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    * BOOK III *

    Chapter 1. The Departure of Boromir

    Aragorn sped on up the hill. Every now and again he bent to the ground.Hobbits go light, and their footprints are not easy even for a Ranger toread, but not far from the top a spring crossed the path, and in the wetearth he saw what he was seeking.

    'I read the signs aright,' he said to himself. 'Frodo ran to thehill-top. I wonder what he saw there? But he returned by the same way, andwent down the hill again.'

    Aragorn hesitated. He desired to go to the high seat himself, hoping tosee there something that would guide him in his perplexities; but time waspressing. Suddenly he leaped forward, and ran to the summit, across thegreat flag-stones, and up the steps. Then sitting in the high seat he lookedout. But the sun seemed darkened, and the world dim and remote. He turnedfrom the North back again to North, and saw nothing save the distant hills,unless it were that far away he could see again a great bird like an eaglehigh in the air, descending slowly in wide circles down towards the earth.

    Even as he gazed his quick ears caught sounds in the woodlands below,on the west side of the River. He stiffened. There were cries, and amongthem, to his horror, he could distinguish the harsh voices of Ores. Thensuddenly with a deep-throated call a great horn blew, and the blasts of itsmote the hills and echoed in the hollows, rising in a mighty shout abovethe roaring of the falls.

    'The horn of Boromir!' he cried. 'He is in need!' He sprang down thesteps and away, leaping down the path. 'Alas! An ill fate is on me this day,and all that I do goes amiss. Where is Sam?'

    As he ran the cries came louder, but fainter now and desperately thehorn was blowing. Fierce and shrill rose the yells of the Ores, and suddenlythe horn-calls ceased. Aragorn raced down the last slope, but before hecould reach the hill's foot, the sounds died away; and as he turned to theleft and ran towards them they retreated, until at last he could hear themno more. Drawing his bright sword and crying Elendil! Elendil! he crashedthrough the trees.

    A mile, maybe, from Parth Galen in a little glade not far from the lakehe found Boromir. He was sitting with his back to a great tree, as if he wasresting. But Aragorn saw that he was pierced with many black-featheredarrows; his sword was still in his hand, but it was broken near the hilt;his horn cloven in two was at his side. Many Ores lay slain, piled all abouthim and at his feet.

    Aragorn knelt beside him. Boromir opened his eyes and strove to speak.

    At last slow words came. 'I tried to take the Ring from Frodo ' he said. 'Iam sorry. I have paid.' His glance strayed to his fallen enemies; twenty atleast lay there. 'They have gone: the Halflings: the Ores have taken them. Ithink they are not dead. Ores bound them.' He paused and his eyes closedwearily. After a moment he spoke again.

    ’Farewell, Aragorn! Goto Minas Tirith and save my people! I havefailed.'

    'No!' said Aragorn, taking his hand and kissing his brow.'You haveconquered. Few have gained such a victory. Be at peace! Minas Tirith shallnot fall!'

    Boromir smiled.

    'Which way did they go? Was Frodo there?' said Aragorn.

    But Boromir did not speak again.

    'Alas!' said Aragorn. 'Thus passes the heir of Denethor, Lord of theTower of Guard! This is a bitter end. Now the Company is all in ruin. It isI that have failed. Vain was Gandalfs trust in me. What shall I do now?Boromir has laid it on me to go to Minas Tirith, and my heart desires it;but where are the Ring and the Bearer? How shall I find them and save theQuest from disaster?'

    He knelt for a while, bent with weeping, still clasping Boromir's hand.

    So it was that Legolas and Gimli found him. They came from the westernslopes of the hill, silently, creeping through the trees as if they werehunting. Gimli had his axe in hand, and Legolas his long knife: all hisarrows were spent. When they came into the glade they halted in amazement;and then they stood a moment with heads bowed in grief, for it seemed tothem plain what had happened.

    'Alas!' said Legolas, coming to Aragorn's side.'We have hunted andslain many Ores in the woods, but we should have been of more use here. Wecame when we heard the horn-but too late, it seems. I fear you have takendeadly hurt.'

    'Boromir is dead,' said Aragorn. 'I am unscathed, for I was not herewith him. He fell defending the hobbits, while I was away upon the hill.'

    'The hobbits!' cried Gimli 'Where are they then? Where is Frodo?'

    'I do not know,' answered Aragorn wearily. 'Before he died Boromir toldme that the Ores had bound them; he did not think that they were dead. Isent him to follow Merry and Pippin; but I did not ask him if Frodo or Samwere with him: not until it was too late. All that I have done today hasgone amiss. What is to be done now?'

    'First we must tend the fallen,' said Legolas. 'We cannot leave himlying like carrion among these foul Ores.'

    'But we must be swift,' said Gimli. 'He would not wish us to linger. Wemust follow the Ores, if there is hope that any of our Company are livingprisoners.'

    'But we do not know whether the Ring-bearer is with them or not' saidAragorn. 'Are we to abandon him? Must we not seek him first? An evil choiceis now before us!'

    'Then let us do first what we must do,' said Legolas. 'We have not thetime or the tools to bury our comrade fitly, or to raise a mound over him. Acairn we might build.'

    'The labour would be hard and long: there are no stones that we coulduse nearer than the water-side,' said Gimli.

    'Then let us lay him in a boat with his weapons, and the weapons of hisvanquished foes,' said Aragorn. 'We will send him to the Falls of Rauros andgive him to Anduin. The River of Gondor will take care at least that no evilcreature dishonours his bones.'

    Quickly they searched the bodies of the Ores, gathering their swordsand cloven helms and shields into a heap. 'See!' cried Aragorn. 'Here wefind tokens!'He picked out from the pile of grim weapons two knives,leaf-bladed, damasked in gold and red; and searching further he found alsothe sheaths, black, set with small red gems. 'No ore-tools these!' he said.

    'They were borne by the hobbits. Doubtless the Ores despoiled them, butfeared to keep the knives, knowing them for what they are: work ofWesternesse, wound about with spells for the bane of Mordor. Well, now, ifthey still live, our friends are weaponless. I will take these things,hoping against hope, to give them back.'

    'And I,' said Legolas, 'will take all the arrows that I can find, formy quiver is empty.' He searched in the pile and on the ground about and

    found not a few that were undamaged and longer in the shaft than such arrowsas the Ores were accustomed to use. He looked at them closely.

    And Aragorn looked on the slain, and he said: 'Here lie many that arenot folk of Mordor. Some are from the North, from the Misty Mountains, if Iknow anything of Ores and their kinds. And here are others strange to me.Their gear is not after the manner of Ores at all!'

    There were four goblin-soldiers of greater stature, swart, slant-eyed,with thick legs and large hands. They were armed with short broad-bladedswords, not with the curved scimitars usual with Ores: and they had bows ofyew, in length and shape like the bows of Men. Upon their shields they borea strange device: a small white hand in the centre of a black field; on thefront of their iron helms was set an S-rune, wrought of some white metal.

    'I have not seen these tokens before,' said Aragorn. ’What do theymean?'

    'S is for Sauron,' said Gimli. That is easy to read.'

    'Nay!' said Legolas. 'Sauron does not use the Elf-runes.'

    'Neither does he use his right name, nor permit it to be spelt orspoken,' said Aragorn. 'And he does not use white. The Ores in the serviceof Barad-dyr use the sign of the Red Eye.' He stood for a moment in thought.'S is for Saruman, I guess,' he said at length. 'There is evil afoot inIsengard, and the West is no longer safe. It is as Gandalf feared: by somemeans the traitor Saruman has had news of our journey. It is likely too thathe knows of Gandalf s fall. Pursuers from Moria may have escaped thevigilance of Lurien, or they may have avoided that land and come to Isengardby other paths. Ores travel fast. But Saruman has many ways of learningnews. Do you remember the birds?'

    'Well, we have no time to ponder riddles,' said Gimli. 'Let us bearBoromir away!'

    'But after that we must guess the riddles, if we are to choose ourcourse rightly,' answered Aragorn.

    'Maybe there is no right choice,' said Gimli.

    Taking his axe the Dwarf now cut several branches. These they lashedtogether with bowstrings, and spread their cloaks upon the frame. Upon thisrough bier they carried the body of their companion to the shore, togetherwith such trophies of his last battle as they chose to send forth with him.

    It was only a short way, yet they found it no easy task, for Boromir was aman both tall and strong.

    At the water-side Aragorn remained, watching the bier, while Legolasand Gimli hastened back on foot to Parth Galen. It was a mile or more, andit was some time before they came back, paddling two boats swiftly along theshore.

    There is a strange tale to tell!' said Legolas. 'There are only twoboats upon the bank. We could find no trace of the other.'

    'Have Ores been there?' asked Aragorn.

    'We saw no signs of them,' answered Gimli. 'And Ores would have takenor destroyed all the boats, and the baggage as well.'

    'I will look at the ground when we come there,' said Aragorn.

    Now they laid Boromir in the middle of the boat that was to bear himaway. The grey hood and elven-cloak they folded and placed beneath his head.They combed his long dark hair and arrayed it upon his shoulders. The goldenbelt of Lurien gleamed about his waist. His helm they set beside him, andacross his lap they laid the cloven horn and the hilts and shards of hissword; beneath his feet they put the swords of his enemies. Then fasteningthe prow to the stern of the other boat, they drew him out into the water.

    They rowed sadly along the shore, and turning into the swift-running channelthey passed the green sward of Parth Galen. The steep sides of Tol Brandirwere glowing: it was now mid-afternoon. As they went south the fume ofRauros rose and shimmered before them, a haze of gold. The rush and thunderof the falls shook the windless air.

    Sorrowfully they cast loose the funeral boat: there Boromir lay,restful, peaceful, gliding upon the bosom of the flowing water. The streamtook him while they held their own boat back with their paddles. He floatedby them, and slowly his boat departed, waning to a dark spot against thegolden light; and then suddenly it vanished. Rauros roared on unchanging.The River had taken Boromir son of Denethor, and he was not seen again inMinas Tirith, standing as he used to stand upon the White Tower in themorning. But in Gondor in after-days it long was said that the elven-boatrode the falls and the foaming pool, and bore him down through Osgiliath,and past the many mouths of Anduin, out into the Great Sea at night underthe stars.

    For a while the three companions remained silent, gazing after him.

    Then Aragorn spoke. 'They will look for him from the White Tower,' he said,'but he will not return from mountain or from sea.' Then slowly he began tosing:

    Through Rohan over fen and field where the long grass growsThe West Wind comes walking, and about the walls it goes.

    'What news from the West, O wandering wind, do you bring to me tonight?

    Have you seen Boromir the Tall by moon or by starlight?'

    7 saw him ride over seven streams, over waters wide and grey;

    I saw him walk in empty lands, until he passed awayInto the shadows of the North. I saw him then no more.

    The North Wind may have heard the horn of the son of Denethor.'

    'O Boromir! From the high walls westward I looked afar,

    But you came not from the empty lands where no men are.'

    Then Legolas sang:

    From the mouths of the Sea the South Wind flies, from the sandhills and the stones;The wailing of the gulls it bears, and at the gate it moans.

    'What news from the South, O sighing wind, do you bring to me at eve?

    Where now is Boromir the Fair? He tarries and I grieve.'

    'Ask not of me where he doth dwell-so many bones there lieOn the white shores and the dark shores under the stormy sky;

    So many have passed down Anduin to find the flowing Sea.

    Ask of the North Wind news of them the North Wind sends to me!'

    'O Boromir! Beyond the gate the seaward road runs south,

    But you came not with the wailing gulls from the grey sea's mouth.'

    Then Aragorn sang again:

    From the Gate of Kings the North Wind rides, and past the roaring falls;

    And clear and cold about the tower its loud horn calls.

    'What news from the North, O mighty wind, do you bring to me today?

    What news of Boromir the Bold? For he is long away.'

    'Beneath Amon Hen I heard his cry. There many foes he fought.

    His cloven shield, his broken sword, they to the water brought.

    His head so proud, his face so fair, his limbs they laid to rest;

    And Rauros, golden Rauros-faUs, bore him upon its breast.'

    'O Boromir! The Tower of Guard shall ever northward gazeTo Rauros, golden Rauros-falls, until the end of days.'

    So they ended. Then they turned their boat and drove it with all thespeed they could against the stream back to Parth Galen.

    'You left the East Wind to me,' said Gimli, 'but I will say naught ofit.’

    ’That is as it should be,' said Aragorn. 'In Minas Tirith they endurethe East Wind, but they do not ask it for tidings. But now Boromir has taken

    his road, and we must make haste to choose our own.'

    He surveyed the green lawn, quickly but thoroughly, stooping often tothe earth. The Ores have been on this ground,' he said. 'Otherwise nothingcan be made out for certain. All our footprints are here, crossing andre-crossing. I cannot tell whether any of the hobbits have come back sincethe search for Frodo began.' He returned to the bank, close to where therill from the spring trickled out into the River. 'There are some clearprints here,' he said. 'A hobbit waded out into the water and back; but Icannot say how long ago.'

    'How then do you read this riddle?' asked Gimli.

    Aragorn did not answer at once, but went back to the camping-place andlooked at the baggage. 'Two packs are missing.' he said, 'and one iscertainly Sam's: it was rather large and heavy. This then is the answer:Frodo has gone by boat, and his servant has gone with him. Frodo must havereturned while we were all away. I met Sam going up the hill and told him tofollow me; but plainly he did not do so. He guessed his master s mind andcame back here before Frodo had gone. He did not find it easy to leave Sambehind!'

    'But why should he leave us behind, and without a word?' said Gimli.'That was a strange deed!'

    'And a brave deed,' said Aragorn. 'Sam was right, I think. Frodo didnot wish to lead any friend to death with him in Mordor. But he knew that hemust go himself. Something happened after he left us that overcame his fearand doubt.'

    'Maybe hunting Ores came on him and he fled,' said Legolas.

    'He fled, certainly,' said Aragorn, 'but not, I think, from Ores.' Whathe thought was the cause of Frodo's sudden resolve and flight Aragorn didnot say. The last words of Boromir he long kept secret.

    'Well, so much at least is now clear,' said Legolas: 'Frodo is nolonger on this side of the River: only he can have taken the boat. And Samis with him; only he would have taken his pack.'

    'Our choice then,' said Gimli, 'is either to take the remaining boatand follow Frodo, or else to follow the Ores on foot. There is little hopeeither way. We have already lost precious hours.'

    'Let me think!' said Aragorn. 'And now may I make a right choice andchange the evil fate of this unhappy day!' He stood silent for a moment. 'Iwill follow the Ores,' he said at last. 'I would have guided Frodo to Mordor

    and gone with him to the end; but if I seek him now in the wilderness, Imust abandon the captives to torment and death. My heart speaks clearly atlast: the fate of the Bearer is in my hands no longer. The Company hasplayed its part. Yet we that remain cannot forsake our companions while wehave strength left. Come! We will go now. Leave all that can be sparedbehind! We will press on by day and dark!'

    They drew up the last boat and carried it to the trees. They laidbeneath it such of their goods as they did not need and could not carryaway. Then they left Parth Galen. The afternoon was fading as they came backto the glade where Boromir had fallen. There they picked up the trail of theOres. It needed little skill to find.

    'No other folk make such a trampling,' said Legolas. 'It seems theirdelight to slash and beat down growing things that are not even in theirway.'

    'But they go with a great speed for all that,' said Aragorn, 'and theydo not tire. And later we may have to search for our path in hard barelands.'

    'Well, after them!' said Gimli. 'Dwarves too can go swiftly, and theydo not tire sooner than Ores. But it will be a long chase: they have a longstart.'

    'Yes,' said Aragorn, 'we shall all need the endurance of Dwarves. Butcome! With hope or without hope we will follow the trail of our enemies. Andwoe to them, if we prove the swifter! We will make such a chase as shall beaccounted a marvel among the Three Kindreds p Elves. Dwarves, and Men.Forth

    the Three Hunters!'

    Like a deer he sprang away. Through the trees he sped. On and on he ledthem, tireless and swift, now that his mind was at last made up. The woodsabout the lake they left behind. Long slopes they climbed, dark, hard-edgedagainst the sky already red with sunset. Dusk came. They passed away, greyshadows in a stony land.

    Chapter 2. The Riders of Rohan

    Dusk deepened. Mist lay behind them among the trees below, and broodedon the pale margins of the Anduin, but the sky was clear. Stars came out.

    The waxing moon was riding in the West, and the shadows of the rocks wereblack. They had come to the feet of stony hills, and their pace was slower,for the trail was no longer easy to follow. Here the highlands of the EmynMuil ran from North to South in two long tumbled ridges. The western side ofeach ridge was steep and difficult, but the eastward slopes were gentler,furrowed with many gullies and narrow ravines. All night the threecompanions scrambled in this bony land, climbing to the crest of the firstand tallest ridge, and down again into the darkness of a deep winding valleyon the other side.

    There in the still cool hour before dawn they rested for a brief space.

    The moon had long gone down before them, the stars glittered above them; thefirst light of day had not yet come over the dark hills behind. For themoment Aragorn was at a loss: the ore-trail had descended into the valley,but there it had vanished.

    ’Which way would they turn, do you think?' said Legolas. 'Northward totake a straighter road to Isengard, or Fangorn, if that is their aim as youguess? Or southward to strike the Entwash?'

    'They will not make for the river, whatever mark they aim at" saidAragorn. 'And unless there is much amiss in Rohan and the power of Sarumanis greatly increased; they will take the shortest way that they can findover the fields of the Rohirrim. Fet us search northwards!'

    The dale ran like a stony trough between the ridged hills, and atrickling stream flowed among the boulders at the bottom. A cliff frownedupon their right; to their left rose grey slopes, dim and shadowy in thelate night. They went on for a mile or more northwards. Aragorn wassearching, bent towards the ground, among the folds and gullies leading upinto the western ridge. Fegolas was some way ahead. Suddenly the Elf gave acry and the others came running towards him.

    'We have already overtaken some of those that we are hunting,' he said.'Eook!' He pointed, and they saw that what they had at first taken to beboulders lying at the foot of the slope were huddled bodies. Five dead Ores

    lay there. They had been hewn with many cruel strokes, and two had beenbeheaded. The ground was wet with their dark blood.

    'Here is another riddle!' said Gimli. 'But it needs the light of dayand for that we cannot wait.'

    'Yet however you read it, it seems not unhopeful,' said Legolas.

    'Enemies of the Ores are likely to be our friends. Do any folk dwell inthese hills?'

    'No,' said Aragorn. 'The Rohirrim seldom come here, and it is far fromMinas Tirith. It might be that some company of Men were hunting here forreasons that we do not know. Yet I think not.'

    'What do you think?' said Gimli.

    'I think that the enemy brought his own enemy with him,' answeredAragorn. 'These are Northern Ores from far away. Among the slain are none ofthe great Ores with the strange badges. There was a quarrel, I guess: it isno uncommon thing with these foul folk. Maybe there was some dispute aboutthe road.'

    'Or about the captives,' said Gimli. 'Let us hope that they, too, didnot meet their end here.'

    Aragorn searched the ground in a wide circle, but no other traces ofthe fight could be found. They went on. Already the eastward sky was turningpale; the stars were fading, and a grey light was slowly growing. A littlefurther north they came to a fold in which a tiny stream, falling andwinding, had cut a stony path down into the valley. In it some bushes grew,and there were patches of grass upon its sides.

    'At last!' said Aragorn. 'Here are the tracks that we seek! Up thiswater-channel: this is the way that the Ores went after their debate.'

    Swiftly now the pursuers turned and followed the new path. As if freshfrom a night's rest they sprang from stone to stone. At last they reachedthe crest of the grey hill, and a sudden breeze blew in their hair andstirred their cloaks: the chill wind of dawn.

    Turning back they saw across the River the far hills kindled. Dayleaped into the sky. The red rim of the sun rose over the shoulders of thedark land. Before them in the West the world lay still, formless and grey;but even as they looked, the shadows of night melted, the colours of thewaking earth returned: green flowed over the wide meads of Rohan; the whitemists shimmered in the watervales; and far off to the left, thirty leaguesor more, blue and purple stood the White Mountains, rising into peaks of

    jet, tipped with glimmering snows, flushed with the rose of morning.

    'Gondor! Gondor!' cried Aragorn. 'Would that I looked on you again inhappier hour! Not yet does my road lie southward to your bright streams.

    Gondor! Gondor, between the Mountains and the Sea!

    West Wind blew there; the light upon the Silver Tree

    Fell like bright rain in gardens of the Kings of old.

    O proud walls! White towers! O winged crown and throne of gold!

    O Gondor, Gondor! Shall Men behold the Silver Tree,

    Or West Wind blow again between the Mountains and the Sea?

    Now let us go!'he said, drawing his eyes away from the South, andlooking out west and north to the way that he must tread.

    The ridge upon which the companions stood went down steeply beforetheir feet. Below it twenty fathoms or more, there was a wide and ruggedshelf which ended suddenly in the brink of a sheer cliff: the East Wall ofRohan. So ended the Emyn Muil, and the green plains of the Rohirrimstretched away before them to the edge of sight.

    'Look!' cried Legolas, pointing up into the pale sky above them. 'Thereis the eagle again! Ele is very high. He seems to be flying now away, fromthis land back to the North. He is going with great speed. Look!'

    'No, not even my eyes can see him, my good Legolas,' said Aragorn. 'Hemust be far aloft indeed. I wonder what is his errand, if he is the samebird that I have seen before. But look! I can see something nearer at handand more urgent; there is something moving over the plain!'

    'Many things,' said Legolas. 'It is a great company on foot; but Icannot say more, nor see what kind of folk they may be. They are manyleagues away: twelve, I guess; but the flatness of the plain is hard tomeasure.'

    'I think, nonetheless, that we no longer need any trail to tell uswhich way to go,' said Gimli. 'Let us find a path down to the fields asquick as may be.'

    'I doubt if you will find a path quicker than the one that the Oreschose,' said Aragorn.

    They followed their enemies now by the clear light of day. It seemedthat the Ores had pressed on with all possible speed. Every now and againthe pursuers found things that had been dropped or cast away: food-bags, therinds and crusts of hard grey bread, a torn black cloak, a heavy iron-nailedshoe broken on the stones. The trail led them north along the top of the

    escarpment, and at length they came to a deep cleft carved in the rock by astream that splashed noisily down. In the narrow ravine a rough pathdescended like a steep stair into the plain.

    At the bottom they came with a strange suddenness on the grass ofRohan. It swelled like a green sea up to the very foot of the Emyn Muil. Thefalling stream vanished into a deep growth of cresses and water-plants, andthey could hear it tinkling away in green tunnels, down long gentle slopestowards the fens of Entwash Vale far away. They seemed to have left winterclinging to the hills behind. Elere the air was softer and warmer, andfaintly scented, as if spring was already stirring and the sap was flowingagain in herb and leaf. Legolas took a deep breath, like one that drinks agreat draught after long thirst in barren places.

    'Ah! the green smell!' he said. 'It is better than much sleep. Let usrun!'

    'Light feet may run swiftly here,' said Aragorn. 'More swiftly, maybe,than iron-shod Ores. Now we have a chance to lessen their lead!'

    They went in single file, running like hounds on a strong scent, and aneager light was in their eyes. Nearly due west the broad swath of themarching Ores tramped its ugly slot; the sweet grass of Rohan had beenbruised and blackened as they passed. Presently Aragorn gave a cry andturned aside. 'Stay!' he shouted. 'Do not follow me yet!' He ran quickly tothe right, away from the main trail; for he had seen footprints that wentthat way, branching off from the others, the marks of small unshod feet.These, however, did not go far before they were crossed by ore-prints, alsocoming out from the main trail behind and in front, and then they curvedsharply back again and were lost in the trampling. At the furthest pointAragorn stooped and picked up something from the grass; then he ran back.

    'Yes,' he said, 'they are quite plain: a hobbit's footprints. Pippin'sI think. He is smaller than the other. And look at this! He held up a thingthat glittered in the sunlight. It looked like the new-opened leaf of abeech-tree, fair and strange in that treeless plain.

    'The brooch of an elven-cloak!' cried Legolas and Gimli together.

    'Not idly do the leaves of Lurien fall,' said Aragorn. 'This did notdrop by chance: it was cast away as a token to any that might follow. Ithink Pippin ran away from the trail for that purpose.'

    'Then he at least was alive,' said Gimli. 'And he had the use of hiswits, and of his legs too. That is heartening. We do not pursue in vain.'

    ’Let us hope that he did not pay too dearly for his boldness,' saidLegolas. 'Come! Let us go on! The thought of those merry young folk drivenlike cattle burns my heart.'

    The sun climbed to the noon and then rode slowly down the sky. Lightclouds came up out of the sea in the distant South and were blown away uponthe breeze. The sun sank. Shadows rose behind and reached out long arms fromthe East. Still the hunters held on. One day now had passed since Boromirfell, and the Ores were yet far ahead. No longer could any sight of them beseen in the level plains.

    As nightshade was closing about them Aragorn halted. Only twice in theday's march had they rested for a brief while, and twelve leagues now laybetween them and the eastern wall where they had stood at dawn.

    'We have come at last to a hard choice,' he said. 'Shall we rest bynight, or shall we go on while our will and strength hold?'

    'Unless our enemies rest also, they will leave us far behind, if westay to sleep.' said Legolas. 'Surely even Ores must pause on the march?'said Gimli. 'Seldom will Ores journey in the open under the sun. yet thesehave done so,' said Legolas. 'Certainly they will not rest by night.'

    'But if we walk by night, we cannot follow their trail,' said Gimli.

    'The trail is straight, and turns neither right nor left, as far as myeyes can see,' said Legolas.

    'Maybe, I could lead you at guess in the darkness and hold to theline,' said Aragorn; 'but if we strayed, or they turned aside, then whenlight came there might be long delay before the trail was found again.'

    'And there is this also,' said Gimli: 'only by day can we see if anytracks lead away. If a prisoner should escape, or if one should be carriedoff, eastward, say, to the Great River, towards Mordor, we might pass thesigns and never know it.'

    'That is true,' said Aragorn. 'But if I read the signs back yonderrightly, the Ores of the White Hand prevailed, and the whole company is nowbound for Isengard. Their present course bears me out.'

    'Yet it would be rash to be sure of their counsels,' said Gimli. 'Andwhat of escape? In the dark we should have passed the signs that led you tothe brooch.'

    'The Ores will be doubly on their guard since then, and the prisonerseven wearier,' said Legolas. 'There will be no escape again, if we do notcontrive it. How that is to be done cannot be guessed, but first we must

    overtake them.'

    'And yet even I, Dwarf of many journeys, and not the least hardy of myfolk, cannot run all the way to Isengard without any pause ' said Gimli. 'Myheart burns me too, and I would have started sooner but now I must rest alittle to run the better. And if we rest, then the blind night is the timeto do so.'

    'I said that it was a hard choice,' said Aragorn. 'How shall we endthis debate?'

    'You are our guide,' said Gimli, 'and you are skilled in the chase. Youshall choose.'

    'My heart bids me go on,' said Legolas. 'But we must hold together. Iwill follow your counsel.'

    'You give the choice to an ill chooser,' said Aragorn. 'Since we passedthrough the Argonath my choices have gone amiss.' He fell silent gazingnorth and west into the gathering night for a long while.

    'We will not walk in the dark,' he said at length. 'The peril ofmissing the trail or signs of other coming and going seems to me thegreater. If the Moon gave enough light, we would use it, but alas! he setsearly and is yet young and pale.'

    'And tonight he is shrouded anyway,' Gimli murmured. 'Would that theLady had given us a light, such a gift as she gave to Frodo!'

    'It will be more needed where it is bestowed,' said Aragorn. 'With himlies the true Quest. Ours is but a small matter in the great deeds of thistime. A vain pursuit from its beginning, maybe, which no choice of mine canmar or mend. Well, I have chosen. So let us use the time as best we may!'

    He cast himself on the ground and fell at once into sleep, for he hadnot slept since their night under the shadow of Tol Brandir. Before dawn wasin the sky he woke and rose. Gimli was still deep in slumber, but Legolaswas standing, gazing northwards into the darkness, thoughtful and silent asa young tree in a windless night.

    'They are far far away,' he said sadly, turning to Aragorn. 'I know inmy heart that they have not rested this night. Only an eagle could overtakethem now.'

    'Nonetheless we will still follow as we may,' said Aragorn. Stooping heroused the Dwarf. 'Come! We must go,' he said. 'The scent is growing cold.'

    'But it is still dark,' said Gimli. 'Even Legolas on a hill-top couldnot see them till the Sun is up.'

    'I fear they have passed beyond my sight from hill or plain, under moonor sun,' said Legolas.

    'Where sight fails the earth may bring us rumour,' said Aragorn. 'Theland must groan under their hated feet.' He stretched himself upon theground with his ear pressed against the turf. He lay there motionless, forso long a time that Gimli wondered if he had swooned or fallen asleep again.Dawn came glimmering, and slowly a grey light grew about them. At last herose, and now his friends could see his face: it was pale and drawn, and hislook was troubled.

    'The rumour of the earth is dim and confused,' he said. 'Nothing walksupon it for many miles about us. Faint and far are the feet of our enemies.

    But loud are the hoofs of the horses. It comes to my mind that I heard them,even as I lay on the ground in sleep, and they troubled my dreams: horsesgalloping, passing in the West. But now they are drawing ever further fromus, riding northward. I wonder what is happening in this land!'

    'Let us go!' said Legolas.

    So the third day of their pursuit began. During all its long hours ofcloud and fitful sun they hardly paused, now striding, now running, as if noweariness could quench the fire that burned them. They seldom spoke. Overthe wide solitude they passed and their elven-cloaks faded against thebackground of the grey-green fields; even in the cool sunlight of mid-dayfew but elvish eyes would have marked them, until they were close at hand.Often in their hearts they thanked the Lady of Lurien for the gift oflembas, for they could eat of it and find new strength even as they ran.

    All day the track of their enemies led straight on, going north-westwithout a break or turn. As once again the day wore to its end they came tolong treeless slopes, where the land rose, swelling up towards a line of lowhumpbacked downs ahead. The ore-trail grew fainter as it bent north towardsthem, for the ground became harder and the grass shorter. Far away to theleft the river Entwash wound, a silver thread in a green floor. No movingthing could be seen. Often Aragorn wondered that they saw no sign of beastor man. The dwellings of the Rohirrim were for the most part many leaguesaway to the South, under the wooded eaves of the White Mountains, nowhidden

    in mist and cloud; yet the Horse-lords had formerly kept many herds andstuds in the Eastemnet, this easterly region of their realm, and there theherdsmen had wandered much, living in camp and tent, even in winter-time.

    But now all the land was empty, and there was silence that did not seem tobe the quiet of peace.

    At dusk they halted again. Now twice twelve leagues they had passedover the plains of Rohan and the wall of the Emyn Muil was lost in theshadows of the East. The young moon was glimmering in a misty sky, but itgave small light, and the stars were veiled.

    'Now do I most grudge a time of rest or any halt in our chase ' saidLegolas. 'The Ores have run before us, as if the very whips of Sauron werebehind them. I fear they have already reached the forest and the dark hills,and even now are passing into the shadows of the trees.'

    Gimli ground his teeth. 'This is a bitter end to our hope and to allour toil!' he said.

    'To hope, maybe, but not to toil,' said Aragorn. 'We shall not turnback here. Yet I am weary.' He gazed back along the way that they had cometowards the night gathering in the East. 'There is something strange at workin this land. I distrust the silence. I distrust even the pale Moon. Thestars are faint; and I am weary as I have seldom been before, weary as noRanger should be with a clear trail to follow. There is some will that lendsspeed to our foes and sets an unseen barrier before us: a weariness that isin the heart more than in the limb.'

    'Truly!' said Legolas. 'That I have known since first we came down fromthe Emyn Muil. For the will is not behind us but before us.' He pointed awayover the land of Rohan into the darkling West under the sickle moon.'Saruman!' muttered Aragorn. 'But he shall not turn us back! Halt we mustonce more; for, see! even the Moon is falling into gathering cloud. Butnorth lies our road between down and fen when day returns.'

    As before Legolas was first afoot, if indeed he had ever slept. 'Awake!Awake!' he cried. 'It is a red dawn. Strange things await us by the eaves ofthe forest. Good or evil, I do not know; but we are called. Awake!'

    The others sprang up, and almost at once they set off again. Slowly thedowns drew near. It was still an hour before noon when they reached them:green slopes rising to bare ridges that ran in a line straight towards theNorth. At their feet the ground was dry and the turf short, but a long stripof sunken land, some ten miles wide, lay between them and the riverwandering deep in dim thickets of reed and rush. Just to the West of thesouthernmost slope there was a great ring, where the turf had been torn andbeaten by many trampling feet. From it the ore-trail ran out again, turning

    north along the dry skirts of the hills. Aragorn halted and examined thetracks closely.

    They rested here a while,' he said, 'but even the outward trail isalready old. I fear that your heart spoke truly, Legolas: it is thricetwelve hours, I guess, since the Ores stood where we now stand. If they heldto their pace, then at sundown yesterday they would reach the borders ofFangorn.'

    'I can see nothing away north or west but grass dwindling into mist,'said Gimli. 'Could we see the forest, if we climbed the hills?'

    'It is still far away,' said Aragorn. 'If I remember rightly, thesedowns run eight leagues or more to the north, and then north-west to theissuing of the Entwash there lies still a wide land, another fifteen leaguesit may be.'

    'Well, let us go on,' said Gimli. 'My legs must forget the miles. Theywould be more willing, if my heart were less heavy.'

    The sun was sinking when at last they drew near to the end of the lineof downs. For many hours they had marched without rest. They were goingslowly now, and Gimli's back was bent. Stone-hard are the Dwarves in labouror journey, but this endless chase began to tell on him, as all hope failedin his heart. Aragorn walked behind him, grim and silent, stooping now andagain to scan some print or mark upon the ground. Only Legolas still steppedas lightly as ever, his feet hardly seeming to press the grass, leaving nofootprints as he passed; but in the waybread of the Elves he found all thesustenance that he needed, and he could sleep, if sleep it could be calledby Men, resting his mind in the strange paths of elvish dreams, even as hewalked open-eyed in the light of this world.

    'Let us go up on to this green hill!'he said. Wearily they followedhim, climbing the long slope, until they came out upon the top. It was around hill smooth and bare, standing by itself, the most northerly of thedowns. The sun sank and the shadows of evening fell like a curtain. Theywere alone in a grey formless world without mark or measure. Only far awaynorth-west there was a deeper darkness against the dying light: theMountains of Mist and the forest at their feet.

    'Nothing can we see to guide us here,' said Gimli. 'Well, now we musthalt again and wear the night away. It is growing cold!'

    'The wind is north from the snows,' said Aragorn.

    'And ere morning it will be in the East,' said Legolas. 'But rest if

    you must. Yet do not cast all hope away. Tomorrow is unknown. Rede oft isfound at the rising of the Sun.'

    'Three suns already have risen on our chase and brought no counsel'said Gimli.

    The night grew ever colder. Aragorn and Gimli slept fitfully, andwhenever they awoke they saw Legolas standing beside them, or walking toand

    fro, singing softly to himself in his own tongue, and as he sang the whitestars opened in the hard black vault above. So the night passed. Togetherthey watched the dawn grow slowly in the sky, now bare and cloudless, untilat last the sunrise came. It was pale and clear. The wind was in the Eastand all the mists had rolled away; wide lands lay bleak about them in thebitter light.

    Ahead and eastward they saw the windy uplands of the Wold of Rohan thatthey had already glimpsed many days ago from the Great River. North-westward

    stalked the dark forest of Fangorn; still ten leagues away stood its shadowyeaves, and its further slopes faded into the distant blue. Beyond thereglimmered far away, as if floating on a grey cloud, the white head of tallMethedras, the last peak of the Misty Mountains. Out of the forest theEntwash flowed to meet them, its stream now swift and narrow, and its banksdeep-cloven. The ore-trail turned from the downs towards it.

    Following with his keen eyes the trail to the river, and then the riverback towards the forest, Aragorn saw a shadow on the distant green, a darkswift-moving blur. He cast himself upon the ground and listened againintently. But Legolas stood beside him, shading his bright elven-eyes withhis long slender hand, and he saw not a shadow, nor a blur, but the smallfigures of horsemen, many horsemen, and the glint of morning on the tips oftheir spears was like the twinkle of minute stars beyond the edge of mortalsight. Far behind them a dark smoke rose in thin curling threads.

    There was a silence in the empty fields, arid Gimli could hear the airmoving in the grass.

    'Riders!' cried Aragorn, springing to his feet. 'Many riders on swiftsteeds are coming towards us!'

    'Yes,'said Legolas,'there are one hundred and five. Yellow is theirhair, and bright are their spears. Their leader is very tall.'

    Aragorn smiled. 'Keen are the eyes of the Elves,' he said.

    'Nay! The riders are little more than five leagues distant,' saidLegolas.

    'Five leagues or one,' said Gimli; 'we cannot escape them in this bareland. Shall we wait for them here or go on our way?'

    'We will wait,' said Aragorn. 'I am weary, and our hunt has failed. Orat least others were before us; for these horsemen are riding back down theore-trail. We may get new s from them.'

    'Or spears,' said Gimli.

    'There are three empty saddles, but I see no hobbits,' said Legolas.

    'I did not say that we should hear good news,' said Aragorn. 'But evilor good we will await it here.'

    The three companions now left the hill-top, where they might be an easymark against the pale sky, and they walked slowly down the northward slope.A little above the hill's foot they halted, and wrapping their cloaks aboutthem, they sat huddled together upon the faded grass. The time passed slowlyand heavily. The wind was thin and searching. Gimli was uneasy.

    'What do you know of these horsemen, Aragorn?' he said. 'Do we sit herewaiting for sudden death?'

    'I have been among them,' answered Aragorn. 'They are proud and wilful,but they are true-hearted, generous in thought and deed; bold but not cruel;wise but unlearned, writing no books but singing many songs, after themanner of the children of Men before the Dark Years. But I do not know whathas happened here of late, nor in what mind the Rohirrim may now be betweenthe traitor Saruman and the threat of Sauron. They have long been thefriends of the people of Gondor, though they are not akin to them. It was inforgotten years long ago that Eorl the Young brought them out of the North,and their kinship is rather with the Bardings of Dale, and with theBeornings of the Wood, among whom may still be seen many men tall andfair,

    as are the Riders of Rohan. At least they will not love the Ores.'

    'But Gandalf spoke of a rumour that they pay tribute to Mordor ' saidGimli.

    'I believe it no more than did Boromir,' answered Aragorn.

    'You will soon learn the truth,' said Legolas. 'Already they approach.'

    At length even Gimli could hear the distant beat of galloping hoofs.

    The horsemen, following the trail, had turned from the river, and weredrawing near the downs. They were riding like the wind.

    Now the cries of clear strong voices came ringing over the fields.Suddenly they swept up with a noise like thunder, and the foremost horsemanswerved, passing by the foot of the hill, and leading the host backsouthward along the western skirts of the downs. After him they rode: a longline of mail-clad men. swift, shining, fell and fair to look upon.

    Their horses were of great stature, strong and clean-limbed; their greycoats glistened, their long tails flowed in the wind, their manes werebraided on their proud necks. The Men that rode them matched them well: talland long-limbed; their hair, flaxen-pale, flowed under their light helms,and streamed in long braids behind them; their faces were stern and keen. Intheir hands were tall spears of ash, painted shields were slung at theirbacks, long swords were at their belts, their burnished skirts of mail hungdown upon their knees.

    In pairs they galloped by, and though every now and then one rose inhis stirrups and gazed ahead and to either side, they appeared not toperceive the three strangers sitting silently and watching them. The hosthad almost passed when suddenly Aragorn stood up, and called in a loudvoice:

    'What news from the North, Riders of Rohan?'

    With astonishing speed and skill they checked their steeds, wheeled,and came charging round. Soon the three companions found themselves in aring of horsemen moving in a running circle, up the hill-slope behind themand down, round and round them, and drawing ever inwards. Aragorn stoodsilent, and the other two sat without moving, wondering what way thingswould turn.

    Without a word or cry, suddenly, the Riders halted. A thicket of spearswere pointed towards the strangers; and some of the horsemen had bows inhand, and their arrows were already fitted to the string. Then one rodeforward, a tall man, taller than all the rest; from his helm as a crest awhite horsetail flowed. He advanced until the point of his spear was withina foot of Aragorn's breast. Aragorn did not stir.

    'Who are you, and what are you doing in this land?' said the Rider,using the Common Speech of the West, in manner and tone like to the speechof Boromir, Man of Gondor.

    'I am called Strider,' answered Aragorn. 'I came out of the North. I amhunting Ores.'

    The Rider leaped from his horse. Giving his spear to another who rode

    up and dismounted at his side, he drew his sword and stood face to face withAragorn, surveying him keenly, and not without wonder. At length he spokeagain.

    'At first I thought that you yourselves were Ores,' he said; 'but now Isee that it is not so. Indeed you know little of Ores, if you go huntingthem in this fashion. They were swift and well-armed, and they were many.You would have changed from hunters to prey, if ever you had overtaken them.But there is something strange about you, Strider.' He bent his clear brighteyes again upon the Ranger. 'That is no name for a Man that you give. Andstrange too is your raiment. Have you sprung out of the grass? How did youescape our sight? Are you elvish folk?'

    'No,' said Aragorn. 'One only of us is an Elf, Legolas from theWoodland Realm in distant Mirkwood. But we have passed throughLothlurien,

    and the gifts and favour of the Lady go with us.'

    The Rider looked at them with renewed wonder, but his eyes hardened.'Then there is a Lady in the Golden Wood, as old tales tell!' he said. 'Lewescape her nets, they say. These are strange days! But if you have herfavour, then you also are net-weavers and sorcerers, maybe.' He turned acold glance suddenly upon Legolas and Gimli. 'Why do you not speak, silentones?' he demanded.

    Gimli rose and planted his feet firmly apart: his hand gripped thehandle of his axe, and his dark eyes flashed. 'Give me your name,horse-master, and I will give you mine, and more besides,' he said.

    'As for that,' said the Rider, staring down at the Dwarf, 'the strangershould declare himself first. Yet I am named Jomer son of Jomund, and amcalled the Third Marshal of Riddermark.'

    'Then Jomer son of Jomund, Third Marshal of Riddermark, let Gimli theDwarf Gluin's son warn you against foolish words. You speak evil of thatwhich is fair beyond the reach of your thought, and only little wit canexcuse you.'

    Jomer's eyes blazed, and the Men of Rohan murmured angrily, and closedin, advancing their spears. 'I would cut off your head, beard and all,

    Master Dwarf, if it stood but a little higher from the ground ' said Jomer.

    'He stands not alone,' said Legolas, bending his bow and fitting anarrow with hands that moved quicker than sight. 'You would die before yourstroke fell.'

    Jomer raised his sword, and things might have gone ill, but Aragornsprang between them, and raised his hand. 'Your pardon, Jomer!' he cried.'When you know more you will understand why you have angered mycompanions.

    We intend no evil to Rohan, nor to any of its folk, neither to man nor tohorse. Will you not hear our tale before you strike?'

    'I will,' said Jomer lowering his blade. 'But wanderers in theRiddermark would be wise to be less haughty in these days of doubt. Firsttell me your right name.'

    'First tell me whom you serve,' said Aragorn. 'Are you friend or foe ofSauron, the Dark Lord of Mordor?'

    'I serve only the Lord of the Mark, Thjoden King son of Thengel,'answered Jomer. 'We do not serve the Power of the Black Land far away, butneither are we yet at open war with him; and if you are fleeing from him,then you had best leave this land. There is trouble now on all our borders,and we are threatened; but we desire only to be free, and to live as we havelived, keeping our own, and serving no foreign lord, good or evil. Wewelcomed guests kindly in the better days, but in these times the unbiddenstranger finds us swift and hard. Come! Who are you? Whom do you serve?At

    whose command do you hunt Ores in our land?'

    'I serve no man,' said Aragorn; 'but the servants of Sauron I pursueinto whatever land they may go. There are few among mortal Men who knowmore

    of Ores; and I do not hunt them in this fashion out of choice. The Ores whomwe pursued took captive two of my friends. In such need a man that has nohorse will go on foot, and he will not ask for leave to follow the trail.

    Nor will he count the heads of the enemy save with a sword. I am notweaponless.'

    Aragorn threw back his cloak. The elven-sheath glittered as he graspedit, and the bright blade of And®ril shone like a sudden flame as he swept itout. 'Elendil!' he cried.'I am Aragorn son of Arathorn and am calledElessar, the Elfstone, D®nadan, the heir of Isildur Elendil's son of Gondor.Here is the Sword that was Broken and is forged again! Will you aid me orthwart me? Choose swiftly!'

    Gimli and Legolas looked at their companion in amazement, for they hadnot seen him in this mood before. He seemed to have grown in stature while

    Jomer had shrunk; and in his living face they caught a brief vision of thepower and majesty of the kings of stone. For a moment it seemed to the eyesof Legolas that a white flame flickered on the brows of Aragorn like ashining crown.

    Jomer stepped back and a look of awe was in his face. He cast down hisproud eyes. These are indeed strange days,' he muttered. 'Dreams andlegends spring to life out of the grass.

    Tell me, lord,' he said, 'what brings you here? And what was themeaning of the dark words? Long has Boromir son of Denethor been goneseeking an answer, and the horse that we lent him came back riderless. Whatdoom do you bring out of the North?'

    'The doom of choice,' said Aragorn. 'You may say this to Thjoden son ofThengel: open war lies before him, with Sauron or against him. None may livenow as they have lived, and few shall keep what they call their own. But ofthese great matters we will speak later. If chance allows, I will comemyself to the king. Now I am in great need, and I ask for help, or at leastfor tidings. You heard that we are pursuing an ore-host that carried off ourfriends. What can you tell us?'

    'That you need not pursue them further,' said Jomer. 'The Ores aredestroyed.'

    'And our friends?'

    'We found none but Ores.'

    'But that is strange indeed,' said Aragorn. 'Did you search the slain?

    Were there no bodies other than those of ore-kind? They would be small. Onlychildren to your eyes, unshod but clad in grey.'

    'There were no dwarves nor children,' said Jomer. 'We counted all theslain and despoiled them, and then we piled the carcases and burned them, asis our custom. The ashes are smoking still.'

    'We do not speak of dwarves or children,' said Gimli. 'Our friends werehobbits.'

    'Hobbits?' said Jomer. 'And what may they be? It is a strange name.'

    'A strange name for a strange folk,' said Gimli. 'But these were verydear to us. It seems that you have heard in Rohan of the words that troubledMinas Tirith. They spoke of the Halfling. These hobbits are Halflings.'

    'Halflings!' laughed the Rider that stood beside Jomer. 'Halflings! Butthey are only a little people in old songs and children's tales out of theNorth. Do we walk in legends or on the green earth in the daylight?'

    'A man may do both,' said Aragorn. ’For not we but those who come afterwill make the legends of our time. The green earth, say you? That is amighty matter of legend, though you tread it under the light of day!'

    Time is pressing,’ said the Rider, not heeding Aragorn. 'We musthasten south, lord. Let us leave these wild folk to their fancies. Or let usbind them and take them to the king.'

    'Peace, Jothain!' said Jomer in his own tongue. 'Leave me a while. Tellthe jored to assemble on the path' and make ready to ride to the Entwade.'

    Muttering Jothain retired, and spoke to the others. Soon they drew offand left Jomer alone with the three companions.

    'All that you say is strange, Aragorn.' he said. 'Yet you speak thetruth, that is plain: the Men of the Mark do not lie, and therefore they arenot easily deceived. But you have not told all. Will you not now speak morefully of your errand, so that I may judge what to do?'

    'I set out from Imladris, as it is named in the rhyme, many weeks ago,'answered Aragorn. 'With me went Boromir of Minas Tirith. My errand was togo

    to that city with the son of Denethor, to aid his folk in their war againstSauron. But the Company that I journeyed with had other business. Of that Icannot speak now. Gandalf the Grey was our leader.'

    'Gandalf!' Jomer exclaimed. 'Gandalf Greyhame is known in the Mark: buthis name, I warn you, is no longer a password to the king's favour. He hasbeen a guest in the land many times in the memory of men, coming as he will,after a season, or after many years. He is ever the herald of strangeevents: a bringer of evil, some now say.

    'Indeed since his last coming in the summer all things have gone amiss.

    At that time our trouble with Saruman began. Until then we counted Sarumanour friend, hut Gandalf came then and warned us that sudden war waspreparing in Isengard. He said that he himself had been a prisoner inOrthanc and had hardly escaped, and he begged for help. But Thjoden wouldnot listen to him, and he went away. Speak not the name of Gandalf loudly inThjoden's ears! He is wroth. For Gandalf took the horse that is calledShadowfax, the most precious of all the king's steeds, chief of the Mearas,which only the Lord of the Mark may ride. For the sire of their race was thegreat horse of Eorl that knew the speech of Men. Seven nights ago Shadowfaxreturned; but the king's anger is not less, for now the horse is wild andwill let no man handle him.'

    ’Then Shadowfax has found his way alone from the far North,' saidAragorn; 'for it was there that he and Gandalf parted. But alas! Gandalfwill ride no longer. He fell into darkness in the Mines of Moria and comesnot again.'

    'That is heavy tidings,' said Jomer. 'At least to me, and to many;though not to all, as you may find, if you come to the king.'

    'It is tidings more grievous than any in this land can understand,though it may touch them sorely ere the year is much older,' said Aragorn.'But when the great fall, the less must lead. My part it has been to guideour Company on the long road from Moria. Through Lurien we came — ofwhich

    it were well that you should learn the truth ere you speak of it again —and thence down the leagues of the Great River to the falls of Rauros. ThereBoromir was slain by the same Ores whom you destroyed.'

    'Your news is all of woe!' cried Jomer in dismay. 'Great harm is thisdeath to Minas Tirith, and to us all. That was a worthy man! All spoke hispraise. He came seldom to the Mark, for he was ever in the wars on theEast-borders; but I have seen him. More like to the swift sons of Eorl thanto the grave Men of Gondor he seemed to me, and likely to prove a greatcaptain of his people when his time came. But we have had no word of thisgrief out of Gondor. When did he fall?'

    'It is now the fourth day since he was slain,' answered Aragorn, 'andsince the evening of that day we have journeyed from the shadow of TolBrandir.'

    'On foot?' cried Jomer.

    'Yes, even as you see us.'

    Wide wonder came into Jomer's eyes. 'Strider is too poor a name, son ofArathorn,' he said. 'Wingfoot I name you. This deed of the three friendsshould be sung in many a hall. Forty leagues and five you have measured erethe fourth day is ended! Hardy is the race of Elendil!

    'But now, lord, what would you have me do! I must return in haste toThjoden. I spoke warily before my men. It is true that we are not yet atopen war with the Black Land, and there are some, close to the king's ear,that speak craven counsels; but war is coming. We shall not forsake our oldalliance with Gondor, and while they fight we shall aid them: so say I andall who hold with me. The East-mark is my charge, the ward of the ThirdMarshal, and I have removed all our herds and herdfolk, withdrawing them

    beyond Entwash, and leaving none here but guards and swift scouts.'

    Then you do not pay tribute to Sauron?' said Gimli.

    'We do not and we never have.' said Jomer with a flash of his eyes;'though it comes to my ears that that lie has been told. Some years ago theLord of the Black Land wished to purchase horses of us at great price, butwe refused him. for he puts beasts to evil use. Then he sent plunderingOres, and they carry off what they can, choosing always the black horses:few of these are now left. Lor that reason our feud with the Ores is bitter.

    'But at this time our chief concern is with Saruman. He has claimedlordship over all this land, and there has been war between us for manymonths. He has taken Ores into his service, and Wolf-riders, and evil Men,and he has closed the Gap against us, so that we are likely to be beset botheast and west.

    'It is ill dealing with such a foe: he is a wizard both cunning anddwimmer-crafty, having many guises. He walks here and there, they say, as anold man hooded and cloaked, very like to Gandalf, as many now recall. Hisspies slip through every net, and his birds of ill omen are abroad in thesky. I do not know how it will all end, and my heart misgives me; for itseems to me that his friends do not all dwell in Isengard. But if you cometo the king's house, you shall see for yourself. Will you not come? Do Ihope in vain that you have been sent to me for a help in doubt and need?'

    'I will come when I may,' said Aragorn.

    'Come now!' said Jomer. 'The Heir of Elendil would be a strength indeedto the Sons of Eorl in this evil tide. There is battle even now upon theWestemnet, and I fear that it may go ill for us.

    'Indeed in this riding north I went without the king's leave, for in myabsence his house is left with little guard. But scouts warned me of theore-host coming down out of the East Wall three nights ago, and among themthey reported that some bore the white badges of Saruman. So suspecting whatI most fear, a league between Orthanc and the Dark Tower, I led forth myjored, men of my own household; and we overtook the Ores at nightfall twodays ago, near to the borders of the Entwood. There we surrounded them, andgave battle yesterday at dawn. Fifteen of my men I lost, and twelve horsesalas! For the Ores were greater in number than we counted on. Others joinedthem, coming out of the East across the Great River: their trail is plain tosee a little north of this spot. And others, too, came out of the forest.

    Great Ores, who also bore the White Hand of Isengard: that kind is stronger

    and more fell than all others.

    'Nonetheless we put an end to them. But we have been too long away. Weare needed south and west. Will you not come? There are spare horses as yousee. There is work for the Sword to do. Yes, and we could find a use forGimli’s axe and the bow of Legolas, if they will pardon my rash wordsconcerning the Lady of the Wood. I spoke only as do all men in my land, andI would gladly learn better.'

    'I thank you for your fair words,' said Aragorn, 'and my heart desiresto come with you; but I cannot desert my friends while hope remains.'

    'Hope does not remain,' said Jomer. 'You will not find your friends onthe North-borders.'

    'Yet my friends are not behind. We found a clear token not far from theEast Wall that one at least of them was still alive there. But between thewall and the downs we have found no other trace of them, and no trail hasturned aside, this way or that, unless my skill has wholly left me.'

    'Then what do you think has become of them?'

    'I do not know. They may have been slain and burned among the Ores; butthat you will say cannot be, and I do not fear it. I can only think thatthey were carried off into the forest before the battle, even before youencircled your foes, maybe. Can you swear that none escaped your net in sucha way?'

    'I would swear that no Ore escaped after we sighted them,' said Jomer.

    'We reached the forest-eaves before them, and if after that any living thingbroke through our ring, then it was no Ore and had some elvish power.'

    'Our friends were attired even as we are,' said Aragorn; 'and youpassed us by under the full light of day.'

    'I had forgotten that,' said Jomer. 'It is hard to be sure of anythingamong so many marvels. The world is all grown strange. Elf and Dwarf incompany walk in our daily fields; and folk speak with the Lady of the Woodand yet live; and the Sword comes back to war that was broken in the longages ere the fathers of our fathers rode into the Mark! How shall a manjudge what to do in such times?'

    'As he ever has judged,' said Aragorn. 'Good and ill have not changedsince yesteryear; nor are they one thing among Elves and Dwarves p andanother among Men. It is a man's part to discern them, as much in the GoldenWood as in his own house.'

    'True indeed,' said Jomer. 'But I do not doubt you, nor the deed which

    my heart would do. Yet I am not free to do all as I would. It is against ourlaw to let strangers wander at will in our land, until the king himselfshall give them leave, and more strict is the command in these days ofperil. I have begged you to come back willingly with me, and you will not.Loth am I to begin a battle of one hundred against three.'

    ’I do not think your law was made for such a chance,’ said Aragorn.

    'Nor indeed am I a stranger; for I have been in this land before, more thanonce, and ridden with the host of the Rohirrim, though under other name andin other guise. You I have not seen before, for you are young, but I havespoken with Jomund your father, and with Thjoden son of Thengel. Never informer days would any high lord of this land have constrained a man toabandon such a quest as mine. My duty at least is clear, to go on. Come now,son of Jomund, the choice must be made at last. Aid us, or at the worst letus go free. Or seek to carry out your law. If you do so there will be fewerto return to your war or to your king.'

    Jomer was silent for a moment, then he spoke. 'We both have need ofhaste,' he said. 'My company chafes to be away, and every hour lessens yourhope. This is my choice. You may go; and what is more, I will lend youhorses. This only I ask: when your quest is achieved, or is proved vain,return with the horses over the Entwade to Meduseld, the high house inEdoras where Thjoden now sits. Thus you shall prove to him that I have notmisjudged. In this I place myself, and maybe my very life, in the keeping ofyour good faith. Do not fail.'

    'I will not,' said Aragorn.

    There was great wonder, and many dark and doubtful glances, among hismen, when Jomer gave orders that the spare horses were to be lent to thestrangers; but only Jothain dared to speak openly.

    'It may be well enough for this lord of the race of Gondor, as heclaims,' he said, 'but who has heard of a horse of the Mark being given to aDwarf?'

    'No one,' said Gimli. 'And do not trouble: no one will ever hear of it.

    I would sooner walk than sit on the back of any beast so great, free orbegrudged.'

    'But you must ride now, or you will hinder us,' said Aragorn.

    'Come, you shall sit behind me, friend Gimli, said Legolas. Then allwill be well, and you need neither borrow a horse nor be troubled by one.'

    A great dark-grey horse was brought to Aragorn, and he mounted it.

    'Hasufel is his name,' said Jomer. 'May he bear you well and to betterfortune than Gbrulf, his late master!'

    A smaller and lighter horse, but restive and fiery, was brought toLegolas. Arod was his name. But Legolas asked them to take off saddle andrein. 'I need them not,' he said, and leaped lightly up, and to their wonderArod was tame and willing beneath him, moving here and there with but aspoken word: such was the elvish way with all good beasts. Gimli was liftedup behind his friend, and he clung to him, not much more at ease than SamGamgee in a boat.

    'Farewell, and may you find what you seek!' cried Jomer. 'Return withwhat speed you may, and let our swords hereafter shine together!'

    'I will come,' said Aragorn.

    'And I will come, too,' said Gimli. 'The matter of the Lady Galadriellies still between us. I have yet to teach you gentle speech.'

    'We shall see,' said Jomer. 'So many strange things have chanced thatto learn the praise of a fair lady under the loving strokes of a Dwarfs axewill seem no great wonder. Farewell!'

    With that they parted. Very swift were the horses of Rohan. When aftera little Gimli looked back, the company of Jomer were already small and faraway. Aragorn did not look back: he was watching the trail as they sped ontheir way, bending low with his head beside the neck of Hasufel. Before longthey came to the borders of the Entwash, and there they met the other trailof which Jomer had spoken, coming down from the East out of the Wold.

    Aragorn dismounted and surveyed the ground, then leaping back into thesaddle, he rode away for some distance eastward, keeping to one side andtaking care not to override the footprints. Then he again dismounted andexamined the ground, going backwards and forwards on foot.

    'There is little to discover,' he said when he returned. 'The maintrail is all confused with the passage of the horsemen as they came back;their outward course must have lain nearer the river. But this eastwardtrail is fresh and clear. There is no sign there of any feet going the otherway, back towards Anduin. Now we must ride slower, and make sure that notrace or footstep branches off on either side. The Ores must have been awarefrom this point that they were pursued; they may have made some attempt toget their captives away before they were overtaken.'

    As they rode forward the day was overcast. Low grey clouds came overthe Wold. A mist shrouded the sun. Ever nearer the tree-clad slopes of

    Fangorn loomed, slowly darkling as the sun went west. They saw no sign ofany trail to right or left, but here and there they passed single Ores,fallen in their tracks as they ran, with grey-feathered arrows sticking inback or throat.

    At last as the afternoon was waning they came to the eaves of theforest, and in an open glade among the first trees they found the place ofthe great burning: the ashes were still hot and smoking. Beside it was agreat pile of helms and mail, cloven shields, and broken swords, bows anddarts and other gear of war. Upon a stake in the middle was set a greatgoblin head; upon its shattered helm the white badge could still be seen.Further away, not far from the river, where it came streaming out from theedge of the wood, there was a mound. It was newly raised: the raw earth wascovered with fresh-cut turves: about it were planted fifteen spears.

    Aragorn and his companions searched far and wide about the field ofbattle, but the light faded, and evening soon drew down, dim and misty. Bynightfall they had discovered no trace of Merry and Pippin.

    'We can do no more,' said Gimli sadly. 'We have been set many riddlessince we came to Tol Brandir, but this is the hardest to unravel. I wouldguess that the burned bones of the hobbits are now mingled with the Ores'.

    It will be hard news for Frodo, if he lives to hear it; and hard too for theold hobbit who waits in Rivendell. Elrond was against their coming.'

    'But Gandalf was not,' said Legolas.

    'But Gandalf chose to come himself, and he was the first to be lost'answered Gimli. 'His foresight failed him.'

    'The counsel of Gandalf was not founded on foreknowledge of safety, forhimself or for others,' said Aragorn. 'There are some things that it isbetter to begin than to refuse, even though the end may be dark. But I shallnot depart from this place yet. In any case we must here await themorning-light.'

    A little way beyond the battle-field they made their camp under aspreading tree: it looked like a chestnut, and yet it still bore many broadbrown leaves of a former year, like dry hands with long splayed fingers;they rattled mournfully in the night-breeze.

    Gimli shivered. They had brought only one blanket apiece. 'Let us lighta fire,' he said. 'I care no longer for the danger. Let the Ores come asthick as summer-moths round a candle!'

    'If those unhappy hobbits are astray in the woods, it might draw them

    hither,' said Legolas.

    'And it might draw other things, neither Ore nor Hobbit,' said Aragorn.

    'We are near to the mountain-marches of the traitor Saruman. Also we are onthe very edge of Fangorn, and it is perilous to touch the trees of thatwood, it is said.'

    'But the Rohirrim made a great burning here yesterday,' said Gimli,

    'and they felled trees for the fire, as can be seen. Yet they passed thenight after safely here, when their labour was ended.'

    'They were many,' said Aragorn, 'and they do not heed the wrath ofFangorn, for they come here seldom, and they do not go under the trees. Butour paths are likely to lead us into the very forest itself. So have a care!

    Cut no living wood!'

    'There is no need,' said Gimli. 'The Riders have left chip and boughenough, and there is dead wood lying in plenty.' He went off to gather fuel,and busied himself with building and kindling a fire; but Aragorn sat silentwith his back to the great tree, deep in thought; and Legolas stood alone inthe open, looking towards the profound shadow of the wood, leaning forward,as one who listens to voices calling from a distance.

    When the Dwarf had a small bright blaze going, the three companionsdrew close to it and sat together, shrouding the light with their hoodedforms. Legolas looked up at the boughs of the tree reaching out above them.

    'Look!' he said. 'The tree is glad of the fire!'

    It may have been that the dancing shadows tricked their eyes, butcertainly to each of the companions the boughs appeared to be bending thisway and that so as to come above the flames, while the upper branches werestooping down; the brown leaves now stood out stiff, and rubbed togetherlike many cold cracked hands taking comfort in the warmth.

    There was a silence, for suddenly the dark and unknown forest, so nearat hand, made itself felt as a great brooding presence, full of secretpurpose. After a while Legolas spoke again.

    'Celeborn warned us not to go far into Fangorn,' he said. 'Do you knowwhy, Aragorn? What are the fables of the forest that Boromir had heard?'

    'I have heard many tales in Gondor and elsewhere,' said Aragorn, 'butif it were not for the words of Celeborn I should deem them only fables thatMen have made as true knowledge fades. I had thought of asking you whatwas

    the truth of the matter. And if an Elf of the Wood does not know, how shall

    a Man answer?'

    ’You have journeyed further than I,' said Legolas. 'I have heardnothing of this in my own land, save only songs that tell how the Onodrim,that Men call Ents, dwelt there long ago; for Fangorn is old, old even asthe Elves would reckon it.'

    'Yes, it is old,' said Aragorn, 'as old as the forest by theBarrow-downs, and it is far greater. Elrond says that the two are akin, thelast strongholds of the mighty woods of the Elder Days, in which theFirstborn roamed while Men still slept. Yet Fangorn holds some secret of itsown. What it is I do not know.'

    'And I do not wish to know,' said Gimli. 'Let nothing that dwells inFangorn be troubled on my account!'

    They now drew lots for the watches, and the lot for the first watchfell to Gimli. The others lay down. Almost at once sleep laid hold on them.'Gimli!' said Aragorn drowsily. 'Remember, it is perilous to cut bough ortwig from a living tree in Fangorn. But do not stray far in search of deadwood. Let the fire die rather! Call me at need!'

    With that he fell asleep. Legolas already lay motionless, his fairhands folded upon his breast, his eyes unclosed, blending living night anddeep dream, as is the way with Elves. Gimli sat hunched by the fire, runninghis thumb thoughtfully along the edge of his axe. The tree rustled. Therewas no other sound.

    Suddenly Gimli looked up, and there just on the edge of the fire-lightstood an old bent man, leaning on a staff, and wrapped in a great cloak; hiswide-brimmed hat was pulled down over his eyes. Gimli sprang up, tooamazed

    for the moment to cry out, though at once the thought flashed into his mindthat Saruman had caught them. Both Aragorn and Legolas, roused by hissudden

    movement, sat up and stared. The old man did not speak or make, sign.

    'Well, father, what can we do for you?' said Aragorn, leaping to hisfeet. 'Come and be warm, if you are cold!' He strode forward, but the oldman was gone. There was no trace of him to be found near at hand, and theydid not dare to wander far. The moon had set and the night was very dark.

    Suddenly Legolas gave a cry. 'The horses! The horses!'

    The horses were gone. They had dragged their pickets and disappeared.For me time the three companions stood still and silent, troubled by this

    new stroke of ill fortune. They were under the eaves of Fangorn, and endlessleagues lay between them and the Men of Rohan, their only friends in thiswide and dangerous land. As they stood, it seemed to them that they heard,far off in the night, the sound of horses whinnying and neighing. Then allwas quiet again, except for the cold rustle of the wind.

    'Well, they are gone,' said Aragorn at last. 'We cannot find them orcatch them; so that if they do not return of their own will, we must dowithout. We started on our feet, and we have those still.'

    'Feet!' said Gimli. 'But we cannot eat them as well as walk on them '

    Fie threw some fuel on the fire and slumped down beside it.

    'Only a few hours ago you were unwilling to sit on a horse of Rohan,'laughed Legolas. 'You will make a rider yet.'

    'It seems unlikely that I shall have the chance,' said Gimli.

    'If you wish to know what I think,' he began again after a while 'Ithink it was Saruman. Who else? Remember the words of Jomer: he walksabout

    like an old man hooded and cloaked. Those were the words. He has gone offwith our horses, or scared them away, and here we are. There is more troublecoming to us, mark my words!'

    'I mark them,' said Aragorn. 'But I marked also that this old man had ahat not a hood. Still I do not doubt that you guess right, and that we arein peril here, by night or day. Yet in the meantime there is nothing that wecan do but rest, while we may. I will watch for a while now, Gimli. I havemore need of thought than of sleep.'

    The night passed slowly. Legolas followed Aragorn, and Gimli followedLegolas, and their watches wore away. But nothing happened. The old man didnot appear again, and the horses did not return.

    Chapter 3. The Uruk-Hai

    Pippin lay in a dark and troubled dream: it seemed that he could hearhis own small voice echoing in black tunnels, calling Frodo, Frodo! Butinstead of Frodo hundreds of hideous ore-faces grinned at him out of theshadows, hundreds of hideous arms grasped at him from every side. WherewasMerry?

    He woke. Cold air blew on his face. He was lying on his back. Eveningwas coming and the sky above was growing dim. He turned and found that thedream was little worse than the waking. His wrists, legs, and ankles weretied with cords. Beside him Merry lay, white-faced, with a dirty rag boundacross his brows. All about them sat or stood a great company of Ores.

    Slowly in Pippin's aching head memory pieced itself together and becameseparated from dream-shadows. Of course: he and Merry had run off into thewoods. What had come over them? Why had they dashed off like that, takingno

    notice of old Strider? They had run a long way shouting—he could notremember how far or how long; and then suddenly they had crashed right intoa group of Ores: they were standing listening, and they did not appear tosee Merry and Pippin until they were almost in their arms. Then they yelledand dozens of other goblins had sprung out of the trees. Merry and he haddrawn their swords, but the Ores did not wish to fight, and had tried onlyto lay hold of them, even when Merry had cut off several of their arms andhands. Good old Merry!

    Then Boromir had come leaping through the trees. He had made themfight. He slew many of them and the rest fled. But they had not gone far onthe way back when they were attacked again, by a hundred Ores at least, someof them very large, and they shot a rain of arrows: always at Boromir.Boromir had blown his great horn till the woods rang, and at first the Oreshad been dismayed and had drawn back; but when no answer but the echoescame, they had attacked more fierce than ever. Pippin did not remember muchmore. His last memo was of Boromir leaning against a tree, plucking out anarrow; then darkness fell suddenly.

    'I suppose I was knocked on the head,' he said to himself. 'I wonder if

    poor Merry is much hurt. What has happened to Boromir? Why didn’t theOres

    kill us? Where are we, and where are we going?'

    He could not answer the questions. He felt cold and sick. 'I wishGandalf had never persuaded Elrond to let us come,' he thought. ’What goodhave I been? Just a nuisance: a passenger, a piece of luggage. And now Ihave been stolen and I am just a piece of luggage for the Ores. I hopeStrider or someone will come and claim us! But ought I to hope for it? Won'tthat throw out all the plans? I wish I could get free!'

    He struggled a little, quite uselessly. One of the Ores sitting nearlaughed and said something to a companion in their abominable tongue. 'Restwhile you can, little fool!' he said then to Pippin, in the Common Speech,which he made almost as hideous as his own language. 'Rest while you can!We'll find a use for your legs before long. You'll wish you had got nonebefore we get home.'

    'If I had my way, you'd wish you were dead now,' said the other. 'I'dmake you squeak, you miserable rat.' He stooped over Pippin bringing hisyellow fangs close to his face. He had a black knife with a long jaggedblade in his hand. 'Lie quiet, or I'll tickle you with this,' he hissed.

    'Don't draw attention to yourself, or I may forget my orders. Curse theIsengarders! Ugl®k u bagronk sha pushdug Saruman-glob b®bhosh skai'he

    passed into a long angry speech in his own tongue that slowly died away intomuttering and snarling.

    Terrified Pippin lay still, though the pain at his wrists and ankleswas growing, and the stones beneath him were boring into his back. To takehis mind off himself he listened intently to all that he could hear. Therewere many voices round about, and though ore-speech sounded at all timesfull of hate and anger, it seemed plain that something like a quarrel hadbegun, and was getting hotter.

    To Pippin's surprise he found that much of the talk was intelligiblemany of the Ores were using ordinary language. Apparently the members oftwo

    or three quite different tribes were present, and they could not understandone another's ore-speech. There was an angry debate concerning what theywere to do now: which way they were to take and what should be done with theprisoners.

    'There's no time to kill them properly,' said one. 'No time for play onthis trip.'

    'That can't be helped,' said another. 'But why not kill them quick,kill them now? They're a cursed nuisance, and we're in a hurry. Evening'scoming on, and we ought to get a move on.'

    'Orders.' said a third voice in a deep growl. 'Kill all but NOT theHalfings; they are to be brought back ALIVE as quickly as possible. That'smy orders.'

    'What are they wanted for?' asked several voices. 'Why alive? Do theygive good sport?'

    'No! I heard that one of them has got something, something that'swanted for the War, some elvish plot or other. Anyway they'll both bequestioned.'

    'Is that all you know? Why don't we search them and find out? We mightfind something that we could use ourselves.'

    'That is a very interesting remark,' sneered a voice, softer than theothers but more evil. 'I may have to report that. The prisoners are NOT tobe searched or plundered: those are my orders.'

    'And mine too,' said the deep voice. 'Alive and as captured; nospoiling. That's my orders.'

    'Not our orders!' said one of the earlier voices. 'We have come all theway from the Mines to kill, and avenge our folk. I wish to kill, and then goback north.'

    'Then you can wish again,' said the growling voice. 'I am Ugl®k. Icommand. I return to Isengard by the shortest road.'

    'Is Saruman the master or the Great Eye?' said the evil voice. 'Weshould go back at once to Lugb®rz.'

    'If we could cross the Great River, we might,' said another voice. 'Butthere are not enough of us to venture down to the bridges.'

    'I came across,' said the evil voice. 'A winged Nazgyl awaits usnorthward on the east-bank.'

    'Maybe, maybe! Then you'll fly off with our prisoners, and get all thepay and praise in Lugb®rz, and leave us to foot it as best we can throughthe Horse-country. No, we must stick together. These lands are dangerous:full of foul rebels and brigands.'

    'Aye, we must stick together,' growled Ugl®k. 'I don't trust you littleswine. You've no guts outside your own sties. But for us you'd all have run

    away. We are the fighting Uruk-hai! We slew the great warrior. We took theprisoners. We are the servants of Saruman the Wise, the White Hand: the Handthat gives us man’s-flesh to eat. We came out of Isengard, and led you here,and we shall lead you back by the way we choose. I am UgKDk. I have spoken.'

    'You have spoken more than enough, UgKDk,' sneered the evil voice. 'Iwonder how they would like it in Lugb(Drz. They might think that Ugl®k'sshoulders needed relieving of a swollen head. They might ask where hisstrange ideas came from. Did they come from Saruman, perhaps? Who doeshe

    think he is, setting up on his own with his filthy white badges? They mightagree with me, with Grishnbkh their trusted messenger; and I Grishnbkh saythis: Saruman is a fool, and a dirty treacherous fool. But the Great Eye ison him.

    'Swine is it? How do you folk like being called swine by themuck-rakers of a dirty little wizard? It's ore-flesh they eat, I'llwarrant.'

    Many loud yells in ore-speech answered him, and the ringing clash ofweapons being drawn. Cautiously Pippin rolled over, hoping to see what wouldhappen. His guards had gone to join in the fray. In the twilight he saw alarge black Ore, probably Ugl®k, standing facing Grishnbkh, a shortcrook-legged creature, very broad and with long arms that hung almost to theground. Round them were many smaller goblins. Pippin supposed that thesewere the ones from the North. They had drawn their knives and swords, buthesitated to attack Ugl®k.

    Ugl®k shouted, and a number of other Ores of nearly his own size ranup. Then suddenly, without warning, Ugl®k sprang forwards, and with twoswift strokes swept the heads off two of his opponents. Grishnbkh steppedaside and vanished into the shadows. The others gave way, and one steppedbackwards and fell over Merry's prostrate form with a curse. Yet thatprobably saved his life, for Ugl®k's followers leaped over him and cut downanother with their broad-bladed swords. It was the yellow-fanged guard. Hisbody fell right on top of Pippin, still clutching its long saw-edged knife.

    'Put up your weapons!' shouted Ugl®k. 'And let's have no more nonsense!We go straight west from here, and down the stair. From there straight tothe downs, then along the river to the forest. And we march day and night.That clear?'

    'Now,' thought Pippin, 'if only it takes that ugly fellow a little

    while to get his troop under control, I've got a chance.’ A gleam of hopehad come to him. The edge of the black knife had snicked his arm, and thenslid down to his wrist. He felt the blood trickling on to his hand, but healso felt the cold touch of steel against his skin.

    The Ores were getting ready to march again, but some of the Northernerswere still unwilling, and the Isengarders slew two more before the rest werecowed. There was much cursing and confusion. For the moment Pippin wasunwatched. His legs were securely bound, but his arms were only tied aboutthe wrists, and his hands were in front of him. He could move them bothtogether, though the bonds were cruelly tight. He pushed the dead Ore to oneside, then hardly daring to breathe, he drew the knot of the wrist-cord upand down against the blade of the knife. It was sharp and the dead hand heldit fast. The cord was cut! Quickly Pippin took it in his fingers and knottedit again into a loose bracelet of two loops and slipped it over his hands.

    Then he lay very still.

    'Pick up those prisoners!' shouted Ugl®k. 'Don't play any tricks withthem! If they are not alive when we get back, someone else will die too.'

    An Ore seized Pippin like a sack, put its head between his tied hands,grabbed his arms and dragged them down, until Pippin's face was crushedagainst its neck; then it jolted off with him. Another treated Merry in thesame way. The Ore's clawlike hand gripped Pippin's arms like iron; the nailsbit into him. He shut his eyes and slipped back into evil dreams.

    Suddenly he was thrown on to the stony floor again. It was early night,but the slim moon was already falling westward. They were on the edge of acliff that seemed to look out over a sea of pale mist. There was a sound ofwater falling nearby.

    'The scouts have come back at last,' said an Ore close at hand.

    'Well, what did you discover?' growled the voice of Ugl®k.

    'Only a single horseman, and he made off westwards. All's clear now.'

    'Now, I daresay. But how long? You fools! You should have shot him.He'll raise the alarm. The cursed horsebreeders will hear of us by morning.Now we'll have to leg it double quick.'

    A shadow bent over Pippin. It was Ugl®k. 'Sit up!' said the Ore. 'Mylads are tired of lugging you about. We have got to climb down and you mustuse your legs. Be helpful now. No crying out, no trying to escape. We haveways of paying for tricks that you won't like, though they won't spoil yourusefulness for the Master.'

    He cut the thongs round Pippin's legs and ankles, picked him up by hishair and stood him on his feet. Pippin fell down, and UgKDk dragged him upby his hair again. Several Ores laughed. UgKDk thrust a flask between histeeth and poured some burning liquid down his throat: he felt a hot fierceglow flow through him. The pain in his legs and ankles vanished. He couldstand.

    'Now for the other!' said UgKDk. Pippin saw him go to Merry, who waslying close by, and kick him. Merry groaned. Seizing him roughly UgKDkpulled him into a sitting position, and tore the bandage off his head. Thenhe smeared the wound with some dark stuff out of a small wooden box. Merrycried out and struggled wildly.

    The Ores clapped and hooted. 'Can't take his medicine,' they jeered.'Doesn't know what's good for him. Ai! We shall have some fun later.'

    But at the moment UgKDk was not engaged in sport. He needed speed andhad to humour unwilling followers. He was healing Merry in ore-fashion; andhis treatment worked swiftly. When he had forced a drink from his flask downthe hobbit's throat, cut his leg-bonds, and dragged him to his feet, Merrystood up, looking pale but grim and defiant, and very much alive. The gashin his forehead gave him no more trouble, but he bore a brown scar to theend of his days.

    'Hullo, Pippin!' he said. 'So you've come on this little expedition,too? Where do we get bed and breakfast?'

    'Now then!' said UgKDk. 'None of that! Hold your tongues. No talk toone another. Any trouble will be reported at the other end, and He'll knowhow to pay you. You'll get bed and breakfast all right: more than you canstomach.'

    The ore-band began to descend a narrow ravine leading down into themisty plain below. Merry and Pippin, separated by a dozen Ores or more,climbed down with them. At the bottom they stepped on to grass, and thehearts of the hobbits rose.

    'Now straight on!' shouted UgKDk. 'West and a little north. FollowLugdush.'

    'But what are we going to do at sunrise?' said some of the Northerners.

    'Go on running,' said UgKDk. 'What do you think? Sit on the grass andwait for the Whiteskins to join the picnic?'

    'But we can't run in the sunlight.'

    'You'll run with me behind you,' said UgKDk. 'Run! Or you'll never see

    your beloved holes again. By the White Hand! What's the use of sending outmountain-maggots on a trip, only half trained. Run, curse you! Run whilenight lasts!'

    Then the whole company began to run with the long loping strides ofOres. They kept no order, thrusting, jostling, and cursing; yet their speedwas very great. Each hobbit had a guard of three. Pippin was far back in theline. He wondered how long he would be able to go on at this pace: he hadhad no food since the morning. One of his guards had a whip. But at presentthe ore-liquor was still hot in him. His wits, too, were wide-awake.

    Every now and again there came into his mind unbidden a vision of thekeen face of Strider bending over a dark trail, and running, running behind.

    But what could even a Ranger see except a confused trail of ore-feet? Hisown little prints and Merry's were overwhelmed by the trampling of theiron-shod shoes before them and behind them and about them.

    They had gone only a mile or so from the cliff when the land slopeddown into a wide shallow depression, where the ground was soft and wet. Mistlay there, pale-glimmering in the last rays of the sickle moon. The darkshapes of the Ores in front grew dim, and then were swallowed up.

    'Ai! Steady now!' shouted UgKDk from the rear.

    A sudden thought leaped into Pippin's mind, and he acted on it at once.

    He swerved aside to the right, and dived out of the reach of his clutchingguard, headfirst into the mist; he landed sprawling on the grass.

    'Halt!' yelled UgKDk.

    There was for a moment turmoil and confusion. Pippin sprang up and ran.But the Ores were after him. Some suddenly loomed up right in front of him.

    'No hope of escape!' thought Pippin. 'But there is a hope that I haveleft some of my own marks unspoilt on the wet ground.' He groped with histwo tied hands at his throat, and unclasped the brooch of his cloak. Just aslong arms and hard claws seized him. he let it fall. 'There I suppose itwill lie until the end of time,' he thought. 'I don't know why I did it. Ifthe others have escaped, they've probably all gone with Frodo.'

    A whip-thong curled round his legs, and he stifled a cry.

    'Enough!' shouted UgKDk running up. 'He's still got to run a long wayyet. Make 'em both run! Just use the whip as a reminder.'

    'But that's not all,' he snarled, turning to Pippin. 'I shan't forget.

    Payment is only put off. Leg it!'

    Neither Pippin nor Merry remembered much of the later part of the

    journey. Evil dreams and evil waking were blended into a long tunnel ofmisery, with hope growing ever fainter behind. They ran, and they ran,striving to keep up the pace set by the Ores, licked every now and againwith a cruel thong cunningly handled. If they halted or stumbled, they wereseized and dragged for some distance.

    The warmth of the ore-draught had gone. Pippin felt cold and sickagain. Suddenly he fell face downward on the turf. Hard hands with rendingnails gripped and lifted him. He was carried like a sack once more, anddarkness grew about him: whether the darkness of another night, or ablindness of his eyes, he could not tell.

    Dimly he became aware of voices clamouring: it seemed that many of theOres were demanding a halt. UgKDk was shouting. He felt himself flung to theground, and he lay as he fell, till black dreams took him. But he did notlong escape from pain; soon the iron grip of merciless hands was on himagain. For a long time he was tossed and shaken, and then slowly thedarkness gave way, and he came back to the waking world and found that itwas morning. Orders were shouted and he was thrown roughly on the grass.

    There he lay for a while, fighting with despair. His head swam, butfrom the heat in his body he guessed that he had been given another draught.An Ore stooped over him, and flung him some bread and a strip of raw driedflesh. He ate the stale grey bread hungrily, but not the meat. He wasfamished but not yet so famished as to eat flesh flung to him by an Ore, theflesh of he dared not guess what creature.

    He sat up and looked about. Merry was not far away. They were by thebanks of a swift narrow river. Ahead mountains loomed: a tall peak wascatching the first rays of the sun. A dark smudge of forest lay on the lowerslopes before them.

    There was much shouting and debating among the Ores; a quarrel seemedon the point of breaking out again between the Northerners and theIsengarders. Some were pointing back away south, and some were pointingeastward.

    'Very well,' said UgKDk. 'Leave them to me then! No killing, as I'vetold you before; but if you want to throw away what we’ve come all the wayto get, throw it away! I'll look after it. Let the fighting Uruk-hai do thework, as usual. If you're afraid of the Whiteskins, run! Run! There's theforest,' he shouted, pointing ahead. 'Get to it! It's your best hope. Offyou go! And quick, before I knock a few more heads off, to put some sense

    into the others.'

    There was some cursing and scuffling, and then most of the Northernersbroke away and dashed off, over a hundred of them, running wildly along theriver towards the mountains. The hobbits were left with the Isengarders: agrim dark band, four score at least of large, swart, slant-eyed Ores withgreat bows and short broad-bladed swords. A few of the larger and bolderNortherners remained with them.

    'Now we'll deal with Grishnbkh,' said Ugl®k; but some even of his ownfollowers were looking uneasily southwards.

    'I know,' growled Ugl®k. 'The cursed horse-boys have got wind of us.

    But that's all your fault, Snaga. You and the other scouts ought to haveyour ears cut off. But we are the fighters. We'll feast on horseflesh yet,or something better.'

    At that moment Pippin saw why some of the troop had been pointingeastward. From that direction there now came hoarse cries, and there wasGrishnbkh again, and at his back a couple of score of others like him:long-armed crook-legged Ores. They had a red eye painted on their shields.Ugl®k stepped forward to meet them. 'So you've come back?' he said. 'Thoughtbetter of it, eh?'

    'I've returned to see that Orders are carried out and the prisonerssafe,' answered Grishnbkh.

    'Indeed!' said Ugl®k. 'Waste of effort. Ill see that orders arecarried out in my command. And what else did you come back for? You wentin

    a hurry. Did you leave anything behind?'

    'I left a fool,' snarled Grishnbkh. 'But there were some stout fellowswith him that are too good to lose. I knew you'd lead them into a mess. I'vecome to help them.'

    'Splendid!' laughed Ugl®k. 'But unless you've got some guts forfighting, you've taken the wrong way. Lugb®rz was your road. TheWhiteskins

    are coming. What's happened to your precious Nazgyl? Has he had anothermount shot under him? Now, if you'd brought him along, that might have beenuseful-if these Nazgyl are all they make out.'

    'Nazgyl, Nazgyl,' said Grishnbkh, shivering and licking his lips, as ifthe word had a foul taste that he savoured painfully. 'You speak of what isdeep beyond the reach of your muddy dreams, Ugl®k,' he said. 'Nazgyl! Ah!

    All that they make out! One day you'll wish that you had not said that.Ape!' he snarled fiercely. 'You ought to know that they're the apple of theGreat Eye. But the winged Nazgyl: not yet, not yet. He won't let them showthemselves across the Great River yet, not too soon. They're for the War-andother purposes.'

    'You seem to know a lot,' said Ugl®k. 'More than is good for you, Iguess. Perhaps those in Lugb®rz might wonder how, and why. But in themeantime the Uruk-hai of Isengard can do the dirty work, as usual. Don'tstand slavering there! Get your rabble together! The other swine are leggingit to the forest. You'd better follow. You wouldn't get back to the GreatRiver alive. Right off the mark! Now! I'll be on your heels.'

    The Isengarders seized Merry and Pippin again and slung them on theirbacks. Then the troop started off. Hour after hour they ran, pausing now andagain only to sling the hobbits to fresh carriers. Either because they werequicker and hardier, or because of some plan of Grishnbkh's, the Isengardersgradually passed through the Ores of Mordor, and Grishnbkh's folk closed inbehind. Soon they were gaining also on the Northerners ahead. The forestbegan to draw nearer.

    Pippin was bruised and torn, his aching head was grated by the filthyjowl and hairy ear of the Ore that held him. Immediately in front were bowedbacks, and tough thick legs going up and down, up and down, unresting, as ifthey were made of wire and horn, beating out the nightmare seconds of anendless time.

    In the afternoon Ugl®k's troop overtook the Northerners. They wereflagging in the rays of the bright sun, winter sun shining in a pale coolsky though it was; their heads were down and their tongues lolling out.

    'Maggots!' jeered the Isengarders. 'You're cooked. The Whiteskins willcatch you and eat you. They're coming!'

    A cry from Grishnbkh showed that this was not mere jest. Horsemen,riding very swiftly, had indeed been sighted: still far behind, but gainingon the Ores, gaining on them like a tide over the flats on folk straying ina quicksand.

    The Isengarders began to run with a redoubled pace that astonishedPippin, a terrific spurt it seemed for the end of a race. Then he saw thatthe sun was sinking, falling behind the Misty Mountains; shadows reachedover the land. The soldiers of Mordor lifted their heads and also began toput on speed. The forest was dark and close. Already they had passed a few

    outlying trees. The land was beginning to slope upwards, ever more steeply;but the Ores did not halt. Both Ugl®k and Grishnbkh shouted, spurring themon to a last effort.

    'They will make it yet. They will escape,' thought Pippin. And then hemanaged to twist his neck, so as to glance back with one eye over hisshoulder. He saw that riders away eastward were already level with the Ores,galloping over the plain. The sunset gilded their spears and helmets, andglinted in their pale flowing hair. They were hemming the Ores in,preventing them from scattering, and driving them along the line of theriver.

    He wondered very much what kind of folk they were. He wished now thathe had learned more in Rivendell, and looked more at maps and things; but inthose days the plans for the journey seemed to be in more competent hands,and he had never reckoned with being cut off from Gandalf, or from Strider,and even from Frodo. All that he could remember about Rohan was thatGandalf s horse, Shadowfax, had come from that land. That sounded hopeful,as far as it went.

    'But how will they know that we are not Ores?' he thought. 'I don'tsuppose they've ever heard of hobbits down here. I suppose I ought to beglad that the beastly Ores look like being destroyed, but I would rather besaved myself.' The chances were that he and Merry would be killed togetherwith their captors, before ever the Men of Rohan were aware of them.

    A few of the riders appeared to be bowmen, skilled at shooting from arunning horse. Riding swiftly into range they shot arrows at the Ores thatstraggled behind, and several of them fell; then the riders wheeled away outof the range of the answering bows of their enemies, who shot wildly, notdaring to halt. This happened many times, and on one occasion arrows fellamong the Isengarders. One of them, just in front of Pippin, stumbled anddid not get up again.

    Night came down without the Riders closing in for battle. Many Ores hadfallen, but fully two hundred remained. In the early darkness the Ores cameto a hillock. The eaves of the forest were very near, probably no more thanthree furlongs away, but they could go no further. The horsemen hadencircled them. A small band disobeyed UgKDk's command, and ran ontowards

    the forest: only three returned.

    'Well, here we are,' sneered Grishnbkh. 'Fine leadership! I hope the

    great Ugl®k will lead us out again.'

