YULE 2006 WORD CHALLENGE

December 2006

The challenge was to write a Yule vignette of Middle-earth, based upon or containing at least two of the following 20 words or phrases: 

Mistletoe, Cherry brandy/beer/ale/wine, Gift(s), Candle(s), Snow, Songs/singing, Stray, A feast, Pie(s), Icicles, Cider, Wæs thu hæl, Snowballs, Dancing, A scarf or scarves, Ginger cookies/biscuits, Music, A sled, Chestnuts roasting on an open fire, Frost.
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Mistletoe and Mischief

By Pippin

“Oh but you mustn’t!” 

“Watch me.”  

“Don’t, really, please!”

“Heh.”

Meri stomped her foot.  “Wargy!”  The hobbit tried to tug the large creature back as it feigned a lunge around the corner by the stairs where the two were crouched watching Halbarad and Elanna linger beneath the mistletoe which hung by a rafter over the hearth.

“Scarin’ ‘em half to death would serve ‘em right.  None of us want to see that.”  Warg shook her head.  “C’mon, I’m just gonna give ‘em a good Yule scaring out of their pants.  Not like they aren’t halfway out all by themselves.”

“Wargy!”  Meri admonished with a shocked tone.  

“They are standing right next to where I would like to curl up by the fire to sleep,” Warg sniffed primly.  “I shall say what I’d like.”

“You’re downright terrible, you know.”

Warg grinned, copper eyes glinting and white teeth gleaming in the dark hallway.  “Yep.”

Meri gave a quiet tsk and walked around Warg towards the kitchen.  However, she soon heard the soft padding of paws behind her, and once inside, she turned to find that Warg had followed her.

“You never have any real fun, do you, Meri?” the wolfish animal asked, turning her head sideways.  

“What?  Me?  I have lots!  Ever so much, really!”  Meri’s voice squeaked on the last note.

“What, afraid I’m going to pull you into some fun scheme that’ll cause a ruckus?”

“Noo, not exactly…”

“Then come on and have a little fun.  You keep this place clean and feed everyone so you’re entitled to be as horrid as I am every so often.  It’s Yule , hobbit.  It ain’t just for knitting scarves and mittens and baking pies and cookies and making cider.  There’s snow to throw, you know.”

“What?”  Meri asked, slightly confused.

“Come on,” Warg said as she padded towards the back kitchen door.  “The lovebirds’ll still be there when we get back if we hurry.”

Meri followed, her curiosity getting the better of her.  Warg was right, she thought.  She had spent so much time baking for everyone lately that she’d barely had time to do something that…wasn’t baking.

Warg was already nosing a ball of snow along on the ground when Meri reached her.  “Oh, you wouldn’t,” she breathed.  Warg looked up and gave a wicked grin.

“I would.  It’s just snow, it’ll mop right up and so long as you throw carefully you won’t even break anything inside.”  

“Why me?” Meri squeaked.

“Paws.  I’ve got ‘em, ya know.  Good for clawing and killing but not so much for throwin’ snowballs.”

“Oh.”

Seconds passed and in the silence one could hear in the distance the Elves of Erynlond softly singing.  

“It would be something they weren’t expecting,” Meri said slowly.  Then she grinned, her face lighting up with laughter.  “It’s what mops are for!”  She bent and finished the snowball Warg had begun as the creature watched with a smug look on her face, and together the duo made their way back inside, quietly as two very wicked little mice.  Oh, the lovebirds would be surprised.

