the Ring, heavy with all the power of one of the mightiest of the Maiar, he could do it. His own mind commanding, the power of the Ainur obeying.
Grandfather would be so proud, if they ever let him know, in the dim halls where Fëanor now dwelt.
Perhaps one day his grandfather could see it all. Even that might not be beyond his reach, with the Ring in hand.
Alone, he could not do it. Alone, he was only an Elf, subject to grief and loss, subject to the whims of the Valar and their unaccountable anger, even as his family had been, all the way back to Finwë.
But here in his hand was the power that had made the world, his for the taking. His wounded hands would be of no account, for he could shape matter with the Ring itself and with his mind...
His hands were aching a little, despite the cunning charms that Celebrían had set on the glove he wore, and the Ring moved between his clumsy makeshift fingers, glittering for a moment, as if reflecting an unseen, greedy flame.
Awkwardly, he adjusted his grip, feeling an overwhelming surge of anger at the inadequacy of his hands. Fury blazed at the skill lost, the thousand small indignities that came with the aftermath of Sauron’s torment. It was unfair that he of all people should have to endure this. The Ring would be fair recompense. He had done nothing to deserve his pain.
But then, nor had Galadriel. (How could Galadriel be dead? How could his grandfather...?)
Sauron had not cared what Celebrimbor deserved. Sauron had used him as a tool. Sauron had slain Galadriel, with no regard at all to her many talents, and now Celebrimbor would never know for certain if Galadriel’s talents outweighed his own...
Celebrimbor’s eyes narrowed as he traced the power in the ring, seeing how Sauron had made it part of himself. A greater work than any of the Three, in one way, or so it clamoured for him to believe... but was that true?
Without the power of the Ainur to draw upon, Celebrimbor had made the Three with the power of star and moon through woven trees, with his memories, and his love for the hills and rivers and mountains of Middle-earth. He had put nothing into them that diminished him.
Sauron had. To dominate the other Rings and control the wills of thinking beings, Sauron had ripped himself in two and embedded the bleeding half of himself in gold.
“What’s that?” Maglor asked, and his clear, resonant voice called echoes out of the long and troubled past, reminding him of Amrod and Amras, of Caranthir, Celegorm, and Maedhros. Maedhros doggedly practicing with his left hand, until his sword was more deadly in the remaining hand than he had ever been with his right.
Not far away, Celebrían was sobbing. She too had not deserved what she had suffered, and no Ring would undo her grief.
It would be a lonely path, to be the Master of the Ring, and one from which there would be no returning.
He let the ring fall from his clumsy fingers. They might be frustrating, but they were his own to work with. It would get easier, with work and effort. Better that, than the brutal savagery of the power embedded in the One Ring.
“A trifle that our enemy left behind,” Celebrimbor told his uncle. “Best not to touch it. Can you spare that bit of rag, if you are done cleaning your sword? That will do as something to wrap it in, until I can get rid of it. It’s not something to leave lying about.”
******
Galadriel’s husband was approaching, nursing a bloody shoulder, and the agony on Celeborn’s face was like a deeper wound, hard to look upon. Celebrían embraced her father, and Elrond joined them, catching Maglor’s eye for a brief moment before he turned to Celeborn and Gil-galad.
Celebrimbor turned to Maglor. “Come on. He won’t need reminders of old wars, my mistakes or yours, now of all times. This is not the time and place for the House of Fëanor.”
Angruin joined them as they moved away. Maglor said over his shoulder, with something of an edge to his voice; “Hello, Angruin. You don’t seem to have done much of a job of keeping the leader of our House in one piece.”
Angruin took a breath, ready to defend himself, but Celebrimbor held up a hand, wondering why he was doomed to always play the peace-keeper. “Don’t,” he said. “Either of you! The battle is won. It’s enough.”
Maglor’s eyes went from Angruin, who had followed Fëanor from Tirion, to Fëanor’s grandson, and after a moment, the stern look faded. “I’m glad you made it, Angruin. Truly.”
“And I you, my lord,” Angruin replied, rather stiffly.
Celebrimbor changed the subject firmly. “Elrond will be glad to see you.”
Maglor shrugged. “Later, perhaps. I think Celeborn and Celebrían need him to be one of the Sindar just now. I should check if any of my people are injured. There might be some of your folk among Celeborn’s host too, with luck; they will want to see you in person. That is if you can walk a little way?”