    'Put those Halflings down!’ ordered Ugl®k, taking no notice ofGrishnbkh. ’You, Lugdush, get two others and stand guard over them! They'renot to be killed, unless the filthy Whiteskins break through. Understand? Aslong as I'm alive, I want 'em. But they're not to cry out, and they're notto be rescued. Bind their legs!'

    The last part of the order was carried out mercilessly. But Pippinfound that for the first time he was close to Merry. The Ores were making agreat deal of noise, shouting and clashing their weapons, and the hobbitsmanaged to whisper together for a while.

    'I don't think much of this,' said Merry. 'I feel nearly done in. Don'tthink I could crawl away far, even if I was free.'

    'Lembas!' whispered Pippin. 'Lembas: I've got some. Have you? I don'tthink they've taken anything but our swords.'

    'Yes, I had a packet in my pocket,' answered Merry,'but it must bebattered to crumbs. Anyway I can't put my mouth in my pocket!'

    'You won't have to. I've—'; but just then a savage kick warned Pippinthat the noise had died down, and the guards were watchful.

    The night was cold and still. All round the knoll on which the Oreswere gathered little watch-fires sprang up, golden-red in the darkness, acomplete ring of them. They were within a long bowshot, but the riders didnot show themselves against the light, and the Ores wasted many arrowsshooting at the fires, until Ugl®k stopped them. The riders made no sound.Later in the night when the moon came out of the mist, then occasionallythey could be seen, shadowy shapes that glinted now and again in the whitelight, as they moved in ceaseless patrol.

    'They'll wait for the Sun, curse them!' growled one of the guards. 'Whydon't we get together and charge through? What's old Ugl®k think he's doing,

    I should like to know?'

    'I daresay you would,' snarled Ugl®k stepping up from behind. MeaningI don't think at all, eh? Curse you! You're as bad as the other rabble: themaggots and the apes of Lugb®rz. No good trying to charge with them. They'djust squeal and bolt, and there are more than enough of these filthyhorse-boys to mop up our lot on the flat.

    'There's only one thing those maggots can do: they can see like gimletsin the dark. But these Whiteskins have better night-eyes than most Men, fromall I've heard; and don't forget their horses! They can see the

    night-breeze, or so it's said. Still there's one thing the fine fellowsdon't know: Mauh®r and his lads are in the forest, and they should turn upany time now.'

    Ugl®k's words were enough, apparently, to satisfy the Isengarders; butthe other Ores were both dispirited and rebellious. They posted a fewwatchers, but most of them lay on the ground, resting in the pleasantdarkness. It did indeed become very dark again; for the moon passed westwardinto thick cloud, and Pippin could not see anything a few feet away. Thefires brought no light to the hillock. The riders were not, however, contentmerely to wait for the dawn and let their enemies rest. A sudden outcry onthe east side of the knoll showed that something was wrong. It seemed thatsome of the Men had ridden in close, slipped off their horses, crawled tothe edge of the camp and killed several Ores, and then had faded away again.Ugl®k dashed off to stop a stampede.

    Pippin and Merry sat up. Their guards, Isengarders, had gone withUgl®k. But if the hobbits had any thought of escape, it was soon dashed. Along hairy arm took each of them by the neck and drew them close together.Dimly they were aware of Grishnbkh's great head and hideous face betweenthem; his foul breath was on their cheeks. He began to paw them and feelthem. Pippin shuddered as hard cold fingers groped down his back.

    'Well, my little ones!'said Grishnbkh in a soft whisper. 'Enjoyingyour nice rest? Or not? A little awkwardly placed, perhaps: swords and whipson one side, and nasty spears on the other! Little people should not meddle_in affairs that are too big for them.' His fingers continued to grope.

    There was a light like a pale but hot fire behind his eyes.

    The thought came suddenly into Pippin's mind, as if caught direct fromthe urgent thought of his enemy: 'Grishnbkh knows about the Ring! He'slooking for it, while Ugl®k is busy: he probably wants it for himself.' Coldfear was in Pippin's heart, yet at the same time he was wondering what usehe could make of Grishnbkh's desire.

    'I don't think you will find it that way,' he whispered. 'It isn't easyto find.'

    'Find it?' said Grishnbkh: his fingers stopped crawling and grippedPippin's shoulder. 'Find what? What are you talking about, little one?'. Fora moment Pippin was silent. Then suddenly in the darkness he made a noise inhis throat: gollum, gollum. 'Nothing, my precious,' he added.

    The hobbits felt Grishnbkh's fingers twitch. 'O ho!' hissed the goblin

    softly. ’That's what he means, is it? O ho! Very ve-ry dangerous, my littleones.'

    ’Perhaps,' said Merry, now alert and aware of Pippin’s guess. 'Perhaps;and not only for us. Still you know your own business best. Do you want it,or not? And what would you give for it?'

    'Do I want it? Do I want it?' said Grishnbkh, as if puzzled; but hisarms were trembling. 'What would I give for it? What do you mean?'

    'We mean,' said Pippin, choosing his words carefully, 'that it's nogood groping in the dark. We could save you time and trouble. But you mustuntie our legs first, or we'll do nothing, and say nothing.'

    'My dear tender little fools,' hissed Grishnbkh, 'everything you have,and everything you know, will be got out of you in due time: everything!You'll wish there was more that you could tell to satisfy the Questioner,indeed you will: quite soon. We shan't hurry the enquiry. Oh dear no! Whatdo you think you've been kept alive for? My dear little fellows, pleasebelieve me when I say that it was not out of kindness: that's not even oneof UgKDk's faults.'

    'I find it quite easy to believe,' said Merry. 'But you haven't gotyour prey home yet. And it doesn't seem to be going your way, whateverhappens. If we come to Isengard, it won't be the great Grishnbkh thatbenefits: Saruman will take all that he can find. If you want anything foryourself, now's the time to do a deal.'

    Grishnbkh began to lose his temper. The name of Saruman seemedspecially to enrage him. Time was passing and the disturbance was dyingdown. Ugl®k or the Isengarders might return at any minute.

    'Have you got it — either of you?' he snarled.

    'Gollum, gollum!' said Pippin.

    'Untie our legs!' said Merry.

    They felt the Ore's arms trembling violently. 'Curse you, you filthylittle vermin!' he hissed. 'Untie your legs? I'll untie every string in yourbodies. Do you think I can't search you to the bones? Search you! I'll cutyou both to quivering shreds. I don't need the help of your legs to get youaway-and have you all to myself!'

    Suddenly he seized them. The strength in his long arms and shoulderswas terrifying. He tucked them one under each armpit, and crushed themfiercely to his sides; a great stifling hand was clapped over each of theirmouths. Then he sprang forward, stooping low. Quickly and silently he went,

    until he came to the edge of the knoll. There, choosing a gap between thewatchers, he passed like an evil shadow out into the night, down the slopeand away westward towards the river that flowed out of the forest. In thatdirection there was a wide open space with only one fire.

    After going a dozen yards he halted, peering and listening. Nothingcould be seen or heard. He crept slowly on, bent almost double. Then hesquatted and listened again. Then he stood up, as if to risk a sudden dash.

    At that very moment the dark form of a rider loomed up right in front ofhim. A horse snorted and reared. A man called out.

    Grishnbkh flung himself on the ground flat, dragging the hobbits underhim; then he drew his sword. No doubt he meant to kill his captives, ratherthan allow them to escape or to be rescued; but it was his undoing. Thesword rang faintly, and glinted a little in the light of the fire away tohis left. An arrow came whistling out of the gloom: it was aimed with skill,or guided by fate, and it pierced his right hand. He dropped the sword andshrieked. There was a quick beat of hoofs, and even as Grishnbkh leaped upand ran, he was ridden down and a spear passed through him. He gave ahideous shivering cry and lay still.

    The hobbits remained flat on the ground, as Grishnbkh had left them.Another horseman came riding swiftly to his comrade's aid. Whether becauseof some special keenness of sight, or because of some other sense, the horselifted and sprang lightly over them; but its rider did not see them, lyingcovered in their elven-cloaks, too crushed for the moment, and too afraid tomove.

    At last Merry stirred and whispered softly: 'So far so good: but howare we to avoid being spitted?’

    The answer came almost immediately. The cries of Grishnbkh had rousedthe Ores. From the yells and screeches that came from the knoll the hobbitsguessed that their disappearance had been discovered: Ugl®k was probablyknocking off a few more heads. Then suddenly the answering cries ofore-voices came from the right, outside the circle of watch-fires, from thedirection of the forest and the mountains. Mauh®r had apparently arrived andwas attacking the besiegers. There was the sound of galloping horses. TheRiders were drawing in their ring close round the knoll, risking theore-arrows, so as to prevent any sortie, while a company rode off to dealwith the newcomers. Suddenly Merry and Pippin realized that without movingthey were now outside the circle: there was nothing between them and escape.

    'Now,' said Merry, 'if only we had our legs and hands free, we mightget away. But I can’t touch the knots, and I can't bite them.'

    'No need to try,' said Pippin. 'I was going to tell you: I've managedto free my hands. These loops are only left for show. You'd better have abit of lembas first.'

    He slipped the cords off his wrists, and fished out a packet. The cakeswere broken, but good, still in their leaf-wrappings. The hobbits each atetwo or three pieces. The taste brought back to them the memory of fairfaces, and laughter, and wholesome food in quiet days now far away. For awhile they ate thoughtfully, sitting in the dark, heedless of the cries andsounds of battle nearby. Pippin was the first to come back to the present.

    'We must be off,' he said. 'Half a moment!' Grishnbkh's sword was lyingclose at hand, but it was too heavy and clumsy for him to use; so he crawledforward, and finding the body of the goblin he drew from its sheath a longsharp knife. With this he quickly cut their bonds.

    'Now for it!' he said. 'When we've warmed up a bit, perhaps we shall beable to stand again, and walk. But in any case we had better start bycrawling.'

    They crawled. The turf was deep and yielding, and that helped them: butit seemed a long slow business. They gave the watch-fire a wide berth, andwormed their way forward bit by bit, until they came to the edge of theriver, gurgling away in the black shadows under its deep banks. Then theylooked back.

    The sounds had died away. Evidently Mauh®r and his 'lads' had beenkilled or driven off. The Riders had returned to their silent ominous vigil.

    It would not last very much longer. Already the night was old. In the East,which had remained unclouded, the sky was beginning to grow pale.

    'We must get under cover,' said Pippin, 'or we shall be seen. It willnot be any comfort to us, if these riders discover that we are not Oresafter we are dead.' He got up and stamped his feet. 'Those cords have cut melike wires; but my feet are getting warm again. I could stagger on now. Whatabout you, Merry?'

    Merry got up. 'Yes,' he said, 'I can manage it. Lembas does put heartinto you! A more wholesome sort of feeling, too, than the heat of thatore-draught. I wonder what it was made of. Better not to know, I expect.Let's get a drink of water to wash away the thought of it!'

    'Not here, the banks are too steep,' said Pippin. 'Forward now!'

    They turned and walked side by side slowly along the line of the river.Behind them the light grew in the East. As they walked they compared notes,talking lightly in hobbit-fashion of the things that had happened sincetheir capture. No listener would have guessed from their words that they hadsuffered cruelly, and been in dire peril, going without hope towards tormentand death; or that even now, as they knew well, they had little chance ofever finding friend or safety again.

    'You seem to have been doing well, Master Took,' said Merry. 'You willget almost a chapter in old Bilbo's book, if ever I get a chance to reportto him. Good work: especially guessing that hairy villain's little game, andplaying up to him. But I wonder if anyone will ever pick up your trail andfind that brooch. I should hate to lose mine, but I am afraid yours is gonefor good.

    'I shall have to brush up my toes, if I am to get level with you.

    Indeed Cousin Brandybuck is going in front now. This is where he comes in. Idon't suppose you have much notion where we are; but I spent my time atRivendell rather better. We are walking west along the Entwash. The butt-endof the Misty Mountains is in front, and Fangorn Forest.'

    Even as he spoke the dark edge of the forest loomed up straight beforethem. Night seemed to have taken refuge under its great trees, creeping awayfrom the coming Dawn.

    'Lead on, Master Brandybuck!' said Pippin. 'Or lead back! We have beenwarned against Fangorn. But one so knowing will not have forgotten that.'

    'I have not,' answered Merry; 'but the forest seems better to me, allthe same, than turning back into the middle of a battle.'

    He led the way in under the huge branches of the trees. Old beyondguessing, they seemed. Great trailing beards of lichen hung from them,blowing and swaying in the breeze. Out of the shadows the hobbits peeped,gazing back down the slope: little furtive figures that in the dim lightlooked like elf-children in the deeps of time peering out of the Wild Woodin wonder at their first Dawn.

    Far over the Great River, and the Brown Lands, leagues upon greyleagues away, the Dawn came, red as flame. Loud rang the hunting-horns togreet it. The Riders of Rohan sprang suddenly to life. Horn answered hornagain.

    Merry and Pippin heard, clear in the cold air, the neighing ofwar-horses, and the sudden singing of many men. The Sun's limb was lifted,

    an arc of fire, above the margin of the world. Then with a great cry theRiders charged from the East; the red light gleamed on mail and spear. TheOres yelled and shot all the arrows that remained to them. The hobbits sawseveral horsemen fall; but their line held on up the hill and over it, andwheeled round and charged again. Most of the raiders that were left alivethen broke and fled, this way and that, pursued one by one to the death. Butone band, holding together in a black wedge, drove forward resolutely in thedirection of the forest. Straight up the slope they charged towards thewatchers. Now they were drawing near, and it seemed certain that they wouldescape: they had already hewn down three Riders that barred their way.

    'We have watched too long,' said Merry. 'There's Ugl®k! I don't want tomeet him again.' The hobbits turned and fled deep into the shadows of thewood.

    So it was that they did not sec the last stand, when Ugl®k wasovertaken and brought to bay at the very edge of Fangorn. There he was slainat last by Jomer, the Third Marshal of the Mark, who dismounted and foughthim sword to sword. And over the wide fields the keen-eyed Riders hunteddown the few Ores that had escaped and still had strength to fly.

    Then when they had laid their fallen comrades in a mound and had sungtheir praises, the Riders made a great fire and scattered the ashes of theirenemies. So ended the raid, and no news of it came ever back either toMordor or to Isengard; but the smoke of the burning rose high to heaven andwas seen by many watchful eyes.

    Chapter 4. Treebeard

    Meanwhile the hobbits went with as much speed as the dark and tangledforest allowed, following the line of the running stream, westward and uptowards the slopes of the mountains, deeper and deeper into Fangorn. Slowlytheir fear of the Ores died away, and their pace slackened. A queer stiflingfeeling came over them, as if the air were too thin or too scanty forbreathing.

    At last Merry halted. 'We can't go on like this,' he panted. 'I wantsome air.'

    'Let's have a drink at any rate,' said Pippin. 'I'm parched.' Heclambered on to a great tree-root that wound down into the stream, andstooping drew up some water in his cupped hands. It was clear and cold, andhe took many draughts. Merry followed him. The water refreshed them andseemed to cheer their hearts; for a while they sat together on the brink ofthe stream, dabbling their sore feet and legs, and peering round at thetrees that stood silently about them, rank upon rank, until they faded awayinto grey twilight in every direction.

    'I suppose you haven't lost us already?' said Pippin, leaning backagainst a great tree-trunk. 'We can at least follow the course of thisstream, the Entwash or whatever you call it, and get out again the way wecame.'

    'We could, if our legs would do it,' said Merry; 'and if we couldbreathe properly.'

    'Yes, it is all very dim, and stuffy, in here,'said Pippin. 'Itreminds me, somehow, of the old room in the Great Place of the Tooks awayback in the Smials at Tuckborough: a huge place, where the furniture hasnever been moved or changed for generations. They say the Old Took lived init year after year, while he and the room got older and shabbiertogether-and it has never changed since he died, a century ago. And OldGerontius was my great-great-grandfather: that puts it back a bit. But thatis nothing to the old feeling of this wood. Look at all those weeping,trailing, beards and whiskers of lichen! And most of the trees seem to behalf covered with ragged dry leaves that have never fallen. Untidy. I can'timagine what spring would look like here, if it ever comes; still less aspring-cleaning.'

    'But the Sun at any rate must peep in sometimes.' said Merry. 'It doesnot look or feel at all like Bilbo's description of Mirkwood. That was alldark and black, and the home of dark black things. This is just dim, andfrightfully tree-ish. You can't imagine animals living here at all, orstaying for long.'

    'No, nor hobbits,' said Pippin. 'And I don't like the thought of tryingto get through it either. Nothing to cat for a hundred miles, I shouldguess. How are our supplies?'

    'Low,' said Merry. 'We ran off with nothing but a couple of sparepackets of lembas, and left everything else behind.' They looked at whatremained of the elven-cakes: broken fragments for about five meagre days,that was all. 'And not a wrap or a blanket,' said Merry. 'We shall be coldtonight, whichever way we go.'

    'Well, we'd better decide on the way now,' said Pippin. 'The morningmust be getting on.'

    Just then they became aware of a yellow light that had appeared, someway further on into the wood: shafts of sunlight seemed suddenly to havepierced the forest-roof.

    'Hullo!' said Merry. 'The Sun must have run into a cloud while we'vebeen under these trees, and now she has run out again; or else she hasclimbed high enough to look down through some opening. It isn't far let's goand investigate!'

    They found it was further than they thought. The ground was risingsteeply still, and it was becoming increasingly stony. The light grewbroader as they went on, and soon they saw that there was a rock-wall beforethem: the side of a hill, or the abrupt end of some long root thrust out bythe distant mountains. No trees grew on it, and the sun was falling full onits stony face. The twigs of the trees at its foot were stretched out stiffand still, as if reaching out to the warmth. Where all had looked so shabbyand grey before, the wood now gleamed with rich browns, and with thesmooth

    black-greys of bark like polished leather. The boles of the trees glowedwith a soft green like young grass: early spring or a fleeting vision of itwas about them.

    In the face of the stony wall there was something like a stair: naturalperhaps, and made by the weathering and splitting of the rock, for it wasrough and uneven. High up, almost level with the tops of forest-trees, there

    was a shelf under a cliff. Nothing grew there but a few grasses and weeds atits edge, and one old stump of a tree with only two bent branches left: itlooked almost like the figure of some gnarled old man, standing there,blinking in the morning-light.

    'Up we go!' said Merry joyfully. 'Now for a breath of air, and a sightof the land!'

    They climbed and scrambled up the rock. If the stair had been made itwas for bigger feet and longer legs than theirs. They were too eager to besurprised at the remarkable way in which the cuts and sores of theircaptivity had healed and their vigour had returned. They came at length tothe edge of the shelf almost at the feet of the old stump; then they sprangup and turned round with their backs to the hill, breathing deep, andlooking out eastward. They saw that they had only come some three or fourmiles into the forest: the heads of the trees marched down the slopestowards the plain. There, near the fringe of the forest, tall spires ofcurling black smoke went up, wavering and floating towards them.

    ’The wind's changing,' said Merry. ’It’s turned east again. It feelscool up here.'

    'Yes,' said Pippin;'I'm afraid this is only a passing gleam, and itwill all go grey again. What a pity! This shaggy old forest looked sodifferent in the sunlight. I almost felt I liked the place.’

    ’Almost felt you liked the Forest! That's good! That's uncommonly kindof you,' said a strange voice. 'Turn round and let me have a look at yourfaces. I almost feel that I dislike you both, but do not let us be hasty.

    Turn round!' A large knob-knuckled hand was laid on each of their shoulders,and they were twisted round, gently but irresistibly; then two great armslifted them up.

    They found that they were looking at a most extraordinary face. Itbelonged to a large Man-like, almost Troll-like, figure, at least fourteenfoot high, very sturdy, with a tall head, and hardly any neck. Whether itwas clad in stuff like green and grey bark, or whether that was its hide,was difficult to say. At any rate the arms, at a short distance from thetrunk, were not wrinkled, but covered with a brown smooth skin. The largefeet had seven toes each. The lower part of the long face was covered with asweeping grey beard, bushy, almost twiggy at the roots, thin and mossy atthe ends. But at the moment the hobbits noted little but the eyes. Thesedeep eyes were now surveying them, slow and solemn, but very penetrating.

    They were brown, shot with a green light. Often afterwards Pippin tried todescribe his first impression of them.

    'One felt as if there was an enormous well behind them, filled up withages of memory and long, slow, steady thinking; but their surface wassparkling with the present: like sun shimmering on the outer leaves of avast tree, or on the ripples of a very deep lake. I don’t know but it feltas if something that grew in the ground-asleep, you might say, or justfeeling itself as something between roof-tip and leaf-tip, between deepearth and sky had suddenly waked up, and was considering you with the sameslow care that it had given to its own inside affairs for endless years.'

    'Hrum, Hoorn,' murmured the voice, a deep voice like a very deepwoodwind instrument. 'Very odd indeed! Do not be hasty, that is my motto.But if I had seen you, before I heard your voices-I liked them: nice littlevoices: they reminded me of something I cannot remember—if I had seen youbefore I heard you, I should have just trodden on you, taking you for littleOres, and found out my mistake afterwards. Very odd you are, indeed. Rootand twig, very odd!'

    Pippin, though still amazed, no longer felt afraid. Under those eyes hefelt a curious suspense, but not fear. 'Please.' he said, 'who are you? Andwhat are you?'

    A queer look came into the old eyes, a kind of wariness; the deep wellswere covered over. 'Hrum, now,' answered the voice; 'well, I am an Ent, orthat's what they call me. Yes, Ent is the word. The Ent, I am, you mightsay, in your manner of speaking. Fangorn is my name according to some,Treebeard others make it. Treebeard will do.'

    'An EntT said Merry. 'What's that? But what do you call yourself?

    What's your real name?'

    'Hoo now!' replied Treebeard. 'Hoo! Now that would be telling! Not sohasty. And / am doing the asking. You are in my country. What are you, Iwonder? I cannot place you. You do not seem to come in the old lists that Ilearned when I was young. But that was a long, long time ago, and they mayhave made new lists. Let me see! Let me see! Plow did it go?

    Learn now the lore of Living Creatures!

    First name the four, the free peoples:

    Eldest of all, the elf-children;

    Dwarf the delver, dark are his houses;

    Ent the earthborn, old as mountains;

    Man the mortal, master of horses:

    Hm, hm, hm.

    Beaver the builder, buck the leaper,

    Bear bee-hunter, boar the fighter;

    Hound is hungry, hare is fearful...

    hm, hm.

    Eagle in eyrie, ox in pasture,

    Hart horn-crowned; hawk is swiftest

    Swan the whitest, serpent coldest...

    Hoorn, hm; hoom. hm. how did it go? Room turn, room turn, roomty toomturn.

    It was a long list. But anyway you do not seem to fit in anywhere!'

    'We always seem to have got left out of the old lists, and the oldstories,' said Merry. 'Yet we've been about for quite a long time. We'rehobbits'

    'Why not make a new line?' said Pippin.

    ’Half-grown hobbits, the hole-dwellers.

    Put us in amongst the four, next to Man (the Big People) and you've gotit.'

    'Hm! Not bad, not bad,' said Treebeard. 'That would do. So you live inholes, eh? It sounds very right and proper. Who calls you hobbits, though?That does not sound elvish to me. Elves made all the old words: they beganit.'

    'Nobody else calls us hobbits; we call ourselves that,' said Pippin.

    'Hoom, hmm! Come now! Not so hasty! You call yourselves hobbits? Butyou should not go telling just anybody. You'll be letting out your own rightnames if you're not careful.'

    'We aren't careful about that,' said Merry. 'As a matter of fact I'm aBrandybuck, Meriadoc Brandybuck, though most people call me just Merry.'

    'And I'm a Took, Peregrin Took, but I'm generally called Pippin, oreven Pip.'

    'Hm, but you are hasty folk, I see,' said Treebeard. 'I am honoured byyour confidence; but you should not be too free all at once. There are Entsand Ents, you know; or there are Ents and things that look like Ents butain't, as you might say. I'll call you Merry and Pippin if you please-nicenames. For I am not going to tell you my name, not yet at any rate.' A queerhalf-knowing, half-humorous look came with a green flicker into his eyes.

    ’For one thing it would take a long while: my name is growing all the time,and I've lived a very long, long time; so my name is like a story. Realnames tell you the story of the things they belong to in my language, in theOld Entish as you might say. It is a lovely language, but it takes a verylong time to say anything in it, because we do not say anything in it.unless it is worth taking a long time to say, and to listen to.

    'But now,' and the eyes became very bright and 'present', seeming togrow smaller and almost sharp, 'what is going on? What are you doing in itall? I can see and hear (and smell and feel) a great deal from this, fromthis, from this a-lalla-lalla-rumba-kamanda-lind-or-bur®ml. Excuse me: thatis a part of my name for it; I do not know what the word is in the outsidelanguages: you know, the thing we are on, where I stand and look out on finemornings, and think about the Sun, and the grass beyond the wood, and thehorses, and the clouds, and the unfolding of the world. What is going on?What is Gandalf up to? And these — burbrum,' he made a deep rumbling noiselike a discord on a great organ — 'these Ores, and young Saruman down atIsengard? I like news. But not too quick now.'

    'There is quite a lot going on,' said Merry: 'and even if we tried tobe quick, it would take a long time to tell. But you told us not to behasty. Ought we to tell you anything so soon? Would you think it rude, if weasked what you are going to do with us, and which side you are on? And didyou know Gandalf?'

    'Yes, I do know him: the only wizard that really cares about trees 'said Treebeard. 'Do you know him?'

    'Yes,' said Pippin sadly, 'we did. He was a great friend, and he wasour guide.'

    'Then I can answer your other questions,' said Treebeard. 'I am notgoing to do anything with you: not if you mean by that 'do something to you'without your leave. We might do some things together. I don't know aboutsides. I go my own way; but your way may go along with mine for a while. Butyou speak of Master Gandalf, as if he was in a story that had come to anend.'

    'Yes, we do,' said Pippin sadly. 'The story seems to be going on, but Iam afraid Gandalf has fallen out of it.'

    'Hoo, come now!' said Treebeard. 'Hoorn, hm, ah well.' He paused,looking long at the hobbits: 'Hoorn, ah, well I do not know what to say. Comenow!'

    'If you would like to hear more, said Merry, 'we will tell you. But itwill take some time. Wouldn't you like to put us down? Couldn't we sit heretogether in the sun, while it lasts? You must be getting tired of holding usup.'

    'Hm, tiredl No. I am not tired. I do not easily get tired. And I do notsit down. I am not very, hm, bendable. But there, the Sun is going in. Letus leave this — did you say what you call it?'

    'Hill?' suggested Pippin. 'Shelf? Step?' suggested Merry.

    Treebeard repeated the words thoughtfully. 'Hill. Yes, that was it. Butit is a hasty word for a thing that has stood here ever since this part ofthe world was shaped. Never mind. Let us leave it, and go.'

    'Where shall we go?' asked Merry.

    'To my home, or one of my homes,' answered Treebeard.

    'Is it far?'

    'I do not know. You might call it far, perhaps. But what does thatmatter?'

    'Well, you see, we have lost all our belongings,' said Merry. 'We haveonly a little food.'

    'O! Hm! You need not trouble about that,' said Treebeard. 'I can giveyou a drink that will keep you green and growing for a long, long while. Andif we decide to part company, I can set you down outside my country at anypoint you choose. Let us go!'

    Holding the hobbits gently but firmly, one in the crook of each arm,Treebeard lifted up first one large foot and then the other, and moved themto the edge of the shelf. The rootlike toes grasped the rocks. Thencarefully and solemnly, he stalked down from step to step, and reached thefloor of the Forest.

    At once he set off with long deliberate strides through the trees,deeper and deeper into the wood, never far from the stream, climbingsteadily up towards the slopes of the mountains. Many of the trees seemedasleep, or as unaware of him as of any other creature that merely passed by;but some quivered, and some raised up their branches above his head as heapproached. All the while, as he walked, he talked to himself in a longrunning stream of musical sounds.

    The hobbits were silent for some time. They felt, oddly enough, safeand comfortable, and they had a great deal to think and wonder about. Atlast Pippin ventured to speak again.

    ’Please, Treebeard,' he said, ’could I ask you something? Why didCeleborn warn us against your forest? He told us not to risk gettingentangled in it.'

    ’Hmm, did he now?' rumbled Treebeard. 'And I might have said much thesame, if you had been going the other way. Do not risk getting entangled inthe woods of Laurelindurenan! That is what the Elves used to call it, butnow they make the name shorter: Lothlurien they call it. Perhaps they areright: maybe it is fading; not growing. Land of the Valley of Singing Gold,that was it, once upon a time. Now it is the Dreamflower. Ah well! But it isa queer place, and not for just any one to venture in. I am surprised thatyou ever got out, but much more surprised that you ever got in: that has nothappened to strangers for many a year. It is a queer land.

    'And so is this. Folk have come to grief here. Aye, they have, togrief. Laurelindurenan lindelorendor malinornjlion ornemalin,' he hummed tohimself. 'They are falling rather behind the world in there, I guess,' hesaid 'Neither this country, nor anything else outside the Golden Wood, iswhat it was when Celeborn was young. Still:
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    that is what they used to say. Things have changed, but it is stilltrue in places.'

    'What do you mean?' said Pippin. 'What is true?'

    'The trees and the Ents,' said Treebeard. 'I do not understand all thatgoes on myself, so I cannot explain it to you. Some of us are still trueEnts, and lively enough in our fashion, but many are growing sleepy, goingtree-ish, as you might say. Most of the trees are just trees, of course; butmany are half awake. Some are quite wide awake, and a few are, well, ah,well getting Entish. That is going on all the time.

    'When that happens to a tree, you find that some have bad hearts.Nothing to do with their wood: I do not mean that. Why, I knew some good oldwillows down the Entwash, gone long ago, alas! They were quite hollow,indeed they were falling all to pieces, but as quiet and sweet-spoken as ayoung leaf. And then there are some trees in the valleys under themountains, sound as a bell, and bad right through. That sort of thing seemsto spread. There used to be some very dangerous parts in this country. Thereare still some very black patches.'

    'Like the Old Forest away to the north, do you mean?' asked Merry.

    'Aye, aye. something like, but much worse. I do not doubt there is some

    shadow of the Great Darkness lying there still away north; and bad memoriesare handed down. But there are hollow dales in this land where the Darknesshas never been lifted, and the trees are older than I am. Still, we do whatwe can. We keep off strangers and the foolhardy; and we train and we teach,we walk and we weed.

    'We are tree-herds, we old Ents. Few enough of us are left now. Sheepget like shepherd, and shepherds like sheep, it is said; but slowly, andneither have long in the world. It is quicker and closer with trees andEnts, and they walk down the ages together. For Ents are more like Elves:less interested in themselves than Men are, and better at getting insideother things. And yet again Ents are more like Men, more changeable thanElves are, and quicker at taking the colour of the outside, you might say.

    Or better than both: for they are steadier and keep their minds on thingslonger. 'Some of my kin look just like trees now, and need something greatto rouse them; and they speak only in whispers. But some of my trees arelimb-lithe, and many can talk to me. Elves began it, of course, waking treesup and teaching them to speak and learning their tree-talk. They alwayswished to talk to everything, the old Elves did. But then the Great Darknesscame, and they passed away over the Sea, or fled into far valleys, and hidthemselves, and made songs about days that would never come again. Neveragain. Aye, aye, there was all one wood once upon a time: from here to theMountains of Lune, and this was just the East End.

    'Those were the broad days! Time was when I could walk and sing all dayand hear no more than the echo of my own voice in the hollow hills. Thewoods were like the woods of Lothlurien. only thicker stronger, younger. Andthe smell of the air! I used to spend a week just breathing.'

    Treebeard fell silent, striding along, and yet making hardly a soundwith his great feet. Then he began to hum again, and passed into a murmuringchant. Gradually the hobbits became aware that he was chanting to them:

    In the willow-meads ofTasarinan I walked in the Spring.

    Ah! the sight and the smell of the Spring in Nan-tasarion!

    And I said that was good.

    I wandered in Summer in the elm-woods of Ossiriand.

    Ah! the light and the music in the Summer by the Seven Rivers of Ossir!

    And I thought that was best.

    To the beeches ofNeldorethlcame in the Autumn.

    Ah! the gold and the red and the sighing of leaves in the Autumn in

    Taur-na-neldor!

    It was more than my desire.

    To the pine-trees upon the highland of Dorthonion I climbed in theWinter.

    Ah! the wind and the whiteness and the black branches of Winter uponOrod-na-Thfn!

    My voice went up and sang in the sky.

    And now all those lands lie under the wave.

    And I walk in Ambaruna, in Tauremorna, in Aldaluml.

    In my own land, in the country of Fangorn,

    Where the roots are long,

    And the years lie thicker than the leaves

    In Tauremornaluml.

    He ended, and strode on silently, and in all the wood, as far as earcould reach, there was not a sound.

    The day waned, and dusk was twined about the boles of the trees. Atlast the hobbits saw, rising dimly before them, a steep dark land: they hadcome to the feet of the mountains, and to the green roots of tall Methedras.Down the hillside the young Entwash, leaping from its springs high above,ran noisily from step to step to meet them. On the right of the stream therewas a long slope, clad with grass, now grey in the twilight. No trees grewthere and it was open to the sky; stars were shining already in lakesbetween shores of cloud.

    Treebeard strode up the slope, hardly slackening his pace. Suddenlybefore them the hobbits saw a wide opening. Two great trees stood there, oneon either side, like living gate-posts; but there was no gate save theircrossing and interwoven boughs. As the old Ent approached, the trees liftedup their branches, and all their leaves quivered and rustled. For they wereevergreen trees, and their leaves were dark and polished, and gleamed in thetwilight. Beyond them was a wide level space, as though the floor of a greathall had been cut in the side of the hill. On either hand the walls slopedupwards, until they were fifty feet high or more, and along each wall stoodan aisle of trees that also increased in height as they marched inwards.

    At the far end the rock-wall was sheer, but at the bottom it had beenhollowed back into a shallow bay with an arched roof: the only roof of thehall, save the branches of the trees, which at the inner end overshadowedall the ground leaving only a broad open path in the middle. A little stream

    escaped from the springs above, and leaving the main water, fell tinklingdown the sheer face of the wall, pouring in silver drops, like a finecurtain in front of the arched bay. The water was gathered again into astone basin in the floor between the trees, and thence it spilled and flowedaway beside the open path, out to rejoin the Entwash in its journey throughthe forest.

    'Hm! Here we are!' said Treebeard, breaking his long silence. 'I havebrought you about seventy thousand ent-strides, but what that comes to inthe measurement of your land I do not know. Anyhow we are near the roots ofthe Last Mountain. Part of the name of this place might be Wellinghall, ifit were turned into your language. I like it. We will stay here tonight.' Heset them down on the grass between the aisles of the trees, and theyfollowed him towards the great arch. The hobbits now noticed that as hewalked his knees hardly bent, but his legs opened in a great stride. Heplanted his big toes (and they were indeed big, and very broad) on theground first, before any other part of his feet.

    For a moment Treebeard stood under the rain of the falling spring, andtook a deep breath; then he laughed, and passed inside. A great stone tablestood there, but no chairs. At the back of the bay it was already quitedark. Treebeard lifted two great vessels and stood them on the table. Theyseemed to be filled with water; but he held his hands over them, andimmediately they began to glow, one with a golden and the other with a richgreen light; and the blending of the two lights lit the bay; as if the sunof summer was shining through a roof of young leaves. Looking back, thehobbits saw that the trees in the court had also begun to glow, faintly atfirst, but steadily quickening, until every leaf was edged with light: somegreen, some gold, some red as copper; while the tree-trunks looked likepillars moulded out of luminous stone.

    'Well, well, now we can talk again,' said Treebeard. 'You are thirsty Iexpect. Perhaps you are also tired. Drink this!' He went to the back of thebay, and then they saw that several tall stone jars stood there, with heavylids. He removed one of the lids, and dipped in a great ladle, and with itfilled three bowls, one very large bowl, and two smaller ones.

    'This is an ent-house,' he said, 'and there are no seats, I fear. Butyou may sit on the table.' Picking up the hobbits he set them on the greatstone slab, six feet above the ground, and there they sat dangling theirlegs, and drinking in sips.

    The drink was like water, indeed very like the taste of the draughtsthey had drunk from the Entwash near, the borders of the forest, and yetthere was some scent or savour in it which they could not describe: it wasfaint, but it reminded them of the smell of a distant wood borne from afarby a cool breeze at night. The effect of the draught began at the toes, androse steadily through every limb, bringing refreshment and vigour as itcoursed upwards, right to the tips of the hair. Indeed the hobbits felt thatthe hair on their heads was actually standing up, waving and curling andgrowing. As for Treebeard, he first laved his feet in the basin beyond thearch, and then he drained his bowl at one draught, one long, slow draught.The hobbits thought he would never stop.

    At last he set the bowl down again. 'Ah — ah,' he sighed. 'Hm, hoom,now we can talk easier. You can sit on the floor, and I will lie down; thatwill prevent this drink from rising to my head and sending me to sleep.'

    On the right side of the bay there was a great bed on low legs; notmore than a couple of feet high, covered deep in dried grass and bracken.Treebeard lowered himself slowly on to this (with only the slightest sign ofbending at his middle), until he lay at full length, with his arms behindhis head, looking up at the ceiling, upon which lights were flickering, likethe play of leaves in the sunshine. Merry and Pippin sat beside him onpillows of grass.

    'Now tell me your tale, and do not hurry!' said Treebeard.

    The hobbits began to tell him the story of their adventures ever sincethey left Hobbiton. They followed no very clear order, for they interruptedone another continually, and Treebeard often stopped the speaker, and wentback to some earlier point, or jumped forward asking questions about laterevents. They said nothing whatever about the Ring, and did not tell him whythey set out or where they were going to; and he did not ask for anyreasons.

    He was immensely interested in everything: in the Black Riders, inElrond, and Rivendell, in the Old Forest, and Tom Bombadil, in the Mines ofMoria, and in Lothlurien and Galadriel. He made them describe the Shire andits country over and over again. He said an odd thing at this point. 'Younever see any, hm, any Ents round there do you?' he asked. 'Well, not Ents,Entwives I should really say.'

    EntwivesT said Pippin. 'Are they like you at all?'

    Yes, hm, well no: I do not really know now, said Treebeard

    thoughtfully. 'But they would like your country, so I just wondered.'

    Treebeard was however especially interested in everything thatconcerned Gandalf; and most interested of all in Saruman's doings. Thehobbits regretted very much that they knew so little about them: only arather vague report by Sam of what Gandalf had told the Council. But theywere clear at any rate that UgKDk and his troop came from Isengard, andspoke of Saruman as their master.

    'Hm, hoom!' said Treebeard, when at last their story had wound andwandered down to the battle of the Ores and the Riders of Rohan. 'Well,well! That is a bundle of news and no mistake. You have not told me all, noindeed, not by a long way. But I do not doubt that you are doing as Gandalfwould wish. There is something very big going on, that I can see, and whatit is maybe I shall learn in good time, or in bad time. By root and twig,but it is a strange business: up sprout a little folk that are not in theold lists, and behold the Nine forgotten Riders reappear to hunt them, andGandalf takes them on a great journey, and Galadriel harbours them in CarasGaladhon, and Ores pursue them down all the leagues of Wilderland: indeedthey seem to be caught up in a great storm. I hope they weather it!'

    'And what about yourself?' asked Merry.

    'Hoom, hm, I have not troubled about the Great Wars,' said Treebeard;'they mostly concern Elves and Men. That is the business of Wizards: Wizardsare always troubled about the future. I do not like worrying about thefuture. I am not altogether on anybody's side, because nobody is altogetheron my side, if you understand me: nobody cares for the woods as I care forthem, not even Elves nowadays. Still, I take more kindly to Elves than toothers: it was the Elves that cured us of dumbness long ago, and that was agreat gift that cannot be forgotten, though our ways have parted since. Andthere are some things, of course, whose side I am altogether not on; I amagainst them altogether: these — burbrum' (he again made a deep rumble ofdisgust)' — these Ores, and their masters.

    'I used to be anxious when the shadow lay on Mirkwood, but when itremoved to Mordor, I did not trouble for a while: Mordor is a long way away.But it seems that the wind is setting East, and the withering of all woodsmay be drawing near. There is naught that an old Ent can do to hold backthat storm: he must weather it or crack.

    'But Saruman now! Saruman is a neighbour: I cannot overlook him. I mustdo something. I suppose. I have often wondered lately what I should do about

    Saruman.'

    ’Who is Saruman?' asked Pippin. 'Do you know anything about hishistory?' 'Saruman is a Wizard,' answered Treebeard. 'More than that Icannot say. I do not know the history of Wizards. They appeared first afterthe Great Ships came over the Sea; but if they came with the Ships I nevercan tell. Saruman was reckoned great among them. I believe. He gave upwandering about and minding the affairs of Men and Elves, some time ago —you would call it a very long time ago: and he settled down at Angrenost, orIsengard as the Men of Rohan call it. He was very quiet to begin with, buthis fame began to grow. He was chosen to be head of the White Council, theysay; but that did not turn out too well. I wonder now if even then Sarumanwas not turning to evil ways. But at any rate he used to give no trouble tohis neighbours. I used to talk to him. There was a time when he was alwayswalking about my woods. He was polite in those days, always asking my leave(at least when he met me); and always eager to listen. I told him manythings that he would never have found out by himself; but he never repaid mein like kind. I cannot remember that he ever told, me anything. And he gotmore and more like that; his face, as I remember it-I have not seen it formany a day-became like windows in a stone wall: windows with shuttersinside.

    'I think that I now understand what he is up to. He is plotting tobecome a Power. He has a mind of metal and wheels; and he does not care forgrowing things, except as far as they serve him for the moment. And now itis clear that he is a black traitor. He has taken up with foul folk, withthe Ores. Brm, hoom! Worse than that: he has been doing something to them;something dangerous. For these Isengarders are more like wicked Men. It is amark of evil things that came in the Great Darkness that they cannot abidethe Sun; but Saruman's Ores can endure it, even if they hate it. I wonderwhat he has done? Are they Men he has ruined, or has he blended the races ofOres and Men? That would be a black evil!'

    Treebeard rumbled for a moment, as if he were pronouncing some deep,subterranean Entish malediction. 'Some time ago I began to wonder how Oresdared to pass through my woods so freely,' he went on. 'Only lately did Iguess that Saruman was to blame, and that long ago he had been spying outall the ways, and discovering my secrets. He and his foul folk are makinghavoc now. Down on the borders they are felling trees-good trees. Some ofthe trees they just cut down and leave to rot — ore-mischief that; but most

    are hewn up and carried off to feed the fires of Orthanc. There is always asmoke rising from Isengard these days.

    'Curse him, root and branch! Many of those trees were my friendscreatures I had known from nut and acorn; many had voices of their own thatare lost for ever now. And there are wastes of stump and bramble where oncethere were singing groves. I have been idle. I have let things slip. It muststop!'

    Treebeard raised himself from his bed with a jerk, stood up, andthumped his hand on the table. The vessels of light trembled and sent up twojets of flame. There was a flicker like green fire in his eyes, and hisbeard stood out stiff as a great besom.

    'I will stop it!' he boomed. 'And you shall come with me. You may beable to help me. You will be helping your own friends that way, too; for ifSaruman is not checked Rohan and Gondor will have an enemy behind as wellas

    in front. Our roads go together — to Isengard!'

    'We will come with you,' said Merry. 'We will do what we can.'

    'Yes!' said Pippin. 'I should like to see the White Hand overthrown. Ishould like to be there, even if I could not be of much use: I shall neverforget Ugl®k and the crossing of Rohan.'

    'Good! Good!' said Treebeard.'But I spoke hastily. We must not behasty. I have become too hot. I must cool myself and think; fur it is easierto shout stop\ than to do it.'

    He strode to the archway and stood for some time under the falling rainof the spring. Then he laughed and shook himself, and wherever the drops ofwater fell glittering from him to the ground they glinted like red and greensparks. He came back and laid himself on the bed again and was silent.

    After some time the hobbits heard him murmuring again. He seemed to becounting on his fingers. 'Fangorn, Finglas, Fladrif, aye, aye,' he sighed.

    'The trouble is that there are so few of us left,' he said turning towardsthe hobbits. 'Only three remain of the first Ents that walked in the woodsbefore the Darkness: only myself, Fangorn, and Finglas and Fladrif — togive them their Elvish names; you may call them Leaflock and Skinbark if youlike that better. And of us three Leaflock and Skinbark are not much use forthis business. Leaflock has grown sleepy, almost tree-ish, you might say: hehas taken to standing by himself half-asleep all through the summer with thedeep grass of the meadows round his knees. Covered with leafy hair he is. He

    used to rouse up in winter; but of late he has been too drowsy to walk fareven then. Skinbark lived on the mountain-slopes west of Isengard. That iswhere the worst trouble has been. He was wounded by the Ores, and many ofhis folk and his tree-herds have been murdered and destroyed. He has gone upinto the high places, among the birches that he loves best, and he will notcome down. Still, I daresay I could get together a fair company of ouryounger folks-if I could make them understand the need: if I could rousethem: we are not a hasty folk. What a pity there are so few of us!'

    'Why are there so few when you have lived in this country so long?'asked Pippin. 'Have a great many died?'

    'Oh, no!' said Treebeard. 'None have died from inside, as you mightsay. Some have fallen in the evil chances of the long years, of course: andmore have grown tree-ish. But there were never many of us and we have notincreased. There have been no Entings — no children, you would say, not fora terrible long count of years. You see, we lost the Entwives.'

    'How very sad!' said Pippin. 'How was it that they all died?'

    'They did not dieV said Treebeard. 'I never said died. We lost them, Isaid. We lost them and we cannot find them.' He sighed. 'I thought most folkknew that. There were songs about the hunt of the Ents for the Entwives sungamong Elves and Men from Mirkwood to Gondor. They cannot be quiteforgotten.'

    'Well, I am afraid the songs have not come west over the Mountains tothe Shire,' said Merry. 'Won't you tell us some more, or sing us one of thesongs?'

    'Yes, I will indeed,' said Treebeard, seeming pleased with the request.

    'But I cannot tell it properly, only in short; and then we must end ourtalk: tomorrow we have councils to call, and work to do, and maybe a journeyto begin.'

    'It is rather a strange and sad story,' he went on after a pause. 'Whenthe world was young, and the woods were wide and wild, the Ents and theEntwives — and there were Entmaidens then: ah! the loveliness ofFimbrethil, of Wandlimb the lightfooted, in the days of our youth! — theywalked together and they housed together. But our hearts did not go ongrowing in the same way: the Ents gave their love to things that they met inthe world, and the Entwives gave their thought to other things, for the Entsloved the great trees; and the wild woods, and the slopes of the high hills;and they drank of the mountain-streams, and ate only such fruit as the trees

    let fall in their path; and they learned of the Elves and spoke with theTrees. But the Entwives gave their minds to the lesser trees, and to themeads in the sunshine beyond the feet of the forests; and they saw the sloein the thicket, and the wild apple and the cherry blossoming in spring, andthe green herbs in the waterlands in summer, and the seeding grasses in theautumn fields. They did not desire to speak with these things; but theywished them to hear and obey what was said to them. The Entwives orderedthem to grow according to their wishes, and bear leaf and fruit to theirliking; for the Entwives desired order, and plenty, and peace (by which theymeant that things should remain where they had set them). So the Entwivesmade gardens to live in. But we Ents went on wandering, and we only came tothe gardens now and again. Then when the Darkness came in the North, theEntwives crossed the Great River, and made new gardens, and tilled newfields, and we saw them more seldom. After the Darkness was overthrown theland of the Entwives blossomed richly, and their fields were full of corn.

    Many men learned the crafts of the Entwives and honoured them greatly; butwe were only a legend to them, a secret in the heart of the forest. Yet herewe still are, while all the gardens of the Entwives are wasted: Men callthem the Brown Lands now.

    'I remember it was long ago — in the time of the war between Sauronand the Men of the Sea — desire came over me to see Fimbrethil again. Veryfair she was still in my eyes, when I had last seen her, though little likethe Entmaiden of old. For the Entwives were bent and browned by theirlabour; their hair parched by the sun to the hue of ripe corn and theircheeks like redapples. Yet their eyes were still the eyes of our ownpeople. We crossed over Anduin and came to their land: but we found adesert: it was all burned and uprooted, for war had passed over it. But theEntwives were not there. Long we called, and long we searched; and we askedall folk that we met which way the Entwives had gone. Some said they hadnever seen them; and some said that they had seen them walking away west,and some said east, and others south. But nowhere that we went could we findthem. Our sorrow was very great. Yet the wild wood called, and we returnedto it. For many years we used to go out every now and again and look for theEntwives. walking far and wide and calling them by their beautiful names.But as time passed we went more seldom and wandered less far. And now theEntwives are only a memory for us, and our beards are long and grey. TheElves made many songs concerning the Search of the Ents, and some of the

    songs passed into the tongues of Men. But we made no songs about it, beingcontent to chant their beautiful names when we thought of the Entwives. Webelieve that we may meet again in a time to come, and perhaps we shall findsomewhere a land where we can live together and both be content. But it isforeboded that that will only be when we have both lost all that we nowhave. And it may well be that that time is drawing near at last. For ifSauron of old destroyed the gardens, the Enemy today seems likely to witherall the woods.

    'There was an Elvish song that spoke of this, or at least so Iunderstand it. It used to be sung up and down the Great River. It was neveran Entish song, mark you: it would have been a very long song in Entish! Butwe know it by heart, and hum it now and again. This is how it runs in yourtongue:

    ENT.

    When Spring unfolds the beechen leaf, and sap is in the bough;

    When light is on the wild-wood stream, and wind is on the brow;

    When stride is long, and breath is deep, and keen the mountain-air,

    Come back to me! Come back to me, and say my land is fair!

    entwife.

    When Spring is come to garth and field, and corn is in the blade;

    When blossom like a shining snow is on the orchard laid;

    When shower and Sun upon the Earth with fragrance fill the air,

    I'll linger here, and will not come, because my land is fair.

    ent.

    When Summer lies upon the world, and in a noon of gold

    Beneath the roof of sleeping leaves the dreams of trees unfold;

    When woodland halls are green and cool, and wind is in the West,

    Come back to me! Come back to me, and say my land is best!

    entwife.

    When Summer warms the hanging fruit and burns the berry brown;

    When straw is gold, and ear is white, and harvest comes to town;

    When honey spills, and apple swells, though wind be in the West,

    I'll linger here beneath the Sun, because my land is best!

    ent.

    When Winter comes, the winter wild that hill and wood shall slay;

    When trees shall fall and starless night devour the sunless day;

    When wind is in the deadly East, then in the bitter rain

    I'll look for thee, and call to thee; I'll come to thee again!

    entwife.

    When Winter comes, and singing ends; when darkness falls at last;

    When broken is the barren bough, and light and labour past;

    I'll look for thee, and wait for thee, until we meet again:

    Together we will take the road beneath the bitter rain!

    both.

    Together we will take the road that leads into the West,

    And far away will find a land where both our hearts may rest.'

    Treebeard ended his song. 'That is how it goes,' he said. 'It isElvish, of course: lighthearted, quickworded, and soon over. I daresay it isfair enough. But the Ents could say more on their side, if they had time!

    But now I am going to stand up and take a little sleep. Where will youstand?'

    'We usually lie down to sleep,' said Merry. 'We shall be all rightwhere we are.'

    'Lie down to sleep!' said Treebeard. 'Why of course you do! Hm, hoom: Iwas forgetting: singing that song put me in mind of old times; almostthought that I was talking to young Entings, I did. Well, you can lie on thebed. I am going to stand in the rain. Good night!'

    Merry and Pippin climbed on to the bed and curled up in the soft grassand fern. It was fresh, and sweet-scented, and warm. The lights died down,and the glow of the trees faded; but outside under the arch they could seeold Treebeard standing, motionless, with his arms raised above his head. Thebright stars peered out of the sky, and lit the falling water as it spilledon to his fingers and head, and dripped, dripped, in hundreds of silverdrops on to his feet. Listening to the tinkling of the drops the hobbitsfell asleep.

    They woke to find a cool sun shining into the great court, and on tothe floor of the bay. Shreds of high cloud were overhead, running on a stiff

    easterly wind. Treebeard was not to be seen; but while Merry and Pippin werebathing in the basin by the arch, they heard him humming and singing, as hecame up the path between the trees.

    'Hoo, ho! Good morning, Merry and Pippin!' he boomed, when he sawthem.

    'You sleep long. I have been many a hundred strides already today. Now wewill have a drink, and go to Entmoot.'

    He poured them out two full bowls from a stone jar; but from adifferent jar. The taste was not the same as it had been the night before:it was earthier and richer, more sustaining and food-like, so to speak.

    While the hobbits drank, sitting on the edge of the bed, and nibbling smallpieces of elf-cake (more because they felt that eating was a necessary partof breakfast than because they felt hungry), Treebeard stood, humming inEntish or Elvish or some strange tongue, and looking up at the sky.

    'Where is Entmoot?' Pippin ventured to ask.

    'Hoo, eh? Entmoot?' said Treebeard, turning round. 'It is not a place,it is a gathering of Ents — which does not often happen nowadays. But Ihave managed to make a fair number promise to come. We shall meet in theplace where we have always met: Derndingle Men call it. It is away southfrom here. We must be there before noon.'

    Before long they set off. Treebeard carried the hobbits in his arms ason the previous day. At the entrance to the court he turned to the right,stepped over the stream, and strode away southwards along the feet of greattumbled slopes where trees were scanty. Above these the hobbits saw thicketsof birch and rowan, and beyond them dark climbing pinewoods. SoonTreebeard

    turned a little away from the hills and plunged into deep groves, where thetrees were larger, taller, and thicker than any that the hobbits had everseen before. For a while they felt faintly the sense of stifling which theyhad noticed when they first ventured into Fangorn, but it soon passed.Treebeard did not talk to them. He hummed to himself deeply andthoughtfully, but Merry and Pippin caught no proper words: it sounded likeboom, boom, rumboom, boorar, boom, boom, dahrar boom boom, dahrarboom, and

    so on with a constant change of note and rhythm. Now and again they thoughtthey heard an answer, a hum or a quiver of sound, that seemed to come out ofthe earth, or from boughs above their heads, or perhaps from the boles of

    the trees; but Treebeard did not stop or turn his head to either side.

    They had been going for a long while — Pippin had tried to keep countof the ’ent-strides' but had failed, getting lost at about three thousand —when Treebeard began to slacken his pace. Suddenly he stopped, put thehobbits down, and raised his curled hands to his mouth so that they made ahollow tube; then he blew or called through them. A great hoom, hom rang outlike a deep-throated horn in the woods, and seemed to echo from the trees.

    Far off there came from several directions a similar hoom, hom, hoom thatwas not an echo but an answer.

    Treebeard now perched Merry and Pippin on his shoulders and strode onagain, every now and then sending out another horn-call, and each time theanswers came louder and nearer. In this way they came at last to what lookedlike an impenetrable wall of dark evergreen trees, trees of a kind that thehobbits had never seen before: they branched out right from the roots, andwere densely clad in dark glossy leaves like thornless holly, and they boremany stiff upright flower-spikes with large shining olive-coloured buds.

    Turning to the left and skirting this huge hedge Treebeard came in afew strides to a narrow entrance. Through it a worn path passed and divedsuddenly down a long steep slope. The hobbits saw that they were descendinginto a great dingle, almost as round as a bowl, very wide and deep, crownedat the rim with the high dark evergreen hedge. It was smooth and grasscladinside, and there were no trees except three very tall and beautifulsilver-birches that stood at the bottom of the bowl. Two other paths leddown into the dingle: from the west and from the east.

    Several Ents had already arrived. More were coming in down the otherpaths, and some were now following Treebeard. As they drew near the hobbitsgazed at them. They had expected to see a number of creatures as much likeTreebeard as one hobbit is like another (at any rate to a stranger's eye);and they were very much surprised to see nothing of the kind. The Ents wereas different from one another as trees from trees: some as different as onetree is from another of the same name but quite different growth andhistory; and some as different as one tree-kind from another, as birch frombeech; oak from fir. There were a few older Ents, bearded and gnarled likehale but ancient trees (though none looked as ancient as Treebeard); andthere were tall strong Ents, clean-limbed and smooth-skinned likeforest-trees in their prime; but there were no young Ents, no saplings.Altogether there were about two dozen standing on the wide grassy floor of

    the dingle, and as many more were marching in.

    At first Merry and Pippin were struck chiefly by the variety that theysaw: the many shapes, and colours, the differences in girth; and height, andlength of leg and arm; and in the number of toes and fingers (anything fromthree to nine). A few seemed more or less related to Treebeard, and remindedthem of beech-trees or oaks. But there were other kinds. Some recalled thechestnut: brown-skinned Ents with large splayfingered hands, and short thicklegs. Some recalled the ash: tall straight grey Ents with many-fingeredhands and long legs; some the fir (the tallest Ents), and others the birch,the rowan, and the linden. But when the Ents all gathered round Treebeard,bowing their heads slightly, murmuring in their slow musical voices, andlooking long and intently at the strangers, then the hobbits saw that theywere all of the same kindred, and all had the same eyes: not all so old orso deep as Treebeard's, but all with the same slow, steady, thoughtfulexpression, and the same green flicker.

    As soon as the whole company was assembled, standing in a wide circleround Treebeard, a curious and unintelligible conversation began. The Entsbegan to murmur slowly: first one joined and then another, until they wereall chanting together in a long rising and falling rhythm, now louder on oneside of the ring, now dying away there and rising to a great boom on theother side. Though he could not catch or understand any of the words — hesupposed the language was Entish — Pippin found the sound very pleasant tolisten to at first; but gradually his attention wavered. After a long time(and the chant showed no signs of slackening) he found himself wondering,since Entish was such an ’unhasty' language, whether they had yet gotfurther than Good Morning; and if Treebeard was to call the roll, how manydays it would take to sing all their names. 'I wonder what the Entish is foryes or no,' he thought. He yawned.

    Treebeard was immediately aware of him. 'Hm, ha, hey, my Pippin!' hesaid, and the other Ents all stopped their chant. 'You are a hasty folk, Iwas forgetting; and anyway it is wearisome listening to a speech you do notunderstand. You may get down now. I have told your names to the Entmoot,and

    they have seen you, and they have agreed that you are not Ores, and that anew line shall be put in the old lists. We have got no further yet, but thatis quick work for an Entmoot. You and Merry can stroll about in the dingle,if you like. There is a well of good water, if you need refreshing, away

    yonder in the north bank. There are still some words to speak before theMoot really begins. I will come and see you again, and tell you how thingsare going.'

    He put the hobbits down. Before they walked away, they bowed low. Thisfeat seemed to amuse the Ents very much, to judge by the tone of theirmurmurs, and the flicker of their eyes; but they soon turned back to theirown business. Merry and Pippin climbed up the path that came in from thewest, and looked through the opening in the great hedge. Long tree-cladslopes rose from the lip of the dingle, and away beyond them, above thefir-trees of the furthest ridge there rose, sharp and white, the peak of ahigh mountain. Southwards to their left they could see the forest fallingaway down into the grey distance. There far away there was a pale greenglimmer that Merry guessed to be a glimpse of the plains of Rohan.

    'I wonder where Isengard is?' said Pippin.

    'I don’t know quite where we are,' said Merry; 'but that peak isprobably Methedras. and as far as I can remember the ring of Isengard liesin a fork or deep cleft at the end of the mountains. It is probably downbehind this great ridge. There seems to be a smoke or haze over there, leftof the peak, don't you think?'

    'What is Isengard like?' said Pippin. 'I wonder what Ents can do aboutit anyway.' 'So do I,' said Merry. 'Isengard is a sort of ring of rocks orhills, I think, with a flat space inside and an island or pillar of rock inthe middle, called Orthanc. Saruman has a tower on it. There is a gate,perhaps more than one, in the encircling wall, and I believe there is astream running through it; it comes out of the mountains, and flows onacross the Gap of Rohan. It does not seem the sort of place for Ents totackle. But I have an odd feeling about these Ents: somehow I don't thinkthey are quite as safe and, well funny as they seem. They seem slow, queer,and patient, almost sad; and yet I believe they could be roused. If thathappened, I would rather not be on the other side.'

    'Yes!'said Pippin. 'I know what you mean. There might be all thedifference between an old cow sitting and thoughtfully chewing, and a bullcharging; and the change might come suddenly. I wonder if Treebeard willrouse them. I am sure he means to try. But they don't like being roused.Treebeard got roused himself last night, and then bottled it up again.'

    The hobbits turned back. The voices of the Ents were still rising andfalling in their conclave. The sun had now risen high enough to look over

    the high hedge: it gleamed on the tops of the birches and lit the northwardside of the dingle with a cool yellow light. There they saw a littleglittering fountain. They walked along the rim of the great bowl at the feetof the evergreens-it was pleasant to feel cool grass about their toes again,and not to be in a hurry-and then they climbed down to the gushing water.They drank a little, a clean, cold, sharp draught, and sat down on a mossystone, watching the patches of sun on the grass and the shadows of thesailing clouds passing over the floor of the dingle. The murmur of the Entswent on. It seemed a very strange and remote place, outside their world, andfar from everything that had ever happened to them. A great longing cameover them for the faces and voices of their companions, especially for Frodoand Sam, and for Strider.

    At last there came a pause in the Ent-voices; and looking up they sawTreebeard coming towards them, with another Ent at his side.

    'Hm, hoom, here I am again,' said Treebeard. 'Are you getting weary, orfeeling impatient, hmm, eh? Well, I am afraid that you must not getimpatient yet. We have finished the first stage now; but I have still got toexplain things again to those that live a long way off, far from Isengard,and those that I could not get round to before the Moot, and after that weshall have to decide what to do. However, deciding what to do does not takeEnts so long as going over all the facts and events that they have to makeup their minds about. Still, it is no use denying, we shall be here a longtime yet: a couple of days very likely. So I have brought you a companion.

    He has an ent-house nearby. Bregalad is his Elvish name. He says he hasalready made up his mind and does not need to remain at the Moot. Hm, hm, heis the nearest thing among us to a hasty Ent. You ought to get on together.Good-bye!' Treebeard turned and left them.

    Bregalad stood for some time surveying the hobbits solemnly; and theylooked at him, wondering when he would show any signs of 'hastiness'. He wastall, and seemed to be one of the younger Ents; he had smooth shining skinon his arms and legs; his lips were ruddy, and his hair was grey-green. Hecould bend and sway like a slender tree in the wind. At last he spoke, andhis voice though resonant was higher and clearer than Treebeard's.

    'Ha, hmm, my friends, let us go for a walk!' he said. 'I am Bregalad,that is Quickbeam in your language. But it is only a nickname, of course.

    They have called me that ever since I said yes to an elder Ent before he hadfinished his question. Also I drink quickly, and go out while some are still

    wetting their beards. Come with me!'

    He reached down two shapely arms and gave a long-fingered hand to eachof the hobbits. All that day they walked about in the woods with him,singing, and laughing; for Quickbeam often laughed. He laughed if the suncame out from behind a cloud, he laughed if they came upon a stream orspring: then he stooped and splashed his feet and head with water; helaughed sometimes at some sound or whisper in the trees. Whenever he saw arowan-tree he halted a while with his arms stretched out, and sang, andswayed as he sang.

    At nightfall he brought them to his ent-house: nothing more than amossy stone set upon turves under a green bank. Rowan-trees grew in a circleabout it, and there was water (as in all ent-houses), a spring bubbling outfrom the bank. They talked for a while as darkness fell on the forest. Notfar away the voices of the Entmoot could be heard still going on; but nowthey seemed deeper and less leisurely, and every now and again one greatvoice would rise in a high and quickening music, while all the others diedaway. But beside them Bregalad spoke gently in their own tongue, almostwhispering; and they learned that he belonged to Skinbark's people, and thecountry where they had lived had been ravaged. That seemed to the hobbitsquite enough to explain his ’hastiness', at least in the matter of Ores.

    'There were rowan-trees in my home,' said Bregalad, softly and sadly,'rowan-trees that took root when I was an Enting, many many years ago in thequiet of the world. The oldest were planted by the Ents to try and pleasethe Entwives; but they looked at them and smiled and said that they knewwhere whiter blossom and richer fruit were growing. Yet there are no treesof all that race, the people of the Rose, that are so beautiful to me. Andthese trees grew and grew, till the shadow of each was like a green hall,and their red berries in the autumn were a burden, and a beauty and awonder. Birds used to flock there. I like birds, even when they chatter; andthe rowan has enough and to spare. But the birds became unfriendly andgreedy and tore at the trees, and threw the fruit down and did not eat it.

    Then Ores came with axes and cut down my trees. I came and called them bytheir long names, but they did not quiver, they did not hear or answer: theylay dead.

    O Orofarnl, Lassemista, Carnimnril!

    O rowan fair, upon your hair how white the blossom lay!

    O rowan mine, I saw you shine upon a summer's day,

    Your rind so bright, your leaves so light, your voice so cool and soft:

    Upon your head how golden-red the crown you bore aloft!

    O rowan dead, upon your head your hair is dry and grey;

    Your crown is spilled, your voice is stilled for ever and a day.

    O Orofarnl, Lassemista, Carnimnril!

    The hobbits fell asleep to the sound of the soft singing of Bregalad,that seemed to lament in many tongues the fall of trees that he had loved.

    The next day they spent also in his company, but they did not go farfrom his 'house'. Most of the time they sat silent under the shelter of thebank; for the wind was colder, and the clouds closer and greyer; there waslittle sunshine, and in the distance the voices of the Ents at the Mootstill rose and fell, sometimes loud and strong, sometimes low and sad,sometimes quickening, sometimes slow and solemn as a dirge. A second nightcame and still the Ents held conclave under hurrying clouds and fitfulstars.

    The third day broke, bleak and windy. At sunrise the Ents' voices roseto a great clamour and then died down again. As the morning wore on the windfell and the air grew heavy with expectancy. The hobbits could see thatBregalad was now listening intently, although to them, down in the dell ofhis ent-house, the sound of the Moot was faint.

    The afternoon came, and the sun, going west towards the mountains, sentout long yellow beams between the cracks and fissures of the clouds.Suddenly they were aware that everything was very quiet; the whole foreststood in listening silence. Of course, the Ent-voices had stopped. What didthat mean? Bregalad was standing up erect and tense, looking back northwardstowards Derndingle.

    Then with a crash came a great ringing shout: ra-hoom-rah! The treesquivered and bent as if a gust had struck them. There was another pause, andthen a marching music began like solemn drums, and above the rolling beatsand booms there welled voices singing high and strong.

    We come, we come with roll of drum: ta-runda runda runda rom!

    The Ents were coming: ever nearer and louder rose their song:

    We come, we come with horn and drum: ta-ryna ryna ryna rom!

    Bregalad picked up the hobbits and strode from his house.

    Before long they saw the marching line approaching: the Ents wereswinging along with great strides down the slope towards them. Treebeard wasat their head, and some fifty followers were behind him, two abreast,

    keeping step with their feet and beating time with their hands upon theirflanks. As they drew near the flash and flicker of their eyes could be seen.

    'Hoom, hom! Here we come with a boom, here we come at last!' calledTreebeard when he caught sight of Bregalad and the hobbits. ’Come, join theMoot! We are off. We are off to Isengard!'

    To Isengard!' the Ents cried in many voices.

    'To Isengard!'

    To Isengard! Though Isengard be ringed and barred with doors of stone;

    Though Isengard be strong and hard, as cold as stone and bare as bone,

    We go, we go, we go to war, to hew the stone and break the door;

    For bole and bough are burning now, the furnace roars — we go to war!

    To land of gloom with tramp of doom, with roll of drum, we come, wecome;

    To Isengard with doom we come!

    With doom we come, with doom we come!

    So they sang as they marched southwards.

    Bregalad, his eyes shining, swung into the line beside Treebeard. Theold Ent now took the hobbits back, and set them on his shoulders again, andso they rode proudly at the head of the sin ng company with beating heartsand heads held high. Though they ad expected something to happen eventually,they were amazed at the change that had come over the Ents. It seemed now assudden as the bursting of a flood that had long been held back by a dike.

    'The Ents made up their minds rather quickly, after all, didn't they?'

    Pippin ventured to say after some time, when for a moment the singingpaused, and only the beating of hands and feet was heard.

    'Quickly?' said Treebeard. 'Hoom! Yes, indeed. Quicker than I expected.Indeed I have not seen them roused like this for many an age. We Ents do notlike being roused; and we never are roused unless it is clear to us that ourtrees and our lives are in great danger. That has not happened in thisForest since the wars of Sauron and the Men of the Sea. It is the ore-work,the wanton hewing — rbrum — without even the bad excuse of feeding thefires, that has so angered us; and the treachery of a neighbour, who shouldhave helped us. Wizards ought to know better: they do know better. There isno curse in Elvish, Entish, or the tongues of Men bad enough for suchtreachery. Down with Saruman!'

    'Will you really break the doors of Isengard?' asked Merry.

    'Ho, hm, well, we could, you know! You do not know, perhaps, how strong

    we are. Maybe you have heard of Trolls? They are mighty strong. But Trollsare only counterfeits, made by the Enemy in the Great Darkness, in mockeryof Ents, as Ores were of Elves. We are stronger than Trolls. We are made ofthe bones of the earth. We can split stone like the roots of trees, onlyquicker, far quicker, if our minds are roused! If we are not hewn down, ordestroyed by fire or blast of sorcery, we could split Isengard intosplinters and crack its walls into rubble.'

    'But Saruman will try to stop you. won't he?'

    'Hm, ah, yes, that is so. I have not forgotten it. Indeed I havethought long about it. But. you see, many of the Ents are younger than I am.by many lives of trees. They are all roused now. and their mind is all onone thing: breaking Isengard. But they will start thinking again beforelong; they will cool down a little, when we take our evening drink. What athirst we shall have! But let them march now and sing! We have a long way togo, and there is time ahead for thought. It is something to have started.'

    Treebeard marched on, singing with the others for a while. But after atime his voice died to a murmur and fell silent again. Pippin could see thathis old brow was wrinkled and knotted. At last he looked up, and Pippincould see a sad look in his eyes, sad but not unhappy. There was a light inthem, as if the green flame had sunk deeper into the dark wells of histhought.

    'Of course, it is likely enough, my friends,' he said slowly, 'likelyenough that we are going to our doom: the last march of the Ents. But if westayed at home and did nothing, doom would find us anyway, sooner or later.That thought has long been growing in our hearts; and that is why we aremarching now. It was not a hasty resolve. Now at least the last march of theEnts may be worth a song. Aye,' he sighed, 'we may help the other peoplesbefore we pass away. Still, I should have liked to see the songs come trueabout the Entwives. I should dearly have liked to see Fimbrethil again. Butthere, my friends, songs like trees bear fruit only in their own time andtheir own way: and sometimes they are withered untimely.'

    The Ents went striding on at a great pace. They had descended into along fold of the land that fell away southward; now they began to climb up,and up, on to the high western ridge. The woods fell away and they came toscattered groups of birch, and then to bare slopes where only a few gauntpine-trees grew. The sun sank behind the dark hill-back in front. Grey duskfell.

    Pippin looked behind. The number of the Ents had grown — or what washappening? Where the dim bare slopes that they had crossed should lie, hethought he saw groves of trees. But they were moving! Could it be that thetrees of Fangorn were awake, and the forest was rising, marching over thehills to war? He rubbed his eyes wondering if sleep and shadow had deceivedhim; but the great grey shapes moved steadily onward. There was a noise likewind in many branches. The Ents were drawing near the crest of the ridgenow, and all song had ceased. Night fell, and there was silence: nothing wasto be heard save a faint quiver of the earth beneath the feet of the Ents,and a rustle, the shade of a whisper as of many drifting leaves. At lastthey stood upon the summit, and looked down into a dark pit: the great cleftat the end of the mountains: Nan Curunnr, the Valley of Saruman.

    'Night lies over Isengard,' said Treebeard.

    Chapter 5. The White Rider

    'My very bones are chilled,' said Gimli, flapping his arms and stampinghis feet. Day had come at last. At dawn the companions had made suchbreakfast as they could; now in the growing light they were getting ready tosearch the ground again for signs of the hobbits.

    'And do not forget that old man!' said Gimli. 'I should be happier if Icould see the print of a boot.'

    'Why would that make you happy?' said Legolas.

    'Because an old man with feet that leave marks might be no more than heseemed,' answered the Dwarf.

    'Maybe,' said the Elf; 'but a heavy boot might leave no print here: thegrass is deep and springy.'

    'That would not baffle a Ranger,' said Gimli. 'A bent blade is enoughfor Aragorn to read. But I do not expect him to find any traces. It was anevil phantom of Saruman that we saw last night. I am sure of it, even underthe light of morning. His eyes are looking out on us from Fangorn even now,maybe.'

    'It is likely enough,' said Aragorn; 'yet I am not sure. I am thinkingof the horses. You said last night, Gimli, that they were scared away. But Idid not think so. Did you hear them, Legolas? Did they sound to you likebeasts in terror?'

    'No,' said Legolas. 'I heard them clearly. But for the darkness and ourown fear I should have guessed that they were beasts wild with some suddengladness. They spoke as horses will when they meet a friend that they havelong missed.'

    'So I thought,' said Aragorn; 'but I cannot read the riddle, unlessthey return. Come! The light is growing fast. Let us look first and guesslater! We should begin here, near to our own camping-ground, searchingcarefully all about, and working up the slope towards the forest. To findthe hobbits is our errand, whatever we may think of our visitor in thenight. If they escaped by some chance, then they must have hidden in thetrees, or they would have been seen. If we find nothing between here and theeaves of the wood, then we will make a last search upon the battle-field andamong the ashes. But there is little hope there: the horsemen of Rohan did

    their work too well.'

    For some time the companions crawled and groped upon the ground. Thetree stood mournfully above them, its dry leaves now hanging limp, andrattling in the chill easterly wind. Aragorn moved slowly away. He came tothe ashes of the watch-fire near the river-bank, and then began to retracethe ground back towards the knoll where the battle had been fought. Suddenlyhe stooped and bent low with his face almost in the grass. Then he called tothe others. They came running up.

    'Here at last we find news!' said Aragorn. He lifted up a broken leaffor them to see, a large pale leaf of golden hue, now fading and turningbrown. 'Here is a mallorn-leaf of Lurien, and there are small crumbs on it,and a few more crumbs in the grass. And see! there are some pieces of cutcord lying nearby!'

    'And here is the knife that cut them!' said Gimli. He stooped and drewout of a tussock, into which some heavy foot had trampled it, a short jaggedblade. The haft from which it had been snapped was beside it. 'It was anore-weapon,' he said, holding it gingerly, and looking with disgust at thecarved handle: it had been shaped like a hideous head with squinting eyesand leering mouth.

    'Well, here is the strangest riddle that we have yet found!' exclaimedLegolas. 'A bound prisoner escapes both from the Ores and from thesurrounding horsemen. He then stops, while still in the open, and cuts hisbonds with an ore-knife. But how and why? For if his legs were tied, how didhe walk? And if his arms were tied, how did he use the knife? And if neitherwere tied, why did he cut the cords at all? Being pleased with his skill, hethen sat down and quietly ate some waybread! That at least is enough to showthat he was a hobbit, without the mallorn-leaf. After that, I suppose, heturned his arms into wings and flew away singing into the trees. It shouldbe easy to find him: we only need wings ourselves!'

    'There was sorcery here right enough,' said Gimli. 'What was that oldman doing? What have you to say, Aragorn, to the reading of Legolas. Can youbetter it?'

    'Maybe, I could,' said Aragorn, smiling. 'There are some other signsnear at hand that you have not considered. I agree that the prisoner was ahobbit and must have had either legs or hands free, before he came here. Iguess that it was hands, because the riddle then becomes easier, and alsobecause, as I read the marks, he was carried to this point by an Ore. Blood

    was spilled there, a few paces away, ore-blood. There are deep prints ofhoofs all about this spot, and signs that a heavy thing was dragged away.

    The Ore was slain by horsemen, and later his body was hauled to the fire.

    But the hobbit was not seen: he was not "in the open", for it was night andhe still had his elven-cloak. He was exhausted and hungry, and it is not tobe wondered at that, when he had cut his bonds with the knife of his fallenenemy, he rested and ate a little before he crept away. But it is a comfortto know that he had some lembas in his pocket, even though he ran awaywithout gear or pack; that, perhaps, is like a hobbit. I say he, though Ihope and guess that both Merry and Pippin were here together. There is,however, nothing to show that for certain.'

    'And how do you suppose that either of our friends came to have a handfree?' asked Gimli.

    'I do not know how it happened,' answered Aragorn. 'Nor do I know whyan Ore was carrying them away. Not to help them to escape, we may be sure.Nay, rather I think that I now begin to understand a matter that has puzzledme from the beginning: why when Boromir had fallen were the Ores contentwith the capture of Merry and Pippin? They did not seek out the rest of us,nor attack our camp; but instead they went with all speed towards Isengard.

    Did they suppose they had captured the Ring-bearer and his faithful comrade?

    I think not. Their masters would not dare to give such plain orders to Ores,even if they knew so much themselves; they would not speak openly to them ofthe Ring: they are not trusty servants. But I think the Ores had beencommanded to capture hobbits, alive, at all costs. An attempt was made toslip out with the precious prisoners before the battle. Treachery perhaps,likely enough with such folk; some large and bold Ore may have been tryingto escape with the prize alone, for his own ends. There, that is my tale.

    Others might be devised. But on this we may count in any case: one at leastof our friends escaped. It is our task to find him and help him before wereturn to Rohan. We must not be daunted by Fangorn, since need drove himinto that dark place.'

    'I do not know which daunts me more: Fangorn, or the thought of thelong road through Rohan on foot,' said Gimli.

    'Then let us go to the forest,' said Aragorn.

    It was not long before Aragorn found fresh signs. At one point, nearthe bank of the Entwash, he came upon footprints: hobbit-prints, but toolight for much to be made of them. Then again beneath the bole of a great

    tree on the very edge of the wood more prints were discovered. The earth wasbare and dry, and did not reveal much.

    'One hobbit at least stood here for a while and looked back; and thenhe turned away into the forest,' said Aragorn.

    'Then we must go in, too,' said Gimli. 'But I do not like the look ofthis Fangorn: and we were warned against it. I wish the chase had ledanywhere else!'

    'I do not think the wood feels evil, whatever tales may say,' saidLegolas. He stood under the eaves of the forest, stooping forward, as if hewere listening, and peering with wide eyes into the shadows. 'No, it is notevil; or what evil is in it is far away. I catch only the faintest echoes ofdark places where the hearts of the trees are black. There is no malice nearus; but there is watchfulness, and anger.'

    'Well, it has no cause to be angry with me,' said Gimli. 'I have doneit no harm. '

    'That is just as well,' said Legolas. 'But nonetheless it has sufferedharm. There is something happening inside, or going to happen. Do you notfeel the tenseness? It takes my breath.'

    'I feel the air is stuffy,' said the Dwarf. 'This wood is lighter thanMirkwood, but it is musty and shabby.'

    'It is old, very old,' said the Elf. 'So old that almost I feel youngagain, as I have not felt since I journeyed with you children. It is old andfull of memory. I could have been happy here, if I had come in days ofpeace.'

    'I dare say you could,' snorted Gimli. 'You are a Wood-elf, anyway,though Elves of any kind are strange folk. Yet you comfort me. Where you go,I will go. But keep your bow ready to hand, and I will keep my axe loose inmy belt. Not for use on trees,' he added hastily, looking up at the treeunder which they stood. 'I do not wish to meet that old man at unawareswithout an argument ready to hand, that is all. Let us go!'

    With that the three hunters plunged into the forest of Fangorn. Legolasand Gimli left the tracking to Aragorn. There was little for him to see. Thefloor of the forest was dry and covered with a drift of leaves; but guessingthat the fugitives would stay near the water, he returned often to the banksof the stream. So it was that he came upon the place where Merry and Pippinhad drunk and bathed their feet. There plain for all to see were thefootprints of two hobbits, one somewhat smaller than the other.

    This is good tidings,' said Aragorn. 'Yet the marks are two days oldAnd it seems that at this point the hobbits left the water-side.’

    Then what shall we do now?’ said Gimli. 'We cannot pursue them throughthe whole fastness of Fangorn. We have come ill supplied. If we do not findthem soon, we shall be of no use to them, except to sit down beside them andshow our friendship by starving together.'

    'If that is indeed all we can do, then we must do that,' said Aragorn.

    'Let us go on.'

    They came at length to the steep abrupt end of Treebeard's Hill andlooked up at the rock-wall with its rough steps leading to the high shelf.Gleams of sun were striking through the hurrying clouds, and the forest nowlooked less grey and drear.

    'Let us go up and look about us!' said Legolas. 'I will feel my breathshort. I should like to taste a freer air for a while.'

    The companions climbed up. Aragorn came last, moving slowly: he wasscanning the steps and ledges closely.

    'I am almost sure that the hobbits have been up here,' he said. 'Butthere are other marks, very strange marks, which I do not understand. Iwonder if we can see anything from this ledge which will help us to guesswhich way they went next?'

    He stood up and looked about, but he saw nothing that was of any use.The shelf faced southward and eastward; but only on the east was the viewopen. There he could see the heads of the trees descending in ranks towardsthe plain from which they had come.

    'We have journeyed a long way round,' said Legolas. 'We could have allcome here safe together, if we had left the Great River on the second orthird day and struck west. Few can foresee whither their road will leadthem, till they come to its end.'

    'But we did not wish to come to Fangorn,' said Gimli.

    'Yet here we are-and nicely caught in the net,' said Legolas. 'Look!'

    'Look at what?' said Gimli.

    'There in the trees.'

    'Where? I have not elf-eyes.'

    'Hush! Speak more softly! Look!' said Legolas pointing. 'Down in thewood, back in the Way that we have just come. It is he. Cannot you see him,passing from tree to tree?'

    'I see, I see now!' hissed Gimli. 'Look, Aragorn! Did I not warn you?

    There is the old man. All in dirty grey rags: that is why I could not seehim at first.'

    Aragorn looked and beheld a bent figure moving slowly. It was not faraway. It looked like an old beggar-man, walking wearily, leaning on a roughstaff. His head was bowed, and he did not look towards them. In other landsthey would have greeted him with kind words; but now they stood silent, eachfeeling a strange expectancy: something was approaching that held a hiddenpower-or menace.

    Gimli gazed with wide eyes for a while, as step by step the figure drewnearer. Then suddenly, unable to contain himself longer, he burst out: 'Yourbow, Legolas! Bend it! Get ready! It is Saruman. Do not let him speak, orput a spell upon us! Shoot first!'

    Legolas took his bow and bent it, slowly and as if some other willresisted him. He held an arrow loosely in his hand but did not fit it to thestring. Aragorn stood silent, his face was watchful and intent.

    'Why are you waiting? What is the matter with you?' said Gimli in ahissing whisper.

    'Legolas is right,' said Aragorn quietly. 'We may not shoot an old manso, at unawares and unchallenged, whatever fear or doubt be on us. Watch andwait!'

    At that moment the old man quickened his pace and came with surprisingspeed to the foot of the rock-wall. Then suddenly he looked up, while theystood motionless looking down. There was no sound.

    They could not see his face: he was hooded, and above the hood he worea wide-brimmed hat, so that all his features were over-shadowed, except forthe end of his nose and his grey beard. Yet it seemed to Aragorn that hecaught the gleam of eyes keen and bright from within the shadow of thehooded brows.

    At last the old man broke the silence. 'Well met indeed, my friends,'he said in a soft voice. 'I wish to speak to you. Will you come down orshall I come up?' Without waiting for an answer he began to climb.

    'Now!' said Gimli. 'Stop him, Legolas!'

    'Did I not say that I wished to speak to you?' said the old man. 'Putaway that bow, Master Elf!'

    The bow and arrow fell from Legolas' hands, and his arms hung loose athis sides.

    'And you, Master Dwarf, pray take your hand from your axe-haft, till I

    am up! You will not need such arguments.'

    Gimli started and then stood still as stone, staring, while the old mansprang up the rough steps as nimbly as a goat. All weariness seemed to haveleft him. As he stepped up on to the shelf there was a gleam, too brief forcertainty, a quick glint of white, as if some garment shrouded by the greyrags had been for an instant revealed The intake of Gimli's breath could beheard as a loud hiss in the silence.

    'Well met, I say again!' said the old man, coming towards them. When hewas a few feet away, he stood, stooping over his staff, with his head thrustforward, peering at them from under his hood. 'And what may you be doing inthese parts? An Elf, a Man, and a Dwarf, all clad in elvish fashion. Nodoubt there is a tale worth hearing behind it all. Such things are not oftenseen here.'

    'You speak as one that knows Fangorn well,' said Aragorn. 'Is that so?'

    'Not well,' said the old man: 'that would be the study of many lives.

    But I come here now and again.'

    'Might we know your name, and then hear what it is that you have to sayto us?' said Aragorn. 'The morning passes, and we have an errand that willnot wait.'

    'As for what I wished to say, I have said it: What may you be doing,and what tale can you tell of yourselves? As for my name!' He broke off,laughing long and softly. Aragorn felt a shudder run through him at thesound, a strange cold thrill; and yet it was not fear or terror that hefelt: rather it was like the sudden bite of a keen air, or the slap of acold rain that wakes an uneasy sleeper.

    'My name!' said the old man again. 'Have you not guessed it already?

    You have heard it before, I think. Yes, you have heard it before. But comenow, what of your tale?'

    The three companions stood silent and made no answer.

    'There are some who would begin to doubt whether your errand is fit totell,' said the old man. 'Happily I know something of it. You are trackingthe footsteps of two young hobbits, I believe. Yes, hobbits. Don't stare, asif you had never heard the strange name before. You have, and so have I.Well, they climbed up here the day before yesterday; and they met someonethat they did not expect. Does that comfort you? And now you would like toknow where they were taken? Well, well, maybe I can give you some newsabout

    that. But why are we standing? Your errand, you see, is no longer as urgentas you thought. Let us sit down and be more at ease.'

    The old man turned away and went towards a heap of fallen stones androck at the foot of the cliff behind. Immediately, as if a spell had beenremoved, the others relaxed and stirred. Gimli's hand went at once to hisaxe-haft. Aragorn drew his sword. Legolas picked up his bow.

    The old man took no notice, but stooped and sat himself on a low flatstone. Then his grey cloak drew apart, and they saw, beyond doubt, that hewas clothed beneath all in white.

    'Saruman!' cried Gimli, springing towards him with axe in hand, 'speak!Tell us where you have hidden our friends! What have you done with them?Speak, or I will make a dint in your hat that even a wizard will find ithard to deal with!'

    The old man was too quick for him. He sprang to his feet and leaped tothe top of a large rock. There he stood, grown suddenly tall, towering abovethem. His hood and his grey rags were flung away. His white garments shone.He lifted up his staff, and Gimli's axe leaped from his grasp and fellringing on the ground. The sword of Aragorn, stiff in his motionless hand,blazed with a sudden fire. Legolas gave a great shout and shot an arrow highinto the air: it vanished in a flash of flame.

    'Mithrandir!' he cried. 'Mithrandir!'

    'Well met, I say to you again. Legolas!' said the old man.

    They all gazed at him. His hair was white as snow in the sunshine; andgleaming white was his robe; the eyes under his deep brows were bright,piercing as the rays of the sun; power was in his hand. Between wonder, joy,and fear they stood and found no words to say.

    At last Aragorn stirred. 'Gandalf!' he said. 'Beyond all hope youreturn to us in our need! What veil was over my sight? Gandalf!' Gimli saidnothing, hut sank to his knees, shading his eyes.

    'Gandalf,' the old man repeated, as if recalling from old memory a longdisused word. 'Yes, that was the name. I was Gandalf.'

    He stepped down from the rock, and picking up his grey cloak wrapped itabout him: it seemed as if the sun had been shining, but now was hid incloud again. 'Yes, you may still call me Gandalf,' he said, and the voicewas the voice of their old friend and guide. 'Get up, my good Gimli! Noblame to you, and no harm done to me. Indeed my friends, none of you haveany weapon that could hurt me. Be merry! We meet again. At the turn of the

    tide. The great storm is coming, but the tide has turned.'

    He laid his hand on Gimli’s head, and the Dwarf looked up and laughedsuddenly. 'Gandalf!' he said. 'But you are all in white!'

    'Yes, I am white now,'said Gandalf. 'Indeed I am Saruman, one mightalmost say, Saruman as he should have been. But come now, tell me ofyourselves! I have passed through fire and deepwater, since we parted. Ihave forgotten much that I thought I knew, and learned again much that I hadforgotten. I can see many things far off, but many things that are close athand I cannot see. Tell me of yourselves!'

    'What do you wish to know?' said Aragorn. 'All that has happened sincewe parted on the bridge would be a long tale. Will you not first give usnews of the hobbits? Did you find them, and are they safe?'

    'No, I did not find them,' said Gandalf. 'There was a darkness over thevalleys of the Emyn Muil, and I did not know of their captivity, until theeagle told me.'

    'The eagle!' said Legolas. 'I have seen an eagle high and far off: thelast time was three days ago, above the Emyn Muil.'

    'Yes,' said Gandalf, 'that was Gwaihir the Windlord, who rescued mefrom Orthanc. I sent him before me to watch the River and gather tidings.

    His sight is keen, but he cannot see all that passes under hill and tree.

    Some things he has seen, and others I have seen myself. The Ring now haspassed beyond my help, or the help of any of the Company that set out fromRivendell. Very nearly it was revealed to the Enemy, but it escaped. I hadsome part in that: for I sat in a high place, and I strove with the DarkTower; and the Shadow passed. Then I was weary, very weary; and I walkedlong in dark thought.'