“We’ll make ‘em migrate,” Warg smirked.

~~~
How Toby Became Famous

By Celebsul

Toby liked to grow plants; didn't matter what: seed, bulb, tuber, cutting - if he came across it, he grew it. When he found new flora, he liked to figure out what it could be used for: food, medicine, material, decoration (the latter due to his wife liking pretty things - Toby preferred more useful uses).

Now, one of the big men from Gondor, who also loved gardening, dropped by every year or so to see if Toby had anything good to share. He last came in the early spring, taking away a sweeter strain of bay, which could be used to make glorious Herb Custard. In return, he gifted Toby a few seedlings of something called Galenas, with instructions to not let the frost get to it. Toby tenderly embedded the young plants in rich soil beside a sunny wall, which sheltered from the worst of the weather. Then he nurtured them like babies.

They grew, and grew, and grew. 'Green,' decided Toby, 'that best summed them up.' He nibbled the leaves and determined they would not be salad. He boiled a root or two - not vegetables. He applied various parts of the plants to his neighbours' ailments and wounds, but healed no one. Shredded, steeped, stewed, pounded, pummelled, desiccated and finally dried, Toby gave up on Galenas. He left the remains suspended from the ceiling and heaped on the floor of his storeroom, and turned his mind to thoughts of Yule.   

Toby loved his wife enormously - this time of year he loved her all the more. She bumbled round like a plump bee, turning vegetation into nectar, filling their home with sweetness, each alcove like a honeycomb. This time of year, his wife made him ache with joy. He would stumble upon hidden treats, wander in from the garden to smell food so delicious he felt delirious. Dried berries and candied fruits, nuts in crispy sugary shells, tiers of delicate silver trays upon which rested feasts of tiny cakes and pies with jam or glace cherries or parts of plants Toby had preserved for their exquisite tastes.

At the height of Yule, Toby and his wife rested by the blazing hearth, their bellies fit to burst - perhaps one too many ' Wæs thu hæls', a little too much mead, wine, cider, or that rather fine beer from Hardbottle.

The mistletoe hung exactly above where they knew they would sit - why make more work than is necessary? 

Toby's wife looked up. "Oh, my goodness!" 

Toby looked up too. "Well, indeed! Best I kiss you, my sweet petunia. It is Yule, after all."

Their lips met briefly and then returned to the pastime of finishing off ginger biscuits and meringues shaped like tiny snowballs. Meanwhile they listened to the village children merrymaking in the street with much music and dancing. Toby glanced through the window and grinned at the toddlers swaddled in knitted scarves - their singing high and bright, and fragile as icicles.

When his attention returned to the room, sweet petunia's bottom lip hung rather low.

"Is my precious bunnykins sad?"

"Yes, a little, for our store is full of that dried weed which has no use at all. It's so cold outside, Toby, cold enough for snow, and outside is where most of the coal and logs are. If the plant is of no use apart from its lovely green aroma, why don't we burn it while we roast chestnuts and sip our cherry brandy?"

She had a point, Toby realised. Why store something worthless inside, while essential fuel lay stacked outside on his old sled in an attempt to keep it off the chilled ground.

"My lovely, you are wisdom and wealth and wifedom personified. I will do as you ask." So saying, he rose and went to the storeroom and brought back an armful of dried leaves.

Placing most in the half-empty scuttle, he threw a little of the weed into the fire. "I'll test with just a few bits first." 

Almost immediately, an amorphous snake of blue-white smoke curled up from the flames and strayed towards the couple's noses.

"Oooooooo," said Toby, inhaling deeply.

His wife smiled. "It is rather nice, if slightly overwhelming. I think we should have a care to only burn a little at a time."

When the fire was almost out and the candles low, the plates empty of everything including crumbs and the last of the glasses for respective beverages lay soaking in the sink, Toby and his wife went to bed feeling extremely mellow.

Her voice came softly in the darkness. "That smoke seems to have made me feel really relaxed."

"It was soothing," said Toby. "And much nicer than the weeds that other folk smoke in their pipes. Never understood the habit before, but now I might take up smoking myself."

Then with dreams of supplying the entire Shire with dried Galenas leaves ... difficult name that, he would have to think of something more Hobbity ... Tobold Hornblower of Longbottom sank into a deep, deep sleep.

~~~

Make the Season Bright

By ErinRua and Sevilodorf

From "The Ring Goes South" 

For many sunless days an icy blast came from the Mountains in the east, and no garment seemed able to keep out its searching fingers. …They slept uneasily during the middle of the day, in some hollow of the land, or hidden under the tangled thorn bushes that grew in thickets in many places. In the late afternoon, they were roused by the watch, and took their chief meal: cold and cheerless as a rule, for they could seldom risk the lighting of a fire. 

1 Yule 3018

A jingly thump awoke Frodo from a pleasant dream of his Aunt Dora Baggins urging him to take his fill of ginger snaps and mince pie. 

"Clod foot! You've gone and woke him up, Pippin." Merry stepped over his cousin's outstretched legs and nodded to Frodo. "Evening, Frodo."

Frodo muttered a reply and jerked his blanket free of Pippin's fumbling attempts to untangle himself from Sam's cooking utensils. Wrapping his blanket over his head, he attempted to return to sleep. Aunt Dora's baked goods, dream though they might be, would certainly be better than the cold, cheerless meal he'd soon eat. But Sam's voice, laced with irritation, put paid to his hope of snatching a few more winks. 

"If he's made a dent in my best kettle, I'll give his share of…" 

"Sam!" 

With a groan, Frodo opened his eyes in time to see Sam drop an armload of firewood and clap his hands over his mouth. As two of the sturdier logs landed on his toes, Pippin yelped and fell to land atop Sam's pack once again. 

"His share of what?" Frodo could not resist teasing.  