“I look a mess,” Celebrimbor admitted, resigned. “I know! People will keep pointing it out to me, as if I might not have noticed. Still, I am alive. I arrived here on my own two feet from Ost-in-Edhil, and since then I have had the best of care. I can walk well enough.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Maglor said. “How did it happen?” He was walking a little closer than he might usually have done, in a kind of annoyingly concerned hover. Celebrimbor found it both pleasantly reassuring that his one remaining dangerous and unpredictable uncle had actually noticed that Celebrimbor had been in danger and come riding with all speed to help, and irritating that Maglor was making a fuss now the danger was over and done.
“I decided to start a fight I couldn’t finish,” Celebrimbor told him shortly.
Angruin shook his head with a strange smile. “More than that. He stood against Sauron, alone, in the ruins of the Hall of the Mirdain. Maedhros himself could not have done better.” The pride in Angruin’s voice was a surprise. “But that bastard Sauron had him pulled down in the end and so he was captured. Even so, he did not give up the Three Rings, despite... well.” He waved a hand at Celebrimbor, encompassing missing fingers, teeth and bruises in a way that Celebrimbor might have taken offence at, if it had not so clearly been intended as admiration.
“I’ll have to make a song of that,” Maglor said, with apparently sincere respect. “A last stand in the manner of Fingolfin? And you lived!”
“Only thanks to Celebrían, as I said. It might all have come to nothing. Particularly once he caught Elrond as well. Bad enough to be chained in your own jail, but to watch a kinsman put to torment...”
Maglor stopped in mid-stride.
Celebrimbor grimaced. “Well, you know about that, of course.”
“Yes,” Maglor said curtly. His eyes flickered back to Elrond for the briefest moment, before he went on. “But Celebrían saved you both. That too deserves a song.”
“It does. More than I do, truly. She has the daring of Lúthien, but her spirit is lighter and filled with joy like a fountain spilling silver water in the sunlight.” Celebrimbor sighed. “Or it should be. Galadriel has paid a terrible price for my mistake. That might be the first song to make.”
“For your mistake?” Maglor’s eyebrow lifted sceptically. “A high price for peace, and for her daughter and all the rest of us, but she thought it worth the cost. Or so I would say if I wrote the song. But that’s not a song I shall be writing. Not about Celeborn’s wife, for all she was my cousin first.”
Celebrimbor frowned, feeling the weight of old and weary grief that Maglor carried with him. “Because of Doriath, you mean? I hadn’t thought of that. Best leave that song to the Sindar, then.”
“A song for the daughter of the High King, one of the greatest of the Noldor, a song only for the Sindar?” Carnil had caught the last words as she came with some of Maglor’s other familiar riders to join them — and she sounded outraged.
Celebrimbor cursed silently to himself. He could feel the unlikely ragged hole that Galadriel’s death had left in the world aching, but this was a new and bitter angle he had not thought of until then, that the rivalry between Galadriel and Celebrimbor for the leadership of Eregion had been resolved in the most miserable way possible: Galadriel was no longer there to voice her opinion, or to share the burden of leadership of the Noldor.
“I will speak to Elrond about a song for Galadriel,” Maglor said firmly. That made Celebrimbor wish again longingly that Maglor could be leader of their House, but of course, he could not be. He had once been quietly pleased that the son of the third-youngest of the sons of Fëanor would never have to trouble himself with lordship, and yet now, here he was, for lack of any other volunteer. Fortunately, Maglor’s words seemed to be enough to silence the debate among his own people.
And now, after all, the old certainties and grudges had been broken like falling slate, into a jigsaw of pieces that would never take quite the same form again. Eregion was gone, fallen with Galadriel, who had founded it, and Annatar who had tried to enslave it.
The people of Eregion were dead, or scattered, and those who lived would owe their lives to Celeborn and Elrond — to a lord of Doriath and Thingol’s heir. Who knew what would come from that? Surely nothing bad. Celebrimbor’s careful step quickened a little at the thought and he smiled as he saw a scatter of familiar faces among the tired and bloody Men and Elves who had stopped to rest ahead of him.
Behind him, he could just hear the distant murmur of singing, a deep voice felt as much as heard, strong and sad as Middle-earth. As Celebdil’s lament grew, other voices began to join him: the many voices of Khazâd-dum echoing far off through the ruined broken doors: singing a lament for the Lady of the Noldor, who had once been dear to Aulë whatever quarrels had come between them later. A lament sung by Aulë’s own people, in the language he had given them.
He saw from the look of wonder on his face that Maglor was listening too. As Celebrimbor turned to him, Maglor laughed. “And we only thought of who among the Elves should sing the lament for her!” he said.
 
