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Yule Fare

The Yule Challenge for 2007 was to write something light-hearted about festive food of any kind, and involving one or more of our more unusual or neglected characters. It indeed brought a few of our most unusual characters out of the woodwork.
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A Yule Tail

By Pippin

“You don’t think it’ll be too cold for them, do you?” Meri asked as she and Erin folded several extra blankets in one of the upper rooms of the inn, placing the bundles at the foot of the bed.  

“We did pack enough blankets and scarves to warm an army,” replied Erin, patting down a small rumple in the bedspread.  “Besides, they’ll only be gone hunting a day or so, maybe three at best.  And elves are as good as any at making fires.  Especially Belegalda.”  Erin winked.  “Good as a wizard, almost.”  

The two hobbit lasses picked up a large basket between them and moved on to the next guest bedroom, continuing their journey of providing extra warm covers for guests now that the weather had taken a particularly cold turn.  Small flakes of snow had even begun to drift down the evening before.

Erin sighed as she pulled another blanket from the basket.  “Do you remember when we met Gandalf that one time, so long ago?” 

Meri nodded, a smile brightening her face as well.  “Oh yes, though it seems more than an age has passed since then.”  She reached to fluff one of the pillows.

“It’s been ever so long, oh yes!  So long since we last heard your common room songs!” 

Meri started, as did Erin.  Both turned to face each other.  “Who -?” they asked simultaneously, and at the same moment they turned as the voice – voices, rather, for now there were several – chimed once more.  

“Several years have passed since we were here last!    We hope you don’t mind, little ones from the Shire, that we’ve come back to warm up by your fire!”

Meri and Erin’s eyes grew round as supper plates as the small band of wee grey mice, whiskers caked with ice and noses pale pink against the snow caked onto their grey fur, all gathering in the corner of the bedroom.  As one, both hobbits breathed, “They’re back,” to each other, and then at the same time added, “Sevi.”

“She’ll throw a fit,” said Erin.

“Better not let her know,” whispered Meri.  The small mouse which had first spoken up wiggled its nose in Meri’s direction.  The hobbit lass couldn’t help but smile down to it.

“Do you have a room or two?  We’re chilled through and through,” it squeaked.

“And nibbles to eat, perhaps a wee treat!  We’ve come such a long way, please don’t say nay!”

Erin and Meri exchanged looks once more.  “She’ll hear their singing even from the barn,” Erin said.  “It won’t take long.”

“Well we can’t very well turn them down, they’re guests, and paying guests at that, and Sevi is always saying how a paying guest is a paying guest is a paying guest.  And there are-” Meri counted the small bunch.  “Six of them.”

Erin nodded.  “Oh, I know.  But Sevi really will not be pleased, even with the paying part.”  Hushed, she added, “When they were here last, she said they gave her a headache the size of an Oliphant.”  She took a step towards the mice.  “Wait right here while I go prepare some treats for you.  Meri will get you settled in.”

As Erin left she could hear in the room Meri gently helping the small mice up onto the bedspread, and cheerfully telling them how toasty they had been keeping the inn during the freezing nights and how many adventures they’d had since the mice had last been at the troll so long ago.  Erin winced – already the high-pitched squeaks of the mice could be heard merrily singing away, and she was all the way below by the main door.  

Under the nearest table, Warg opened one golden eye and yawned.  “Singing snacks, now, eh?” she asked.

“No, they’re paying guests!  Not for eating!” exclaimed Erin, whirling before she had a chance to lift the latch of the front door.

“Wee bard nibbles on legs,” yawned Warg, lazily showing off her rows of sharp teeth.

“What?” a new voice asked, deadpan from behind the bar, and Erin turned to find herself facing Sevilodorf’s color-drained face.

“Singing-” began Warg, but Erin nudged the creature with her toe, and hissed sharply through her teeth.

“Singing what?” asked Sevilodorf, suspicion rising in her voice as she set her ledger down on the bar’s tabletop, her quill motionless in her hand.

“Guests,” supplied Erin brightly.  Perhaps a little too brightly.  “Singing guests.”