"Never you mind, Mister Frodo." Sam pulled Pippin to his feet, and set about starting a fire. "You'll find out soon enough. Strider said we might have a bit of a fire and a late start. So Master Merry and I thought it'd be best to go ahead with the celebrating tonight. Given we don't know for certain if we'll be havin' a fire tomorrow."

"Celebrate?" Frodo asked.

"Here's part of it, Sam," Merry said, pulling a paper wrapped bundle from the depths of his pack. 

"And I've got the other. If Mister Pippin hasn't squashed it all to jelly."

"Just what is it you've got, and what are we celebrating?" Frodo demanded.

"His brains have turned to icicles," Pippin said with a grin. "And Bilbo gave me a bundle too. So we'll have plenty to share with the Big Folk."

"You've all determined to drive me mad," Frodo declared.

"Now, Mister Frodo," Sam replied patiently. "It's only a few special treats Mr. Bilbo gave us. Onliest thing is I'm wondering if we should eat them all, or save some for another day."

"Now," said Pippin immediately. "They'll only spoil if we wait."

Merry looked thoughtful, then said, "Now. Shared nine ways, there'll be little enough for each of us anyway. And we've got the fire tonight."

"Splendid!" cried Pippin, beaming from ear to ear. "Why, I suppose even Strider can't say no to chestnuts and nibbles."

"Indeed he won't." 

The somber voice startled all four hobbits, and they looked up to see Strider emerging from the gathering twilight. Pippin's smile faltered until he saw the twinkle in the Ranger's eyes.

"Well, that settles it," declared Pippin. "Come, Sam, let's have ourselves a bit of Yule."

Frodo could not help a weary smile as he watched Pippin eagerly get in Sam's way. Between swats at the youngest hobbit's fingers, Sam arranged the makings for their meager celebration: a bag of chestnuts, a package of ginger snaps - "Baked by the elves at Rivendell, Mister Strider " - and last but not least, an odd little metal contraption with a detachable handle.

Strider disappeared back into the dark, presumably to keep watch and possibly to consult with Gandalf on tomorrow's march. Moments later, a tromping of heavy feet announced Boromir's return. The Steward's son appeared from the dusk, his brawny arms laden with a bundle of firewood nearly as large as two hobbits wrapped together, which he dropped with a great, woody clatter.

"Well!" the tall man said, as he dusted off his hands. "What have we here?"

"A chestnut roaster," said Sam, frowning as he attempted to thread the handle onto the flat metal pan.

"A what?" Laughter rang in Boromir's reply, and he flung himself down to sit. "Now that's something I'd never expect to see out here."

"But we are speaking of hobbits," a new voice said, and Legolas next appeared, setting down his firewood even as mirth danced in his clear eyes. Straightening, the elf added, "And we know that no sensible hobbit fares into the wild unprepared."

Gimli's deep voice huffed with laughter as he dropped another bundle of wood and gently took the roaster and its handle from Sam's hands. Squinting at the contraption and muttering something about the quality of the metal hinge, the dwarf deftly twisted the handle into place.

"Now, then," chided Sam, accepting the roaster from Gimli with a nod of thanks. "There's no need to poke fun. After all, just because we're cold and tired and the legs run half off us doesn't mean we have to forget where we came from."

"Besides," said Merry, "it's Yule, and what's Yule without chestnuts?"

Sighing, Pippin propped his chin in his hand. "Not as good as a Yule with hot cider and mince pie and a mug of beer at The Green Dragon. But it's better than no Yule at all."

Frodo laughed, the sound and sensation a rarely refreshing feeling. "Chestnuts it shall be. Sam, do hand me the ginger snaps and a plate, and I shall serve."

"Oh, no, Mister Frodo!" cried Sam. "Why -."

"Hush you, Sam," said Frodo gently. "It's been too long since I've played the host for friends."

Thus, while Sam prepared the chestnuts, Frodo carefully drew the only-somewhat-broken biscuits from their wrapping and arranged them prettily for serving. How their rich fragrance rose to tease his sense, even now, cold and so far from home. If he but closed his eyes an instant, he could imagine the merry hearths of home and voices singing cheer in the lanes, whilst clear stars danced and hobbit cheeks glowed with good spirits. If only...

"Frodo?"

He blinked alert to see Legolas crouched beside him, fair face gone sober with concern.

"I'm sorry, Legolas. I fear I'm wearier than I thought. Here, let me set these out for everyone."

A poor sort of gift it seemed, a single plate of trail-worn biscuits for nine hungry mouths, when by rights there should be a feast that filled the tables to groaning. Yet all politely partook, nibbling with the cautious enjoyment of people who knew not when such pleasure might come again. Merry briefly left to carry a portion out to Strider and Gandalf on watch.