*******
Celebrían had moved from sobbing to numb. Father, who was always so quietly strong, was weeping, his breathing ragged in a way that seemed utterly unlike him. In an odd way, that gave her strength, reminding her that she was no longer a child.
Around her the shadow of the mountain-shoulder lay cold and grey, though the Enemy’s clouds were blowing away into the east, and high above them the sky was blue. There were no bodies of Elves or Men here by the gate, though there were still a few arrow-slain goblins lying across the massive stones of the road. The main battle had been further down the valley. She looked up and met Elrond’s grey eyes, and noted that his face was bloodless to the lips with shock. Father, kneeling next to her, was injured and bleeding freely from the shoulder.
“Let me clean and dress that, Father,” she suggested, and when he did not answer, she carefully stripped the torn cloth and leather, concentrating on each small movement of her hands, and not on the stickiness under her fingers, or her father’s grim and distant face. At some point, she did not clearly remember quite how it happened, she realised that Elrond was silently helping her, and that Gil-galad was muttering words of healing next to him, until he was called away: the way that he always was called away whenever Celebrían had seen him over the years.
Instead, there was Círdan, and to Círdan, who remembered the years of stars when even Father had been young, he was at last prepared to speak.
Círdan did not weep at Mother’s burned and ruined face. He only shook his head, and helped Father to his feet. “A great lady,” he said reverently. “She has fallen in a mighty deed that few have ever matched.”
“I’ve lost her,” Father said, desolation in his voice, so that Celebrían’s hand tightened around his. “My lady crowned with living gold is gone. Lost, lost to those who dwell upon the Hither Shore. Alas, Círdan! What shall I do? For I love the forests and the wide lands here in Middle-earth, and even if I forsake them, will the Valar permit her to return, even after the long years have passed?”
Círdan shook his head. “I don’t know.”
That was a new thought to Celebrían. She knew, of course, in the way that she was vaguely aware of many facts about her parents, that her mother had been banished from the land of Aman, long ago, and that she had refused to repent her choice and return into the West, and so, for pride, lay under the Ban of the Valar.
It was not something that she had ever thought would have any bearing on anything important.
Círdan was offering what comfort he could. “Her brother Finrod returned, and that swiftly. It might not be so long before she walks beneath the undying trees of Valinor with her mother and father.”
“Perhaps,” Father said and his voice was bleak. “Who knows what the Valar will do? But even so, she is lost to Middle-earth.”
“We’ll see her again,” Celebrían told him, certain, though she could not say why. “We will, Father. I’m sure of it.”
Her father said nothing, but he took her hand in his and squeezed it, there in the cold blue shadow of the Ered Luin, while a small sad wind blowing down from the snowy peaks whispering in the heather and setting the holly-trees rustling. From the mouths and windows of the mountains, a song began to grow, faint at first, and then louder as the music built.
To Celebrimbor and Maglor, further down the valley, only the song of the mountain could be heard, like ringing horns and drums, but to Celebrían, the quiet voice of the mountain-wind whispered words of grief and comfort, woven through the lament of stone and the dwellers under it.
Celebrían looked away from the empty husk that was no longer her brilliant, shining mother, and, daring, reached out and took Elrond’s hand. He took it, and although his face, like hers, was stained with tears, he smiled.