“Erin, there are seven, I counted wrong!  One’s a wee mousey – you should see its tiny ears, it’s quite sweet,” Meri said as she appeared around the corner, then clapped her hand to her mouth.  “Whoops.”

“They’re back,” intoned Sevilodorf.  For all listening, they might well have heard the herb woman speaking her own death sentence.  Already she lifted one hand to her temple.  “Nadim will want to be the best of friends with them all, I can sense it already.”

“Perhaps,” said Meri thoughtfully, pulling up a stool and climbing onto it at the bar.  “We could bribe them.  I have a recipe for a cake with lots of cheeses in it, quite sweet really, I could add some spices and raisins, maybe some wee apple and orange slices, and maybe if we offer them the whole cake without any payment needed for it, they’ll agree not to sing?"

“Those cheeses were expensive,” said Sevi, opening her ledger.  “We can’t go giving them all away."

“And we can’t very well have you being host to an Oliphant headache all Yule, either,” said Erin, putting hands to hips. 

“Asking them not to sing would be like asking hobbits not to eat,” murmured Sevilodorf.  

“We haven’t ever tried asking them though, have we?” said Meri.

Silence.

“We haven’t!  See, I’ll just scurry up and mention your headaches and the cheese-cake to them, and we’ll see what they say.”

Before anyone could say any more on the matter, Meri was off of the stool and padding back up the inn’s wooden stairs to the room they had put the gaggle of mice in.  She knocked.  From inside, their small voices rang out merrily.

“Come in, come in, it’s warm, it’s neat, the room you’ve provided is ever so sweet!”

Meri opened the door.

“I just came with a minor question for you all,” she said, then sat down carefully on the edge of the bed.  “Do you remember the lady Sevilodorf from when you were here before?”

The mice all nodded.

“She gets horrid headaches, she really does, and we were all wondering, well – perhaps as Yule gift you could all…” Meri swallowed, she really felt quite terrible about asking.  “Could you be extra quiet while you’re here?  For her?  I’ve a recipe for a cheese cake in the kitchen that I would make you for nothing, even!”

The mice all blinked.  Then, so very quietly, so very, very softly, the tallest mouse said in the tiniest of whispers, “We are ever, ever so sorry.”

Delighted at how hushed the mouse had been in its reply, Meri said, “Oh, I would make you ten cakes!”

“Oh, no no no!” cried the mouse, squeaking, but softly.  “We’ll buy them – we really are ever so sorry!”

“Oh, no!” replied Meri, equally distressed.  “Consider them gifts.  For making sure Sevi doesn’t get any headaches.  Yule gifts.”

“You really needn’t, we shan’t even stir.”

Meri smiled.  “You’re all wonderful!” she exclaimed.  “And you shall have your cheese-cakes and we’ll make it your merriest Yule yet!”

~*~

That night, as Meri curled up in her blanket, she listened very closely.  The inn was nearly full, with visitors from all over stopping from their travels back home for their Yule times.  She smiled - the whole inn still smelled scrumptious from the wee cakes she had made, though absently she wondered why the supply of raisins, oranges, and apples had been lower than she remembered it being the day before - no matter though, she thought as she snuggled cozily under the covers.  The wind outside whistled through the trees, and pale snow was once again settling.  All was silent.  No one was stirring or singing, not even a mouse.

~~~

Apprentice Chefs

By Celebsul

Rarely do I contemplate the nature of nourishment, though I appreciate it far more than my master. He, the Eldar, Celebsul, would probably starve to death were it not for the ministrations of hobbits and humans, and, of course, the assistance of the most excellent Gambesul and myself, his apprentices. 

However, the very ancient amongst our kind are inevitably 'emaciated' in anomalous and copious ways that edible sustenance cannot counter. 

My eyes, needle sharp with elven youth, can pierce through what most other beings cannot. Through the body of my master, for instance, I discern the world beyond. He is like lace to me - a cobweb whose glittering dew draws mortal sight, while behind it, the profanity of everydayness looms vividly unseen.

"Let's make him a Midwinter meal he can't help but eat." Thus says Gambesul, out of the blue and out of character. It seems he ponders along the same threads as I, perceiving our master fading, and wishing to bind him to this earth for a little longer.

"We shall construct a recipe such as there has never been, Aerio, full of everything our master loves and with nothing that he dislikes." I stare dumbstruck while he ponders. "Hm, let me see ... he likes pastry and meat..."

Indulging Gambesul's admirable whim, I add, "Fruits and exotic spices."

Then in unison, we say, "Anything alcoholic."