    'Then you know about Frodo!' said Gimli. 'How do things go with him?'

    'I cannot say. He was saved from a great peril, but many lie before himstill. He resolved to go alone to Mordor, and he set out: that is all that Ican say.'

    'Not alone,' said Legolas. 'We think that Sam went with him.'

    'Did he!' said Gandalf, and there was a gleam in his eye and a smile onhis face. 'Did he indeed? It is news to me, yet it does not surprise me.

    Good! Very good! You lighten my heart. You must tell me more. Now sit byme

    and tell me the tale of your journey.'

    The companions sat on the ground at his feet, and Aragorn took up the

    tale. For a long while Gandalf said nothing, and he asked no questions. Hishands were spread upon his knees, and his eyes were closed. At last whenAragorn spoke of the death of Boromir and of his last journey upon the GreatRiver, the old man sighed.

    'You have not said all that you know or guess, Aragorn my friend,' hesaid quietly. 'Poor Boromir! I could not see what happened to him. It was asore trial for such a man: a warrior, and a lord of men. Galadriel told methat he was in peril. But he escaped in the end. I am glad. It was not invain that the young hobbits came with us, if only for Boromir's sake. Butthat is not the only part they have to play. They were brought to Fangorn,and their coming was like the falling of small stones that starts anavalanche in the mountains. Even as we talk here, I hear the firstrumblings. Saruman had best not be caught away from home when the dambursts!'

    'In one thing you have not changed, dear friend,' said Aragorn: 'youstill speak in riddles.'

    'What? In riddles?' said Gandalf.'No! For I was talking aloud tomyself. A habit of the old: they choose the wisest person present to speakto; the long explanations needed by the young are wearying.' He laughed, butthe sound now seemed warm and kindly as a gleam of sunshine.

    'I am no longer young even in the reckoning of Men of the AncientHouses,' said Aragorn. 'Will you not open your mind more clearly to me?'

    'What then shall I say?' said Gandalf, and paused for a while inthought. 'This in brief is how I see things at the moment, if you wish tohave a piece of my mind as plain as possible. The Enemy, of course, has longknown that the Ring is abroad, and that it is borne by a hobbit. He knowsnow the number of our Company that set out from Rivendell, and the kind ofeach of us. But he does not yet perceive our purpose clearly. He supposesthat we were all going to Minas Tirith; for that is what he would himselfhave done in our place. And according to his wisdom it would have been aheavy stroke against his power. Indeed he is in great fear, not knowing whatmighty one may suddenly appear, wielding the Ring, and assailing him withwar, seeking to cast him down and take his place. That we should wish tocast him down and have no one in his place is not a thought that occurs tohis mind. That we should try to destroy the Ring itself has not yet enteredinto his darkest dream. In which no doubt you will see our good fortune andour hope. For imagining war he has let loose war, believing that he has no

    time to waste; for he that strikes the first blow, if he strikes it hardenough, may need to strike no more. So the forces that he has long beenpreparing he is now setting in motion, sooner than he intended. Wise fool.

    For if he had used all his power to guard Mordor, so that none could enter,and bent all his guild to the hunting of the Ring, then indeed hope wouldhave faded: neither Ring nor Bearer could long have eluded him. But now hiseye gazes abroad rather than near at home; and mostly he looks towards MinasTirith. Very soon now his strength will fall upon it like a storm.

    ’For already he knows that the messengers that he sent to waylay theCompany have failed again. They have not found the Ring. Neither have theybrought away any hobbits as hostages. Flad they done even so much as that, itwould have been a heavy blow to us, and it might have been fatal. But let usnot darken our hearts by imagining the trial of their gentle loyalty in theDark Tower. For the Enemy has failed-so far. Thanks to Saruman:'

    'Then is not Saruman a traitor?' said Gimli.

    'Indeed yes,' said Gandalf. 'Doubly. And is not that strange? Nothingthat we have endured of late has seemed so grievous as the treason ofIsengard. Even reckoned as a lord and captain Saruman has grown very strong.He threatens the Men of Rohan and draws off their help from Minas Tirith,even as the main blow is approaching from the East. Yet a treacherous weaponis ever a danger to the hand. Saruman also had a mind to capture the Ring,for himself, or at least to snare some hobbits for his evil purposes. Sobetween them our enemies have contrived only to bring Merry and Pippin withmarvellous speed, and in the nick of time, to Fangorn, where otherwise theywould never have come at all!

    'Also they have filled themselves with new doubts that disturb theirplans. No tidings of the battle will come to Mordor, thanks to the horsemenof Rohan; but the Dark Lord knows that two hobbits were taken in the EmynMuil and borne away towards Isengard against the will of his own servants.

    He now has Isengard to fear as well as Minas Tirith. If Minas Tirith falls,it will go ill with Saruman.'

    'It is a pity that our friends lie in between,' said Gimli. 'If no landdivided Isengard and Mordor, then they could fight while we watched andwaited.'

    'The victor would emerge stronger than either, and free from doubt,'said Gandalf. 'But Isengard cannot fight Mordor, unless Saruman firstobtains the Ring. That he will never do now. He does not yet know his peril.

    There is much that he does not know. He was so eager to lay his hands on hisprey that he could not wait at home, and he came forth to meet and to spy onhis messengers. But he came too late, for once, and the battle was over andbeyond his help before he reached these parts. He did not remain here long.

    I look into his mind and I see his doubt. He has no woodcraft. He believesthat the horsemen slew and burned all upon the field of battle; but he doesnot know whether the Ores were bringing any prisoners or not. And he doesnot know of the quarrel between his servants and the Ores of Mordor; nordoes he know of the Winged Messenger.'

    'The Winged Messenger!' cried Legolas. 'I shot at him with the bow ofGaladriel above Sarn Gebir, and I felled him from the sky. He filled us allwith fear. What new terror is this?'

    'One that you cannot slay with arrows,' said Gandalf. 'You only slewhis steed. It was a good deed; but the Rider was soon horsed again. For hewas a Nazgyl, one of the Nine, who ride now upon winged steeds. Soon theirterror will overshadow the last armies of our friends, cutting off the sun.

    But they have not yet been allowed to cross the River, and Saruman does notknow of this new shape in which the Ringwraiths have been clad. His thoughtis ever on the Ring. Was it present in the battle? Was it found? What ifThjoden, Lord of the Mark, should come by it and learn of its power? That isthe danger that he sees, and he has fled back to Isengard to double andtreble his assault on Rohan. And all the time there is another danger, closeat hand, which he does not see, busy with his fiery thoughts. He hasforgotten Treebeard.'

    'Now you speak to yourself again,' said Aragorn with a smile.'Treebeard is not known to me. And I have guessed part of Saruman's doubletreachery; yet I do not see in what way the coming of two hobbits to Fangornhas served, save to give us a long and fruitless chase.'

    'Wait a minute!' cried Gimli. 'There is another thing that I shouldlike to know first. Was it you, Gandalf, or Saruman that we saw last night?'

    'You certainly did not see me,' answered Gandalf, 'therefore I mustguess that you saw Saruman. Evidently we look so much alike that your desireto make an incurable dent in my hat must be excused.'

    'Good, good!' said Gimli. 'I am glad that it was not you.'

    Gandalf laughed again. 'Yes, my good Dwarf,' he said, 'it is a comfortnot to be mistaken at all points. Do I not know it only too well! But, ofcourse, I never blamed you for your welcome of me. How could I do so, who

    have so often counselled my friends to suspect even their own hands whendealing with the Enemy. Bless you, Gimli, son of Gluin! Maybe you will seeus both together one day and judge between us!'

    'But the hobbits!' Legolas broke in. 'We have come far to seek them,and you seem to know where they are. Where are they now?'

    'With Treebeard and the Ents,' said Gandalf.

    'The Ents!' exclaimed Aragorn. 'Then there is truth in the old legendsabout the dwellers in the deep forests and the giant shepherds of the trees?

    Are there still Ents in the world? I thought they were only a memory ofancient days, if indeed they were ever more than a legend of Rohan.'

    'A legend of Rohan!' cried Legolas. 'Nay, every Elf in Wilderland hassung songs of the old Onodrim and their long sorrow. Yet even among us theyare only a memory. If I were to meet one still walking in this world, thenindeed I should feel young again! But Treebeard: that is only a rendering ofFangorn into the Common Speech; yet you seem to speak of a person. Who isthis Treebeard?'

    'Ah! now you are asking much,' said Gandalf. 'The little that I know ofhis long slow story would make a tale for which we have no time now.Treebeard is Fangorn, the guardian of the forest; he is the oldest of theEnts, the oldest living thing that still walks beneath the Sun upon thisMiddle-earth. I hope indeed, Legolas, that you may yet meet him. Merry andPippin have been fortunate: they met him here, even where we sit. For hecame here two days ago and bore them away to his dwelling far off by theroots of the mountains. He often comes here, especially when his mind isuneasy, and rumours of the world outside trouble him. I saw him four daysago striding among the trees, and I think he saw me, for he paused; but Idid not speak, for I was heavy with thought, and weary after my strugglewith the Eye of Mordor; and he did not speak either, nor call my name.'

    'Perhaps he also thought that you were Saruman,' said Gimli. 'But youspeak of him as if he was a friend. I thought Fangorn was dangerous.'

    'Dangerous!' cried Gandalf. 'And so am I, very dangerous: moredangerous than anything you will ever meet, unless you are brought alivebefore the seat of the Dark Lord. And Aragorn is dangerous, and Legolas isdangerous. You are beset with dangers, Gimli son of Gluin; for you aredangerous yourself, in your own fashion. Certainly the forest of Fangorn isperilous-not least to those that are too ready with their axes; and Fangornhimself, he is perilous too; yet he is wise and kindly nonetheless. But now

    his long slow wrath is brimming over, and all the forest is filled with it.

    The coming of the hobbits and the tidings that they brought have spilled it:it will soon be running like a flood; but its tide is turned against Sarumanand the axes of Isengard. A thing is about to happen which has not happenedsince the Elder Days: the Ents are going to wake up and find that they arestrong.’

    ’What will they do?' asked Legolas in astonishment.

    'I do not know,' said Gandalf. 'I do not think they know themselves. Iwonder.' He fell silent, his head bowed in thought.

    The others looked at him. A gleam of sun through fleeting clouds fellon his hands, which lay now upturned on his lap: they seemed to be filledwith light as a cup is with water. At last he looked up and gazed straightat the sun.

    'The morning is wearing away,' he said. 'Soon we must go.'

    'Do we go to find our friends and to see Treebeard?' asked Aragorn.

    'No,' said Gandalf. 'That is not the road that you must take. I havespoken words of hope. But only of hope. Hope is not victory. War is

    upon us and all our friends, a war in which only the use of the Ringcould give us surety of victory. It fills me with great sorrow and great

    fear: for much shall be destroyed and all may be lost. I am Gandalf,

    Gandalf the White, but Black is mightier still.'

    He rose and gazed out eastward, shading his eyes, as if he saw thingsfar away that none of them could see. Then he shook his head. 'No,' he saidin a soft voice, 'it has gone beyond our reach. Of that at least let us beglad. We can no longer be tempted to use the Ring. We must go down to face aperil near despair, yet that deadly peril is removed.'

    He turned. 'Come, Aragorn son of Arathorn!' he said. 'Do not regretyour choice in the valley of the Emyn Muil, nor call it a vain pursuit. Youchose amid doubts the path that seemed right: the choice was just, and ithas been rewarded. For so we have met in time, who otherwise might have mettoo late. But the quest of your companions is over. Your next journey ismarked by your given word. You must go to Edoras and seek out Thjoden inhis

    hall. For you are needed. The light of And®ril must now be uncovered in thebattle for which it has so long waited. There is war in Rohan, and worseevil: it goes ill with Thjoden.'

    'Then are we not to see the merry young hobbits again?' said Legolas.

    'I did not say so,' said Gandalf. ’Who knows? Have patience. Go whereyou must go, and hope! To Edoras! I go thither also.’

    'It is a long way for a man to walk, young or old,' said Aragorn. 'Ifear the battle will be over long ere I come there.’

    'We shall see, we shall see,' said Gandalf. 'Will you come now withme?'

    'Yes, we will set out together,' said Aragorn. 'But I do not doubt thatyou will come there before me, if you wish.' He rose and looked long atGandalf. The others gazed at them in silence as they stood there facing oneanother. The grey figure of the Man, Aragorn son of Arathorn, was tall, andstern as stone, his hand upon the hilt of his sword; he looked as if someking out of the mists of the sea had stepped upon the shores of lesser men.Before him stooped the old figure, white; shining now as if with some lightkindled within, bent, laden with years, but holding a power beyond thestrength of kings.

    'Do I not say truly, Gandalf,' said Aragorn at last, 'that you could gowhithersoever you wished quicker than I? And this I also say: you are ourcaptain and our banner. The Dark Lord has Nine. But we have One, mightierthan they: the White Rider. He has passed through the fire and the abyss,and they shall fear him. We will go where he leads.'

    'Yes, together we will follow you,' said Legolas. 'But first, it wouldease my heart, Gandalf, to hear what befell you in Moria. Will you not tellus? Can you not stay even to tell your friends how you were delivered?'

    'I have stayed already too long,' answered Gandalf. 'Time is short. Butif there were a year to spend, I would not tell you all.'

    'Then tell us what you will, and time allows!' said Gimli.'Come,Gandalf, tell us how you fared with the Balrog!'

    'Name him not!' said Gandalf, and for a moment it seemed that a cloudof pain passed over his face, and he sat silent, looking old as death. 'Longtime I fell,' he said at last, slowly, as if thinking back with difficulty.

    'Long I fell, and he fell with me. His fire was about me. I was burned. Thenwe plunged into the deep water and all was dark. Cold it was as the tide ofdeath: almost it froze my heart.'

    'Deep is the abyss that is spanned by Durin's Bridge, and none hasmeasured it,' said Gimli.

    'Yet it has a bottom, beyond light and knowledge,' said Gandalf.'Thither I came at last, to the uttermost foundations of stone. He was with

    me still. His fire was quenched, but now he was a thing of slime, strongerthan a strangling snake.

    'We fought far under the living earth, where time is not counted. Everhe clutched me, and ever I hewed him, till at last he fled into darktunnels. They were not made by Durin's folk, Gimli son of Gluin. Far, farbelow the deepest delving of the Dwarves, the world is gnawed by namelessthings. Even Sauron knows them not. They are older than he. Now I havewalked there, but I will bring no report to darken the light of day. In thatdespair my enemy was my only hope, and I pursued him, clutching at his heel.Thus he brought me back at last to the secret ways of Khazad-dym: too wellhe knew them all. Ever up now we went, until we came to the Endless Stair.'

    'Long has that been lost,' said Gimli. 'Many have said that it wasnever made save in legend, but others say that it was destroyed.'

    'It was made, and it had not been destroyed,' said Gandalf. 'From thelowest dungeon to the highest peak it climbed, ascending in unbroken spiralin many thousand steps, until it issued at last in Durin's Tower carved inthe living rock of Zirak-zigil, the pinnacle of the Silvertine.

    'There upon Celebdil was a lonely window in the snow, and before it laya narrow space, a dizzy eyrie above the mists of the world. The sun shonefiercely there, but all below was wrapped in cloud. Out he sprang, and evenas I came behind, he burst into new flame. There was none to see, or perhapsin after ages songs would still be sung of the Battle of the Peak.' SuddenlyGandalf laughed. 'But what would they say in song? Those that looked up fromafar thought that the mountain was crowned with storm. Thunder they heard,and lightning, they said, smote upon Celebdil, and leaped back broken intotongues of fire. Is not that enough? A great smoke rose about us, vapour andsteam. Ice fell like rain. I threw down my enemy, and he fell from the highplace and broke the mountain-side where he smote it in his ruin. Thendarkness took me; and I strayed out of thought and time, and I wandered faron roads that I will not tell.

    'Naked I was sent back — for a brief time, until my task is done. Andnaked I lay upon the mountain-top. The tower behind was crumbled into dust,the window gone; the ruined stair was choked with burned and broken stone. Iwas alone, forgotten, without escape upon the hard horn of the world. ThereI lay staring upward, while the stars wheeled over, and each day was as longas a life-age of the earth. Faint to my ears came the gathered rumour of alllands: the springing and the dying, the song and the weeping, and the slow

    everlasting groan of overburdened stone. And so at the last Gwaihir theWindlord found me again, and he took me up and bore me away.

    ’ ’Ever am I fated to be your burden, friend at need,' I said.

    1 'A burden you have been,' he answered, 'but not so now. Light as aswan's feather in my claw you are. The Sun shines through you. Indeed I donot think you need me any more: were I to let you fall you would float uponthe wind.'

    ' 'Do not let me fall!' I gasped, for I felt life in me again. 'Bear meto Lothlurien!'

    ' 'That indeed is the command of the Lady Galadriel who sent me to lookfor you,' he answered.

    'Thus it was that I came to Caras Galadhon and found you but latelygone. I tarried there in the ageless time of that land where days bringhealing not decay. Healing I found, and I was clothed in white. Counsel Igave and counsel took. Thence by strange roads I came, and messages I bringto some of you. To Aragorn I was bidden to say this:

    Where now are the D®nedain, Elessar, Elessar?

    Why do thy kinsfolk wander afar?

    Near is the hour when the Lost should come forth,

    And the Grey Company ride from the North.

    But dark is the path appointed for thee:

    The Dead watch the road that leads to the Sea.

    To Legolas she sent this word:

    Legolas Greenleaf long under tree

    In joy thou hast lived. Beware of the Seal

    If thou hearest the cry of the gull on the shore,

    Thy heart shall then rest in the forest no more.'

    Gandalf fell silent and shut his eyes.

    'Then she sent me no message?' said Gimli and bent his head.

    'Dark are her words,' said Legolas, 'and little do they mean to thosethat receive them.'

    'That is no comfort,' said Gimli.

    'What then?' said Legolas. 'Would you have her speak openly to you ofyour death?'

    'Yes. if she had nought else to say.'

    'What is that?' said Gandalf, opening his eyes. 'Yes, I think I canguess what her words may mean. Your pardon, Gimli! I was pondering the

    messages once again. But indeed she sent words to you, and neither dark norsad.

    ’ "To Gimli son of Gluin," she said, "give his Lady's greeting.

    Lock-bearer, wherever thou goest my thought goes with thee. But have a careto lay thine axe to the right tree!" ’

    ’In happy hour you have returned to us, Gandalf,' cried the Dwarf,capering as he sang loudly in the strange dwarf-tongue. 'Come, come!’ heshouted, swinging his axe. ’Since Gandalf s head is now sacred, let us findone that it is right to cleave!’

    ’That will not be far to seek,’ said Gandalf, rising from his seat.

    'Come! We have spent all the time that is allowed to a meeting of partedfriends. Now there is need of haste.'

    He wrapped himself again in his old tattered cloak, and led the way.Following him they descended quickly from the high shelf and made their wayback through the forest, down the bank of the Entwash. They spoke no morewords, until they stood again upon the grass beyond the eaves of Fangorn.There was no sign of their horses to be seen.

    ’They have not returned,’ said Legolas. 'It will be a weary walk!'

    'I shall not walk. Time presses,' said Gandalf. Then lifting up hishead he gave a long whistle. So clear and piercing was the note that theothers stood amazed to hear such a sound come from those old bearded lips.Three times he whistled; and then faint and far off it seemed to them thatthey heard the whinny of a horse borne up from the plains upon the easternwind. They waited wondering. Before long there came the sound of hoofs, atfirst hardly more than a tremor of the ground perceptible only to Aragorn ashe lay upon the grass, then growing steadily louder and clearer to a quickbeat.

    'There is more than one horse coming,' said Aragorn.

    ’Certainly,' said Gandalf. 'We are too great a burden for one.'

    'There are three,' said Legolas, gazing out over the plain. 'See howthey run! There is Hasufel, and there is my friend Arod beside him! Butthere is another that strides ahead: a very great horse. I have not seen hislike before.'

    'Nor will you again,' said Gandalf. 'That is Shadowfax. He is the chiefof the Mearas, lords of horses, and not even Thjoden, King of Rohan, hasever looked on a better. Does he not shine like silver, and run as smoothlyas a swift stream? He has come for me: the horse of the White Rider. We are

    going to battle together.'

    Even as the old wizard spoke, the great horse came striding up theslope towards them; his coat was glistening and his mane flowing in the windof his speed. The two others followed, now far behind. As soon as Shadowfaxsaw Gandalf, he checked his pace and whinnied loudly; then trotting gentlyforward he stooped his proud head and nuzzled his great nostrils against theold man's neck.

    Gandalf caressed him. 'It is a long way from Rivendell, my friend,' hesaid; 'but you are wise and swift and come at need. Far let us ride nowtogether, and part not in this world again!'

    Soon the other horses came up and stood quietly by, as if awaitingorders. 'We go at once to Meduseld, the hall of your master, Thjoden,' saidGandalf, addressing them gravely. They bowed their heads. 'Time presses, sowith your leave, my friends, we will ride. We beg you to use all the speedthat you can. Hasufel shall bear Aragorn and Arod Legolas. I will set Gimlibefore me, and by his leave Shadowfax shall bear us both. We will wait nowonly to drink a little.'

    'Now I understand a part of last night's riddle,' said Legolas as hesprang lightly upon Arod's back. 'Whether they fled at first in fear, ornot, our horses met Shadowfax, their chieftain, and greeted him with joy.

    Did you know that he was at hand, Gandalf?'

    'Yes, I knew,' said the wizard. 'I bent my thought upon him, biddinghim to make haste; for yesterday he was far away in the south of this land.Swiftly may he bear me back again!'

    Gandalf spoke now to Shadowfax, and the horse set off at a good pace,yet not beyond the measure of the others. After a little while he turnedsuddenly, and choosing a place where the banks were lower, he waded theriver, and then led them away due south into a flat land, treeless and wide.

    The wind went like grey waves through the endless miles of grass. There wasno sign of road or track, but Shadowfax did not stay or falter.

    'He is steering a straight course now for the halls of Thjoden underthe slopes of the White Mountains,' said Gandalf. 'It will be quicker so.

    The ground is firmer in the Eastemnet, where the chief northward track lies,across the river, but Shadowfax knows the way through every fen and hollow.'

    For many hours they rode on through the meads and riverlands. Often thegrass was so high that it reached above the knees of the riders, and their

    steeds seemed to be swimming in a grey-green sea. They came upon manyhidden

    pools, and broad acres of sedge waving above wet and treacherous bogs; butShadowfax found the way, and the other horses followed in his swath. Slowlythe sun fell from the sky down into the West. Looking out over the greatplain, far away the riders saw it for a moment like a red fire sinking intothe grass. Low upon the edge of sight shoulders of the mountains glinted redupon either side. A smoke seemed to rise up and darken the sun's disc to thehue of blood, as if it had kindled the grass as it passed down under the rimof earth.

    ’There lies the Gap of Rohan,' said Gandalf. 'It is now almost due westof us. That way lies Isengard.'

    'I see a great smoke,' said Legolas. 'What may that be?'

    'Battle and war!' said Gandalf. 'Ride on!'

    Chapter 6. The King of the Golden Hall

    They rode on through sunset, and slow dusk, and gathering night. Whenat last they halted and dismounted, even Aragorn was stiff and weary.Gandalf only allowed them a few hours' rest. Legolas and Gimli slept andAragorn lay flat, stretched upon his back; but Gandalf stood, leaning on hisstaff, gazing into the darkness, east and west. All was silent, and therewas no sign or sound of living thing. The night was barred with long clouds,fleeting on a chill wind, when they arose again. Under the cold moon theywent on once more, as swift as by the light of day.

    Hours passed and still they rode on. Gimli nodded and would have fallenfrom his seat, if Gandalf had not clutched and shaken him. Hasufel and Arod,weary but proud, followed their tireless leader, a grey shadow before themhardly to he seen. The miles went by. The waxing moon sank into the cloudyWest.

    A bitter chill came into the air. Slowly in the East the dark faded toa cold grey. Red shafts of light leapt above the black walls of the EmynMuil far away upon their left. Dawn came clear and bright; a wind sweptacross their path, rushing through the bent grasses. Suddenly Shadowfaxstood still and neighed. Gandalf pointed ahead.

    'Look!' he cried, and they lifted their tired eyes. Before them stoodthe mountains of the South: white-tipped and streaked with black. Thegrass-lands rolled against the hills that clustered at their feet, andflowed up into many valleys still dim and dark, untouched by the light ofdawn, winding their way into the heart of the great mountains. Immediatelybefore the travellers the widest of these glens opened like a long gulfamong the hills. Far inward they glimpsed a tumbled mountain-mass with onetall peak; at the mouth of the vale there stood like sentinel a lonelyheight. About its feet there flowed, as a thread of silver, the stream thatissued from the dale; upon its brow they caught, still far away, a glint inthe rising sun, a glimmer of gold. ’Speak, Legolas!' said Gandalf. 'Tell uswhat you see there before us!'

    Legolas gazed ahead, shading his eyes from the level shafts of thenew-risen sun. 'I see a white stream that comes down from the snows,' hesaid. 'Where it issues from the shadow of the vale a green hill rises upon

    the east. A dike and mighty wall and thorny fence encircle it. Within thererise the roofs of houses; and in the midst, set upon a green terrace, therestands aloft a great hall of Men. And it seems to my eyes that it isthatched with gold. The light of it shines far over the land. Golden, too,are the posts of its doors. There men in bright mail stand; but all elsewithin the courts are yet asleep.’

    'Edoras those courts are called,’ said Gandalf, ’and Meduseld is thatgolden hall. There dwells Thjoden son of Thengel, King of the Mark of Rohan.We are come with the rising of the day. Now the road lies plain to seebefore us. But we must ride more warily; for war is abroad, and theRohirrim, the Horse-lords, do not sleep, even if it seem so from afar. Drawno weapon, speak no haughty word, I counsel you all, until we are comebefore Thjoden’s seat.’

    The morning was bright and clear about them, and birds were singing,when the travellers came to the stream. It ran down swiftly into the plain,and beyond the feet of the hills turned across their path in a wide bend,flowing away east to feed the Entwash far off in its reed-choked beds. Theland was green: in the wet meads and along the grassy borders of the streamgrew many willow-trees. Already in this southern land they were blushing redat their fingertips. Feeling the approach of spring. Over the stream therewas a ford between low banks much trampled by the passage of horses. Thetravellers passed over and came upon a wide rutted track leading towards theuplands.

    At the foot of the walled hill the way ran under the shadow of manymounds, high and green. Upon their western sides the grass was white as witha drifted snow: small flowers sprang there like countless stars amid theturf.

    ’Look!’said Gandalf.’How fair are the bright eyes in the grass!Evermind they are called, simbelmynl in this land of Men, for they blossomin all the seasons of the year, and grow where dead men rest. Behold! we arecome to the great barrows where the sires of Thjoden sleep.’ 'Seven moundsupon the left, and nine upon the right,’ said Aragorn. ’Many long lives ofmen it is since the golden hall was built.’

    ’Five hundred times have the red leaves fallen in Mirkwood in my homesince then,’ said Legolas, 'and but a little while does that seem to us.’

    ’But to the Riders of the Mark it seems so long ago,’ said Aragorn,

    ’that the raising of this house is but a memory of song, and the years

    before are lost in the mist of time. Now they call this land their home,their own, and their speech is sundered from their northern kin.' Then hebegan to chant softly in a slow tongue unknown to the Elf and Dwarf; yetthey listened, for there was a strong music in it.

    That, I guess, is the language of the Rohirrim,' said Legolas; 'for itis like to this land itself; rich and rolling in part, and else hard andstern as the mountains. But I cannot guess what it means, save that it isladen with the sadness of Mortal Men.'

    'It runs thus in the Common Speech,' said Aragorn, 'as near as I canmake it.

    Where now the horse and the rider? Where is the horn that was blowing?

    Where is the helm and the hauberk, and the bright hair flowing?

    Where is the hand on the harpstring, and the red fire glowing?

    Where is the spring and the harvest and the tall corn growing?

    They have passed like rain on the mountain, like a wind in the meadow;

    The days have gone down in the West behind the hills into shadow.

    Who shall gather the smoke of the dead wood burning,

    Or behold the flowing years from the Sea returning?

    Thus spoke a forgotten poet long ago in Rohan, recalling how tall andfair was Eorl the Young, who rode down out of the North; and there werewings upon the feet of his steed, Felaruf, father of horses. So men stillsing in the evening.'

    With these words the travellers passed the silent mounds. Following thewinding way up the green shoulders of the hills, they came at last to thewide wind-swept walls and the gates of Edoras.

    There sat many men in bright mail, who sprang at once to their feet andbarred the way with spears. 'Stay, strangers here unknown!' they cried inthe tongue of the Riddermark, demanding the names and errand of thestrangers. Wonder was in their eyes but little friendliness; and they lookeddarkly upon Gandalf.

    'Well do I understand your speech,' he answered in the same language;'yet few strangers do so. Why then do you not speak in the Common Tongue,as

    is the custom in the West, if you wish to be answered?'

    'It is the will of Thjoden King that none should enter his gates, savethose who know our tongue and are our friends,' replied one of the guards.'None are welcome here in days of war but our own folk, and those that come

    from Mundburg in the land of Gondor. Who are you that come heedless overthe

    plain thus strangely clad, riding horses like to our own horses? Long havewe kept guard here, and we have watched you from afar. Never have we seenother riders so strange, nor any horse more proud than is one of these thatbear you. He is One of the Mearas, unless our eyes are cheated by somespell. Say, are you not a wizard, some spy from Saruman, or phantoms of hiscraft? Speak now and be swift!'

    'We are no phantoms,' said Aragorn, 'nor do your eyes cheat you. Forindeed these are your own horses that we ride, as you knew well are youasked, I guess. But seldom does thief ride home to the stable. Here areHasufel and Arod, that Jomer, the Third Marshal of the Mark, lent to us,only two days ago. We bring them back now, even as we promised him. Hasnot

    Jomer then returned and given warning of our coming?'

    A troubled look came into the guard's eyes. 'Of Jomer I have naught tosay,' he answered. 'If what you tell me is truth, then doubtless Thjodenwill have heard of it. Maybe your coming was not wholly unlooked-for. It isbut two nights ago that Wormtongue came to us and said that by the will ofThjoden no stranger should pass these gates.'

    'Wormtongue?' said Gandalf, looking sharply at the guard. 'Say no more!

    My errand is not to Wormtongue, but to the Lord of the Mark himself. I am inhaste. Will you not go or send to say that we are come?' His eyes glintedunder his deep brows as he bent his gaze upon the man.

    'Yes, I will go,' he answered slowly. 'But what names shall I report?

    And what shall I say of you? Old and weary you seem now, and yet you arefell and grim beneath, I deem'

    'Well do you see and speak,' said the wizard. 'For I am Gandalf. I havereturned. And behold! I too bring back a horse. Here is Shadowfax the Great,whom no other hand can tame. And here beside me is Aragorn son ofArathorn,

    the heir of Kings, and it is to Mundburg that he goes. Here also are Legolasthe Elf and Gimli the Dwarf, our comrades. Go now and say to your masterthat we are at his gates and would have speech with him, if he will permitus to come into his hall.' 'Strange names you give indeed! But I will reportthem as you bid and learn my master's will,' said the guard. 'Wait here alittle while, and f will bring you such answer as seems good to him. Do not

    hope too much! These are dark days.' He went swiftly away, leaving thestrangers in the watchful keeping of his comrades. After some time hereturned. ’Follow me!' he said. 'Thjoden gives you leave to enter; but anyweapon that you bear; be it only a staff, you must leave on the threshold.

    The doorwardens will keep them.'

    The dark gates were swung open. The travellers entered, walking in filebehind their guide. They found a broad path, paved with hewn stones, nowwinding upward, now climbing in short flights of well-laid steps. Manyhouses built of wood and many dark doors they passed. Beside the way in astone channel a stream of clear water flowed, sparkling and chattering. Atlength they came to the crown of the hill. There stood a high platform abovea green terrace, at the foot of which a bright spring gushed from a stonecarved in the likeness of a horse's head; beneath was a wide basin fromwhich the water, spilled and fed the falling stream. Up the green terracewent a stair of stone, high and broad, and on either side of the topmoststep were stone-hewn sea, There sat other guards, with drawn swords laidupon their knees. Their golden hair was braided on their shoulders the sunwas blazoned upon their green shields, their long corslets were burnishedbright, and when they rose taller they seemed than mortal men.

    ’There are the doors before you,’ said the guide. ’I must return now tomy duty at the gate. Farewell! And may the Lord of the Mark be gracious toyou!’

    He turned and went swiftly back down the road. The others climbed thelong stair under the eyes of the tall watchmen. Silent they stood now aboveand spoke no word, until Gandalf stepped out upon the paved terrace at thestairs head. Then suddenly with clear voices they spoke a courteous greetingin their own tongue.

    Hail, corners from afar!’ they said, and they turned the hilts of theirswords towards the travellers in token of peace. Green gems flashed in thesunlight. Then one of the guards stepped forward and spoke in the CommonSpeech.

    ’I am the Doorward of Thjoden,’ he said. ’Hbma is my name. Here I mustbid you lay aside your weapons before you enter.’

    Then Legolas gave into his hand his silver-hafted knife, his quiver andhis bow. ’Keep these well,’ he said, ’for they come from the Golden Wood andthe Lady of Lothlurien gave them to me.’

    Wonder came into the man’s eyes, and he laid the weapons hastily by the

    wall, as if he feared to handle them. 'No man will touch them I promiseyou,' he said.

    Aragorn stood a while hesitating. 'It is not my will,' he said, 'to putaside my sword or to deliver And®ril to the hand of any other man.'

    'It is the will of Thjoden,' said Hbma.

    'It is not clear to me that the will of Thjoden son of Thengel eventhough he be lord of the Mark, should prevail over the will of Aragorn sonof Arathorn, Elendil's heir of Gondor.'

    'This is the house of Thjoden, not of Aragorn, even were he King ofGondor in the seat of Denethor,' said Hbma, stepping swiftly before thedoors and barring the way. His sword was now in his hand and the pointtowards the strangers.

    'This is idle talk,' said Gandalf. 'Needless is Thjoden's demand, butit is useless to refuse. A king will have his way in his own hall, be itfolly or wisdom.'

    'Truly,' said Aragorn. 'And I would do as the master of the house bademe, were this only a woodman's cot, if I bore now any sword but And®ril.'

    'Whatever its name may be,' said Hbma, 'here you shall lay it, if youwould not fight alone against all the men in Edoras.'

    'Not alone!' said Gimli, fingering the blade of his axe, and lookingdarkly up at the guard, as if he were a young tree that Gimli had a mind tofell. 'Not alone!'

    'Come, come!' said Gandalf. 'We are all friends here. Or should be; forthe laughter of Mordor will be our only reward, if we quarrel. My errand ispressing. Here at least is my sword, goodman Hbma. Keep it well. Glamdringit is called, for the Elves made it long ago. Now let me pass. Come,Aragorn!'

    Slowly Aragorn unbuckled his belt and himself set his sword uprightagainst the wall. 'Here I set it,' he said; 'but I command you not to touchit, nor to permit any other to lay hand on it. In this elvish heath dwellsthe Blade that was Broken and has been made again. Telchar first wrought itin the deeps of time. Death shall come to any man that draws Elendil's swordsave Elendil's heir.'

    The guard stepped back and looked with amazement on Aragorn. 'It seemsthat you are come on the wings of song out of the forgotten days he said. Itshall be, lord, as you command.

    'Well,' said Gimli, 'if it has And®ril to keep it company, my axe may

    stay here, too, without shame’; and he laid it on the floor. 'Now then, ifall is as you wish, let us go and speak with your master.’

    The guard still hesitated. ’Your staff,' he said to Gandalf. ’Forgiveme, but that too must be left at the doors.'

    ’Foolishness!' said Gandalf. 'Prudence is one thing, but discourtesy isanother. I am old. If I may not lean on my stick as I go, then I will sitout here, until it pleases Thjoden to hobble out himself to speak with me.’

    Aragorn laughed. ’Every man has something too dear to trust to another.But would you part an old man from his support? Come, will you not let usenter?'

    'The staff in the hand of a wizard may be more than a prop for age’said Hbma. He looked hard at the ash-staff on which Gandalf leaned. 'Yet indoubt a man of worth will trust to his own wisdom. I believe you are friendsand folk worthy of honour, who have no evil purpose. You may go in.'

    The guards now lifted the heavy bars of the doors and swung them slowlyinwards grumbling on their great hinges. The travellers entered. Inside itseemed dark and warm after the clear air upon the hill. The hall was longand wide and filled with shadows and half lights; mighty pillars upheld itslofty roof. But here and there bright sunbeams fell in glimmering shaftsfrom the eastern windows, high under the deep eaves. Through the louver inthe roof, above the thin wisps of issuing smoke, the sky showed pale andblue. As their eyes changed, the travellers perceived that the floor waspaved with stones of many hues; branching runes and strange devicesintertwined beneath their feet. They saw now that the pillars were richlycarved, gleaming dully with gold and half-seen colours. Many woven clothswere hung upon the walls, and over their wide spaces marched figures ofancient legend, some dim with years, some darkling in the shade. But uponone form the sunlight fell: a young man upon a white horse. He was blowing agreat horn, and his yellow hair was flying in the wind. The horse's head waslifted, and its nostrils were wide and red as it neighed, smelling battleafar. Foaming water, green and white, rushed and curled about its knees.

    'Behold Eorl the Young!' said Aragorn. 'Thus he rode out of the Northto the Battle of the Field of Celebrant.'

    Now the four companions went forward, past the clear wood-fire burningupon the long hearth in the midst of the hall. Then they halted. At the farend of the house, beyond the hearth and facing north towards the doors, wasa dais with three steps; and in the middle of the dais was a great gilded

    chair. Upon it sat a man so bent with age that he seemed almost a dwarf; buthis white hair was long and thick and fell in great braids from beneath athin golden circle set upon his brow. In the centre upon his forehead shonea single white diamond. His beard was laid like snow upon his knees; but hiseyes still burned with a bright light, glinting as he gazed at thestrangers. Behind his chair stood a woman clad in white. At his feet uponthe steps sat a wizened figure of a man, with a pale wise face andheavy-lidded eyes.

    There was a silence. The old man did not move in his chair. At lengthGandalf spoke. 'Hail, Thjoden son of Thengel! I have returned. For behold!the storm comes, and now all friends should gather together, lest eachsingly be destroyed.'

    Slowly the old man rose to his feet, leaning heavily upon a short blackstaff with a handle of white bone; and now the strangers saw that, bentthough he was, he was still tall and must in youth have been high and proudindeed.

    'I greet you,' he said, 'and maybe you look for welcome. But truth totell your welcome is doubtful here, Master Gandalf. You have ever been aherald of woe. Troubles follow you like crows, and ever the oftener theworse. I will not deceive you: when I heard that Shadowfax had come backriderless, I rejoiced at the return of the horse, but still more at the lackof the rider; and when Jomer brought the tidings that you had gone at lastto your long home, I did not mourn. But news from afar is seldom sooth. Hereyou come again! And with you come evils worse than before, as might beexpected. Why should I welcome you, Gandalf Stormcrow? Tell me that.'Slowly

    he sat down again in his chair.

    'You speak justly, lord,' said the pale man sitting upon the steps ofthe dais. 'It is not yet five days since the bitter tidings came thatThjodred your son was slain upon the West Marches: your right hand, SecondMarshal Of the Mark. In Jomer there is little trust. Few men would be leftto guard your walls, if he had been allowed to rule. And even now we learnfrom Gondor that the Dark Lord is stirring in the East. Such is the hour inwhich this wanderer chooses to return. Why indeed should we welcome you,Master Stormcrow? Lbthspell I name you, Ill-news; and ill news is an illguest they say.' He laughed grimly, as he lifted his heavy lids for a momentand gazed on the strangers with dark eyes.

    ’You are held wise, my friend Wormtongue, and are doubtless a greatsupport to your master,’ answered Gandalf in a soft voice. 'Yet in two waysmay a man come with evil tidings, lie may be a worker of evil; or he may besuch as leaves well alone, and comes only to bring aid in time of need.’

    ’That is so,’ said Wormtongue; ’but there is a third kind: pickers ofbones, meddlers in other men’s sorrows, carrion-fowl that grow fat on war.What aid have you ever brought, Stormcrow? And what aid do you bring now?It

    was aid from us that you sought last time that you were here. Then my lordbade you Choose any horse that you would and be gone; and to the wonder ofall you took Shadowfax in your insolence. My lord was sorely grieved; yet tosome it seemed that to speed you from the land the price was not too great.

    I guess that it is likely to turn out the same once more: you will seek aidrather than render it. Do you bring men? Do you bring horses, swords,spears? That I would call aid; that is our present need. But who are thesethat follow at your tail? Three ragged wanderers in grey, and you yourselfthe most beggar-like of the four!’

    ’The courtesy of your hall is somewhat lessened of late, Thjoden son ofThengel,’ said Gandalf. ’Has not the messenger from your gate reported thenames of my companions? Seldom has any lord of Rohan received threesuch

    guests. Weapons they have laid at your doors that are worth many a mortalman, even the mightiest. Grey is their raiment, for the Elves clad them, andthus they have passed through the shadow of great perils to your hall.’

    ’Then it is true, as Jomer reported, that you are in league with theSorceress of the Golden Wood?’ said Wormtongue. ’It is not to be wonderedat: webs of deceit were ever woven in Dwimordene.’

    Gimli strode a pace forward, but felt suddenly the hand of Gandalfclutch him by the shoulder, and he halted, standing stiff as stone.

    In Dwimordene, in LurienSeldom have walked the feet of Men,

    Few mortal eyes have seen the lightThat lies there ever, long and bright.

    Galadriel! Galadriel!

    Clear is the water of your well;

    White is the star in your white hand;

    Unmarred, unstained is leaf and land

    In Dwimordene, in Lurien

    More fair than thoughts of Mortal Men.

    Thus Gandalf softly sang, and then suddenly he changed. Casting histattered cloak aside, he stood up and leaned no longer on his staff; and hespoke in a clear cold voice. The wise speak only of what they know, Grnmason of Gblmud. A witless worm have you become. Therefore be silent, andkeep

    your forked tongue behind your teeth. I have not passed through fire anddeath to bandy crooked words with a serving-man till the lightning falls.'

    He raised his staff. There was a roll of thunder. The sunlight was blottedout from the eastern windows; the whole hall became suddenly dark as night.The fire faded to sullen embers. Only Gandalf could be seen, standing whiteand tall before the blackened hearth.

    In the gloom they heard the hiss of Wormtongue's voice: 'Did I notcounsel you, lord, to forbid his staff? That fool, Hbma, has betrayed us!'There was a flash as if lightning had cloven the roof. Then all was silent.Wormtongue sprawled on his face.

    'Now Thjoden son of Thengel, will you hearken to me?' said Gandalf. 'Doyou ask for help?' He lifted his staff and pointed to a high window. Therethe darkness seemed to clear, and through the opening could be seen, highand far, a patch of shining sky. 'Not all is dark. Take courage, Lord of theMark; for better help you will not find. No counsel have I to give to thosethat despair. Yet counsel I could give, and words I could speak to you. Willyou hear them? They are not for all ears. I bid you come out before yourdoors and look abroad. Too long have you sat in shadows and trusted totwisted tales and crooked promptings.'

    Slowly Thjoden left his chair. A faint light grew in the hall again.

    The woman hastened to the king's side, taking his arm, and with falteringsteps the old man came down from the dais and paced softly through the hall.Wormtongue remained lying on the floor. They came to the doors andGandalfknocked.

    'Open!' he cried. 'The Lord of the Mark comes forth!'

    The doors rolled back and a keen air came whistling in. A wind wasblowing on the hill. 'Send your guards down to the stairs foot,' saidGandalf. 'And you, lady, leave him a while with me. I will care for him.'

    'Go, Jowyn sister-daughter!' said the old king. 'The time for fear is

    past.'

    The woman turned and went slowly into the house. As she passed thedoors she turned and looked back. Grave and thoughtful was her glance, asshe looked on the king with cool pity in her eyes. Very fair was her face,and her long hair was like a river of gold. Slender and tall she was in herwhite robe girt with silver; but strong she seemed and stern as steel, adaughter of kings. Thus Aragorn for the first time in the full light of daybeheld Jowyn, Lady of Rohan, and thought her fair, fair and cold, like amorning of pale spring that is not yet come to womanhood. And she now wassuddenly aware of him: tall heir of kings, wise with many winters,greycloaked. Hiding a power that yet she felt. For a moment still as stoneshe stood, then turning swiftly she was gone.

    'Now, lord,' said Gandalf, 'look out upon your land! Breathe the freeair again!'

    From the porch upon the top of the high terrace they could see beyondthe stream the green fields of Rohan fading into distant grey. Curtains ofwind-blown rain were slanting down. The sky above and to the west was stilldark with thunder, and lightning far away flickered among the tops of hiddenhills. But the wind had shifted to the north, and already the storm that hadcome out of the East was receding, rolling away southward to the sea.Suddenly through a rent in the clouds behind them a shaft of sun stabbeddown. The falling showers gleamed like silver, and far away the riverglittered like a shimmering glass.

    'It is not so dark here,' said Thjoden.

    'No,' said Gandalf. 'Nor does age lie so heavily on your shoulders assome would have you think. Cast aside your prop!'

    From the king's hand the black staff fell clattering on the stones. Hedrew himself up, slowly, as a man that is stiff from long bending over somedull toil. Now tall and straight he stood, and his eyes were blue as helooked into the opening sky.

    'Dark have been my dreams of late,' he said, 'but I feel as onenew-awakened. I would now that you had come before, Gandalf. For I fear thatalready you have come too late, only to see the last days of my house. Notlong now shall stand the high hall which Brego son of Eorl built. Fire shalldevour the high seat. What is to be done?'

    'Much,' said Gandalf. 'But first send for Jomer. Do I not guess rightlythat you hold him prisoner, by the counsel of Grnma, of him that all save

    you name the Wormtongue?'

    'It is true,' said Thjoden. 'He had rebelled against my commands, andthreatened death to Grnma in my hall.'

    'A man may love you and yet not love Wormtongue or his counsels' saidGandalf.

    'That may be. I will do as you ask. Call Hbma to me. Since he proveduntrusty as a doorward, let him become an errand-runner. The guilty shallbring the guilty to judgement,' said Thjoden, and his voice was grim, yet helooked at Gandalf and smiled and as he did so many lines of care weresmoothed away and did not return.

    When Hbma had been summoned and had gone, Gandalf led Thjoden toa

    stone seat, and then sat himself before the king upon the topmost stair.Aragorn and his companions stood nearby.

    'There is no time to tell all that you should hear,' said Gandalf. 'Yetif my hope is not cheated, a time will come ere long when I can speak morefully. Behold! you are come into a peril greater even than the wit ofWormtongue could weave into your dreams. But see! you dream no longer.You

    live. Gondor and Rohan do not stand alone. The enemy is strong beyond ourreckoning, yet we have a hope at which he has not guessed.'

    Quickly now Gandalf spoke. His voice was low and secret, and none savethe king heard what he said. But ever as he spoke the light shone brighterin Thjoden's eye, and at the last he rose from his seat to his full height,and Gandalf beside him, and together they looked out from the high placetowards the East.

    'Verily,' said Gandalf, now in a loud voice, keen and clear, 'that waylies our hope, where sits our greatest fear. Doom hangs still on a thread.

    Yet hope there is still, if we can but stand unconquered for a littlewhile.'

    The others too now turned their eyes eastward. Over the sunderingleagues of land, far away they gazed to the edge of sight, and hope and fearbore their thoughts still on, beyond dark mountains to the Land of Shadow.Where now was the Ring-bearer? How thin indeed was the thread uponwhich

    doom still hung! It seemed to Legolas, as he strained his farseeing eyes,that he caught a glint of white: far away perchance the sun twinkled on a

    pinnacle of the Tower of Guard. And further still, endlessly remote and yeta present threat, there was a tiny tongue of flame.

    Slowly Thjoden sat down again, as if weariness still struggled tomaster him against the will of Gandalf. He turned and looked at his greathouse. 'Alas!' he said, 'that these evil days should be mine, and shouldcome in my old age instead of that peace which I have earned. Alas forBoromir the brave! The young perish and the old linger, withering.'Heclutched his knees with his wrinkled hands.

    'Your fingers would remember their old strength better, if they graspeda sword-hilt,' said Gandalf.

    Thjoden rose and put his hand to his side; but no sword hung at hisbelt. 'Where has Grnma stowed it?' he muttered under his breath.

    'Take this, dear lord!' said a clear voice. 'It was ever at yourservice.' Two men had come softly up the stair and stood now a few stepsfrom the top. Jomer was there. No helm was on his head, no mail was on hisbreast, but in his hand he held a drawn sword; and as he knelt he offeredthe hilt to his master.

    'How comes this?' said Thjoden sternly. He turned towards Jomer and themen looked in wonder at him, standing now proud and erect. Where was theold

    man whom they had left crouching in his chair or leaning on his stick?

    'It is my doing, lord,' said Hbma, trembling. I understood that Jomerwas to be set free. Such joy was in my heart that maybe I have erred. Yet,since he was free again, and he a Marshal of the Mark,! brought him hissword as he bade me.'

    'To lay at your feet, my lord,' said Jomer.

    For a moment of silence Thjoden stood looking down at Jomer as he kneltstill before him. Neither moved.

    'Will you not take the sword?' said Gandalf.

    Slowly Thjoden stretched forth his hand. As his fingers took the hilt,it seemed to the watchers that firmness and strength returned to his thinarm. Suddenly he lifted the blade and swung it shimmering and whistling inthe air. Then he gave a great cry. His voice rang clear as he chanted in thetongue of Rohan a call to arms.

    Arise now, arise, Riders of Thjoden!

    Dire deeds awake, dark is it eastward.

    Let horse be bridled, horn be sounded!

    Forth Eorlingas!

    The guards, thinking that they were summoned, sprang up the stair. Theylooked at their lord in amazement, and then as one man they drew theirswords and laid them at his feet. 'Command us!’ they said.

    'Westu Thjoden hbl!' cried Jomer. ’It is a joy to us to see you returninto your own. Never again shall it be said, Gandalf, that you come onlywith grief!’

    'Take back your sword, Jomer, sister-son!' said the king. 'Go, Hbma,and seek my own sword! Grnma has it in his keeping. Bring him to me also.Now, Gandalf, you said that you had counsel to give, if I would hear it.

    What is your counsel?'

    'You have yourself already taken it,' answered Gandalf. 'To put yourtrust in Jomer, rather than in a man of crooked mind. To cast aside regretand fear. To do the deed at hand. Every man that can ride should be sentwest at once, as Jomer counselled you: we must first destroy the threat ofSaruman, while we have time. If we fail, we fall. If we succeed — then wewill face the next task. Meanwhile your people that are left, the women andthe children and the old, should stay to the refuges that you have in themountains. Were they not prepared against just such an evil day as this? Letthem take provision, but delay not, nor burden themselves with treasures,great or small. It is their lives that are at stake.'

    'This counsel seems good to me now,' said Thjoden. 'Let all my folk getready! But you my guests-truly you said, Gandalf, that the courtesy of myhall is lessened. You have ridden through the night, and the morning wearsaway. You have had neither sleep nor food. A guest-house shall be madeready: there you shall sleep, when you have eaten.'

    'Nay, lord,' said Aragorn. 'There is no rest yet for the weary. The menof Rohan must ride forth today, and we will ride with them, axe, sword, andbow. We did not bring them to rest against your wall, Lord of the Mark. AndI promised Jomer that my sword and his should be drawn together.'

    'Now indeed there is hope of victory!' said Jomer.

    'Hope, yes,' said Gandalf. 'But Isengard is strong. And other perilsdraw ever nearer. Do not delay, Thjoden, when we are gone. Lead your peopleswiftly to the Hold of Dunharrow in the hills!'

    'Nay, Gandalf!'said the king. 'You do not know your own skill inhealing. It shall not be so. I myself will go to war, to fall in the frontof the battle, if it must be. Thus shall I sleep better.'

    'Then even the defeat of Rohan will be glorious in song,' said Aragorn.

    The armed men that stood near clashed their weapons, crying: 'The Lord ofthe Mark will ride! Forth Eorlingas!'

    'But your people must not be both unarmed and shepherdless' saidGandalf. 'Who shall guide them and govern them in your place?'

    'I will take thought for that ere I go,' answered Thjoden. 'Here comesmy counsellor.'

    At that moment Hbma came again from the hall. Behind him cringingbetween two other men, came Grnma the Wormtongue. His face was verywhite.

    His eyes blinked in the sunlight. Hbma knelt and presented to Thjoden a longsword in a scabbard clasped with gold and set with green gems. 'Here, lord,is Herugrim, your ancient blade,' he said. 'It was found in his chest. Lothwas he to render up the keys. Many other things are there which men havemissed.'

    'You lie,' said Wormtongue. 'And this sword your master himself gaveinto my keeping.'

    'And he now requires it of you again,' said Thjoden. 'Does thatdisplease you?'

    'Assuredly not. lord,' said Wormtongue. 'I care for you and yours asbest I may. But do not weary yourself, or tax too heavily your strength. Letothers deal with these irksome guests. Your meat is about to be set on theboard. Will you not go to it?'

    'I will,' said Thjoden. 'And let food for my guests be set on the boardbeside me. The host rides today. Send the heralds forth! Let them summon allwho dwell nigh! Every man and strong lad able to bear arms, all who havehorses, let them be ready in the saddle at the gate ere the second hour fromnoon!'

    'Dear lord!' cried Wormtongue. 'It is as I feared. This wizard hasbewitched you. Are none to be left to defend the Golden Hall of yourfathers, and all your treasure? None to guard the Lord of the Mark?'

    'If this is bewitchment,' said Thjoden, 'it seems to me more wholesomethan your whisperings. Your leechcraft ere long would have had me walking onall fours like a beast. No, not one shall be left, not even Grnma. Grnmashall ride too. Go! You have yet time to clean the rust from your sword.'

    'Mercy, lord!' whined Wormtongue, grovelling on the ground. 'Have pityon one worn out in your service. Send me not from your side! I at least will

    stand by you when all others have gone. Do not send your faithful Grnmaaway!'

    'You have my pity,' said Thjoden. 'And I do not send you from my side.

    I go myself to war with my men. I bid you come with me and prove yourfaith.'

    Wormtongue looked from face to face. In his eyes was the hunted look ofa beast seeking some gap in the ring of his enemies. He licked his lips witha long pale tongue. 'Such a resolve might be expected from a lord of theHouse of Eorl, old though he be,' he said. 'But those who truly love himwould spare his failing years. Yet I see that I come too late. Others, whomthe death of my lord would perhaps grieve less, have already persuaded him.

    If I cannot undo their work, hear me at least in this, lord! One who knowsyour mind and honours your commands should be left in Edoras. Appoint afaithful steward. Let your counsellor Grnma keep all things till yourreturn-and I pray that we may see it, though no wise man will deem ithopeful.'

    Jomer laughed. 'And if that plea does not excuse you from war, mostnoble Wormtongue,' he said, what office of less honour would you accept? Tocarry a sack of meal up into the mountains-if any man would trust you withit?'

    'Nay, Jomer, you do not fully understand the mind of MasterWormtongue,' said Gandalf, turning his piercing glance upon him. 'He is boldand cunning. Even now he plays a game with peril and wins a throw. Hours ofmy precious time he has wasted already. 'Down snake!' he said suddenly in aterrible voice. 'Down on your belly! How long is it since Saruman boughtyou? What was the promised price? When all the men were dead, you were topick your share of the treasure, and take the woman you desire? Too longhave you watched her under your eyelids and haunted her steps.'

    Jomer grasped his sword. 'That I knew already,' he muttered. 'For thatreason I would have slain him before, forgetting the law of the hall. Butthere are other reasons.' He stepped forward, but Gandalf stayed him withhis hand.

    'Jowyn is safe now,' he said. 'But you, Wormtongue, you have done whatyou could for your true master. Some reward you have earned at least. YetSaruman is apt to overlook his bargains. I should advise you to go quicklyand remind him, lest he forget your faithful service.'

    'You lie,' said Wormtongue.

    'That word comes too oft and easy from your lips,' said Gandalf. ’I donot lie. See, Thjoden, here is a snake! With safety you cannot take it withyou, nor can you leave it behind. To slay it would be just. But it was notalways as it now is. Once it was a man, and did you service in its fashion.Give him a horse and let him go at once, wherever he chooses. By his choiceyou shall judge him.’

    'Do you hear this, Wormtongue?' said Thjoden. 'This is your choice: toride with me to war, and let us see in battle whether you are true; or to gonow, whither you will. But then, if ever we meet again, I shall not bemerciful.'

    Slowly Wormtongue rose. He looked at them with half-closed eyes. Lastof all he scanned Thjoden's face and opened his mouth as if to speak. Thensuddenly he drew himself up. His hands worked. His eyes glittered. Suchmalice was in them that men stepped back from him. He bared his teeth; andthen with a hissing breath he spat before the king's feet, and darting toone side, he fled down the stair.

    'After him!' said Thjoden. 'See that he does no harm to any, but do nothurt him or hinder him. Give him a horse, if he wishes it.'

    'And if any will bear him,' said Jomer.

    One of the guards ran down the stair. Another went to the well at thefoot of the terrace and in his helm drew water. With it he washed clean thestones that Wormtongue had defiled.

    'Now my guests, come!' said Thjoden. 'Come and take such refreshment ashaste allows.'

    They passed back into the great house. Already they heard below them inthe town the heralds crying and the war-horns blowing. For the king was toride forth as soon as the men of the town and those dwelling near could bearmed and assembled.

    At the king's board sat Jomer and the four guests, and there alsowaiting upon the king was the lady Jowyn. They ate and drank swiftly. Theothers were silent while Thjoden questioned Gandalf concerning Saruman.

    'How far back his treachery goes, who can guess?' said Gandalf. 'He wasnot always evil. Once I do not doubt that he was the friend of Rohan; andeven when his heart grew colder, he found you useful still. But for long nowhe has plotted your ruin, wearing the mask of Friendship, until he wasready. In those years Wormtongue's task was easy, and all that you did wasswiftly known in Isengard; for your land was open, and strangers came and

    went. And ever Wormtongue's whispering was in your ears, poisoning yourthought, chilling your heart, weakening your limbs, while others watched andcould do nothing, for your will was in his keeping.

    'But when I escaped and warned you, then the mask was torn, for thosewho would see. After that Wormtongue played dangerously, always seekingto

    delay you, to prevent your full strength being gathered. He was crafty:dulling men's wariness, or working on their fears, as served the occasion.

    Do you not remember how eagerly he urged that no man should be spared ona

    wildgoose chase northward, when the immediate peril was westward? Hepersuaded you to forbid Jomer to pursue the raiding Ores. If Jomer had notdefied Wormtongue's voice speaking with your mouth, those Ores wouldhave

    reached Isengard by now, bearing a great prize. Not indeed that prize whichSaruman desires above all else, but at the least two members of my Company,sharers of a secret hope, of which even to you, lord, I cannot yet speakopenly. Dare you think of what they might now be suffering, or what Sarumanmight now have learned to our destruction?'

    'I owe much to Jomer,' said Thjoden. 'Faithful heart may have forwardtongue.' 'Say also,' said Gandalf, 'that to crooked eyes truth may wear awry face.'

    'Indeed my eyes were almost blind,' said Thjoden. 'Most of all I owe toyou, my guest. Once again you have come in time. I would give you a gift erewe go, at your own choosing. You have only to name aught that is mine. Ireserve now only my sword!'

    'Whether I came in time or not is yet to be seen,' said Gandalf. 'Butas for your gift, lord, I will choose one that will fit my need: swift andsure. Give me Shadowfax! He was only lent before, if loan we may call it.But now shall ride him into great hazard, setting silver against black: Iwould not risk anything that is not my own. And already there is a bond oflove between us.'

    'You choose well,' said Thjoden; 'and I give him now gladly. Yet it isa great gift. There is none like to Shadowfax. In him one of the mightysteeds of old has returned. None such shall return again. And to you myother guests I will offer such things as may be found in my armoury. Swordsyou do not need, but there are helms and coats of mail of cunning work,

    gifts to my fathers out of Gondor. Choose from these ere we go, and may theyserve you well!'

    Now men came bearing raiment of war from the king's hoard and theyarrayed Aragorn and Legolas in shining mail. Helms too they chose, and roundshields: their bosses were overlaid with gold and set with gems, green andred and white. Gandalf took no armour; and Gimli needed no coat of rings,even if one had been found to match his stature, for there was no hauberk inthe hoards of Edoras of better make than his short corslet forged beneaththe Mountain in the North. But he chose a cap of iron and leather thatfitted well upon his round head; and a small shield he also took. It borethe running horse, white upon green, that was the emblem of the House ofEorl.

    'May it keep you well!' said Thjoden. 'It was made for me in Thengel'sday, while still I was a boy.'

    Gimli bowed. 'I am proud, Lord of the Mark, to bear your device,' hesaid. 'Indeed sooner would I bear a horse than be borne by one. I love myfeet better. But, maybe, I shall come yet where I can stand and fight.'

    'It may well be so,' said Thjoden.

    The king now rose, and at once Jowyn came forward bearing wine. 'FerthuThjoden hbl!' she said. 'Receive now this cup and drink in happy hour.Health be with thee at thy going and coming!'

    Thjoden drank from the cup, and she then proffered it to the guests. Asshe stood before Aragorn she paused suddenly and looked upon him, and hereyes were shining. And he looked down upon her fair face and smiled; but ashe took the cup, his hand met hers, and he knew that she trembled at thetouch. 'Hail Aragorn son of Arathorn!' she said. 'Hail Lady of Rohan!' heanswered, but his face now was troubled and he did not smile.

    When they had all drunk, the king went down the hall to the doors.

    There the guards awaited him, and heralds stood, and all the lords andchiefs were gathered together that remained in Edoras or dwelt nearby.

    'Behold! I go forth, and it seems like to be my last riding,' saidThjoden. 'I have no child. Thjodred my son is slain. I name Jomer mysister-son to be my heir. If neither of us return, then choose a new lord asyou will. But to some one I must now entrust my people that I leave behind,to rule them in my place. Which of you will stay?'

    No man spoke.

    'Is there none whom you would name? In whom do my people trust?'

    'In the House of Eorl,' answered Hbma.

    'But Jomer I cannot spare, nor would he stay,' said the king; 'and heis the last of that House.'

    'I said not Jomer,' answered Hbma. 'And he is not the last. There isJowyn, daughter of Jomund, his sister. She is fearless and high-hearted. Alllove her. Let her be as lord to the Eorlingas, while we are gone.'

    'It shall be so,' said Thjoden. 'Let the heralds announce to the folkthat the Lady Jowyn will lead them!'

    Then the king sat upon a seat before his doors, and Jowyn knelt beforehim and received from him a sword and a fair corslet. 'Larewellsister-daughter!' he said. 'Dark is the hour, yet maybe we shall return tothe Golden Hall. But in Dunharrow the people may long defend themselves,and

    if the battle go ill, thither will come all who escape.' 'Speak not so!' sheanswered. 'A year shall I endure for every day that passes until yourreturn.' But as she spoke her eyes went to Aragorn who stood nearby.

    'The king shall come again,' he said. 'Lear not! Not West but East doesour doom await us.'

    The king now went down the stair with Gandalf beside him. The othersfollowed. Aragorn looked back as they passed towards the gate. Alone Jowynstood before the doors of the house at the stair's head; the sword was setupright before her, and her hands were laid upon the hilt. She was clad nowin mail and shone like silver in the sun.

    Gimli walked with Legolas. his axe on his shoulder. 'Well, at last weset off!' he said. 'Men need many words before deeds. My axe is restless inmy hands. Though I doubt not that these Rohirrim are fell-handed when theycome to it. Nonetheless this is not the warfare that suits me. How shall Icome to the battle? I wish I could walk and not bump like a sack atGandalf's saddlebow.'

    'A safer seat than many, I guess,' said Legolas. 'Yet doubtless Gandalfwill gladly put you down on your feet when blows begin; or Shadowfaxhimself. An axe is no weapon for a rider.'

    'And a Dwarf is no horseman. It is ore-necks I would hew, not shave thescalps of Men,' said Gimli, patting the haft of his axe.

    At the gate they found a great host of men, old and young, all ready inthe saddle. More than a thousand were there mustered. Their spears were likea springing wood. Loudly and joyously they shouted as Thjoden came forth.

    Some held in readiness the king's horse, Snowmane, and others held thehorses of Aragorn and Legolas. Gimli stood ill at ease, frowning, but Jomercame up to him, leading his horse.

    ’Hail, Gimli Gluin’s son!’he cried. ’I have not had time to learngentle speech under your rod, as you promised. But shall we not put asideour quarrel? At least I will speak no evil again of the Lady of the Wood.’

    ’I will forget my wrath for a while, Jomer son of Jomund,' said Gimli;

    'but if ever you chance to see the Lady Galadriel with your eyes, then youshall acknowledge her the fairest of ladies, or our friendship will end.'

    'So be it!’ said Jomer. 'But until that time pardon me, and in token ofpardon ride with me, I beg. Gandalf will be at the head with the Lord of theMark; but Firefoot, my horse, will bear us both, if you will.'

    'I thank you indeed,' said Gimli greatly pleased. 'I will gladly gowith you, if Legolas, my comrade, may ride beside us.'

    'It shall he so,' said Jomer. 'Legolas upon my left, and Aragorn uponmy right, and none will dare to stand before us!'

    'Where is Shadowfax?' said Gandalf.

    'Running wild over the grass,' they answered. 'He will let no manhandle him. There he goes, away down by the ford, like a shadow among thewillows.'

    Gandalf whistled and called aloud the horse's name, and far away hetossed his head and neighed, and turning sped towards the host like anarrow.

    'Were the breath of the West Wind to take a body visible, even so wouldit appear,' said Jomer, as the great horse ran up, until he stood before thewizard.

    'The gift seems already to be given,' said Thjoden. 'But hearken all!

    Here now I name my guest, Gandalf Greyhame, wisest of counsellors; mostwelcome of wanderers, a lord of the Mark, a chieftain of the Eorlingas whileour kin shall last; and I give to him Shadowfax, prince of horses.'

    'I thank you, Thjoden King,' said Gandalf. Then suddenly he threw backhis grey cloak, and cast aside his hat, and leaped to horseback. He wore nohelm nor mail. His snowy hair flew free in the wind, his white robes shonedazzling in the sun.

    'Behold the White Rider!' cried Aragorn, and all took up the words.

    'Our King and the White Rider!' they shouted. 'Forth Eorlingas!'

    The trumpets sounded. The horses reared and neighed. Spear clashed on

    shield. Then the king raised his hand, and with a rush like the sudden onsetof a great wind the last host of Rohan rode thundering into the West. Farover the plain Jowyn saw the glitter of their spears, as she stood still,alone before the doors of the silent house.

    Chapter 7. Helm's Deep

    The sun was already westering as they rode from Edoras, and the lightof it was in their eyes, turning all the rolling fields of Rohan to a goldenhaze. There was a beaten way, north-westward along the foot-hills of theWhite Mountains, and this they followed, up and down in a green country,crossing small swift streams by many fords. Far ahead and to their right theMisty Mountains loomed; ever darker and taller they grew as the miles wentby. The sun went slowly down before them. Evening came behind.

    The host rode on. Need drove them. Fearing to come too late, they rodewith all the speed they could, pausing seldom. Swift and enduring were thesteeds of Rohan, but there were many leagues to go. Forty leagues and moreit was, as a bird flies, from Edoras to the fords of the Isen, where theyhoped to find the king’s men that held back the hosts of Saruman.

    Night closed about them. At last they halted to make their camp. Theyhad ridden for some five hours and were far out upon the western plain, yetmore than half their journey lay still before them. In a great circle, underthe starry sky and the waxing moon, they now made their bivouac. They lit nofires, for they were uncertain of events; but they set a ring of mountedguards about them, and scouts rode out far ahead, passing like shadows inthe folds of the land. The slow night passed without tidings or alarm. Atdawn the horns sounded, and within an hour they took the road again.

    There were no clouds overhead yet, but a heaviness was in the air; itwas hot for the season of the year. The rising sun was hazy, and behind it,following it slowly up the sky, there was a growing darkness, as of a greatstorm moving out of the East. And away in the North-west there seemed to beanother darkness brooding about the feet of the Misty Mountains, a shadowthat crept down slowly from the Wizard's Vale.

    Gandalf dropped back to where Legolas rode beside Jomer. ’You have thekeen eyes of your fair kindred, Legolas,’ he said; ’and they can tell asparrow from a finch a league off. Tell me, can you sec anything away yondertowards Isengard?’

    ’Many miles lie between,’ said Legolas, gazing thither and shading hiseyes with his long hand. ’I can see a darkness. There are shapes moving init, great shapes far away upon the bank of the river; but what they are I

    cannot tell. It is not mist or cloud that defeats my eyes: there is aveiling shadow that some power lays upon the land, and it marches slowlydown stream. It is as if the twilight under endless trees were flowingdownwards from the hills.'

    'And behind us comes a very storm of Mordor,' said Gandalf. 'It will bea black night.'

    As the second day of their riding drew on, the heaviness in the airincreased. In the afternoon the dark clouds began to overtake them: a sombrecanopy with great billowing edges flecked with dazzling light. The sun wentdown, blood-red in a smoking haze. The spears of the Riders were tipped withfire as the last shafts of light kindled the steep faces of the peaks ofThrihyrne: now very near they stood on the northernmost arm of the WhiteMountains, three jagged horns staring at the sunset. In the last red glowmen in the vanguard saw a black speck, a horseman riding back towards them.They halted awaiting him.

    He came, a weary man with dinted helm and cloven shield. Slowly heclimbed from his horse and stood there a while gasping. At length he spoke.

    'Is Jomer here?' he asked. 'You come at last, but too late, and with toolittle strength. Things have gone evilly since Thjodred fell. We were drivenback yesterday over the Isen with great loss; many perished at the crossing.Then at night fresh forces came over the river against our camp. AllIsengard must be emptied; and Saruman has armed the wild hillmen andherd-folk of Dunland beyond the rivers, and these also he loosed upon us. Wewere overmastered. The shield-wall was broken. Erkenbrand of Westfold hasdrawn off those men he could gather towards his fastness in Helm's Deep. Therest are scattered.

    'Where is Jomer? Tell him there is no hope ahead. He should return toEdoras before the wolves of Isengard come there.' Thjoden had sat silent,hidden from the man's sight behind his guards; now he urged his horseforward. 'Come, stand before me, Ceorl!' he said. 'I am here. The last hostof the Eorlingas has ridden forth. It will not return without battle.'

    The man's face lightened with joy and wonder. He drew himself up. Thenhe knelt, offering his notched sword to the king.'Command me, lord!' hecried. 'And pardon me! I thought—'

    'You thought I remained in Meduseld bent like an old tree under wintersnow. So it was when you rode to war. But a west wind has shaken theboughs,' said Thjoden. 'Give this man a fresh horse! Let us ride to the help

    of Erkenbrand!'

    While Thjoden was speaking, Gandalf rode a short way ahead, and he satthere alone, gazing north to Isengard and west to the setting sun. Now hecame back.

    'Ride, Thjoden!' he said. 'Ride to Helm's Deep! Go not to the Fords ofIsen, and do not tarry in the plain! I must leave you for a while. Shadowfaxmust bear me now on a swift errand.' Turning to Aragorn and Jomer and themen of the king's household, he cried: 'Keep well the Lord of the Mark, tillI return. Await me at Helm's Gate! Farewell!'

    He spoke a word to Shadowfax, and like an arrow from the bow the greathorse sprang away. Even as they looked he was gone: a flash of silver in thesunset, a wind over the grass, a shadow that fled and passed from sight.Snowmane snorted and reared, eager to follow; but only a swift bird on thewing could have overtaken him.

    'What does that mean?' said one of the guard to Hbma.

    'That Gandalf Greyhame has need of haste,' answered Hbma. 'Ever he goesand comes unlooked-for:'

    'Wormtongue, were he here, would not find it hard to explain 'Said theother.

    'True enough,' said Hbma; 'but for myself, I will wait until I seeGandalf again.'

    'Maybe you will wait long,' said the other.

    The host turned away now from the road to the Fords of Isen and benttheir course southward. Night fell, and still they rode on. The hills drewnear, but the tall peaks of Thrihyrne were already dim against the darkeningsky. Still some miles away, on the far side of the Westfold Vale, lay agreen coomb, a great bay in the mountains, out of which a gorge opened inthe hills. Men of that land called it Helm's Deep, after a hero of old warswho had made his refuge there. Ever steeper and narrower it wound inwardfrom the north under the shadow of the Thrihyrne, till the crow-hauntedcliffs rose like mighty towers on either side, shutting out the light.

    At Helm's Gate, before the mouth of the Deep, there was a heel of rockthrust outward by the northern cliff. There upon its spur stood high wallsof ancient stone, and within them was a lofty tower. Men said that in thefar-off days of the glory of Gondor the sea-kings had built here thisfastness with the hands of giants. The Hornburg it was called, for a trumpetsounded upon the tower echoed in the Deep behind, as if armies

    long-forgotten were issuing to war from caves beneath the hills. A wall,too, the men of old had made from the Hornburg to the southern cliff,barring the entrance to the gorge. Beneath it by a wide culvert theDeeping-stream passed out. About the feet of the Hornrock it wound, andflowed then in a gully through the midst of a wide green gore, slopinggently down from Helm's Gate to Helm's Dike. Thence it fell into theDeeping-coomb and out into the Westfold Vale. There in the Hornburg atHelm's Gate Erkenbrand, master of Westfold on the borders of the Mark, nowdwelt. As the days darkened with threat of war, being wise, he had repairedthe wall and made the fastness strong.

    The Riders were still in the low valley before the mouth of the Coomb,when cries and hornblasts were heard from their scouts that went in front.

    Out of the darkness arrows whistled. Swiftly a scout rode back and reportedthat wolf-riders were abroad in the valley, and that a host of Ores and wildmen were hurrying southward from the Fords of Isen and seemed to bemaking

    for Helm's Deep.

    'We have found many of our folk lying slain as they fled thither,' saidthe scout. 'And we have met scattered companies, going this way and that,leaderless. What has become of Erkenbrand none seem to know. It is likelythat he will be overtaken ere he can reach Helm's Gate, if he has notalready perished.'

    'Has aught been seen of Gandalf?' asked Thjoden.

    'Yes, lord. Many have seen an old man in white upon a horse, passinghither and thither over the plains like wind in the grass. Some thought hewas Saruman. It is said that he went away ere nightfall towards Isengard.Some say also that Wormtongue was seen earlier, going northward with acompany of Ores.'

    'It will go ill with Wormtongue, if Gandalf comes upon him saidThjoden. 'Nonetheless I miss now both my counsellors, the old and the new.But in this need we have no better choice than to go on, as Gandalf said, toHelm's Gate, whether Erkenbrand be there or no. Is it known how great is thehost that comes from the North?'

    'It is very great,' said the scout. 'He that flies counts every foemantwice, yet I have spoken to stouthearted men, and I do not doubt that themain strength of the enemy is many times as great as all that we have here.'

    'Then let us be swift,' said Jomer. 'Let us drive through such foes as

    are already between us and the fastness. There are caves in Helm's Deepwhere hundreds may lie hid; and secret ways lead thence up on to the hills.

    Trust not to secret ways,' said the king. ’Saruman has long spied outthis land. Still in that place our defence may last long. Let us go!'

    Aragorn and Legolas went now with Jomer in the van. On through the darknight they rode, ever slower as the darkness deepened and their way climbedsouthward, higher and higher into the dim folds about the mountains' feet.They found few of the enemy before them. Here and there they came uponroving bands of Ores; but they fled ere the Riders could take or slay them.

    'It will not be long I fear,' said Jomer, 'ere the coming of the king'shost will be known to the leader of our enemies, Saruman or whatever captainhe has sent forth.'

    The rumour of war grew behind them. Now they could hear, borne over thedark, the sound of harsh singing. They had climbed far up into theDeeping-coomb when they looked back. Then they saw torches countlesspoints

    of fiery light upon the black fields behind, scattered like red flowers, orwinding up from the lowlands in long flickering lines. Here and there alarger blaze leapt up.

    'It is a great host and follows us hard,' said Aragorn.

    'They bring fire,' said Thjoden, 'and they are burning as they come,rick, cot, and tree. This was a rich vale and had many homesteads. Alas formy folk!'

    'Would that day was here and we might ride down upon them like a stormout of the mountains!' said Aragorn. 'It grieves me to fly before them.'

    'We need not fly much further,' said Jomer. 'Not far ahead now liesHelm's Dike, an ancient trench and rampart scored across the coomb, twofurlongs below Helm's Gate. There we can turn and give battle.'

    'Nay, we are too few to defend the Dike,' said Thjoden. 'It is a milelong or more, and the breach in it is wide.'

    'At the breach our rearguard must stand, if we are pressed,' saidJomer.

    There was neither star nor moon when the Riders came to the breach inthe Dike, where the stream from above passed out, and the road beside it randown from the Hornburg. The rampart loomed suddenly before them, a highshadow beyond a dark pit. As they rode up a sentinel challenged them.

    'The Lord of the Mark rides to Helm's Gate,' Jomer answered. 'I, Jomer

    son of Jomund, speak.'

    This is good tidings beyond hope,'said the sentinel.'Hasten! Theenemy is on your heels.'

    The host passed through the breach and halted on the sloping swardabove. They now learned to their joy that Erkenbrand had left many men tohold Helm's Gate, and more had since escaped thither.

    'Maybe, we have a thousand fit to fight on foot,' said Gamling, an oldman, the leader of those that watched the Dike. 'But most of them have seentoo many winters, as I have, or too few, as my son's son here. What news ofErkenbrand? Word came yesterday that he was retreating hither with all thatis left of the best Riders of Westfold. But he has not come.'

    'I fear that he will not come now,' said Jomer. 'Our scouts have gainedno news of him, and the enemy fills all the valley behind us.'

    'I would that he had escaped,' said Thjoden. 'He was a mighty man. Inhim lived again the valour of Helm the Hammerhand. But we cannot awaithim

    here. We must draw all our forces now behind the walls. Are you well stored?We bring little provision, for we rode forth to open battle, not to asiege.'

    'Behind us in the caves of the Deep are three parts of the folk ofWestfold, old and young, children and women,' said Gamling. 'But great storeof food, and many beasts and their fodder, have also been gathered there.'

    'That is well,' said Jomer. 'They are burning or despoiling all that isleft in the vale.'

    'If they come to bargain for our goods at Helm's Gate, they will pay ahigh price,' said Gamling.

    The king and his Riders passed on. Before the causeway that crossed thestream they dismounted. In a long file they led their horses up the ramp andpassed within the gates of the Hornburg. There they were welcomed again withjoy and renewed hope; for now there were men enough to man both the burgand

    the barrier wall.

    Quickly Jomer set his men in readiness. The king and the men of hishousehold were in the Hornburg, and there also were many of theWestfold-men. But on the Deeping Wall and its tower, and behind it, Jomerarrayed most of the strength that he had, for here the defence seemed moredoubtful, if the assault were determined and in great force. The horses were

    led far up the Deep under such guard as could be spared.

    The Deeping Wall was twenty feet high, and so thick that four men couldwalk abreast along the top, sheltered by a parapet over which only a tallman could look. Here and there were clefts in the stone through which mencould shoot. This battlement could be reached by a stair running down from adoor in the outer court of the Hornburg; three flights of steps led also upon to the wall from the Deep behind; but in front it was smooth, and thegreat stones of it were set with such skill that no foothold could be foundat their joints, and at the top they hung over like a sea-delved cliff.

    Gimli stood leaning against the breastwork upon the wall. Legolas satabove on the parapet, fingering his bow, and peering out into the gloom.

    This is more to my liking,' said the dwarf, stamping on the stones.

    'Ever my heart rises as we draw near the mountains. There is good rock here.This country has tough bones. I felt them in my feet as we came up from thedike. Give me a year and a hundred of my kin and I would make this a placethat armies would break upon like water.’

    ’I do not doubt it,' said Legolas. 'But you are a dwarf, and dwarvesare strange folk. I do not like this place, and I shall like it no more bythe light of day. But you comfort me, Gimli, and I am glad to have youstanding nigh with your stout legs and your hard axe. I wish there were moreof your kin among us. But even more would I give for a hundred good archersof Mirkwood. We shall need them. The Rohirrim have good bowmen aftertheir

    fashion, but there are too few here, too few.'

    'It is dark for archery,' said Gimli. 'Indeed it is time for sleep.

    Sleep! I feel the need of it, as never I thought any dwarf could. Riding istiring work. Yet my axe is restless in my hand. Give me a row of ore-necksand room to swing and all weariness will fall from me!'

    A slow time passed. Far down in the valley scattered fires stillburned. The hosts of Isengard were advancing in silence now. Their torchescould be seen winding up the coomb in many lines.

    Suddenly from the Dike yells and screams, and the fierce battle-criesof men broke out. Flaming brands appeared over the brink and clusteredthickly at the breach. Then they scattered and vanished. Men came gallopingback over the field and up the ramp to the gate of the Hornburg. Therearguard of the Westfolders had been driven in.

    'The enemy is at hand!' they said. 'We loosed every arrow that we had,

    and filled the Dike with Ores. But it will not halt them long. Already theyare scaling the bank at many points, thick as marching ants. But we havetaught them not to carry torches.'

    It was now past midnight. The sky was utterly dark, and the stillnessof the heavy air foreboded storm. Suddenly the clouds were seared by ablinding flash. Branched lightning smote down upon the eastward hills. For astaring moment the watchers on the walls saw all the space between them andthe Dike lit with white light: it was boiling and crawling with blackshapes, some squat and broad, some tall and grim, with high helms and sableshields. Hundreds and hundreds more were pouring over the Dike and throughthe breach. The dark tide flowed up to the walls from cliff to cliff.

    Thunder rolled in the valley. Rain came lashing down.

    Arrows thick as the rain came whistling over the battlements, and fellclinking and glancing on the stones. Some found a mark. The assault onHelm's Deep had begun, but no sound or challenge was heard within; noanswering arrows came.

    The assailing hosts halted, foiled by the silent menace of rock andwall. Ever and again the lightning tore aside the darkness. Then the Oresscreamed, waving spear and sword, and shooting a cloud of arrows at any thatstood revealed upon the battlements; and the men of the Mark amazed lookedout, as it seemed to them, upon a great field of dark corn, tossed by atempest of war, and every ear glinted with barbed light.

    Brazen trumpets sounded. The enemy surged forward, some against theDeeping Wall, other towards the causeway and the ramp that led up to theHornburg-gates. There the hugest Ores were mustered, and the wild men of theDunland fells. A moment they hesitated and then on they came. The lightningflashed, and blazoned upon every helm and shield the ghastly hand ofIsengard was seen: They reached the summit of the rock; they drove towardsthe gates.

    Then at last an answer came: a storm of arrows met them, and a hail ofstones. They wavered, broke, and fled back; and then charged again, brokeand charged again; and each time, like the incoming sea, they halted at ahigher point. Again trumpets rang, and a press of roaring men leaped forth.They held their great shields above them like a roof, while in their midstthey bore two trunks of mighty trees. Behind them ore-archers crowded,sending a hail of darts against the bowmen on the walls. They gained thegates. The trees, swung by strong arms, smote the timbers with a rending

    boom. If any man fell, crushed by a stone hurtling from above, two otherssprang to take his place. Again and again the great rams swung and crashed.

    Jomer and Aragorn stood together on the Deeping Wall. They heard theroar of voices and the thudding of the rams; and then in a sudden flash oflight they beheld the peril of the gates.

    'Come!' said Aragorn. 'This is the hour when we draw swords together!'

    Running like fire, they sped along the wall, and up the steps, andpassed into the outer court upon the Rock. As they ran they gathered ahandful of stout swordsmen. There was a small postern-door that opened in anangle of the burg-wall on the west, where the cliff stretched out to meetit. On that side a narrow path ran round towards the great gate, between thewall and the sheer brink of the Rock. Together Jomer and Aragorn sprangthrough the door, their men close behind. The swords flashed from the sheathas one.

    'G®thwinl!' cried Jomer. 'G®thwinl for the Mark!'

    'And®ril!' cried Aragorn. 'And®ril for the D®nedain!'

    Charging from the side, they hurled themselves upon the wild men.And®ril rose and fell, gleaming with white fire. A shout went up from walland tower: 'And®ril! And®ril goes to war. The Blade that was Broken shinesagain!'

    Dismayed the rammers let fall the trees and turned to fight; but thewall of their shields was broken as by a lightning-stroke, and they wereswept away, hewn down, or cast over the Rock into the stony stream below.The ore-archers shot wildly and then fled.

    For a moment Jomer and Aragorn halted before the gates. The thunder wasrumbling in the distance now. The lightning flickered still, far off amongthe mountains in the South. A keen wind was blowing from the North again.The clouds were torn and drifting, and stars peeped out; and above the hillsof the Coomb-side the westering moon rode, glimmering yellow in thestorm-wrack.

    'We did not come too soon,' said Aragorn, looking at the gates. Theirgreat hinges and iron bars were wrenched and bent; many of their timberswere cracked.

    'Yet we cannot stay here beyond the walls to defend them,' said Jomer.'Look!' He pointed to the causeway. Already a great press of Ores and Menwere gathering again beyond the stream. Arrows whined, and skipped on thestones about them. 'Come! We must get back and see what we can do to pile

    stone and beam across the gates within. Come now!'

    They turned and ran. At that moment some dozen Ores that had lainmotionless among the slain leaped to their feet, and came silently andswiftly behind. Two flung themselves to the ground at Jomer's heels, trippedhim, and in a moment they were on top of him. But a small dark figure thatnone had observed sprang out of the shadows and gave a hoarse shout: BarukKhazvd! Khazvd ai-mknu! An axe swung and swept back. Two Ores fellheadless.

    The rest fled.

    Jomer struggled to his feet, even as Aragorn ran back to his aid.

    The postern was closed again, the iron door was barred and piled insidewith stones. When all were safe within, Jomer turned: ’I thank you, Gimlison of Gluin!' he said. ’I did not know that you were with us in the sortie.

    But oft the unbidden guest proves the best company. How came you there?’

    ’I followed you to shake off sleep,’ said Gimli; 'but I looked on thehillmen and they seemed over large for me, so I sat beside a stone to seeyour sword-play.’

    ’I shall not find it easy to repay you,’ said Jomer.

    ’There may be many a chance ere the night is over,’ laughed the Dwarf.

    ’But I am content. Till now I have hewn naught but wood since I left Moria.’

    ’Two!’ said Gimli, patting his axe. He had returned to his place on thewall.

    ’Two?’ said Legolas. ’I have done better, though now I must grope forspent arrows; all mine are gone. Yet I make my tale twenty at the least. Butthat is only a few leaves in a forest.’

    The sky now was quickly clearing and the sinking moon was shiningbrightly. But the light brought little hope to the Riders of the Mark. Theenemy before them seemed to have grown rather than diminished, still morewere pressing up from the valley through the breach. The sortie upon theRock gained only a brief respite. The assault on the gates was redoubled.Against the Deeping Wall the hosts of Isengard roared like a sea. Ores andhillmen swarmed about its feet from end to end. Ropes with grappling hookswere hurled over the parapet faster than men could cut them or fling themback. Hundreds of long ladders were lifted up. Many were cast down in ruin,but many more replaced them, and Ores sprang up them like apes in the darkforests of the South. Before the wall’s foot the dead and broken were piledlike shingle in a storm; ever higher rose the hideous mounds, and still the

    enemy came on.

    The men of Rohan grew weary. All their arrows were spent, and everyshaft was shot; their swords were notched, and their shields were riven.Three times Aragorn and Jomer rallied them, and three times And®ril flamedin a desperate charge that drove the enemy from the wall.

    Then a clamour arose in the Deep behind. Ores had crept like ratsthrough the culvert through which the stream flowed out. There they hadgathered in the shadow of the cliffs, until the assault above was hottestand nearly all the men of the defence had rushed to the wall's top. Thenthey sprang out. Already some had passed into the jaws of the Deep and wereamong the horses, fighting with the guards.

    Down from the wall leapt Gimli with a fierce cry that echoed in thecliffs. 'Khazvd! Khazvd!' He soon had work enough.

    'Ai-oi!' he shouted. 'The Ores are behind the wall. Ai-oi! Come,Legolas! There are enough for us both. Khazvd ai-mknu!'

    Gamling the Old looked down from the Hornburg, hearing the great voiceof the dwarf above all the tumult. 'The Ores are in the Deep!'he cried.'Helm! Helm! Forth Helmingas. he shouted as he leaped down the stair fromthe Rock with many men of Westfold at his back.

    Their onset was fierce and sudden, and the Ores gave way before them.Ere long they were hemmed in in the narrows of the gorge, and all were slainor driven shrieking into the chasm of the Deep to fall before the guardiansof the hidden caves.

    'Twenty-one!' cried Gimli. He hewed a two-handed stroke and laid thelast Ore before his feet. 'Now my count passes Master Legolas again.'

    'We must stop this rat-hole,' said Gamling. 'Dwarves are said to becunning folk with stone. Lend us your aid, master!'

    'We do not shape stone with battle-axes, nor with our finger-nails,'said Gimli. 'But I will help as I may.'

    They gathered such small boulders and broken stones as they could findto hand, and under Gimli's direction the Westfold-men blocked up the innerend of the culvert, until only a narrow outlet remained. Then theDeeping-stream, swollen by the rain, churned and fretted in its choked path,and spread slowly in cold pools from cliff to cliff.