      

  











Appendix 1


    Chapter Summary

    This is an Appendix because neither Elrond nor Maglor are really primary characters in this particular story, which is focussed more on Celebrian and Celebrimbor.  But I thought you might like to know what they were going to do next.








  Elrond and Maglor were idling away an hour or two together in a long Dwarven hall, carved with the dark forms of trees, lifeless, yet lifelike as they glittered in the firelight. 
They had been feasted royally by Durin the night before, still a little shaky but with a determined glint in his brown eyes as Amdir of Lórien lifted his cup in a toast to the hero who had gone out against Sauron, and had lived. Celeborn himself had attended, since Elrond, Celebrían, Amdir and  Celebrimbor had all begged him to, though he had said little, and left early. 
“Will you come into the North with me?” Elrond asked, when their carefully light conversation had fallen into a lull. “No need to return to Lindon yet, Gil-galad said.”
Maglor shook his head. “I have a mind to wander a little before I go back to Lindon... or even to this valley of yours. We passed through the great woods on our way here, and ... I am not entirely comfortable about the way your brother’s people keep their servants, nowadays.” 
Elrond grimaced. “Nor am I. But what can be done? It’s not for the princes of the Elves to tell the Edain how to conduct themselves.” 
“Perhaps not,” Maglor agreed, a little hesitantly. “But I am no prince.” 
Elrond laughed. “I bet you daren’t say that to Umbathiel.”
“I lack your talent for disclaiming titles,” Maglor grinned. “But then, who could rival you in that? But the thought came to me, that... that if I could speak with the Dunlanders and offer them a choice that is not selling children to Númenor so that their families do not go hungry... well, it would be up to them to decide what to do about it.” 
“It might not go down too well with them, even so,” Elrond said, and then he looked thoughtfully at Maglor. “But they are hardly likely to want to get into fights with you over it.” 
“Hardly. Anyway, it seems worth a try. Drevedir will come with me, and perhaps a couple of the others.”
“And once you have done that, you’ll come and see this valley I’ve found?” Elrond asked again, pushing a little. “Celebrían is coming with me to stay for a little while. I promised to show her the waterfalls.  And Gil-galad still needs an outpost in the East, now Eregion is gone... but we’d be glad if you came to join us.”
“Of course,” Maglor’s mouth quirked at the corner. A dangerous smile, but not to Elrond. “If all goes well, I may even have some Dunlending brats in need of a home that is not Númenor. I can’t raise all my stolen foster-children in the halls of the Dwarves.”  
Elrond laughed. “There are worse places to grow up!  But bring them. Imladris is not far from the Dwarf-road across the Ered Luin, and I hope to make it a place where many travellers will visit.  So we can hear rumour from all across the land, and perhaps have more warning in future of new threats rising.” 
 “I will. Durin and Celebrimbor have pressed me to come back here, in a few years, to see their new doors, once they are built. After this mysterious journey of Celebrimbor's, wherever he's going. Did he tell you?"
Celebrimbor had, in fact, told Elrond and Gil-galad of the One Ring, and his intention to destroy it in the Fire where it was made.  He and Durin planned to travel together, once both were well enough to face the journey. But Celebrimbor had also sworn Elrond strictly to secrecy, and although Elrond loved Maglor a great deal, he trusted him rather less. He settled for a non-committal shrug, and saw on Maglor's face that he knew what that meant, and would not argue with it.
"Anyway," Maglor said, "This Imladris of yours is not so much further to travel, if I'm coming to Khazad-dûm anyway. I'll come.”
“Good,” Elrond said smiling. “I’ll hold you to it.”










  










Afterword



  Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work!