"Elvish baking?" asked Boromir, holding the remnant of his treat for study. "I would not imagine the elves troubling themselves with so homely a thing."

"Well now," said Sam, "I don't know how elves do at home, but Lord Elrond's folk baked these from Mr. Bilbo's very own recipe. He wanted them sent along special just in case."

Laughing, Legolas asked, "In case of what? In case we were starved and perishing in some desolate place, and only ginger biscuits could save us?"

"There you go again, sir," fretted Sam with a frown. "You really oughtn't -."

"Oh, now." Chuckling, Legolas favored Sam with a smile. "If we cannot laugh at misfortune or its threat, what good is laughter at all?"

Sam pondered and Pippin chuckled, while Frodo caught Merry's eye and smiled. Sam then nodded, and gave the chestnut roaster a shake in the coals.

"That's not so bad, I suppose," he said.

"Of course not!" said Merry. "Besides, my old gran always said that ginger snaps smell like home. A hobbit is never but a sniff away from where he belongs."

The conversation swiftly turned to other gastronomical winter delights, but Frodo, for his part, only half-listened, staring sleepy-eyed into the dance of the flames. After a time, he realized Sam had pulled the chestnut roaster from the fire and set the pan to cool, much to the eager anticipation of Merry and Pippin. They glanced up as Strider and Gandalf appeared in the fire's light, the fading glow of twilight giving way to twinkling stars above their heads.

"Look, Gandalf!" exclaimed Pippin. "We're having roasted chestnuts."

"Indeed." Gandalf's eyes twinkled as he bent his knees and sat, organizing himself comfortably before setting his pipe in his teeth. "It is a wise fellow who plans ahead for such a treat on a chilly night like this."

Sam's cheeks grew even rosier as he set the chestnuts, now cool enough to touch, upon a plate. "Well, we've more, so I'll just set those to roast whilst you all start with these. Mind now, they're hot!"

A brief quiet descended while various fingers busied themselves with peeling the nuts from their hulls. As Frodo bit into the firm, warm flesh, the sweet flavor seemed to warm him through and through.

"It tastes like home."

Frodo looked up with a start as he realized Boromir had spoken, the man slumped in a reflective pose, an elbow on his knee, as he looked at the half-eaten chestnut in his grasp.

"Why, yes," said Sam. "Yes, I suppose it does."

Frodo imagined he felt a sort of group sigh pass among them, as each contemplated things far away. Even Strider, sitting silent in the shadows with only the glow of his pipe to show his whereabouts, seemed lost in pensive thought.

"Then I know what we should do," said Frodo, and he smiled as the others looked at him. "As we have no Yule gifts to give, I think we should each tell a story."

"Splendid!" said Merry. "What sort of story should it be?"

"A good story," said Frodo. "Something happy and cheering that makes you smile."

"Does it have to be a story about the teller?" asked Pippin.

"No," Frodo replied with a smile. "Just any story you know or have heard that feels good to tell it."

"I think that's an excellent idea," said Legolas.

"A most admirable idea," Gandalf seconded.

"Who shall begin it?" asked Boromir.

"I will," Gandalf said, and puffed his pipe. "I think I shall tell a tale about Radagast the Brown, and a certain pig at acorn time."

Thus, Gandalf began to speak in familiar storyteller's tones that carried his listeners far away. Though Frodo felt the cold and a threat of frost whispering at his back, the campfire held the night at bay. What a simple, wondrous thing it was to simply sit in the warmth of a fire with friendly voices at hand, an embrace of comforting sound.

And when the tales were done, Pippin unwrapped the last small parcel, to reveal nine sprigs of holly and mistletoe tied in bright red ribbon.

"It's nothing fancy, mind," said Pippin, suddenly bashful as all eyes turned to him. "But some say holly and mistletoe will keep off evil things. Ill luck and whatnot. You don't suppose it's a silly idea, do you?"

He asked of the group at large, but seeing the warmth in Gandalf's eyes and the twinkle in Strider's, Frodo answered for them all.

"No, dear cousin, it's not silly at all. I think it's a wondrously thoughtful thing."