    'It will be drier above,' said Gimli. 'Come, Gamling, let us see howthings go on the wall!'

    He climbed up and found Legolas beside Aragorn and Jomer. The elf was

    whetting his long knife. There was for a while a lull in the assault, sincethe attempt to break in through the culvert had been foiled.

    'Twenty-one!' said Gimli.

    'Good!'said Legolas. 'But my count is now two dozen. It has beenknife-work up here.'

    Jomer and Aragorn leant wearily on their swords. Away on the left thecrash and clamour of the battle on the Rock rose loud again. But theHornburg still held fast, like an island in the sea. Its gates lay in ruin;but over the barricade of beams and stones within no enemy as yet hadpassed.

    Aragorn looked at the pale stars, and at the moon, now sloping behindthe western hills that enclosed the valley. 'This is a night as long asyears,' he said. 'How long will the day tarry?'

    'Dawn is not far off,' said Gamling, who had now climbed up beside him.'But dawn will not help us, I fear.'

    'Yet dawn is ever the hope of men,' said Aragorn.

    'But these creatures of Isengard, these half-ores and goblin-men thatthe foul craft of Saruman has bred, they will not quail at the sun,' saidGamling. 'And neither will the wild men of the hills. Do you not hear theirvoices?'

    'I hear them,' said Jomer; 'but they are only the scream of birds andthe bellowing of beasts to my ears.'

    'Yet there are many that cry in the Dunland tongue,' said Gamling. 'Iknow that tongue. It is an ancient speech of men, and once was spoken inmany western valleys of the Mark. Hark! They hate us, and they are glad; forour doom seems certain to them. 'The king the king!' they cry. 'We will taketheir king. Death to the Forgoil! Death to the Strawheads! Death to therobbers of the North!' Such names they have for us. Not in half a thousandyears have they forgotten their grievance that the lords of Gondor gave theMark to Eorl the Young and made alliance with him. That old hatred Sarumanhas inflamed. They are fierce folk when roused. They will not give way nowfor dusk or dawn, until Thjoden is taken, or they themselves are slain.'

    'Nonetheless day will bring hope to me,' said Aragorn. 'Is it not saidthat no foe has ever taken the Hornburg, if men defended it?'

    'So the minstrels say,' said Jomer.

    'Then let us defend it, and hope!' said Aragorn.

    Even as they spoke there came a blare of trumpets. Then there was a

    crash and a flash of flame and smoke. The waters of the Deeping-streampoured out hissing and foaming: they were choked no longer, a gaping holewas blasted in the wall. A host of dark shapes poured in.

    'Devilry of Saruman!'cried Aragorn. 'They have crept in the culvertagain, while we talked, and they have lit the fire of Orthanc beneath ourfeet. Elendil, Elendil!' he shouted, as he leaped down into the breach; buteven as he did so a hundred ladders were raised against the battlements.Over the wall and under the wall the last assault came sweeping like a darkwave upon a hill of sand. The defence was swept away. Some of the Riderswere driven back, further and further into the Deep, falling and fighting asthey gave way, step by step, towards the caves. Others cut their way backtowards the citadel.

    A broad stairway, climbed from the Deep up to the Rock and therear-gate of the Hornburg. Near the bottom stood Aragorn. In his hand stillAnd®ril gleamed, and the terror of the sword for a while held back theenemy, as one by one all who could gain the stair passed up towards thegate. Behind on the upper steps knelt Legolas. His bow was bent, but onegleaned arrow was all that he had left, and he peered out now, ready toshoot the first Ore that should dare to approach the stair.

    'All who can have now got safe within, Aragorn,' he called. 'Comeback!'

    Aragorn turned and sped up the stair; but as he ran he stumbled in hisweariness. At once his enemies leapt forward. Up came the Ores, yelling,with their long arms stretched out to seize him. The foremost fell withLegolas' last arrow in his throat, but the rest sprang over him. Then agreat boulder, cast from the outer wall above, crashed down upon the stair,and hurled them back into the Deep. Aragorn gained the door, and swiftly itclanged to behind him.

    'Things go ill, my friends,' he said, wiping the sweat from his browwith his arm.

    'Ill enough,' said Legolas, 'but not yet hopeless, while we have youwith us. Where is Gimli?'

    'I do not know.' said Aragorn. 'I last saw him fighting on the groundbehind the wall, but the enemy swept us apart.'

    'Alas! That is evil news,' said Legolas.

    'He is stout and strong,' said Aragorn. 'Let us hope that he willescape back to the caves. There he would be safe for a while. Safer than we.

    Such a refuge would be to the liking of a dwarf.'

    That must be my hope" said Legolas. 'But I wish that he had come thisway. I desired to tell Master Gimli that my tale is now thirty-nine.'

    'If he wins back to the caves, he will pass your count again,' laughedAragorn. 'Never did I see an axe so wielded.'

    'I must go and seek some arrows,' said Legolas. 'Would that this nightwould end, and I could have better light for shooting.'

    Aragorn now passed into the citadel. There to his dismay he learnedthat Jomer had not reached the Hornburg.

    'Nay, he did not come to the Rock,' said one of the Westfold-men, 'Ilast saw him gathering men about him and fighting in the mouth of the Deep.Gamling was with him, and the dwarf; but I could not come to them.'

    Aragorn strode on through the inner court, and mounted to a highchamber in the tower. There stood the king, dark against a narrow window,looking out upon the vale.

    'What is the news, Aragorn?' he said.

    'The Deeping Wall is taken, lord, and all the defence swept away; butmany have escaped hither to the Rock.'

    'Is Jomer here?'

    'No, lord. But many of your men retreated into the Deep; and some saythat Jomer was amongst them. In the narrows they may hold back the enemyand

    come within the caves. What hope they may have then I do not know.'

    'More than we. Good provision, it is said. And the air is wholesomethere because of the outlets through fissures in the rock far above. Nonecan force an entrance against determined men. They may hold out long.'

    'But the Ores have brought a devilry from Orthanc,' said Aragorn. 'Theyhave a blasting fire, and with it they took the Wall. If they cannot come inthe caves, they may seal up those that are inside. But now we must turn allour thoughts to our own defence.'

    'I fret in this prison,' said Thjoden. 'If I could have set a spear inrest, riding before my men upon the field, maybe I could have felt again thejoy of battle, and so ended. But I serve little purpose here.'

    'Here at least you are guarded in the strongest fastness of the Mark,'said Aragorn. 'More hope we have to defend you in the Hornburg than inEdoras, or even at Dunharrow in the mountains.'

    'It is said that the Hornburg has never fallen to assault,' said

    Thjoden; 'but now my heart is doubtful. The world changes, and all that oncewas strong now proves unsure. How shall any tower withstand such numbersand

    such reckless hate? Had I known that the strength of Isengard was grown sogreat, maybe 1 should not so rashly have ridden forth to meet it, for allthe arts of Gandalf. His counsel seems not now so good as it did under themorning sun.'

    'Do not judge the counsel of Gandalf, until all is over, lord,'saidAragorn.

    'The end will not be long,' said the king. 'But I will not end here,taken like an old badger in a trap. Snowmane and Hasufel and the horses ofmy guard are in the inner court. When dawn comes, I will bid men soundHelm's horn, and I will ride forth. Will you ride with me then, son ofArathorn? Maybe we shall cleave a road, or make such an end as will be wortha song-if any be left to sing of us hereafter.'

    'I will ride with you,' said Aragorn.

    Taking his leave, he returned to the walls, and passed round all theircircuit, enheartening the men, and lending aid wherever the assault was hot.Legolas went with him. Blasts of fire leaped up from below shaking thestones. Grappling-hooks were hurled, and ladders raised. Again and again theOres gained the summit of the outer wall, and again the defenders cast themdown.

    At last Aragorn stood above the great gates, heedless of the darts ofthe enemy. As he looked forth he saw the eastern sky grow pale. Then heraised his empty hand, palm outward in token of parley.

    The Ores yelled and jeered. 'Come down! Come down!' they cried. 'If youwish to speak to us, come down! Bring out your king! We are the fightingUruk-hai. We will fetch him from his hole, if he does not come. Bring outyour skulking king!'

    'The king stays or comes at his own will,' said Aragorn.

    'Then what are you doing here?' they answered. 'Why do you look out? Doyou wish to see the greatness of our army? We are the fighting Uruk-hai.'

    'I looked out to see the dawn,' said Aragorn.

    'What of the dawn?' they jeered. 'We are the Uruk-hai: we do not stopthe fight for night or day, for fair weather or for storm. We come to kill,by sun or moon. What of the dawn?'

    'None knows what the new day shall bring him,' said Aragorn. 'Get you

    gone, ere it turn to your evil.'

    'Get down or we will shoot you from the wall,' they cried. 'This is noparley. You have nothing to say.'

    'I have still this to say,' answered Aragorn. 'No enemy has yet takenthe Hornburg. Depart, or not one of you will be spared. Not one will be leftalive to take back tidings to the North. You do not know your peril.'

    So great a power and royalty was revealed in Aragorn, as he stood therealone above the ruined gates before the host of his enemies, that many ofthe wild men paused, and looked back over their shoulders to the valley, andsome looked up doubtfully at the sky. But the Ores laughed with loud voices;and a hail of darts and arrows whistled over the wall, as Aragorn leapeddown.

    There was a roar and a blast of fire. The archway of the gate abovewhich he had stood a moment before crumbled and crashed in smoke anddust.

    The barricade was scattered as if by a thunderbolt. Aragorn ran to theking's tower.

    But even as the gate fell, and the Ores about it yelled, preparing tocharge, a murmur arose behind them, like a wind in the distance, and it grewto a clamour of many voices crying strange news in the dawn. The Ores uponthe Rock, hearing the rumour of dismay, wavered and looked back. And then,sudden and terrible, from the tower above, the sound of the great horn ofHelm rang out.

    All that heard that sound trembled. Many of the Ores cast themselves ontheir faces and covered their ears with their claws. Back from the Deep theechoes came, blast upon blast, as if on every cliff and hill a mighty heraldstood. But on the walls men looked up, listening with wonder; for the echoesdid not die. Ever the horn-blasts wound on among the hills; nearer now andlouder they answered one to another, blowing fierce and free.

    'Helm! Helm!'the Riders shouted. 'Helm is arisen and comes back towar. Helm for Thjoden King!'

    And with that shout the king came. His horse was white as snow, goldenwas his shield, and his spear was long. At his right hand was Aragorn,Elendil's heir, behind him rode the lords of the House of Eorl the Young.Light sprang in the sky. Night departed.

    'Forth Eorlingas!' With a cry and a great noise they charged. Down fromthe gates they roared, over the causeway they swept, and they drove through

    the hosts of Isengard as a wind among grass. Behind them from the Deep camethe stern cries of men issuing from the caves, driving forth the enemy. Outpoured all the men that were left upon the Rock. And ever the sound ofblowing horns echoed in the hills.

    On they rode, the king and his companions. Captains and champions fellor fled before them. Neither ore nor man withstood them. Their backs were tothe swords and spears of the Riders and their faces to the valley. Theycried and wailed, for fear and great wonder had come upon them with therising of the day.

    So King Thjoden rode from Helm's Gate and clove his path to the greatDike. There the company halted. Light grew bright about them. Shafts of thesun flared above the eastern hills and glimmered on their spears. But theysat silent on their horses, and they gazed down upon the Deeping-coomb.

    The land had changed. Where before the green dale had lain, its grassyslopes lapping the ever-mounting hills, there now a forest loomed. Greattrees, bare and silent, stood, rank on rank, with tangled bough and hoaryhead; their twisted roots were buried in the long green grass. Darkness wasunder them. Between the Dike and the eaves of that nameless wood only twoopen furlongs lay. There now cowered the proud hosts of Saruman, in terrorof the king and in terror of the trees. They streamed down from Helm's Gateuntil all above the Dike was empty of them, but below it they were packedlike swarming flies. Vainly they crawled and clambered about the walls ofthe coomb, seeking to escape. Upon the east too sheer and stony was thevalley's side; upon the left, from the west, their final doom approached.

    There suddenly upon a ridge appeared a rider, clad in white, shining inthe rising sun. Over the low hills the horns were sounding. Behind him,hastening down the long slopes, were a thousand men on foot; their swordswere in their hands. Amid them strode a man tall and strong. His shield wasred. As he came to the valley's brink, he set to his lips a great black hornand blew a ringing blast.

    'Erkenbrand!' the Riders shouted. 'Erkenbrand!'

    'Behold the White Rider!' cried Aragorn. 'Gandalf is come again!'

    'Mithrandir, Mithrandir!' said Legolas. 'This is wizardry indeed! Come!

    I would look on this forest, ere the spell changes.'

    The hosts of Isengard roared, swaying this way and that, turning fromfear to fear. Again the horn sounded from the tower. Down through the breachof the Dike charged the king's company. Down from the hills leaped

    Erkenbrand, lord of Westfold. Down leaped Shadowfax, like a deer that runssurefooted in the mountains. The White Rider was upon them, and the terrorof his coming filled the enemy with madness. The wild men fell on theirfaces before him. The Ores reeled and screamed and cast aside both sword andspear. Like a black smoke driven by a mounting wind they fled. Wailing theypassed under the waiting shadow of the trees; and from that shadow none evercame again.

    Chapter 8. The Road to Isengard

    So it was that in the light of a fair morning King Thjoden and Gandalfthe White Rider met again upon the green grass beside the Deeping-stream.There was also Aragorn son of Arathorn, and Legolas the Elf, and Erkenbrandof Westfold, and the lords of the Golden Elouse. About them were gathered theRohirrim, the Riders of the Mark: wonder overcame their joy in victory, andtheir eyes were turned towards the wood.

    Suddenly there was a great shout, and down from the Dike came those whohad been driven back into the Deep. There came Gamling the Old, and Jomerson of Jomund, and beside them walked Gimli the dwarf. Ele had no helm,and

    about his head was a linen band stained with blood; but his voice was loudand strong.

    ’Forty-two, Master Legolas!' he cried. 'Alas! My axe is notched: theforty-second had an iron collar on his neck. How is it with you?'

    'You have passed my score by one,'answered Legolas.'But I do notgrudge you the game, so glad am I to see you on your legs!'

    'Welcome, Jomer, sister-son!' said Thjoden. 'Now that I see you safe, Iam glad indeed.'

    'Hail, Lord of the Mark!' said Jomer. 'The dark night has passed andday has come again. But the day has brought strange tidings.' He turned andgazed in wonder, first at the wood and then at Gandalf. 'Once more you comein the hour of need, unlooked-for,' he said.

    'Unlooked-for?' said Gandalf. 'I said that I would return and meet youhere.'

    'But you did not name the hour, nor foretell the manner of your coming.Strange help you bring. You are mighty in wizardry, Gandalf the White!'

    'That may be. But if so, I have not shown it yet. I have but given goodcounsel in peril, and made use of the speed of Shadowfax. Your own valourhas done more, and the stout legs of the Westfold-men marching through thenight.'

    Then they all gazed at Gandalf with still greater wonder. Some glanceddarkly at the wood, and passed their hands over their brows, as if theythought their eyes saw otherwise than his.

    Gandalf laughed long and merrily. The trees?' he said. 'Nay, I see thewood as plainly as do you. But that is no deed of mine. It is a thing beyondthe counsel of the wise. Better than my design, and better even than my hopethe event has proved.'

    'Then if not yours, whose is the wizardry?' said Thjoden. 'NotSaruman's, that is plain. Is there some mightier sage, of whom we have yetto learn?'

    'It is not wizardry, but a power far older,' said Gandalf: 'a powerthat walked the earth, ere elf sang or hammer rang.

    Ere iron was found or tree was hewn,

    When young was mountain under moon;

    Ere ring was made, or wrought was woe,

    It walked the forests long ago.'

    'And what may be the answer to your riddle?' said Thjoden.

    'If you would learn that, you should come with me to Isengard'answered Gandalf.

    'To Isengard?' they cried.

    'Yes,' said Gandalf. 'I shall return to Isengard, and those who willmay come with me. There we may see strange things.'

    'But there are not men enough in the Mark, not if they were allgathered together and healed of wounds and weariness, to assault thestronghold of Saruman,' said Thjoden.

    'Nevertheless to Isengard I go,' said Gandalf. 'I shall not stay therelong. My way lies now eastward. Look for me in Edoras, ere the waning of themoon!'

    'Nay!' said Thjoden. 'In the dark hour before dawn I doubted, but wewill not part now. I will come with you, if that is your counsel.'

    'I wish to speak with Saruman, as soon as may be now,' said Gandalf,

    'and since he has done you great injury, it would be fitting if you werethere. But how soon and how swiftly will you ride?'

    'My men are weary with battle,' said the King; 'and I am weary also.

    For I have ridden far and slept little. Alas! My old age is not feigned nordue only to the whisperings of Wormtongue. It is an ill that no leech canwholly cure, not even Gandalf.'

    'Then let all who are to ride with me rest now,' said Gandalf. 'We willjourney under the shadow of evening. It is as well; for it is my counselthat all our comings and goings should be as secret as may be, henceforth.

    But do not command many men to go with you, Thjoden. We go to a parleynot

    to a fight.'

    The King then chose men that were unhurt and had swift horses, and hesent them forth with tidings of the victory into every vale of the Mark; andthey bore his summons also, bidding all men, young and old, to come in hasteto Edoras. There the Lord of the Mark would hold an assembly of all thatcould bear arms, on the second day after the full moon. To ride with him toIsengard the King chose Jomer and twenty men of his household. WithGandalf

    would go Aragorn, and Legolas, and Gimli. In spite of his hurt the dwarfwould not stay behind.

    'It was only a feeble blow and the cap turned it;' he said. 'It wouldtake more than such an orc-scratch to keep me back.'

    'I will tend it, while you rest,' said Aragorn.

    The king now returned to the Hornburg, and slept, such a sleep of quietas he had not known for many years, and the remainder of his chosen companyrested also. But the others, all that were not hurt or wounded, began agreat labour; for many had fallen in the battle and lay dead upon the fieldor in the Deep.

    No Ores remained alive; their bodies were uncounted. But a great manyof the hillmen had given themselves up; and they were afraid, and cried formercy.

    The Men of the Mark took their weapons from them, and set them to work.

    'Help now to repair the evil in which you have joined,' saidErkenbrand; 'and afterwards you shall take an oath never again to pass theFords of Isen in arms, nor to march with the enemies of Men; and then youshall go free back to your land. For you have been deluded by Saruman. Manyof you have got death as the reward of your trust in him; but had youconquered, little better would your wages have been.'

    The men of Dunland were amazed, for Saruman had told them that the menof Rohan were cruel and burned their captives alive.

    In the midst of the field before the Hornburg two mounds were raised,and beneath them were laid all the Riders of the Mark who fell in thedefence, those of the East Dales upon one side, and those of Westfold uponthe other. In a_ grave alone under the shadow of the Hornburg lay Hbma,captain of the King's guard. He fell before the Gate.

    The Ores were piled in great heaps, away from the mounds of Men, notfar from the eaves of the forest. And the people were troubled in theirminds; for the heaps of carrion were too great for burial or for burning.

    They had little wood for firing, and none would have dared to take an axe tothe strange trees, even if Gandalf had not warned them to hurt neither barknor bough at their great peril.

    'Let the Ores lie,' said Gandalf. ’The morning may bring new counsel.'

    In the afternoon the King's company prepared to depart. The work ofburial was then but beginning; and Thjoden mourned for the loss of Hbma, hiscaptain, and cast the first earth upon his grave. 'Great injury indeed hasSaruman done to me and all this land,' he said; 'and I will remember it,when we meet.'

    The sun was already drawing near the hills upon the west of the Coomb,when at last Thjoden and Gandalf and their companions rode down from theDike. Behind them were gathered a great host, both of the Riders and of thepeople of Westfold, old and young, women and children, who had come outfrom

    the caves. A song of victory they sang with clear voices; and then they fellsilent, wondering what would chance, for their eyes were on the trees andthey feared them.

    The Riders came to the wood, and they halted; horse and man, they wereunwilling to pass in. The trees were grey and menacing, and a shadow or amist was about them. The ends of their long sweeping boughs hung down likesearching fingers, their roots stood up from the ground like the limbs ofstrange monsters, and dark caverns opened beneath them. But Gandalf wentforward, leading the company, and where the road from the Hornburg met thetrees they saw now an opening like an arched gate under mighty boughs; andthrough it Gandalf passed, and they followed him. Then to their amazementthey found that the road ran on, and the Deeping-stream beside it; and thesky was open above and full of golden light. But on either side the greataisles of the wood were already wrapped in dusk, stretching away intoimpenetrable shadows; and there they heard the creaking and groaning ofboughs, and far cries, and a rumour of wordless voices, murmuring angrily.No Ore or other living creature could be seen.

    Legolas and Gimli were now riding together upon one horse; and theykept close beside Gandalf, for Gimli was afraid of the wood.

    'It is hot in here,' said Legolas to Gandalf. 'I feel a great wrath

    about me. Do you not feel the air throb in your ears?'

    ’Yes,' said Gandalf.

    ’What has become of the miserable Ores?’ said Legolas.

    ’That, I think, no one will ever know,’ said Gandalf.

    They rode in silence for a while; but Legolas was ever glancing fromside to side, and would often have halted to listen to the sounds of thewood, if Gimli had allowed it.

    ’These are the strangest trees that ever I saw,’ he said; 'and I haveseen many an oak grow from acorn to ruinous age. I wish that there wereleisure now to walk among them: they have voices, and in time I might cometo understand their thought.’

    ’No, no!’ said Gimli. 'Let us leave them! I guess their thoughtalready: hatred of all that go on two legs; and their speech is of crushingand strangling.’

    ’Not of all that go on two legs,’ said Legolas. 'There I think you arewrong. It is Ores that they hate. For they do not belong here and knowlittle of Elves and Men. Far away are the valleys where they sprang. Fromthe deep dales of Fangorn, Gimli, that is whence they come, I guess.’

    ’Then that is the most perilous wood in Middle-earth,’ said Gimli. ’Ishould be grateful for the part they have played, but I do not love them.

    You may think them wonderful, but I have seen a greater wonder in this land,more beautiful than any grove or glade that ever grew: my heart is stillfull of ft. 'Strange are the ways of Men, Legolas! Here they have one of themarvels of the Northern World, and what do they say of it? Caves, they say!Caves! Holes to fly to in time of war, to store fodder in! My good Legolas,do you know that the caverns of Helm’s Deep are vast and beautiful? Therewould be an endless pilgrimage of Dwarves, merely to gaze at them, if suchthings were known to be. Aye indeed, they would pay pure gold for a briefglance!’

    ’And I would give gold to be excused,’ said Legolas; 'and double to belet out, if I strayed in!’

    ’You have not seen, so I forgive your jest,’ said Gimli. ’But you speaklike a fool. Do you think those halls are fair, where your King dwells underthe hill in Mirkwood, and Dwarves helped in their making long ago? They arebut hovels compared with the caverns I have seen here: immeasurable halls,filled with an everlasting music of water that tinkles into pools, as fairas Kheled-zvram in the starlight.

    'And, Legolas, when the torches are kindled and men walk on the sandyfloors under the echoing domes, ah! then, Legolas, gems and crystals andveins of precious ore glint in the polished walls; and the light glowsthrough folded marbles, shell-like, translucent as the living hands of QueenGaladriel. There are columns of white and saffron and dawn-rose, Legolas,fluted and twisted into dreamlike forms; they spring up from many-colouredfloors to meet the glistening pendants of the roof: wings, ropes, curtainsfine as frozen clouds; spears, banners, pinnacles of suspended palaces!

    Still lakes mirror them: a glimmering world looks up from dark pools coveredwith clear glass; cities, such as the mind of Durin could scarce haveimagined in his sleep, stretch on through avenues and pillared courts, oninto the dark recesses where no light can come. And plink! a silver dropfalls, and the round wrinkles in the glass make all the towers bend andwaver like weeds and corals in a grotto of the sea. Then evening comes: theyfade and twinkle out; the torches pass on into another chamber and anotherdream. There is chamber after chamber, Legolas; hall opening out of hall,dome after dome, stair beyond stair; and still the winding paths lead oninto the mountains' heart. Caves! The Caverns of Helm's Deep! Happy was thechance that drove me there! It makes me weep to leave them.'

    'Then I will wish you this fortune for your comfort, Gimli,' said theElf, 'that you may come safe from war and return to see them again. But donot tell all your kindred! There seems little left for them to do, from youraccount. Maybe the men of this land are wise to say little: one family ofbusy dwarves with hammer and chisel might mar more than they made.'

    'No, you do not understand,' said Gimli. 'No dwarf could be unmoved bysuch loveliness. None of Durin's race would mine those caves for stones orore, not if diamonds and gold could be got there. Do you cut down groves ofblossoming trees in the spring-time for firewood? We would tend these gladesof flowering stone, not quarry them. With cautious skill, tap by tap — asmall chip of rock and no more, perhaps, in a whole anxious day — so wecould work, and as the years went by, we should open up new ways, anddisplay far chambers that are still dark, glimpsed only as a void beyondfissures in the rock. And lights, Legolas! We should make lights, such lampsas once shone in Khazad-dym; and when we wished we would drive awaythe

    night that has lain there since the hills were made; and when we desiredrest, we would let the night return.'

    'You move me, Gimli,' said Legolas. 'I have never heard you speak likethis before. Almost you make me regret that I have not seen these caves.Come! Let us make this bargain-if we both return safe out of the perils thatawait us, we will journey for a while together. You shall visit Fangorn withme, and then I will come with you to see Helm's Deep.'

    'That would not be the way of return that I should choose,' said Gimli.

    'But I will endure Fangorn, if I have your promise to come back to the cavesand share their wonder with me.'

    'You have my promise,'said Legolas.'But alas! Now we must leavebehind both cave and wood for a while: See! We are coming to the end of thetrees. How far is it to Isengard, Gandalf?'

    'About fifteen leagues, as the crows of Saruman make it.' said Gandalf:

    'five from the mouth of Deeping-coomb to the Fords: and ten more from thereto the gates of Isengard. But we shall not ride all the way this night.'

    'And when we come there, what shall we see?' asked Gimli. 'You mayknow, but I cannot guess.'

    'I do not know myself for certain,' answered the wizard. 'I was thereat nightfall yesterday, but much may have happened since. Yet I think thatyou will not say that the journey was in vain — not though the GlitteringCaves of Aglarond be left behind.'

    At last the company passed through the trees, and found that they hadcome to the bottom of the Coomb, where the road from Helm's Deepbranched,

    going one way east to Edoras, and the other north to the Fords of Isen. Asthey rode from under the eaves of the wood, Legolas halted and looked backwith regret. Then he gave a sudden cry.

    'There are eyes!' he said. 'Eyes looking out from the shadows of theboughs! I never saw such eyes before.'

    The others, surprised by his cry, halted and turned; but Legolasstarted to ride back.

    'No, no!' cried Gimli. 'Do as you please in your madness, but let mefirst get down from this horse! I wish to see no eyes!''Stay, LegolasGreenleaf!' said Gandalf. 'Do not go back into the wood, not yet! Now is notyour time.'

    Even as he spoke, there came forward out of the trees three strangeshapes. As tall as trolls they were, twelve feet or more in height; theirstrong bodies, stout as young trees, seemed to be clad with raiment or with

    hide of close-fitting grey and brown. Their limbs were long, and their handshad many fingers; their hair was stiff, and their beards grey-green as moss.They gazed out with solemn eyes, but they were not looking at the riders:their eyes were bent northwards. Suddenly they lifted their long hands totheir mouths, and sent forth ringing calls, clear as notes of a horn, butmore musical and various. The calls were answered; and turning again, theriders saw other creatures of the same kind approaching, striding throughthe grass. They came swiftly from the North, walking like wading herons intheir gait, but not in their speed; for their legs in their long paces beatquicker than the heron's wings. The riders cried aloud in wonder, and someset their hands upon their sword-hilts.

    'You need no weapons,' said Gandalf. 'These are but herdsmen. They arenot enemies, indeed they are not concerned with us at all.'

    So it seemed to be; for as he spoke the tall creatures, without aglance at the riders, strode into the wood and vanished.

    'Herdsmen!' said Thjoden. 'Where are their flocks? What are they,Gandalf? For it is plain that to you, at any rate, they are not strange.'

    'They are the shepherds of the trees,' answered Gandalf. 'Is it so longsince you listened to tales by the fireside? There are children in your landwho, out of the twisted threads of story, could pick the answer to yourquestion. You have seen Ents, O King, Ents out of Fangorn Forest, which inyour tongue you call the Entwood. Did you think that the name was given onlyin idle fancy? Nay, Thjoden, it is otherwise: to them you are but thepassing tale; all the years from Eorl the Young to Thjoden the Old are oflittle count to them; and all the deeds of your house but a small matter.'

    The king was silent. 'Ents!' he said at length. 'Out of the shadows oflegend I begin a little to understand the marvel of the trees, I think. Ihave lived to see strange days. Long we have tended our beasts and ourfields, built our houses, wrought our tools, or ridden away to help in thewars of Minas Tirith. And that we called the life of Men, the way of theworld. We cared little for what lay beyond the borders of our land. Songs wehave that tell of these things, but we are forgetting them, teaching themonly to children, as a careless custom. And now the songs have come downamong us out of strange places, and walk visible under the Sun.'

    'You should be glad, Thjoden King,' said Gandalf. 'For not only thelittle life of Men is now endangered, but the life also of those thingswhich you have deemed the matter of legend. You are not without allies, even

    if you know them not.'

    'Yet also I should be sad,' said Thjoden. ’For however the fortune ofwar shall go, may it not so end that much that was fair and wonderful shallpass for ever out of Middle-earth?'

    'It may,' said Gandalf. 'The evil of Sauron cannot be wholly cured, normade as if it had not been. But to such days we are doomed. Let us now go onwith the journey we have begun!'

    The company turned then away from the Coomb and from the wood andtook

    the road towards the Fords. Legolas followed reluctantly. The sun had set,already it had sunk behind the rim of the world; but as they rode out fromthe shadow of the hills and looked west to the Gap of Rohan the sky wasstill red, and a burning light was under the floating clouds. Dark againstit there wheeled and flew many black-winged birds. Some passed overheadwith

    mournful cries, returning to their homes among the rocks.

    'The carrion-fowl have been busy about the battle-field,' said Jomer.

    They rode now at an easy pace and dark came down upon the plains aboutthem. The slow moon mounted, now waxing towards the full, and in its coldsilver light the swelling grass-lands rose and fell like a wide grey sea.

    They had ridden for some four hours from the branching of the roads whenthey drew near to the Fords. Long slopes ran swiftly down to where the riverspread in stony shoals between high grassy terraces. Borne upon the windthey heard the howling of wolves. Their hearts were heavy, remembering themany men that had fallen in battle in this place.

    The road dipped between rising turf-banks, carving its way through theterraces to the river's edge, and up again upon the further side. There werethree lines of flat stepping-stones across the stream, and between themfords for horses, that went from either brink to a bare eyot in the midst.

    The riders looked down upon the crossings, and it seemed strange to them;for the Fords had ever been a place full of the rush and chatter of waterupon stones; but now they were silent. The beds of the stream were almostdry, a bare waste of shingles and grey sand.

    'This is become a dreary place,' said Jomer. 'What sickness hasbefallen the river? Many fair things Saruman has destroyed: has he devouredthe springs of Isen too?' 'So it would seem,' said Gandalf.

    'Alas!' said Thjoden. 'Must we pass this way, where the carrion-beasts

    devour so many good Riders of the Mark?'

    This is our way,' said Gandalf. 'Grievous is the fall of your men; butyou shall see that at least the wolves of the mountains do not devour them.

    It is with their friends, the Ores, that they hold their feast: such indeedis the friendship of their kind. Come!’

    They rode down to the river, and as they came the wolves ceased theirhowling and slunk away. Fear fell on them seeing Gandalf in the moon, andShadowfax his horse shining like silver. The riders passed over to theislet, and glittering eyes watched them wanly from the shadows of the banks.

    'Look!' said Gandalf. 'Friends have laboured here.’

    And they saw that in the midst of the eyot a mound was piled, ringedwith stones, and set about with many spears.

    ’Here lie all the Men of the Mark that fell near this place,’ saidGandalf.

    'Here let them rest!' said Jomer. 'And when their spears have rottedand rusted, long still may their mound stand and guard the Fords of Isen!'

    'Is this your work also, Gandalf, my friend?' said Thjoden. 'Youaccomplished much in an evening and a night!'

    'With the help of Shadowfax — and others,' said Gandalf. 'I rode fastand far. But here beside the mound I will say this for your comfort: manyfell in the battles of the Fords, but fewer than rumour made them. More werescattered than were slain; I gathered together all that I could find. Somemen I sent with Grimbold of Westfold to join Erkenbrand. Some I set to makethis burial. They have now followed your marshal, Elfhelm. I sent him withmany Riders to Edoras. Saruman I knew had despatched his full strengthagainst you, and his servants had turned aside from all other errands andgone to Helm's Deep: the lands seemed empty of enemies; yet I feared thatwolf-riders and plunderers might ride nonetheless to Meduseld, while it wasundefended. But now I think you need not fear: you will find your house towelcome your return.'

    'And glad shall I be to see it again,' said Thjoden, 'though brief now,

    I doubt not, shall be my abiding there.'

    With that the company said farewell to the island and the mound, andpassed over the river, and climbed the further bank. Then they rode on, gladto have left the mournful Fords. As they went the howling of the wolvesbroke out anew.

    There was an ancient highway that ran down from Isengard to the

    crossings. For some way it took its course beside the river, bending with iteast and then north; but at the last it turned away and went straighttowards the gates of Isengard; and these were under the mountain-side in thewest of the valley, sixteen miles or more from its mouth. This road theyfollowed but they did not ride upon it; for the ground beside it was firmand level, covered for many miles about with short springing turf. They rodenow more swiftly, and by midnight the Fords were nearly five leagues behind.Then they halted, ending their night's journey, for the King was weary. Theywere come to the feet of the Misty Mountains, and the long arms of NanCurunnr stretched down to meet them. Dark lay the vale before them, for themoon had passed into the West, and its light was hidden by the hills. Butout of the deep shadow of the dale rose a vast spire of smoke and vapour; asit mounted, it caught the rays of the sinking moon, and spread in shimmeringbillows, black and silver, over the starry sky.

    ’What do you think of that, Gandalf?' asked Aragorn. 'One would saythat all the Wizard's Vale was burning.'

    'There is ever a fume above that valley in these days,' said Jomer:

    'but I have never seen aught like this before. These are steams rather thansmokes. Saruman is brewing some devilry to greet us. Maybe he is boiling allthe waters of Isen, and that is why the river runs dry.'

    'Maybe he is,' said Gandalf. 'Tomorrow we shall learn what he is doing.Now let us rest for a while, if we can.'

    They camped beside the bed of the Isen river; it was still silent andempty. Some of them slept a little. But late in the night the watchmen criedout, and all awoke. The moon was gone. Stars were shining above; but overthe ground there crept a darkness blacker than the night. On both sides ofthe river it rolled towards them, going northward.

    'Stay where you are!' said Gandalf. 'Draw no weapons! Wait! and it willpass you by!'

    A mist gathered about them. Above them a few stars still glimmeredfaintly; but on either side there arose walls of impenetrable gloom; theywere in a narrow lane between moving towers of shadow. Voices they heard,whisperings and groanings and an endless rustling sigh; the earth shookunder them. Long it seemed to them that they sat and were afraid; but atlast the darkness and the rumour passed, and vanished between the mountain'sarms.

    Away south upon the Hornburg, in the middle night men heard a great

    noise, as a wind in the valley, and the ground trembled; and all were afraidand no one ventured to go forth. But in the morning they went out and wereamazed; for the slain Ores were gone, and the trees also. Far down into thevalley of the Deep the grass was crushed and trampled brown, as if giantherdsmen had pastured great droves of cattle there; but a mile below theDike a huge pit had been delved in the earth, and over it stones were piledinto a hill. Men believed that the Ores whom they had slain were buriedthere; but whether those who had fled into the wood were with them, nonecould say, for no man ever set foot upon that hill. The Death Down it wasafterwards called, and no grass would grow there. But the strange trees werenever seen in Deeping-coomb again; they had returned at night, and had gonefar away to the dark dales of Fangorn. Thus they were revenged upon theOres.

    The king and his company slept no more that night; but they saw andheard no other strange thing, save one: the voice of the river beside themsuddenly awoke. There was a rush of water hurrying down among the stones;and when it had passed, the Isen flowed and bubbled in its bed again, as ithad ever done.

    At dawn they made ready to go on. The light came grey and pale, andthey did not see the rising of the sun. The air above was heavy with fog,and a reek lay on the land about them. They went slowly, riding now upon thehighway. It was broad and hard, and well-tended. Dimly through the miststhey could descry the long arm of the mountains rising on their left. Theyhad passed into Nan Curunnr, the Wizard's Vale. That was a sheltered valley,open only to the South. Once it had been fair and green, and through it theIsen flowed, already deep and strong before it found the plains; for it wasfed by many springs and lesser streams among the rain-washed hills, and allabout it there had lain a pleasant, fertile land.

    It was not so now. Beneath the walls of Isengard there still were acrestilled by the slaves of Saruman; but most of the valley had become awilderness of weeds and thorns. Brambles trailed upon the ground, orclambering over bush and bank, made shaggy caves where small beastshoused.

    No trees grew there; but among the rank grasses could still be seen theburned and axe-hewn stumps of ancient groves. It was a sad country, silentnow but for the stony noise of quick waters. Smokes and steams drifted insullen clouds and lurked in the hollows. The riders did not speak. Many

    doubted in their hearts, wondering to what dismal end their journey led.

    After they had ridden for some miles, the highway became a wide street,paved with great flat stones, squared and laid with skill; no blade of grasswas seen in any joint. Deep gutters, filled with trickling water, ran downon either side. Suddenly a tall pillar loomed up before them. It was black;and set upon it was a great stone, carved and painted in the likeness of along White Hand. Its finger pointed north. Not far now they knew that thegates of Isengard must stand, and their hearts were heavy; but their eyescould not pierce the mists ahead.

    Beneath the mountain's arm within the Wizard's Vale through yearsuncounted had stood that ancient place that Men called Isengard. Partly itwas shaped in the making of the mountains, but mighty works the Men ofWesternesse had wrought there of old; and Saruman had dwelt there long andhad not been idle.

    This was its fashion, while Saruman was at his height, accounted bymany the chief of Wizards. A great ring-wall of stone, like towering cliffs,stood out from the shelter of the mountain-side, from which it ran and thenreturned again. One entrance only was there made in it, a great arch delvedin the southern wall. Here through the black rock a long tunnel had beenhewn, closed at either end with mighty doors of iron. They were so wroughtand poised upon their huge hinges, posts of steel driven into the livingstone, that when unbarred they could be moved with a light thrust of thearms, noiselessly. One who passed in and came at length out of the echoingtunnel, beheld a plain, a great circle, somewhat hollowed like a vastshallow bowl: a mile it measured from rim to rim. Once it had been green andfilled with avenues, and groves of fruitful trees, watered by streams thatflowed from the mountains to a lake. But no green thing grew there in thelatter days of Saruman. The roads were paved with stone-flags, dark andhard; and beside their borders instead of trees there marched long lines ofpillars, some of marble, some of copper and of iron, joined by heavy chains.

    Many houses there were, chambers, halls, and passages, cut andtunnelled back into the walls upon their inner side, so that all the opencircle was overlooked by countless windows and dark doors. Thousands coulddwell there, workers, servants, slaves, and warriors with great store ofarms; wolves were fed and stabled in deep dens beneath. The plain, too, wasbored and delved. Shafts were driven deep into the ground; their upper endswere covered by low mounds and domes of stone, so that in the moonlight the

    Ring of Isengard looked like a graveyard of unquiet dead. For the groundtrembled. The shafts ran down by many slopes and spiral stairs to cavernsfar under; there Saruman had treasuries, store-houses, armouries, smithies,and great furnaces. Iron wheels revolved there endlessly, and hammersthudded. At night plumes of vapour steamed from the vents, lit from beneathwith red light, or blue, or venomous green.

    To the centre all the roads ran between their chains. There stood atower of marvellous shape. It was fashioned by the builders of old, whosmoothed the Ring of Isengard, and yet it seemed a thing not made by thecraft of Men, but riven from the bones of the earth in the ancient tormentof the hills. A peak and isle of rock it was. black and gleaming hard: fourmighty piers of many-sided stone were welded into one, but near the summitthey opened into gaping horns, their pinnacles sharp as the points ofspears, keen-edged as knives. Between them was a narrow space, and thereupon a floor of polished stone, written with strange signs, a man mightstand five hundred feet above the plain. This was Orthanc, the citadel ofSaruman, the name of which had (by design or chance) a twofold meaning; forin the Elvish speech orthanc signifies Mount Fang, but in the language ofthe Mark of old the Cunning Mind.

    A strong place and wonderful was Isengard, and long it had beenbeautiful; and there great lords had dwelt, the wardens of Gondor upon theWest, and wise men that watched the stars. But Saruman had slowly shaped itto his shifting purposes, and made it better, as he thought, beingdeceived-for all those arts and subtle devices, for which he forsook hisformer wisdom, and which fondly he imagined were his own. came butfrom

    Mordor; so that what he made was naught, only a little copy, a child's modelor a slave's flattery, of that vast fortress, armoury, prison, furnace ofgreat power, Barad-dyr, the Dark Tower, which suffered no rival, and laughedat flattery, biding its time, secure in its pride and its immeasurablestrength.

    This was the stronghold of Saruman, as fame reported it; for withinliving memory the men of Rohan had not passed its gates, save perhaps a few,such as Wormtongue, who came in secret and told no man what they saw.

    Now Gandalf rode to the great pillar of the Hand, and passed it: and ashe did so the Riders saw to their wonder that the Hand appeared no longerwhite. It was stained as with dried blood; and looking closer they perceived

    that its nails were red. Unheeding Gandalf rode on into the mist, andreluctantly they followed him. All about them now, as if there had been asudden flood, wide pools of water lay beside the road, filling the hollows,and rills went trickling down among the stones.

    At last Gandalf halted and beckoned to them; and they came, and sawthat beyond him the mists had cleared, and a pale sunlight shone. The hourof noon had passed. They were come to the doors of Isengard.

    But the doors lay hurled and twisted on the ground. And all about,stone, cracked and splintered into countless jagged shards, was scatteredfar and wide, or piled in ruinous heaps. The great arch still stood, but itopened now upon a roofless chasm: the tunnel was laid bare, and through thecliff-like walls on either side great rents and breaches had been torn;their towers were beaten into dust. If the Great Sea had risen in wrath andfallen on the hills with storm, it could have worked no greater ruin.

    The ring beyond was filled with steaming water: a bubbling cauldron, inwhich there heaved and floated a wreckage of beams and spars, chests andcasks and broken gear. Twisted and leaning pillars reared their splinteredstems above the flood, but all the roads were drowned. Far off, it seemed,half veiled in winding cloud, there loomed the island rock. Still dark andtall, unbroken by the storm, the tower of Orthanc stood. Pale waters lappedabout its feet.

    The king and all his company sat silent on their horses, marvelling,perceiving that the power of Saruman was overthrown; but how they could notguess. And now they turned their eyes towards the archway and the ruinedgates. There they saw close beside them a great rubble-heap; and suddenlythey were aware of two small figures lying on it at their ease, grey-clad,hardly to be seen among the stones. There were bottles and bowls andplatters laid beside them, as if they had just eaten well, and now restedfrom their labour. One seemed asleep; the other, with crossed legs and armsbehind his head, leaned back against a broken rock and sent from his mouthlong wisps and little rings of thin blue smoke.

    For a moment Thjoden and Jomer and all his men stared at them inwonder. Amid all the wreck of Isengard this seemed to them the strangestsight. But before the king could speak, the small smoke-breathing figurebecame suddenly aware of them, as they sat there silent on the edge of themist. He sprang to his feet. A young man he looked, or like one, though notmuch more than half a man in height; his head of brown curling hair was

    uncovered, but he was clad in a travel-stained cloak of the same hue andshape as the companions of Gandalf had worn when they rode to Edoras. Hebowed very low. putting his hand upon his breast. Then, seeming not toobserve the wizard and his friends, he turned to Jomer and the king.

    'Welcome, my lords, to Isengard!'he said.'We are the doorwardens.Meriadoc, son of Saradoc is my name; and my companion, who, alas! isovercome with weariness' — here he gave the other a dig with his foot —

    'is Peregrin, son of Paladin, of the house of Took. Far in the North is ourhome. The Lord Saruman is within; but at the moment he is closeted with oneWormtongue, or doubtless he would be here to welcome such honourableguests.'

    'Doubtless he would!' laughed Gandalf. 'And was it Saruman that orderedyou to guard his damaged doors, and watch for the arrival of guests, whenyour attention could be spared from plate and bottle?'

    'No, good sir, the matter escaped him,' answered Merry gravely 'He hasbeen much occupied. Our orders came from Treebeard, who has taken overthe

    management of Isengard. He commanded me to welcome the Lord of Rohanwith

    fitting words. I have done my best.'

    'And what about your companions? What about Legolas and me?' criedGimli, unable to contain himself longer. 'You rascals, you woolly-footed andwool-pated truants! A fine hunt you have led us! Two hundred leagues,through fen and forest, battle and death, to rescue you! And here we findyou feasting and idling-and smoking! Smoking! Where did you come by theweed, you villains? Hammer and tongs! I am so torn between rage and joy,that if I do not burst, it will be a marvel!'

    'You speak for me, Gimli,'laughed Legolas. 'Though I would soonerlearn how they came by the wine.'

    'One thing you have not found in your hunting, and that's brighterwits,' said Pippin, opening an eye. 'Here you find us sitting on a field ofvictory, amid the plunder of armies, and you wonder how we came by a fewwell-earned comforts!'

    'Well-earned?' said Gimli. 'I cannot believe that!'

    The Riders laughed. 'It cannot be doubted that we witness the meetingof dear friends,' said Thjoden. 'So these are the lost ones of your company,Gandalf? The days are fated to be filled with marvels. Already I have seen

    many since I left my house; and now here before my eyes stand yet another ofthe folk of legend. Are not these the Halflings, that some among us call theHolbytlan?'

    'Hobbits, if you please, lord,' said Pippin.

    'Hobbits?' said Thjoden. 'Your tongue is strangely changed; but thename sounds not unfitting so. Hobbits! No report that I have heard doesjustice to the truth.'

    Merry bowed; and Pippin got up and bowed low. 'You are gracious, lord;or I hope that I may so take your words,' he said. 'And here is anothermarvel! I have wandered in many lands, since I left my home, and never tillnow have I found people that knew any story concerning hobbits.'

    'My people came out of the North long ago,' said Thjoden. 'But I willnot deceive you: we know no tales about hobbits. All that is said among usis that far away, over many hills and rivers, live the halfling folk thatdwell in holes in sand-dunes. But there are no legends of their deeds, forit is said that they do little, and avoid the sight of men, being able tovanish in a twinkling: and they can change their voices to resemble thepiping of birds. But it seems that more could be said.'

    'It could indeed, lord,' said Merry.

    'For one thing,' said Thjoden, 'I had not heard that they spouted smokefrom their mouths.'

    'That is not surprising,' answered Merry; 'for it is an art which wehave not practised for more than a few generations. It was ToboldHornblower, of Longbottom in the Southfarthing, who first grew the truepipe-weed in his gardens, about the year 1070 according to our reckoning.How old Toby came by the plant...'

    'You do not know your danger, Thjoden,' interrupted Gandalf. 'Thesehobbits will sit on the edge of ruin and discuss the pleasures of the table,or the small doings of their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers,and remoter cousins to the ninth degree, if you encourage them with unduepatience. Some other time would be more fitting for the history of smoking.Where is Treebeard, Merry?'

    'Away on the north side, I believe. He went to get a drink-of cleanwater. Most of the other Ents are with him, still busy at their work — overthere.' Merry waved his hand towards the steaming lake; and as they looked,they heard a distant rumbling and rattling, as if an avalanche was fallingfrom the mountain-side. Far away came a hoom-hom, as of horns blowing

    triumphantly.

    'And is Orthanc then left unguarded?' asked Gandalf.

    'There is the water,' said Merry. 'But Quickbeam and some others arewatching it. Not all those posts and pillars in the plain are of Saruman'splanting. Quickbeam, I think, is by the rock, near the foot of the stair.'

    'Yes, a tall grey Ent is there,' said Legolas, 'but his arms are at hissides, and he stands as still as a door-tree.'

    'It is past noon,' said Gandalf, 'and we at any rate have not eatensince early morning. Yet I wish to see Treebeard as soon as may be. Did heleave me no message, or has plate and bottle driven it from your mind?'

    'He left a message,' said Merry, 'and I was coming to it, but I havebeen hindered by many other questions. I was to say that, if the Lord of theMark and Gandalf will ride to the northern wall they will find Treebeardthere, and he will welcome them. I may add that they will also find food ofthe best there, it was discovered and selected by your humble servants.' Hebowed.

    Gandalf laughed.'That is better!'he said.'Well, Thjoden. will youride with me to find Treebeard? We must go round about, but it is not far.When you see Treebeard, you will learn much. For Treebeard is Fangorn, andthe eldest and chief of the Ents, and when you speak with him you will hearthe speech of the oldest of all living things.'

    'I will come with you,'said Thjoden.'Farewell, my hobbits! May wemeet again in my house! There you shall sit beside me and tell me all thatyour hearts desire: the deeds of your grandsires, as far as you can reckonthem; and we will speak also of Tobold the Old and his herb-lore. Farewell!'

    The hobbits bowed low. 'So that is the King of Rohan!' said Pippin inan undertone. 'A fine old fellow. Very polite.'

    Chapter 9. Flotsam and Jetsam

    Gandalf and the King’s company rode away, turning eastward to make thecircuit of the ruined walls of Isengard. But Aragorn, Gimli, and Legolasremained behind. Leaving Arod and Hasufel to stray in search of grass, theycame and sat beside the hobbits.

    'Well, well! The hunt is over, and we meet again at last, where none ofus ever thought to come,' said Aragorn.

    'And now that the great ones have gone to discuss high matters,' saidLegolas, 'the hunters can perhaps learn the answers to their own smallriddles. We tracked you as far as the forest, but there are still manythings that I should like to know the truth of.'

    'And there is a great deal, too, that we want to know about you ' saidMerry. 'We have learnt a few things through Treebeard, the Old Ent, but thatis not nearly enough.'

    'All in good time,' said Legolas. 'We were the hunters, and you shouldgive an account of yourselves to us first.'

    'Or second,' said Gimli. 'It would go better after a meal, t have asore head; and it is past mid-day. You truants might make amends by findingus some of the plunder that you spoke of. Food and drink would pay off someof my score against you.'

    'Then you shall have it,' said Pippin. 'Will you have it here, or inmore comfort in what's left of Saruman's guard-house—over there under thearch? We had to picnic out here, so as to keep an eye on the road.'

    'Less than an eye!' said Gimli. 'But I will not go into any ore-housenor touch Ores' meat or anything that they have mauled.'

    'We wouldn't ask you to,' said Merry. 'We have had enough of Oresourselves to last a life-time. But there were many other folk in Isengard.Saruman kept enough wisdom not to trust his Ores. He had Men to guard hisgates: some of his most faithful servants, I suppose. Anyway they werefavoured and got good provisions.'

    'And pipe-weed?' asked Gimli.

    'No, I don't think so,' Merry laughed. 'But that is another story,which can wait until after lunch.'

    'Well let us go and have lunch then!' said the Dwarf.

    The hobbits led the way; and they passed under the arch and came to awide door upon the left, at the top of a stair. It opened direct into alarge chamber, with other smaller doors at the far end, and a hearth andchimney at one side. The chamber was hewn out of the stone; and it must oncehave been dark, for its windows looked out only into the tunnel. But lightcame in now through the broken roof. On the hearth wood was burning.

    'I lit a bit of fire,' said Pippin. 'It cheered us up in the fogs.

    There were few faggots about, and most of the wood we could find was wet.But there is a great draught in the chimney: it seems to wind away upthrough the rock, and fortunately it has not been blocked. A fire is handy.

    I will make you some toast. The bread is three or four days old, I amafraid.'

    Aragorn and his companions sat themselves down at one end of a longtable, and the hobbits disappeared through one of the inner doors.’Store-room in there, and above the woods, luckily,’ said Pippin, as theycame back laden with dishes, bowls, cups, knives, and food of various sorts.

    ’And you need not turn up your nose at the provender, Master Gimli,’said Merry. 'This is not ore-stuff, but man-food, as Treebeard calls it.

    Will you have wine or beer? There’s a barrel inside there — very passable.

    And this is first-rate salted pork. Or I can cut you some rashers of baconand broil them, if you like. I am sorry there is no green stuff: thedeliveries have been rather interrupted in the last few days! I cannot offeryou anything to follow but butter and honey for your bread. Are youcontent?’

    ’Indeed yes,’ said Gimli. ’The score is much reduced.’

    The three were soon busy with their meal; and the two hobbits,unabashed, set to a second time. ’We must keep our guests company,’ theysaid.

    ’You are full of courtesy this morning,’ laughed Legolas. ’But maybe,if we had not arrived, you would already have been keeping one anothercompany again.’

    ’Maybe; and why not?’ said Pippin. ’We had foul fare with the Ores, andlittle enough for days before that. It seems a long while since we could eatto heart’s content.’

    ’It does not seem to have done you any harm,’ said Aragorn. 'Indeed youlook in the bloom of health.’

    ’Aye, you do indeed,’ said Gimli, looking them up and down over the top

    of his cup. ’Why, your hair is twice as thick and curly as when we parted;and I would swear that you have both grown somewhat, if that is possible forhobbits of your age. This Treebeard at any rate has not starved you.'

    'He has not,' said Merry. 'But Ents only drink, and drink is not enoughfor content. Treebeard's draughts may be nourishing, but one feels the needof something solid. And even lembas is none the worse for a change.'

    'You have drunk of the waters of the Ents, have you?' said Legolas.

    'Ah, then I think it is likely that Gimli's eyes do not deceive him. Strangesongs have been sung of the draughts of Fangorn.'

    'Many strange tales have been told about that land,' said Aragorn. 'Ihave never entered it. Come, tell me more about it, and about the Ents!'

    'Ents,' said Pippin, 'Ents are — well Ents are all different for onthing. But their eyes now, their eyes are very odd.' He tried a few fumblingwords that trailed off into silence. 'Oh, well,' he went on, 'you have seensome at a distance, already-they saw you at any rate, and reported that youwere on the way-and you will see many others, I expect, before you leavehere. You must form your own ideas.'

    'Now, now!' said Gimli. 'We are beginning the story in the middle. Ishould like a tale in the right order, starting with that strange day whenour fellowship was broken.'

    'You shall have it, if there is time,' said Merry. 'But first-if youhave finished eating-you shall fill your pipes and light up. And then for alittle while we can pretend that we are all back safe at Bree again, or inRivendell.'

    He produced a small leather bag full of tobacco. 'We have heaps of it,'he said; 'and you can all pack as much as you wish, when we go. We did somesalvage-work this morning, Pippin and I. There are lots of things floatingabout. It was Pippin who found two small barrels, washed up out of somecellar or store-house, I suppose. When we opened them, we found they werefilled with this: as fine a pipe-weed as you could wish for, and quiteunspoilt.'

    Gimli took some and rubbed it in his palms and sniffed it. 'It feelsgood, and it smells good,' he said.

    'It is good!' said Merry. 'My dear Gimli, it is Longbottom Leaf! Therewere the Hornblower brandmarks on the barrels, as plain as plain. How itcame here, I can't imagine. For Saruman's private use. I fancy. I never knewthat it went so far abroad. But it comes in handy now?'

    'It would,' said Gimli, 'if I had a pipe to go with it. Alas, I lostmine in Moria, or before. Is there no pipe in all your plunder?'

    'No, I am afraid not,' said Merry. 'We have not found any, not evenhere in the guardrooms. Saruman kept this dainty to himself, it seems. And Idon't think it would be any use knocking on the doors of Orthanc to beg apipe of him! We shall have to share pipes, as good friends must at a pinch.'

    'Half a moment!' said Pippin. Putting his hand inside the breast of hisjacket he pulled out a little soft wallet on a string. 'I keep a treasure ortwo near my skin, as precious as Rings to me. Here's one: my old woodenpipe. And here's another: an unused one. I have carried it a long way,,though I don't know why. I never really expected to find any pipe-weed onthe journey, when my own ran out. But now it comes in useful after all.' Heheld up a small pipe with a wide flattened bowl, and handed it to Gimli.'Does that settle the score between us?' he said. 'Settle it!' cried Gimli.

    'Most noble hobbit, it leaves me deep in your debt.'

    'Well, I am going back into the open air, to see what the wind and skyare doing!' said Legolas.

    'We will come with you,' said Aragorn.

    They went out and seated themselves upon the piled stones before thegateway. They could see far down into the valley now; the mists were liftingand floating away upon the breeze.

    'Now let us take our ease here for a little!' said Aragorn. 'We willsit on the edge of ruin and talk, as Gandalf says, while he is busyelsewhere. I feel a weariness such as I have seldom felt before.' He wrappedhis grey cloak about him, hiding his mail-shirt, and stretched out his longlegs. Then he lay back and sent from his lips a thin stream of smoke.

    'Look!' said Pippin. 'Strider the Ranger has come back!'

    'He has never been away,' said Aragorn. 'I am Strider and D®nadan too,and I belong both to Gondor and the North.'

    They smoked in silence for a while, and the sun shone on them; slantinginto the valley from among white clouds high in the West. Legolas lay still,looking up at the sun and sky with steady eyes, and singing softly tohimself. At last he sat up. 'Come now!' he said. 'Time wears on, and themists are blowing away, or would if you strange folk did not wreatheyourselves in smoke. What of the tale?'

    'Well, my tale begins with waking up in the dark and finding myself allstrung-up in an ore-camp,' said Pippin. 'Let me see, what is today?'

    'The fifth of March in the Shire-reckoning,' said Aragorn. Pippin madesome calculations on his fingers. 'Only nine days ago!' he said.l 'It seemsa year since we were caught. Well, though half of it was like a bad dream, Ireckon that three very horrible days followed. Merry will correct me, if Iforget anything important: I am not going into details: the whips and thefilth and stench and all that; it does not bear remembering.' With that heplunged into an account of Boromir's last fight and the ore-march from EmynMuil to the Forest. The others nodded as the various points were fitted inwith their guesses.

    'Here are some treasures that you let fall,' said Aragorn. 'You will beglad to have them back.' He loosened his belt from under his cloak and tookfrom it the two sheathed knives.

    'Well!' said Merry. 'I never expected to see those again! I marked afew ores with mine; but Ugl®k took them from us. How he glared! At first Ithought he was going to stab me, but he threw the things away as if theyburned him.'

    'And here also is your brooch, Pippin,' said Aragorn. 'I have kept itsafe, for it is a very precious thing.'

    'I know,' said Pippin. 'It was a wrench to let it go; but what elsecould I do?'

    'Nothing else,' answered Aragorn. 'One who cannot cast away a treasureat need is in fetters. You did rightly.'

    'The cutting of the bands on your wrists, that was smart work!' saidGimli. 'Luck served you there; but you seized your chance with both hands,one might say.'

    'And set us a pretty riddle,' said Legolas. 'I wondered if you hadgrown wings!'

    'Unfortunately not,' said Pippin. 'But you did not know aboutGrishnbkh.' He shuddered and said no more, leaving Merry to tell of thoselast horrible moments: the pawing hands, the hot breath, and the dreadfulstrength of Grishnbkh's hairy arms.

    'All this about the Ores of Barad-dyr, Lugb®rz as they call it, makesme uneasy,' said Aragorn. 'The Dark Lord already knew too much and hisservants also; and Grishnbkh evidently sent some message across the Riverafter the quarrel. The Red Eye will be looking towards Isengard. But Sarumanat any rate is in a cleft stick of his own cutting.'

    'Yes, whichever side wins, his outlook is poor,' said Merry. 'Things

    began to go all wrong for him from the moment his Ores set foot in Rohan.'

    'We caught a glimpse of the old villain, or so Gandalf hints,' saidGimli. 'On the edge of the Forest.'

    'When was that?' asked Pippin.

    'Five nights ago,' said Aragorn.

    'Let me see,' said Merry: 'five nights ago-now we come to a part of thestory you know nothing about. We met Treebeard that morning after thebattle; and that night we were at Wellinghall, one of his ent-houses. Thenext morning we went to Entmoot, a gathering of Ents, that is, and thequeerest thing I have ever seen in my life. It lasted all that day and thenext; and we spent the nights with an Ent called Quickbeam. And then late inthe afternoon in the third day of their moot, the Ents suddenly blew up. Itwas amazing. The Forest had felt as tense as if a thunderstorm was brewinginside it: then all at once it exploded. I wish you could have heard theirsong as they marched.'

    'If Saruman had heard it, he would be a hundred miles away by now, evenif he had had to run on his own legs,' said Pippin.

    'Though Isengard be strong and hard, as cold as stone and bare as bone,

    We go, we go, we go to war, to hew the stone and break the door!

    There was very much more. A great deal of the song had no words, andwas like a music of horns and drums. It was very exciting. But I thought itwas only marching music and no more, just a song — until I got here. I knowbetter now.'

    'We came down over the last ridge into Nan Curunnr, after night hadfallen,' Merry continued. 'It was then that I first had the feeling that theForest itself was moving behind us. I thought I was dreaming an entishdream, but Pippin had noticed it too. We were both frightened; but we didnot find out more about it until later.

    'It was the Huorns, or so the Ents call them in "short language".Treebeard won't say much about them, but I think they are Ents that havebecome almost like trees, at least to look at. They stand here and there inthe wood or under its eaves, silent, watching endlessly over the trees; butdeep in the darkest dales there are hundreds and hundreds of them, Ibelieve.

    'There is a great power in them, and they seem able to wrap themselvesin shadow: it is difficult to see them moving. But they do. They can movevery quickly, if they are angry. You stand still looking at the weather,

    maybe, or listening to the rustling of the wind, and then suddenly you findthat you are in the middle of a wood with great groping trees all aroundyou. They still have voices, and can speak with the Ents — that is why theyare called Huorns, Treebeard says — but they have become queer and wild.Dangerous. I should be terrified of meeting them, if there were no true Entsabout to look after them.

    'Well, in the early night we crept down a long ravine into the upperend of the Wizard's Vale, the Ents with all their rustling Huorns behind. Wecould not see them, of course, but the whole air was full of creaking. Itwas very dark, a cloudy night. They moved at a great speed as soon as theyhad left the hills, and made a noise like a rushing wind. The Moon did notappear through the clouds, and not long after midnight there was a tall woodall round the north side of Isengard. There was no sign of enemies nor ofany challenge. There was a light gleaming from a high window in the tower,that was all.

    'Treebeard and a few more Ents crept on, right round to within sight ofthe great gates. Pippin and I were with him. We were sitting on Treebeard'sshoulders, and I could feel the quivering tenseness in him. But even whenthey are roused, Ents can be very cautious and patient. They stood still ascarved stones, breathing and listening.

    'Then all at once there was a tremendous stir. Trumpets blared and thewalls of Isengard echoed. We thought that we had been discovered, and thatbattle was going to begin. But nothing of the sort. All Saruman's peoplewere marching away. I don't know much about this war, or about theHorsemen

    of Rohan, but Saruman seems to have meant to finish off the king and all hismen with one final blow. He emptied Isengard. I saw the enemy go: endlesslines of marching Ores; and troops of them mounted on great wolves. Andthere were battalions of Men, too. Many of them carried torches, and in theflare I could see their faces. Most of them were ordinary men, rather talland dark-haired, and grim but not particularly evil-looking. But there weresome others that were horrible: man-high, but with goblin-faces, sallow,leering, squint-eyed. Do you know, they reminded me at once of thatSoutherner at Bree: only he was not so obviously ore-like as most of thesewere.'

    'I thought of him too,' said Aragorn. 'We had many of these half-oresto deal with at Helm's Deep. It seems plain now that that Southerner was a

    spy of Saruman’s; but whether he was working with the Black Riders, or forSaruman alone, I do not know. It is difficult with these evil folk to knowwhen they are in league, and when they are cheating one another.'

    'Well, of all sorts together, there must have been ten thousand at thevery least,' said Merry. 'They took an hour to pass out of the gates. Somewent off down the highway to the Fords, and some turned away p and wenteastward. A bridge has been built down there, about a mile away, where theriver runs in a very deep channel. You could see it now, if you stood up.

    They were all singing with harsh voices, and laughing, making a hideous din.

    I thought things looked very black for Rohan. But Treebeard did not move. Hesaid: 'My business is with Isengard tonight, with rock and stone.'

    'But, though I could not see what was happening in the dark, I believethat Huorns began to move south, as soon as the gates were shut again. Theirbusiness was with Ores I think. They were far down the valley in themorning; or any rate there was a shadow there that one couldn't see through.

    'As soon as Saruman had sent off all his army, our turn came. Treebeardput us down, and went up to the gates, and began hammering on the doors, andcalling for Saruman. There was no answer, except arrows and stones from thewalls. But arrows are no use against Ents. They hurt them, of course, andinfuriate them: like stinging flies. But an Ent can be stuck as full ofore-arrows as a pin-cushion, and take no serious harm. They cannot bepoisoned, for one thing; and their skin seems to be very thick, and tougherthan bark. It takes a very heavy axe-stroke to wound them seriously. Theydon't like axes. But there would have to be a great many axe-men to one Ent:a man that hacks once at an Ent never gets a chance of a second blow. Apunch from an Ent-fist crumples up iron like thin tin.

    'When Treebeard had got a few arrows in him, he began to warm up, toget positively "hasty", as he would say. He let out a great hoom-hom, and adozen more Ents came striding up. An angry Ent is terrifying. Their fingers,and their toes, just freeze on to rock; and they tear it up likebread-crust. It was like watching the work of great tree-roots in a hundredyears, all packed into a few moments.

    'They pushed, pulled, tore, shook, and hammered; and clang-bang,crash-crack, in five minutes they had these huge gates just lying in ruin;and some were already beginning to eat into the walls, like rabbits in asand-pit. I don't know what Saruman thought was happening; but anyway hedid

    not know how to deal with it. His wizardry may have been falling off lately,of course; but anyway I think he has not much grit, not much plain couragealone in a tight place without a lot of slaves and machines and things, ifyou know what I mean. Very different from old Gandalf. I wonder if his famewas not all along mainly due to his cleverness in settling at Isengard.’

    'No,' said Aragorn. 'Once he was as great as his fame made him. Hisknowledge was deep, his thought was subtle, and his hands marvellouslyskilled; and he had a power over the minds of others. The wise he couldpersuade, and the smaller folk he could daunt. That power he certainly stillkeeps. There are not many in Middle-earth that I should say were safe, ifthey were left alone to talk with him, even now when he has suffered adefeat. Gandalf, Elrond, and Galadriel, perhaps, now that his wickedness hasbeen laid bare, but very few others.'

    'The Ents are safe,' said Pippin. 'He seems at one time to have gotround them, but never again. And anyway he did not understand them; and hemade the great mistake of leaving them out of his calculations. He had noplan for them, and there was no time to make any, once they had set to work.As soon as our attack began, the few remaining rats in Isengard startedbolting through every hole that the Ents made. The Ents let the Men go,after they had questioned them, two or three dozen only down at this end. Idon't think many ore-folk, of any size, escaped. Not from the Huorns: therewas a wood full of them all round Isengard by that time, as well as thosethat had gone down the valley.

    'When the Ents had reduced a large part of the southern walls torubbish, and what was left of his people had bolted and deserted him,Saruman fled in a panic. He seems to have been at the gates when we arrived:

    I expect he came to watch his splendid army march out. When the Ents broketheir way in, he left in a hurry. They did not spot him at first. But thenight had opened out, and there was a great light of stars, quite enough forEnts to see by, and suddenly Quickbeam gave a cry "The tree-killer, thetree-killer!" Quickbeam is a gentle creature, but he hates Saruman all themore fiercely for that: his people suffered cruelly from ore-axes. He leaptdown the path from the inner gate, and he can move like a wind when he isroused. There was a pale figure hurrying away in and out of the shadows ofthe pillars, and it had nearly reached the stairs to the tower-door. But itwas a near thing. Quickbeam was so hot after him, that he was within a stepor two of being caught and strangled when he slipped in through the door.

    ’When Saruman was safe back in Orthanc, it was not long before he setsome of his precious machinery to work. By that time there were many Entsinside Isengard: some had followed Quickbeam, and others had burst in fromthe north and east; they were roaming about and doing a great deal ofdamage. Suddenly up came fires and foul fumes: the vents and shafts all overthe plain began to spout and belch. Several of the Ents got scorched andblistered. One of them, Beechbone I think he was called, a very tallhandsome Ent, got caught in a spray of some liquid fire and burned like atorch: a horrible sight.

    'That sent them mad. I thought that they had been really roused before;but I was wrong. I saw what it was like at last. It was staggering. Theyroared and boomed and trumpeted, until stones began to crack and fall at themere noise of them. Merry and I lay on the ground and stuffed our cloaksinto our ears. Round and round the rock of Orthanc the Ents went stridingand storming like a howling gale, breaking pillars, hurling avalanches ofboulders down the shafts, tossing up huge slabs of stone into the air likeleaves. The tower was in the middle of a spinning whirlwind. I saw ironposts and blocks of masonry go rocketing up hundreds of feet, and smashagainst the windows of Orthanc. But Treebeard kept his head. lie had not hadany burns, luckily. He did not want his folk to hurt themselves in theirfury, and he did not want Saruman to escape out of some hole in theconfusion. Many of the Ents were hurling themselves against theOrthanc-rock; but that defeated them. It is very smooth and hard. Somewizardry is in it, perhaps, older and stronger than Saruman’s. Anyway theycould not get a grip on it, or make a crack in it; and they were bruisingand wounding themselves against it. ’So Treebeard went out into the ring andshouted. His enormous voice rose above all the din. There was a deadsilence, suddenly. In it we heard a shrill laugh from a high window in thetower. That had a queer effect on the Ents. They had been boiling over; nowthey became cold, grim as ice, and quiet. They left the plain and gatheredround Treebeard, standing quite still. He spoke to them for a little intheir own language; I think he was telling them of a plan he had made in hisold head long before. Then they just faded silently away in the grey light.

    Day was dawning by that time.

    'They set a watch on the tower, I believe, but the watchers were sowell hidden in shadows and kept so still, that I could not see them. Theothers went away north. All that day they were busy, out of sight. Most of

    the time we were left alone. It was a dreary day; and we wandered about abit, though we kept out of the view of the windows of Orthanc, as much as wecould: they stared at us so threateningly. A good deal of the time we spentlooking for something to eat. And also we sat and talked, wondering what washappening away south in Rohan, and what had become of all the rest of ourCompany. Every now and then we could hear in the distance the rattle andfall of stone, and thudding noises echoing in the hills.

    ’In the afternoon we walked round the circle, and went to have a lookat what was going on. There was a great shadowy wood of Huorns at the headof the valley, and another round the northern wall. We did not dare to goin. But there was a rending, tearing noise of work going on inside. Ents andHuorns were digging great pits and trenches, and making great pools anddams, gathering all the waters of the Isen and every other spring and streamthat they could find. We left them to it.

    'At dusk Treebeard came back to the gate. He was humming and booming tohimself, and seemed pleased. He stood and stretched his great arms and legsand breathed deep. I asked him if he was tired.

    ' "Tired?" he said, "tired? Well no, not tired, but stiff. I need agood draught of Entwash. We have worked hard; we have done morestone-cracking and earth-gnawing today than we have done in many a longyear

    before. But it is nearly finished. When night falls do not linger near thisgate or in the old tunnel! Water may come through-and it will be foul waterfor a while, until all the filth of Saruman is washed away. Then Isen canrun clean again." He began to pull down a bit more of the walls, in aleisurely sort of way, just to amuse himself.

    'We were just wondering where it would be safe to lie and get somesleep, when the most amazing thing of all happened. There was the sound of arider coming swiftly up the road. Merry and I lay quiet, and Treebeard hidhimself in the shadows under the arch. Suddenly a great horse came stridingup, like a flash of silver. It was already dark, but I could see the rider'sface clearly: it seemed to shine, and all his clothes were white. I just satup, staring, with my mouth open. I tried to call out, and couldn't.

    'There was no need. He halted just by us and looked down at us.'Gandalf!' I said at last, but my voice was only a whisper. Did he say:

    "Hullo, Pippin! This is a pleasant surprise!"? No, indeed! He said: "Get up,you tom-fool of a Took! Where, in the name of wonder, in all this ruin is

    Treebeard? I want him. Quick!"

    ’Treebeard heard his voice and came out of the shadows at once; andthere was a strange meeting. I was surprised, because neither of them seemedsurprised at all. Gandalf obviously expected to find Treebeard here; andTreebeard might almost have been loitering about near the gates on purposeto meet him. Yet we had told the old Entail about Moria. But then Iremembered a queer look he gave us at the time. I can only suppose that hehad seen Gandalf or had some news of him, but would not say anything in ahurry. "Don’t be hasty" is his motto; but nobody, not even Elves, will saymuch about Gandalf s movements when he is not there.

    '"Hoorn! Gandalf!" said Treebeard. "I am glad you have come. Wood andwater, stock and stone, I can master; but there is a Wizard to manage here."

    '"Treebeard," said Gandalf. "I need your help. You have done much, butI need more. I have about ten thousand Ores to manage."

    'Then those two went off and had a council together in some corner. Itmust have seemed very hasty to Treebeard, for Gandalf was in a tremendoushurry, and was already talking at a great pace, before they passed out ofhearing. They were only away a matter of minutes, perhaps a quarter of anhour. Then Gandalf came back to us, and he seemed relieved, almost merry. Hedid say he was glad to see us, then.

    "'But Gandalf," I cried, "where have you been? And have you seen theothers?"

    "'Wherever I have been, I am back," he answered in the genuine Gandalfmanner. "Yes, I have seen some of the others. But news must wait. This is aperilous night, and I must ride fast. But the dawn may be brighter; and ifso, we shall meet again. Take care of yourselves, and keep away fromOrthanc! Good-bye!"

    'Treebeard was very thoughtful after Gandalf had gone. He had evidentlylearnt a lot in a short time and was digesting it. He looked at us and said:

    "Hm, well, I find you are not such hasty folk as I thought. You said muchless than you might, and not more than you should. Hm, this is a bundle ofnews and no mistake! Well, now Treebeard must get busy again."

    'Before he went, we got a little news out of him; and it did not cheerus up at all. But for the moment we thought more about you three than aboutFrodo and Sam, or about poor Boromir. For we gathered that there was a greatbattle going on, or soon would be, and that you were in it, and might nevercome out of it.

    '"Huorns will help," said Treebeard. Then he went away and we did notsee him again until this morning.

    'It was deep night. We lay on top of a pile of stone, and could seenothing beyond it. Mist or shadows blotted out everything like a greatblanket all round us. The air seemed hot and heavy; and it was full ofrustlings, creakings, and a murmur like voices passing. I think thathundreds more of the Huorns must have been passing by to help in the battle.Later there was a great rumble of thunder away south, and flashes oflightning far away across Rohan. Every now and then we could seemountain-peaks, miles and miles away, stab out suddenly, black and white,and then vanish. And behind us there were noises like thunder in hills, butdifferent. At times the whole valley echoed.

    'It must have been about midnight when the Ents broke the dams andpoured all the gathered waters through a gap in the northern wall, down intoIsengard. The Huorn-dark had passed, and the thunder had rolled away. TheMoon was sinking behind the western mountains.

    'Isengard began to fill up with black creeping streams and pools. Theyglittered in the last light of the Moon, as they spread over the plain.

    Every now and then the waters found their way down into some shaft orspouthole. Great white steams hissed up. Smoke rose in billows. There wereexplosions and gusts of fire. One great coil of vapour went whirling up,twisting round and round Orthanc, until it looked like a tall peak of cloud,fiery underneath and moonlit above. And still more water poured in, until atlast Isengard looked like a huge flat saucepan, all steaming and bubbling.'

    'We saw a cloud of smoke and steam from the south last night when wecame to the mouth of Nan Curunnr,' said Aragorn. 'We feared that Sarumanwas

    brewing some new devilry for us.'

    'Not he!' said Pippin. 'He was probably choking and not laughing anymore. By the morning, yesterday morning, the water had sunk down into allthe holes, and there was a dense fog. We took refuge in that guardroom overthere; and we had rather a fright. The lake began to overflow and pour outthrough the old tunnel, and the water was rapidly rising up the steps. Wethought we were going to get caught like Ores in a hole; but we found awinding stair at the back of the store-room that brought us out on top ofthe arch. It was a squeeze to get out, as the passages had been cracked andhalf blocked with fallen stone near the top. There we sat high up above the

    floods and watched the drowning of Isengard. The Ents kept on pouring inmore water, till all the fires were quenched and every cave filled. The fogsslowly gathered together and steamed up into a huge umbrella of cloud: itmust have been a mile high. In the evening there was a great rainbow overthe eastern hills; and then the sunset was blotted out by a thick drizzle onthe mountain-sides. It all went very quiet. A few wolves howled mournfully,far away. The Ents stopped the inflow in the night, and sent the Isen backinto its old course. And that was the end of it all.

    ’Since then the water has been sinking again. There must be outletssomewhere from the caves underneath, I think. If Saruman peeps out of any ofhis windows, it must look an untidy, dreary mess. We felt very lonely. Noteven a visible Ent to talk to in all the ruin; and no news. We spent thenight up on top there above the arch, and it was cold and damp and we didnot sleep. We had a feeling that anything might happen at any minute.Saruman is still in his tower. There was a noise in the night like a windcoming up the valley. I think the Ents and Huorns that had been away cameback then; but where they have all gone to now, I don't know. It was amisty, moisty morning when we climbed down and looked round again,and

    nobody was about. And that is about all there is to tell. It seems almostpeaceful now after all the turmoil. And safer too, somehow, since Gandalfcame back. I could sleep!'

    They all fell silent for a while. Gimli re-filled his pipe. 'There isone thing I wonder about,' he said as he lit it with his flint and tinder:'Wormtongue. You told Thjoden he was with Saruman. How did he get there?'

    'Oh yes, I forgot about him,' said Pippin. 'He did not get here tillthis morning. We had just lit the fire and had some breakfast when Treebeardappeared again. We heard him hooming and calling our names outside.

    "'I have just come round to see how you are faring, my lads,' he said;

    'and to give you some news. Huorns have come back. All's well; aye very wellindeed!" he laughed, and slapped his thighs. "No more Ores in Isengard, nomore axes! And there will be folk coming up from the South before the day isold; some that you may be glad to see."

    'He had hardly said that, when we heard the sound of hoofs on the road.

    We rushed out before the gates, and I stood and stared, half expecting tosee Strider and Gandalf come riding up at the head of an army. But out ofthe mist there rode a man on an old tired horse; and he looked a queer

    twisted sort of creature himself. There was no one else. When he came, outof the mist and suddenly saw all the ruin and wreckage in front of him, hesat and gaped, and his face went almost green. He was so bewildered that hedid not seem to notice us at first. When he did, he gave a cry, and tried toturn his horse round and ride off. But Treebeard took three strides, put outa long arm, and lifted him out of the saddle. His horse bolted in terror,and he grovelled on the ground. He said he was Grnma, friend and counsellorof the king, and had been sent with important messages from Thjoden toSaruman.

    '"No one else would dare to ride through the open land, so full of foulOres," he said, "so I was sent. And I have had a perilous journey, and I amhungry and weary. I fled far north out of my way, pursued by wolves."

    'I caught the sidelong looks he gave to Treebeard, and I said to myself"liar". Treebeard looked at him in his long slow way for several minutes,till the wretched man was squirming on the floor. Then at last he said: "Ha,hm, I was expecting you, Master Wormtongue." The man started at that name."Gandalf got here first. So I know as much about you as I need, and I knowwhat to do with you. Put all the rats in one trap, said Gandalf; and I will.

    I am the master of Isengard now, but Saruman is locked in his tower; and youcan go there and give him all the messages that you can think of."

    '"Let me go, let me go!" said Wormtongue. "I know the way."

    "'You knew the way, I don't doubt," said Treebeard. "But things havechanged here a little. Go and see!"

    'He let Wormtongue go, and he limped off through the arch with us closebehind, until he came inside the ring and could see all the floods that laybetween him and Orthanc. Then he turned to us.

    "'Let me go away!" he whined. "Let me go away! My messages are uselessnow."

    "'They are indeed," said Treebeard. "But you have only two choices: tostay with me until Gandalf and your master arrive; or to cross the water.Which will you have?"

    'The man shivered at the mention of his master, and put a foot into thewater; but he drew back. "I cannot swim," he said.

    "'The water is not deep," said Treebeard. "It is dirty, but that willnot harm you, Master Wormtongue. In you go now!"

    'With that the wretch floundered off into the flood. It rose up nearlyto his neck before he got too far away for me to see him. The last I saw of

    him was clinging to some old barrel or piece of wood. But Treebeard wadedafter him, and watched his progress.

    '"Well, he has gone in," he said when he returned. "I saw him crawlingup the steps like a draggled rat. There is someone in the tower still: ahand came out and pulled him in. So there he is, and I hope the welcome isto his liking. Now I must go and wash myself clean of the slime. I'll beaway up on the north side, if anyone wants to see me. There is no cleanwater down here fit for an Ent to drink, or to bathe in. So I will ask youtwo lads to keep a watch at the gate for the folk that are coming. There’llbe the Lord of the Fields of Rohan, mark you! You must welcome him as wellas you know how: his men have fought a great fight with the Ores. Maybe, youknow the right fashion of Men's words for such a lord, better than Ents.

    There have been many lords in the green fields in my time, and I have neverlearned their speech or their names. They will be wanting man-food, and youknow all about that, I guess. So find what you think is fit for a king toeat, if you can." And that is the end of the story. Though I should like toknow who this Wormtongue is. Was he really the king's counsellor?'

    'He was,' said Aragorn; 'and also Saruman's spy and servant in Rohan.

    Fate has not been kinder to him than he deserves. The sight of the ruin ofall that he thought so strong and magnificent must have been almostpunishment enough. But I fear that worse awaits him.'

    'Yes, I don't suppose Treebeard sent him to Orthanc out of kindness,'said Merry. 'He seemed rather grimly delighted with the business and waslaughing to himself when he went to get his bathe and drink. We spent a busytime after that, searching the flotsam, and rummaging about. We found two orthree store-rooms in different places nearby, above the flood-level. ButTreebeard sent some Ents down, and they carried off a great deal of thestuff.

    "'We want man-food for twenty-five," the Ents said, so you can see thatsomebody had counted your company carefully before you arrived. You threewere evidently meant to go with the great people. But you would not havefared any better. We kept as good as we sent, I promise you. Better, becausewe sent no drink.

    "'What about drink?" I said to the Ents.

    "'There is water of Isen," they said, "and that is good enough for Entsand Men." But I hope that the Ents may have found time to brew some of theirdraughts from the mountain-springs, and we shall see Gandalf's beard curling

    when he returns. After the Ents had gone, we felt tired, and hungry. But wedid not grumble — our labours had been well rewarded. It was through oursearch for man-food that Pippin discovered the prize of all the flotsam,those Hornblower barrels. "Pipe-weed is better after food," said Pippin;that is how the situation arose.'

    'We understand it all perfectly now,' said Gimli.

    'All except one thing,' said Aragorn: 'leaf from the Southfarthing inIsengard. The more I consider it, the more curious I find it. I have neverbeen in Isengard, but I have journeyed in this land, and I know well theempty countries that lie between Rohan and the Shire. Neither goods nor folkhave passed that way for many a long year, not openly. Saruman had secretdealings with someone in the Shire, I guess. Wormtongues may be found inother houses than King Thjoden's. Was there a date on the barrels?'

    'Yes,' said Pippin. 'It was the 1417 crop, that is last year's; no, theyear before, of course, now: a good year.'

    'Ah well, whatever evil was afoot is over now, I hope; or else it isbeyond our reach at present,' said Aragorn. 'Yet I think I shall mention itto Gandalf, small matter though it may seem among his great affairs.'

    'I wonder what he is doing,' said Merry. 'The afternoon is getting on.

    Let us go and look round! You can enter Isengard now at any rate, Strider,if you want to. But it is not a very cheerful sight.'

    Chapter 10. The Voice of Saruman

    They passed through the ruined tunnel and stood upon a heap of stones,gazing at the dark rock of Orthanc, and its many windows, a menace still inthe desolation that lay all about it. The waters had now nearly allsubsided. Here and there gloomy pools remained, covered with scum andwreckage; but most of the wide circle was bare again, a wilderness of slimeand tumbled rock, pitted with blackened holes, and dotted with posts andpillars leaning drunkenly this way and that. At the rim of the shatteredbowl there lay vast mounds and slopes, like the shingles cast up by a greatstorm; and beyond them the green and tangled valley ran up into the longravine between the dark arms of the mountains. Across the waste they sawriders picking their way; they were coming from the north side, and alreadythey were drawing near to Orthanc.

    There is Gandalf, and Thjoden and his men!' said Legolas. 'Let us goand meet them!'

    'Walk warily!' said Merry. 'There are loose slabs that may tilt up andthrow you down into a pit, if you don't take care.'

    They followed what was left of the road from the gates to Orthanc,going slowly, for the flag-stones were cracked and slimed. The riders,seeing them approach, halted under the shadow of the rock and waited forthem. Gandalf rode forward to meet them.

    'Well, Treebeard and I have had some interesting discussions, and madea few plans,' he said; 'and we have all had some much-needed rest. Now wemust be going on again. I hope you companions have all rested, too, andrefreshed yourselves?'

    'We have,' said Merry. 'But our discussions began and ended in smoke.Still we feel less ill-disposed towards Saruman than we did.'

    'Do you indeed?' said Gandalf. 'Well, I do not. I have now a last taskto do before I go: I must pay Saruman a farewell visit. Dangerous, andprobably useless; but it must be done. Those of you who wish may come withme — but beware! And do not jest! This is not the time for it.'

    'I will come,' said Gimli. 'I wish to see him and learn if he reallylooks like you.'

    'And how will you learn that, Master Dwarf?' said Gandalf. 'Saruman

    could look like me in your eyes, if it suited his purpose with you. And areyou yet wise enough to detect all his counterfeits? Well, we shall see,perhaps. He may be shy of showing himself before many different eyestogether. But I have ordered all the Ents to remove themselves from sight,so perhaps we shall persuade him to come out.'

    ’What's the danger?’ asked Pippin. 'Will he shoot at us, and pour fireout of the windows; or can he put a spell on us from a distance?'

    'The last is most likely, if you ride to his door with a light heart,'said Gandalf. 'But there is no knowing what he can do, or may choose to try.

    A wild beast cornered is not safe to approach. And Saruman has powers you donot guess. Beware of his voice!'

    They came now to the foot of Orthanc. It was black, and the rockgleamed as if it were wet. The many faces of the stone had sharp edges asthough they had been newly chiselled. A few scorings, and small flake-likesplinters near the base, were all the marks that it bore of the fury of theEnts.

    On the eastern side, in the angle of two piers, there was a great door,high above the ground; and over it was a shuttered window, opening upon abalcony hedged with iron bars. Up to the threshold of the door there mounteda flight of twenty-seven broad stairs, hewn by some unknown art of the sameblack stone. This was the only entrance to the tower; but many tall windowswere cut with deep embrasures in the climbing walls: far up they peered likelittle eyes in the sheer faces of the horns.

    At the foot of the stairs Gandalf and the king dismounted. 'I will goup,' said Gandalf. 'I have been in Orthanc and I know my peril.'

    'And I too will go up,' said the king. 'I am old, and fear no peril anymore. I wish to speak with the enemy who has done me so much wrong.Jomer

    shall come with me, and see that my aged feet do not falter.'

    'As you will,' said Gandalf. 'Aragorn shall come with me. Let theothers await us at the foot of the stairs. They will hear and see enough, ifthere is anything to hear or see.'

    'Nay!' said Gimli. 'Legolas and I wish for a closer view. We alone hererepresent our kindred. We also will come behind.'

    'Come then!'said Gandalf, and with that he climbed the steps, andThjoden went beside him.

    The Riders of Rohan sat uneasily upon their horses, on either side of

    the stair, and looked up darkly at the great tower, fearing what mightbefall their lord. Merry and Pippin sat on the bottom step, feeling bothunimportant and unsafe.

    'Half a sticky mile from here to the gate!' muttered Pippin. 'I wish Icould slip off back to the guardroom unnoticed! What did we come for? We arenot wanted.'

    Gandalf stood before the door of Orthanc and beat on it with his staff.

    It rang with a hollow sound. 'Saruman, Saruman!' he cried in a loudcommanding voice. 'Saruman come forth!'

    For some time there was no answer. At last the window above the doorwas unbarred, hut no figure could be seen at its dark opening.

    'Who is it?' said a voice. 'What do you wish?'

    Thjoden started. 'I know that voice,' he said, 'and I curse the daywhen I first listened to it.'

    'Go and fetch Saruman, since you have become his footman, GrnmaWormtongue!' said Gandalf. 'And do not waste our time!'

    The window closed. They waited. Suddenly another voice spoke, low andmelodious, its very sound an enchantment. Those who listened unwarily tothat voice could seldom report the words that they heard; and if they did,they wondered, for little power remained in them. Mostly they rememberedonly that it was a delight to hear the voice speaking, all that it saidseemed wise and reasonable, and desire awoke in them by swift agreement toseem wise themselves. When others spoke they seemed harsh and uncouthby

    contrast; and if they gainsaid the voice, anger was kindled in the hearts ofthose under the spell. Fur some the spell lasted only while the voice spoketo them, and when it spake to another they smiled, as men do who see througha juggler's trick while others gape at it. For many the sound of the voicealone was enough to hold them enthralled; but for those whom it conqueredthe spell endured when they were far away, and ever they heard that softvoice whispering and urging them. But none were unmoved; none rejected itspleas and its commands without an effort of mind and will, so long as itsmaster had control of it.

    'Well?' it said now with gentle question. 'Why must you disturb myrest? Will you give me no peace at all by night or day?' Its tone was thatof a kindly heart aggrieved by injuries undeserved.

    They looked up, astonished, for they had heard no sound of his coming;

    and they saw a figure standing at the rail, looking down upon them: an oldman, swathed in a great cloak, the colour of which was not easy to tell, forit changed if they moved their eyes or if he stirred. His face was long,with a high forehead, he had deep darkling eyes, hard to fathom, though thelook that they now bore was grave and benevolent, and a little weary. Hishair and beard were white, but strands of black still showed about his lipsand ears.

    'Like, and yet unlike,’ muttered Gimli.

    'But come now,' said the soft voice. 'Two at least of you I know byname. Gandalf I know too well to have much hope that he seeks help orcounsel here. But you, Thjoden Lord of the Mark of Rohan are declared byyour noble devices, and still more by the fair countenance of the House ofEorl. O worthy son of Thengel the Thrice-renowned! Why have you notcome

    before, and as a friend? Much have I desired to see you, mightiest king ofwestern lands, and especially in these latter years, to save you from theunwise and evil counsels that beset you! Is it yet too late? Despite theinjuries that have been done to me, in which the men of Rohan, alas! havehad some part, still I would save you, and deliver you from the ruin thatdraws nigh inevitably, if you ride upon this road which you have taken.Indeed I alone can aid you now.'

    Thjoden opened his mouth as if to speak, but he said nothing. He lookedup at the face of Saruman with its dark solemn eyes bent down upon him, andthen to Gandalf at his side; and he seemed to hesitate. Gandalf made nosign; but stood silent as stone, as one waiting patiently for some call thathas not yet come. The Riders stirred at first, murmuring with approval ofthe words of Saruman; and then they too were silent, as men spell-bound. Itseemed to them that Gandalf had never spoken so fair and fittingly to theirlord. Rough and proud now seemed all his dealings with Thjoden. And overtheir hearts crept a shadow, the fear of a great danger: the end of the Markin a darkness to which Gandalf was driving them, while Saruman stood besidea door of escape, holding it half open so that a ray of light came through.There was a heavy silence.

    It was Gimli the dwarf who broke in suddenly. 'The words of this wizardstand on their heads,' he growled, gripping the handle of his axe. 'In thelanguage of Orthanc help means ruin, and saving means slaying, that isplain. But we do not come here to beg.'

    ’Peace!' said Saruman, and for a fleeting moment his voice was lesssuave, and a light flickered in his eyes and was gone. 'I do not speak toyou yet, Gimli Gluin's son,' he said. ’Far away is your home and smallconcern of yours are the troubles of this land. But it was not by design ofyour own that you became embroiled in them, and so I will not blame suchpart as you have played-a valiant one, I doubt not. But I pray you, allow mefirst to speak with the King of Rohan, my neighbour, and once my friend.

    ’What have you to say, Thjoden King? Will you have peace with me, andall the aid that my knowledge, founded in long years, can bring? Shall wemake our counsels together against evil days, and repair our injuries withsuch good will that our estates shall both come to fairer flower than everbefore?'

    Still Thjoden did not answer. Whether he strove with anger or doubtnone could say. Jomer spoke.

    'Lord, hear me!' he said. 'Now we feel the peril that we were warnedof. Have we ridden forth to victory, only to stand at last amazed by an oldliar with honey on his forked tongue? So would the trapped wolf speak to thehounds, if he could. What aid can he give to you, forsooth? All he desiresis to escape from his plight. But will you parley with this dealer intreachery and murder? Remember Thjodred at the Fords, and the grave ofHbma

    in Helm's Deep!'

    'If we speak of poisoned tongues what shall we say of yours, youngserpent?' said Saruman, and the flash of his anger was now plain to see.

    'But come, Jomer, Jomund's son!'he went on in his soft voice again. Toevery man h part. Valour in arms is yours, and you win high honour thereby.Slay whom your lord names as enemies, and be content. Meddle not in policieswhich you do not understand. But maybe, if you become a king, you Will findthat he must choose his friends with care. The friendship of Saruman and thepower of Orthanc cannot be lightly thrown aside, whatever grievances, realor fancied, may lie behind. You have won a battle but not a war and thatwith help on which you cannot count again. You may find the Shadow of theWood at your own door next: it is wayward, and senseless, and has no lovefor Men.

    'But my lord of Rohan, am I to be called a murderer, because valiantmen have fallen in battle? If you go to war, needlessly, for I did notdesire it, then men will be slain. But if I am a murderer on that account,

    then all the House of Eorl is stained with murder; for they have fought manywars, and assailed many who defied them. Yet with some they have afterwardsmade peace, none the worse for being politic. I say, Thjoden King: shall wehave peace and friendship, you and I? It is ours to command '

    'We will have peace,' said Thjoden at last thickly and with an effort.

    Several of the Riders cried out gladly. Thjoden held up his hand. 'Yes, wewill have peace,' he said, now in a clear voice, 'we will have peace, whenyou and all your works have perished — and the works of your dark master towhom you would deliver us. You are a liar. Saruman, and a corrupter of men'shearts. You hold out your hand to me, and I perceive only a finger of theclaw of Mordor. Cruel and cold! Even if your war on me was just as it wasnot, for were you ten times as wise you would have no right to rule me andmine for your own profit as you desired — even so, what will you say ofyour torches in Westfold and the children that lie dead there? And theyhewed Hbma's body before the gates of the Hornburg, after he was dead.

    When

    you hang from a gibbet at your window for the sport of your own crows, Iwill have peace with you and Orthanc. So much for the House of Eorl. Alesser son of great sires am I, but I do not need to lick your fingers. Turnelsewhither. But I fear your voice has lost its charm.'

    The Riders gazed up at Thjoden like men startled out of a dream. Harshas an old raven's their master's voice sounded in their ears after the musicof Saruman. But Saruman for a while was beside himself with wrath. He leanedover the rail as if he would smite the King with his staff. To some suddenlyit seemed that they saw a snake coiling itself to strike.

    'Gibbets and crows!' he hissed, and they shuddered at the hideouschange. 'Dotard! What is the house of Eorl but a thatched barn wherebrigands drink in the reek, and their brats roll on the floor among thedogs? Too long have they escaped the gibbet themselves. But the noose comes,slow in the drawing, tight and hard in the end. Hang if you will!' Now hisvoice changed, as he slowly mastered himself. 'I know not why I have had thepatience to speak to you. For I need you not, nor your little band ofgallopers, as swift to fly as to advance, Thjoden Horsemaster. Long ago Ioffered you a state beyond your merit and your wit. I have offered it again,so that those whom you mislead may clearly see the choice of roads. You giveme brag and abuse. So be it. Go back to your huts!

    'But you, Gandalf! For you at least I am grieved, feeling for your

    shame. How comes it that you can endure such company? For you are proud,Gandalf-and not without reason, having a noble mind and eyes that look bothdeep and far. Even now will you not listen to my counsel?'

    Gandalf stirred, and looked up. ’What have you to say that you did notsay at our last meeting?' he asked. 'Or, perhaps, you have things to unsay?'

    Saruman paused. 'Unsay?' he mused, as if puzzled. 'Unsay? I endeavouredto advise you for your own good, but you scarcely listened. You are proudand do not love advice, having indeed a store of your own wisdom. But onthat occasion you erred, I think, misconstruing my intentions wilfully. Ifear that in my eagerness to persuade you, I lost patience. And indeed Iregret it. For I bore you no ill-will; and even now I bear none, though youreturn to me in the company of the violent and the ignorant. How should I?Are we not both members of a high and ancient order, most excellent inMiddle-earth? Our friendship would profit us both alike. Much we could stillaccomplish together, to heal the disorders of the world. Let us understandone another, and dismiss from thought these lesser folk! Let them wait onour decisions! For the common good I am willing to redress the past, and toreceive you. Will you not consult with me? Will you not come up?'

    So great was the power that Saruman exerted in this last effort thatnone that stood within hearing were unmoved. But now the spell was whollydifferent. They heard the gentle remonstrance of a kindly king with anerring but much-loved minister. But they were shut out, listening at a doorto words not meant for them: ill-mannered children or stupid servantsoverhearing the elusive discourse of their elders, and wondering how itwould affect their lot. Of loftier mould these two were made: reverend andwise. It was inevitable that they should make alliance. Gandalf would ascendinto the tower, to discuss deep things beyond their comprehension in thehigh chambers of Orthanc. The door would be closed, and they would be leftoutside, dismissed to await allotted work or punishment. Even in the mind ofThjoden the thought took shape, like a shadow of doubt: 'He will betray us;he will go — we shall be lost.'

    Then Gandalf laughed. The fantasy vanished like a puff of smoke.

    'Saruman, Saruman!' said Gandalf still laughing. 'Saruman, you missedyour path in life. You should have been the king's jester and earned yourbread, and stripes too, by mimicking his counsellors. Ah me!' he paused,getting the better of his mirth. 'Understand one another? I fear I am beyondyour comprehension. But you, Saruman, I understand now too well. I keep a

    clearer memory of your arguments, and deeds, than you suppose. When last Ivisited you, you were the jailor of Mordor, and there I was to be sent. Nay,the guest who has escaped from the roof, will think twice before he comesback in by the door. Nay, I do not think I will come up. But listen,Saruman, for the last time! Will you not come down? Isengard has proved lessstrong than your hope and fancy made it. So may other things in which youstill have trust. Would it not be well to leave it for a while? To turn tonew things, perhaps? Think well, Saruman! Will you not come down?'

    A shadow passed over Saruman's face; then it went deathly white. Beforehe could conceal it, they saw through the mask the anguish of a mind indoubt, loathing to stay and dreading to leave its refuge. For a second hehesitated, and no one breathed. Then he spoke, and his voice was shrill andcold. Pride and hate were conquering him.

    'Will I come down?' he mocked. 'Does an unarmed man come down tospeak

    with robbers out of doors? I can hear you w ell enough here. I am no fool,and I do not trust you, Gandalf. They do not stand openly on my stairs, butI know where the wild wood-demons are lurking, at your command.'

    'The treacherous are ever distrustful,' answered Gandalf wearily. 'Butyou need not fear for your skin. I do not wish to kill you, or hurt you, asyou would know, if you really understood me. And I have the power to protectyou. I am giving you a last chance. You can leave Orthanc, free — if youchoose.'

    'That sounds well,' sneered Saruman. 'Very much in the manner ofGandalf the Grey: so condescending, and so very kind. I do not doubt thatyou would find Orthanc commodious, and my departure convenient. Butwhy

    should I wish to leave? And what do you mean by 'free'? There areconditions, I presume?'

    'Reasons for leaving you can see from your windows.' answered Gandalf.'Others will occur to your thought. Your servants are destroyed andscattered; your neighbours you have made your enemies; and you have cheatedyour new master, or tried to do so. When his eye turns hither, it will bethe red eye of wrath. But when I say 'free', I mean 'free': free from bond,of chain or command: to go where you will, even, even to Mordor, Saruman, ifyou desire. But you will first surrender to me the Key of Orthanc, and yourstaff. They shall be pledges of your conduct, to be returned later, if you

    merit them.'

    Saruman's face grew livid, twisted with rage, and a red light waskindled in his eyes. He laughed wildly. 'Later!' he cried, and his voicerose to a scream. 'Later! Yes, when you also have the Keys ofBarad-dyritself, I suppose; and the crowns of seven kings, and the rods of the FiveWizards, and have purchased yourself a pair of boots many sizes larger thanthose that you wear now. A modest plan. Hardly one in which my help isneeded! I have other things to do. Do not be a fool. If you wish to treatwith me, while you have a chance, go away, and come back when you aresober!

    And leave behind these cut-throats and small rag-tag that dangle at yourtail! Good day!' He turned and left the balcony.

    'Come back, Saruman!' said Gandalf in a commanding voice. To theamazement of the others, Saruman turned again, and as if dragged against hiswill, he came slowly back to the iron rail, leaning on it, breathing hard.

    His face was lined and shrunken. His hand clutched his heavy black stafflike a claw.

    'I did not give you leave to go,' said Gandalf sternly. 'I have notfinished. You have become a fool, Saruman, and yet pitiable. You might stillhave turned away from folly and evil, and have been of service. But youchoose to stay and gnaw the ends of your old plots. Stay then! But I warnyou. you will not easily come out again. Not unless the dark hands of theEast stretch out to take you. Saruman!' he cried, and his voice grew inpower and authority. 'Behold, I am not Gandalf the Grey, whom you betrayed.I am Gandalf the White, who has returned from death. You have no colournow,

    and I cast you from the order and from the Council.'

    He raised his hand, and spoke slowly in a clear cold voice. 'Saruman,your staff is broken.' There was a crack, and the staff split asunder inSaruman's hand, and the head of it fell down at Gandalfs feet. 'Go!' saidGandalf. With a cry Saruman fell back and crawled away. At that moment aheavy shining thing came hurtling down from above. It glanced off the ironrail, even as Saruman left it, and passing close to Gandalf's head, it smotethe stair on which he stood. The rail rang and snapped. The stair crackedand splintered in glittering sparks. But the ball was unharmed: it rolled ondown the steps, a globe of crystal, dark, but glowing with a heart of fire.

    As it bounded away towards a pool Pippin ran after it and picked it up.

    'The murderous rogue!'cried Jomer. But Gandalf was unmoved. No, thatwas not thrown b Saruman, he said; nor even at his bidding, I think. It camefrom a window far above. A parting shot from Master Wormtongue, I fancy,but

    ill aimed.'

    'The aim was poor, maybe, because he could not make up his mind whichhe hated more, you or Saruman,' said Aragorn.

    'That may be so,' said Gandalf. 'Small comfort will those two have intheir companionship: they will gnaw one another with words. But thepunishment is just. If Wormtongue ever comes out of Orthanc alive, it willbe more than he deserves.

    'Here, my lad, I'll take that! I did not ask you to handle it,' hecried, turning sharply and seeing Pippin coming up the steps, slowly, as ifhe were bearing a great weight. He went down to meet him and hastily tookthe dark globe from the hobbit, wrapping it in the folds of his cloak. 'Iwill take care of this,' he said. 'It is not a thing, I guess, that Sarumanwould have chosen to cast away.'

    'But he may have other things to cast,' said Gimli. 'If that is the endof the debate, let us go out of stone's throw, at least!'

    'It is the end,' said Gandalf. 'Let us go.'

    They turned their backs on the doors of Orthanc, and went down. Theriders hailed the king with joy, and saluted Gandalf. The spell of Sarumanwas broken: they had seen him come at call, and crawl away, dismissed.

    'Well, that is done,' said Gandalf. 'Now I must find Treebeard and tellhim how things have gone.'

    'He will have guessed, surely?' said Merry. 'Were they likely to endany other way?'

    'Not likely,' answered Gandalf, 'though they came to the balance of ahair. But I had reasons for trying; some merciful and some less so. FirstSaruman was shown that the power of his voice was waning. He cannot beboth

    tyrant and counsellor. When the plot is ripe it remains no longer secret.

    Yet he fell into the trap, and tried to deal with his victims piece-meal,while others listened. Then I gave him a last choice and a fair one: torenounce both Mordor and his private schemes, and make amends by helpingus

    in our need. He knows our need, none better. Great service he could have

    rendered. But he has chosen to withhold it, and keep the power of Orthanc.He will not serve, only command. He lives now in terror of the shadow ofMordor, and yet he still dreams of riding the storm. Unhappy fool! He willbe devoured, if the power of the East stretches out its arms to Isengard. Wecannot destroy Orthanc from without, but Sauron — who knows what he cando?'

    'And what if Sauron does not conquer? What will you do to him?' askedPippin.

    'I? Nothing!' said Gandalf. 'I will do nothing to him. I do not wishfor mastery. What w ill become of him? I cannot say. I grieve that so muchthat was good now festers in the tower. Still for us things have not gonebadly. Strange are the turns of fortune! Often does hatred hurt itself! Iguess that, even if we had entered in, we could have found few treasures inOrthanc more precious than the thing which Wormtongue threw down at us.'

    A shrill shriek; suddenly cut off, came from an open window high above.

    'It seems that Saruman thinks so too,' said Gandalf. 'Let us leavethem!'

    They returned now to the ruins of the gate. Hardly had they passed outunder the arch, when, from among the shadows of the piled stones where theyhad stood, Treebeard and a dozen other Ents came striding up. Aragorn, Gimliand Legolas gazed at them in wonder.

    'Here are three of my companions, Treebeard,' said Gandalf. 'I havespoken of them, but you have not yet seen them.' He named them one by one.

    The Old Ent looked at them long and searchingly, and spoke to them inturn. Last he turned to Legolas. 'So you have come all the way fromMirkwood, my good Elf? A very great forest it used to be!'

    'And still is,' said Legolas. 'But not so great that we who dwell thereever tire of seeing new trees. I should dearly love to journey in Fangorn'sWood. I scarcely passed beyond the eaves of it, and I did not wish to turnback.'

    Treebeard's eyes gleamed with pleasure. 'I hope you may have your wish,ere the hills be much older,' he said.

    'I will come, if I have the fortune,' said Legolas. 'I have made abargain with my friend that, if all goes well, we will visit Fangorntogether — by your leave.'

    'Any Elf that comes with you will be welcome,' said Treebeard.

    'The friend I speak of is not an Elf,' said Legolas; 'I mean Gimli,

    Gluin's son here.' Gimli bowed low, and the axe slipped from his belt andclattered on the ground.

    'Hoom, hm! Ah now,' said Treebeard, looking dark-eyed at him. A dwarfand an axe-bearer! Hoom! I have good will to Elves; but you ask much. Thisis a strange friendship!'’Strange it may seem,'said Legolas;'but whileGimli lives I shall not come to Fangorn alone. His axe is not for trees, butfor ore-necks, O Fangorn, Master of Fangorn's Wood. Forty-two he hewed inthe battle.'

    'Hoo! Come now!' said Treebeard. 'That is a better story! Well, well,things will go as they will; and there is no need to hurry to meet them. Butnow we must part for a while. Day is drawing to an end, yet Gandalf says youmust go ere nightfall, and the Ford of the Mark is eager for his own house.'

    'Yes, we must go, and go now,' said Gandalf. 'I fear that I must takeyour gatekeepers from you. But you will manage well enough without them.'

    'Maybe I shall,' said Treebeard. 'But I shall miss them. We have becomefriends in so short a while that I think I must be getting hasty — growingbackwards towards youth, perhaps. But there, they are the first new thingunder Sun or Moon that I have seen for many a long, long day. I shall notforget them. I have put their names into the Fong Fist. Ents will rememberit.

    Ents the earthborn, old as mountains,

    the wide-walkers, water drinking;

    and hungry as hunters, the Hobbit children,

    the laughing-folk, the little people,

    they shall remain friends as long as leaves are renewed. Fare you well!

    But if you hear news up in your pleasant land, in the Shire, send me word!You know what I mean: word or sight of the Entwives. Come yourselves ifyoucan!'

    'We will!' said Merry and Pippin together, and they turned awayhastily. Treebeard looked at them, and was silent for a while, shaking hishead thoughtfully. Then he turned to Gandalf.

    'So Saruman would not leave?' he said. 'I did not think he would. Hisheart is as rotten as a black Huorn's. Still, if I were overcome and all mytrees destroyed, I would not come while I had one dark hole left to hidein.'

    'No,' said Gandalf. 'But you have not plotted to cover all the world

    with your trees and choke all other living things. But there it is, Sarumanremains to nurse his hatred and weave again such webs as he can. He has theKey of Orthanc. But he must not be allowed to escape.'

    'Indeed no! Ents will see to that,' said Treebeard. 'Saruman shall notset foot beyond the rock, without my leave. Ents will watch over him.’

    'Good!' said Gandalf. 'That is what I hoped. Now I can go and turn toother matters with one care the less. But you must be wary. The waters havegone down. It will not be enough to put sentinels round the tower, I fear. Ido not doubt that there were deep ways delved under Orthanc, and thatSaruman hopes to go and come unmarked, before long. If you will undertakethe labour, I beg you to pour in the waters again; and do so, until Isengardremains a standing pool, or you discover the outlets. When all theunderground places are drowned, and the outlets blocked, then Saruman muststay upstairs and look out of the windows.'

    'Leave it to the Ents!’said Treebeard. 'We shall search the valleyfrom head to foot and peer under every pebble. Trees are coming back to livehere, old trees, wild trees. The Watchwood we will call it. Not a squirrelwill go here, but I shall know of it. Leave it to Ents! Until seven timesthe years in which he tormented us have passed, we shall not tire ofwatching him.'

    Chapter 11. The Palantnr

    The sun was sinking behind the long western arm of the mountains whenGandalf and his companions, and the king with his Riders, set out again fromIsengard. Gandalf took Merry behind him, and Aragorn took Pippin. Two ofthe

    king's men went on ahead, riding swiftly, and passed soon out of sight downinto the valley. The others followed at an easy pace.

    Ents in a solemn row stood like statues at the gate, with their longarms uplifted, but they made no sound. Merry and Pippin looked back, whenthey had passed some way down the winding road. Sunlight was still shiningin the sky, but long shadows reached over Isengard: grey ruins falling intodarkness. Treebeard stood alone there now, like the distant stump of an oldtree: the hobbits thought of their first meeting, upon the sunny ledge faraway on the borders of Fangorn.

    They came to the pillar of the White Hand. The pillar was stillstanding, but the graven hand had been thrown down and broken into smallpieces. Right in the middle of the road the long forefinger lay, white inthe dusk, its red nail darkening to black.

    'The Ents pay attention to every detail!' said Gandalf.

    They rode on, and evening deepened in the valley.

    'Are we riding far tonight, Gandalf?' asked Merry after a while. 'Idon't know how you feel with small rag-tag dangling behind you; but therag-tag is tired and will be glad to stop dangling and lie down.'

    'So you heard that?' said Gandalf. 'Don't let it rankle! Be thankful nolonger words were aimed at you. He had his eyes on you. If it is any comfortto your pride, I should say that, at the moment, you and Pippin are more inhis thoughts than all the rest of us. Who you are; how you came there, andwhy; what you know; whether you were captured, and if so, how you escapedwhen all the Ores perished — it is with those little riddles that the greatmind ^ Saruman is troubled. A sneer from him, Meriadoc, is a compliment, ifyou feel honoured by his concern.'

    'Thank you!' said Merry. 'But it is a greater honour to dangle at yourtail, Gandalf. For one thing, in that position one has a chance of putting a

    question a second time. Are we riding far tonight?'

    Gandalf laughed. 'A most unquenchable hobbit! All Wizards should have ahobbit or two in their care — to teach them the meaning of the word, and tocorrect them. I beg your pardon. But I have given thought even to thesesimple matters. We will ride for a few hours, gently, until we come to theend of the valley. Tomorrow we must ride faster.

    ’When we came, we meant to go straight from Isengard back to the king'shouse at Edoras over the plains, a ride of some days. But we have takenthought and changed the plan. Messengers have gone ahead to Helm's Deep, towarn them that the king is returning tomorrow. He will ride from there withmany men to Dunharrow by paths among the hills. From now on no more thantwo

    or three together are to go openly over the land, by day or night, when itcan be avoided.'

    'Nothing or a double helping is your way!' said Merry. 'I am afraid Iwas not looking beyond tonight's bed. Where and what are Helm's Deep and allthe rest of it? I don't know anything about this country.'

    'Then you'd best learn something, if you wish to understand what ishappening. But not just now, and not from me: I have too many pressingthings to think about.'

    'All right, I'll tackle Strider by the camp-fire: he's less testy. Butwhy all this secrecy? I thought we'd won the battle!'

    Yes, we have won, but only the first victor and that in itselfincreases our danger. There was some link between Isengard and Mordor,which

    I have not yet fathomed. How they exchanged news I am not sure; but they didso. The Eye of Barad-dyr will be looking impatiently towards the Wizard'sVale, I think; and towards Rohan. The less it sees the better.'

    The road passed slowly, winding down the valley. Now further, and nownearer Isen flowed in its stony bed. Night came down from the mountains. Allthe mists were gone. A chill wind blew. The moon, now waxing round, filledthe eastern sky with a pale cold sheen. The shoulders of the mountain totheir right sloped down to bare hills. The wide plains opened grey beforethem.

    At last they halted. Then they turned aside, leaving the highway andtaking to the sweet upland turf again. Going westward a mile or so they cameto a dale. It opened southward, leaning back into the slope of round Dol

    Baran, the last hill of the northern ranges, greenfooted, crowned withheather. The sides of the glen were shaggy with last year's bracken, amongwhich the tight-curled fronds of spring were just thrusting through thesweet-scented earth. Thornbushes grew thick upon the low banks, and underthem they made their camp, two hours or so before the middle of the night.They lit a fire in a hollow, down among the roots of a spreading hawthorn,tall as a tree, writhen with age; but hale in every limb. Buds were swellingat each twig's tip.

    Guards were set, two at a watch. The rest, after they had supped,wrapped themselves in a cloak and blanket and slept. The hobbits lay in acorner by themselves upon a pile of old bracken. Merry was sleepy, butPippin now seemed curiously restless. The bracken cracked and rustled, as hetwisted and turned.

    'What’s the matter?' asked Merry. 'Are you lying on an ant-hill?'

    'No,' said Pippin, 'but I'm not comfortable. I wonder how long it issince I slept in a bed?'

    Merry yawned. 'Work it out on your fingers!' he said. 'But you mustknow how long it is since we left Lurien.'

    'Oh, that!' said Pippin. 'I mean a real bed in a bedroom.'

    'Well, Rivendell then,' said Merry. 'But I could sleep anywheretonight.'

    'You had the luck, Merry,' said Pippin softly, after a long pause. 'Youwere riding with Gandalf.'

    'Well, what of it?'

    'Did you get any news, any information out of him?'

    'Yes, a good deal. More than usual. But you heard it all or most of it:you were close by, and we were talking no secrets. But you can go with himtomorrow, if you think you can get more out of him-and if he'll have you.'

    'Can I? Good! But he's close, isn't he? Not changed at all.'

    'Oh yes, he is!' said Merry, waking up a little, and beginning towonder what was bothering his companion. 'He has grown, or something. Hecan

    be both kinder and more alarming, merrier and more solemn than before, Ithink. He has changed; but we have not had a chance to see how much, yet.But think of the last part of that business with Saruman! Remember Sarumanwas once Gandalf s superior: head of the Council, whatever that may be

    exactly. He was Saruman the White. Gandalf is the White now. Sarumancame

    when he was told, and his rod was taken; and then he was just told to go,and he went!'

    'Well, if Gandalf has changed at all, then he's closer than ever that'sall,' Pippin argued. 'That-glass ball, now. He seemed mighty pleased withit. He knows or guesses something about it. But does he tell us what? No,not a word. Yet I picked it up, and I saved it from rolling into a pool.

    Here, I'll take that, my lad — that's all. I wonder what it is? It felt sovery heavy.' Pippin's voice fell very low as if he was talking to himself.

    'Hullo!' said Merry. 'So that's what is bothering you? Now, Pippin mylad, don't forget Gildor's saying — the one Sam used to quote: Do notmeddle in the at Fairs of Wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger.'

    'But our whole life for months has been one long meddling in theaffairs of Wizards,' said Pippin. 'I should like a bit of information aswell as danger. I should like a look at that ball.'

    'Go to sleep!' said Merry. 'You'll get information enough, sooner orlater. My dear Pippin, no Took ever beat a Brandybuck for inquisitiveness;but is this the time, I ask you?'

    'All right! What's the harm in my telling you what I should like: alook at that stone? I know I can't have it, with old Gandalf sitting on it,like a hen on an egg. But it doesn't help much to get no more from you thana you-can 't-have-it so-go-to-sleep!'

    'Well, what else could I say?' said Merry. 'I'm sorry, Pippin, but youreally must wait till the morning. I'll be as curious as you like afterbreakfast, and I'll help in any way I can at wizard-wheedling. But I can'tkeep awake any longer. If I yawn any more, I shall split at the ears. Goodnight!'

    Pippin said no more. He lay still now, but sleep remained far away; andit was not encouraged by the sound of Merry breathing softly, asleep in afew minutes after saying good night. 'The thought of the dark globe seemedto grow stronger as all grew quiet. Pippin felt again its weight in hishands, and saw again the mysterious red depths into which he had looked fora moment. He tossed and turned and tried to think of something else.

    At last he could stand it no longer. He got up and looked round. It waschilly, and he wrapped his cloak about him. The moon was shining cold andwhite, down into the dell, and the shadows of the bushes were black. All

    about lay sleeping shapes. The two guards were not in view: they were up onthe hill, perhaps, or hidden in the bracken. Driven by some impulse that hedid not understand, Pippin walked softly to where Gandalf lay. He lookeddown at him. The wizard seemed asleep, but with lids not fully closed: therewas a glitter of eyes under his long lashes. Pippin stepped back hastily.

    But Gandalf made no sign; and drawn forward once more, half against hiswill, the hobbit crept up again from behind the wizard's head. He was rolledin a blanket, with his cloak spread over the top; and close beside him,between his right side and his bent arm, there was a hummock, somethinground wrapped in a dark cloth; his hand seemed only just to have slipped offit to the ground.

    Hardly breathing, Pippin crept nearer, foot by foot. At last he kneltdown. Then he put his hands out stealthily, and slowly lifted the lump up:it did not seem quite so heavy as he had expected. 'Only some bundle ofoddments, perhaps, after all,' he thought with a strange sense of relief;but he did not put the bundle down again. He stood for a moment clasping it.Then an idea came into his mind. He tiptoed away, found a large stone, andcame back.

    Quickly now he drew off the cloth, wrapped the stone in it and kneelingdown, laid it back by the wizard's hand. Then at last he looked at the thingthat he had uncovered. There it was: a smooth globe of crystal, now dark anddead, lying bare before his knees. Pippin lifted it, covered it hurriedly inhis own cloak, and half turned to go back to his bed. At that moment Gandalfmoved in his sleep, and muttered some words: they seemed to be in a strangetongue; his hand groped out and clasped the wrapped stone, then he sighedand did not move again.

    'You idiotic fool!' Pippin muttered to himself. 'You're going to getyourself into frightful trouble. Put it back quick!' But he found now thathis knees quaked, and he did not dare to go near enough to the wizard toreach the bundle. 'I'll never get it back now without waking him,' hethought, 'not till I'm a bit calmer. S0I may as well have a look first. Notjust here though!' He stole away, and sat down on a green hillock not farfrom his bed. The moon looked in over the edge of the dell.

    Pippin sat with his knees drawn up and the ball between them. He bentlow over it, looking like a greedy child stooping over a bowl of food, in acorner away from others. He drew his cloak aside and gazed at it. The airseemed still and tense about him. At first the globe was dark, black as jet,

    with the moonlight gleaming on its surface. Then there came a faint glow andstir in the heart of it, and it held his eyes, so that now he could not lookaway. Soon all the inside seemed on fire; the ball was spinning, or thelights within were revolving. Suddenly the lights went out. He gave a gaspand struggled; but he remained bent, clasping the ball with both hands.Closer and closer he bent, and then became rigid; his lips moved soundlesslyfor a while. Then with a strangled cry he fell back and lay still.

    The cry was piercing. The guards leapt down from the banks. All thecamp was soon astir.

    ’So this is the thief!'said Gandalf. Hastily he cast his cloak overthe globe where it lay. ’But you, Pippin! This is a grievous turn tothings!’ He knelt by Pippin's body: the hobbit was lying on his back rigid,with unseeing eyes staring up at the sky. 'The devilry! What mischief has hedone-to himself, and to all of us?' The wizard's face was drawn and haggard.

    He took Pippin's hand and bent over his face, listening for his breath;then he laid his hands on his brow. The hobbit shuddered. His eyes closed.He cried out; and sat up. staring in bewilderment at all the faces roundhim, pale in the moonlight.

    'It is not for you, Saruman!' he cried in a shrill and toneless voiceshrinking away from Gandalf. 'I will send for it at once. Do you understand?Say just that!' Then he struggled to get up and escape but Gandalf held himgently and firmly.

    'Peregrin Took!' he said. 'Come back!'

    The hobbit relaxed and fell back, clinging to the wizard's hand.'Gandalf!' he cried. 'Gandalf! Forgive me!'

    'Forgive you?' said the wizard. 'Tell me first what you have done!'

    'I, I took the ball and looked at it,' stammered Pippin; 'and I sawthings that frightened me. And I wanted to go away, but I couldn't. And thenhe came and questioned me; and he looked at me, and, and that is all Iremember.'

    'That won't do,' said Gandalf sternly. 'What did you see, and what didyou say?'

    Pippin shut his eyes and shivered, but said nothing. They all stared athim in silence, except Merry who turned away. But Gandalf s face was stillhard. 'Speak!' he said.

    In a low hesitating voice Pippin began again, and slowly his words grewclearer and stronger. 'I saw a dark sky, and tall battlements,' he said.

    'And tiny stars. It seemed very far away and long ago, yet hard and clear.Then the stars went in and out-they were cut off by things with wings. Verybig, I think, really; but in the glass they looked like bats wheeling roundthe tower. I thought there were nine of them. One began to fly straighttowards me, getting bigger and bigger. It had a horrible — no, no! I can'tsay.

    'I tried to get away, because I thought it would fly out; but when ithad covered all the globe, it disappeared. Then he came. He did not speak sothat I could hear words. He just looked, and I understood.

    "'So you have come back? Why have you neglected to report for so long?"

    'I did not answer. He said: "Who are you?" I still did not answer, butit hurt me horribly; and he pressed me, so I said: "A hobbit."

    'Then suddenly he seemed to see me, and he laughed at me. It was cruel.

    It was like being stabbed with knives. I struggled. But he said: "Wait amoment! We shall meet again soon. Tell Saruman that this dainty is not forhim. I will send for it at once. Do you understand? Say just that!"

    'Then he gloated over me. I felt I was falling to pieces. No, no! Ican't say any more. I don't remember anything else.'

    'Look at me!' said Gandalf.

    Pippin looked up straight into his eyes. The wizard held his gaze for amoment in silence. Then his face grew gentler, and the shadow of a smileappeared. He laid his hand softly on Pippin's head.

    'All right!' he said. 'Say no more! You have taken no harm. There is nolie in your eyes, as I feared. But he did not speak long with you. A fool,but an honest fool, you remain, Peregrin Took. Wiser ones might have doneworse in such a pass. But mark this! You have been saved, and all yourfriends too, mainly by good fortune, as it is called. You cannot count on ita second time. If he had questioned you, then and there, almost certainlyyou would have told all that you know, to the ruin of us all. But he was tooeager. He did not want information only: he wanted you, quickly, so that hecould deal with you in the Dark Tower, slowly. Don't shudder! If you willmeddle in the affairs of Wizards, you must be prepared to think of suchthings. But come! I forgive you. Be comforted! Things have not turned out asevilly as they might.'

    He lifted Pippin gently and carried him back to his bed. Merryfollowed, and sat down beside him. Lie there and rest, if you can, Pippin!'said Gandalf. 'Trust me. If you feel an itch in your palms again, tell me of

    it! Such things can be cured. But anyway, my dear hobbit, don't put a lumpof rock under my elbow again! Now, I will leave you two together for awhile.'

    With that Gandalf returned to the others, who were still standing bythe Orthanc-stone in troubled thought. 'Peril comes in the night when leastexpected,' he said. 'We have had a narrow escape!'

    'How is the hobbit, Pippin?' asked Aragorn.

    'I think all will be well now,' answered Gandalf. 'He was not heldlong, and hobbits have an amazing power of recovery. The memory, or thehorror of it, will probably fade quickly. Too quickly, perhaps. Will you,Aragorn, take the Orthanc-stone and guard it? It is a dangerous charge.'

    'Dangerous indeed, but not to all,' said Aragorn. 'There is one who mayclaim it by right. For this assuredly is the palantnr of Orthanc from thetreasury of Elendil, set here by the Kings of Gondor. Now my hour drawsnear. I will take it.'

    Gandalf looked at Aragorn, and then, to the surprise of the others, helifted the covered Stone, and bowed as he presented it.

    'Receive it, lord!' he said: 'in earnest of other things that shall begiven back. But if I may counsel you in the use of your own, do not use it— yet! Be wary!'

    'When have I been hasty or unwary, who have waited and prepared for somany long years?' said Aragorn.

    'Never yet. Do not then stumble at the end of the road,' answeredGandalf. 'But at the least keep this thing secret. You, and all others thatstand here! The hobbit, Peregrin, above all should not know where it isbestowed. The evil fit may come on him again. For alas! he has handled itand looked in it, as should never have happened. He ought never to havetouched it in Isengard, and there I should have been quicker. But my mindwas bent on Saruman, and I did not at once guess the nature of the Stone.Then I was weary, and as I lay pondering it, sleep overcame me. Now I know!'

    'Yes, there can be no doubt,' said Aragorn. 'At last we know the link'between Isengard and Mordor, and how it worked. Much is explained.' 'Strangepowers have our enemies, and strange weaknesses!' said Thjoden. 'But it haslong been said: oft evil will shall evil mar.'

    'That many times is seen,' said Gandalf. 'But at this time we have beenstrangely fortunate. Maybe, I have been saved by this hobbit from a graveblunder. I had considered whether or not to probe this Stone myself to find

    its uses. Had I done so, I should have been revealed to him myself. I am notready for such a trial, if indeed I shall ever be so: But even if I foundthe power to withdraw myself, it would be disastrous for him to see me, yet— until the hour comes when secrecy will avail no longer.'

    'That hour is now come, I think,' said Aragorn.

    'Not yet,' said Gandalf. 'There remains a short while of doubt which wemust use. The Enemy, it is clear, thought that the Stone was in Orthanc —why should he not? And that therefore the hobbit was captive there, drivento look in the glass for his torment by Saruman. That dark mind will befilled now with the voice and face of the hobbit and with expectation: itmay take some time before he learns his error. We must snatch that time. Wehave been too leisurely. We must move. The neighbourhood of Isengard is noplace now to linger in. I will ride ahead at once with Peregrin Took. Itwill be better for him than lying in the dark while others sleep.'

    'I will keep Jomer and ten Riders,' said the king. 'They shall ridewith me at early day. The rest may go with Aragorn and ride as soon as theyhave a mind.'

    'As you will,' said Gandalf. 'But make all the speed you may to thecover of the hills, to Helm's Deep!'

    At that moment a shadow fell over them. The bright moonlight seemed tobe suddenly cut off. Several of the Riders cried out, and crouched, holdingtheir arms above their heads, as if to ward off a blow from above: a blindfear and a deadly cold fell on them. Cowering they looked up. A vast wingedshape passed over the moon like a black cloud. It wheeled and went north,flying at a speed greater than any wind of Middle-earth. The stars faintedbefore it. It was gone.

    They stood up, rigid as stones. Gandalf was gazing up, his arms out anddownwards, stiff, his hands clenched.

    'Nazgyl!' he cried. 'The messenger of Mordor. The storm is coming. TheNazgyl have crossed the River! Ride, ride! Wait not for the dawn! Let notthe swift wait for the slow! Ride!'

    He sprang away, calling Shadowfax as he ran. Aragorn followed him.Going to Pippin, Gandalf picked him up in his arms. 'You shall come with methis time,' he said. 'Shadowfax shall show you his paces.' Then he ran tothe place where he had slept. Shadowfax stood there already. Slinging thesmall bag which was all his luggage across his shoulders, the wizard leaptupon the horse's back. Aragorn lifted Pippin and set him in Gandalf s arms,

    ,wrapped in cloak and blanket.

    ’Farewell! Follow fast!' cried Gandalf. 'Away, Shadowfax!'

    The great horse tossed his head. His flowing tail flicked in themoonlight. Then he leapt forward, spurning the earth, and was gone like thenorth wind from the mountains.

    'A beautiful, restful night!' said Merry to Aragorn. 'Some folk havewonderful luck. He did not want to sleep, and he wanted to ride with Gandalf— and there he goes! Instead of being turned into a stone himself to standhere for ever as a warning.'

    'If you had been the first to lift the Orthanc-stone, and not he, howwould it be now?' said Aragorn. 'You might have done worse. Who can say?But

    now it is your luck to come with me, I fear. At once. Go and get ready, andbring anything that Pippin left behind. Make haste!'

    Over the plains Shadowfax was flying, needing no urging and noguidance. Less than an hour had passed, and they had reached the Fords ofIsen and crossed them. The Mound of the Riders and its cold spears lay greybehind them.

    Pippin was recovering. He was warm, but the wind in his face was keenand refreshing. He was with Gandalf. The horror of the stone and of thehideous shadow over the moon was fading, things left behind in the mists ofthe mountains or in a passing dream. He drew a deep breath.

    'I did not know you rode bare-back, Gandalf,' he said. 'You haven't asaddle or a bridle!'

    'I do not ride elf-fashion, except on Shadowfax,' said Gandalf. 'ButShadowfax will have no harness. You do not ride Shadowfax: he is willing tocarry you-or not. If he is willing, that is enough. It is then his businessto see that you remain on his back, unless you jump off into the air.'

    'How fast is he going?' asked Pippin. 'Fast by the wind, but verysmooth. And how light his footfalls are!'

    'He is running now as fast as the swiftest horse could gallop,'answered Gandalf; 'but that is not fast for him. The land is rising a littlehere, and is more broken than it was beyond the river. But see how the WhiteMountains are drawing near under the stars! Yonder are the Thrihyrne peakslike black spears. It will not be long before we reach the branching roadsand come to the Deeping-coomb, where the battle was fought two nights ago.'

    Pippin was silent again for a while. He heard Gandalf singing softly to

    himself, murmuring brief snatches of rhyme in many tongues, as the miles ranunder them. At last the wizard passed into a song of which the hobbit caughtthe words: a few lines came clear to his ears through the rushing of thewind:

    Tall ships and tall kings

    Three times three,

    What brought they from the foundered land

    Over the flowing sea?

    Seven stars and seven stones

    And one white tree.

    ’What are you saying, Gandalf?' asked Pippin.

    'I was just running over some of the Rhymes of Lore in my mind 'answered the wizard. 'Hobbits, I suppose, have forgotten them, even thosethat they ever knew.'

    'No, not all,' said Pippin. 'And we have many of our own, whichwouldn't interest you, perhaps. But I have never heard this one. What is itabout — the seven stars and seven stones?'

    'About thepalantnri of the Kings of Old,' said Gandalf.

    'And what are they?'

    'The name meant that which looks far away. The Orthanc-stone was one.'

    'Then it was not made, not made' — Pippin hesitated — 'by the Enemy?'

    'No,' said Gandalf. 'Nor by Saruman. It is beyond his art, and beyondSauron's too. The palantnri came from beyond Westernesse from Eldamar.

    The

    Noldor made them. Flanor himself, maybe, wrought them, in days so long agothat the time cannot be measured in years. But there is nothing that Sauroncannot turn to evil uses. Alas for Saruman! It was his downfall, as I nowperceive. Perilous to us all are the devices of an art deeper than wepossess ourselves. Yet he must bear the blame. Fool! to keep it secret, forhis own profit. No word did he ever speak of it to any of the Council. Wehad not yet given thought to the fate of the palantnri of Gondor in itsruinous wars. By Men they were almost forgotten. Even in Gondor they were asecret known only to a few; in Arnor they were remembered only in a rhyme oflore among the D®nedain.'

    'What did the Men of old use them for?' asked Pippin, delighted andastonished at getting answers to so many questions, and wondering how longit would last.

    To see far off, and to converse in thought with one another,' saidGandalf. 'In that way they long guarded and united the realm of Gondor. Theyset up Stones at Minas Anor, and at Minas Ithil, and at Orthanc in the ringof Isengard. The chief and master of these was under the Dome of Stars atOsgiliath before its ruin. The three others were far away in the North. Inthe house of Elrond it is told that they were at Ann®minas, and Amon Syl,and Elendil's Stone was on the Tower Hills that look towards Mithlond in theGulf of Lune where the grey ships lie.

    'Eachpalantnr replied to each, but all those in Gondor were ever opento the view of Osgiliath. Now it appears that, as the rock of Orthanc haswithstood the storms of time, so there the palantnr of that tower hasremained. But alone it could do nothing but see small images of things faroff and days remote. Very useful, no doubt, that was to Saruman; yet itseems that he was not content. Further and further abroad he gazed, until hecast his gaze upon Barad-dyr. Then he was caught!

    'Who knows where the lost Stones of Arnor and Gondor now lie buried, ordrowned deep? But one. at least Sauron must have obtained and mastered tohis purposes. I guess that it was the Ithil-stone, for he took Minas Ithillong ago and turned it into an evil place: Minas Morgul, it has become.

    'Easy it is now to guess how quickly the roving eye of Saruman wastrapped and held; and how ever since he has been persuaded from afar, anddaunted when persuasion would not serve. The biter bit, the hawk under theeagle's foot, the spider in a steel web! How long, I wonder, has he beenconstrained to come often to his glass for inspection and instruction, andthe Orthanc-stone so bent towards Barad-dyr that, if any save a will ofadamant now looks into it, it will bear his mind and sight swiftly thither?

    And how it draws one to itself! Have I not felt it? Even now my heartdesires to test my will upon it, to see if I could not wrench it from himand turn it where I would-to look across the wide seas of water and of timeto Tirion the Fair, and perceive the unimaginable hand and mind of Flanor attheir work, while both the White Tree and the Golden were in flower!' Hesighed and fell silent.

    'I wish I had known all this before,' said Pippin. 'I had no notion ofwhat I was doing.'

    'Oh yes, you had,' said Gandalf. 'You knew you were behaving wronglyand foolishly; and you told yourself so, though you did not listen. I didnot tell you all this before, because it is only by musing on all that has

    happened that I have at last understood, even as we ride together. But if Ihad spoken sooner, it would not have lessened your desire, or made it easierto resist. On the contrary! No, the burned hand teaches best. After thatadvice about fire goes to the heart.'

    'It does,' said Pippin. 'If all the seven stones were laid out beforeme now, I should shut my eyes and put my hands in my pockets.'

    'Good!' said Gandalf. 'That is what I hoped.'

    'But I should like to know—' Pippin began.

    'Mercy!' cried Gandalf. 'If the giving of information is to be the cureof your inquisitiveness, I shall spend all the rest of my days in answeringyou. What more do you want to know?'

    'The names of all the stars, and of all living things, and the wholehistory of Middle-earth and Over-heaven and of the Sundering Seas ' laughedPippin.'Of course! What less? But I am notin a hurry tonight. At themoment I was just wondering about the black shadow. I heard you shout"messenger of Mordor". What was it? What could it do at Isengard?'

    'It was a Black Rider on wings, a Nazgyl,' said Gandalf. 'It could havetaken you away to the Dark Tower.'

    'But it was not coming for me, was it?' faltered Pippin. 'I mean, itdidn't know that I had... '

    'Of course not,' said Gandalf. 'It is two hundred leagues or more instraight flight from Barad-dyr to Orthanc, and even a Nazgyl would take afew hours to fly between them. But Saruman certainly looked in the Stonesince the ore-raid, and more of his secret thought, I do not doubt, has beenread than he intended. A messenger has been sent to find out what he isdoing. And after what has happened tonight another will come, I think, andswiftly. So Saruman will come to the last pinch of the vice that he has puthis hand in. He has no captive to send. He has no Stone to see with, andcannot answer the summons. Sauron will only believe that he is withholdingthe captive and refusing to use the Stone. It will not help Saruman to tellthe truth to the messenger. For Isengard may be ruined, yet he is still safein Orthanc. So whether he will or no, he will appear a rebel. Yet herejected us, so as to avoid that very thing! What he will do in such aplight, I cannot guess. He has power still, I think, while in Orthanc, toresist the Nine Riders. He may try to do so. He may try to trap the Nazgyl,or at least to slay the thing on which it now rides the air. In that caselet Rohan look to its horses!

    'But I cannot tell how it will fall out, well or ill for us. It may bethat the counsels of the Enemy will be confused, or hindered by his wrathwith Saruman. It may be that he will learn that I was there and stood uponthe stairs of Orthanc-with hobbits at my tail. Or that an heir of Elendillives and stood beside me. If Wormtongue was not deceived by the armour ofRohan, he would remember Aragorn and the title that he claimed. That is whatI fear. And so we fly — not from danger but into greater danger. Everystride of Shadowfax bears you nearer to the Land of Shadow, Peregrin Took.'

    Pippin made no answer, but clutched his cloak, as if a sudden chill hadstruck him. Grey land passed under them.

    'See now!'said Gandalf.'The Westfold dales are opening before us.

    Here we come back to the eastward road. The dark shadow yonder is themouth

    of the Deeping-coomb. That way lies Aglarond and the Glittering Caves. Donot ask me about them. Ask Gimli, if you meet again, and for the first timeyou may get an answer longer than you wish. You will not see the cavesyourself, not on this journey. Soon they will be far behind.'

    'I thought you were going to stop at Helm's Deep!' said Pippin. 'Whereare you going then?'

    'To Minas Tirith, before the seas of war surround it.'

    'Oh! And how far is that?'

    'Leagues upon leagues,' answered Gandalf. 'Thrice as far as thedwellings of King Thjoden, and they are more than a hundred miles east fromhere, as the messengers of Mordor fly. Shadowfax must run a longer road.Which will prove the swifter?

    'We shall ride now till daybreak, and that is some hours away. Theneven Shadowfax must rest, in some hollow of the hills: at Edoras, I hope.Sleep, if you can! You may see the first glimmer of dawn upon the goldenroof of the house of Eorl. And in two days thence you shall see the purpleshadow of Mount Mindolluin and the walls of the tower of Denethor white inthe morning.

    'Away now, Shadowfax! Run, greatheart, run as you have never runbefore! Now we are come to the lands where you were foaled and every stoneyou know. Run now! Hope is in speed!'

    Shadowfax tossed his head and cried aloud, as if a trumpet had summonedhim to battle. Then he sprang forward. Fire flew from his feet; night rushedover him.

    As he fell slowly into sleep, Pippin had a strange feeling: he andGandalf were still as stone, seated upon the statue of a running horse,while the world rolled away beneath his feet with a great noise of wind.

    * BOOK IV *

    Chapter 1. The Taming of Smjagol

    'Well, master, we’re in a fix and no mistake,' said Sam Gamgee. Hestood despondently with hunched shoulders beside Frodo, and peered out withpuckered eyes into the gloom.

    It was the third evening since they had fled from the Company, as faras they could tell: they had almost lost count of the hours during whichthey had climbed and laboured among the barren slopes and stones of theEmyn

    Muil, sometimes retracing their steps because they could find no wayforward, sometimes discovering that they had wandered in a circle back towhere they had been hours before. Yet on the whole they had worked steadilyeastward, keeping as near as they could find a way to the outer edge of thisstrange twisted knot of hills. But always they found its outward facessheer, high and impassable, frowning over the plain below; beyond itstumbled skirts lay livid festering marshes where nothing moved and not evena bird was to be seen.

    The hobbits stood now on the brink of a tall cliff, bare and bleak, itsfeet wrapped in mist; and behind them rose the broken highlands crowned withdrifting cloud. A chill wind' blew from the East. Night was gathering overthe shapeless lands before them; the sickly green of them was fading to asullen brown. Far away to the right the Anduin, that had gleamed fitfully insun-breaks during the day, was now hidden in shadow. But their eyes did notlook beyond the River, back to Gondor, to their friends, to the lands ofMen. South and east they stared to where, at the edge of the oncoming night,a dark line hung, like distant mountains of motionless smoke. Every now andagain a tiny red gleam far away flickered upwards on the rim of earth andsky.

    'What a fix! ' said Sam. 'That's the one place in all the lands we'veever heard of that we don't want to see any closer; and that's the one placewe're trying to get to! And that's just where we can't get, nohow. We'vecome the wrong way altogether, seemingly. We can't get down; and if we did

    get down, we’d find all that green land a nasty bog, I'll warrant. Phew! Canyou smell it?' He sniffed at the wind.

    ’Yes, I can smell it,' said Frodo, but he did not move, and his eyesremained fixed, staring out towards the dark line and the flickering flame.'Mordor! ' he muttered under his breath. 'If I must go there I wish I couldcome there quickly and make an end! ' He shuddered. The wind was chilly andyet heavy with an odour of cold decay. 'Well,' he said, at last withdrawinghis eyes, 'we cannot stay here all night, fix or no fix. We must find a moresheltered spot, and camp once more; and perhaps another day will show us apath.’

    'Or another and another and another,' muttered Sam. 'Or maybe no day.We've come the wrong way.'

    'I wonder,' said Frodo. 'It's my doom, I think, to go to that Shadowyonder, so that a way will be found. But will good or evil show it to me?

    What hope we had was in speed. Delay plays into the Enemy's hands-and here Iam: delayed. Is it the will of the Dark Tower that steers us? All my choiceshave proved ill. I should have left the Company long before, and come downfrom the North, east of the River and of the Emyn Muil, and so over the hardof Battle Plain to the passes of Mordor. But now it isn't possible for youand me alone to find a way back, and the Ores are prowling on the east bank.Every day that passes is a precious day lost. I am tired, Sam. I don't knowwhat is to be done. What food have we got left?'

    'Only those, what d'you call 'em, lembas, Mr. Frodo. A fair supply. Butthey are better than naught, by a long bite. I never thought, though, when Ifirst set tooth in them, that I should ever come to wish for a change. But Ido now: a bit of plain bread, and a mug — aye, half a mug — of beer wouldgo down proper. I've lugged my cooking-gear all the way from the last camp,and what use has it been? Naught to make a fire with, for a start; andnaught to cook, not even grass!'

    They turned away and went down into a stony hollow. The westering sunwas caught into clouds, and night came swiftly. They slept as well as theycould for the cold, turn and turn about, in a nook among great jaggedpinnacles of weathered rock; at least they were sheltered from the easterlywind.

    'Did you see them again, Mr. Frodo?’ asked Sam, as they sat, stiff andchilled, munching wafers of lembas, in the cold grey of early morning.

    'No,' said Frodo. 'I've heard nothing, and seen nothing, for two nights

    now.'

    'Nor me,' said Sam. 'Grrr! Those eyes did give me a turn! But perhapswe've shaken him off at last, the miserable slinker. Gollum! I'll give himgollum in his throat, if ever I get my hands on his neck.'

    'I hope you'll never need to,' said Frodo. 'I don't know how hefollowed us; but it may be that he's lost us again, as you say. In this drybleak land we can't leave many footprints, nor much scent, even for hissnuffling nose.'

    'I hope that's the way of it,' said Sam. 'I wish we could be rid of himfor good!'

    'So do I,' said Frodo; 'but he's not my chief trouble. I wish we couldget away from these hills! I hate them. I feel all naked on the east side,stuck up here with nothing but the dead flats between me and that Shadowyonder. There's an Eye in it. Come on! We've got to get down today somehow.'

    But that day wore on, and when afternoon faded towards evening theywere still scrambling along the ridge and had found no way of escape.

    Sometimes in the silence of that barren country they fancied that theyheard faint sounds behind them, a stone falling, or the imagined step offlapping feet on the rock. But if they halted and stood still listening,they heard no more, nothing but the wind sighing over the edges of thestones — yet even that reminded them of breath softly hissing through sharpteeth.

    All that day the outer ridge of the Emyn Muil had been bendinggradually northward, as they struggled on. Along its brink there nowstretched a wide tumbled flat of scored and weathered rock, cut every nowand again by trench-like gullies that sloped steeply down to deep notches inthe cliff-face. To find a path in these clefts, which were becoming deeperand more frequent, Frodo and Sam were driven to their left, well away fromthe edge, and they did not notice that for several miles they had been goingslowly but steadily downhill: the cliff-top was sinking towards the level ofthe lowlands.

    At last they were brought to a halt. The ridge took a sharper bendnorthward and was gashed by a deeper ravine. On the further side it rearedup again, many fathoms at a single leap: a great grey cliff loomed beforethem, cut sheer down as if by a knife stroke. They could go no furtherforwards, and must turn now either west or east. But west would lead themonly into more labour and delay, back towards the heart of the hills; east

    would take them to the outer precipice.

    'There's nothing for it but to scramble down this gully, Sam,' saidFrodo. 'Let's see what it leads to!'

    'A nasty drop, I'll bet,' said Sam.

    The cleft was longer and deeper than it seemed. Some way down theyfound a few gnarled and stunted trees, the first they had seen for days:twisted birch for the most part, with here and there a fir-tree. Many weredead and gaunt, bitten to the core by the eastern winds. Once in milder daysthere must have been a fair thicket in the ravine, but now, after some fiftyyards, the trees came to an end, though old broken stumps straggled onalmost to the cliffs brink. The bottom of the gully, which lay along theedge of a rock-fault, was rough with broken stone and slanted steeply down.When they came at last to the end of it, Frodo stooped and leaned out.

    'Look!' he said. 'We must have come down a long way, or else the cliffhas sunk. It's much lower here than it was, and it looks easier too.'

    Sam knelt beside him and peered reluctantly over the edge. Then heglanced up at the great cliff rising up, away on their left. 'Easier! ’ hegrunted. 'Well, I suppose it's always easier getting down than up. Those ascan't fly can jump!'

    'It would be a big jump still,’ said Frodo. 'About, well' — he stoodfor a moment measuring it with his eyes — 'about eighteen fathoms I shouldguess. Not more.’

    'And that's enough! ' said Sam. 'Ugh! How I do hate looking down from aheight! But looking's better than climbing.'

    'All the same,' said Frodo, 'I think we could climb here; and I thinkwe shall have to try. See — the rock is quite different from what it was afew miles back. It has slipped and cracked.'

    The outer fall was indeed no longer sheer, but sloped outwards alittle. It looked like a great rampart or sea-wall whose foundations hadshifted, so that its courses were all twisted and disordered, leaving greatfissures and long slanting edges that were in places almost as wide asstairs.

    'And if we're going to try and get down, we had better try at once.

    It's getting dark early. I think there's a storm coming.'

    The smoky blur of the mountains in the East was lost in a deeperblackness that was already reaching out westwards with long arms. There wasa distant mutter of thunder borne on the rising breeze. Frodo sniffed the

    air and looked up doubtfully at the sky. He strapped his belt outside hiscloak and tightened it, and settled his light pack on his back; then hestepped towards the edge. 'I'm going to try it,' he said.

    'Very good! ' said Sam gloomily. 'But I'm going first.'

    'You? ' said Frodo. 'What's made you change your mind about climbing?'

    'I haven't changed my mind. But it's only sense: put the one lowest asis most likely to slip. I don't want to come down atop of you and knock youoff no sense in killing two with one fall.'

    Before Frodo could stop him, he sat down, swung his legs over thebrink, and twisted round, scrabbling with his toes for a foothold. It isdoubtful if he ever did anything braver in cold blood, or more unwise.

    'No, no! Sam, you old ass! ' said Frodo. 'You'll kill yourself forcertain going over like that without even a look to see what to make for.Come back! ' He took Sam under the armpits and hauled him up again. 'Now,wait a bit and be patient! ' he said. Then he lay on the ground, leaning outand looking down: but the light seemed to be fading quickly, although thesun had not yet set. 'I think we could manage this,' he said presently. 'Icould at any rate; and you could too. if you kept your head and followed mecarefully.'

    'I don't know how you can be so sure,' said Sam. 'Why! You can't see tothe bottom in this light. What if you comes to a place where there's nowhereto put your feet or your hands?'

    'Climb back, I suppose,' said Frodo.

    'Easy said,' objected Sam. 'Better wait till morning and more light.'

    'No! Not if I can help it,' said Frodo with a sudden strange vehemence.

    I grudge every hour, every minute. I'm going down to try it out. Don't youfollow till I come back or call!'

    Gripping the stony lip of the fall with his fingers he let himselfgently down, until when his arms were almost at full stretch, his toes founda ledge. 'On_ e step down! ' he said. 'And this ledge broadens out to theright. I could stand there without a hold. I'll—' his words were cut short.

    The hurrying darkness, now gathering great speed, rushed up from theEast and swallowed the sky. There was a dry splitting crack of thunder rightoverhead. Searing lightning smote down into the hills. Then came a blast ofsavage wind, and with it, mingling with its roar, there came a high shrillshriek. The hobbits had heard just such a cry far away in the Marish as theyfled from Hobbiton, and even there in the woods of the Shire it had frozen

    their blood. Out here in the waste its terror was far greater: it piercedthem with cold blades of horror and despair, stopping heart and breath. Samfell flat on his face. Involuntarily Frodo loosed his hold and put his handsover his head and ears. He swayed, slipped, and slithered downwards with awailing cry.

    Sam heard him and crawled with an effort to the edge. 'Master, master!

    ' he called. ’Master!'.

    He heard no answer. He found he was shaking all over, but he gatheredhis breath, and once again he shouted: 'Master!' The wind seemed to blow hisvoice back into his throat, but as it passed, roaring up the gully and awayover the hills, a faint answering cry came to his ears:

    'All right, all right! I'm here. But I can't see.'

    Frodo was calling with a weak voice. ,He was not actually very faraway. He had slid and not fallen, and had come up with a jolt to his feet ona wider ledge not many yards lower down. Fortunately the rock-face at thispoint leaned well back and the wind had pressed him against the cliff, sothat he had not toppled over. He steadied himself a little, laying his faceagainst the cold stone, feeling his heart pounding. But either the darknesshad grown complete, or else his eyes had lost their sight. All was blackabout him. He wondered if he had been struck blind. He took a deep breath.

    'Come back! Come back! ' he heard Sam's voice out of the blacknessabove.

    'I can't,’ he said. 'I can't see. I can't find any hold. I can't moveyet.'

    'What can I do, Mr. Frodo? What can I do? ’ shouted Sam, leaning outdangerously far. Why could not his master see? It was dim, certainly, butnot as dark as all that. He could see Frodo below him, a grey forlorn figuresplayed against the cliff. But he was far out of the reach of any helpinghand.

    There was another crack of thunder; and then the rain came. In ablinding sheet, mingled with hail, it drove against the cliff, bitter cold.

    Tm coming down to you,' shouted Sam, though how he hoped to help inthat way he could not have said.

    'No, no! wait! 'Frodo called back, more strongly now.'I shall bebetter soon. I feel better already. Wait! You can't do anything without arope.'

    'Rope!' cried Sam, talking wildly to himself in his excitement and

    relief. 'Well, if I don’t deserve to be hung on the end of one as a warningto numbskulls! You're nowt but a ninnyhammer, Sam Gamgee: that's whatthe

    Gaffer said to me often enough, it being a word of his. Rope!'

    'Stop chattering!’cried Frodo, now recovered enough to feel bothamused and annoyed. ’Never mind your Gaffer! Are you trying to tell yourselfyou've got some rope in your pocket? If so, out with it!

    'Yes, Mr. Frodo, in my pack and all. Carried it hundreds of miles andI'd clean forgotten it!'

    'Then get busy and let an end down!’

    Quickly Sam unslung his pack and rummaged in it. There indeed at thebottom was a coil of the silken-grey rope made by the folk of Lurien. Hecast an end to his master. The darkness seemed to lift from Frodo's eyes, orelse his sight was returning. He could see the grey line as it came danglingdown, and he thought it had a faint silver sheen. Now that he had some pointin the darkness to fix his eyes on, he felt less giddy. Leaning his weightforward, he made the end fast round his waist, and then he grasped the linewith both hands.

    Sam stepped back and braced his feet against a stump a yard or two fromthe edge. Half hauled, half scrambling. Frodo came up and threw himself onthe ground.

    Thunder growled and rumbled in the distance, and the rain was stillfalling heavily. The hobbits crawled away back into the gully; but they didnot find much shelter there. Rills of water began to run down; soon theygrew to a spate that splashed and fumed on the stones, and spouted out overthe cliff like the gutters of a vast roof.

    'I should have been half drowned down there, or washed clean off,' saidFrodo. 'What a piece of luck you had that rope!'

    'Better luck if I'd thought of it sooner,' said Sam. 'Maybe youremember them putting the ropes in the boats, as we started off: in theelvish country. I took a fancy to it, and I stowed a coil in my pack. Yearsago, it seems. "It may be a help in many needs," he said: Haldir, or one ofthose folk. And he spoke right.'

    'A pity I didn't think of bringing another length,' said Frodo; 'but Ileft the Company in such a hurry and confusion. If only we had enough wecould use it to get down. How long is your rope, I wonder?’

    Sam paid it out slowly, measuring it with his arms: 'Five, ten, twenty,

    thirty ells, more or less,' he said.

    'Who'd have thought it!' Frodo exclaimed.

    'Ah! Who would? ' said Sam. 'Elves are wonderful folk. It looks a bitthin, but it's tough; and soft as milk to the hand. Packs close too, and aslight as light. Wonderful folk to be sure!'

    'Thirty ells! ' said Frodo considering. 'I believe it would be enough.

    If the storm passes before nightfall, I'm going to try it.'

    'The rain's nearly given over already,' said Sam; 'but don't you godoing anything risky in the dim again, Mr. Frodo! And I haven't got overthat shriek on the wind yet, if you have. Like a Black Rider it sounded-butone up in the air, if they can fly. I'm thinking we'd best lay up in thiscrack till night's over.'

    'And I'm thinking that I won't spend a moment longer than I need stuckup on this edge with the eyes of the Dark Country looking over the marshes,'said Frodo.

    With that he stood up and went down to the bottom of the gully again.

    He looked out. Clear sky was growing in the East once more. The skirts ofthe storm were lifting, ragged and wet, and the main battle had passed tospread its great wings over the Emyn Muil; upon which the dark thought ofSauron brooded for a while. Thence it turned, smiting the Vale of Anduinwith hail and lightning, and casting its shadow upon Minas Tirith withthreat of war. Then, lowering in the mountains, and gathering its greatspires, it rolled on slowly over Gondor and the skirts of Rohan, until faraway the Riders on the plain saw its black towers moving behind the sun, asthey rode into the West. But here, over the desert and the reeking marshesthe deep blue sky of evening opened once more, and a few pallid starsappeared, like small white holes in the canopy above the crescent moon.

    'It's good to be able to see again,' said Frodo, breathing deep. 'Doyou know, I thought for a bit that I had lost my sight? From the lightningor something else worse. I could see nothing, nothing at all, until the greyrope came down. It seemed to shimmer somehow.'

    'It does look sort of silver in the dark,' said Sam. 'Never noticed itbefore, though I can't remember as I've ever had it out since I first stowedit. But if you're so set on climbing, Mr. Frodo, how are you going to useit? Thirty ells, or say, about eighteen fathom: that's no more than yourguess at the height of the cliff.'

    Frodo thought for a while. 'Make it fast to that stump, Sam! ’ he said.

    'Then I think you shall have your wish this time and go first. I'll loweryou, and you need do no more than use your feet and hands to fend yourselfoff the rock. Though, if you put your weight on some of the ledges and giveme a rest, it will help. When you're down, I'll follow. I feel quite myselfagain now.'

    'Very well,' said Sam heavily. 'If it must be, let's get it over! ' Hetook up the rope and made it fast over the stump nearest to the brink; thenthe other end he tied about his own waist. Reluctantly he turned andprepared to go over the edge a second time.

    It did not, however, turn out half as bad as he had expected. The ropeseemed to give him confidence, though he shut his eyes more than once whenhe looked down between his feet. There was one awkward spot, where therewas

    no ledge and the wall was sheer and even undercut for a short space; therehe slipped and swung out on the silver line. But Frodo lowered him slowlyand steadily, and it was over at last. His chief fear had been that therope-length would give out while he was still high up, but there was still agood bight in Frodo's hands, when Sam came to the bottom and called up: 'I'mdown! ' His voice came up clearly from below, but Frodo could not see him;his grey elven-cloak had melted into the twilight.

    Frodo took rather more time to follow him. He had the rope about hiswaist and it was fast above, and he had shortened it so that it would pullhim up before he reached the ground; still he did not want to risk a fall,and he had not quite Sam's faith in this slender grey line. He found twoplaces, all the same, where he had to trust wholly to it: smooth surfaceswhere there was no hold even for his strong hobbit fingers and the ledgeswere far apart. But at last he too was down.

    'Well!' he cried. 'We've done it! We've escaped from the Emyn Muil! Andnow what next, I wonder? Maybe we shall soon be sighing for good hard rockunder foot again.'

    But Sam did not answer: he was staring back up the cliff.

    'Ninnyhammers! ' he said. 'Noodles! My beautiful rope! There it is tied to astump, and we're at the bottom. Just as nice a little stair for thatslinking Gollum as we could leave. Better put up a signpost to say which waywe've gone! I thought it seemed a bit too easy.'

    'If you can think of any way we could have both used the rope and yetbrought it down with us, then you can pass on to me ninnyhammer, or any

    other name your Gaffer gave you,' said Frodo. 'Climb up and untie it and letyourself down, if you want to!'

    Sam scratched his head. 'No, I can't think how, begging your pardon,'he said. 'But I don't like leaving it, and that's a fact.' He stroked therope's end and shook it gently. 'It goes hard parting with anything Ibrought out of the Elf-country. Made by Galadriel herself, too, maybe.Galadriel,' he murmured nodding his head mournfully. He looked up and gaveone last pull to the rope as if in farewell.

    To the complete surprise of both the hobbits it came loose. Sam fellover, and the long grey coils slithered silently down on top of him. Frodolaughed. 'Who tied the rope? ' he said. 'A good thing it held as long as itdid! To think that I trusted all my weight to your knot!’

    Sam did not laugh. 'I may not be much good at climbing, Mr. Frodo,' hesaid in injured tones, 'but I do know something about rope and about knots.

    It's in the family, as you might say. Why, my grand-dad, and my uncle Andyafter him, him that was the Gaffer's eldest brother he had a rope-walk overby Tighfield many a year. And I put as fast a hitch over the stump as anyone could have done, in the Shire or out of it.'

    'Then the rope must have broken — frayed on the rock-edge, I expect,'said Frodo.

    'I bet it didn't! ' said Sam in an even more injured voice. He stoopedand examined the ends. 'Nor it hasn't neither. Not a strand!'

    'Then I'm afraid it must have been the knot,' said Frodo.

    Sam shook his head and did not answer. He was passing the rope throughhis fingers thoughtfully. 'Have it your own way, Mr. Frodo,' he said atlast, 'but I think the rope came off itself — when I called.' He coiled itup and stowed it lovingly in his pack.

    'It certainly came,'said Frodo,'and that's the chief thing. But nowwe've got to think of our next move. Night will be on us soon. How beautifulthe stars are, and the Moon!'

    'They do cheer the heart, don't they? ' said Sam looking up. 'Elvishthey are. somehow. And the Moon's growing. We haven't seen him for a nightor two in this cloudy weather. He's beginning to give quite a light.'

    'Yes,' said Frodo; 'but he won't be full for some days. I don't thinkwe'll try the marshes by the light of half a moon.'

    Under the first shadows of night they started out on the next stage oftheir journey. After a while Sam turned and looked back at the way they had

    come. The mouth of the gully was a black notch in the dim cliff. Tm gladwe’ve got the rope,' he said. 'We’ve set a little puzzle for that footpad,anyhow. He can try his nasty flappy feet on those ledges!'

    They picked their steps away from the skirts of the cliff, among awilderness of boulders and rough stones, wet and slippery with the heavyrain. The ground still fell away sharply. They had not gone very far whenthey came upon a great fissure that yawned suddenly black before their feet.It was not wide, but it was too wide to jump across in the dim light. Theythought they could hear water gurgling in its depths. It curved away ontheir left northward, back towards the hills, and so barred their road inthat direction, at any rate while darkness lasted.

    'We had better try a way back southwards along the line of the cliff, Ithink,' said Sam. 'We might find some nook there, or even a cave orsomething.'

    'I suppose so,' said Frodo. Tm tired, and I don't think I canscramble among stones much longer tonight — though I grudge the delay. Iwish there was a clear path in front of us: then I'd go on till my legs gaveway.'

    They did not find the going any easier at the broken feet of the EmynMuil. Nor did Sam find any nook or hollow to shelter in: only bare stonyslopes frowned over by the cliff, which now rose again, higher and moresheer as they went back. In the end, worn out, they just cast themselves onthe ground under the lee of a boulder lying not far from the foot of theprecipice. There for some time they sat huddled mournfully together in thecold stony night, while sleep crept upon them in spite of all they could doto hold it off. The moon now rode high and clear. Its thin white light litup the faces of the rocks and drenched the cold frowning walls of the cliff,turning all the wide looming darkness into a chill pale grey scored withblack shadows.

    'Well! ' said Frodo, standing up and drawing his cloak more closelyround him. 'You sleep for a bit Sam and take my blanket. I'll walk up anddown on sentry for a while.' Suddenly he stiffened, and stooping he grippedSam by the arm. 'What's that? ' he whispered. 'Look over there on thecliff!’

    Sam looked and breathed in sharply through his teeth. 'Ssss!' he said.'That's what it is. It's that Gollum! Snakes and adders! And to think that Ithought that we'd puzzle him with our bit of a climb! Look at him! Like a

    nasty crawling spider on a wall.'

    Down the face of a precipice, sheer and almost smooth it seemed in thepale moonlight, a small black shape was moving with its thin limbs splayedout. Maybe its soft clinging hands and toes were finding crevices and holdsthat no hobbit could ever have seen or used, but it looked as if it was justcreeping down on sticky pads, like some large prowling thing of insect-kind.And it was coming down head first, as if it was smelling its way. Now andagain it lifted its head slowly, turning it right back on its long skinnyneck, and the hobbits caught a glimpse of two small pale gleaming lights,its eyes that blinked at the moon for a moment and then were quickly liddedagain.

    'Do you think he can see us? ' said Sam.

    'I don't know,' said Frodo quietly, 'but I think not. It is hard evenfor friendly eyes to see these elven-cloaks: I cannot see you in the shadoweven at a few paces. And I've heard that he doesn’t like Sun or Moon.'

    'Then why is he coming down just here? ’ asked Sam.

    'Quietly, Sam! ' said Frodo. 'He can smell us, perhaps. And he can hearas keen as Elves, I believe. I think he has heard something now: our voicesprobably. We did a lot of shouting away back there; and we were talking fartoo loudly until a minute ago.'

    'Well, I'm sick of him,' said Sam. 'He's come once too often for me andI'm going to have a word with him, if I can. I don't suppose we could givehim the slip now anyway.' Drawing his grey hood well over his face, Samcrept stealthily towards the cliff.

    'Careful!' whispered Frodo coming behind. 'Don't alarm him! He's muchmore dangerous than he looks.'

    The black crawling shape was now three-quarters of the way down, andperhaps fifty feet or less above the cliffs foot. Crouching stone-still inthe shadow of a large boulder the hobbits watched him. He seemed to havecome to a difficult passage or to be troubled about something. They couldhear him snuffling, and now and again there was a harsh hiss of breath thatsounded like a curse. He lifted his head, and they thought they heard himspit. Then he moved on again. Now they could hear his voice creaking andwhistling.

    'Ach, sss! Cautious, my precious! More haste less speed. We musstn'trissk our neck, musst we, precious? No, precious — golluml' He lifted hishead again, blinked at the moon, and quickly shut his eyes. 'We hate it,' he

    hissed. 'Nassty, nassty shivery light it is — sss — it spies on us,precious — it hurts our eyes.'

    He was getting lower now and the hisses became sharper and clearer.'Where iss it, where iss it: my Precious, my Precious? It's ours, it is, andwe wants it. The thieves, the thieves, the filthy little thieves. Where arethey with my Precious? Curse them! We hates them.'

    'It doesn't sound as if he knew we were here, does it? ' whispered Sam.'And what's his Precious? Does he mean the'

    'Hsh! ' breathed Frodo. 'He's getting near now, near enough to hear awhisper.'

    Indeed Gollum had suddenly paused again, and his large head on itsscrawny neck was lolling from side to side as if he was listening. His paleeyes were half unlidded. Sam restrained himself, though his fingers weretwitching. His eyes, filled with anger and disgust, were fixed on thewretched creature as he now began to move again, still whispering andhissing to himself.

    At last he was no more than a dozen feet from the ground, right abovetheir heads. From that point there was a sheer drop, for the cliff wasslightly undercut, and even Gollum could not find a hold of any kind. Heseemed to be trying to twist round, so as to go legs first, when suddenlywith a shrill whistling shriek he fell. As he did so, he curled his legs andarms up round him, like a spider whose descending thread is snapped.

    Sam was out of his hiding in a flash and crossed the space between himand the cliff foot in a couple of leaps. Before Gollum could get up, he wason top of him. But he found Gollum more than he bargained for, even takenlike that, suddenly, off his guard after a fall. Before Sam could get ahold, long legs and arms were wound round him pinning his arms, and aclinging grip, soft but horribly strong, was squeezing him like slowlytightening cords; clammy fingers were feeling for his throat. Then sharpteeth bit into his shoulder. All he could do was to butt his hard round headsideways into the creature's face. Gollum hissed and spat, but he did notlet go.

    Things would have gone ill with Sam, if he had been alone. But Frodosprang up, and drew Sting from its sheath. With his left hand he drew backGollum's head by his thin lank hair, stretching his long neck, and forcinghis pale venomous eyes to stare up at the sky.

    'Let go! Gollum,' he said. 'This is Sting. You have seen it before once

    upon a time. Let go, or you'll feel it this time! I'll cut your throat.'

    Gollum collapsed and went as loose as wet string. Sam got up, fingeringhis shoulder. His eyes smouldered with anger, but he could not avengehimself: his miserable enemy lay grovelling on the stones whimpering.

    'Don't hurt us! Don't let them hurt us, precious! They won't hurt uswill they, nice little hobbitses? We didn't mean no harm, but they jumps onus like cats on poor mices, they did, precious. And we're so lonely, gollum.We'll be nice to them, very nice, if they'll be nice to us, won't we, yes,yess.'

    'Well, what’s to be done with it? ' said Sam. 'Tie it up, so as itcan't come sneaking after us no more, I say.'

    'But that would kill us, kill us,' whimpered Gollum. 'Cruel littlehobbitses. Tie us up in the cold hard lands and leave us, gollum, gollum.'Sobs welled up in his gobbling throat.

    'No,' said Frodo. 'If we kill him, we must kill him outright. But wecan't do that, not as things are. Poor wretch! He has done us no harm.'

    'Oh hasn't he! ' said Sam rubbing his shoulder. 'Anyway he meant to,and he means to, I'll warrant. Throttle us in our sleep, that's his plan.'

    'I daresay,' said Frodo. 'But what he means to do is another matter.'

    He paused for a while in thought. Gollum lay still, but stopped whimpering.Sam stood glowering over him.

    It seemed to Frodo then that he heard, quite plainly but far off,voices out of the past:

    What a pity Bilbo did not stub the vile creature, when he had a chance!

    Pity? It was Pity that stayed his hand. Pity, and Mercy: not to strikewithout need.

    I do not feel any pity for Gollum. He deserves death.

    Deserves death! I daresay he does. Many that live deserve death. Andsome die that deserve life. Can you give that to them? Then be not too eagerto deal out death in the name ofjustice, fearing for your own safety. Eventhe wise cannot see all ends.

    'Very well,’ he answered aloud, lowering his sword. 'But still I amafraid. And yet, as you see, I will not touch the creature. For now that Isee him, I do pity him.'

    Sam stared at his master, who seemed to be speaking to some one who wasnot there. Gollum lifted his head.

    'Yess, wretched we are, precious,' he whined. 'Misery misery! Hobbits

    won't kill us, nice hobbits.'

    'No, we won't,' said Frodo. 'But we won't let you go, either. You'refull of wickedness and mischief, Gollum. You will have to come with us,that's all, while we keep an eye on you. But you must help us, if you can.

    One good turn deserves another.'

    'Yess, yes indeed,' said Gollum sitting up. 'Nice hobbits! We will comewith them. Find them safe paths in the dark, yes we will. And where are theygoing in these cold hard lands, we wonders, yes we wonders? ' He looked upat them, and a faint light of cunning and eagerness flickered for a secondin his pale blinking eyes.

    Sam scowled at him, and sucked his teeth; but he seemed to sense thatthere was something odd about his master's mood and that the matter wasbeyond argument. All the same he was amazed at Frodo's reply.

    Frodo looked straight into Gollum's eyes which flinched and twistedaway. 'You know that, or you guess well enough, Smjagol,' he said, quietlyand sternly. 'We are going to Mordor, of course. And you know the way there,I believe.'

    'Ach! sss! ' said Gollum, covering his ears with his hands, as if suchfrankness, and the open speaking of the names, hurt him. 'We guessed, yes weguessed,' he whispered; 'and we didn't want them to go, did we? No,precious, not the nice hobbits. Ashes, ashes, and dust, and thirst there is;and pits, pits, pits, and Ores, thousands of Orcses. Nice hobbits mustn't goto — sss — those places.'

    'So you have been there? ' Frodo insisted. 'And you're being drawn backthere, aren't you?'

    'Yess. Yess. No! ' shrieked Gollum. 'Once, by accident it was, wasn'tit, precious? Yes, by accident. But we won't go back, no, no!' Then suddenlyhis voice and language changed, and he sobbed in his throat, and spoke butnot to them. 'Leave me alone, golluml You hurt me. O my poor hands, gollumI, we, I don't want to come back. I can't find it. I am tired. I, we can'tfind it, gollum, gollum, no, nowhere. They're always awake. Dwarves, Men,and Elves, terrible Elves with bright eyes. I can't find it. Ach! ' He gotup and clenched his long hand into a bony fleshless knot, shaking it towardsthe East. 'We won't! ' he cried. 'Not for you.' Then he collapsed again.'Gollum, gollum,' he whimpered with his face to the ground. 'Don't look atus! Go away! Go to sleep!'

    'He will not go away or go to sleep at your command, Smjagol,' said

    Frodo. 'But if you really wish to be free of him again, then you must helpme. And that I fear means finding us a path towards him. But you need not goall the way, not beyond the gates of his land.'

    Gollum sat up again and looked at him under his eyelids. 'He's overthere,' he cackled. 'Always there. Ores will take you all the way. Easy tofind Ores east of the River. Don't ask Smjagol. Poor, poor Smjagol, he wentaway long ago. They took his Precious, and he's lost now.'

    'Perhaps we'll find him again, if you come with us,' said Frodo.

    'No, no, never! He's lost his Precious,' said Gollum.

    'Get up! ' said Frodo.

    Gollum stood up and backed away against the cliff.

    'Now! ’ said Frodo. 'Can you find a path easier by day or by night?

    We're tired; but if you choose the night, we'll start tonight.'

    'The big lights hurt our eyes, they do,’ Gollum whined. 'Not under theWhite Face, not yet. It will go behind the hills soon, yess. Rest a bitfirst, nice hobbits!’

    'Then sit down,' said Frodo, 'and don't move!'

    The hobbits seated themselves beside him, one on either side, withtheir backs to the stony wall, resting their legs. There was no need for anyarrangement by word: they knew that they must not sleep for a moment. Slowlythe moon went by. Shadows fell down from the hills, and all grew dark beforethem. The stars grew thick and bright in the sky above. No one stirred.Gollum sat with his legs drawn up, knees under chin, flat hands and feetsplayed on the ground, his eyes closed; but he seemed tense, as if thinkingor listening.

    Frodo looked across at Sam. Their eyes met and they understood. Theyrelaxed, leaning their heads back, and shutting their eyes or seeming to.

    Soon the sound of their soft breathing could be heard. Gollum's handstwitched a little. Hardly perceptibly his head moved to the left and theright, and first one eye and then the other opened a slit. The hobbits madeno sign.

    Suddenly, with startling agility and speed, straight off the groundwith a jump like a grasshopper or a frog. Gollum bounded forward into thedarkness. But that was just what Frodo and Sam had expected. Sam was onhim

    before he had gone two paces after his spring. Frodo coming behind grabbedhis leg and threw him.

    'Your rope might prove useful again, Sam.' he said.

    Sam got out the rope. 'And where were you off to in the cold hardlands, Mr. Gollum?' he growled. 'We wonders, aye, we wonders. To findsome

    of your ore-friends, I warrant. You nasty treacherous creature. It's roundyour neck this rope ought to go, and a tight noose too.'

    Gollum lay quiet and tried no further tricks. He did not answer Sam,but gave him a swift venomous look.

    'All we need is something to keep a hold on him,' said Frodo. 'We wanthim to walk, so it's no good tying his legs-or his arms, he seems to usethem nearly as much. Tie one end to his ankle, and keep a grip on the otherend.'

    He stood over Gollum, while Sam tied the knot. The result surprisedthem both. Gollum began to scream, a thin, tearing sound, very horrible tohear. He writhed, and tried to get his mouth to his ankle and bite the rope.

    He kept on screaming.

    At last Frodo was convinced that he really was in pain; but it couldnot be from the knot. He examined it and found that it was not too tight,indeed hardly tight enough. Sam was gentler than his words. 'What's thematter with you? ' he said. 'If you will try to run away, you must be tied;but we don't wish to hurt you.'

    'It hurts us, it hurts us,' hissed Gollum. 'It freezes, it bites! Elvestwisted it, curse them! Nasty cruel hobbits! That's why we tries to escape,of course it is, precious. We guessed they were cruel hobbits. They visitsElves, fierce Elves with bright eyes. Take it off us! It hurts us.'

    'No, I will not take it off you,’ said Frodo, 'not unless' — he pauseda moment in thought — 'not unless there is any promise you can make that Ican trust.'

    'We will swear to do what he wants, yes, yess, said Gollum, stilltwisting and grabbling at his ankle. 'It hurts us.'

    'Swear? ’ said Frodo.

    'Smjagol,' said Gollum suddenly and clearly, opening his eyes wide andstaring at Frodo with a strange light. 'Smjagol will swear on the Precious.'

    Frodo drew himself up, and again Sam was startled by his words and hisstern voice. 'On the Precious? How dare you? ' he said. 'Think!

    One Ring to rule them all and in the Darkness bind them.

    Would you commit your promise to that, Smjagol? It will hold you. But

    it is more treacherous than you are. It may twist your words. Beware!'

    Gollum cowered. 'On the Precious, on the Precious! ' he repeated.

    'And what would you swear? ' asked Frodo.

    'To be very very good,' said Gollum. Then crawling to Frodo's feet hegrovelled before him, whispering hoarsely: a shudder ran over him, as if thewords shook his very bones with fear. 'Smjagol will swear never, never, tolet Him have it. Never! Smjagol will save it. But he must swear on thePrecious.'

    'No! not on it,' said Frodo, looking down at him with stern pity. 'Allyou wish is to see it and touch it, if you can, though you know it woulddrive you mad. Not on it. Swear by it, if you will. For you know where itis. Yes, you know, Smjagol. It is before you.'

    For a moment it appeared to Sam that his master had grown and Gollumhad shrunk: a tall stern shadow, a mighty lord who hid his brightness ingrey cloud, and at his feet a little whining dog. Yet the two were in someway akin and not alien: they could reach one another's minds. Gollum raisedhimself and began pawing at Frodo, fawning at his knees.

    'Down! down! ' said Frodo. 'Now speak your promise!’

    'We promises, yes I promise!’ said Gollum. ’I will serve the master ofthe Precious. Good master, good Smjagol, gollum, gollumY Suddenly he beganto weep and bite at his ankle again.

    'Take the rope off, Sam!' said Frodo.

    Reluctantly Sam obeyed. At once Gollum got up and began prancing about,like a whipped cur whose master has patted it. From that moment a change,which lasted for some time, came over him. He spoke with less hissing andwhining, and he spoke to his companions direct, not to his precious self. Hewould cringe and flinch, if they stepped near him or made any suddenmovement, and he avoided the touch of their elven-cloaks; but he wasfriendly, and indeed pitifully anxious to please. He would cackle withlaughter and caper, if any jest was made, or even if Frodo spoke kindly tohim, and weep if Frodo rebuked him. Sam said little to him of any sort. Hesuspected him more deeply than ever, and if possible liked the new Gollum,the Smjagol, less than the old.

    'Well, Gollum, or whatever it is we're to call you,' he said, 'now forit! The Moon's gone, and the night's going. We'd better start.'

    'Yes, yes,' agreed Gollum, skipping about. 'Off we go! There's only oneway across between the North-end and the South-end. I found it, I did. Ores

    don’t use it, Ores don't know it. Ores don’t cross the Marshes, they goround for miles and miles. Very lucky you came this way. Very lucky youfound Smjagol, yes. Follow Smjagol!'

    He took a few steps away and looked back inquiringly, like a doginviting them for a walk. 'Wait a bit, Gollum!' cried Sam.'Not too farahead now! I'm going to be at your tail, and I've got the rope handy.'

    'No, no! ' said Gollum. 'Smjagol promised.'

    In the deep of night under hard clear stars they set off. Gollum ledthem back northward for a while along the way they had come; then he slantedto the right away from the steep edge of the Emyn Muil, down the brokenstony slopes towards the vast fens below. They faded swiftly and softly intothe darkness. Over all the leagues of waste before the gates of Mordor therewas a black silence.

    Chapter 2. The Passage of the Marshes

    Gollum moved quickly, with his head and neck thrust forward, oftenusing his hands as well as his feet. Frodo and Sam were hard put to it tokeep up with him; but he seemed no longer to have any thought of escaping,and if they fell behind, he would turn and wait for them. After a time hebrought them to the brink of the narrow gully that they had struck before;but they were now further from the hills.