Thus, when they fared forth into the wilds once more, with no hope of Yule feasts or Yule logs in sight, each of the Fellowship wore a sprig of mistletoe and holly, cheerily tied in bows of crimson ribbon.

~~~

Peace

By Celebsul

(With tweaks from ErinRua)

War might be over, and a king installed on the throne - a good king, so he heard - but nothing changed for Fuin. After years as an orphan, peace would not earn him parents. After years of either theft or hunger, peace would not grant him a full belly or a fond pat on the head. If he snatched buttered crusts from the hands of babes, they wouldn't starve, and maybe he would live. If he stole glimpses into the lamplit rooms of families at night, then, more fool him for wanting what was forever lost. 

His fingers came to his mouth and squeezed, as if that could stop the tears. Had someone been near, he would have lashed out with bony fists, but nobody stood within reach; no one came close these days, and no one ever would again. A patch of sunlight lit the chilled cobblestones nearby, one thin beam that didn't know it was likely needed somewhere finer, and he stopped to crouch in the pool of its relative warmth. Lest anyone notice him, Fuin turned his back to the street, and rested his forehead against a derelict storehouse.

Yule must be approaching; the cold said so, as did the burdened shoppers who thronged the city. He also knew it inside himself. He felt his mother's arms as she turned him towards the cheerful glow of a blazing log, and heard his father's laugh as an eager son unwrapped a wooden horse ... gone, unbelievably gone: the horse, his mother and father, home, hope. 

A shadow blocked out the sun, and Fuin cringed, in equal parts cold and fear. He avoided the main roads of Emyn Arnen - guards marched there - scavenging instead on the narrow back streets, or the alleys between expensive shops where rich people might venture; in the right mood, they could be generous and throw a coin into his battered tin bowl.

The shadow did not move. Fuin looked up, and up into the stern face of a soldier. The man tilted an eyebrow.

"You look like a lad who knows the city well."

Fuin's heart skipped into a nervous thump. Best treat such adults with respect and get away as fast as possible - say no more than need be.

"Aye, sir."

"I need a guide." At Fuin's frown, the guard hooked a thumb in his belt and added, "I'm newly appointed to the White Company. I come from Gondor and know little of Emyn Arnen. My two sons are also unfamiliar with the place and have not yet made any friends. You look about the age of my eldest."

Fuin had not, in recent memory, heard so many words directed at him. He simply blinked.

"Would your parents let you be my guide? Can we go and ask them?"

This was a trap - Fuin felt certain - but though he could run like a hound, the man's long legs would cover the ground just as quickly.

"I don't rightly know, sir." He hadn't learnt to like lying or to be any good at it. "They'll maybe be out."

A slight smile softened the guard's features. "Show me where you live, and we'll see."

Hunching his shoulders, Fuin looked back towards the hard stone of the wall, silently willing the stranger and his meddlesome questions to go away.

"You know," the man said, his voice lilting pleasantly. "You're about the size of a friend of mine, a hobbit called Peregrin Took."

Fuin scowled. He'd heard people chattering about kings and hobbits and elves and peace. Even at his most wretched, the snatched pieces of those stories enthralled Fuin, and allowed him to escape into brief daydreams. 

Risking a glance upwards, he asked, "You know him?"

"Yes, my eldest lad showed him round Gondor. Now I need someone who can do the same for my boys and me: to show us the secrets of Emyn Arnen." Cocking his head, the man added, "Given that Prince Faramir made me Captain of the city guard, I really do need to learn quickly."

Now Fuin stared wide-eyed. "You're the Captain of the White Company?"

"Yes, I'm Beregond." The man's expression turned shrewd. "And if I'm not mistaken, you are homeless. I may have only arrived a few days ago, but I've noticed you a time or two."

"I've done nothing wrong!" the lad protested.

Open humour now touched Beregond's countenance, rendering it surprisingly pleasant. "I don't suppose you have. What's your name?"

"Fuin."

"Stand up, Fuin, let me see your face."

The lad did as he was told. Whatever life had inflicted on him, he was still his father's son. Fuin straightened his back. However hungry and cold he might be now, he was still his mother's boy, and he met the man's eyes steadily.

Beregond nodded. "I'm a good judge of character." Then his tone became practical. "You need a home, and I need a guide. I think we'll be suited, and that you and my sons will rub along all right. My wife says its like feeding gannets anyway; one more mouth shouldn't make much difference - unless you eat like that Pippin Took.  But there's only one way to find out. How about you agree to spend at least Yule with my family, and teach us about the city?"

It couldn't be that simple, nothing ever was. But Yule, in a house with food and fire and... 

"Will you have holly, sir, and music, and chestnuts?"

The man's teeth shone like pearls. "Yes, and a roasted goose, cups of sweet cider, and a Yule log blazing in the hearth."

Fuin bit his lip and dipped his chin to hide sudden tears, but Beregond did not appear to notice. The Captain of the White Company turned and set off walking along the street where golden sunlight spilled in glory.

"Come, Fuin, let's go home."

~~~