    'Here it is!' he cried. 'There is a way down inside, yes. Now wefollows it — out, out away over there.' He pointed south and east towardsthe marshes. The reek of them came to their nostrils, heavy and foul even inthe cool night air. .

    Gollum cast up and down along the brink, and at length he called tothem. 'Here! We can get down here. Smjagol went this way once: I went thisway, hiding from Ores.'

    He led the way, and following him the hobbits climbed down into thegloom. It was not difficult, for the rift was at this point only somefifteen feet deep and about a dozen across. There was running water at thebottom: it was in fact the bed of one of the many small rivers that trickleddown from the hills to feed the stagnant pools and mires beyond. Gollumturned to the right, southward more or less, and splashed along with hisfeet in the shallow stony stream. He seemed greatly delighted to feel thewater, and chuckled to himself, sometimes even croaking in a sort of song.

    The cold hard lands,they bites our hands,they gnaws our feet.

    The rocks and stonesare like old bonesall bare of meat.

    But stream and poolis wet and cool:so nice for feet!

    And now we wish —

    'Ha! ha! What does we wish?' he said, looking sidelong at the hobbits.'We'll tell you.' he croaked. 'He guessed it long ago, Baggins guessed it.’

    A glint came into his eyes, and Sam catching the gleam in the darkness

    thought it far from pleasant.

    Alive without breath;as cold as death;never thirsting, ever drinking;clad in mail, never clinking.

    Drowns on dry land,thinks an islandis a mountain;thinks a fountainis a puff of air.

    So sleek, so fair!

    What a joy to meet!

    We only wishto catch a fish,so juicy-sweet!

    These words only made more pressing to Sam's mind a problem that hadbeen troubling him from the moment when he understood that hir master wasgoing to adopt Gollum as a guide: the problem of food. It did not occur tohim that his master might also have thought of it. hut he supposed Gollumhad. Indeed how had Gollum kept himself in all his lonely wandering? 'Nottoo well,' thought Sam. 'He looks fair famished. Not too dainty to try whathobbit tastes like if there ain't no fish, I'll wager — supposing as hecould catch us napping. Well, he won't: not Sam Gamgee for one.'

    They stumbled along in the dark winding gully for a long time, or so itseemed to the tired feet of Frodo and Sam. The gully turned eastward, and asthey went on it broadened and got gradually shallower. At last the sky abovegrew faint with the first grey of morning. Gollum had shown no signs oftiring, but now he looked up and halted.

    'Day is near,' he whispered, as if Day was something that mightoverhear him and spring on him. 'Smjagol will stay here: I will stay here,and the Yellow Face won't see me.'

    'We should be glad to see the Sun;' said Frodo, 'but we will stay here:we are too tired to go any further at present.'

    'You are not wise to be glad of the Yellow Face,' said Gollum. 'Itshows you up. Nice sensible hobbits stay with Smjagol. Ores and nasty thingsare about. They can see a long way. Stay and hide with me! '

    The three of them settled down to rest at the foot of the rocky wall of

    the gully. It was not much more than a tall man’s height now, and at itsbase there were wide flat shelves of dry stone; the water ran in a channelon the other side. Frodo and Sam sat on one of the flats, resting theirbacks. Gollum paddled and scrabbled in the stream.

    'We must take a little food,' said Frodo. 'Are you hungry, Smjagol? Wehave very little to share, but we will spare you what we can.’

    At the word hungry a greenish light was kindled in Gollum’s pale eyes,and they seemed to protrude further than ever from his thin sickly face. Fora moment he relapsed into his old Gollum-manner. ’We are famisshed, yesfamisshed we are. precious,’ he said. 'What is it they eats? Have they nicefisshes? ’ His tongue lolled out between his sharp yellow teeth, licking hiscolourless lips.

    'No, we have got no fish,’ said Frodo. 'We have only got this’ — heheld up a wafer of lembas — ’and water, if the water here is fit to drink.’

    'Yess, yess, nice water,’ said Gollum. 'Drink it, drink it, while wecan! But what is it they’ve got, precious? Is it crunchable? Is it tasty? ’

    Frodo broke off a portion of a wafer and handed it to him on itsleaf-wrapping. Gollum sniffed at the leaf and his face changed: a spasm ofdisgust came over it, and a hint of his old malice. 'Smjagol smells it! ’hesaid. 'Leaves out of the elf-country, gah! They stinks. He climbed in thosetrees, and he couldn’t wash the smell off his hands, my nice hands.’Dropping the leaf, he took a corner of the lembas and nibbled it. He spat,and a fit of coughing shook him.

    'Ach! No! ’ he spluttered. 'You try to choke poor Smjagol. Dust andashes, he can’t eat that. He must starve. But Smjagol doesn't mind. Nicehobbits! Smjagol has promised. He will starve. He can’t eat hobbits' food.

    He will starve. Poor thin Smjagol! '

    'I'm sorry,' said Frodo; 'but I can't help you, I'm afraid. I thinkthis food would do you good, if you would try. But perhaps you can't eventry, not yet anyway.’

    The hobbits munched their lembas in silence. Sam thought that it tastedfar better, somehow, than it had for a good while: Gollum's behaviour hadmade him attend to its flavour again. But he did not feel comfortable.Gollum watched every morsel from hand to mouth, like an expectant dog bydiner's chair. Only when they had finished and were preparing to rest, washe apparently convinced that they had no hidden dainties that he could sharein. Then he went and sat by himself a few paces away and whimpered a little.

    'Look here! ' Sam whispered to Frodo, not too softly: he did not reallycare whether Gollum heard him or not. 'We’ve got to get some sleep; but notboth together with that hungry villain nigh, promise or no promise. Smjagolor Gollum, he won't change his habits in a hurry, I'll warrant. You go tosleep, Mr. Frodo, and I'll call you when I can't keep my eyelids propped up.Turn and about, same as before, while he's loose.'

    'Perhaps you're right, Sam,' said Frodo speaking openly. 'There is achange in him, but just what kind of a change and how deep, I'm not sureyet. Seriously though, I don't think there is any need for fear — atpresent. Still watch if you wish. Give me about two hours, not more, andthen call me.'

    So tired was Frodo that his head fell forward on his breast and heslept, almost as soon as he had spoken the words. Gollum seemed no longer tohave any fears. He curled up and went quickly to sleep, quite unconcerned.Presently his breath was hissing softly through his clenched teeth, hut helay still as stone. After a while, fearing that he would drop off himself,if he sat listening to his two companions breathing, Sam got up and gentlyprodded Gollum. His hands uncurled and twitched, but he made no othermovement. Sam bent down and said fissh close to his ear, but there was noresponse, not even a catch in Gollum's breathing.

    Sam scratched his head. 'Must really be asleep,' he muttered. 'And if Iwas like Gollum, he wouldn't wake up never again.' He restrained thethoughts of his sword and the rope that sprang to his mind, and went and satdown by his master.

    When he woke up the sky above was dim, not lighter but darker than whenthey had breakfasted. Sam leapt to his feet. Not least from his own feelingof vigour and hunger, he suddenly understood that he had slept the daylightaway, nine hours at least. Frodo was still fast asleep, lying now stretchedon his side. Gollum was not to be seen. Various reproachful names forhimself came to Sam's mind, drawn from the Gaffer's large paternalword-hoard; then it also occurred to him that his master had been right:there had for the present been nothing to guard against. They were at anyrate both alive and unthrottled.

    'Poor wretch! ' he said half remorsefully. 'Now I wonder where he's gotto? '

    'Not far, not far! ' said a voice above him. He looked up and saw theshape of Gollum's large head and ears against the evening sky.

    'Here, what are you doing? ' cried Sam, his suspicions coming back assoon as he saw that shape.

    'Smjagol is hungry,' said Gollum. 'Be back soon.'

    'Come back now!' shouted Sam. 'Hi! Come back!' But Gollum had vanished.

    Frodo woke at the sound of Sam's shout and sat up, rubbing his eyes.'Hullo!' he said. 'Anything wrong? What's the time?'

    'I dunno,' said Sam. 'After sundown, I reckon. And he's gone off. Sayshe's hungry.'

    'Don't worry!' said Frodo.'There's no help for it. But he'll comeback, you'll see. The promise will hold yet a while. And he won't leave hisPrecious, anyway.'

    Frodo made light of it when he learned that they had slept soundly forhours with Gollum, and a very hungry Gollum too, loose beside them. 'Don'tthink of any of your Gaffer's hard names,' he said. 'You were worn out, andit has turned out well: we are now both rested. And we have a hard roadahead, the worst road of all.'

    'About the food,' said Sam. 'How long's it going to take us to do thisjob? And when it's done, what are we going to do then? This waybread keepsyou on your legs in a wonderful way, though it doesn't satisfy the innardsproper, as you might say: not to my feeling anyhow, meaning no disrespect tothem as made it. But you have to eat some of it every day, and it doesn'tgrow. I reckon we've got enough to last, say, three weeks or so, and thatwith a tight belt and a light tooth, mind you. We've been a bit free with itso far.'

    'I don't know how long we shall take to — to finish,' said Frodo. 'Wewere miserably delayed in the hills. But Samwise Gamgee, my dear hobbit —indeed, Sam my dearest hobbit, friend of friends — I do not think we needgive thought to what comes after that. To do the job as you put it — whathope is there that we ever shall? And if we do, who knows what will come ofthat? If the One goes into the Fire, and we are at hand? I ask you, Sam, arewe ever likely to need bread again? I think not. If we can nurse our limbsto bring us to Mount Doom, that is all we can do. More than I can, I beginto feel.’

    Sam nodded silently. He took his master's hand and bent over it. He didnot kiss it, though his tears fell on it. Then he turned away, drew hissleeve over his nose, and got up, and stamped about, trying to whistle, andsaying between the efforts: 'Where's that dratted creature?'

    It was actually not long before Gollum returned; but he came so quietlythat they did not hear him till he stood before them. His fingers and facewere soiled with black mud. He was still chewing and slavering. What he waschewing, they did not ask or like to think.

    'Worms or beetles or something slimy out of holes,' thought Sam. 'Brr!

    The nasty creature; the poor wretch! '

    Gollum said nothing to them, until he had drunk deeply and washedhimself in the stream. Then he came up to them, licking his lips. 'Betternow,' he said. 'Are we rested? Ready to go on? Nice hobbits, they sleepbeautifully. Trust Smjagol now? Very, very good.'

    The next stage of their journey was much the same as the last. As theywent on the gully became ever shallower and the slope of its floor moregradual. Its bottom was less stony and more earthy, and slowly its sidesdwindled to mere banks. It began to wind and wander. That night drew to itsend, but clouds were now over moon and star, and they knew of the coming ofday only by the slow spreading of the thin grey light.

    In a chill hour they came to the end of the water-course. The banksbecame moss-grown mounds. Over the last shelf of rotting stone the streamgurgled and fell down into a brown bog and was lost. Dry reeds hissed andrattled though they could feel no wind.

    On either side and in front wide fens and mires now lay, stretchingaway southward and eastward into the dim half-light. Mists curled and smokedfrom dark and noisome pools. The reek of them hung stifling in the stillair. Far away, now almost due south, the mountain-walls of Mordor loomed,like a black bar of rugged clouds floating above a dangerous fog-bound sea.

    The hobbits were now wholly in the hands of Gollum. They did now know,and could not guess in that misty light, that they were in fact only justwithin the northern borders of the marshes, the main expanse of which laysouth of them. They could, if they had known the lands, with some delay haveretraced their steps a little, and then turning east have come round overhard roads to the bare plain of Dagorlad: the field of the ancient battlebefore the gates of Mordor. Not that there was great hope in such a course.

    On that stony plain there was no cover, and across it ran the highways ofthe Ores and the soldiers of the Enemy. Not even the cloaks of Lurien wouldhave concealed them there.

    'How do we shape our course now, Smjagol? ' asked Frodo. 'Must we crossthese evil-smelling fens? '

    'No need, no need at all,' said Gollum. 'Not if hobbits want to reachthe dark mountains and go to see Him very quick. Back a little, and round alittle' — his skinny arm waved north and east — 'and you can come on hardcold roads to the very gates of His country. Lots of His people will bethere looking out for guests, very pleased to take them straight to Him, Oyes. His Eye watches that way all the time. It caught Smjagol there, longago.' Gollum shuddered. 'But Smjagol has used his eyes since then, yes, yes:I've used eyes and feet and nose since then. 1 know other ways. Moredifficult, not so quick; but better, if we don't want Him to see. FollowSmjagol! He can take you through the marshes, through the mists, nice thickmists. Follow Smjagol very carefully, and you may go a long way. quite along way, before He catches you, yes perhaps.'

    It was already day, a windless and sullen morning, and the marsh-reekslay in heavy banks. No sun pierced the low clouded sky, and Gollum seemedanxious to continue the journey at once. So after a brief rest they set outagain and were soon lost in a shadowy silent world, cut off from all view ofthe lands about, either the hills that they had left or the mountains thatthey sought. They went slowly in single file: Gollum, Sam, Frodo.

    Frodo seemed the most weary of the three, and slow though they went, heoften lagged. The hobbits soon found that what had looked like one vast fenwas really an endless network of pools, and soft mires, and windinghalf-strangled water-courses. Among these a cunning eye and foot couldthread a wandering path. Gollum certainly had that cunning, and needed allof it. His head on its long neck was ever turning this way and that, whilehe sniffed and muttered all the time to himself. Sometimes he would hold uphis hand and halt them, while he went forward a little, crouching, testingthe ground with fingers or toes, or merely listening with one ear pressed tothe earth.

    It was dreary and wearisome. Cold clammy winter still held sway in thisforsaken country. The only green was the scum of livid weed on the darkgreasy surfaces of the sullen waters. Dead grasses and rotting reeds loomedup in the mists like ragged shadows of long-forgotten summers.

    As the day wore on the light increased a little, and the mists lifted,growing thinner and more transparent. Far above the rot and vapours of theworld the Sun was riding high and golden now in a serene country with floorsof dazzling foam, but only a passing ghost of her could they see below,bleared, pale, giving no colour and no warmth. But even at this faint

    reminder of her presence Gollum scowled and flinched. He halted theirjourney, and they rested, squatting like little hunted animals, in theborders of a great brown reed-thicket. There was a deep silence, onlyscraped on its surfaces by the faint quiver of empty seed-plumes, and brokengrass-blades trembling in small air-movements that they could not feel.

    'Not a bird! ' said Sam mournfully.

    'No, no birds,' said Gollum. 'Nice birds! ' He licked his teeth. 'Nobirds here. There are snakeses, wormses, things in the pools. Lots ofthings, lots of nasty things. No birds,' he ended sadly. Sam looked at himwith distaste.

    So passed the third day of their journey with Gollum. Before theshadows of evening were long in happier lands, they went on again, always onand on with only brief halts. These they made not so much for rest as tohelp Gollum; for now even he had to go forward with great care, and he wassometimes at a loss for a while. They had come to the very midst of the DeadMarshes, and it was dark.

    They walked slowly, stooping, keeping close in line, followingattentively every move that Gollum made. The fens grew more wet, openinginto wide stagnant meres, among which it grew more and more difficult tofind the firmer places where feet could tread without sinking into gurglingmud. The travellers were light, or maybe none of them would ever have founda way through.

    Presently it grew altogether dark: the air itself seemed black andheavy to breathe. When lights appeared Sam rubbed his eyes: he thought hishead was going queer. He first saw one with the corner of his left eye, awisp of pale sheen that faded away; but others appeared soon after: somelike dimly shining smoke, some like misty flames flickering slowly aboveunseen candles; here and there they twisted like ghostly sheets unfurled byhidden hands. But neither of his companions spoke a word.

    At last Sam could bear it no longer. 'What's all this, Gollum? ' hesaid in a whisper. 'These lights? They're all round us now. Are we trapped?Who are they? '

    Gollum looked up. A dark water was before him, and he was crawling onthe ground, this way and that, doubtful of the way. 'Yes, they are all roundus,' he whispered. 'The tricksy lights. Candles of corpses, yes, yes. Don'tyou heed them! Don't look! Don't follow them! Where's the master? '

    Sam looked back and found that Frodo had lagged again. He could not see

    him. He went some paces back into the darkness, not daring to move far, orto call in more than a hoarse whisper. Suddenly he stumbled against Frodo,who was standing lost in thought, looking at the pale lights. His hands hungstiff at his sides; water and slime were dripping from them.

    'Come, Mr. Frodo! ' said Sam. 'Don't look at them! Gollum says wemustn't. Let's keep up with him and get out of this cursed place as quick aswe can — if we can! '

    'All right,' said Frodo, as if returning out of a dream. 'I'm coming.

    Go on! '

    Hurrying forward again, Sam tripped, catching his foot in some old rootor tussock. He fell and came heavily on his hands, which sank deep intosticky ooze, so that his face was brought close to the surface of the darkmere. There was a faint hiss, a noisome smell went up, the lights flickeredand danced and swirled. For a moment the water below him looked like somewindow, glazed with grimy glass, through which he was peering. Wrenchinghis

    hands out of the bog, he sprang back with a cry. 'There are dead things,dead faces in the water,' he said with horror. 'Dead faces! '

    Gollum laughed. 'The Dead Marshes, yes, yes: that is their names,' hecackled. 'You should not look in when the candles are lit.’

    'Who are they? What are they? ’ asked Sam shuddering, turning to Frodo,who was now behind him.

    ’I don't know,' said Frodo in a dreamlike voice. 'But I have seen themtoo. In the pools when the candles were lit. They lie in all the pools, palefaces, deep deep under the dark water. I saw them: grim faces and evil, andnoble faces and sad. Many faces proud and fair, and weeds in their silverhair. But all foul, all rotting, all dead. A fell light is in them.' Frodohid his eyes in his hands. 'I know not who they are; but I thought I sawthere Men and Elves, and Ores beside them.'

    'Yes, yes,' said Gollum. 'All dead, all rotten. Elves and Men and Ores.

    The Dead Marshes. There was a great battle long ago, yes, so they told himwhen Smjagol was young, when I was young before the Precious came. It wasa

    great battle. Tall Men with long swords, and terrible Elves, and Orcsesshrieking. They fought on the plain for days and months at the Black Gates.But the Marshes have grown since then, swallowed up the graves; alwayscreeping, creeping.'

    'But that is an age and more ago,' said Sam. The Dead can’t be reallythere! Is it some devilry hatched in the Dark Land? ’

    'Who knows? Smjagol doesn't know,' answered Gollum. 'You cannot reachthem, you cannot touch them. We tried once, .yes, precious. I tried once;but you cannot reach them. Only shapes to see, perhaps, not to touch. Noprecious! All dead.'

    Sam looked darkly at him and shuddered again, thinking that he guessedwhy Smjagol had tried to touch them. 'Well, I don't want to see them,' hesaid. 'Never again! Can't we get on and get away? '

    'Yes, yes,' said Gollum. 'But slowly, very slowly. Very carefully! Orhobbits go down to join the Dead ones and light little candles. FollowSmjagol! Don't look at lights! '

    He crawled away to the right, seeking for a path round the mere. Theycame close behind, stooping, often using their hands even as he did. 'Threeprecious little Gollums in a row we shall be, if this goes on much longer,'thought Sam.

    At last they came to the end of the black mere, and they crossed it,perilously, crawling or hopping from one treacherous island tussock toanother. Often they floundered, stepping or falling hands-first into watersas noisome as a cesspool, till they were slimed and fouled almost up totheir necks and stank in one another's nostrils.

    It was late in the night when at length they reached firmer groundagain. Gollum hissed and whispered to himself, but it appeared that he waspleased: in some mysterious way, by some blended sense of feel, and smell,and uncanny memory for shapes in the dark, he seemed to know just where hewas again, and to be sure of his road ahead.

    'Now on we go! 'he said. 'Nice hobbits! Brave hobbits! Very veryweary, of course; so we are, my precious, all of us. But we must take masteraway from the wicked lights, yes, yes, we must.' With these words he startedoff again, almost at a trot, down what appeared to be a long lane betweenhigh reeds, and they stumbled after him as quickly as they could. But in alittle while he stopped suddenly and sniffed the air doubtfully, hissing asif he was troubled or displeased again.

    'What is it? ' growled Sam, misinterpreting the signs. 'What's the needto sniff? The stink nearly knocks me down with my nose held. You stink, andmaster stinks; the whole place stinks.'

    'Yes, yes, and Sam stinks! ' answered Gollum. 'Poor Smjagol smells it,

    but good Smjagol bears it. Helps nice master. But that's no matter. Theair’s moving, change is coming. Smjagol wonders; he's not happy.'

    He went on again, but his uneasiness grew, and every now and again hestood up to his full height, craning his neck eastward and southward. Forsome time the hobbits could not hear or feel what was troubling him. Thensuddenly all three halted, stiffening and listening. To Frodo and Sam itseemed that they heard, far away, a long wailing cry, high and thin andcruel. They shivered. At the same moment the stirring of the air becameperceptible to them; and it grew very cold. As they stood straining theirears, they heard a noise like a wind coming in the distance. The mistylights wavered, dimmed, and went out.

    Gollum would not move. He stood shaking and gibbering to himself, untilwith a rush the wind came upon them, hissing and snarling over the marshes.The night became less dark, light enough for them to see, or half see,shapeless drifts of fog, curling and twisting as it rolled over them andpassed them. Looking up they saw the clouds breaking and shredding; and thenhigh in the south the moon glimmered out, riding in the flying wrack.

    For a moment the sight of it gladdened the hearts of the hobbits; butGollum cowered down, muttering curses on the White Face. Then Frodo andSam

    staring at the sky, breathing deeply of the fresher air, saw it come: asmall cloud flying from the accursed hills; a black shadow loosed fromMordor; a vast shape winged and ominous. It scudded across the moon, andwith a deadly cry went away westward, outrunning the wind in its fell speed.

    They fell forward, grovelling heedlessly on the cold earth. But theshadow of horror wheeled and returned, passing lower now, right above them,sweeping the fen-reek with its ghastly wings. And then it was gone, flyingback to Mordor with the speed of the wrath of Sauron; and behind it the windroared away, leaving the Dead Marshes bare and bleak. The naked waste, asfar as the eye could pierce, even to the distant menace of the mountains,was dappled with the fitful moonlight.

    Frodo and Sam got up, rubbing their eyes, like children wakened from anevil dream to find the familiar night still over the world. But Gollum layon the ground as if he had been stunned. They roused him with difficulty,and for some time he would not lift his face, but knelt forward on hiselbows, covering the back of his head with his large flat hands.

    'Wraiths!' he wailed. 'Wraiths on wings! The Precious is their master.

    They see everything, everything. Nothing can hide from them. Curse the WhiteFace! And they tell Him everything. He sees, He knows. Ach, gollum, gollum,golluml ' It was not until the moon had sunk, westering far beyond TolBrandir, that he would get up or make a move.

    From that time on Sam thought that he sensed a change in Gollum again.

    He was more fawning and would-be friendly; but Sam surprised some strangelooks in his eyes at times, especially towards Frodo; and he went back moreand more into his old manner of speaking. And Sam had another growinganxiety. Frodo seemed to be weary, weary to the point of exhaustion. He saidnothing, indeed he hardly spoke at all; and he did not complain, but hewalked like one who carries a load, the weight of which is ever increasing;and he dragged along, slower and slower, so that Sam had often to beg Gollumto wait and not to leave their master behind.

    In fact with every step towards the gates of Mordor Frodo felt the Ringon its chain about his neck grow more burdensome. He was now beginning tofeel it as an actual weight dragging him earthwards. But far more he wastroubled by the Eye: so he called it to himself. It was that more than thedrag of the Ring that made him cower and stoop as he walked. The Eye: thathorrible growing sense of a hostile will that strove with great power topierce all shadows of cloud, and earth, and flesh, and to see you: to pinyou under its deadly gaze, naked, immovable. So thin, so frail and thin, theveils were become that still warded it off. Frodo knew just where thepresent habitation and heart of that will now was: as certainly as a man cantell the direction of the sun with his eyes shut. He was facing it, and itspotency beat upon his brow.

    Gollum probably felt something of the same sort. But what went on inhis wretched heart between the pressure of the Eye, and the lust of the Ringthat was so near, and his grovelling promise made half in the fear of coldiron, the hobbits did not guess: Frodo gave no thought to it. Sam's mind wasoccupied mostly with his master hardly noticing the dark cloud that hadfallen on his own heart. He put Frodo in front of him now, and kept awatchful eye on every movement of his, supporting him if he stumbled, andtrying to encourage him with clumsy words.

    When day came at last the hobbits were surprised to see how much closerthe ominous mountains had already drawn. The air was now clearer and colder,and though still far off, the walls of Mordor were no longer a cloudy menaceon the edge of sight, but as grim black towers they frowned across a dismal

    waste. The marshes were at an end, dying away into dead peats and wide flatsof dry cracked mud. The land ahead rose in long shallow slopes, barren andpitiless, towards the desert that lay at Sauron’s gate.

    While the grey light lasted, they cowered under a black stone likeworms, shrinking, lest the winged terror should pass and spy them with itscruel eyes. The remainder of that journey was a shadow of growing fear inwhich memory could find nothing to rest upon. For two more nights theystruggled on through the weary pathless land. The air, as it seemed to them,grew harsh, and filled with a bitter reek that caught their breath andparched their mouths.

    At last, on the fifth morning since they took the road with Gollum,they halted once more. Before them dark in the dawn the great mountainsreached up to roofs of smoke and cloud. Out from their feet were flung hugebuttresses and broken hills that were now at the nearest scarce a dozenmiles away. Frodo looked round in horror. Dreadful as the Dead Marshes hadbeen, and the arid moors of the Noman-lands, more loathsome far was thecountry that the crawling day now slowly unveiled to his shrinking eyes.Even to the Mere of Dead Faces some haggard phantom of green springwould

    come; but here neither spring nor summer would ever come again. Herenothing

    lived, not even the leprous growths that feed on rottenness. The gaspingpools were choked with ash and crawling muds, sickly white and grey, as ifthe mountains had vomited the filth of their entrails upon the lands about.

    High mounds of crushed and powdered rock, great cones of earth fire-blastedand poison-stained, stood like an obscene graveyard in endless rows, slowlyrevealed in the reluctant light.

    They had come to the desolation that lay before Mordor: the lastingmonument to the dark labour of its slaves that should endure when all theirpurposes were made void; a land defiled, diseased beyond all healing —unless the Great Sea should enter in and wash it with oblivion. VI feelsick,’ said Sam. Frodo did not speak.

    For a while they stood there, like men on the edge of a sleep wherenightmare lurks, holding it off, though they know that they can only come tomorning through the shadows. The light broadened and hardened. Thegasping

    pits and poisonous mounds grew hideously clear. The sun was up, walking

    among clouds and long flags of smoke, but even the sunlight was defiled. Thehobbits had no welcome for that light; unfriendly it seemed, revealing themin their helplessness — little squeaking ghosts that wandered among theash-heaps of the Dark Lord.

    Too weary to go further they sought for some place where they couldrest. For a while they sat without speaking under the shadow of a mound ofslag; but foul fumes leaked out of it, catching their throats and chokingthem. Gollum was the first to get up. Spluttering and cursing he rose, andwithout a word or a glance at the hobbits he crawled away on all fours.Frodo and Sam crawled after him, until they came to a wide almost circularpit, high-banked upon the west. It was cold and dead, and a foul sump ofoily many-coloured ooze lay at its bottom. In this evil hole they cowered,hoping in its shadow to escape the attention of the Eye.

    The day passed slowly. A great thirst troubled them, but they drankonly a few drops from their bottles-last filled in the gully, which now asthey looked back in thought seemed to them a place of peace and beauty. Thehobbits took it in turn to watch. At first, tired as they were, neither ofthem could sleep at all; but as the sun far away was climbing down into slowmoving cloud, Sam dozed. It was Frodo's turn to be on guard. He lay back onthe slope of the pit, but that did not ease the sense of burden that was onhim. He looked up at the smoke-streaked sky and saw strange phantoms, darkriding shapes, and faces out of the past. He lost count of time, hoveringbetween sleep and waking, until forgetfulness came over him.

    Suddenly Sam woke up thinking that he heard his master calling. It wasevening. Frodo could not have called, for he had fallen asleep, and had sliddown nearly to the bottom of the pit. Gollum was by him. For a moment Samthought that he was trying to rouse Frodo; then he saw that it was not so.Gollum was talking to himself. Smjagol was holding a debate with some otherthought that used the same voice but made it squeak and hiss. A pale lightand a green light alternated in his eyes as he spoke.

    'Smjagol promised,’ said the first thought.

    'Yes, yes, my precious,’ came the answer, ’we promised: to save ourPrecious, not to let Him have it — never. But it’s going to Him yes, nearerevery step. What’s the hobbit going to do with it, we wonders, yes wewonders.’

    'I don’t know. I can’t help it. Master’s got it. Smjagol promised tohelp the master.’

    'Yes, yes, to help the master: the master of the Precious. But if wewas master, then we could help ourselfs, yes, and still keep promises.'

    'But Smjagol said he would be very very good. Nice hobbit! He tookcruel rope off Smjagol's leg. He speaks nicely to me.'

    'Very very good, eh, my precious? Let's be good, good as fish, sweetone, but to ourselfs. Not hurt the nice hobbit, of course, no, no.'

    'But the Precious holds the promise,’ the voice of Smjagol objected.

    'Then take it,' said the other, 'and let's hold it ourselfs! Then weshall be master, golluml Make the other hobbit, the nasty suspicious hobbit,make him crawl, yes, golluml'

    'But not the nice hobbit? ’

    'Oh no, not if it doesn't please us. Still he's a Baggins, my precious,yes, a Baggins. A Baggins stole it. He found it and he said nothing,nothing. We hates Bagginses.'

    'No, not this Baggins.'

    'Yes, every Baggins. All peoples that keep the Precious. We must haveit! '

    'But He'll see, He'll know. He'll take it from us! '

    'He sees. He knows. He heard us make silly promises — against Hisorders, yes. Must take it. The Wraiths are searching. Must take it.'

    'Not for Him! '

    'No, sweet one. See, my precious: if we has it, then we can escape,even from Him, eh? Perhaps we grows very strong, stronger than Wraiths. LordSmjagol? Gollum the Great? The Gollum! Eat fish every day, three times aday; fresh from the sea. Most Precious Gollum! Must have it. We wants it, wewants it, we wants it! '

    'But there's two of them. They'll wake too quick and kill us,' whinedSmjagol in a last effort. 'Not now. Not yet.’

    'We wants it! But' — and here there was a long pause, as if a newthought had wakened. 'Not yet, eh? Perhaps not. She might help. She might,yes.’

    'No, no! Not that way! ' wailed Smjagol.

    'Yes! We wants it! We wants it! ’

    Each time that the second thought spoke, Gollum's long hand crept outslowly, pawing towards Frodo, and then was drawn back with a jerk asSmjagol

    spoke again. Finally both arms, with long fingers flexed and twitching,

    clawed towards his neck.

    Sam had lain still, fascinated by this debate, but watching every movethat Gollum made from under his half-closed eye-lids. To his simple mindordinary hunger, the desire to eat hobbits, had seemed the chief danger inGollum. He realized now that it was not so: Gollum was feeling the terriblecall of the Ring. The Dark Lord was He, of course; but Sam wondered whoShe

    was. One of the nasty friends the little wretch had made in his wanderings,he supposed. Then he forgot the point, for things had plainly gone farenough, and were getting dangerous. A great heaviness was in all his limbs,but he roused himself with an effort and sat up. Something warned him to becareful and not to reveal that he had overheard the debate. He let out aloud sigh and gave a huge yawn.

    'What's the time? ' he said sleepily.

    Gollum sent out a long hiss through his teeth. He stood up for amoment, tense and menacing; and then he collapsed, falling forward on to allfours and crawling up the bank of the pit. 'Nice hobbits! Nice Sam! ' hesaid. 'Sleepy heads, yes, sleepy heads! Leave good Smjagol to watch! Butit's evening. Dusk is creeping. Time to go.'

    'High time! ' thought Sam. 'And time we parted, too.' Yet it crossedhis mind to wonder if indeed Gollum was not now as dangerous turned loose askept with them. 'Curse him! I wish he was choked!' he muttered. He stumbleddown the bank and roused his master.

    Strangely enough, Frodo felt refreshed. He had been dreaming. The darkshadow had passed, and a fair vision had visited him in this land ofdisease. Nothing remained of it in his memory, yet because of it he feltglad and lighter of heart. His burden was less heavy on him. Gollum welcomedhim with dog-like delight. He chuckled and chattered, cracking his longfingers, and pawing at Frodo's knees. Frodo smiled at him.

    'Come! ' he said. 'You have guided us well and faithfully. This is thelast stage. Bring us to the Gate, and then I will not ask you to go further.

    Bring us to the Gate, and you may go where you wish — only not to ourenemies.'

    'To the Gate, eh?' Gollum squeaked, seeming surprised and frightened.

    'To the Gate, master says! Yes, he says so. And good Smjagol does what heasks, O yes. But when we gets closer, we'll see perhaps we'll see then. Itwon't look nice at all. O no! O no!'

    ’Go on with you! ' said Sam. 'Let's get it over! '

    In the falling dusk they scrambled out of the pit and slowly threadedtheir way through the dead land. They had not gone far before they felt oncemore the fear that had fallen on them when the winged shape swept over themarshes. They halted, cowering on the evil-smelling ground; but they sawnothing in the gloomy evening sky above, and soon the menace passed, highoverhead, going maybe on some swift errand from Barad-dyr. After a whileGollum got up and crept forward again, muttering and shaking.

    About an hour after midnight the fear fell on them a third time, but itnow seemed more remote, as if it were passing far above the clouds, rushingwith terrible speed into the West. Gollum, however, was helpless withterror, and was convinced that they were being hunted, that their approachwas known.

    'Three times! ' he whimpered. 'Three times is a threat. They feel ushere, they feel the Precious. The Precious is their master. We cannot go anyfurther this way, no. It's no use, no use! '

    Pleading and kind words were no longer of any avail. It was not untilFrodo commanded him angrily and laid a hand on his sword-hilt that Gollumwould get up again. Then at last he rose with a snarl, and went before themlike a beaten dog.

    So they stumbled on through the weary end of the night, and until thecoming of another day of fear they walked in silence with bowed heads,seeing nothing, and hearing nothing but the wind hissing in their ears.

    Chapter 3. The Black Gate is Closed

    Before the next day dawned their journey to Mordor was over. Themarshes and the desert were behind them. Before them, darkling against apallid sky, the great mountains reared their threatening heads.

    Upon the west of Mordor marched the gloomy range of Ephel D®ath, theMountains of Shadow, and upon the north the broken peaks and barren ridgesof Ered Lithui, grey as ash. But as these ranges approached one another,being indeed but parts of one great wall about the mournful plains ofLithlad and of Gorgoroth, and the bitter inland sea of N®men amidmost, theyswung out long arms northward; and between these arms there was a deepdefile. This was Cirith Gorgor, the Haunted Pass, the entrance to the landof the Enemy. High cliffs lowered upon either side, and thrust forward fromits mouth were two sheer hills, black-boned and bare. Upon them stood theTeeth of Mordor, two towers strong and tall. In days long past they werebuilt by the Men of Gondor in their pride and power, after the overthrow ofSauron and his flight, lest he should seek to return to his old realm. Butthe strength of Gondor failed, and men slept, and for long years the towersstood empty. Then Sauron returned. Now the watch-towers, which had falleninto decay, were repaired, and filled with arms, and garrisoned withceaseless vigilance. Stony-faced they were, with dark window-holes staringnorth and east and west, and each window was full of sleepless eyes.

    Across the mouth of the pass, from cliff to cliff, the Dark Lord hadbuilt a rampart of stone. In it there was a single gate of iron, and uponits battlement sentinels paced unceasingly. Beneath the hills on either sidethe rock was bored into a hundred caves and maggot-holes: there a host ofores lurked, ready at a signal to issue forth like black ants going to war.

    None could pass the Teeth of Mordor and not feel their bite, unless theywere summoned by Sauron, or knew the secret passwords that would openthe

    Morannon, the black gate of his land.

    The two hobbits gazed at the towers and the wall in despair. Even froma distance they could see in the dim light the movement of the black guardsupon the wall, and the patrols before the gate. They lay now peering overthe edge of a rocky hollow beneath the out-stretched shadow of the northmost

    buttress of Ephel D®ath. Winging the heavy air in a straight flight a crow,maybe, would have flown but a furlong from their hiding-place to the blacksummit of the nearer tower. A faint smoke curled above it, as if firesmouldered in the hill beneath.

    Day came, and the fallow sun blinked over the lifeless ridges of EredLithui. Then suddenly the cry of brazen-throated trumpets was heard: fromthe watch-towers they blared, and far away from hidden holds and outposts inthe hills came answering calls; and further still, remote but deep andominous, there echoed in the hollow land beyond the mighty horns and drumsof Barad-dyr. Another dreadful day of fear and toil had come to Mordor; andthe night-guards were summoned to their dungeons and deep halls, and theday-guards, evil-eyed and fell, were marching to their posts. Steel gleameddimly on the battlement.

    'Well, here we are! ' said Sam. 'Here’s the Gate, and it looks to me asif that’s about as far as we are ever going to get. My word, but the Gafferwould have a thing or two to say, if he saw me now! Often said I’d come to abad end, if I didn't watch my step, he did. But now I don't suppose I'llever see the old fellow again. He'll miss his chance of I told'ee so, Sam:more's the pity. He could go on telling me as long as he'd got breath, ifonly I could see his old face again. But I'd have to get a wash first, or hewouldn't know me.

    'I suppose it's no good asking "what way do we go now?" We can't go nofurther-unless we want to ask the ores for a lift.'

    'No, no! ' said Gollum. 'No use. We can't go further. Smjagol said so.

    He said: we'll go to the Gate, and then we'll see. And we do see. O yes. myprecious, we do see. Smjagol knew hobbits could not go this way. O yes.Smjagol knew '

    'Then what the plague did you bring us here for? ' said Sam, notfeeling in the mood to be just or reasonable.

    'Master said so. Master says: Bring us to the Gate. So good Smjagoldoes so. Master said so, wise master.'

    'I did,' said Frodo. His face was grim and set. but resolute. He wasfilthy, haggard, and pinched with weariness, but he cowered no longer, andhis eyes were clear. 'I said so, because I purpose to enter Mordor, and Iknow no other way. Therefore I shall go this way. I do not ask anyone to gowith me.’

    'No, no, master! ' wailed Gollum; pawing at him, and seeming in great

    distress. 'No use that way! No use! Don’t take the Precious to Him! He'lleat us all, if He gets it, eat all the world. Keep it, nice master, and bekind to Smjagol. Don’t let Him have it. Or go away, go to nice places, andgive it back to little Smjagol. Yes, yes, master: give it back, eh? Smjagolwill keep it safe; he will do lots of good, especially to nice hobbits.

    Hobbits go home. Don’t go to the Gate! ’

    'I am commanded to go to the land of Mordor, and therefore I shall go,’said Frodo. 'If there is only one way, then I must take it. What comes aftermust come.'

    Sam said nothing. The look on Frodo's face was enough for him he knewthat words of his were useless. And after all he never had any real hope inthe affair from the beginning; but being a cheerful hobbit he had not neededhope, as long as despair could be postponed. Now they were come to thebitter end. But he had stuck to his master all the way; that was what he hadchiefly come for, and he would still stick to him. His master would not goto Mordor alone. Sam would go with him-and at any rate they would get rid ofGollum.

    Gollum, however, did not intend to be got rid of, yet. He knelt atFrodo's feet, wringing his hands and squeaking. 'Not this way, master! ' hepleaded, 'There is another way. O yes indeed there is. Another way. darker,more difficult to find, more secret. But Smjagol knows it. Let Smjagol showyou! '

    'Another way! ' said Frodo doubtfully, looking down at Gollum withsearching eyes.

    'Yess! Yess indeed! There was another way. Smjagol found it. Let's goand see if it's still there! '

    'You have not spoken of this before.’

    'No. Master did not ask. Master did not say what he meant to do. Hedoes not tell poor Smjagol. He says: Smjagol, take me to the Gate — andthen good bye! Smjagol can run away and be good. But now he says: I purposeto enter Mordor this way. So Smjagol is very afraid. He does not want tolose nice master. And he promised, master made him promise, to save thePrecious. But master is going to take it to Him, straight to the Black Hand,if master will go this way. So Smjagol must save them both, and he thinks ofanother way that there was, once upon a time. Nice master. Smjagol verygood, always helps.'

    Sam frowned. If he could have bored holes in Gollum with his eyes, he

    would have done. His mind was full of doubt. To all appearances Gollum wasgenuinely distressed and anxious to help Frodo. But Sam, remembering theoverheard debate, found it hard to believe that the long submerged Smjagolhad come out on top: that voice at any rate had not had the last word in thedebate. Sam's guess was that the Smjagol and Gollum halves (or what in hisown mind he called Slinker and Stinker) had made a truce and a temporaryalliance: neither wanted the Enemy to get the Ring; both wished to keepFrodo from capture, and under their eye, as long as possible — at any rateas long as Stinker still had a chance of laying hands on his’Precious'.Whether there really was another way into Mordor Sam doubted.

    'And it's a good thing neither half of the old villain don't know whatmaster means to do,' he thought. 'If he knew that Mr. Frodo is trying to putan end to his Precious for good and all, there'd be trouble pretty quick, Ibet. Anyhow old Stinker is so frightened of the Enemy — and he's underorders of some kind from him, or was — that he'd give us away rather thanbe caught helping us; and rather than let his Precious be melted, maybe. Atleast that's my idea. And I hope the master will think it out carefully.

    He's as wise as any, but he's soft-hearted, that's what he is. It's beyondany Gamgee to guess what he'll do next.'

    Frodo did not answer Gollum at once. While these doubts were passingthrough Sam's slow but shrewd mind, he stood gazing out towards the darkcliff of Cirith Gorgor. The hollow in which they had taken refuge was delvedin the side of a low hill, at some little height above a long trenchlikevalley that lay between it and the outer buttresses of the mountains. In themidst of the valley stood the black foundations of the western watch-tower.

    By morning-light the roads that converged upon the Gate of Mordor couldnow

    be clearly seen, pale and dusty; one winding back northwards; anotherdwindling eastwards into the mists that clung about the feet of Ered Lithui;and a third that ran towards him. As it bent sharply round the tower, itentered a narrow defile and passed not far below the hollow where he stood.Westward, to his right, it turned, skirting the shoulders of the mountains,and went off southwards into the deep shadows that mantled all the westernsides of Ephel D®ath; beyond his sight it journeyed on into the narrow landbetween the mountains and the Great River.

    As he gazed Frodo became aware that there was a great stir and movementon the plain. It seemed as if whole armies were on the march, though for the

    most part they were hidden by the reeks and fumes drifting from the fens andwastes beyond. But here and there he caught the gleam of spears and helmets;and over the levels beside the roads horsemen could be seen riding in manycompanies. He remembered his vision from afar upon Amon Hen, so fewdays

    before, though now it seemed many years ago. Then he knew that the hope thathad for one wild moment stirred in his heart was vain. The trumpets had notrung in challenge but in greeting. This was no assault upon the Dark Lord bythe men of Gondor, risen like avenging ghosts from the graves of valour longpassed away. These were Men of other race, out of the wide Eastlands,gathering to the summons of their Overlord; armies that had encamped beforehis Gate by night and now marched in to swell his mounting power. As ifsuddenly made fully aware of the peril of their position, alone, in thegrowing light of day, so near to this vast menace, Frodo quickly drew hisfrail grey hood close upon his head, and stepped down into the dell. Then heturned to Gollum.

    'Smjagol,' he said, 'I will trust you once more. Indeed it seems that Imust do so, and that it is my fate to receive help from you. where I leastlooked for it, and your fate to help me whom you long pursued with evilpurpose. So far you have deserved well of me and have kept your promisetruly. Truly, I say and mean,' he added with a glance at Sam, 'for twice nowwe have been in your power, and you have done no harm to us. Nor have youtried to take from me what you once sought. May the third time prove thebest! But I warn you, Smjagol, you are in danger.'

    'Yes, yes, master! ' said Gollum.'Dreadful danger! Smjagol's bonesshake to think of it. but he doesn't run away. He must help nice master.'

    'I did not mean the danger that we all share,' said Frodo. 'I mean adanger to yourself alone. You swore a promise by what you call the Precious.Remember that! It will hold you to it; but it will seek a way to twist it toyour own undoing. Already you are being twisted. You revealed yourself to mejust now, foolishly. Give it back to Smjagol you said. Do not say thatagain! Do not let that thought grow in you! You will never get it back. Butthe desire of it may betray you to a bitter end. You will never get it back.

    In the last need, Smjagol, I should put on the Precious; and the Preciousmastered you long ago. If I, wearing it, were to command you, you wouldobey, even if it were to leap from a precipice or to cast yourself into thefire. And such would be my command. So have a care, Smjagol!'

    Sam looked at his master with approval, but also with surprise: therewas a look in his face and a tone in his voice that he had not known before.

    It had always been a notion of his that the kindness of dear Mr. Frodo wasof such a high degree that it must imply a fair measure of blindness. Ofcourse, he also firmly held the incompatible belief that Mr. Frodo was thewisest person in the world (with the possible exception of Old Mr. Bilbo andof Gandalf). Gollum in his own way, and with much more excuse as hisacquaintance was much briefer, may have _made a similar mistake, confusingkindness and blindness. At any rate this speech abashed and terrified him.

    He grovelled on the ground and could speak no clear words but nice master.

    Frodo waited patiently for a while, then he spoke again less sternly.

    'Come now, Gollum or Smjagol if you wish, tell me of this other way, andshow me, if you can, what hope there is in it, enough to justify me inturning aside from my plain path. I am in haste.'

    But Gollum was in a pitiable state, and Frodo's threat had quiteunnerved him. It was not easy to get any clear account out of him, amid hismumblings and squeakings, and the frequent interruptions in which he crawledon the floor and begged them both to be kind to 'poor little Smjagol'. Aftera while he grew a little calmer, and Frodo gathered bit by bit that, if atraveller followed the road that turned west of Ephel D®ath, he would comein time to a crossing in a circle of dark trees. On the right a road wentdown to Osgiliath and the bridges of the Anduin; in the middle the road wenton southwards.

    'On, on, on,' said Gollum.'We never went that way, but they say itgoes a hundred leagues, until you can see the Great Water that is neverstill. There are lots of fishes there, and big birds eat fishes: nice birds:but we never went there, alas no! we never had a chance. And further stillthere are more lands, they say, but the Yellow Face is very hot there, andthere are seldom any clouds, and the men are fierce and have dark faces. Wedo not want to see that land.'

    'No! ' said Frodo. 'But do not wander from your road. What of the thirdturning? ’

    'O yes, O yes, there is a third way,' said Gollum. 'That is the road tothe left. At once it begins to climb up, up, winding and climbing backtowards the tall shadows. When it turns round the black rock, you'll see it.suddenly you'll see it above you, and you'll want to hide.'

    'See it, see it? What will you see? ’

    'The old fortress, very old, very horrible now. We used to hear talesfrom the South, when Smjagol was young, long ago. O yes. we used to telllots of tales in the evening, sitting by the banks of the Great River, inthe willow-lands, when the River was younger too, gollum, gollum.' He beganto weep and mutter. The hobbits waited patiently.

    'Tales out of the South,’ Gollum went on again, 'about the tall Menwith the shining eyes, and their houses like hills of stone, and the silvercrown of their King and his White Tree: wonderful tales. They built verytall towers, and one they raised was silver-white, and in it there was astone like the Moon, and round it were great white walls. O yes, there weremany tales about the Tower of the Moon.’

    'That would be Minas Ithil that Isildur the son of Elendil built ’ saidFrodo. 'It was Isildur who cut off the finger of the Enemy.’

    'Yes, He has only four on the Black Hand, but they are enough,’ saidGollum shuddering. ’And He hated Isildur’s city.’

    ’What does he not hate? ’ said Frodo. ’But what has the Tower of theMoon to do with us? ’

    ’Well, master, there it was and there it is: the tall tower and thewhite houses and the wall; but not nice now, not beautiful. He conquered itlong ago. It is a very terrible place now. Travellers shiver when they seeit, they creep out of sight, they avoid its shadow. But master will have togo that way. That is the only other way, For the mountains are lower there,and the old road goes up and up, until it reaches a dark pass at the top,and then it goes down, down, again — to Gorgoroth.’ His voice sank to awhisper and he shuddered.

    'But how will that help us? ’ asked Sam. 'Surely the Enemy knows allabout his own mountains, and that road will be guarded as close as this? Thetower isn’t empty, is it? ’

    'O no, not empty! ’ whispered Gollum. 'It seems empty, but it isn’t, Ono! Very dreadful things live there. Ores, yes always Ores; but worsethings, worse things live there too. The road climbs right under the shadowof the walls and passes the gate. Nothing moves on the road that they don’tknow about. The things inside know: the Silent Watchers.’

    'So that’s your advice is it,’ said Sam, ’that we should go anotherlong march south, to find ourselves in the same fix or a worse one, when weget there, if we ever do? ’

    'No, no indeed,’ said Gollum. 'Hobbits must see, must try to

    understand. He does not expect attack that way. His Eye is all round, but itattends more to some places than to others. He can't see everything all atonce, not yet. You see, He has conquered all the country west of the ShadowyMountains down to the River, and He holds the bridges now. He thinks no onecan come to the Moontower without fighting big battle at the bridges, orgetting lots of boats which they cannot hide and He will know about.'

    'You seem to know a lot about what He's doing and thinking,' said Sam.'Have you been talking to Him lately? Or just hobnobbing with Ores? '

    'Not nice hobbit, not sensible,' said Gollum, giving Sam an angryglance and turning to Frodo. 'Smjagol has talked to Ores, yes of course,before he met master, and to many peoples: he has walked very far. And whathe says now many peoples are saying. It's here in the North that the bigdanger is for Him, and for us. He will come out of the Black Gate one day,one day soon. That is the only way big armies can come. But away down westHe is not afraid, and there are the Silent Watchers.'

    'Just so! ' said Sam, not to be put off. 'And so we are to walk up andknock at their gate and ask if we're on the right road for Mordor? Or arethey too silent to answer? It's not. sense. We might as well do it here, andsave ourselves a long tramp.'

    'Don't make jokes about it,' hissed Gollum. 'It isn't funny, O no! Notamusing. It's nut sense to try and get into Mordor at all. But if mastersays I must go or I will go, then he must try some way. But he must not goto the terrible city, O no, of course not. That is where Smjagol helps, niceSmjagol. though no one tells him what it is all about. Smjagol helps again.

    He found it. He knows it.'

    'What did you find? ' asked Frodo.

    Gollum crouched down and his voice sank to a whisper again. 'A littlepath leading up into the mountains: and then a stair, a narrow stair, O yes,very long and narrow. And then more stairs. And then' — his voice sank evenlower —'a tunnel, a dark tunnel; and at last a little cleft, and a pathhigh above the main pass. It was that way that Smjagol got out of thedarkness. But it was years ago. The path may have vanished now; but perhapsnot, perhaps not.'

    'I don't like the sound of it at all,' said Sam. 'Sounds too easy atany rate in the telling. If that path is still there, it'll be guarded too.

    Wasn't it guarded, Gollum? ' As he said this, he caught or fancied he caughta green gleam in Gollum's eye. Gollum muttered but did not reply.

    'Is it not guarded? ' asked Frodo sternly. 'And did you escape out ofthe darkness, Smjagol? Were you not rather permitted to depart upon anerrand? That at least is w hat Aragorn thought, who found you by the DeadMarshes some years ago.'

    'It's a lie! ' hissed Gollum, and an evil light came into his eyes atthe naming of Aragorn. 'He lied on me, yes he did. I did escape, all by mypoor self. Indeed I was told to seek for the Precious; and I have searchedand searched, of course I have. But not for the Black One. The Precious wasours, it was mine I tell you. I did escape.'

    Frodo felt a strange certainty that in this matter Gollum was for oncenot so far from the truth as might be suspected; that he had somehow found away out of Mordor, and at least believed that it was by his own cunning. Forone thing, he noted that Gollum used I, and that seemed usually to be asign, on its rare appearances, that some remnants of old truth and sinceritywere for the moment on top. But even if Gollum could be trusted on thispoint, Frodo did not forget the wiles of the Enemy. The 'escape' may havebeen allowed or arranged, and well known in the Dark Tower. And in any caseGollum was plainly keeping a good deal back.

    'I ask you again,' he said: 'is not this secret way guarded? ’

    But the name of Aragorn had put Gollum into a sullen mood. He had allthe injured air of a liar suspected when for once he has told the truth, orpart of it. He did not answer.

    'Is it not guarded? ' Frodo repeated.

    'Yes, yes, perhaps. No safe places in this country,' said Gollumsulkily. 'No safe places. But master must try it or go home. . No otherway.' They could not get him to say more. The name of the perilous place andthe high pass he could not tell, or would not.

    Its name was Cirith Ungol, a name of dreadful rumour. Aragorn couldperhaps have told them that name and its significance: Gandalf would havewarned them. But they were alone, and Aragorn was far away, and Gandalfstood amid the ruin of Isengard and strove with Saruman, delayed by treason.Yet even as he spoke his last words to Saruman, and the palantnr crashed infire upon the steps of Orthanc. his thought was ever upon Frodo and Samwise,over the long leagues his mind sought for them in hope and pity.

    Maybe Frodo felt it, not knowing it, as he had upon Amon Hen, eventhough he believed that Gandalf was gone, gone for ever into the shadow inMoria far away. He sat upon the ground for a long while, silent, his head

    bowed, striving to recall all that Gandalf had said to him. But for thischoice he could recall no counsel. Indeed Gandalf s guidance had been takenfrom them too soon, too soon, while the Dark Land was still very far away.How they should enter it at the last Gandalf had not said. Perhaps he couldnot say. Into the stronghold of the Enemy in the North, into Dol Guldur, hehad once ventured. But into Mordor, to the Mountain of Fire and toBarad-dyr, since the Dark Lord rose in power again, had he ever journeyedthere? Frodo did not think so. And here he was a little halfling from theShire, a simple hobbit of the quiet countryside expected to find a way wherethe great ones could not go, or dared not go. It was an evil fate. But hehad taken it on himself in his own sitting-room in the far-off spring ofanother year, so remote now that it was like a chapter in a story of theworld's youth, when the Trees of Silver and Gold were still in bloom. Thiswas an evil choice. Which way should he choose? And if both led to terrorand death, what good lay in choice?

    The day drew on. A deep silence fell upon the little grey hollow wherethey lay, so near to the borders of the land of fear: a silence that couldbe felt, as if it were a thick veil that cut them off from all the worldabout them. Above them was a dome of pale sky barred with fleeting smoke,but it seemed high and far away, as if seen through great deeps of air heavywith brooding thought.

    Not even an eagle poised against the sun would have marked the hobbitssitting there, under the weight of doom, silent, p not moving, shrouded intheir thin grey cloaks. For a moment he might have paused to considerGollum, a tiny figure sprawling on the ground: there perhaps lay thefamished skeleton of some child of Men, its ragged garment still clinging toit, its long arms and legs almost bone-white and bone-thin: no flesh worth apeck.

    Frodo’s head was bowed over his knees, but Sam leaned back, with handsbehind his head, staring out of his hood at the empty sky. At least for along while it was empty. Then presently Sam thought he saw a dark bird-likefigure wheel into the circle of his sight, and hover, and then wheel awayagain. Two more followed, and then a fourth. They were very small to lookat, yet he knew, somehow, that they were huge, with a vast stretch ofpinion, flying at a great height. He covered his eyes and bent forward,cowering. The same warning fear was on him as he had felt in the presence ofthe Black Riders, the helpless horror that had come with the cry in the wind

    and the shadow on the moon, though now it was not so crushing or compelling:the menace was more remote. But menace it was. Frodo felt it too. Histhought was broken. He stirred and shivered, but he did not look up. Gollumhuddled himself together like a cornered spider. The winged shapes wheeled,and stooped swiftly down, speeding back to Mordor.

    Sam took a deep breath. 'The Riders are about again, up in the air,' hesaid in a hoarse whisper. 'I saw them. Do you think they could see us? Theywere very high up. And if they are Black Riders same as before, then theycan’t see much by daylight, can they? '

    'No, perhaps not,' said Frodo. 'But their steeds could see. And thesewinged creatures that they ride on now, they can probably see more than anyother creature. They are like great carrion birds. They are looking forsomething: the Enemy is on the watch, I fear.’

    The feeling of dread passed, but the enfolding silence was broken. Forsome time they had been cut off from the world, as if in an invisibleisland; now they were laid bare again, peril had returned. But still Frododid not speak to Gollum or make his choice. His eyes were closed, as if hewere dreaming, or looking inward into his heart and memory. At last hestirred and stood up, and it seemed that he was about to speak and todecide. But 'hark!' he said. 'What is that?’

    A new fear was upon them. They heard singing and hoarse shouting. Atfirst it seemed a long way off, but it drew nearer: it was coming towardsthem. It leaped into all their minds that the Black Wings had spied them andhad sent armed soldiers to seize them: no speed seemed too great for theseterrible servants of Sauron. They crouched, listening. The voices and theclink of weapons and harness were very close. Frodo and Sam loosened theirsmall swords in their sheaths. Flight was impossible.

    Gollum rose slowly and crawled insect-like to the lip of the hollow.

    Very cautiously he raised himself inch by inch, until he could peer over itbetween two broken points of stone. He remained there without moving forsome time, making no sound. Presently the voices began to recede again, andthen they slowly faded away. Far off a horn blew on the ramparts of theMorannon. Then quietly Gollum drew back and slipped down into the hollow.

    ’More Men going to Mordor,’ he said in a low voice. 'Dark faces. Wehave not seen Men like these before, no, Smjagol has not. They are fierce.They have black eyes, and long black hair, and gold rings in their ears;yes, lots of beautiful gold. And some have red paint on their cheeks, and

    red cloaks; and their flags are red, and the tips of their spears; and theyhave round shields, yellow and black with big spikes. Not nice; very cruelwicked Men they look. Almost as bad as Ores, and much bigger. Smjagolthinks

    they have come out of the South beyond the Great River's end: they came upthat road. They have passed on to the Black Gate; but more may follow.Always more people coming to Mordor. One day all the peoples will beinside.'

    'Were there any oliphaunts?' asked Sam, forgetting his fear in hiseagerness for news of strange places.

    'No, no oliphaunts. What are oliphaunts? ’ said Gollum.

    Sam stood up, putting his hands behind his back (as he always did when'speaking poetry'), and began:

    Grey as a mouse,

    Big as a house.

    Nose like a snake,

    I make the earth shake,

    As I tramp through the grass;

    Trees crack as I pass.

    With horns in my mouthI walk in the South,

    Flapping big ears.

    Beyond count of yearsI stump round and round,

    Never lie on the ground,

    Not even to die.

    Oliphaunt am I,

    Biggest of all,

    Huge, old, and tall.

    If ever you'd met meYou wouldn't forget me.

    If you never do,

    You won't think I'm true;

    But old Oliphaunt am I,

    And I never lie.

    'That,' said Sam, when he had finished reciting, 'that's a rhyme wehave in the Shire. Nonsense maybe, and maybe not. But we have our tales too,

    and news out of the South, you know. In the old days hobbits used to go ontheir travels now and again. Not that many ever came back, and not that allthey said was believed: news from Bree, and not sure as Shiretalk, as thesayings go. But I've heard tales of the big folk down away in the Sunlands.Swertings we call ’em in our tales; and they ride on oliphaunts, 'tis said,when they fight. They put houses and towers on the oliphauntses backs andall, and the oliphaunts throw rocks and trees at one another. So when yousaid "Men out of the South, all in red and gold;" I said "were there anyoliphaunts? " For if there was, I was going to take a look, risk or no. Butnow I don't suppose I'll ever see an oliphaunt. Maybe there ain't no such abeast.' He sighed.

    'No, no oliphaunts,' said Gollum again. 'Smjagol has not heard of them.

    He does not want to see them. He does not want them to be. Smjagol wants togo away from here and hide somewhere safer. Smjagol wants master to go.Nice

    master, won't he come with Smjagol? '

    Frodo stood up. He had laughed in the midst of all his cares when Samtrotted out the old fireside rhyme of Oliphaunt, and the laugh had releasedhim from hesitation. 'I wish we had a thousand oliphaunts with Gandalf on awhite one at their head,' he said. 'Then we'd break a way into this evilland, perhaps. But we've not; just our own tired legs, that's all. Well,Smjagol, the third turn may turn the best. I will come with you.'

    'Good master, wise master, nice master!' cried Gollum in delight,patting Frodo's knees. 'Good master! Then rest now, nice hobbits, under theshadow of the stones, close under the stones! Rest and lie quiet, till theYellow Face goes away. Then we can go quickly. Soft and quick as shadowswe

    must be!’

    Chapter 4. Of Herbs and Stewed Rabbit

    For the few hours of daylight that were left they rested, shifting intothe shade as the sun moved, until at last the shadow of the western rim oftheir dell grew long, and darkness filled all the hollow. Then they ate alittle, and drank sparingly. Gollum ate nothing, but he accepted watergladly.

    'Soon get more now,' he said, licking his lips. 'Good water runs downin streams to the Great River, nice water in the lands we are going to.Smjagol will get food there too, perhaps. He's very hungry, yes, gollumV Heset his two large flat hands on his shrunken belly, and a pale green lightcame into his eyes.

    The dusk was deep when at length they set out, creeping over thewestward rim of the dell, and fading like ghosts into the broken country onthe borders of the road: The moon was now three nights from the full, but itdid not climb over the mountains until nearly midnight, and the early nightwas very dark. A single red light burned high up in the Towers of the Teeth,but otherwise no sign could be seen or heard of the sleepless watch on theMorannon.

    For many miles the red eye seemed to stare at them as they fled,stumbling through a barren stony country. They did not dare to take theroad, but they kept it on their left, following its line as well as theycould at a little distance. At last, when night was growing old and theywere already weary, for they had taken only one short rest, the eye dwindledto a small fiery point and then vanished: they had turned the dark northernshoulder of the lower mountains and were heading southwards.

    With hearts strangely lightened they now rested again, but not forlong. They were not going quick enough for Gollum. By his reckoning it wasnearly thirty leagues from the Morannon to the cross-roads above Osgiliath,and he hoped to cover that distance in four journeys. So soon they struggledon once more, until the dawn began to spread slowly in the wide greysolitude. They had then walked almost eight leagues; and the hobbits couldnot have gone any further, even if they had dared.

    The growing light revealed to them a land already, less barren andruinous. The mountains still loomed up ominously on their left, but near athand they could see the southward road, now bearing away from the black

    roots of the hills and slanting westwards. Beyond it were slopes coveredwith sombre trees like dark clouds, but all about them lay a tumbledheathland, grown with ling and broom and cornel, and other shrubs that theydid not know. Here and there they saw knots of tall pine-trees. The heartsof the hobbits rose again a little in spite of weariness: the air was freshand fragrant, and it reminded them of the uplands of the Northfarthing faraway. It seemed good to be reprieved, to walk in a land that had only beenfor a few years under the dominion of the Dark Lord and was not yet fallenwholly into decay. But they did not forget their danger, nor the Black Gatethat was still all too near, hidden though it was behind the gloomy heights.They looked about for a hiding-place where they could shelter from evil eyeswhile the light lasted.

    The day passed uneasily. They lay deep in the heather and counted outthe slow hours, in which there seemed little change; for they were stillunder the shadows of the Ephel D®ath, and the sun was veiled. Frodo slept attimes, deeply and peacefully, either trusting Gollum or too tired to troubleabout him; but Sam found it difficult to do more than doze, even when Gollumwas plainly fast asleep, whiffling and twitching in his secret dreams.Hunger, perhaps, more than mistrust kept him wakeful: he had begun to longfor a good homely meal, 'something hot out of the pot'.

    As soon as the land faded into a formless grey under coming night, theystarted out again. In a little while Gollum led them down on to thesouthward road; and after that they went on more quickly, though the dangerwas greater. Their ears were strained for the sound of hoof or foot on theroad ahead, or following them from behind; but the night passed, and theyheard no sound of walker or rider.

    The road had been made in a long lost time: and for perhaps thirtymiles below the Morannon it had been newly repaired, but as it went souththe wild encroached upon it. The handiwork of Men of old could still be seenin its straight sure flight and level course: now and again it cut its waythrough hillside slopes, or leaped over a stream upon a wide shapely arch ofenduring masonry; but at last all signs of stonework faded, save for abroken pillar here and there, peering out of bushes at the side, or oldpaving-stones still lurking amid weeds and moss. Heather and trees andbracken scrambled down and overhung the banks, or sprawled out over thesurface. It dwindled at last to a country cart-road little used; but it didnot wind: it held on its own sure course and guided them by the swiftest

    way.

    So they passed into the northern marches of that land that Men oncecalled Ithilien, a fair country of climbing woods and swift-falling streams.

    The night became fine under star and round moon, and it seemed to thehobbits that the fragrance of the air grew as they went forward; and fromthe blowing and muttering of Gollum it seemed that he noticed it too, anddid not relish it. At the first signs of day they halted again. They hadcome to the end of a long cutting, deep, and sheer-sided in the middle, bywhich the road clove its way through a stony ridge. Now they climbed up thewestward bank and looked abroad.

    Day was opening in the sky, and they saw that the mountains were nowmuch further off, receding eastward in a long curve that was lost in thedistance. Before them, as they turned west, gentle slopes ran down into dimhazes far below. All about them were small woods of resinous trees, fir andcedar and cypress, and other kinds unknown in the Shire, with wide gladesamong them; and everywhere there was a wealth of sweet-smelling herbs andshrubs. The long journey from Rivendell had brought them far south of theirown land, but not until now in this more sheltered region had the hobbitsfelt the change of clime. Here Spring was already busy about them: frondspierced moss and mould, larches were green-fingered, small flowers wereopening in the turf, birds were singing. Ithilien, the garden of Gondor nowdesolate kept still a dishevelled dryad loveliness.

    South and west it looked towards the warm lower vales of Anduin,shielded from the east by the Ephel D®ath and yet not under themountain-shadow, protected from the north by the Emyn Muil, open to thesouthern airs and the moist winds from the Sea far away. Many great treesgrew there, planted long ago, falling into untended age amid a riot ofcareless descendants; and groves and thickets there were of tamarisk andpungent terebinth, of olive and of bay; and there were junipers and myrtles;and thymes that grew in bushes, or with their woody creeping stems mantledin deep tapestries the hidden stones; sages of many kinds putting forth blueflowers, or red, or pale green; and marjorams and new-sprouting parsleys,and many herbs of forms and scents beyond the garden-lore of Sam. The grotsand rocky walls were already starred with saxifrages and stonecrops.Primeroles and anemones were awake in the filbert-brakes; and asphodel andmany lily-flowers nodded their half-opened heads in the grass: deep greengrass beside the pools, where falling streams halted in cool hollows on

    their journey down to Anduin.

    The travellers turned their backs on the road and went downhill. Asthey walked, brushing their way through bush and herb, sweet odours roseabout them. Gollum coughed and retched; but the hobbits breathed deep, andsuddenly Sam laughed, for heart's ease not for jest. They followed a streamthat went quickly down before them. Presently it brought them to a smallclear lake in a shallow dell: it lay in the broken ruins of an ancient stonebasin, the carven rim of which was almost wholly covered with mosses androse-brambles; iris-swords stood in ranks about it. and water-lily leavesfloated on its dark gently-rippling surface; but it was deep and fresh, andspilled ever softly out over a stony lip at the far end.

    Here they washed themselves and drank their fill at the in-fallingfreshet. Then they sought for a resting-place, and a hiding-place: for thisland, fair-seeming still, was nonetheless now territory of the Enemy. Theyhad not come very far from the road, and yet even in so short a space theyhad seen scars of the old wars, and the newer wounds made by the Ores andother foul servants of the Dark Lord: a pit of uncovered filth and refuse;trees hewn down wantonly and left to die, with evil runes or the fell signof the Eye cut in rude strokes on their bark.

    Sam scrambling below the outfall of the lake, smelling and touching theunfamiliar plants and trees, forgetful for the moment of Mordor, wasreminded suddenly of their ever-present peril. He stumbled on a ring stillscorched by fire, and in the midst of it he found a pile of charred andbroken bones and skulls. The swift growth of the wild with briar andeglantine and trailing clematis was already drawing a veil over this placeof dreadful feast and slaughter; but it was not ancient. He hurried back tohis companions, but he said nothing: the bones were best left in peace andnot pawed and routed by Gollum.

    'Let's find a place to lie up in,' he said. 'Not lower down. Higher upfor me.'

    A little way back above the lake they found a deep brown bed of lastyear's fern. Beyond it was a thicket of dark-leaved bay-trees climbing up asteep bank that was crowned with old cedars. Here they decided to rest andpass the day, which already promised to be bright and warm. A good day forstrolling on their way along the groves and glades of Ithilien; but thoughOres may shun the sunlight, there were too many places here where they couldlie hid and watch; and other evil eyes were abroad: Sauron had many

    servants. Gollum, in any case, would not move under the Yellow. Face. Soonit would look over the dark ridges of the Ephel D®ath, and he would faintand cower in the light and heat.

    Sam had been giving earnest thought to food as they marched. Now thatthe despair of the impassable Gate was behind him, he did not feel soinclined as his master to take no thought for their livelihood beyond theend of their errand; and anyway it seemed wiser to him to save the waybreadof the Elves for worse times ahead. Six days or more had passed since hereckoned that they had only a bare supply for three weeks.

    'If we reach the Fire in that time, we'll be lucky at this rate! ' hethought. 'And we might be wanting to get back. We might! '

    Besides, at the end of a long night-march, and after bathing anddrinking, he felt even more hungry than usual. A supper, or a breakfast, bythe fire in the old kitchen at Bagshot Row was what he really wanted. Anidea struck him and he turned to Gollum. Gollum had just begun to sneak offon his own, and he was crawling away on all fours through the fern.

    'Hi! Gollum! ' said Sam. 'Where are you going? Hunting? Well see here,old noser, you don't like our food, and I'd not be sorry for a changemyself. Your new motto's always ready to help. Could you find anything fitfor a hungry hobbit? '

    'Yes, perhaps, yes,’ said Gollum. 'Smjagol always helps, if they asks— if they asks nicely.'

    'Right!' said Sam 'I does ask. And if that isn't nice enough, I begs.'

    Gollum disappeared. He was away some time, and Frodo after a fewmouthfuls of lembas settled deep into the brown fern and went to sleep. Samlooked at him. The early daylight was only just creeping down into theshadows under the trees, but he saw his master's face very clearly, and hishands, too, lying at rest on the ground beside him. He was reminded suddenlyof Frodo as he had lain, asleep in the house of Elrond, after his deadlywound. Then as he had kept watch Sam had noticed that at times a lightseemed to be shining faintly within; but now the light was even clearer andstronger. Frodo's face was peaceful, the marks of fear and care had left it;but it looked old, old and beautiful, as if the chiselling of the shapingyears was now revealed in many fine lines that had before been hidden,though the identity of the face was not changed. Not that Sam Gamgee put itthat way to himself. He shook his head, as if finding words useless, andmurmured: 'I love him. He's like that, and sometimes it shines through,

    somehow. But I love him, whether or no.'

    Gollum returned quietly and peered over Sam's shoulder. Looking atFrodo, he shut his eyes and crawled away without a sound. Sam came to himmoment later and found him chewing something and muttering to himself.On

    the ground beside him lay two small rabbits, which he was beginning to eyegreedily.

    ’Smjagol always helps,’ he said. 'He has brought rabbits, nice rabbits.

    But master has gone to sleep, and perhaps Sam wants to sleep. Doesn't wantrabbits now? Smjagol tries to help, but he can't catch things all in aminute.'

    Sam, however, had no objection to rabbit at all, and said so. At leastnot to cooked rabbit. All hobbits, of course, can cook, for they begin tolearn the art before their letters (which many never reach): but Sam was agood cook, even by hobbit reckoning, and he had done a good deal of thecamp-cooking on their travels, when there was a chance. He still hopefullycarried some of his gear in his pack: a small tinder-box, two small shallowpans, the smaller fitting into the larger; inside them a wooden spoon, ashort two-pronged fork and some skewers were stowed; and hidden at thebottom of the pack in a flat wooden box a dwindling treasure, some salt. Buthe needed a fire, and other things besides. He thought for a bit, while hetook out his knife, cleaned and whetted it, and began to dress the rabbits.

    He was not going to leave Frodo alone asleep even for a few minutes.

    'Now, Gollum,' he said,'I've another job for you. Go and fill thesepans with water, and bring 'em back! '

    'Smjagol will fetch water, yes,' said Gollum. 'But what does the hobbitwant all that water for? He has drunk, he has washed.'

    'Never you mind,' said Sam. 'If you can't guess, you'll soon find out.

    And the sooner you fetch the water, the sooner you'll learn. Don't youdamage one of my pans, or I'll carve you into mincemeat.'

    While Gollum was away Sam took another look at Frodo. He was stillsleeping quietly, but Sam was now struck most by the leanness of his faceand hands. 'Too thin and drawn he is,' he muttered. 'Not right for a hobbit.

    If I can get these coneys cooked, I'm going to wake him up.'

    Sam gathered a pile of the driest fern, and then scrambled up the bankcollecting a bundle of twigs and broken wood; the fallen branch of a cedarat the top gave him a good supply. He cut out some turves at the foot of the

    bank just outside the fern-brake, and made a shallow hole and laid his fuelin it. Being handy with flint and tinder he soon had a small blaze going. Itmade little or no smoke but gave off an aromatic scent. He was just stoopingover his fire, shielding it and building it up with heavier wood, whenGollum returned, carrying the pans carefully and grumbling to himself.

    He set the pans down, and then suddenly saw what Sam was doing. He gavea thin hissing shriek, and seemed to be both frightened and angry. 'Ach! Sss— no!' he cried. 'No! Silly hobbits, foolish, yes foolish! They mustn't doit!’

    'Mustn't do what?' asked Sam in surprise.

    'Not make the nassty red tongues,' hissed Gollum.'Fire, fire! It'sdangerous, yes it is. It burns, it kills. And it will bring enemies, yes itwill.'

    'I don't think so,' said Sam. 'Don't see why it should, if you don'tput wet stuff on it and make a smother. But if it does, it does. I'm goingto risk it, anyhow. I'm going to stew these coneys.'

    'Stew the rabbits!' squealed Gollum in dismay.'Spoil beautiful meatSmjagol saved for you, poor hungry Smjagol! What for? What for, sillyhobbit? They are young, they are tender, they are nice. Eat them, eat them!’

    He clawed at the nearest rabbit, already skinned and lying by the fire.

    'Now, now! ' said Sam. 'Each to his own fashion. Our bread chokes you,and raw coney chokes me. If you give me a coney, the coney's mine, see, tocook, if I have a mind. And I have. You needn't watch me. Go and catchanother and eat it as you fancy — somewhere private and out o' my sight.Then you won't see the fire, and I shan't see you, and we'll both be thehappier. I'll see the fire don't smoke, if that's any comfort to you.'

    Gollum withdrew grumbling, and crawled into the fern. Sam busiedhimself with his pans. 'What a hobbit needs with coney,' he said to himself,

    'is some herbs and roots, especially taters — not to mention bread. Herbswe can manage, seemingly.’

    'Gollum!' he called softly.'Third time pays for all. I want someherbs.’ Gollum's head peeped out of the fern, but his looks were neitherhelpful nor friendly. 'A few bay-leaves, some thyme and sage, will do —before the water boils,' said Sam.

    'No! ' said Gollum. 'Smjagol is not pleased. And Smjagol doesn't likesmelly leaves. He doesn't eat grasses or roots, no precious, not till he'sstarving or very sick, poor Smjagol. '

    'Smjagol'll get into real true hot water, when this water boils, if hedon’t do as he’s asked,’growled Sam. 'Sam'llput his head in it, yesprecious. And I’d make him look for turnips and carrots, and taters too, ifit was the time o’ the year. I’ll bet there’s all sorts of good thingsrunning wild in this country. I’d give a lot for half a dozen taters.’

    'Smjagol won’t go, O no precious, not this time,’ hissed Gollum. 'He’sfrightened, and he’s very tired, and this hobbit's not nice, not nice atall. Smjagol won't grub for roots and carrotses and — taters. What'staters, precious, eh, what's taters?

    'Po-ta-toes,' said Sam. 'The Gaffer’s delight, and rare good ballastfor an empty belly. But you won't find any, so you needn't look. But be goodSmjagol and fetch me the herbs, and I'll think better of you. What's more,if you turn over a new leaf, and keep it turned, I'll cook you some tatersone of these days. I will: fried fish and chips served by S. Gamgee. Youcouldn't say no to that.'

    'Yes, yes we could. Spoiling nice fish, scorching it. Give me fish now,and keep nassty chips! '

    'Oh you're hopeless,' said Sam. 'Go to sleep!'

    In the end he had to find what he wanted for himself; but he did nothave to go far, not out of sight of the place where his master lay, stillsleeping. For a while Sam sat musing, and tending the fire till the waterboiled. The daylight grew and the air became warm; the dew faded off turfand leaf. Soon the rabbits cut up lay simmering in their pans with thebunched herbs. Almost Sam fell asleep as the time went by. He let them stewfor close on an hour, testing them now and again with his fork, and tastingthe broth.

    When he thought all was ready he lifted the pans off the fire, andcrept along to Frodo. Frodo half opened his eyes as Sam stood over him, andthen he wakened from his dreaming: another gentle, unrecoverable dream ofpeace.

    'Hullo, Sam! ’ he said. 'Not resting? Is anything wrong? What is thetime? ’

    'About a couple of hours after daybreak,’ said Sam, 'and nigh on halfpast eight by Shire clocks, maybe. But nothing's wrong. Though it ain'tquite what I'd call right: no stock, no onions, no taters. I've got a bit ofa stew for you, and some broth, Mr. Frodo. Do you good. You'll have to supit in your mug; or straight from the pan, when it's cooled a bit. I haven't

    brought no bowls, nor nothing proper.'

    Frodo yawned and stretched. 'You should have been resting Sam,'hesaid. 'And lighting a fire was dangerous in these parts. But I do feelhungry. Hmm! Can I smell it from here? What have you stewed? '

    'A present from Smjagol,' said Sam: 'a brace o' young coneys; though Ifancy Gollum's regretting them now. But there's nought to go with them but afew herbs.'

    Sam and his master sat just within the fern-brake and ate their stewfrom the pans, sharing the old fork and spoon. They allowed themselves halfa piece of the Elvish waybread each. It seemed a feast.

    'Wheew! Gollum! ' Sam called and whistled softly. 'Come on! Still timeto change your mind. There's some left, if you want to try stewed coney.'There was no answer.

    'Oh well, I suppose he's gone off to find something for himself. We'llfinish it,' said Sam.

    'And then you must take some sleep,' said Frodo.

    'Don't you drop off, while I'm nodding, Mr. Frodo. I don't feel toosure of him. There's a good deal of Stinker-the bad Gollum, if youunderstand me-in him still, and it's getting stronger again. Not but what Ithink he'd try to throttle me first now. We don't see eye to eye, and he'snot pleased with Sam, O no precious, not pleased at all.'

    They finished, and Sam went off to the stream to rinse his gear. As hestood up to return, he looked back up the slope. At that moment he saw thesun rise out of the reek, or haze, or dark shadow, or whatever it was, thatlay ever to the east, and it sent its golden beams down upon the trees andglades about him. Then he noticed a thin spiral of blue-grey, smoke, plainto see as it caught the sunlight, rising from a thicket above him. With ashock he realized that this was the smoke from his little cooking-fire,which he had neglected to put out.

    'That won't do! Never thought it would show like that! ' he muttered,and he started to hurry back. Suddenly he halted and listened. Flad he hearda whistle or not? Or was it the call of some strange bird? If it was awhistle, it did not come from Frodo's direction. There it went again fromanother place! Sam began to run as well as he could uphill.

    He found that a small brand, burning away to its outer end, had kindledsome fern at the edge of the fire, and the fern blazing up had set theturves smouldering. Hastily he stamped out what was left of the fire,

    scattered the ashes, and laid the turves on the hole. Then he crept back toFrodo.

    'Did you hear a whistle, and what sounded like an answer? ' he asked.

    'A few minutes back. I hope it was only a bird, but it didn’t sound quitelike that: more like somebody mimicking a bird-call, I thought. And I'mafraid my bit of fire's been smoking. Now if I've gone and brought trouble,

    I'll never forgive myself. Nor won't have a chance, maybe! '

    'Hush! ' whispered Frodo. 'I thought I heard voices.’

    The two hobbits trussed their small packs, put them on ready forflight, and then crawled deeper into the fern. There they crouchedlistening.

    There was no doubt of the voices. They were speaking low and furtively,but they were near, and coming nearer. Then quite suddenly one spoke clearlyclose at hand.

    'Here! Here is where the smoke came from! ' it said. 'Twill be nigh athand. In the fern, no doubt. We shall have it like a coney in a trap. Thenwe shall learn what kind of thing it is.'

    'Aye, and what it knows! ' said a second voice.

    At once four men came striding through the fern from differentdirections. Since flight and hiding were no longer possible, Frodo and Samsprang to their feet, putting back to back and whipping out their smallswords.

    If they were astonished at what they saw, their captors were even moreastonished. Four tall Men stood there. Two had spears in their hands withbroad bright heads. Two had great bows, almost of their own height, andgreat quivers of long green-feathered arrows. All had swords at their sides,and were clad in green and brown of varied hues, as if the better to walkunseen in the glades of Ithilien. Green gauntlets covered their hands, andtheir faces were hooded and masked with green, except for their eyes, whichwere very keen and bright. At once Frodo thought of Boromir, for these Menwere like him in stature and bearing, and in their manner of speech.

    'We have not found what we sought,’ said one. 'But what have we found?

    f

    'Not Ores,' said another, releasing the hilt of his sword, which he hadseized when he saw the glitter of Sting in Frodo's hand.

    'Elves? ’ said a third, doubtfully.

    'Nay! Not Elves,' said the fourth, the tallest, and as it appeared the

    chief among them. 'Elves do not walk in Ithilien in these days. And Elvesare wondrous fair to look upon, or so ’tis said.'

    ’Meaning we're not, I take you,' said Sam. 'Thank you kindly. And whenyou've finished discussing us, perhaps you'll say who you are, and why youcan't let two tired travellers rest.'

    The tall green man laughed grimly. 'I am Faramir, Captain of Gondor,'he said. 'But there are no travellers in this land: only the servants of theDark Tower, or of the White.'

    'But we are neither,’ said Frodo. 'And travellers we are, whateverCaptain Faramir may say.'

    'Then make haste to declare yourselves and your errand,' said Faramir.

    'We have a work to do, and this is no time or place for riddling orparleying. Come! Where is the third of your company? '

    'The third? ’

    'Yes, the skulking fellow that we saw with his nose in the pool downyonder. He had an ill-favoured look. Some spying breed of Ore, I guess, or acreature of theirs. But he gave us the slip by some fox-trick.'

    'I do not know where he is,' said Frodo. 'He is only a chance companionmet upon our road; and I am not answerable for him. If you come on him,spare him. Bring him or send him to us. He is only a wretched gangrelcreature, but I have him under my care for a while. But as for us, we areHobbits of the Shire, far to the North and West, beyond many rivers. Frodoson of Drogo is my name, and with me is Samwise son of Hamfast, a worthyhobbit in my service. We have come by long ways — out of Rivendell, orImladris as some call it.' Here Faramir started and grew intent. 'Sevencompanions we had: one we lost at Moria, the others we left at Parth Galenabove Rauros: two of my kin; a Dwarf there was also, and an Elf, and twoMen. They were Aragorn; and Boromir, who said that he came out of MinasTirith, a city in the South.'

    'Boromir! ' all the four men exclaimed.

    'Boromir son of the Ford Denethor?' said Faramir, and a strange sternlook came into his face. 'You came with him? That is news indeed, if it betrue. Know, little strangers, that Boromir son of Denethor was High Wardenof the White Tower, and our Captain-General: sorely do we miss him. Who areyou then, and what had you to do with him? Be swift, for the Sun isclimbing!'

    'Are the riddling words known to you that Boromir brought to Rivendell?

    ’ Frodo replied.

    Seek for the Sword that was Broken.

    In Imladris it dwells.

    'The words are known indeed,' said Faramir in astonishment. vIt is sometoken of your truth that you also know them.'

    'Aragorn whom I named is the bearer of the Sword that was Broken,' saidFrodo. 'And we are the Halflings that the rhyme spoke of.'

    'That I see,' said Faramir thoughtfully. 'Or I see that it might be so.

    And what is Isildur's Bane? '

    'That is hidden,' answered Frodo. 'Doubtless it will be made clear intime.’

    'We must learn more of this,’said Faramir,'and know what brings youso far east under the shadow of yonder—,' he pointed and said no name. 'Butnot now. We have business in hand. You are in peril, and you would not havegone far by field or road this day. There will be hard handstrokes nigh athand ere the day is full. Then death, or swift flight bark to Anduin. I willleave two to guard you, for your good and for mine. Wise man trusts not tochance-meeting on the road in this land. If I return, I will speak more withyou.'

    'Farewell!' said Frodo, bowing low. 'Think what you will, I am a friendof all enemies of the One Enemy. We would go with you, if we halfling folkcould hope to serve you, such doughty men and strong as you seem, and if myerrand permitted it. May the light shine on your swords!'

    'The Halflings are courteous folk, whatever else they be,' saidFaramir. 'Farewell!'

    The hobbits sat down again, but they said nothing to one another oftheir thoughts and doubts. Close by, just under the dappling shadow of thedark bay-trees, two men remained on guard. They took off their masks now andagain to cool them, as the day-heat grew, and Frodo saw that they weregoodly men, pale-skinned, dark of hair, with grey eyes and faces sad andproud. They spoke together in soft voices, at first using the Common Speech,but after the manner of older days, and then changing to another language oftheir own. To his amazement, as he listened Frodo became aware that it wasthe Elven-tongue that they spoke, or one but little different; and he lookedat them with wonder, for he knew then that they must be D®nedain of theSouth, men of the line of the Lords of Westernesse.

    After a while he spoke to them; but they were slow and cautious in

    answering. They named themselves Mablung and Damrod, soldiers of Gondor,and

    they were Rangers of Ithilien; for they were descended from folk who livedin Ithilien at one time, before it was overrun. From such men the LordDenethor chose his forayers, who crossed the Anduin secretly (how or where,they would not say) to harry the Ores and other enemies that roamed betweenthe Ephel D®ath and the River.

    'It is close on ten leagues hence to the east-shore of Anduin,' saidMablung, ’and we seldom come so far afield. But we have a new errand on thisjourney: we come to ambush the Men of Harad. Curse them! '

    'Aye, curse the Southrons! ' said Damrod. ' 'Tis said that there weredealings of old between Gondor and the kingdoms of the Harad in the FarSouth; though there was never friendship. In those days our bounds were awaysouth beyond the mouths of Anduin, and Umbar, the nearest of their realms,acknowledged our sway. But that is long since. 'Tis many lives of Men sinceany passed to or fro between us. Now of late we have learned that the Enemyhas been among them, and they are gone over to Him, or back to Him-theywere

    ever ready to His will-as have so many also in the East. I doubt not thatthe days of Gondor are numbered, and the walls of Minas Tirith are doomed,so great is His strength and malice.'

    'But still we will not sit idle and let Him do all as He would,' saidMablung. 'These cursed Southrons come now marching up the ancient roadsto

    swell the hosts of the Dark Tower. Yea, up the very roads that craft ofGondor made. And they go ever more heedlessly, we learn, thinking that thepower of their new master is great enough, so that the mere shadow of Hishills will protect them. We come to teach them another lesson. Greatstrength of them was reported to us some days ago, marching north. One oftheir regiments is due by our reckoning to pass by, some time ere noon-up onthe road above, where it passes through the cloven way. The road may pass,but they shall not! Not while Faramir is Captain. He leads now in allperilous ventures. But his life is charmed, or fate spares him for someother end.'

    Their talk died down into a listening silence. All seemed still andwatchful. Sam, crouched by the edge of the fern-brake, peered out. With his

    keen hobbit-eyes he saw that many more Men were about. He could seethem

    stealing up the slopes, singly or in long files, keeping always to the shadeof grove or thicket, or crawling, hardly visible in their brown and greenraiment, through grass and brake. All were hooded and masked, and hadgauntlets on their hands, and were armed like Faramir and his companions.Before long they had all passed and vanished. The sun rose till it nearedthe South. The shadows shrank.

    'I wonder where that dratted Gollum is? ' thought Sam, as he crawledback into deeper shade.'He stands a fair chance of being spitted for anOre, or of being roasted by the Yellow Face. But I fancy he’ll look afterhimself.' He lay down beside Frodo and began to doze.

    He woke, thinking that he had heard horns blowing. He sat up. It wasnow high noon. The guards stood alert and tense in the shadow of the trees.Suddenly the horns rang out louder and beyond mistake from above, over thetop of the slope. Sam thought that he heard cries and wild shouting also,but the sound was faint, as if it came out of some distant cave. Thenpresently the noise of fighting broke out near at hand, just above theirhiding-place. He could hear plainly the ringing grate of steel on steel, theclang of sword on iron cap, the dull beat of blade on shield; men wereyelling and screaming, and one clear loud voice was calling Gondorl Gondorl

    'It sounds like a hundred blacksmiths all smithying together,’ said Samto Frodo. ’They’re as near as I want them now.’

    But the noise grew closer. 'They are coming!’ cried Damrod. 'See! Someof the Southrons have broken from the trap and are flying from the road.There they go! Our men after them, and the Captain leading.’

    Sam, eager to see more, went now and joined the guards. He scrambled alittle way up into one of the larger of the bay-trees. For a moment hecaught a glimpse of swarthy men in red running down the slope some way offwith green-clad warriors leaping after them, hewing them down as they fled.Arrows were thick in the air. Then suddenly straight over the rim of theirsheltering bank, a man fell, crashing through the slender trees, nearly ontop of them. He came to rest in the fern a few feet away, face downward,green arrow-feathers sticking from his neck below a golden collar. Hisscarlet robes were tattered, his corslet of overlapping brazen plates wasrent and hewn, his black plaits of hair braided with gold were drenched withblood. His brown hand still clutched the hilt of a broken sword.

    It was Sam's first view of a battle of Men against Men, and he did notlike it much. He was glad that he could not see the dead face. He wonderedwhat the man's name was and where he came from; and if he was really evil ofheart, or what lies or threats had led him on the long march from his home;and if he would not really rather have stayed there in peace-all in a flashof thought which was quickly driven from his mind. For just as Mablungstepped towards the fallen body, there was a new noise. Great crying andshouting. Amidst it Sam heard a shrill bellowing or trumpeting. And then agreat thudding and bumping, like huge rams dinning on the ground.

    'Ware! Ware!' cried Damrod to his companion. 'May the Valar turn himaside! Mymak! Mymak!'

    To his astonishment and terror, and lasting delight, Sam saw a vastshape crash out of the trees and come careering down the slope. Big as ahouse, much bigger than a house, it looked to him, a grey-clad moving hill.Fear and wonder, maybe, enlarged him in the hobbit's eyes, but the Mymak ofHarad was indeed a beast of vast bulk, and the like of him does not walk nowin Middle-earth; his kin that live still in latter days are but memories ofhis girth and majesty. On he came, straight towards the watchers, and thenswerved aside in the nick of time, passing only a few yards away, rockingthe ground beneath their feet: his great legs like trees, enormous sail-likeears spread out, long snout upraised like a huge serpent about to strike,his small red eyes raging. His upturned hornlike tusks were bound with bandsof gold and dripped with blood. His trappings of scarlet and gold flappedabout him in wild tatters. The ruins of what seemed a very war-tower layupon his heaving back, smashed in his furious passage through the woods; andhigh upon his neck still desperately clung a tiny figure-the body of amighty warrior, a giant among the Swertings.

    On the great beast thundered, blundering in blind wrath through pooland thicket. Arrows skipped and snapped harmlessly about the triple hide ofhis flanks. Men of both sides fled before him, but many he overtook andcrushed to the ground. Soon he was lost to view, still trumpeting andstamping far away. What became of him Sam never heard: whether he escapedto

    roam the wild for a time, until he perished far from his home or was trappedin some deep pit; or whether he raged on until he plunged in the Great Riverand was swallowed up.

    Sam drew a deep breath. 'An Oliphaunt it was!' he said. 'So there are

    Oliphaunts, and I have seen one. What a life! But no one at home will everbelieve me. Well, if that's over, I'll have a bit of sleep.'

    'Sleep while you may,' said Mablung. 'But the Captain will return, ifhe is unhurt; and when he comes we shall depart swiftly. We shall be pursuedas soon as news of our deed reaches the Enemy, and that will not be long.'

    'Go quietly when you must!’ said Sam. 'No need to disturb my sleep. Iwas walking all night.'

    Mablung laughed. 'I do not think the Captain will leave you here,Master Samwise,’ he said. 'But you shall see.'

    Chapter 5. The Window on the West

    It seemed to Sam that he had only dozed for a few minutes when he awoketo find that it was late afternoon and Faramir had come back. He had broughtmany men with him; indeed all the survivors of the foray were now gatheredon the slope nearby, two or three hundred strong. They sat in a widesemicircle, between the arms of which Faramir was seated on the ground,while Frodo stood before him. It looked strangely like the trial of aprisoner.

    Sam crept out from the fern, but no one paid any attention to him, andhe placed himself at the end of the rows of men, where he could see and hearall that was going on. He watched and listened intently, ready to dash tohis master's aid if needed. He could see Faramir's face, which was nowunmasked: it was stern and commanding, and a keen wit lay behind hissearching glance. Doubt was in the grey eyes that gazed steadily at Frodo.

    Sam soon became aware that the Captain was not satisfied with Frodo'saccount of himself at several points: what part he had to play in theCompany that set out from Rivendell; why he had left Boromir; and where hewas now going. In particular he returned often to Isildur's Bane. Plainly hesaw that Frodo was concealing from him some matter of great importance.

    'But it was at the coming of the Halfling that Isildur's Bane shouldwaken, or so one must read the words,' he insisted. 'If then you are theHalfling that was named, doubtless you brought this thing, whatever it maybe, to the Council of which you speak, and there Boromir saw it. Do you denyit? '

    Frodo made no answer. 'So! ' said Faramir. VI wish then to learn fromyou more of it; for what concerns Boromir concerns me. An ore-arrow slewIsildur, so far as old tales tell. But ore-arrows are plenty, and the sightof one would not be taken as a sign of Doom by Boromir of Gondor. Had youthis thing in keeping? It is hidden, you say; but is not that because youchoose to hide it? '

    'No, not because I choose,' answered Frodo. vIt does not belong to me.

    It does not belong to any mortal, great or small; though if any could claimit, it would be Aragorn son of Arathorn, whom I named, the leader of ourCompany from Moria to Rauros.'

    'Why so, and not Boromir, prince of the City that the sons of Elendilfounded?'

    'Because Aragorn is descended in direct lineage, father to father, fromIsildur Elendil's son himself. And the sword that he bears was Elendil'ssword.'

    A murmur of astonishment ran through all the ring of men. Some criedaloud: 'The sword of Elendil! The sword of Elendil comes to Minas Tirith!Great tidings! ' But Faramir's face was unmoved.

    'Maybe,' he said. 'But so great a claim will need to be established andclear proofs will be required, should this Aragorn ever come to MinasTirith. He had not come, nor any of your Company, when I set out six daysago.'

    'Boromir was satisfied of that claim,' said Frodo. 'Indeed, if Boromirwere here, he would answer all your questions. And since he was already atRauros many days back, and intended then to go straight to your city, if youreturn, you may soon learn the answers there. My part in the Company wasknown to him, as to all the others, for it was appointed to me by Elrond ofImladris himself before the whole Council. On that errand I came into thiscountry, but it is not mine to reveal to any outside the Company. Yet thosewho claim to oppose the Enemy would do well not to hinder it.'

    Frodo's tone was proud, whatever he felt, and Sam approved of it; butit did not appease Faramir.

    'So!' he said. 'You bid me mind my own affairs, and get me back home,and let you be. Boromir will tell all, when he comes. When he comes, sayyou! Were you a friend of Boromir?’

    Vividly before Frodo's mind came the memory of Boromir's assault uponhim, and for a moment he hesitated. Faramir's eyes watching him grew harder.'Boromir was a valiant member of our Company ' said Frodo at length. 'Yes, Iwas his friend, for my part.'

    Faramir smiled grimly. 'Then you would grieve to learn that Boromir isdead? '

    'I would grieve indeed,' said Frodo. Then catching the look inFaramir's eyes, he faltered. 'Dead?' he said. 'Do you mean that he is dead,and that you knew it? You have been trying to trap me in words, playing withme? Or are you now trying to snare me with a falsehood?'

    'I would not snare even an ore with a falsehood,' said Faramir.

    'How then did he die, and how do you know of it? Since you say that

    none of the Company had reached the city when you left.'

    'As to the manner of his death, I had hoped that his friend andcompanion would tell me how it was.'

    'But he was alive and strong when we parted. And he lives still for allthat I know. Though surely there are many perils in the world.'

    'Many indeed,' said Faramir, 'and treachery not the least.’

    Sam had been getting more and more impatient and angry at thisconversation. These last words were more than he could bear, and burstinginto the middle of the ring, he strode up to his master's side.

    'Begging your pardon, Mr. Frodo,' he said, 'but this has gone on longenough. Tie's no right to talk to you so. After all you've gone through, asmuch for his good and all these great Men as for anyone else.

    'See here, Captain! ' He planted himself squarely in front of Faramirhis hands on his hips, and a look on his face as if he was addressing ayoung hobbit who had offered him what he called 'sauce' when questionedabout visits to the orchard. There was some murmuring, but also some grinson the faces of the men looking on: the sight of their Captain sitting onthe ground and eye to eye with a young hobbit, legs well apart, bristlingwith wrath, was one beyond their experience. 'See here! ’ he said. 'What areyou driving at? Let's come to the point before all the Ores of Mordor comedown on us! If you think my master murdered this Boromir and then ran away,you've got no sense; but say it, and have done! And then let us know whatyou mean to do about it. But it's a pity that folk as talk about fightingthe Enemy can't let others do their bit in their own way withoutinterfering. He'd be mighty pleased, if he could see you now. Think he'd gota new friend, he would.'

    'Patience!' said Faramir, but without anger. 'Do not speak before yourmaster, whose wit is greater than yours. And I do not need any to teach meof our peril. Even so, I spare a brief time, in order to judge justly in ahard matter. Were I as hasty as you, I might have slain you long ago. For Iam commanded to slay all whom I find in this land without the leave of theLord of Gondor. But I do not slay man or beast needlessly, and not gladlyeven when it is needed. Neither do I talk in vain. So be comforted. Sit byyour master, and be silent! ’

    Sam sat down heavily with a red face. Faramir turned to Frodo again:

    'You asked how do I know that the son of Denethor is dead. Tidings of deathhave many wings. Night oft brings news to near kindred, 'tis said. Boromir

    was my brother.'

    A shadow of sorrow passed over his face. 'Do you remember aught ofspecial mark that the Lord Boromir bore with him among his gear?'

    Frodo thought for a moment, fearing some further trap, and wonderinghow this debate would turn in the end. He had hardly saved the Ring from theproud grasp of Boromir, and how he would fare now among so many men,warlike

    and strong, he did not know. Yet he felt in his heart that Faramir, thoughhe was much like his brother in looks, was a man less self-regarding, bothsterner and wiser. 'I remember that Boromir bore a horn,' he said at last.

    'You remember well, and as one who has in truth seen him,' saidFaramir. 'Then maybe you can see it in your mind's eye: a great horn of thewild ox of the East, bound with silver, and written with ancient characters.

    That horn the eldest son of our house has borne for many generations; and itis said that if it be blown at need anywhere within the bounds of Gondor, asthe realm was of old, its voice will not pass unheeded.

    'Five days ere I set out on this venture, eleven days ago at about thishour of the day, I heard the blowing of that horn: from the northward itseemed, but dim, as if it were but an echo in the mind. A boding of ill wethought it, my father and I, for no tidings had we heard of Boromir since hewent away, and no watcher on our borders had seen him pass. And on the thirdnight after another and a stranger thing befell me.

    'I sat at night by the waters of Anduin, in the grey dark under theyoung pale moon, watching the ever-moving stream; and the sad reeds wererustling. So do we ever watch the shores nigh Osgiliath, which our enemiesnow partly hold, and issue from it to harry our lands. But that night allthe world slept at the midnight hour. Then I saw, or it seemed that I saw, aboat floating on the water, glimmering grey, a small boat of a strangefashion with a high prow, and there was none to row or steer it.

    'An awe fell on me, for a pale light was round it. But I rose and wentto the bank, and began to walk out into the stream, for I was drawn towardsit. Then the boat turned towards me, and stayed its pace, and floated slowlyby within my hand's reach, yet I durst not handle it. It waded deep, as ifit were heavily burdened, and it seemed to me as it passed under my gazethat it was almost filled with clear water, from which came the light; andlapped in the water a warrior lay asleep.

    'A broken sword was on his knee. I saw many wounds on him. It was

    Boromir, my brother, dead. I knew his gear, his sword, his beloved face. Onething only I missed: his horn. One thing only I knew not: a fair belt, as itwere of linked golden leaves, about his waist. Boromir! I cried. Where isthy horn? Whither goest thou? O Boromir! But he was gone. The boat turnedinto the stream and passed glimmering on into the night. Dreamlike it was.and yet no dream, for there was no waking. And I do not doubt that he isdead and has passed down the River to the Sea.'

    'Alas!' said Frodo. That was indeed Boromir as I knew him. For thegolden belt was given to him in Lothlurien by the Lady Galadriel. She it wasthat clothed us as you see us, in elven-grey. This brooch is of the sameworkmanship.' Fie touched the green and silver leaf that fastened his cloakbeneath his throat.

    Faramir looked closely at it. Tt is beautiful,' he said. 'Yes, 'tiswork of the same craft. So then you passed through the Land of Lurien?Laurelindurenan it was named of old, but long now it has lain beyond theknowledge of Men,' he added softly, regarding Frodo with a new wonder in hiseyes. 'Much that was strange about you I begin now to understand. Will younot tell me more? For it is a bitter thought that Boromir died, within sightof the land of his home.'

    'No more can I say than I have said,' answered Frodo. 'Though your talefills me with foreboding. A vision it was that you saw, I think, and nomore, some shadow of evil fortune that has been or will be. Unless indeed itis some lying trick of the Enemy. I have seen the faces of fair warriors ofold laid in sleep beneath the pools of the Dead Marshes, or seeming so byhis foul arts.’

    'Nay, it was not so,' said Faramir. 'For his works fill the heart withloathing; but my heart was filled with grief and pity.'

    'Yet how could such a thing have happened in truth? ' asked Frodo. 'Forno boat could have been carried over the stony hills from Tol Brandir; andBoromir purposed to go home across the Entwash and the fields of Rohan.

    And

    yet how could any vessel ride the foam of the great falls and not founder inthe boiling pools, though laden with water? '

    'I know not,' said Faramir. 'But whence came the boat? '

    'From Lurien,' said Frodo. 'In three such boats we rowed down Anduin tothe Falls. They also were of elven-work.'

    'You passed through the Hidden Land,' said Faramir, 'but it seems that

    you little understood its power. If Men have dealings with the Mistress ofMagic who dwells in the Golden Wood, then they may look for strange thingsto follow. For it is perilous for mortal man to walk out of the world ofthis Sun, and few of old came thence unchanged, 'tis said.

    'Boromir, O Boromir!' he cried. "What did she say to you, the Lady thatdies not? What did she see? What woke in your heart then? Why went you everto Laurelindurenan, and came not by your own road, upon the horses ofRohan

    riding home in the morning?'

    Then turning again to Frodo, he spoke in a quiet voice once more. Tothose questions I guess that you could make some answer, Frodo son of Drogo.But not here or now. maybe. But lest you still should think my tale avision, I will tell you this. The horn of Boromir at least returned intruth, and not in seeming. The horn came, but it was cloven in two, as itwere by axe or sword. The shards came severally to shore: one was foundamong the reeds where watchers of Gondor lay, northwards below the infallsof the Entwash; the other was found spinning on the flood by one who had anerrand in the water. Strange chances, but murder will out, 'tis said.

    'And now the horn of the elder son lies in two pieces upon the lap ofDenethor, sitting in his high chair, waiting for news. And you can tell menothing of the cleaving of the horn? '

    'No, I did not know of it,' said Frodo. 'But the day when you heard itblowing, if your reckoning is true, was the day when we parted, when I andmy servant left the Company. And now your tale fills me with dread. For ifBoromir was then in peril and was slain, I must fear that all my companionsperished too. And they were my kindred and my friends.

    'Will you not put aside your doubt of me and let me go? I am weary, andfull of grief, and afraid. But I have a deed to do, or to attempt, before Itoo am slain. And the more need of haste, if we two halflings are all thatremain of our fellowship.

    'Go back, Faramir, valiant Captain of Gondor, and defend your citywhile you may, and let me go where my doom takes me.'

    'For me there is no comfort in our speech together,' said Faramir; 'butyou surely draw from it more dread than need be. Unless the people of Lurienthemselves came to him, who arrayed Boromir as for a funeral? Not Ores orservants of the Nameless. Some of your Company, I guess, live still.

    'But whatever befell on the North March, you, Frodo, I doubt no longer.

    If hard days have made me any judge of Men’s words and faces, then I maymake a guess at Halflings! Though,’ and now he smiled, There is somethingstrange about you, Frodo, an elvish air, maybe. But more lies upon our wordstogether than I thought at first. I should now take you back to Minas Tirithto answer there to Denethor, and my life will justly be forfeit, if I nowchoose a course that proves ill for my city. So I will not decide in hastewhat is to be done. Yet we must move hence without more delay.'

    He sprang to his feet and issued some orders. At once the men who weregathered round him broke up into small groups, and went off this way andthat, vanishing quickly into the shadows of the rocks and trees. Soon onlyMablung and Damrod remained.

    'Now you, Frodo and Samwise, will come with me and my guards,' saidFaramir. vYou cannot go along the road southwards, if that was your purpose.It will be unsafe for some days, and always more closely watched after thisaffray than it has been yet. And you cannot, I think, go far today in anycase, for you are weary. And so are we. We are going now to a secret placewe have, somewhat less than ten miles from here. The Ores and spies of theEnemy have not found it yet, and if they did, we could hold it long evenagainst many. There we may lie up and rest for a while, and you with us. Inthe morning I will decide what is best for me to do, and for you.'

    There was nothing for Frodo to do but to fall in with this request, ororder. It seemed in any case a wise course for the moment, since this forayof the men of Gondor had made a journey in Ithilien more dangerous thanever.

    They set out at once: Mablung and Damrod a little ahead, and Faramirwith Frodo and Sam behind. Skirting the hither side of the pool where thehobbits had bathed, they crossed the stream, climbed a long bank, and passedinto green-shadowed woodlands that marched ever downwards andwestwards.

    While they walked, as swiftly as the hobbits could go, they talked in hushedvoices.

    'I broke off our speech together,' said Faramir, 'not only because timepressed, as Master Samwise had reminded me, but also because we weredrawing

    near to matters that were better not debated openly before many men. It wasfor that reason that I turned rather to the matter of my brother and let beIsildur's Bane. You were not wholly frank with me, Frodo.'

    'I told no lies, and of the truth all I could,' said Frodo.

    'I do not blame you,' said Faramir. 'You spoke with skill in a hardplace, and wisely, it seemed to me. But I learned or guessed more from youthan your words said. You were not friendly with Boromir, or you did notpart in friendship. You, and Master Samwise, too, I guess have somegrievance. Now I loved him dearly, and would gladly avenge his death, yet Iknew him well. Isildur's Bane — I would hazard that Isildur's Bane laybetween you and was a cause of contention in your Company. Clearly it is amighty heirloom of some sort, and such things do not breed peace amongconfederates, not if aught may be learned from ancient tales. Do I not hitnear the mark?'

    'Near,' said Frodo, 'but not in the gold. There was no contention inour Company, though there was doubt: doubt which way we should take fromthe

    Emyn Muil. But be that as it may, ancient tales teach us also the peril ofrash words concerning such things as — heirlooms.'

    'Ah, then it is as I thought: your trouble was with Boromir alone. Fiewished this thing brought to Minas Tirith. Alas! it is a crooked fate thatseals your lips who saw him last, and holds from me that which I long toknow: what was in his heart and thought in his latest hours. Whether heerred or no, of this I am sure: he died well, achieving some good thing. Hisface was more beautiful even than in life.

    'But, Frodo, I pressed you hard at first about Isildur's Bane. Forgiveme! It was unwise in such an hour and place. I had not had time for thought.We had had a hard fight, and there was more than enough to fill my mind. Buteven as I spoke with you, I drew nearer to the mark, and so deliberatelyshot wider. For you must know that much is still preserved of ancient loreamong the Rulers of the city that is not spread abroad. We of my house arenot of the line of Elendil. though the blood of N®menor is in us. For wereckon back our line to Mardil, the good steward, who ruled in the king'sstead when he went away to war. And that was King Edrnur, last of the lineof Anbrion, and childless, and he came never back. And the stewards havegoverned the city since that day, though it was many generations of Men ago.

    'And this I remember of Boromir as a boy, when we together learned thetale of our sires and the history of our city, that always it displeased himthat his father was not king. "How many hundreds of years needs it to make asteward a king, if the king returns not? " he asked. "Few years, maybe, in

    other places of less royalty," my father answered. "In Gondor ten thousandyears would not suffice." Alas! poor Boromir. Does that not tell yousomething of him? '

    'It does,' said Frodo. 'Yet always he treated Aragorn with honour.'

    'I doubt it not,'said Faramir.'If he were satisfied of Aragorn'sclaim as you say, he would greatly reverence him. But the pinch has not yetcome. They had not yet reached Minas Tirith or become rivals in her wars.

    'But I stray. We in the house of Denethor know much ancient lore bylong tradition, and there are moreover in our treasuries many thingspreserved: books and tablets writ on withered parchments, yea, and on stone,and on leaves of silver and of gold, in divers characters. Some none can nowread; and for the rest, few ever unlock them. I can read a little in them,for I have had teaching. It was these records that brought the Grey Pilgrimto us. I first saw him when I was a child, and he has been twice or thricesince then.’

    'The Grey Pilgrim? ' said Frodo. 'Had he a name?'

    'Mithrandir we called him in elf-fashion,' said Faramir, 'and he wascontent. Many are my names in many countries, he said. Mithrandir among theElves, Tharkyn to the Dwarves; Olurin I was in my youth in the West that isforgotten, in the South Incbnus, in the North Gandalf; to the East I gonot.'

    'Gandalf!' said Frodo. 'I thought it was he. Gandalf the Grey dearestof counsellors. Leader of our Company. He was lost in Moria.'

    'Mithrandir was lost! ' said Faramir. 'An evil fate seems to havepursued your fellowship. It is hard indeed to believe that one of so greatwisdom, and of power — for many wonderful things he did among us — couldperish, and so much lore be taken from the world. Are you sure of this, andthat he did not just leave you and depart where he would? '

    'Alas! yes,' said Frodo. 'I saw him fall into the abyss.'

    'I see that there is some great tale of dread in this.' said Faramir'which perhaps you may tell me in the evening-time. This Mithrandir was, Inow guess, more than a lore-master: a great mover of the deeds that are donein our time. Had he been among us to consult concerning the hard words ofour dream, he could have made them clear to us without need of messenger.Yet, maybe, he would not have done so, and the journey of Boromir wasdoomed. Mithrandir never spoke to us of what was to be, nor did he revealhis purposes. He got leave of Denethor, how I do not know, to look at the

    secrets of our treasury, and I learned a little of him, when he would teach(and that was seldom). Ever he would search and would question us above allelse concerning the Great Battle that was fought upon Dagorlad in thebeginning of Gondor, when He whom we do not name was overthrown. Andhe was

    eager for stories of Isildur, though of him we had less to tell; for nothingcertain was ever known among us of his end.'

    Now Faramir's voice sank to a whisper. 'But this much I learned orguessed, and I have kept it ever secret in my heart since: that Isildur tooksomewhat from the hand of the Unnamed, ere he went away from Gondor,never

    to be seen among mortal men again. Here I thought was the answer toMithrandir's questioning. But it seemed then a matter that concerned onlythe seekers after ancient learning. Nor when the riddling words of our dreamwere debated among us, did I think of Isildur's Bane as being this samething. For Isildur was ambushed and slain by ore-arrows, according to theonly legend that we knew, and Mithrandir had never told me more.

    'What in truth this Thing is I cannot yet guess; but some heirloom ofpower and peril it must be. A fell weapon, perchance, devised by the DarkFord. If it were a thing that gave advantage in battle. I can well believethat Boromir, the proud and fearless, often rash, ever anxious for thevictory of Minas Tirith (and his own glory therein), might desire such athing and be allured by it. Alas that ever he went on that errand! I shouldhave been chosen by my father and the elders but he put himself forward, asbeing the older and the hardier (both true), and he would not be stayed.

    'But fear no more! I would not take this thing, if it layby thehighway. Not were Minas Tirith falling in ruin and I alone could save her,so, using the weapon of the Dark Ford for her good and my glory. No. I donot wish for such triumphs, Frodo son of Drogo.'

    'Neither did the Council,' said Frodo. 'Nor do 1.1 would have nothingto do with such matters.'

    'For myself,’ said Faramir, ’I would see the White Tree in flower againin the courts of the kings, and the Silver Crown return, and Minas Tirith inpeace: Minas Anor again as of old, full of light, high and fair, beautifulas a queen among other queens: not a mistress of many slaves, nay, not evena kind mistress of willing slaves. War must be, while we defend our livesagainst a destroyer who would devour all; but I do not love the bright sword

    for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for hisglory. I love only that which they defend: the city of the Men of N®menor;and I would have her loved for her memory, her ancientry, her beauty, andher present wisdom. Not feared, save as men may fear the dignity of a man,old and wise.

    'So fear me not! I do not ask you to tell me more. I do not even askyou to tell me whether I now speak nearer the mark. But if you will trustme, it may be that I can advise you in your present quest, whatever thatbe-yes, and even aid you.'

    Frodo made no answer. Almost he yielded to the desire for help andcounsel, to tell this grave young man, whose words seemed so wise and fair,all that was in his mind. But something held him back. His heart was heavywith fear and sorrow: if he and Sam were indeed, as seemed likely, all thatwas now left of the Nine Walkers, then he was in sole command of the secretof their errand. Better mistrust undeserved than rash words. And the memoryof Boromir, of the dreadful change that the lure of the Ring had worked inhim, was very present to his mind, when he looked at Faramir and listened tohis voice: unlike they were, and yet also much akin.

    They walked on in silence for a while, passing like grey and greenshadows under the old trees, their feet making no sound; above them manybirds sang, and the sun glistened on the polished roof of dark leaves in theevergreen woods of Ithilien.

    Sam had taken no part in the conversation, though he had listened; andat the same time he had attended with his keen hobbit ears to all the softwoodland noises about them. One thing he had noted, that in all the talk thename of Gollum had not once come up. He was glad, though he felt that it wastoo much to hope that he would never hear it again. He soon became awarealso that though they walked alone, there were many men close at hand: notonly Damrod and Mablung flitting in and out of the shadows ahead, but otherson either side, all making their swift secret way to some appointed place.

    Once, looking suddenly back, as if some prickle of the skin told himthat he was watched from behind, he thought he caught a brief glimpse of asmall dark shape slipping behind a tree-trunk. He opened his mouth to speakand shut it again. Tm not sure of it,' he said to himself, 'and why shouldI remind them of the old villain, if they choose to forget him? I wish Icould!'

    So they passed on, until the woodlands grew thinner and the land began

    to fall more steeply. Then they turned aside again, to the right, and camequickly to a small river in a narrow gorge: it was the same stream thattrickled far above out of the round pool, now grown to a swift torrent,leaping down over many stones in a deep-cloven bed, overhung with ilex anddark box-woods. Looking west they could see, below them in a haze of light,lowlands and broad meads, and glinting far off in the westering sun the widewaters of the Anduin.

    'Here, alas! I must do you a discourtesy,' said Faramir. "I hope youwill pardon it to one who has so far made his orders give way to courtesy asnot to slay you or to bind you. But it is a command that no stranger, noteven one of Rohan that fights with us, shall see the path we now go withopen eyes. I must blindfold you.’

    'As you will,' said Frodo. ’Even the Elves do likewise at need, andblindfolded we crossed the borders of fair Lothlurien. Gimli the dwarf tookit ill, but the hobbits endured it.'

    'It is to no place so fair that I shall lead you,' said Faramir. 'But Iam glad that you will take this willingly and not by force.'

    He called softly and immediately Mablung and Damrod stepped out of thetrees and came back to him. 'Blindfold these guests,' said Faramir.'Securely, but not so as to discomfort them. Do not tie their hands. Theywill give their word not to try and see. I could trust them to shut theireyes of their own accord, but eyes will blink, if the feet stumble. Leadthem so that they do not falter.'

    With green scarves the two guards now bound up the hobbits' eyes anddrew their hoods down almost to their mouths; then quickly they took eachone by the hand and went on their way. All that Frodo and Sam knew of thislast mile of the road they learned from guessing in the dark. After a littlethey found that they were on a path descending steeply; soon it grew sonarrow that they went in single file, brushing a stony wall on either side;their guards steered them from behind with hands laid firmly on theirshoulders. Now and again they came to rough places and were lifted fromtheir feet for a while, and then set down again. Always the noise of therunning water was on their right hand, and it grew nearer and louder. Atlength they were halted. Quickly Mablung and Damrod turned them about,several times, and they lost all sense of direction. They climbed upwards alittle: it seemed cold and the noise of the stream had become faint. Thenthey were picked up and carried down, down many steps, and round a corner.

    Suddenly they heard the water again, loud now, rushing and splashing. Allround them it seemed, and they felt a fine rain on their hands and cheeks.

    At last they were set on their feet once more. For a moment they stood so,half fearful, blindfold, not knowing where they were; and no one spoke.

    Then came the voice of Faramir close behind. 'Let them see! ' he said.

    The scarves were removed and their hoods drawn back, and they blinked andgasped.

    They stood on a wet floor of polished stone, the doorstep, as it were,of a rough-hewn gate of rock opening dark behind them. But in front a thinveil of water was hung, so near that Frodo could have put an outstretchedarm into it. It faced westward. The level shafts of the setting sun behindbeat upon it, and the red light was broken into many flickering beams ofever-changing colour. It was as if they stood at the window of someelven-tower, curtained with threaded jewels of silver and gold, and ruby,sapphire and amethyst, all kindled with an unconsuming fire.

    'At least by good chance we came at the right hour to reward you foryour patience,' said Faramir. 'This is the Window of the Sunset, HennethAnnyn, fairest of all the falls of Ithilien, land of many fountains. Fewstrangers have ever seen it. But there is no kingly hall behind to match it.

    Enter now and see! ’

    Even as he spoke the sun sank, and the fire faded in the flowing water.

    They turned and passed under the low forbidding arch. At once they foundthemselves in a rock-chamber, wide and rough, with an uneven stooping roof.A few torches were kindled and cast a dim light on the glistening walls.Many men were already there. Others were still coming in by twos and threesthrough a dark narrow door on one side. As their eyes grew accustomed to thegloom the hobbits saw that the cave was larger than they had guessed and wasfilled with great store of arms and victuals.

    'Well, here is our refuge,' said Faramir. 'Not a place of great easebut here you may pass the night in peace. It is dry at least, and there isfood, though no fire. At one time the water flowed down through this caveand out of the arch, but its course was changed further up the gorge, byworkmen of old, and the stream sent down in a fall of doubled height overthe rocks far above. All the ways into this grot were then sealed againstthe entry of water or aught else, all save one. There are now but two waysout: that passage yonder by which you entered blindfold, and through theWindow-curtain into a deep bowl filled with knives of stone. Now rest a

    while, until the evening meal is set.'

    The hobbits were taken to a corner and given a low bed to lie on, ifthey wished. Meanwhile men busied themselves about the cave, quietly and inorderly quickness. Light tables were taken from the walls and set up ontrestles and laden with gear. This was plain and unadorned for the mostpart, but all well and fairly, made: round platters, bowls and dishes ofglazed brown clay or turned box-wood, smooth and clean. Here and there was acup or basin of polished bronze; and a goblet of plain silver was set by theCaptain’s seat in the middle of the inmost table.

    Faramir went about among the men, questioning each as he came in, in asoft voice. Some came back from the pursuit of the Southrons; others, leftbehind as scouts near the road, came in latest. All the Southrons had beenaccounted for, save only the great mymak: what happened to him none couldsay. Of the enemy no movement could be seen; not even an ore-spy wasabroad.

    'You saw and heard nothing, Anborn?' Faramir asked of the latest comer.

    'Well, no, lord,’ said the man. 'No Ore at least. But I saw, or thoughtI saw, something a little strange. It was getting deep dusk, when the eyesmake things greater than they should be. So perhaps it may have been no morethan a squirrel.’ Sam pricked up his ears at this. ’Yet if so, it was ablack squirrel, and I saw no tail. ’Twas like a shadow on the ground, and itwhisked behind a tree-trunk when I drew nigh and went up aloft as swift asany squirrel could. You will not have us slay wild beasts for no purpose,and it seemed no more, so I tried no arrow. It was too dark for sureshooting anyway, and the creature was gone into the gloom of the leaves in atwinkling. But I stayed for a while, for it seemed strange, and then Ihastened back. I thought I heard the thing hiss at me from high above as Iturned away. A large squirrel, maybe. Perhaps under the shadow of theUnnamed some of the beasts of Mirkwood are wandering hither to ourwoods.

    They have black squirrels there, ’tis said.’

    'Perhaps,' said Faramir. 'But that would be an ill omen, if it were so.

    We do not want the escapes of Mirkwood in Ithilien.’ Sam fancied that hegave a swift glance towards the hobbits as he spoke; but Sam said nothing.

    For a while he and Frodo lay back and watched the torchlight, and the menmoving to and fro speaking in hushed voices. Then suddenly Frodo fellasleep.

    Sam struggled with himself, arguing this way and that. 'He may be allright,' he thought, ’and then he may not. Fair speech may hide a foulheart.' He yawned. VI could sleep for a week, and I'd be better for it. Andwhat can I do, if I do keep awake, me all alone, and all these great Menabout? Nothing, Sam Gamgee; but you've got to keep awake all the same.' Andsomehow he managed it. The light faded from the cave door, and the grey veilof falling water grew dim and was lost in gathering shadow. Always the soundof the water went on, never changing its note, morning or evening or night.

    It murmured and whispered of sleep. Sam stuck his knuckles in his eyes.

    Now more torches were being lit. A cask of wine was broached. Storagebarrels were being opened. Men were fetching water from the fall. Some werelaving their hands in basins. A wide copper bowl and a white cloth werebrought to Faramir and he washed.

    'Wake our guests,' he said, 'and take them water. It is time to eat.’

    Frodo sat up and yawned and stretched. Sam, not used to being waitedon, looked with some surprise at the tall man who bowed, holding a basin ofwater before him.

    'Put it on the ground, master, if you please! ' he said. 'Easier for meand you.' Then to the astonishment and amusement of the Men he plunged hishead into the cold water and splashed his neck and ears.

    'Is it the custom in your land to wash the head before supper? ' saidthe man who waited on the hobbits.

    'No, before breakfast,' said Sam. 'But if you're short of sleep coldwater on the neck's like rain on a wilted lettuce. There! Now I can keepawake long enough to eat a bit.'

    They were led then to seats beside Faramir: barrels covered with peltsand high enough above the benches of the Men for their convenience. Beforethey ate, Faramir and all his men turned and faced west in a moment ofsilence. Faramir signed to Frodo and Sam that they should do likewise.

    'So we always do.' he said, as they sat down: 'we look towards N®menorthat was, and beyond to Elvenhome that is, and to that which is beyondElvenhome and will ever be. Have you no such custom at meat? ’

    'No,' said Frodo, feeling strangely rustic and untutored. 'But if weare guests, we bow to our host, and after we have eaten we rise and thankhim.'

    'That we do also,' said Faramir.

    After so long journeying and camping, and days spent XJn the lonely

    wild, the evening meal seemed a feast to the hobbits: to drink pale yellowwine, cool and fragrant, and eat bread and butter, and salted meats, anddried fruits, and good red cheese, with clean hands and clean knives andplates. Neither Frodo nor Sam refused anything that was offered, nor asecond, nor indeed a third helping. The wine coursed in their veins andtired limbs, and they felt glad and easy of heart as they had not done sincethey left the land of Lurien.

    When all was done Faramir led them to a recess at the back of the cave,partly screened by curtains; and a chair and two stools were brought there.

    A little earthenware lamp burned in a niche.

    'You may soon desire to sleep,' he said, ’and especially good Samwise,who would not close his eyes before he ate — whether for fear of bluntingthe edge of a noble hunger, or for fear of me, I do not know. But it is notgood to sleep too soon after meat, and that following a fast. Let us talk awhile. On your journey from Rivendell there must have been many things totell. And you, too, would perhaps wish to learn something of us and thelands where you now are. Tell me of Boromir my brother, and of oldMithrandir, and of the fair people of Lothlurien.'

    Frodo no longer felt sleepy and he was willing to talk. But though thefood and wine had put him at his ease, he had not lost all his caution. Samwas beaming and humming to himself, but when Frodo spoke he was at firstcontent to listen, only occasionally venturing to make an exclamation ofagreement.

    Frodo told many tales, yet always he steered the matter away from thequest of the Company and from the Ring, enlarging rather on the valiant partBoromir had played in all their adventures, with the wolves of the wild, inthe snows under Caradhras, and in the mines of Moria where Gandalf fell.Faramir was most moved by the story of the fight on the bridge.

    'It must have irked Boromir to run from Ores,’ he said, 'or even fromthe fell thing you name, the Balrog — even though he was the last toleave.'

    'Fie was the last,' said Frodo, 'but Aragorn was forced to lead us. Fiealone knew the way after Gandalf s fall. But had there not been us lesserfolk to care for, I do not think that either he or Boromir would have fled.'

    'Maybe, it would have been better had Boromir fallen there withMithrandir,' said Faramir, 'and not gone on to the fate that waited abovethe falls of Rauros.'

    'Maybe. But tell me now of your own fortunes,' said Frodo, turning thematter aside once again. 'For I would learn more of Minas Ithil andOsgiliath, and Minas Tirith the long-enduring. What hope have you for thatcity in your long war? '

    'What hope have we? ' said Faramir. 'It is long since we had any hope.

    The sword of Elendil, if it returns indeed, may rekindle it, but I do notthink that it will do more than put off the evil day, unless other helpunlooked-for also comes, from Elves or Men. For the Enemy increases and wedecrease. We are a failing people, a springless autumn.

    'The Men of N®menor were settled far and wide on the shores and seawardregions of the Great Lands, but for the most part they fell into evils andfollies. Many became enamoured of the Darkness and the black arts; somewere

    given over wholly to idleness and ease, and some fought among themselves,until they were conquered in their weakness by the wild men.

    'It is not said that evil arts were ever practised in Gondor, or thatthe Nameless One was ever named in honour there; and the old wisdom andbeauty brought out of the West remained long in the realm of the sons ofElendil the Fair, and they linger there still. Yet even so it was Gondorthat brought about its own decay, falling by degrees into dotage, andthinking that the Enemy was asleep, who was only banished not destroyed.

    'Death was ever present, because the N®menoreans still, as they had intheir old kingdom, and so lost it, hungered after endless life unchanging.

    Kings made tombs more splendid than houses of the living, and counted oldnames in the rolls of their descent dearer than the names of sons. Childlesslords sat in aged halls musing on heraldry; in secret chambers withered mencompounded strong elixirs, or in high cold towers asked questions of thestars. And the last king of the line of Anbrion had no heir.

    'But the stewards were wiser and more fortunate. Wiser, for theyrecruited the strength of our people from the sturdy folk of the sea-coast,and from the hardy mountaineers of Ered Nimrais. And they made a truce withthe proud peoples of the North, who often had assailed us, men of fiercevalour, but our kin from afar off, unlike the wild Easterlings or the cruelHaradrim.

    'So it came to pass in the days of Cirion the Twelfth Steward (and myfather is the sit and twentieth) that they rode to our aid and at the greatField of Celebrant they destroyed our enemies that had seized our northern

    provinces. These are the Rohirrim, as we name them, masters of horses, andwe ceded to them the fields of Calenardhon that are since called Rohan; forthat province had long been sparsely peopled. And they became our allies,and have ever proved true to us, aiding us at need, and guarding ournorthern marches and the Gap of Rohan.

    'Of our lore and manners they have learned what they would, and theirlords speak our speech at need; yet for the most part they hold by the waysof their own fathers and to their own memories, and they speak amongthemselves their own North tongue. And we love them: tall men and fairwomen, valiant both alike, golden-haired, bright-eyed, and strong; theyremind us of the youth of Men, as they were in the Elder Days. Indeed it issaid by our lore-masters that they have from of old this affinity with usthat they are come from those same Three Houses of Men as were theN®menoreans in their beginning not from Hador the Goldenhaired, theElf-friend, maybe, yet from such of his sons and people as went not over Seainto the West, refusing the call.

    'For so we reckon Men in our lore, calling them the High, or Men of theWest, which were N®menoreans; and the Middle Peoples, Men of theTwilight,

    such as are the Rohirrim and their kin that dwell still far in the North;and the Wild, the Men of Darkness.

    'Yet now, if the Rohirrim are grown in some ways more like to us,enhanced in arts and gentleness, we too have become more like to them, andcan scarce claim any longer the title High. We are become Middle Men, of theTwilight, but with memory of other things. For as the Rohirrim do, we nowlove war and valour as things good in themselves, both a sport and an end;and though we still hold that a warrior should have more skills andknowledge than only the craft of weapons and slaying, we esteem a warrior,nonetheless, above men of other crafts. Such is the need of our days. Soeven was my brother, Boromir: a man of prowess, and for that he wasaccounted the best man in Gondor. And very valiant indeed he was: no heir ofMinas Tirith has for long years been so hardy in toil, so onward intobattle, or blown a mightier note on the Great Horn.' Faramir sighed and fellsilent for a while.

    'You don't say much in all your tales about the Elves, sir,' said Sam,suddenly plucking up courage. He had noted that Faramir seemed to refer toElves with reverence, and this even more than his courtesy, and his food and

    wine, had won Sam's respect and quieted his suspicions.

    'No indeed, Master Samwise,' said Faramir, 'for I am not learned inElven-lore. But there you touch upon another point in which we have changed,declining from N®menor to Middle-earth. For as you may know, ifMithrandir

    was your companion and you have spoken with Elrond, the Edain, the Fathersof the N®menoreans, fought beside the Elves in the first wars, and wererewarded by the gift of the kingdom in the midst of the Sea, within sight ofElvenhome. But in Middle-earth Men and Elves became estranged in the daysof

    darkness, by the arts of the Enemy, and by the slow changes of time in whicheach kind walked further down their sundered roads. Men now fear andmisdoubt the Elves, and yet know little of them. And we of Gondor grow likeother Men, like the men of Rohan; for even they, who are the foes of theDark Lord, shun the Elves and speak of the Golden Wood with dread.

    'Yet there are among us still some who have dealings with the Elveswhen they may, and ever and anon one will go in secret to Lurien, seldom toreturn. Not I. For I deem it perilous now for mortal man wilfully to seekout the Elder People. Yet I envy you that have spoken with the White Lady.’

    'The Lady of Lurien! Galadriel!' cried Sam. 'You should see her indeedyou should, sir. I am only a hobbit, and gardening's my job at home, sir, ifyou understand me, and I'm not much good at poetry — not at making it: abit of a comic rhyme, perhaps, now and again, you know, but not real poetry— so I can't tell you what I mean. It ought to be sung. You'd have to getStrider, Aragorn that is, or old Mr. Bilbo, for that. But I wish I couldmake a song about her. Beautiful she is, sir! Lovely! Sometimes like a greattree in flower, sometimes like a white daffadowndilly, small and slenderlike. Hard as di'monds, soft as moonlight. Warm as sunlight, cold as frostin the stars. Proud and far-off as a snow-mountain, and as merry as any lassI ever saw with daisies in her hair in springtime. But that's a lot o'nonsense, and all wide of my mark.'

    'Then she must be lovely indeed,' said Faramir. 'Perilously fair.'

    'I don't know about perilous,' said Sam. 'It strikes me that folk takestheir peril with them into Lurien, and finds it there because they'vebrought it. But perhaps you could call her perilous, because she's so strongin herself. You, you could dash yourself to pieces on her, like a ship on arock; or drownd yourself, like a hobbit in a river. But neither rock nor

    river would be to blame. Now Boro — ' He stopped and went red in the face.

    'Yes? Now Boromir you would say? ' said Faramir. 'What would you say?He took his peril with him? ’

    'Yes sir, begging your pardon, and a fine man as your brother was if Imay say so. But you've been warm on the scent all along. Now I watchedBoromir and listened to him, from Rivendell all down the road — lookingafter my master, as you'll understand, and not meaning any harm to Boromir— and it's my opinion that in Lurien he first saw clearly what I guessedsooner: what he wanted. From the moment he first saw it he wanted theEnemy's Ring! '

    'Sam! ' cried Frodo aghast. He had fallen deep into his own thoughtsfor a while, and came out of them suddenly and too late.

    'Save me! ' said Sam turning white, and then flushing scarlet. 'There Igo again! When ever you open your big mouth you put your foot in it theGaffer used to say to me, and right enough. O dear, O dear!

    'Now look here, sir! ' He turned, facing up to Faramir with all thecourage that he could muster. 'Don't you go taking advantage of my masterbecause his servant's no better than a fool. You've spoken very handsome allalong, put me off my guard, talking of Elves and all. But handsome is ashandsome does we say. Now's a chance to show your quality.'

    'So it seems,' said Faramir, slowly and very softly, with a strangesmile. 'So that is the answer to all the riddles! The One Ring that wasthought to have perished from the world. And Boromir tried to take it byforce? And you escaped? And ran all the way — to me! And here in the wild Ihave you: two halflings, and a host of men at my call, and the Ring ofRings. A pretty stroke of fortune! A chance for Faramir, Captain of Gondor,to show his quality! Ha!’ He stood up, very tall and stern, his grey eyesglinting.

    Frodo and Sam sprang from their stools and set themselves side by sidewith their backs to the wall, fumbling for their sword-hilts. There was asilence. All the men in the cave stopped talking and looked towards them inwonder. But Faramir sat down again in his chair and began to laugh quietly,and then suddenly became grave again.

    'Alas for Boromir! It was too sore a trial! ' he said. 'How you haveincreased my sorrow, you two strange wanderers from a far country, bearingthe peril of Men! But you are less judges of Men than I of Halflings. We aretruth-speakers, we men of Gondor. We boast seldom, and then perform, or die

    in the attempt. Not if I found it on the highway would I take it I said.

    Even if I were such a man as to desire this thing, and even though I knewnot clearly what this thing was when I spoke, still I should take thosewords as a vow, and be held by them.

    'But I am not such a man. Or I am wise enough to know that there aresome perils from which a man must flee. Sit at peace! And be comforted,Samwise. If you seem to have stumbled, think that it was fated to be so.

    Your heart is shrewd as well as faithful, and saw clearer than your eyes.

    For strange though it may seem, it was safe to declare this to me. It mayeven help the master that you love. It shall turn to his good, if it is inmy power. So be comforted. But do not even name this thing again aloud. Onceis enough.'

    The hobbits came back to their seats and sat very quiet. Men turnedback to their drink and their talk, perceiving that their captain had hadsome jest or other with the little guests, and that it was over.

    'Well, Frodo, now at last we understand one another,' said Faramir. 'Ifyou took this thing on yourself, unwilling, at others' asking, then you havepity and honour from me. And I marvel at you: to keep it hid and not to useit. You are a new people and a new world to me. Are all your kin of likesort? Your land must be a realm of peace and content, and there mustgardeners be in high honour.'

    'Not all is well there,' said Frodo, 'but certainly gardeners arehonoured.'

    'But folk must grow weary there, even in their gardens, as do allthings under the Sun of this world. And you are far from home and wayworn.No more tonight. Sleep, both of you — in peace, if you can. Fear not! I donot wish to see it, or touch it, or know more of it than I know (which isenough), lest peril perchance waylay me and I fall lower in the test thanFrodo son of Drogo. Go now to rest — but first tell me only, if you will,whither you wish to go, and what to do. For I must watch, and wait, andthink. Time passes. In the morning we must each go swiftly on the waysappointed to us.’

    Frodo had felt himself trembling as the first shock of fear passed. Nowa great weariness came down on him like a cloud. He could dissemble andresist no longer.

    ’I was going to find a way into Mordor,' he said faintly. 'I was goingto Gorgoroth. I must find the Mountain of Fire and cast the thing into the

    gulf of Doom. Gandalf said so. I do not think I shall ever get there.'

    Faramir stared at him for a moment in grave astonishment. Then suddenlyhe caught him as he swayed, and lifting him gently, carried him to the bedand laid him there, and covered him warmly. At once he fell into a deepsleep.

    Another bed was set beside him for his servant. Sam hesitated for amoment, then bowing very low: 'Good night, Captain, my lord,' he said. 'Youtook the chance, sir.'

    'Did I so?’ said Faramir.

    'Yes sir, and showed your quality: the very highest.'

    Faramir smiled. 'A pert servant, Master Samwise. But nay: the praise ofthe praiseworthy is above all rewards. Yet there was naught in this topraise. I had no lure or desire to do other than I have done.'

    'Ah well, sir,' said Sam, 'you said my master had an elvish air andthat was good and true. But I can say this: you have an air too, sir, thatreminds me of, of — well, Gandalf, of wizards.

    'Maybe,' said Faramir. 'Maybe you discern from far away the air ofN®menor. Good night!’

    Chapter 6. The Forbidden Pool

    Frodo woke to find Faramir bending over him. For a second old fearsseized him and he sat up and shrank away.

    'There is nothing to fear,' said Faramir.

    'Is it morning already? ' said Frodo yawning.

    'Not yet, but night is drawing to an end, and the full moon is setting.

    Will you come and see it? Also there is a matter on which I desire yourcounsel. I am sorry to rouse you from sleep, but will you come? ’

    'I will,' said Frodo, rising and shivering a little as he left the warmblanket and pelts. It seemed cold in the fireless cave. The noise of thewater was loud in the stillness. He put on his cloak and followed Faramir.

    Sam, waking suddenly by some instinct of watchfulness, saw first hismaster’s empty bed and leapt to his feet. Then he saw two dark figures,Frodo and a man, framed against the archway, which was now filled withpale white light. He hurried after them, past rows of men sleeping onmattresses along the wall. As he went by the cave-mouth he saw that theCurtain was now become a dazzling veil of silk and pearls and silver thread:melting icicles of moonlight. But he did not pause to admire it, and turningaside he followed his master through the narrow doorway in the wall of thecave.

    They went first along a black passage, then up many wet steps, and socame to a small flat landing cut in the stone and lit by the pale sky,gleaming high above through a long deep shaft. From here two flights ofsteps led: one going on, as it seemed, up on to the high bank of the stream;the other turning away to the left. This they followed. It wound its way uplike a turret-stair.

    At last they came out of the stony darkness and looked about. They wereon a wide flat rock without rail or parapet. At their right, eastwards, thetorrent fell, splashing over many terraces, and then, pouring down a steeprace, it filled a smooth-hewn channel with a dark force of water fleckedwith foam, and curling and rushing almost at their feet it plunged sheerover the edge that yawned upon their left. A man stood there, near thebrink, silent, gazing down.

    Frodo turned to watch the sleek necks of the water as they curved and

    dived. Then he lifted his eyes and gazed far away. The world was quiet andcold, as if dawn were near. Far off in the West the full moon was sinking,round and white. Pale mists shimmered in the great vale below: a wide gulfof silver fume, beneath which rolled the cool night-waters of the Anduin. Ablack darkness loomed beyond, and in it glinted, here and there, cold,sharp, remote, white as the teeth of ghosts, the peaks of Ered Nimrais, theWhite Mountains of the Realm of Gondor, tipped with everlasting snow.

    For a while Frodo stood there on the high stone, and a shiver ranthrough him, wondering if anywhere in the vastness of the night-lands hisold companions walked or slept, or lay dead shrouded in mist. Why was hebrought here out of forgetful sleep?

    Sam was eager for an answer to the same question and could not refrainhimself from muttering, for his master's ear alone as he thought: ’It's afine view, no doubt, Mr. Frodo, but chilly to the heart, not to mention thebones! What's going on? ’

    Faramir heard and answered. 'Moonset over Gondor. Fair Ithil as he goesfrom Middle-earth, glances upon the white locks of old Mindolluin. It isworth a few shivers. But that is not what I brought you to see-though as foryou, Samwise, you were not brought, and do but pay the penalty of yourwatchfulness. A draught of wine shall amend it. Come, look now! '

    Fie stepped up beside the silent sentinel on the dark edge, and Frodofollowed. Sam hung back. He already felt insecure enough on this high wetplatform. Faramir and Frodo looked down. Far below them they saw the whitewaters pour into a foaming bowl, and then swirl darkly about a deep ovalbasin in the rocks, until they found their way out again through a narrowgate, and flowed away, fuming and chattering, into calmer and more levelreaches. The moonlight still slanted down to the fall's foot and gleamed onthe ripples of the basin. Presently Frodo was aware of a small dark thing onthe near bank, but even as he looked at it, it dived and vanished justbeyond the boil and bubble of the fall, cleaving the black water as neatlyas an arrow or an edgewise stone.

    Faramir turned to the man at his side. 'Now what would you say that itis, Anborn? A squirrel, or a kingfisher? Are there black kingfishers in thenight-pools of Mirkwood? '

    v'Tis not a bird, whatever else it be,' answered Anborn. 'It has fourlimbs and dives manwise; a pretty mastery of the craft it shows, too. Whatis it at? Seeking a way up behind the Curtain to our hidings? It seems we

    are discovered at last. I have my bow here, and I have posted other archers,nigh as good marksmen as myself, on either bank. We wait only for yourcommand to shoot, Captain.'

    'Shall we shoot? ' said Faramir, turning quickly to Frodo.

    Frodo did not answer for a moment. Then 'No! ’ he said. 'No! I beg younot to.’ If Sam had dared, he would have said 'Yes,' quicker and louder. Hecould not see, but he guessed well enough from their words what they werelooking at.

    'You know, then, what this thing is? ' said Faramir. 'Come, now youhave seen, tell me why it should be spared. In all our words together youhave not once spoken of your gangrel companion, and I let him be for thetime. He could wait till he was caught and brought before me. I sent mykeenest huntsmen to seek him, but he slipped them, and they had no sight ofhim till now, save Anborn here, once at dusk yesterevening. But now he hasdone worse trespass than only to go coney-snaring in the uplands: he hasdared to come to Henneth Annyn, and his life is forfeit. I marvel at thecreature: so secret and so sly as he is, to come sporting in the pool beforeour very window. Does he think that men sleep without watch all night? Whydoes he so?’

    'There are two answers, I think,' said Frodo. 'For one thing, he knowslittle of Men, and sly though he is, your refuge is so hidden that perhapshe does not know that Men are concealed here. For another, I think he isallured here by a mastering desire, stronger than his caution.'

    'He is lured here, you say? ' said Faramir in a low voice. 'Can he,does he then know of your burden? ’

    'Indeed yes. He bore it himself for many years.’

    'He bore it? ' said Faramir, breathing sharply in his wonder. 'Thismatter winds itself ever in new riddles. Then he is pursuing it? ’

    'Maybe. It is precious to him. But I did not speak of that.'

    'What then does the creature seek? '

    'Fish,' said Frodo. 'Look! ’

    They peered down at the dark pool. A little black head appeared at thefar end of the basin, just out of the deep shadow of the rocks. There was abrief silver glint, and a swirl of tiny ripples. It swam to the side, andthen with marvellous agility a froglike figure climbed out of the water andup the bank. At once it sat down and began to gnaw at the small silver thingthat glittered as it turned: the last rays of the moon were now falling

    behind the stony wall at the pool's end.

    Faramir laughed softly. 'Fish! ' he said. 'It is a less periloushunger. Or maybe not: fish from the pool of Henneth Annyn may cost him allhe has to give.’

    'Now I have him at the arrow-point,' said Anborn. 'Shall I not shoot,Captain? For coming unbidden to this place death is our law.'

    'Wait, Anborn,' said Faramir. 'This is a harder matter than it seems.

    What have you to say now, Frodo? Why should we spare? ’

    'The creature is wretched and hungry,’ said Frodo, 'and unaware of hisdanger. And Gandalf, your Mithrandir, he would have bidden you not to slayhim for that reason, and for others. He forbade the Elves to do so. I do notknow clearly why, and of what I guess I cannot speak openly out here. Butthis creature is in some way bound up with my errand. Until you found us andtook us, he was my guide.'

    'Your guide! ' said Faramir. 'The matter becomes ever stranger. I woulddo much for you, Frodo, but this I cannot grant: to let this sly wanderer gofree at his own will from here, to join you later if it please him, or to becaught by Ores and tell all he knows under threat of pain. He must be slainor taken. Slain, if he be not taken very swiftly. But how can this slipperything of many guises be caught, save by a feathered shaft? ’

    'Let me go down quietly to him,’ said Frodo. 'You may keep your bowsbent, and shoot me at least, if I fail. I shall not run away.’

    'Go then and be swift! ’ said Faramir. 'If he comes off alive, heshould be your faithful servant for the rest of his unhappy days. Lead Frododown to the bank, Anborn, and go softly. The thing has a nose and ears. Giveme your bow.'

    Anborn grunted and led the way down the winding stair to the landing,and then up the other stair, until at last they came to a narrow openingshrouded with thick bushes. Passing silently through, Frodo found himself onthe top of the southern bank above the pool. It was now dark and the fallswere pale and grey, reflecting only the lingering moonlight of the westernsky. He could not see Gollum. He went forward a short way and Anborncame

    softly behind him.

    'Goon! ' he breathed in Frodo's ear. 'Have a care to your right. Ifyou fall in the pool, then no one but your fishing friend can help you. Andforget not that there are bowmen near at hand, though you may not see them.’

    Frodo crept forward, using his hands Gollum-like to feel his way and tosteady himself. The rocks were for the most part flat and smooth butslippery. He halted listening. At first he could hear no sound but theunceasing rush of the fall behind him. Then presently he heard, not farahead, a hissing murmur.

    ’Fissh, nice fissh. White Face has vanished, my precious, at last, yes.

    Now we can eat fish in peace. No, not in peace, precious. For Precious islost; yes, lost. Dirty hobbits, nasty hobbits. Gone and left us, gollum; andPrecious is gone. Only poor Smjagol all alone. No Precious. Nasty Men,they'll take it, steal my Precious. Thieves. We hates them. Fissh, nicefissh: Makes us strong. Makes eyes bright, fingers tight, yes. Throttlethem, precious. Throttle them all, yes, if we gets chances. Nice fissh. Nicefissh! '

    So it went on, almost as unceasing as the waterfall, only interruptedby a faint noise of slavering and gurgling. Frodo shivered, listening withpity and disgust. He wished it would stop, and that he never need hear thatvoice again. Anborn was not far behind. He could creep back and ask him toget the huntsmen to shoot. They would probably get close enough, whileGollum was gorging and off his guard. Only one true shot, and Frodo would berid of the miserable voice for ever. But no, Gollum had a claim on him now.The servant has a claim on the master for service, even service in fear.

    They would have foundered in the Dead Marshes but for Gollum. Frodoknew,

    too, somehow, quite clearly that Gandalf would not have wished it.

    'Smjagol! ' he said softly.

    'Fissh, nice fissh,’ said the voice.

    'Smjagol! ’ he said, a little louder. The voice stopped.

    'Smjagol, Master has come to look for you. Master is here. Come,Smjagol! ' There was no answer but a soft hiss, as of intaken breath.

    'Come, Smjagol! ' said Frodo. 'We are in danger. Men will kill you, ifthey find you here. Come quickly, if you wish to escape death. Come toMaster!'

    'No!' said the voice. 'Not nice Master. Leaves poor Smjagol and goeswith new friends. Master can wait. Smjagol hasn't finished.'

    'There's no time,' said Frodo. 'Bring fish with you. Come! ’

    'No! Must finish fish.'

    'Smjagol! ' said Frodo desperately. 'Precious will be angry. I shall

    take Precious, and I shall say: make him swallow the bones and choke. Nevertaste fish again. Come, Precious is waiting! '

    There was a sharp hiss. Presently out of the darkness Gollum camecrawling on all fours, like an erring dog called to heel. He had ahalf-eaten fish in his mouth and another in his hand. He came close toFrodo, almost nose to nose, and sniffed at him. His pale eyes were shining.Then he took the fish out of his mouth and stood up.

    'Nice Master! ' he whispered. 'Nice hobbit, come back to poor Smjagol.Good Smjagol comes. Now let's go, go quickly, yes. Through the trees, whilethe Faces are dark. Yes, come let's go! '

    'Yes, we'll go soon,' said Frodo. 'But not at once. I will go with youas I promised. I promise again. But not now. You are not safe yet. I willsave you, but you must trust me.’

    'We must trust Master? ’ said Gollum doubtfully. 'Why? Why not go atonce? Where is the other one, the cross rude hobbit? Where is he?'

    'Away up there,' said Frodo, pointing to the waterfall. 'I am not goingwithout him. We must go back to him.' His heart sank. This was too much liketrickery. He did not really fear that Faramir would allow Gollum to bekilled, but he would probably make him prisoner and bind him; and certainlywhat Frodo did would seem a treachery to the poor treacherous creature. Itwould probably be impossible ever to make him understand or believe thatFrodo had saved his life in the only way he could. What else could he do? —to keep faith, as near as might be, with both sides.'Come!'he said.'Orthe Precious will be angry. We are going back now, up the stream. Go on, goon, you go in front! ’

    Gollum crawled along close to the brink for a little way, snuffling andsuspicious. Presently he stopped and raised his head. 'Something's there! 'he said. 'Not a hobbit.’ Suddenly he turned back. A green light wasflickering in his bulging eyes. 'Masster, masster!' he hissed. 'Wicked!Tricksy! False!' He spat and stretched out his long arms with white snappingfingers.

    At that moment the great black shape of Anborn loomed up behind him andcame down on him. A large strong hand took him in the nape of the neck andpinned him. He twisted round like lightning, all wet and slimy as he was,wriggling like an eel, biting and scratching like a cat. But two more mencame up out of the shadows.

    'Hold still! ' said one.'Or we'll stick you as full of pins as a

    hedgehog. Hold still!'

    Gollum went limp, and began to whine and weep. They tied him, none toogently.

    'Easy, easy! ' said Frodo. 'He has no strength to match you. Don't hurthim, if you can help it. He'll be quieter, if you don't. Smjagol! They won'thurt you. I'll go with you, and you shall come to no harm. Not unless theykill me too. Trust Master! '

    Gollum turned and spat at him. The men picked him up, put a hood overhis eyes, and carried him off.

    Frodo followed them, feeling very wretched. They went through theopening behind the bushes, and back, down the stairs and passages, into thecave. Two or three torches had been lit. Men were stirring. Sam was there,and he gave a queer look at the limp bundle that the men carried. 'Got him?’he said to Frodo.

    'Yes. Well no, I didn't get him. He came to me, because he trusted meat first, I'm afraid. I did not want him tied up like this. I hope it willbe all right; but I hate the whole business.'

    'So do I,’ said Sam. 'And nothing will ever be all right where thatpiece of misery is.’

    A man came and beckoned to the hobbits, and took them to the recess atthe back of the cave. Faramir was sitting there in his chair, and the lamphad been rekindled in its niche above his head. He signed to them to sitdown on the stools beside him. 'Bring wine for the guests,' he said. 'Andbring the prisoner to me.'

    The wine was brought, and then Anborn came carrying Gollum. Heremoved

    the cover from Gollum's head and set him on his feet standing behind him tosupport him. Gollum blinked, hooding the malice of his eyes with their heavypale lids. A very miserable creature he looked, dripping and dank, smellingof fish (he still clutched one in his hand); his sparse locks were hanginglike rank weed over his bony brows, his nose was snivelling.

    'Foose us! Foose us! ’ he said. 'The cord hurts us, yes it does, ithurts us, and we've done nothing.'

    'Nothing? ' said Faramir, looking at the wretched creature with a keenglance, but without any expression in his face either of anger, or pity, orwonder. 'Nothing? Have you never done anything worthy of binding or of

    worse

    punishment? However, that is not for me to judge, happily. But tonight youhave come where it is death to come. The fish of this pool are dearlybought.'

    Gollum dropped the fish from his hand. 'Don't want fish,' he said.

    'The price is not set on the fish,'said Faramir. 'Only to come hereand look on the pool bears the penalty of death. I have spared you so far atthe prayer of Frodo here, who says that of him at least you have deservedsome thanks. But you must also satisfy me. What is your name? Whence doyou

    come? And whither do you go? What is your business? ’

    'We are lost, lost,' said Gollum. 'No name, no business, no Precious,nothing. Only empty. Only hungry; yes, we are hungry. A few little fishes,nasty bony little fishes, for a poor creature, and they say death. So wisethey are; so just, so very just.'

    'Not very wise,' said Faramir. 'But just: yes perhaps, as just as ourlittle wisdom allows. Unloose him Frodo! ' Faramir took a small nail-knifefrom his belt and handed it to Frodo. Gollum misunderstanding the gesture,squealed and fell down.

    'Now, Smjagol! ' said Frodo. 'You must trust me. I will not desert you.Answer truthfully, if you can. It will do you good not harm.' He cut thecords on Gollum's wrists and ankles and raised him to his feet.

    'Come hither! ' said Faramir. 'Look at me! Do you know the name of thisplace? Have you been here before? ’

    Slowly Gollum raised his eyes and looked unwillingly into Faramir's.

    All light went out of them, and they stared bleak and pale for a moment intothe clear unwavering eyes of the man of Gondor. There was a still silence.Then Gollum dropped his head and shrank down, until he was squatting on thefloor, shivering. 'We doesn't know and we doesn't want to know,' hewhimpered. 'Never came here; never come again.'

    'There are locked doors and closed windows in your mind, and dark roomsbehind them,' said Faramir. 'But in this I judge that you speak the truth.

    It is well for you. What oath will you swear never to return; and never tolead any living creature hither by word or sign?’

    'Master knows,' said Gollum with a sidelong glance at Frodo. 'Yes, heknows. We will promise Master, if he saves us. We'll promise to It, yes.' Hecrawled to Frodo's feet. 'Save us, nice Master! ' he whined. 'Smjagolpromises to Precious, promises faithfully. Never come again, never speak, no

    never! No, precious, no!'

    'Are you satisfied? ' said Faramir.

    'Yes,' said Frodo. 'At least, you must either accept this promise orcarry out your law. You will get no more. But I promised that if he came tome, he should not be harmed. And I would not be proved faithless.'

    Faramir sat for a moment in thought.'Very good,'he said at last. 'Isurrender you to your master, to Frodo son of Drogo. Let him declare what hewill do with you! ’

    'But, Lord Faramir,' said Frodo bowing, 'you have not yet declared yourwill concerning the said Frodo, and until that is made known, he cannotshape his plans for himself or his companions. Your judgement was postponeduntil the morning; but that is now at hand.’

    'Then I will declare my doom,' said Faramir. 'As for you, Frodo, in sofar as lies in me under higher authority, I declare you free in the realmof, Gondor to the furthest of its ancient bounds; save only that neither younor any that go with you have leave to come to this place unbidden. Thisdoom shall stand for a year and a day, and then cease, unless you shallbefore that term come to Minas Tirith and present yourself to the Lord andSteward of the City. Then I will entreat him to confirm what I have done andto make it lifelong. In the meantime, whomsoever you take under yourprotection shall be under my protection and under the shield of Gondor. Areyou answered? ’

    Frodo bowed low. ’I am answered,' he said, 'and I place myself at yourservice, if that is of any worth to one so high and honourable.’

    'It is of great worth,' said Faramir. 'And now, do you take thiscreature, this Smjagol, under your protection? '

    'I do take Smjagol under my protection,' said Frodo. Sam sighedaudibly; and not at the courtesies, of which, as any hobbit would, hethoroughly approved. Indeed in the Shire such a matter would have required agreat many more words and bows.

    'Then I say to you,' said Faramir, turning to Gollum, 'you are underdoom of death; but while you walk with Frodo you are safe for our part. Yetif ever you be found by any man of Gondor astray without him, the doom shallfall. And may death find you swiftly, within Gondor or without, if you donot well serve him. Now answer me: whither would you go? You were hisguide,

    he says. Whither were you leading him? ' Gollum made no reply.

    'This I will not have secret,' said Faramir. 'Answer me, or I willreverse my judgement! ’ Still Gollum did not answer.

    'I will answer for him,' said Frodo. 'He brought me to the Black Gate,as I asked; but it was impassable.'

    'There is no open gate into the Nameless Land,’ said Faramir.

    'Seeing this, we turned aside and came by the Southward road ’ Frodocontinued; 'for he said that there is, or there may be, a path near to MinasIthil.'

    'Minas Morgul,' said Faramir.

    'I do not know clearly,' said Frodo; 'but the path climbs, I think, upinto the mountains on the northern side of that vale where the old citystands. It goes up to a high cleft and so down to — that which is beyond.’

    'Do you know the name of that high pass? ’ said Faramir.

    'No,' said Frodo.

    'It is called Cirith Ungol.' Gollum hissed sharply and began mutteringto himself. 'Is not that its name? ’ said Faramir turning to him.

    'No! ' said Gollum, and then he squealed, as if something had stabbedhim. 'Yes, yes, we heard the name once. But what does the name matter to us?Master says he must get in. So we must try some way. There is no other wayto try, no.'

    'No other way? 'said Faramir.'How do you know that? And who hasexplored all the confines of that dark realm? ' He looked long andthoughtfully at Gollum. Presently he spoke again. 'Take this creature away,Anborn. Treat him gently, but watch him. And do not you, Smjagol, try todive into the falls. The rocks have such teeth there as would slay youbefore your time. Leave us now and take your fish! '

    Anborn went out and Gollum went cringing before him. The curtain wasdrawn across the recess.

    'Frodo, I think you do very unwisely in this,' said Faramir. 'I do notthink you should go with this creature. It is wicked.'

    'No, not altogether wicked,' said Frodo.

    'Not wholly, perhaps,' said Faramir; 'but malice eats it like a canker,and the evil is growing. He will lead you to no good. If you will part withhim, I will give him safe-conduct and guidance to any point on the bordersof Gondor that he may name.'

    'He would not take it,' said Frodo. 'He would follow after me as helong has done. And I have promised many times to take him under my

    protection and to go where he led. You would not ask me to break faith withhim?'

    'No,' said Faramir. 'But my heart would. For it seems less evil tocounsel another man to break troth than to do so oneself, especially if onesees a friend bound unwitting to his own harm. But no — if he will go withyou, you must now endure him. But I do not think you are holden to go toCirith Ungol, of which he has told you less than he knows. That much Iperceived clearly in his mind. Do not go to Cirith Ungol!'

    'Where then shall I go? ' said Frodo. 'Back to the Black Gate anddeliver myself up to the guard? What do you know against this place thatmakes its name so dreadful? ’

    'Nothing certain,' said Faramir. 'We of Gondor do not ever pass east ofthe Road in these days, and none of us younger men has ever done so, nor hasany of us set foot upon the Mountains of Shadow. Of them we know only oldreport and the rumour of bygone days. But there is some dark terror thatdwells in the passes above Minas Morgul. If Cirith Ungol is named, old menand masters of lore will blanch and fall silent.

    ,The valley of Minas Morgul passed into evil very long ago, and it wasa menace and a dread while the banished Enemy dwelt yet far away, andIthilien was still for the most part in our keeping. As you know, that citywas once a strong place, proud and fair, Minas Ithil, the twin sister of ourown city. But it was taken by fell men whom the Enemy in his first strengthhad dominated, and who wandered homeless and masterless after his fall. Itis said that their lords were men of N®menor who had fallen into darkwickedness; to them the Enemy had given rings of power, and he haddevoured

    them: living ghosts they were become, terrible and evil. After his goingthey took Minas Ithil and dwelt there, and they filled it, and all thevalley about, with decay: it seemed empty and was not so, for a shapelessfear lived within the ruined walls. Nine Lords there were, and after thereturn of their Master, which they aided and prepared in secret, they grewstrong again. Then the Nine Riders issued forth from the gates of horror,and we could not withstand them. Do not approach their citadel. You will beespied. It is a place of sleepless malice, full of lidless eyes. Do not gothat way! '

    'But where else will you direct me? ' said Frodo. 'You cannot yourself,you say, guide me to the mountains, nor over them. But over the mountains I

    am bound, by solemn undertaking to the Council, to find a way or perish inthe seeking. And if I turn back, refusing the road in its bitter end, wherethen shall I go among Elves or Men? Would you have me come to Gondorwith

    this Thing, the Thing that drove your brother mad with desire? What spellwould it work in Minas Tirith? Shall there be two cities of Minas Morgul,grinning at each other across a dead land filled with rottenness? '

    'I would not have it so,' said Faramir.

    'Then what would you have me do? '

    'I know not. Only I would not have you go to death or to torment. And Ido not think that Mithrandir would have chosen this way.'

    'Yet since he is gone, I must take such paths as I can find. And thereis no time for long searching,' said Frodo.

    'It is a hard doom and a hopeless errand,' said Faramir. 'But at theleast, remember my warning: beware of this guide, Smjagol. He has donemurder before now. I read it in him.' He sighed.

    'Well, so we meet and part, Frodo son of Drogo. You have no need ofsoft words: I do not hope to see you again on any other day under this Sun.But you shall go now with my blessing upon you, and upon all your people.Rest a little while food is prepared for you.

    ’I would gladly learn how this creeping Smjagol became possessed of theThing of which we speak, and how he lost it, but I will not trouble you now.If ever beyond hope you return to the lands of the living and we retell ourtales, sitting by a wall in the sun, laughing at old grief, you shall tellme then. Until that time, or some other time beyond the vision of theSeeing-stones of N®menor, farewell! ’

    He rose and bowed low to Frodo, and drawing the curtain passed out intothe cave.

    Chapter 7. Journey to the Cross-roads

    Frodo and Sam returned to their beds and lay there in silence restingfor a little, while men bestirred themselves and the business of the daybegan. After a while water was brought to them, and then they were led to atable where food was set for three. Faramir broke his fast with them. He hadnot slept since the battle on the day before, yet he did not look weary.

    When they had finished they stood up. 'May no hunger trouble you on theroad,' said Faramir. 'You have little provision, but some small store offood fit for travellers I have ordered to be stowed in your packs. You willhave no lack of water as you walk in Ithilien, but do not drink of anystream that flows from Imlad Morgul, the Valley of Living Death. This also Imust tell you. My scouts and watchers have all returned, even some that havecrept within sight of the Morannon. They all find a strange thing. The landis empty. Nothing is on the road, and no sound of foot, or horn, orbowstring is anywhere to be heard. A waiting silence broods above theNameless Land. I do not know what this portends. But the time draws swiftlyto some great conclusion. Storm is coming. Hasten while you may! If you areready, let us go. The Sun will soon rise above the shadow.’

    The hobbits' packs were brought to them (a little heavier than they hadbeen), and also two stout staves of polished wood, shod with iron, and withcarven heads through which ran plaited leathern thongs.

    'I have no fitting gifts to give you at our parting,' said Faramir;

    'but take these staves. They may be of service to those who walk or climb inthe wild. The men of the White Mountains use them; though these have beencut down to your height and newly shod. They are made of the fair treelebethron, beloved of the woodwrights of Gondor, and a virtue has been setupon them of finding and returning. May that virtue not wholly fail underthe Shadow into which you go!’

    The hobbits bowed low. 'Most gracious host,' said Frodo, 'it was saidto me by Elrond Halfelven that I should find friendship upon the way, secretand unlooked for. Certainly I looked for no such friendship as you haveshown. To have found it turns evil to great good.'

    Now they made ready to depart. Gollum was brought out of some corner orhiding-hole, and he seemed better pleased with himself than he had been,

    though he kept close to Frodo and avoided the glance of Faramir.

    'Your guide must be blindfolded,'said Faramir,'but you and yourservant Samwise I release from this, if you wish.'

    Gollum squealed, and squirmed, and clutched at Frodo, when they came tobind his eyes; and Frodo said: 'Blindfold us all three, and cover up my eyesfirst, and then perhaps he will see that no harm is meant.' This was done,and they were led from the cave of Henneth Annyn. After they had passed thepassages and stairs they felt the cool morning air, fresh and sweet, aboutthem. Still blind they went on for some little time, up and then gentlydown. At last the voice of Faramir ordered them to be uncovered.

    They stood under the boughs of the woods again. No noise of the fallscould be heard, for a long southward slope lay now between them and theravine in which the stream flowed. To the west they could see light throughthe trees, as if the world came there to a sudden end, at a brink lookingout only on to sky.

    'Here is the last parting of our ways,' said Faramir. 'If you take mycounsel, you will not turn eastward yet. Go straight on, for thus you willhave the cover of the woodland for many miles. On your west is an edge wherethe land falls into the great vales, sometimes suddenly and sheer, sometimesin long hillsides. Keep near to this edge and the skirts of the forest. Inthe beginning of your journey you may walk under daylight, I think. The landdreams in a false peace, and for a while all evil is withdrawn. Fare youwell, while you may!'

    He embraced the hobbits then, after the manner of his people, stooping,and placing his hands upon their shoulders, and kissing their foreheads. 'Gowith the good will of all good men!' he said.

    They bowed to the ground. Then he turned and without looking back heleft them and went to his two guards that stood at a little distance away.

    They marvelled to see with what speed these green-clad men now moved,vanishing almost in the twinkling of an eye. The forest where Faramir hadstood seemed empty and drear, as if a dream had passed.

    Frodo sighed and turned back southward. As if to mark his disregard ofall such courtesy, Gollum was scrabbling in the mould at the foot of a tree.'Hungry again already?' thought Sam. 'Well, now for it again!’

    'Have they gone at last? ' said Gollum. 'Nassty wicked Men! Smjagol'sneck still hurts him, yes it does. Let's go! '

    'Yes, let us go,' said Frodo. 'But if you can only speak ill of those

    who showed you mercy, keep silent! '

    'Nice Master! ' said Gollum. 'Smjagol was only joking. Always forgives,he does, yes, yes, even nice Master's little trickses. Oh yes, nice Master,nice Smjagol! '

    Frodo and Sam did not answer. Hoisting their packs and taking theirstaves in hand, they passed on into the woods of Ithilien.

    Twice that day they rested and took a little of the food provided byFaramir: dried fruits and salted meat, enough for many days; and breadenough to last while it was still fresh. Gollum ate nothing.

    The sun rose and passed overhead unseen, and began to sink, and thelight through the trees to the west grew golden; and always they walked incool green shadow, and all about them was silence. The birds seemed all tohave flown away or to have fallen dumb.

    Darkness came early to the silent woods, and before the fall of nightthey halted, weary, for they had walked seven leagues or more from HennethAnnyn. Frodo lay and slept away the night on the deep mould beneath anancient tree. Sam beside him was more uneasy: he woke many times, but therewas never a sign of Gollum, who had slipped off as soon as the others hadsettled to rest. Whether he had slept by himself in some hole nearby, or hadwandered restlessly prowling through the night, he did not say; but hereturned with the first glimmer of light, and roused his companions.

    'Must get up, yes they must!’ he said. 'Long ways to go still, southand east. Hobbits must make haste!'

    That day passed much as the day before had gone, except that thesilence seemed deeper; the air grew heavy, and it began to be stifling underthe trees. It felt as if thunder was brewing. Gollum often paused, sniffingthe air, and then he would mutter to himself and urge them to greater speed.

    As the third stage of their day's march drew on and afternoon waned,the forest opened out, and the trees became larger and more scattered. Greatilexes of huge girth stood dark and solemn in wide glades with here andthere among them hoary ash-trees, and giant oaks just putting out theirbrown-green buds. About them lay long launds of green grass dappled withcelandine and anemones, white and blue, now folded for sleep; and there wereacres populous with the leaves of woodland hyacinths: already their sleekbell-stems were thrusting through the mould. No living creature, beast orbird, was to be seen, but in these open places Gollum grew afraid, and theywalked now with caution, flitting from one long shadow to another.

    Light was fading fast when they came to the forest-end. There they satunder an old gnarled oak that sent its roots twisting like snakes down asteep crumbling bank. A deep dim valley lay before them. On its further sidethe woods gathered again, blue and grey under the sullen evening, andmarched on southwards. To the right the Mountains of Gondor glowed,remote

    in the West, under a fire-flecked sky. To the left lay darkness: thetowering walls of Mordor; and out of that darkness the long valley came,falling steeply in an ever-widening trough towards the Anduin. At its bottomran a hurrying stream: Frodo could hear its stony voice coming up throughthe silence; and beside it on the hither side a road went winding down likea pale ribbon, down into chill grey mists that no gleam of sunset touched.There it seemed to Frodo that he descried far off, floating as it were on ashadowy sea, the high dim tops and broken pinnacles of old towers forlornand dark.

    Fie turned to Gollum. 'Do you know where we are? ' he said.

    'Yes, Master. Dangerous places. This is the road from the Tower of theMoon, Master, down to the ruined city by the shores of the River. The ruinedcity, yes, very nasty place, full of enemies. We shouldn't have taken Men'sadvice. Hobbits have come a long way out of the path. Must go east now, awayup there.' He waved his skinny arm towards the darkling mountains. 'And wecan't use this road. Oh no! Cruel peoples come this way, down from theTower.'

    Frodo looked down on to the road. At any rate nothing was moving on itnow. It appeared lonely and forsaken, running down to empty ruins in themist. But there was an evil feeling in the air, as if things might indeed bepassing up and down that eyes could not see. Frodo shuddered as he lookedagain at the distant pinnacles now dwindling into night, and the sound ofthe water seemed cold and cruel: the voice of Morgulduin, the pollutedstream that flowed from the Valley of the Wraiths.

    'What shall we do? ' he said. 'We have walked long and far. Shall welook for some place in the woods behind where we can lie hidden? '

    'No good hiding in the dark,' said Gollum. 'It's in day that hobbitsmust hide now, yes in day.'

    'Oh come! ' said Sam. 'We must rest for a bit, even if we get up againin the middle of the night. There'll still be hours of dark then time enoughfor you to take us a long march, if you know the way.'

    Gollum reluctantly agreed to this, and he turned back towards thetrees, working eastward for a while along the straggling edges of the wood.

    He would not rest on the ground so near the evil road, and after some debatethey all climbed up into the crotch of a large holm-oak, whose thickbranches springing together from the trunk made a good hiding-place and afairly comfortable refuge. Night fell and it grew altogether dark under thecanopy of the tree. Frodo and Sam drank a little water and ate some breadand dried fruit, but Gollum at once curled up and went to sleep. The hobbitsdid not shut their eyes.

    It must have been a little after midnight when Gollum woke up: suddenlythey were aware of his pale eyes unlidded gleaming at them. He listened andsniffed, which seemed, as they had noticed before, his usual method ofdiscovering the time of night.

    'Are we rested? Have we had beautiful sleep?' he said. 'Let's go!'

    'We aren't, and we haven't,' growled Sam. 'But we'll go if we must.'

    Gollum dropped at once from the branches of the tree on to all fours,and the hobbits followed more slowly.

    As soon as they were down they went on again with Gollum leading,eastwards, up the dark sloping land. They could see little, for the nightwas now so deep that they were hardly aware of the stems of trees beforethey stumbled against them. The ground became more broken and walkingwas

    more difficult, but Gollum seemed in no way troubled. He led them throughthickets and wastes of brambles; sometimes round the lip of a deep cleft ordark pit, sometimes down into black bush-shrouded hollows and out again; butif ever they went a little downward, always the further slope was longer andsteeper. They were climbing steadily. At their first halt they looked back,and they could dimly perceive the roofs of the forest they had left behindlying like a vast dense shadow, a darker night under the dark blank sky.There seemed to be a great blackness looming slowly out of the East, eatingup the faint blurred stars. Later the sinking moon escaped from the pursuingcloud, but it was ringed all about with a sickly yellow glare.

    At last Gollum turned to the hobbits. 'Day soon,' he said. 'Hobbitsmust hurry. Not safe to stay in the open in these places. Make haste! '

    He quickened his pace, and they followed him wearily. Soon they beganto climb up on to a great hog-back of land. For the most part it was coveredwith a thick growth of gorse and whortleberry, and low tough thorns, though

    here and there clearings opened, the scars of recent fires. The gorse-bushesbecame more frequent as they got nearer the top; very old and tall theywere, gaunt and leggy below but thick above, and already putting out yellowflowers that glimmered in the gloom and gave a faint sweet scent. So tallwere the spiny thickets that the hobbits could walk upright under them,passing through long dry aisles carpeted with a deep prickly mould.

    On the further edge of this broad hill-back they stayed their march andcrawled for hiding underneath a tangled knot of thorns. Their twistedboughs, stooping to the ground, were overridden by a clambering maze of oldbriars. Deep inside there was a hollow hall, raftered with dead branch andbramble, and roofed with the first leaves and shoots of spring. There theylay for a while, too tired yet to eat; and peering out through the holes inthe covert they watched for the slow growth of day.

    But no day came, only a dead brown twilight. In the East there was adull red glare under the lowering cloud: it was not the red of dawn. Acrossthe tumbled lands between, the mountains of the Ephel D®ath frowned atthem,

    black and shapeless below where night lay thick and did not pass away, abovewith jagged tops and edges outlined hard and menacing against the fieryglow. Away to their right a great shoulder of the mountains stood out, darkand black amid the shadows, thrusting westward.

    'Which way do we go from here?' asked Frodo. 'Is that the opening of-ofthe Morgul Valley, away over there beyond that black mass?’

    'Need we think about it yet?’ said Sam, 'Surely we're not going to moveany more today, if day it is?'

    'Perhaps not, perhaps not,’ said Gollum. 'But we must go soon, to theCross-roads. Yes, to the Cross-roads. That's the way over there yes,Master.'

    The red glare over Mordor died away. The twilight deepened as greatvapours rose in the East and crawled above them. Frodo and Sam took a littlefood and then lay down, but Gollum was restless. He would not eat any oftheir food, but he drank a little water and then crawled about under thebushes, sniffing and muttering. Then, suddenly he disappeared.

    'Off hunting, I suppose,' said Sam and yawned. It was his turn to sleepfirst, and he was soon deep in a dream. He thought he was back in the BagEnd garden looking for something; but he had a heavy pack on his back, whichmade him stoop. It all seemed very weedy and rank somehow, and thorns and

    bracken were invading the beds down near the bottom hedge.

    'A job of work for me, I can see; but I'm so tired,' he kept on saying.Presently he remembered what he was looking for. 'My pipe!' he said, andwith that he woke up.

    'Silly!' he said to himself, as he opened his eyes and wondered why hewas lying down under the hedge. 'It's in your pack all the time!' Then herealized, first that the pipe might be in his pack but he had no leaf, andnext that he was hundreds of miles from Bag End. He sat up. It seemed to bealmost dark. Why had his master let him sleep on out of turn, right on tillevening?

    'Haven't you had no sleep, Mr. Frodo?' he said. 'What's the time? Seemsto be getting late!'

    'No it isn't,' said Frodo. 'But the day is getting darker instead oflighter: darker and darker. As far as I can tell, it isn't midday yet, andyou've only slept for about three hours.'

    'I wonder what's up,' said Sam. 'Is there a storm coming? If so it'sgoing to be the worst there ever was. We shall wish we were down a deephole, not just stuck under a hedge.' He listened. 'What's that? Thunder, ordrums, or what is it? '

    'I don't know,' said Frodo. 'It's been going on for a good while now.Sometimes the ground seems to tremble, sometimes it seems to be the heavyair throbbing in your ears.'

    Sam looked round. 'Where's Gollum? ' he said. 'Hasn't he come backyet?'

    'No,' said Frodo. 'There's not been a sign or sound of him.'

    'Well, I can't abide him,' said Sam. 'In fact, I've never takenanything on a journey that I'd have been less sorry to lose on the way. Butit would be just like him, after coming all these miles, to go and get lostnow, just when we shall need him most — that is, if he's ever going to beany use, which I doubt.'

    'You forget the Marshes,' said Frodo. I hope nothing has happened tohim.'

    'And I hope he's up to no tricks. And anyway I hope he doesn't fallinto other hands, as you might say. Because if he does, we shall soon be infor trouble.'

    At that moment a rolling and rumbling noise was heard again, louder nowand deeper. The ground seemed to quiver under their feet. 'I think we are in

    for trouble anyhow,’ said Frodo. 'I'm afraid our journey is drawing to anend.’

    ’Maybe,’ said Sam; 'but where there's life there's hope, as my Gafferused to say; and need of vittles, as he mostways used to add. You have abite, Mr. Frodo, and then a bit of sleep.’

    The afternoon, as Sam supposed it must be called, wore on. Looking outfrom the covert he could see only a dun, shadowless world, fading slowlyinto a featureless, colourless gloom. It felt stifling but not warm. Frodoslept unquietly, turning and tossing, and sometimes murmuring. Twice Samthought he heard him speaking Gandalf s name. The time seemed to draginterminably. Suddenly Sam heard a hiss behind him, and there was Gollumon

    all fours, peering at them with gleaming eyes.

    'Wake up, wake up! Wake up, sleepies!’ he whispered. 'Wake up! No timeto lose. We must go, yes, we must go at once. No time to lose!’

    Sam stared at him suspiciously: he seemed frightened or excited. 'Gonow? What’s your little game? It isn’t time yet. It can’t be tea-time even,leastways not in decent places where there is tea-time.’

    'Silly! ’ hissed Gollum. 'We’re not in decent places. Time's runningshort, yes, running fast. No time to lose. We must go. Wake up. Master, wakeu He clawed at Frodo; and Frodo, startled out of sleep, sat up suddenly andseized him by the arm. Gollum tore himself loose and backed away.

    'They mustn't be silly,' he hissed. 'We must go. No time to lose!’ Andnothing more could they get out of him. Where he had been, and what hethought was brewing to make him in such a hurry, he would not say. Sam wasfilled with deep suspicion, and showed it; but Frodo gave no sign of whatwas passing in his mind. He sighed, hoisted his pack, and prepared to go outinto the ever-gathering darkness.

    Very stealthily Gollum led them down the hillside, keeping under coverwherever it was possible, and running, almost bent to the ground, across anyopen space; but the light was now so dim that even a keen-eyed beast of thewild could scarcely have seen the hobbits, hooded, in their grey cloaks, norheard them, walking as warily as the little people can. Without the crack ofa twig or the rustle of a leaf they passed and vanished.

    For about an hour they went on, silently, in single file, oppressed bythe gloom and by the absolute stillness of the land, broken only now andagain by the faint rumbling as of thunder far away or drum-beats in some

    hollow of the hills. Down from their hiding-place they went, and thenturning south they steered as straight a course as Gollum could find acrossa long broken slope that leaned up towards the mountains. Presently, not farahead, looming up like a black wall, they saw a belt of trees. As they drewnearer they became aware that these were of vast size, very ancient itseemed, and still towering high, though their tops were gaunt and broken, asif tempest and lightning-blast had swept across them, but had failed to killthem or to shake their fathomless roots.

    The Cross-roads, yes,' whispered Gollum, the first words that had beenspoken since they left their hiding-place. 'We must go that way.' Turningeastward now, he led them up the slope; and then suddenly there it wasbefore them: the Southward Road, winding its way about the outer feet of themountains, until presently it plunged into the great ring of trees.

    This is the only way,' whispered Gollum. 'No paths beyond the road. Nopaths. We must go to the Cross-roads. But make haste! Be silent! '

    As furtively as scouts within the campment of their enemies, they creptdown on to the road, and stole along its westward edge under the stony bank,grey as the stones themselves, and soft-footed as hunting cats. At lengththey reached the trees, and found that they stood in a great roofless ring,open in the middle to the sombre sky; and the spaces between their immenseboles were like the great dark arches of some ruined hall. In the verycentre four ways met. Behind them lay the road to the Morannon; before themit ran out again upon its long journey south; to their right the road fromold Osgiliath came climbing up, and crossing, passed out eastward intodarkness: the fourth way, the road they were to take.

    Standing there for a moment filled with dread Frodo became aware that alight was shining; he saw it glowing on Sam's face beside him. Turningtowards it, he saw, beyond an arch of boughs, the road to Osgiliath runningalmost as straight as a stretched ribbon down, down, into the West. There,far away, beyond sad Gondor now overwhelmed in shade, the Sun wassinking,

    finding at last the hem of the great slow-rolling pall of cloud, and fallingin an ominous fire towards the yet unsullied Sea. The brief glow fell upon ahuge sitting figure, still and solemn as the great stone kings of Argonath.

    The years had gnawed it, and violent hands had maimed it. Its head was gone,and in its place was set in mockery a round rough-hewn stone, rudely paintedby savage hands in the likeness of a grinning face with one large red eye in

    the midst of its forehead. Upon its knees and mighty chair, and all aboutthe pedestal, were idle scrawls mixed with the foul symbols that themaggot-folk of Mordor used.

    Suddenly, caught by the level beams, Frodo saw the old king's head: itwas lying rolled away by the roadside. 'Look, Sam!’ he cried, startled intospeech. 'Look! The king has got a crown again!'

    The eyes were hollow and the carven beard was broken, but about thehigh stern forehead there was a coronal of silver and gold. A trailing plantwith flowers like small white stars had bound itself across the brows as ifin reverence for the fallen king, and in the crevices of his stony hairyellow stonecrop gleamed.

    'They cannot conquer for ever!' said Frodo. And then suddenly the briefglimpse was gone. The Sun dipped and vanished, and as if at the shutteringof a lamp, black night fell.

    Chapter 8. The Stairs of Cirith Ungol

    Gollum was tugging at Frodo's cloak and hissing with fear andimpatience. 'We must go,' he said. 'We mustn’t stand here. Make haste!’

    Reluctantly Frodo turned his back on the West and followed as his guideled him, out into the darkness of the East. They left the ring of trees andcrept along the road towards the mountains. This road, too, ran straight fora while, but soon it began to bend away southwards, until it came rightunder the great shoulder of rock that they had seen from the distance. Blackand forbidding it loomed above them, darker than the dark sky behind.Crawling under its shadow the road went on, and rounding it sprang eastagain and began to climb steeply.

    Frodo and Sam were plodding along with heavy hearts, no longer able tocare greatly about their peril. Frodo’s head was bowed; his burden wasdragging him down again. As soon as the great Cross-roads had been passed,the weight of it, almost forgotten in Ithilien, had begun to grow once more.Now, feeling the way become steep before his feet, he looked wearily up; andthen he saw it, even as Gollum had said that he would: the city of theRingwraiths. He cowered against the stony bank.

    A long-tilted valley, a deep gulf of shadow, ran back far into themountains. Upon the further side, some way within the valley's arms high ona rocky seat upon the black knees of the Ephel D®ath, stood the walls andtower of Minas Morgul. All was dark about it, earth and sky, but it was litwith light. Not the imprisoned moonlight welling through the marble walls ofMinas Ithil long ago, Tower of the Moon, fair and radiant in the hollow ofthe hills. Paler indeed than the moon ailing in some slow eclipse was thelight of it now, wavering and blowing like a noisome exhalation of decay, acorpse-light, a light that illuminated nothing. In the walls and towerwindows showed, like countless black holes looking inward into emptiness;but the topmost course of the tower revolved slowly, first one way and thenanother, a huge ghostly head leering into the night. For a moment the threecompanions stood there, shrinking, staring up with unwilling eyes. Gollumwas the first to recover. Again he pulled at their cloaks urgently, but hespoke no word. Almost he dragged them forward. Every step was reluctant, andtime seemed to slow its pace, so that between the raising of a foot and the

    setting of it down minutes of loathing passed.

    So they came slowly to the white bridge. Here the road, gleamingfaintly, passed over the stream in the midst of the valley, and went on,winding deviously up towards the city’s gate: a black mouth opening in theouter circle of the northward walls. Wide flats lay on either bank, shadowymeads filled with pale white flowers. Luminous these were too, beautiful andyet horrible of shape, like the demented forms in an uneasy dream; and theygave forth a faint sickening charnel-smell; an odour of rottenness filledthe air. From mead to mead the bridge sprang. Figures stood there at itshead, carven with cunning in forms human and bestial, but all corrupt andloathsome. The water flowing beneath was silent, and it steamed, but thevapour that rose from it, curling and twisting about the bridge, was deadlycold. Frodo felt his senses reeling and his mind darkening. Then suddenly,as if some force were at work other than his own will, he began to hurry,tottering forward, his groping hands held out, his head lolling from side toside. Both Sam and Gollum ran after him. Sam caught his master in his arms,as he stumbled and almost fell, right on the threshold of the bridge.

    'Not that way! No, not that way! ' whispered Gollum, but the breathbetween his teeth seemed to tear the heavy stillness like a whistle, and hecowered to the ground in terror.

    'Hold up, Mr. Frodo! ’ muttered Sam in Frodo’s ear. ’Come back! Notthat way. Gollum says not, and for once I agree with him.’

    Frodo passed his hand over his brow and wrenched his eyes away from thecity on the hill. The luminous tower fascinated him, and he fought thedesire that was on him to run up the gleaming road towards its gate. At lastwith an effort he turned back, and as he did so, he felt the Ring resistinghim, dragging at the chain about his neck; and his eyes too, as he lookedaway, seemed for the moment to have been blinded. The darkness before himwas impenetrable.

    Gollum, crawling on the ground like a frightened animal, was alreadyvanishing into the gloom. Sam, supporting and guiding his stumbling master,followed after him as quickly as he could. Not far from the near bank of thestream there was a gap in the stone-wall beside the road. Through this theypassed, and Sam saw that they were on a narrow path that gleamed faintly atfirst, as the main road did, until climbing above the meads of deadlyflowers it faded and went dark, winding its crooked way up into the northernsides of the valley.

    Along this path the hobbits trudged, side by side, unable to see Gollumin front of them, except when he turned back to beckon them on. Then hiseyes shone with a green-white light, reflecting the noisome Morgul-sheenperhaps, or kindled by some answering mood within. Of that deadly gleam andof the dark eyeholes Frodo and Sam were always conscious, ever glancingfearfully over their shoulders, and ever dragging their eyes back to findthe darkening path. Slowly they laboured on. As they rose above the stenchand vapours of the poisonous stream their breath became easier and theirheads clearer; but now their limbs were deadly tired, as if they had walkedall night under a burden, or had been swimming long against a heavy tide ofwater. At last they could go no further without a halt.

    Frodo stopped and sat down on a stone. They had now climbed up to thetop of a great hump of bare rock. Ahead of them there was a bay in thevalley-side, and round the head of this the path went on, no more than awide ledge with a chasm on the right; across the sheer southward face of themountain it crawled upwards, until it disappeared into the blackness above.

    'I must rest a while, Sam,' whispered Frodo. 'It's heavy on me, Samlad, very heavy. I wonder how far I can carry it? Anyway I must rest beforewe venture on to that.' He pointed to the narrow way ahead.

    'Sssh! ssh! ' hissed Gollum hurrying back to them. 'Sssh! ' His fingerswere on his lips and he shook his head urgently. Tugging at Frodo's sleeve,he pointed towards the path; but Frodo would not move.

    'Not yet,' he said, 'not yet.' Weariness and more than wearinessoppressed him; it seemed as if a heavy spell was laid on his mind and body.

    'I must rest,’ he muttered.

    At this Gollum's fear and agitation became so great that he spokeagain, hissing behind his hand, as if to keep the sound from unseenlisteners in the air. 'Not here, no. Not rest here. Fools! Eyes can see us.

    When they come to the bridge they will see us. Come away! Climb, climb!Come! '

    'Come, Mr. Frodo,' said Sam. 'He's right, again. We can't stay here.'

    'All right,' said Frodo in a remote voice, as of one speaking halfasleep. 'I will try.' Wearily he got to his feet.

    But it was too late. At that moment the rock quivered and trembledbeneath them. The great rumbling noise, louder than ever before, rolled inthe ground and echoed in the mountains. Then with searing suddenness therecame a great red flash. Far beyond the eastern mountains it leapt into the

    sky and splashed the lowering clouds with crimson. In that valley of shadowand cold deathly light it seemed unbearably violent and fierce. Peaks ofstone and ridges like notched knives sprang out in staring black against theuprushing flame in Gorgoroth. Then came a great crack of thunder.

    And Minas Morgul answered. There was a flare of livid lightnings: forksof blue flame springing up from the tower and from the encircling hills intothe sullen clouds. The earth groaned; and out of the city there came a cry.Mingled with harsh high voices as of birds of prey, and the shrill neighingof horses wild with rage and fear, there came a rending screech, shivering,rising swiftly to a piercing pitch beyond the range of hearing. The hobbitswheeled round towards it, and cast themselves down, holding their hands upontheir ears.

    As the terrible cry ended, falling back through a long sickening wailto silence, Frodo slowly raised his head. Across the narrow valley, nowalmost on a level with his eyes, the walls of the evil city stood, and itscavernous gate, shaped like an open mouth with gleaming teeth, was gapingwide. And out of the gate an army came.

    All that host was clad in sable, dark as the night. Against the wanwalls and the luminous pavement of the road Frodo could see them, smallblack figures in rank upon rank, marching swiftly and silently, passingoutwards in an endless stream. Before them went a great cavalry of horsemenmoving like ordered shadows, and at their head was one greater than all therest: a Rider, all black, save that on his hooded head he had a helm like acrown that flickered with a perilous light. Now he was drawing near thebridge below, and Frodo's staring eyes followed him, unable to wink or towithdraw. Surely there was the Lord of the Nine Riders returned to earth tolead his ghastly host to battle? Here, yes here indeed was the haggard kingwhose cold hand had smitten down the Ring-bearer with his deadly knife. Theold wound throbbed with pain and a great chill spread towards Frodo's heart.

    Even as these thoughts pierced him with dread and held him bound aswith a spell, the Rider halted suddenly, right before the entrance of thebridge, and behind him all the host stood still. There was a pause, a deadsilence. Maybe it was the Ring that called to the Wraith-lord, and for amoment he was troubled, sensing some other power within his valley. This wayand that turned the dark head helmed and crowned with fear, sweeping theshadows with its unseen eyes. Frodo waited, like a bird at the approach of asnake, unable to move. And as he waited, he felt, more urgent than ever

    before, the command that he should put on the Ring. But great as thepressure was, he felt no inclination now to yield to it. He knew that theRing would only betray him, and that he had not, even if he put it on, thepower to face the Morgul-king-not yet. There was no longer any answer tothat command in his own will, dismayed by terror though it was, and he feltonly the beating upon him of a great power from outside. It took his hand,and as Frodo watched with his mind, not willing it but in suspense (as if helooked on some old story far away), it moved the hand inch by inch towardsthe chain upon his neck. Then his own will stirred; slowly it forced thehand back, and set it to find another thing, a thing lying hidden near hisbreast. Cold and hard it seemed as his grip closed on it: the phial ofGaladriel, so long treasured, and almost forgotten till that hour. As hetouched it, for a while all thought of the Ring was banished from his mind.

    He sighed and bent his head.

    At that moment the Wraith-king turned and spurred his horse and rodeacross the bridge, and all his dark host followed him. Maybe the elven-hoodsdefied his unseen eyes, and the mind of his small enemy; being strengthened,had turned aside his thought. But he was in haste. Already the hour hadstruck, and at his great Master's bidding he must march with war into theWest.

    Soon he had passed, like a shadow into shadow, down the winding road,and behind him still the black ranks crossed the bridge. So great an armyhad never issued from that vale since the days of Isildur's might; no hostso fell and strong in arms had yet assailed the fords of Anduin; and yet itwas but one and not the greatest of the hosts that Mordor now sent forth.

    Frodo stirred. And suddenly his heart went out to Faramir. 'The stormhas burst at last,' he thought. 'This great array of spears and swords isgoing to Osgiliath. Will Faramir get across in time? He guessed it, but didhe know the hour? And who can now hold the fords when the King of theNine

    Riders comes? And other armies will come. I am too late. All is lost. Itarried on the way. All is lost. Even if my errand is performed, no one willever know. There will be no one I can tell. It will be in vain.' Overcomewith weakness he wept. And still the host of Morgul crossed the bridge.

    Then at a great distance, as if it came out of memories of the Shire,some sunlit early morning, when the day called and doors were opening, heheard Sam's voice speaking. 'Wake up, Mr. Frodo! Wake up! ’ Had the voice

    added: 'Your breakfast is ready,'he would hardly have been surprised.Certainly Sam was urgent. 'Wake up, Mr. Frodo! They're gone,' he said.

    There was a dull clang. The gates of Minas Morgul had closed. The lastrank of spears had vanished down the road. The tower still grinned acrossthe valley, but the light was fading in it. The whole city was falling backinto a dark brooding shade, and silence. Yet still it was filled withwatchfulness.

    'Wake up, Mr. Frodo! They're gone, and we'd better go too. There'ssomething still alive in that place, something with eyes, or a seeing mind,if you take me; and the longer we stay in one spot, the sooner it will geton to us. Come on, Mr. Frodo! '

    Frodo raised his head, and then stood up. Despair had not left him, butthe weakness had passed. He even smiled grimly, feeling now as clearly as amoment before he had felt the opposite, that what he had to do, he had todo, if he could, and that whether Faramir or Aragorn or Elrond or Galadrielor Gandalf or anyone else ever knew about it was beside the purpose. He tookhis staff in one hand and the phial in his other. When he saw that the clearlight was already welling through his fingers, he thrust it into his bosomand held it against his heart. Then turning from the city of Morgul, now nomore than a grey glimmer across a dark gulf, he prepared to take the upwardroad.

    Gollum, it seemed, had crawled off along the ledge into the darknessbeyond, when the gates of Minas Morgul opened, leaving the hobbits wherethey lay. He now came creeping back, his teeth chattering and his fingerssnapping.'Foolish! Silly! ’ he hissed.'Make haste! They mustn't thinkdanger has passed. It hasn't. Make haste! '

    They did not answer, but they followed him on to the climbing ledge. Itwas little to the liking of either of them, not even after facing so manyother perils; but it did not last long. Soon the path reached a roundedangle where the mountain-side swelled out again, and there it suddenlyentered a narrow opening in the rock. They had come to the first stair thatGollum had spoken of. The darkness was almost complete, and they could seenothing much beyond their hands' stretch; but Gollum's eyes shone pale,several feet above, as he turned back towards them.

    'Careful! ' he whispered. 'Steps. Lots of steps. Must be careful! '

    Care was certainly needed. Frodo and Sam at first felt easier, havingnow a wall on either side, but the stairway was almost as steep as a ladder,

    and as they climbed up and up, they became more and more aware of the longblack fall behind them. And the steps were narrow, spaced unevenly, andoften treacherous: they were worn and smooth at the edges, and some werebroken, and some cracked as foot was set upon them. The hobbits struggledon, until at last they were clinging with desperate fingers to the stepsahead, and forcing their aching knees to bend and straighten; and ever asthe stair cut its way deeper into the sheer mountain the rocky walls rosehigher and higher above their heads.

    At length, just as they felt that they could endure no more, they sawGollum's eyes peering down at them again. 'We're up,’ he whispered. ’Firststair's past. Clever hobbits to climb so high, very clever hobbits. Just afew more little steps and that's all, yes.'

    Dizzy and very tired Sam, and Frodo following him, crawled up the laststep, and sat down rubbing their legs and knees. They were in a deep darkpassage that seemed still to go up before them, though at a gentler slopeand without steps. Gollum did not let them rest long.

    'There's another stair still,' he said. 'Much longer stair. Rest whenwe get to the top of next stair. Not yet.’

    Sam groaned. ’Longer, did you say? ’ he asked.

    'Yes, yess, longer,'said Gollum.'But not so difficult. Hobbits haveclimbed the Straight Stair. Next comes the Winding Stair.’

    'And what after that? ' said Sam.

    'We shall see,' said Gollum softly. 'O yes, we shall see! ’

    ’I thought you said there was a tunnel,' said Sam. 'Isn't there atunnel or something to go through? '

    'O yes, there's a tunnel,' said Gollum. 'But hobbits can rest beforethey try that. If they get through that, they'll be nearly at the top. Verynearly, if they get through. O yes! '

    Frodo shivered. The climb had made him sweat, but now he felt cold andclammy, and there was a chill draught in the dark passage, blowing down fromthe invisible heights above. He got up and shook himself. 'Well, let's goon! 'he said. 'This is no place to sit in.’

    The passage seemed to go on for miles, and always the chill air flowedover them, rising as they went on to a bitter wind. The mountains seemed tobe trying with their deadly breath to daunt them, to turn them back from thesecrets of the high places, or to blow them away into the darkness behind.They only knew that they had come to the end, when suddenly they felt no

    wall at their right hand. They could see very little. Great black shapelessmasses and deep grey shadows loomed above them and about them, but nowand

    again a dull red light flickered up under the lowering clouds, and for amoment they were aware of tall peaks, in front and on either side, likepillars holding up a vast sagging roof. They seemed to have climbed up manyhundreds of feet, on to a wide shelf. A cliff was on their left and a chasmon their right.

    Gollum led the way close under the cliff. For the present they were nolonger climbing, but the ground was now more broken and dangerous in thedark, and there were blocks and lumps of fallen stone in the way. Theirgoing was slow and cautious. How many hours had passed since they hadentered the Morgul Vale neither Sam nor Frodo could any longer guess. Thenight seemed endless.

    At length they were once more aware of a wall looming up, and once morea stairway opened before them. Again they halted, and again they began toclimb. It was a long and weary ascent; but this stairway did not delve intothe mountain-side. Here the huge cliff face sloped backwards, and the pathlike a snake wound to and fro across it. At one point it crawled sidewaysright to the edge of the dark chasm, and Frodo glancing down saw below himas a vast deep pit the great ravine at the head of the Morgul Valley. Downin its depths glimmered like a glow-worm thread the wraith-road from thedead city to the Nameless Pass. He turned hastily away.

    Still on and up the stairway bent and crawled, until at last with afinal flight, short and straight, it climbed out again on to another level.

    The path had veered away from the main pass in the great ravine, and it nowfollowed its own perilous course at the bottom of a lesser cleft among thehigher regions of the Ephel D®ath. Dimly the hobbits could discern tallpiers and jagged pinnacles of stone on either side, between which were greatcrevices and fissures blacker than the night, where forgotten winters hadgnawed and carved the sunless stone. And now the red light in the sky seemedstronger; though they could not tell whether a dreadful morning were indeedcoming to this place of shadow, or whether they saw only the flame of somegreat violence of Sauron in the torment of Gorgoroth beyond. Still farahead, and still high above, Frodo, looking up, saw, as he guessed, the verycrown of this bitter road. Against the sullen redness of the eastern sky acleft was outlined in the topmost ridge, narrow, deep-cloven between two

    black shoulders; and on either shoulder was a horn of stone.

    He paused and looked more attentively. The horn upon the left was talland slender; and in it burned a red light, or else the red light in the landbeyond was shining through a hole. He saw now: it was a black tower poisedabove the outer pass. He touched Sam's arm and pointed.

    'I don’t like the look of that! ' said Sam. 'So this secret way ofyours is guarded after all,' he growled, turning to Gollum. 'As you knew allalong, I suppose? '

    'All ways are watched, yes,' said Gollum. 'Of course they are. Buthobbits must try some way. This may be least watched. Perhaps they've allgone away to big battle, perhaps! '

    'Perhaps,' grunted Sam. 'Well, it still seems a long way off, and along way up before we get there. And there's still the tunnel. I think youought to rest now, Mr. Frodo. I don't know what time of day or night it is,but we've kept going for hours and hours.'

    'Yes, we must rest,’ said Frodo. 'Let us find some corner out of thewind, and gather our strength-for the last lap.' For so he felt it to be.

    The terrors of the land beyond, and the deed to be done there, seemedremote, too far off yet to trouble him. All his mind was bent on gettingthrough or over this impenetrable wall and guard. If once he could do thatimpossible thing, then somehow the errand would be accomplished, or so itseemed to him in that dark hour of weariness, still labouring in the stonyshadows under Cirith Ungol.

    In a dark crevice between two great piers of rock they sat down: Frodoand Sam a little way within, and Gollum crouched upon the ground near theopening. There the hobbits took what they expected would be their last mealbefore they went down into the Nameless Land, maybe the last meal theywould

    ever eat together. Some of the food of Gondor they ate, and wafers of thewaybread of the Elves, and they drank a little. But of their water they weresparing and took only enough to moisten their dry mouths.

    'I wonder when we'll find water again? ' said Sam. 'But I suppose evenover there they drink? Ores drink, don't they? '

    'Yes, they drink,' said Frodo. 'But do not let us speak of that. Suchdrink is not for us.'

    'Then all the more need to fill our bottles,' said Sam. 'But thereisn't any water up here: not a sound or a trickle have I heard. And anyway

    Faramir said we were not to drink any water in Morgul.'

    'No water flowing out of Imlad Morgul, were his words,' said Frodo. 'Weare not in that valley now, and if we came on a spring it would be flowinginto it and not out of it.'

    'I wouldn't trust it,' said Sam, 'not till I was dying of thirst.

    There's a wicked feeling about this place.' Fie sniffed. 'And a smell, Ifancy. Do you notice it? A queer kind of a smell, stuffy. I don't like it.'

    'I don't like anything here at all.' said Frodo, 'step or stone, breathor bone. Earth, air and water all seem accursed. But so our path is laid.’

    'Yes, that's so,' said Sam. 'And we shouldn't be here at all, if we'dknown more about it before we started. But I suppose it's often that way.The brave things in the old tales and songs, Mr. Frodo: adventures, as Iused to call them. I used to think that they were things the wonderful folkof the stories went out and looked for, because they wanted them, becausethey were exciting and life was a bit dull, a kind of a sport, as you mightsay. But that's not the way of it with the tales that really mattered, orthe ones that stay in the mind. Folk seem to have been just landed in them,usually — their paths were laid that way, as you put it. But I expect theyhad lots of chances, like us, of turning back, only they didn't. And if theyhad, we shouldn't know, because they'd have been forgotten. We hear aboutthose as just went on — and not all to a good end, mind you; at least notto what folk inside a story and not outside it call a good end. You know,coming home, and finding things all right, though not quite the same — likeold Mr Bilbo. But those aren't always the best tales to hear, though theymay be the best tales to get landed in! I wonder what sort of a tale we'vefallen into? '

    'I wonder,' said Frodo. 'But I don't know. And that's the way of a realtale. Take any one that you're fond of. You may know, or guess, what kind ofa tale it is, happy-ending or sad-ending, but the people in it don't know.

    And you don't want them to.'

    'No, sir, of course not. Beren now, he never thought he was going toget that Silmaril from the Iron Crown in Thangorodrim, and yet he did, andthat was a worse place and a blacker danger than ours. But that's a longtale, of course, and goes on past the happiness and into grief and beyond it— and the Silmaril went on and came to Edrendil. And why, sir, I neverthought of that before! We've got — you've got some of the light of it inthat star-glass that the Lady gave you! Why, to think of it, we're in the

    same tale still! It's going on. Don't the great tales never end? '

    'No, they never end as tales,' said Frodo. 'But the people in themcome, and go when their part's ended. Our part will end later — or sooner.'

    'And then we can have some rest and some sleep,' said Sam. He laughedgrimly. 'And I mean just that, Mr. Frodo. I mean plain ordinary rest, andsleep, and waking up to a morning's work in the garden. I'm afraid that'sall I'm hoping for all the time. All the big important plans are not for mysort. Still, I wonder if we shall ever be put into songs or tales. We're inone, or course; but I mean: put into words, you know, told by the fireside,or read out of a great big book with red and black letters, years and yearsafterwards. And people will say: "Let's hear about Frodo and the Ring! " Andthey'll say: "Yes, that's one of my favourite stories. Frodo was very brave,wasn't he, dad?" "Yes, my boy, the famousest of the hobbits, and that'ssaying a lot.'"

    'It's saying a lot too much,' said Frodo, and he laughed, a long clearlaugh from his heart. Such a sound had not been heard in those places sinceSauron came to Middle-earth. To Sam suddenly it seemed as if all the stoneswere listening and the tall rocks leaning over them. But Frodo did not heedthem; he laughed again. 'Why, Sam,' he said, 'to hear you somehow makes meas merry as if the story was already written. But you've left out one of thechief characters: Samwise the stouthearted. "I want to hear more about Sam,dad. Why didn't they put in more of his talk, dad? That's what I like, itmakes me laugh. And Frodo wouldn't have got far without Sam, would he,dad?
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    'Now, Mr. Frodo,' said Sam, 'you shouldn't make fun. I was serious. '

    'So was I,' said Frodo, 'and so I am. We're going on a bit too fast.

    You and I, Sam, are still stuck in the worst places of the story, and it isall too likely that some will say at this point: "Shut the book now, dad; wedon't want to read any more." '

    'Maybe,' said Sam, 'but I wouldn't be one to say that. Things done andover and made into part of the great tales are different. Why, even Gollummight be good in a tale, better than he is to have by you, anyway. And heused to like tales himself once, by his own account. I wonder if he thinkshe's the hero or the villain?

    'Gollum!' he called. 'Would you like to be the hero — now where's hegot to again?'

    There was no sign of him at the mouth of their shelter nor in theshadows near. He had refused their food, though he had, as usual, accepted amouthful of water; and then he had seemed to curl up for a sleep: They hadsupposed that one at any rate of his objects in his long absence the daybefore had been to hunt for food to his own liking; and now he had evidentlyslipped off again while they talked. But what for this time?

    'I don't like his sneaking off without saying,' said Sam. 'And least ofall now. He can't be looking for food up here, not unless there's some kindof rock he fancies. Why, there isn't even a bit of moss! '

    "It's no good worrying about him now,' said Frodo. 'We couldn't havegot so far, not even within sight of the pass, without him, and so we'llhave to put up with his ways. If he's false, he's false.'

    'All the same, I'd rather have him under my eye,' said Sam. 'All themore so, if he's false. Do you remember he never would say if this pass wasguarded or no? And now we see a tower there — and it may be deserted, andit may not. Do you think he's gone to fetch them, Ores or whatever theyare?'

    'No, I don't think so,' answered Frodo. 'Even if he's up to somewickedness, and I suppose that's not unlikely, I don't think it's that: notto fetch Ores, or any servants of the Enemy. Why wait till now, and gothrough all the labour of the climb, and come so near the land he fears? Hecould probably have betrayed us to Ores many times since we met him. No, ifit's anything, it will be some little private trick of his own-that hethinks is quite secret.'

    'Well, I suppose you're right, Mr. Frodo,' said Sam. 'Not that itcomforts me mightily. I don't make no mistake: I don't doubt he'd hand meover to Ores as gladly as kiss his hand. But I was forgetting — hisPrecious. No, I suppose the whole time it's been The Precious for poorSmjagol. That's the one idea in all his little schemes, if he has any. Buthow bringing us up here will help him in that is more than I can guess.'

    'Very likely he can't guess himself,' said Frodo. 'And I don't thinkhe's got just one plain scheme in his muddled head. I think he really is inpart trying to save the Precious from the Enemy, as long as he can. For thatwould be the last disaster for himself too. if the Enemy got it. And in theother part, perhaps, he's just biding his time and waiting on chance.'

    'Yes, Slinker and Stinker, as I've said before,' said Sam. 'But thenearer they get to the Enemy's land the more like Stinker Slinker will get.

    Mark my words: if ever we get to the pass, he won't let us really take theprecious thing over the border without making some kind of trouble.'

    'We haven't got there yet,' said Frodo.

    'No, but we'd better keep our eyes skinned till we do. If we're caughtnapping, Stinker will come out on top pretty quick. Not but what it would besafe for you to have a wink now, master. Safe, if you lay close to me. I'dbe dearly glad to see you have a sleep. I'd keep watch over you; and anyway,if you lay near, with my arm round you, no one could come pawing youwithout

    your Sam knowing it.'

    'Sleep!' said Frodo and sighed, as if out of a desert he had seen amirage of cool green. 'Yes, even here I could sleep.'

    'Sleep then, master! Lay your head in my lap.'

    And so Gollum found them hours later, when he returned, crawling andcreeping down the path out of the gloom ahead. Sam sat propped against thestone, his head dropping sideways and his breathing heavy. In his lap layFrodo's head, drowned deep in sleep; upon his white forehead lay one ofSam's brown hands, and the other lay softly upon his master's breast. Peacewas in both their faces.

    Gollum looked at them. A strange expression passed over his lean hungryface. The gleam faded from his eyes, and they went dim and grey, old andtired. A spasm of pain seemed to twist him, and he turned away, peering backup towards the pass, shaking his head, as if engaged in some interiordebate. Then he came back, and slowly putting out a trembling hand, verycautiously he touched Frodo's knee — but almost the touch was a caress. Fora fleeting moment, could one of the sleepers have seen him, they would havethought that they beheld an old weary hobbit, shrunken by the years that hadcarried him far beyond his time, beyond friends and kin, and the fields andstreams of youth, an old starved pitiable thing.

    But at that touch Frodo stirred and cried out softly in his sleep, andimmediately Sam was wide awake. The first thing he saw was Gollum —'pawing

    at master,’ as he thought.

    'Hey you!’ he said roughly. 'What are you up to?’

    'Nothing, nothing,' said Gollum softly. 'Nice Master!'

    'I daresay,' said Sam. 'But where have you been to — sneaking off andsneaking back, you old villain? '

    Gollum withdrew himself, and a green glint flickered under his heavylids. Almost spider-like he looked now, crouched back on his bent limbs,with his protruding eyes. The fleeting moment had passed, beyond recall.'Sneaking, sneaking!' he hissed. 'Hobbits always so polite, yes. O nicehobbits! Smjagol brings them up secret ways that nobody else could find.Tired he is, thirsty he is, yes thirsty; and he guides them and he searchesfor paths, and they say sneak, sneak. Very nice friends, O yes my precious,very nice.'

    Sam felt a bit remorseful, though not more trustful. 'Sorry.' he said.

    'I'm sorry, but you startled me out of my sleep. And I shouldn't have beensleeping, and that made me a bit sharp. But Mr. Frodo. he's that tired, Iasked him to have a wink; and well, that's how it is. Sorry. But where haveyou been to? '

    'Sneaking,' said Gollum, and the green glint did not leave his eyes.

    'O very well,' said Sam, 'have it your own way! I don't suppose it's sofar from the truth. And now we'd better all be sneaking along together.What's the time? Is it today or tomorrow? '

    'It's tomorrow,' said Gollum, 'or this was tomorrow when hobbits wentto sleep. Very foolish, very dangerous-if poor Smjagol wasn't sneaking aboutto watch.'

    'I think we shall get tired of that word soon,’ said Sam. 'But nevermind. I'll wake master up.' Gently he smoothed the hair back from Frodo'sbrow, and bending down spoke softly to him.

    'Wake up, Mr. Frodo! Wake up! '

    Frodo stirred and opened his eyes, and smiled, seeing Sam's facebending over him. 'Calling me early aren't you, Sam?' he said. 'It's darkstill! '

    'Yes it's always dark here,'said Sam.'But Gollum's come back Mr.Frodo, and he says it's tomorrow. So we must be walking on. The last lap.'

    Frodo drew a deep breath and sat up. 'The last lap! ’ he said. 'Hullo,Smjagol! Found any food? Have you had any rest? '

    'No food, no rest, nothing for Smjagol,' said Gollum. 'He's a sneak.'

    Sam clicked his tongue, but restrained himself.

    'Don't take names to yourself, Smjagol,' said Frodo. 'It's unwisewhether they are true or false.'

    'Smjagol has to take what's given him,' answered Gollum. 'He was giventhat name by kind Master Samwise, the hobbit that knows so much.'

    Frodo looked at Sam. 'Yes sir,' he said. 'I did use the word, waking upout of my sleep sudden and all and finding him at hand. I said I was sorry,but I soon shan't be.'

    'Come, let it pass then,' said Frodo. 'But now we seem to have come tothe point, you and I, Smjagol. Tell me. Can we find the rest of the way byourselves? We're in sight of the pass, of a way in, and if we can find itnow, then I suppose our agreement can be said to be over. You have done whatyou promised, and you're free: free to go back to food and rest, whereveryou wish to go, except to servants of the Enemy. And one day I may rewardyou, I or those that remember me.'

    'No, no, not yet,' Gollum whined.'O no! They can't find the waythemselves, can they? O no indeed. There's the tunnel coming. Smjagol mustgo on. No rest. No food. Not yet.'

    Chapter 9. Shelob's Lair

    It may indeed have been daytime now, as Gollum said, but the hobbitscould see little difference, unless, perhaps, the heavy sky above was lessutterly black, more like a great roof of smoke; while instead of thedarkness of deep night, which lingered still in cracks and holes, a greyblurring shadow shrouded the stony world about them. They passed on,Gollum

    in front and the hobbits now side by side, up the long ravine between thepiers and columns of torn and weathered rock, standing like huge unshapenstatues on either hand. There was no sound. Some way ahead, a mile or so,perhaps, was a great grey wall, a last huge upthrusting mass ofmountain-stone. Darker it loomed, and steadily it rose as they approached,until it towered up high above them, shutting out the view of all that laybeyond. Deep shadow lay before its feet. Sam sniffed the air.

    'Ugh! That smell!' he said. 'It's getting stronger and stronger.'

    Presently they were under the shadow, and there in the midst of it theysaw the opening of a cave. 'This is the way in,' said Gollum softly. 'Thisis the entrance to the tunnel.' He did not speak its name: Torech Ungol,Shelob's Lair. Out of it came a stench, not the sickly odour of decay in themeads of Morgul, but a foul reek, as if filth unnameable were piled andhoarded in the dark within.

    'Is this the only way, Smjagol? ’ said Frodo.

    'Yes, yes,' he answered. 'Yes, we must go this way now.'

    'D'you mean to say you've been through this hole?' said Sam. 'Phew! Butperhaps you don't mind bad smells.'

    Gollum's eyes glinted. 'He doesn't know what we minds, does heprecious? No, he doesn't. But Smjagol can bear things. Yes. He's beenthrough. O yes, right through. It's the only way.'

    'And what makes the smell, I wonder,' said Sam. 'It's like — well, Iwouldn't like to say. Some beastly hole of the Ores, I'll warrant, with ahundred years of their filth in it.'

    'Well,' said Frodo, 'Ores or no, if it's the only way, we must takeit.'

    Drawing a deep breath they passed inside. In a few steps they were in

    utter and impenetrable dark. Not since the lightless passages of Moria hadFrodo or Sam known such darkness, and if possible here it was deeper anddenser. There, there were airs moving, and echoes, and a sense of space.

    Here the air was still, stagnant, heavy, and sound fell dead. They walked asit were in a black vapour wrought of veritable darkness itself that, as itwas breathed, brought blindness not only to the eyes but to the mind, sothat even the memory of colours and of forms and of any light faded out ofthought. Night always had been, and always would be, and night was all.

    But for a while they could still feel, and indeed the senses of theirfeet and fingers at first seemed sharpened almost painfully. The walls felt,to their surprise, smooth, and the floor, save for a step now and again, wasstraight and even, going ever up at the same stiff slope. The tunnel washigh and wide, so wide that, though the hobbits walked abreast, onlytouching the side-walls with their outstretched hands, they were separated,cut off alone in the darkness.

    Gollum had gone in first and seemed to be only a few steps ahead. Whilethey were still able to give heed to such things, they could hear his breathhissing and gasping just in front of them. But after a time their sensesbecame duller, both touch and hearing seemed to grow numb, and they kept on,groping, walking, on and on, mainly by the force of the will with which theyhad entered, will to go through and desire to come at last to the high gatebeyond.

    Before they had gone very far, perhaps, but time and distance soonpassed out of his reckoning, Sam on the right, feeling the wall, was awarethat there was an opening at the side: for a moment he caught a faint breathof some air less heavy, and then they passed it by.

    'There's more than one passage here,' he whispered with an effort: itseemed hard to make his breath give any sound. 'It's as ore-like a place asever there could be! '

    After that, first he on the right, and then Frodo on the left, passedthree or four such openings, some wider, some smaller; but there was as yetno doubt of the main way, for it was straight, and did not turn, and stillwent steadily up. But how long was it, how much more of this would they haveto endure, or could they endure? The breathlessness of the air was growingas they climbed; and now they seemed often in the blind dark to sense someresistance thicker than the foul air. As they thrust forward they feltthings brush against their heads, or against their hands, long tentacles, or

    hanging growths perhaps: they could not tell what they were. And still thestench grew. It grew, until almost it seemed to them that smell was the onlyclear sense left t0 them, and that was for their torment. One hour, twohours, three hours: how many had they passed in this lightless hole?Hours-days, weeks rather. Sam left the tunnel-side and shrank towards Frodo,and their hands met and clasped, and so together they still went on.

    At length Frodo, groping along the left-hand wall, came suddenly to avoid. Almost he fell sideways into the emptiness. Here was some opening inthe rock far wider than any they had yet passed; and out of it came a reekso foul, and a sense of lurking malice so intense, that Frodo reeled. And atthat moment Sam too lurched and fell forwards.

    Fighting off both the sickness and the fear, Frodo gripped Sam's hand.'Up! ' he said in a hoarse breath without voice. 'It all comes from here,the stench and the peril. Now for it! Quick! '

    Calling up his remaining strength and resolution, he dragged Sam to hisfeet, and forced his own limbs to move. Sam stumbled beside him. One step,two steps, three steps-at last six steps. Maybe they had passed the dreadfulunseen opening, but whether that was so or not, suddenly it was easier tomove, as if some hostile will for the moment had released them. Theystruggled on, still hand in hand.

    But almost at once they came to a new difficulty. The tunnel forked, orso it seemed, and in the dark they could not tell which was the wider way,or which kept nearer to the straight. Which should they take, the left, orthe right? They knew of nothing to guide them, yet a false choice wouldalmost certainly be fatal.

    'Which way has Gollum gone? ' panted Sam. 'And why didn't he wait? '

    'Smjagol! ’said Frodo, trying to call. ’Smjagol! ’ But his voicecroaked, and the name fell dead almost as it left his lips. There was noanswer, not an echo, not even a tremor of the air.

    'He's really gone this time, I fancy,' muttered Sam. 'I guess this isjust exactly where he meant to bring us. Gollum! If ever I lay hands on youagain, you'll be sorry for it.'

    Presently, groping and fumbling in the dark, they found that theopening on the left was blocked: either it was a blind, or else some greatstone had fallen in the passage. 'This can't be the way,' Frodo whispered.'Right or wrong, we must take the other.'

    'And quick! ' Sam panted. 'There's something worse than Gollum about. I

    can feel something looking at us.'

    They had not gone more than a few yards when from behind them came asound, startling and horrible in the heavy padded silence: a gurgling,bubbling noise, and a long venomous hiss. They wheeled round, but nothingcould be seen. Still as stones they stood, staring, waiting for they did notknow what.

    'It's a trap!’said Sam, and he laid his hand upon the hilt of hissword; and as he did so, he thought of the darkness of the barrow whence itcame.’I wish old Tom was near us now!’he thought. Then as he stood,darkness about him and a blackness of despair and anger in his heart, itseemed to him that he saw a light: a light in his mind, almost unbearablybright at first, as a sun-ray to the eyes of one long hidden in a windowlesspit. Then the light became colour: green, gold, silver, white. Far off, asin a little picture drawn by elven-fingers he saw the Lady Galadrielstanding on the grass in Lurien, and gifts were in her hands. And you,Ring-bearer, he heard her say, remote but clear, for you I have preparedthis.

    The bubbling hiss drew nearer, and there was a creaking as of somegreat jointed thing that moved with slow purpose in the dark. A reek came onbefore it. 'Master, master!' cried Sam, and the life and urgency came backinto his voice. 'The Lady's gift! The star-glass! A light to you in darkplaces, she said it was to be. The star-glass! '

    'The star-glass?' muttered Frodo, as one answering out of sleep, hardlycomprehending. 'Why yes! Why had I forgotten it? A light when all otherlights go out! And now indeed light alone can help us.’

    Slowly his hand went to his bosom, and slowly he held aloft the Phialof Galadriel. For a moment it glimmered, faint as a rising star strugglingin heavy earthward mists, and then as its power waxed, and hope grew inFrodo's mind, it began to burn, and kindled to a silver flame, a minuteheart of dazzling light, as though Edrendil had himself come down from thehigh sunset paths with the last Silmaril upon his brow. The darkness recededfrom it until it seemed to shine in the centre of a globe of airy crystal,and the hand that held it sparkled with white fire.

    Frodo gazed in wonder at this marvellous gift that he had so longcarried, not guessing its full worth and potency. Seldom had he rememberedit on the road, until they came to Morgul Vale, and never had he used it forfear of its revealing light. Aiya Edrendil Elenion Ancalima! he cried, and

    knew not what he had spoken; for it seemed that another voice spoke throughhis, clear, untroubled by the foul air of the pit.

    But other potencies there are in Middle-earth, powers of night, andthey are old and strong. And She that walked in the darkness had heard theElves cry that cry far back in the deeps of time, and she had not heeded it,and it did not daunt her now. Even as Frodo spoke he felt a great malicebent upon him, and a deadly regard considering him. Not far down the tunnel,between them and the opening where they had reeled and stumbled, he wasaware of eyes growing visible, two great clusters of many-windowed eyes —the coming menace was unmasked at last. The radiance of the star-glass wasbroken and thrown back from their thousand facets, but behind the glitter apale deadly fire began steadily to glow within, a flame kindled in some deeppit of evil thought. Monstrous and abominable eyes they were, bestial andyet filled with purpose and with hideous delight, gloating over their preytrapped beyond all hope of escape.

    Frodo and Sam, horror-stricken, began slowly to back away, their owngaze held by the dreadful stare of those baleful eyes; but as they backed sothe eyes advanced. Frodo's hand wavered, and slowly the Phial drooped. Thensuddenly, released from the holding spell to run a little while in vainpanic for the amusement of the eyes, they both turned and fled together; buteven as they ran Frodo looked back and saw with terror that at once the eyescame leaping up behind. The stench of death was like a cloud about him.

    ’Stand! stand! ' he cried desperately. 'Running is no use.’

    Slowly the eyes crept nearer.

    'Galadriel! ' he called, and gathering his courage he lifted up thePhial once more. The eyes halted. For a moment their regard relaxed, as ifsome hint of doubt troubled them. Then Frodo's heart flamed within him, andwithout thinking what he did, whether it was folly or despair or courage, hetook the Phial in his left hand, and with his right hand drew his sword.

    Sting flashed out, and the sharp elven-blade sparkled in the silver light,but at its edges a blue fire flicked. Then holding the star aloft and thebright sword advanced, Frodo, hobbit of the Shire, walked steadily down tomeet the eyes.

    They wavered. Doubt came into them as the light approached. One by onethey dimmed, and slowly they drew back. No brightness so deadly had everafflicted them before. From sun and moon and star they had been safeunderground, but now a star had descended into the very earth. Still it

    approached, and the eyes began to quail. One by one they all went dark; theyturned away, and a great bulk, beyond the light's reach, heaved its hugeshadow in between. They were gone.

    'Master, master!' cried Sam. He was close behind, his own sword drawnand ready. 'Stars and glory! But the Elves would make a song of that, ifever they heard of it! And may I live to tell them and hear them sing. Butdon't go on, master. Don't go down to that den! Now's our only chance. Nowlet's get out of this foul hole!'

    And so back they turned once more, first walking and then running; foras they went the floor of the tunnel rose steeply, and with every stridethey climbed higher above the stenches of the unseen lair, and strengthreturned to limb and heart. But still the hatred of the Watcher lurkedbehind them, blind for a while, perhaps, but undefeated, still bent ondeath. And now there came a flow of air to meet them, cold and thin. Theopening, the tunnel's end, at last it was before them. Panting, yearning fora roofless place, they flung themselves forward, and then in amazement theystaggered, tumbling back. The outlet was blocked with some barrier, but notof stone: soft and a little yielding it seemed, and yet strong andimpervious; air filtered through, hut not a glimmer of any light. Once morethey charged and were hurled back.

    Holding aloft the Phial Frodo looked and before him he saw a greynesswhich the radiance of the star-glass did not pierce and did not illuminate,as if it were a shadow that being cast by no light, no light coulddissipate. Across the width and height of the tunnel a vast web was spun,orderly as the web of some huge spider, but denser-woven and far greater,and each thread was as thick as rope.

    Sam laughed grimly. 'Cobwebs!' he said.'Is that all? Cobwebs! Butwhat a spider! Have at 'em, down with 'em! '

    In a fury he hewed at them with his sword, but the thread that hestruck did not break. It gave a little and then sprang back like a pluckedbowstring, turning the blade and tossing up both sword and arm. Three timesSam struck with all his force, and at last one single cord of all thecountless cords snapped and twisted, curling and whipping through the air.One end of it lashed Sam's hand, and he cried out in pain, starting back anddrawing his hand across his mouth.

    'It will take days to clear the road like this,' he said. 'What's to bedone? Have those eyes come back? '

    'No, not to be seen,' said Frodo. 'But I still feel that they arelooking at me, or thinking about me: making some other plan, perhaps. Ifthis light were lowered, or if it failed, they would quickly come again.'

    'Trapped in the end! ' said Sam bitterly, his anger rising again aboveweariness and despair. 'Gnats in a net. May the curse of Faramir bite thatGollum and bite him quick! ’

    'That would not help us now,' said Frodo. 'Come! Let us see what Stingcan do. It is an elven-blade. There were webs of horror in the dark ravinesof Beleriand where it was forged. But you must be the guard and hold backthe eyes. Here, take the star-glass. Do not be afraid. Hold it up andwatch!'

    Then Frodo stepped up to the great grey net, and hewed it with a widesweeping stroke, drawing the bitter edge swiftly across a ladder ofclose-strung cords, and at once springing away. The blue-gleaming bladeshore through them like a scythe through grass, and they leaped and writhedand then hung loose. A great rent was made.

    Stroke after stroke he dealt, until at last all the web within hisreach was shattered, and the upper portion blew and swayed like a loose veilin the incoming wind. The trap was broken.

    'Come! ' cried Frodo. 'On! On! ' Wild joy at their escape from the verymouth of despair suddenly filled all his mind. His head whirled as with adraught of potent wine. He sprang out, shouting as he came.

    It seemed light in that dark land to his eyes that had passed throughthe den of night. The great smokes had risen and grown thinner, and the lasthours of a sombre day were passing; the red glare of Mordor had died away insullen gloom. Yet it seemed to Frodo that he looked upon a morning of suddenhope. Almost he had reached the summit of the wall. Only a little highernow. The Cleft, Cirith Ungol, was before him, a dim notch in the blackridge, and the horns of rock darkling in the sky on either side. A shortrace, a sprinter's course and he would be through!

    'The pass, Sam! ’ he cried, not heeding the shrillness of his voice,that released from the choking airs of the tunnel rang out now high andwild. 'The pass! Run, run, and we'll be through-through before any one canstop us! '

    Sam came up behind as fast as he could urge his legs; but glad as hewas to be free, he was uneasy, and as he ran, he kept on glancing back atthe dark arch of the tunnel, fearing to see eyes, or some shape beyond his

    imagining, spring out in pursuit. Too little did he or his master know ofthe craft of Shelob. She had many exits from her lair.

    There agelong she had dwelt, an evil thing in spider-form, even such asonce of old had lived in the Land of the Elves in the West that is now underthe Sea, such as Beren fought in the Mountains of Terror in Doriath, and socame to L®thien upon the green sward amid the hemlocks in the moonlightlong

    ago. How Shelob came there, flying from ruin, no tale tells, for out of theDark Years few tales have come. But still she was there, who was therebefore Sauron, and before the first stone of Barad-dyr; and she served nonebut herself, drinking the blood of Elves and Men, bloated and grown fat withendless brooding on her feasts, weaving webs of shadow; for all livingthings were her food, and her vomit darkness. Far and wide her lesserbroods, bastards of the miserable mates, her own offspring, that she slew,spread from glen to glen, from the Ephel D®ath to the eastern hills, to DolGuldur and the fastnesses of Mirkwood. But none could rival her, Shelob theGreat, last child of Ungoliant to trouble the unhappy world.

    Already, years before, Gollum had beheld her, Smjagol who pried intoall dark holes, and in past days he had bowed and worshipped her, and thedarkness of her evil will walked through all the ways of his wearinessbeside him, cutting him off from light and from regret. And he had promisedto bring her food. But her lust was not his lust. Little she knew of orcared for towers, or rings, or anything devised by mind or hand, who onlydesired death for all others, mind and body, and for herself a glut of life,alone, swollen till the mountains could no longer hold her up and thedarkness could not contain her.

    But that desire was yet far away, and long now had she been hungry,lurking in her den, while the power of Sauron grew, and light and livingthings forsook his borders; and the city in the valley was dead, and no Elfor Man came near, only the unhappy Ores. Poor food and wary. But she musteat, and however busily they delved new winding passages from the pass andfrom their tower, ever she found some way to snare them. But she lusted forsweeter meat. And Gollum had brought it to her.

    'We'll see, we’ll see,' he said often to himself, when the evil moodwas on him, as he walked the dangerous road from Emyn Muil to MorgulVale,

    'we'll see. It may well be, O yes, it may well be that when She throws away

    the bones and the empty garments, we shall find it, we shall get it, thePrecious, a reward for poor Smjagol who brings nice food. And we'll save thePrecious, as we promised. O yes. And when we’ve got it safe, then She'llknow it, O yes, then we'll pay Her back, my precious. Then we'll payeveryone back! '

    So he thought in an inner chamber of his cunning, which he still hopedto hide from her, even when he had come to her again and had bowed lowbefore her while his companions slept.

    And as for Sauron: he knew where she lurked. It pleased him that sheshould dwell there hungry but unabated in malice, a more sure watch uponthat ancient path into his land than any other that his skill could havedevised. And Ores, they were useful slaves, but he had them in plenty. Ifnow and again Shelob caught them to stay her appetite, she was welcome: hecould spare them. And sometimes as a man may cast a dainty to his cat (hiscat he calls her, but she owns him not) Sauron would send her prisoners thathe had no better uses for: he would have them driven to her hole, and reportbrought back to him of the play she made.

    So they both lived, delighting in their own devices, and feared noassault, nor wrath, nor any end of their wickedness. Never yet had any flyescaped from Shelob's webs, and the greater now was her rage and hunger.

    But nothing of this evil which they had stirred up against them didpoor Sam know, except that a fear was growing on him, a menace which hecould not see; and such a weight did it become that it was a burden to himto run, and his feet seemed leaden.

    Dread was round him, and enemies before him in the pass, and his masterwas in a fey mood running heedlessly to meet them. Turning his eyes awayfrom the shadow behind and the deep gloom beneath the cliff upon his left,he looked ahead, and he saw two things that increased his dismay. He sawthat the sword which Frodo still held unsheathed was glittering with blueflame; and he saw that though the sky behind was now dark, still the windowin the tower was glowing red.

    'Ores!' he muttered.'We'll never rush it like this. There's Oresabout, and worse than Ores.' Then returning quickly to his long habit ofsecrecy, he closed his hand about the precious Phial which he still bore.

    Red with his own living blood his hand shone for a moment, and then hethrust the revealing light deep into a pocket near his breast and drew hiselven-cloak about him. Now he tried to quicken his pace. His master was

    gaining on him; already he was some twenty strides ahead, flitting on like ashadow; soon he would be lost to sight in that grey world.

    Hardly had Sam hidden the light of the star-glass when she came. Alittle way ahead and to his left he saw suddenly, issuing from a black holeof shadow under the cliff, the most loathly shape that he had ever beheld,horrible beyond the horror of an evil dream. Most like a spider she was, buthuger than the great hunting beasts, and more terrible than they because ofthe evil purpose in her remorseless eyes. Those same eyes that he hadthought daunted and defeated, there they were lit with a fell light again,clustering in her out-thrust head. Great horns she had, and behind her shortstalk-like neck was her huge swollen body, a vast bloated bag, swaying andsagging between her legs; its great bulk was black, blotched with lividmarks, but the belly underneath was pale and luminous and gave forth astench. Her legs were bent, with great knobbed joints high above her back,and hairs that stuck out like steel spines, and at each leg’s end there wasa claw.

    As soon as she had squeezed her soft squelching body and its foldedlimbs out of the upper exit from her lair, she moved with a horrible speed,now running on her creaking legs, now making a sudden bound. She wasbetween

    Sam and his master. Either she did not see Sam, or she avoided him for themoment as the bearer of the light' and fixed all her intent upon one prey,upon Frodo, bereft of his Phial, running heedless up the path, unaware yetof his peril. Swiftly he ran, but Shelob was swifter; in a few leaps shewould have him.

    Sam gasped and gathered all his remaining breath to shout. 'Look outbehind! ' he yelled. ’Look out master! I'm' — but suddenly his cry wasstifled.

    A long clammy hand went over his mouth and another caught him by theneck, while something wrapped itself about his leg. Taken off his guard hetoppled backwards into the arms of his attacker.

    'Got him! ' hissed Gollum in his ear. 'At last, my precious, we’ve gothim, yes, the nassty hobbit. We takes this one. She'll get the other. O yes,Shelob will get him, not Smjagol: he promised; he won't hurt Master at all.But he's got you, you nassty filthy little sneak!' He spat on Sam's neck.

    Fury at the treachery, and desperation at the delay when his master wasin deadly peril, gave to Sam a sudden violence and strength that was far

    beyond anything that Gollum had expected from this slow stupid hobbit, as hethought him. Not Gollum himself could have twisted more quickly or morefiercely. His hold on Sam's mouth slipped, and Sam ducked and lungedforward

    again, trying to tear away from the grip on his neck. His sword was still inhis hand, and on his left arm, hanging by its thong, was Faramir's staff.Desperately he tried to turn and stab his enemy. But Gollum was too quick.His long right arm shot out, and he grabbed Sam's wrist: his fingers werelike a vice; slowly and relentlessly he bent the hand down and forward, tillwith a cry of pain Sam released the sword and it fell to the ground; and allthe while Gollum's other hand was tightening on Sam's throat.

    Then Sam played his last trick. With all his strength he pulled awayand got his feet firmly planted; then suddenly he drove his legs against theground and with his whole force hurled himself backwards.

    Not expecting even this simple trick from Sam, Gollum fell over withSam on top, and he received the weight of the sturdy hobbit in his stomach.

    A sharp hiss came out of him, and for a second his hand upon Sam's throatloosened; but his fingers still gripped the sword-hand. Sam tore himselfforward and away, and stood up, and then quickly he wheeled away to hisright, pivoted on the wrist held by Gollum. Laying hold of the staff withhis left hand, Sam swung it up, and down it came with a whistling crack onGollum's outstretched arm, just below the elbow.

    With a squeal Gollum let go. Then Sam waded in; not waiting to changethe staff from left to right he dealt another savage blow. Quick as a snakeGollum slithered aside, and the stroke aimed at his head fell across hisback. The staff cracked and broke. That was enough for him. Grabbing frombehind was an old game of his, and seldom had he failed in it. But thistime, misled by spite, he had made the mistake of speaking and gloatingbefore he had both hands on his victim's neck. Everything had gone wrongwith his beautiful plan, since that horrible light had so unexpectedlyappeared in the darkness. And now he was face to face with a furious enemy,little less than his own size. This fight was not for him. Sam swept up hissword from the ground and raised it. Gollum squealed, and springing aside onto all fours, he jumped away in one big bound like a frog. Before Sam couldreach him, he was off, running with amazing speed back towards the tunnel.

    Sword in hand Sam went after him. For the moment he had forgotteneverything else but the red fury in his brain and the desire to kill Gollum.

    But before he could overtake him, Gollum was gone. Then as the dark holestood before him and the stench came out to meet him, like a clap of thunderthe thought of Frodo and the monster smote upon Sam's mind. He spun round,and rushed wildly up the path, calling and calling his master's name. He wastoo late. So far Gollum's plot had succeeded.

    Chapter 10. The Choices of Master Samwise

    Frodo was lying face upward on the ground and the monster was bendingover him, so intent upon her victim that she took no heed of Sam and hiscries, until he was close at hand. As he rushed up he saw that Frodo wasalready bound in cords, wound about him from ankle to shoulder, and themonster with her great forelegs was beginning half to lift, half to drag hisbody away.

    On the near side of him lay, gleaming on the ground, his elven-blade,where it had fallen useless from his grasp. Sam did not wait to wonder whatwas to be done, or whether he was brave, or loyal, or filled with rage. Hesprang forward with a yell, and seized his master's sword in his left hand.Then he charged. No onslaught more fierce was ever seen in the savage worldof beasts; where some desperate small creature armed with little teethalone, will spring upon a tower of horn and hide that stands above itsfallen mate.

    Disturbed as if out of some gloating dream by his small yell she turnedslowly the dreadful malice of her glance upon him. But almost before she wasaware that a fury was upon her greater than any she had known in countlessyears, the shining sword bit upon her foot and shore away the claw. Samsprang in, inside the arches of her legs, and with a quick upthrust of hisother hand stabbed at the clustered eyes upon her lowered head. One greateye went dark.

    Now the miserable creature was right under her, for the moment out ofthe reach of her sting and of her claws. Her vast belly was above him withits putrid light, and the stench of it almost smote him down. Still his furyheld for one more blow, and before she could sink upon him, smothering himand all his little impudence of courage, he slashed the bright elven-bladeacross her with desperate strength.

    But Shelob was not as dragons are, no softer spot had she save only hereyes. Knobbed and pitted with corruption was her age-old hide, but everthickened from within with layer on layer of evil growth. The blade scoredit with a dreadful gash, but those hideous folds could not be pierced by anystrength of men, not though Elf or Dwarf should forge the steel or the handof Beren or of T®rin wield it. She yielded to the stroke, and then heaved up

    the great bag of her belly high above Sam's head. Poison frothed and bubbledfrom the wound. Now splaying her legs she drove her huge bulk down onhim

    again. Too soon. For Sam still stood upon his feet, and dropping his ownsword, with both hands he held the elven-blade point upwards, fending offthat ghastly roof; and so Shelob, with the driving force of her own cruelwill, with strength greater than any warrior's hand, thrust herself upon abitter spike. Deep, deep it pricked, as Sam was crushed slowly to theground.

    No such anguish had Shelob ever known, or dreamed of knowing, in allher long world of wickedness. Not the doughtiest soldier of old Gondor, northe most savage Ore entrapped, had ever thus endured her, or set blade toher beloved flesh. A shudder went through her. Heaving up again, wrenchingaway from the pain, she bent her writhing limbs beneath her and sprangbackwards in a convulsive leap.

    Sam had fallen to his knees by Frodo's head, his senses reeling in thefoul stench, his two hands still gripping the hilt of the sword. Through themist before his eyes he was aware dimly of Frodo's face and stubbornly hefought to master himself and to drag himself out of the swoon that was uponhim. Slowly he raised his head and saw her, only a few paces away, eyeinghim, her beak drabbling a spittle of venom, and a green ooze trickling frombelow her wounded eye. There she crouched, her shuddering belly splayedupon

    the ground, the great bows of her legs quivering, as she gathered herselffor another spring-this time to crush and sting to death: no little bite ofpoison to still the struggling of her meat; this time to slay and then torend.

    Even as Sam himself crouched, looking at her, seeing his death in hereyes, a thought came to him, as if some remote voice had spoken, and hefumbled in his breast with his left hand, and found what he sought: cold andhard and solid it seemed to his touch in a phantom world of horror, thePhial of Galadriel.

    'Galadriel! ' he said faintly, and then he heard voices far off butclear: the crying of the Elves as they walked under the stars in the belovedshadows of the Shire, and the music of the Elves as it came through hissleep in the Hall of Fire in the house of Elrond.

    Gilthoniel A Elberethl

    And then his tongue was loosed and his voice cried in a language whichhe did not know:

    A Elbereth Gilthoniel

    o menelpalan-diriel,

    le nallon sn di'nguruthos!

    A tiro nin, Fanuilos!

    And with that he staggered to his feet and was Sam wise the hobbit,Hamfast's son, again.

    'Now come, you filth!' he cried. 'You've hurt my master, you brute, andyou'll pay for it. We're going on; but we'll settle with you first. Come on,and taste it again!'

    As if his indomitable spirit had set its potency in motion, the glassblazed suddenly like a white torch in his hand. It flamed like a star thatleaping from the firmament sears the dark air with intolerable light. Nosuch terror out of heaven had ever burned in Shelob's face before. The beamsof it entered into her wounded head and scored it with unbearable pain, andthe dreadful infection of light spread from eye to eye. She fell backbeating the air with her forelegs, her sight blasted by inner lightnings,her mind in agony. Then turning her maimed head away, she rolled aside andbegan to crawl, claw by claw, towards the opening in the dark cliff behind.

    Sam came on. He was reeling like a drunken man, but he came on. AndShelob cowed at last, shrunken in defeat, jerked and quivered as she triedto hasten from him. She reached the hole, and squeezing down, leaving atrail of green-yellow slime, she slipped in, even as Sam hewed a last strokeat her dragging legs. Then he fell to the ground.

    Shelob was gone; and whether she lay long in her lair, nursing hermalice and her misery, and in slow years of darkness healed herself fromwithin, rebuilding her clustered eyes, until with hunger like death she spunonce more her dreadful snares in the glens of the Mountains of Shadow, thistale does not tell.

    Sam was left alone. Wearily, as the evening of the Nameless Land fellupon the place of battle, he crawled back to his master.

    'Master, dear master,' he said, but Frodo did not speak. As he had runforward, eager, rejoicing to be free, Shelob with hideous speed had comebehind and with one swift stroke had stung him in the neck. He lay now pale,and heard no voice, and did not move.

    'Master, dear master! ’ said Sam, and through a long silence waited.

    listening in vain.

    Then as quickly as he could he cut away the binding cords and laid hishead upon Frodo's breast and to his mouth, but no stir of life could hefind, nor feel the faintest flutter of the heart. Often he chafed hismaster's hands and feet, and touched his brow, but all were cold.

    'Frodo, Mr. Frodo! ' he called. 'Don't leave me here alone! It's yourSam calling. Don't go where I can't follow! Wake up, Mr. Frodo! O wake up,Frodo, me dear, me dear. Wake up!'

    Then anger surged over hint, and he ran about his master's body in arage, stabbing the air, and smiting the stones, and shouting challenges.Presently he came back, and bending looked at Frodo's face, pale beneath himin the dusk. And suddenly he saw that he was in the picture that wasrevealed to him in the mirror of Galadriel in Lurien: Frodo with a pale facelying fast asleep under a great dark cliff. Or fast asleep he had thoughtthen. 'He's dead! ' he said. 'Not asleep, dead! ' And as he said it, as ifthe words had set the venom to its work again, it seemed to him that the hueof the face grew livid green.

    And then black despair came down on him, and Sam bowed to the ground,and drew his grey hood over his head, and night came into his heart, and heknew no more.

    When at last the blackness passed, Sam looked up and shadows were abouthim; but for how many minutes or hours the world had gone dragging on hecould not tell. He was still in the same place, and still his master laybeside him dead. The mountains had not crumbled nor the earth fallen intoruin.

    'What shall I do, what shall I do? ' he said. 'Did I come all this waywith him for nothing? ’ And then he remembered his own voice speakingwords

    that at the time he did not understand himself, at the beginning of theirjourney: I have something to do before the end. I must see it through, sir,if you understand.

    'But what can I do? Not leave Mr. Frodo dead, unburied on the top ofthe mountains, and go home? Or go on? Go on?’ he repeated, and for amoment

    doubt and fear shook him.'Go on? Is that what I've got to do? And leavehim?'

    Then at last he began to weep; and going to Frodo he composed his body,

    and folded his cold hands upon his breast, and wrapped his cloak about him;and he laid his own sword at one side, and the staff that Faramir had givenat the other.

    'If I’m to go on,'he said, 'then I must take your sword, by yourleave, Mr. Frodo, but I'll put this one to lie by you, as it lay by the oldking in the barrow; and you've got your beautiful mithril coat from old Mr.Bilbo. And your star-glass, Mr. Frodo, you did lend it to me and I'll needit, for I'll be always in the dark now. It's too good for me, and the Ladygave it to you, but maybe she'd understand. Do you understand, Mr. Frodo?I've got to go on.'

    But he could not go, not yet. He knelt and held Frodo's hand and couldnot release it. And time went by and still he knelt, holding his master'shand, and in his heart keeping a debate.

    Now he tried to find strength to tear himself away and go on a lonelyjourney — for vengeance. If once he could go, his anger would bear him downall the roads of the world, pursuing, until he had him at last: Gollum. ThenGollum would die in a corner. But that was not what he had set out to do. Itwould not be worth while to leave his master for that. It would not bringhim back. Nothing would. They had better both be dead together. And that toowould be a lonely journey.

    He looked on the bright point of the sword. He thought of the placesbehind where there was a black brink and an empty fall into nothingness.There was no escape that way. That was to do nothing, not even to grieve.That was not what he had set out to do. 'What am I to do then? ' he criedagain, and now he seemed plainly to know the hard answer: see it through.Another lonely journey, and the worst.

    'What? Me, alone, go to the Crack of Doom and all? ' He quailed still,but the resolve grew. 'What? Me take the Ring from him? The Council gave itto him.’

    But the answer came at once: 'And the Council gave him companions, sothat the errand should not fail. And you are the last of all the Company.

    The errand must not fail.'

    'I wish I wasn't the last,' he groaned. 'I wish old Gandalf was hare orsomebody. Why am I left all alone to make up my mind? I’m sure to go wrong.And it's not for me to go taking the Ring, putting myself forward.'

    'But you haven't put yourself forward; you've been put forward. And asfor not being the right and proper person, why, Mr. Frodo wasn't as you

    might say, nor Mr. Bilbo. They didn’t choose themselves.'

    'Ah well, I must make up my own mind. I will make it up. But I'll besure to go wrong: that'd be Sam Gamgee all over.

    'Let me see now: if we're found here, or Mr. Frodo's found, and thatThing's on him, well, the Enemy will get it. And that's the end of all ofus, of Lorien, and Rivendell, and the Shire and all. And there s no time tolose, or it'll be the end anyway. The war's begun, and more than likelythings are all going the Enemy's way already. No chance to go back with Itand get advice or permission. No, it's sit here till they come and kill meover master's body, and gets It: or take It and go.' He drew a deep breath.

    'Then take It, it is! '

    He stooped. Very gently he undid the clasp at the neck and slipped hishand inside Frodo's tunic; then with his other hand raising the head, hekissed the cold forehead, and softly drew the chain over it. And then thehead lay quietly back again in rest. No change came over the still face, andby that more than by all other tokens Sam was convinced at last that Frodohad died and laid aside the Quest.

    'Good-bye, master, my dear! ' he murmured. 'Forgive your Sam. He'llcome back to this spot when the job's done — if he manages it. And thenhe'll not leave you again. Rest you quiet till I come; and may no foulcreature come anigh you! And if the Lady could hear me and give me one wish,I would wish to come back and find you again. Good-bye! '

    And then he bent his own neck and put the chain upon it, and at oncehis head was bowed to the ground with the weight of the Ring, as if a greatstone had been strung on him. But slowly, as if the weight became less, ornew strength grew in him, he raised his head, and then with a great effortgot to his feet and found that he could walk and bear his burden. And for amoment he lifted up the Phial and looked down at his master, and the lightburned gently now with the soft radiance of the evening-star in summer, andin that light Frodo's face was fair of hue again, pale but beautiful with anelvish beauty, as of one who has long passed the shadows. And with thebitter comfort of that last sight Sam turned and hid the light and stumbledon into the growing dark.

    He had not far to go. The tunnel was some way behind; the Cleft acouple of hundred yards ahead, or less. The path was visible in the dusk' adeep rut worn in ages of passage, running now gently up in a long troughwith cliffs on either side. The trough narrowed rapidly. Soon Sam came to a

    long flight of broad shallow steps. Now the ore-tower was right above him,frowning black, and in it the red eye glowed. Now he was hidden in the darkshadow under it. He was coming to the top of the steps and was in the Cleftat last.

    'I've made up my mind,' he kept saying to himself. But he had not.Though he had done his best to think it out, what he was doing wasaltogether against the grain of his nature. 'Have I got it wrong? ' hemuttered. 'What ought I to have done? ’

    As the sheer sides of the Cleft closed about him, before he reached theactual summit, before he looked at last on the path descending into theNameless Land, he turned. For a moment, motionless in intolerable doubt, helooked back. He could still see, like a small blot in the gathering gloom,the mouth of the tunnel; and he thought he could see or guess where Frodolay. He fancied there was a glimmer on the ground down there, or perhaps itwas some trick of his tears, as he peered out at that high stony place whereall his life had fallen in ruin.

    ’If only I could have my wish, my one wish,’ he sighed, 'to go back andfind him!' Then at last he turned to the road in front and took a fewsteps: the heaviest and the most reluctant he had ever taken.

    Only a few steps; and now only a few more and he would be going downand would never see that high place again. And then suddenly he heard criesand voices. He stood still as stone. Ore-voices. They were behind him andbefore him. A noise of tramping feet and harsh shouts: Ores were coming upto the Cleft from the far side, from some entry to the tower, perhaps.Tramping feet and shouts behind. He wheeled round. He saw small red lights,torches, winking away below there as they issued from the tunnel. At lastthe hunt was up. The red eye of the tower had not been blind. He was caught.

    Now the flicker of approaching torches and the clink of steel ahead wasvery near. In a minute they would reach the top and be on him. He had takentoo long in making up his mind, and now it was no good. How could he escape,or save himself, or save the Ring? The Ring. He was not aware of any thoughtor decision. He simply found himself drawing out the chain and taking theRing in his hand. The head of the ore-company appeared in the Cleft rightbefore him. Then he put it on.

    The world changed, and a single moment of time was filled with an hourof thought. At once he was aware that hearing was sharpened while sight wasdimmed, but otherwise than in Shelob's lair. All things about him now were

    not dark but vague; while he himself was there in a grey hazy world, alone,like a small black solid rock and the Ring, weighing down his left hand, waslike an orb of hot gold. He did not feel invisible at all, but horribly anduniquely visible; and he knew that somewhere an Eye was searching for him.

    He heard the crack of stone, and the murmur of water far off in MorgulVale; and down away under the rock the bubbling misery of Shelob, groping,lost in some blind passage; and voices in the dungeons of the tower; and thecries of the Ores as they came out of the tunnel; and deafening, roaring inhis ears, the crash of the feet and the rending clamour of the Ores beforehim. He shrank against the cliff. But they marched up like a phantomcompany, grey distorted figures in a mist, only dreams of fear with paleflames in their hands. And they passed him by. He cowered, trying to creepaway into some cranny and to hide.

    He listened. The Ores from the tunnel and the others marching down hadsighted one another, and both parties were now hurrying and shouting. Heheard them both clearly, and he understood what they said. Perhaps the Ringgave understanding of tongues, or simply understanding, especially of theservants of Sauron its maker, so that if he gave heed, he understood andtranslated the thought to himself. Certainly the Ring had grown greatly inpower as it approached the places of its forging; but one thing it did notconfer, and that was courage. At present Sam still thought only of hiding,of lying low till all was quiet again; and he listened anxiously. He couldnot tell how near the voices were, the words seemed almost in his ears.

    'Hola! Gorbag! What are you doing up here? Had enough of war already? '

    'Orders, you lubber. And what are you doing, Shagrat? Tired of lurkingup there? Thinking of coming down to fight? '

    'Orders to you. I'm in command of this pass. So speak civil. What'syour report? '

    'Nothing.'

    'Hai! hai! yoi!' A yell broke into the exchanges of the leaders. TheOres lower down had suddenly seen something. They began to run. So did theothers.

    'Hai! Hola! Here's something! Lying right in the road. A spy, a spy! '

    There was a hoot of snarling horns and a babel of baying voices.

    With a dreadful stroke Sam was wakened from his cowering mood. Theyhad

    seen his master. What would they do? He had heard tales of the Ores to make

    the blood run cold. It could not be borne. He sprang up. He flung the Questand all his decisions away, and fear and doubt with them. He knew now wherehis place was and had been: at his master's side, though what he could dothere was not clear. Back he ran down the steps, down the path towardsFrodo.

    'How many are there?' he thought. 'Thirty or forty from the tower atleast, and a lot more than that from down below, I guess. How many can Ikill before they get me? They'll see the flame of the sword, as soon as Idraw it, and they'll get me sooner or later. I wonder if any song will evermention it: How Samwise fell in the High Pass and made a wall of bodiesround his master. No, no song. Of course not, for the Ring'll be found, andthere'll be no more songs. I can't help it. My place is by Mr. Frodo. Theymust understand that — Elrond and the Council, and the great Lords andLadies with all their wisdom. Their plans have gone wrong. I can't be theirRing-bearer. Not without Mr. Frodo.'

    But the Ores were out of his dim sight now. He had had no time toconsider himself, but now he realized that he was weary, weary almost toexhaustion: his legs would not carry him as he wished. He was too slow. Thepath seemed miles long. Where had they all got to in the mist?

    There they were again! A good way ahead still. A cluster of figuresround something lying on the ground; a few seemed to be darting this way andthat, bent like dogs on a trail. He tried to make a spurt.

    'Come on, Sam! ' he said, 'or you'll be too late again.' He loosenedthe sword in its sheath. In a minute he would draw it, and then—

    There was a wild clamour, hooting and laughing, as something was liftedfrom the ground. 'Ya hoi! Ya harri hoi! Up! Up! '

    Then a voice shouted: 'Now off! The quick way. Back to the Undergate!She'll not trouble us tonight by all the signs.' The whole band ofore-figures began to move. Four in the middle were carrying a body high ontheir shoulders. 'Ya hoi! ’

    They had taken Frodo's body. They were off. He could not catch them up.Still he laboured on. The Ores reached the tunnel and were passing in. Thosewith the burden went first, and behind them there was a good deal ofstruggling and jostling. Sam came on. He drew the sword, a flicker of bluein his wavering hand, but they did not see it. Even as he came panting up,the last of them vanished into the black hole.

    For a moment he stood, gasping, clutching his breast. Then he drew his

    sleeve across his face, wiping away the grime, and sweat, and tears. ’Cursethe filth! ' he said, and sprang after them into the darkness.

    It no longer seemed very dark to him in the tunnel, rather it was as ifhe had stepped out of a thin mist into a heavier fog. His weariness wasgrowing but his will hardened all the more. He thought he could see thelight of torches a little way ahead, but try as he would, he could not catchthem up. Ores go fast in tunnels, and this tunnel they knew well.; for inspite of Shelob they were forced to use it often as the swiftest way fromthe Dead City over the mountains. In what far-off time the main tunnel andthe great round pit had been made, where Shelob had taken up her abode inages past, they did not know: but many byways they had themselves delvedabout in on either side, so as to escape the lair in their goings to and froon the business of their masters. Tonight they did not intend to go fardown, but were hastening to find a side-passage that led back to theirwatch-tower on the cliff. Must of them were gleeful, delighted with whatthey had found and seen, and as they ran they gabbled and yammered after thefashion of their kind. Sam heard the noise of their harsh voices, flat andhard in the dead air, and he could distinguish two voices from among all therest: they were louder, and nearer to him. The captains of the two partiesseemed to be bringing up the rear, debating as they went.

    ’Can't you stop your rabble making such a racket, Shagrat? ' gruntedthe one. 'We don’t want Shelob on us.’

    'Go on, Gorbag! Yours are making more than half the noise,’ said theother. 'But let the lads play! No need to worry about Shelob for a bit, Ireckon. She’s sat on a nail, it seems, and we shan’t cry about that. Didn’tyou see: a nasty mess all the way back to that cursed crack of hers? Ifwe’ve stopped it once, we’ve stopped it a hundred times. So let ’em laugh.And we’ve struck a bit of luck at last: got something that Lugb®rz wants.’’Lugb®rz wants it, eh? What is it, d’you think? Elvish it looked to me,but undersized. What’s the danger in a thing like that? ’

    ’Don’t know till we’ve had a look.’

    ’Oho! So they haven’t told you what to expect? They don’t tell us allthey know, do they? Not by half. But they can make mistakes, even the TopOnes can.’

    'Sh, Gorbag!’ Shagrat’s voice was lowered, so that even with hisstrangely sharpened hearing Sam could only just catch what was said. ’Theymay, but they’ve got eyes and ears everywhere; some among my lot, as like as

    not. But there's no doubt about it, they're troubled about something. TheNazgyl down below are, by your account; and Lugb®rz is too. Somethingnearlyslipped.’

    'Nearly, you say! ’ said Gorbag.

    'All right,’ said Shagrat, 'but we’ll talk of that later: Wait till weget to the Under-way. There’s a place there where we can talk a bit, whilethe lads go on.’

    Shortly afterwards Sam saw the torches disappear. Then there was arumbling noise, and just as he hurried up, a bump. As far as he could guessthe Ores had turned and gone into the very opening which Frodo and he hadtried and found blocked. It was still blocked.

    There seemed to be a great stone in the way, but the Ores had gotthrough somehow, for he could hear their voices on the other side. They werestill running along, deeper and deeper into the mountain, back towards thetower. Sam felt desperate. They were carrying off his master's body for somefoul purpose and he could not follow. He thrust and pushed at the block, andhe threw himself against it, but it did not yield. Then not far inside, orso he thought, he heard the two captains' voices talking again. He stoodstill listening for a little hoping perhaps to learn something useful.

    Perhaps Gorbag, who seemed to belong to Minas Morgul, would come out, andhe

    could then slip in.

    'No, I don’t know,’ said Gorbag's voice. 'The messages go throughquicker than anything could fly, as a rule. But I don’t enquire how it’sdone. Safest not to. Grr! Those Nazgyl give me the creeps. And they skin thebody off you as soon as look at you, and leave you all cold in the dark onthe other side. But He likes ’em; they’re His favourites nowadays, so it’sno use grumbling. I tell you, it’s no game serving down in the city.’

    'You should try being up here with Shelob for company,’ said Shagrat.

    ’I’d like to try somewhere where there's none of 'em. But the war's onnow, and when that's over things may be easier.'

    'It's going well, they say.’

    'They would.’ grunted Gorbag. 'We'll see. But anyway, if it does gowell, there should be a lot more room. What d’you say? — if we get achance, you and me’ll slip off and set up somewhere on our own with a fewtrusty lads, somewhere where there's good loot nice and handy, and no big

    bosses.'

    ’Ah! ' said Shagrat. 'Like old times.'

    'Yes,' said Gorbag. 'But don't count on it. I'm not easy in my mind. AsI said, the Big Bosses, ay,' his voice sank almost to a whisper, 'ay, eventhe Biggest, can make mistakes. Something nearly slipped you say. I say,something has slipped. And we've got to look out. Always the poor Uruks toput slips right, and small thanks. But don't forget: the enemies don't loveus any more than they love Him, and if they get topsides on Him, we're donetoo. But see here: when were you ordered out? '

    'About an hour ago, just before you saw us. A message came: Nazgyluneasy. Spies feared on Stairs. Double vigilance. Patrol to head of Stairs.

    I came at once.'

    'Bad business,' said Gorbag. 'See here — our Silent Watchers wereuneasy more than two days ago. that I know. But my patrol wasn't ordered outfor another day, nor any message sent to Lugb®rz either: owing to the GreatSignal going up, and the High Nazgyl going off to the war, and all that. Andthen they couldn't get Lugb®rz to pay attention for a good while, I'm told.'

    'The Eye was busy elsewhere, I suppose,' said Shagrat. 'Big thingsgoing on away west, they say.’

    ’I daresay,' growled Gorbag. 'But in the meantime enemies have got upthe Stairs. And what were you up to? You're supposed to keep watch, aren'tyou, special orders or no? What are you for?'

    'That's enough! Don't try and teach me my job. We were awake all right.

    We knew there were funny things going on.'

    'Very funny! ’

    'Yes, very funny: lights and shouting and all. But Shelob was on thego. My lads saw her and her Sneak.'

    'Her Sneak? What's that? '

    'You must have seen him: little thin black fellow; like a spiderhimself, or perhaps more like a starved frog. He's been here before. Cameout of Lugb®rz the first time, years ago, and we had word from High Up tolet him pass. He's been up the Stairs once or twice since then, but we'veleft him alone: seems to have some understanding with Her Ladyship. Isuppose he's no good to eat: she wouldn't worry about words from High Up.But a fine guard you keep in the valley: he was up here a day before allthis racket. Early last night we saw him. Anyway my lads reported that HerLadyship was having some fun, and that seemed good enough for me, until the

    message came. I thought her Sneak had brought her a toy. or that you'dperhaps sent her a present, a prisoner of war or something. I don'tinterfere when she's playing. Nothing gets by Shelob when she's on thehunt.'

    'Nothing, say you! Didn't you use your eyes back there? I tell you I'mnot easy in my mind. Whatever came up the Stairs, did get by. It cut her weband got clean out of the hole. That's something to think about! '

    'Ah well, but she got him in the end, didn't she? '

    'Got him? Got whol This little fellow? But if he was the only one thenshe'd have had him off to her larder long before, and there he'd be now. Andif Lugb®rz wanted him, you'd have to go and get him. Nice for you. But therewas more than one.'

    At this point Sam began to listen more attentively and pressed his earagainst the stone.

    'Who cut the cords she'd put round him, Shagrat? Same one as cut theweb. Didn't you see that? And who stuck a pin into Her Ladyship? Same one, Ireckon. And where is he? Where is he, Shagrat? '

    Shagrat made no reply.

    'You may well put your thinking cap on, if you've got one. It's nolaughing matter. No one, no one has ever stuck a pin in Shelob before, asyou should know well enough. There's no grief in that; but think-there'ssomeone loose hereabouts as is more dangerous than any other damned rebelthat ever walked since the bad old times, since the Great Siege. Somethinghas slipped.'

    'And what is it then? ' growled Shagrat.

    'By all the signs, Captain Shagrat, I'd say there's a large warriorloose, Elf most likely, with an elf-sword anyway, and an axe as well maybe:and he's loose in your bounds, too, and you've never spotted him. Very funnyindeed! ' Gorbag spat. Sam smiled grimly at this description of himself.

    'Ah well, you always did take a gloomy view.' said Shagrat. 'You canread the signs how you like, but there may be other ways to explain them.Anyhow. I've got watchers at every point, and I'm going to deal with onething at a time. When I've had a look at the fellow we have caught, thenI'll begin to worry
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    about something else.'

    It s my guess you won’t find much in that little fellow,' said Gorbag.

    'He may have had nothing to do with the real mischief. The big fellow withthe sharp sword doesn't seem to have thought him worth much anyhow — justleft him lying: regular elvish trick.'

    'We'll see. Come on now! We've talked enough. Let's go and have a lookat the prisoner!

    'What are you going to do with him? Don't forget I spotted him first.

    If there's any game, me and my lads must be in it.'

    'Now, now,' growled Shagrat. 'I have my orders. And it's more than mybelly's worth, or yours, to break 'em. Any trespasser found by the guard isto be held at the tower. Prisoner is to be stripped. Full description ofevery article, garment, weapon, letter, ring, or trinket is to be sent toLugb®rz at once, and to Lugb®rz only. And the prisoner is to be kept safeand intact, under pain of death for every member of the guard, until Hesends or comes Himself. That's plain enough, and that's what I'm going todo.'

    'Stripped, eh? ' said Gorbag. 'What, teeth, nails, hair, and all? '

    'No, none of that. He's for Lugb®rz, I tell you. He's wanted safe andwhole.'

    'You'll find that difficult,' laughed Gorbag. 'He's nothing but carrionnow. What Lugb®rz will do with such stuff I can't guess. He might as well goin the pot.'

    'You fool,' snarled Shagrat. 'You've been talking very clever, butthere's a lot you don't know, though most other folk do. You'll be for thepot or for Shelob, if you don't take care. Carrion! Is that all you know ofHer Ladyship? When she binds with cords, she's after meat. She doesn't eatdead meat, nor suck cold blood. This fellow isn't dead! '

    Sam reeled, clutching at the stone. He felt as if the whole dark worldwas turning upside down. So great was the shock that he almost swooned, buteven as he fought to keep a hold on his senses, deep inside him he was awareof the comment: 'You fool, he isn't dead, and your heart knew it. Don'ttrust your head, Samwise, it is not the best part of you. The trouble withyou is that you never really had any hope. Now what is to be done? ' Fur themoment nothing, but to prop himself against the unmoving stone and listen,listen to the vile ore-voices.

    'Garn!' said Shagrat.'She's got more than one poison. When she's

    hunting, she just gives ’em a dab in the neck and they go as limp as bonedfish, and then she has her way with them. D'you remember old Ufthak? We losthim for days. Then we found him in a corner; hanging up he was, but he waswide awake and glaring. How we laughed! She’d forgotten him, maybe, butwe

    didn't touch him-no good interfering with Her. Nar — this little filth,he’ll wake up, in a few hours; and beyond feeling a bit sick for a hit,he'll be all right. Or would be, if Lugb®rz would let him alone. And ofcourse, beyond wondering where he is and what's happened to him.’

    'And what's going to happen to him,' laughed Gorbag. 'We can tell him afew stories at any rate, if we can't do anything else. I don't suppose he'sever been in lovely Lugb®rz, so he may like to know what to expect. This isgoing to be more funny than I thought. Let's go!'

    'There's going to be no fun, I tell you,' said Shagrat. 'And he's gotto be kept safe, or we're all as good as dead.'

    'All right! But if I were you, I’d catch the big one that's loose,before you send in any report to Lugb®rz. It won't sound too pretty to sayyou've caught the kitten and let the cat escape.'

    The voices began to move away. Sam heard the sound of feet receding. Hewas recovering from his shock, and now a wild fury was on him. 'I got it allwrong! ’ he cried.'I knew I would. Now they've got him, the devils! thefilth! Never leave your master, never, never: that was my right rule. And Iknew it in my heart. May I be forgiven! Now I've got to get back to him.Somehow, somehow! '

    He drew his sword again and beat on the stone with the hilt, but itonly gave out a dull sound. The sword, however, blazed so brightly now thathe could see dimly in its light. To his surprise he noticed that the greatblock was shaped like a heavy door, and was less than twice his own height.Above it was a dark blank space between the top and the low arch of theopening. It was probably only meant to be a stop against the intrusion ofShelob, fastened on the inside with some latch or bolt beyond the reach ofher cunning. With his remaining strength Sam leaped and caught the top,scrambled up, and dropped; and then he ran madly, sword blazing in hand,round a bend and up a winding tunnel.

    The news that his master was still alive roused him to a last effortbeyond thought of weariness. He could not see anything ahead, for this newpassage twisted and turned constantly; but he thought he was catching the

    two Ores up: their voices were growing nearer again. Now they seemed quiteclose.

    'That's what I'm going to do,' said Shagrat in angry tones. 'Put himright up in the top chamber.'

    'What for? ' growled Gorbag. 'Haven't you any lock-ups down below? '

    'He's going out of harm's way, I tell you,' answered Shagrat. 'See?

    He's precious. I don't trust all my lads, and none of yours; nor youneither, when you're mad for fun. He's going where I want him, and where youwon't come, if you don't keep civil. Up to the top, I say. He'll be safethere.'

    'Will he?’ said Sam. 'You're forgetting the great big elvish warriorthat's loose!'And with that he raced round the last corner, only to findthat by some trick of the tunnel, or of the hearing which the Ring gave him,he had misjudged the distance.

    The two ore-figures were still some way ahead. He could see them now,black and squat against a red glare. The passage ran straight at last, up anincline; and at the end, wide open, were great double doors, leadingprobably to deep chambers far below the high horn of the tower. Already theOres with their burden had passed inside. Gorbag and Shagrat were drawingnear the gate.

    Sam heard a burst of hoarse singing, blaring of horns and banging ofgongs, a hideous clamour. Gorbag and Shagrat were already on the threshold.

    Sam yelled and brandished Sting, but his little voice was drowned inthe tumult. No one heeded him.

    The great doors slammed to. Boom. The bars of iron fell into placeinside. Clang. The gate was shut. Sam hurled himself against the boltedbrazen plates and fell senseless to the ground. He was out in the darkness.Frodo was alive but taken by the Enemy.

    Here ends the second part of the history of the War of the Ring.

    The third part tells of the last defence against the Shadow, and theend of the mission of the Ring-bearer in THE RETURN OF THE KING.
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