~~~

We struggle valiantly to assemble the ingredients without detection by the hobbit lasses of The Burping Troll Inn, each of whom would be askance at risking precious provisions on such a hypothetical endeavor. 

While the chief cook and landlady, Meri, investigates an unusual (and invisible) disturbance outside the kitchen door, Gambesul liberates a portion of ground beef from its intended destiny as pie filling. We will ensure it achieves its ambition at some later juncture.

In the early hours of the morning, I raid the cellars. Having treated the Warg to several tasty drinks during the evening, I sneak silently past her snoring form to acquire apples and oranges, raisins and sultanas.

During a series of strategic manoeuvres, we rescue the seasonings from the inn's pantry and from Sevilodorf's medicinal supplies - cinnamon, mace and allspice.

Meanwhile, Gambesul and I also engineer an ingenious tree house high in an aged but sturdy chestnut at the hindermost edge of Erynlond. Invisible from the ground, access is by means of a rope ladder lowered by a slender cord that we conceal in a natural fissure in the trunk. 

Within the miniature house, we build a small larder, secure from prying animals and insects, and chilled by insulated ice. On a trim little table constructed by Gambesul, in a smooth wooden bowl that I fashioned for the purpose, we amalgamate all the ingredients, along with a jug-full of cider for moisture and a generous sprinkling of brandy for flavour.

Gambesul sniffs the mixture and, wearing a contented smile, hands the bowl to me. I inhale deeply and concur it is a most intriguing fragrance. We realise, however, that maturity will render our concoction even more sumptuous, so we seal it in the larder and we return every other day to replenish the moisture with further splashes of brandy.

~~~

Midwinter Day, we two conspirators are obliged to seek a collaborator. While apprentice carpenters can understand the practicalities of pastry, the ability to conjure a scrumptious crust necessitates a magical aptitude that neither Gambesul nor I possess. 

Sitting in Azaelia's cosy cottage, entertaining her precocious toddler, Tigerlily, we listen while the elven mother attempts to demystify the process.

"The secret of good pastry is to keep it cool," she says as her delicate fingers dexterously tickle the miracle into existence. "Sieving the flour adds air and makes it lighter." 

We watch enthralled as Azaelia rolls out the pastry and cuts it into two rounds that will fit the large pie case we 'borrowed' to perfection.

"Now I'll set these aside to 'rest', and I'll stoke up the stove. You two best go fetch the filling, wherever and whatever that may be."

"Tree," says Tigerlily. Then she does a jig of pleasure on her plump little legs, singing, "Mish, mash."

Gambesul and I exchange glances, and I resolve to control my cogitations more circumspectly in the presence of this hyper-perceptive child.

Off we go to retrieve our appetizing medley, returning fifteen minutes later. 

Azaelia peers into the bowl, sniffs, raises her eyebrows and asks, "What in the entirety of Arda is THIS?"

Gambesul scratches his head and admits, "It doesn't have a name."

"But what's in it?" Azaelia persists.

"Mince beef," I say.

"Minced apples and oranges," Gambesul adds.

"Raisins, spices, brandy..." I determine from Azaelia's countenance that I do not need to continue.

"Tigerlily had it right," she announces. "A mishmash, a hodgepodge. You want me to bake THIS into a pie?"

"Please," says Gambesul, visibly shrinking.

I swallow contrition and polish up my most beatific smile. "Tis a Midwinter indulgence for Master Celebsul containing all his favourite foodstuffs."

Azaelia slowly shakes her head. "I like broccoli and I like strawberry jam, but not together." She takes yet another sniff at the mixture and shakes her head again. "Oh, no matter, one mouthful of this will make Celebsul too intoxicated to notice the taste."

So saying, Azaelia promptly prepares the pie, crimping the edges together with cunningly wrought little overlaps that resemble leaves. After slicing 'chimney' holes in the top and decorating the side with a plaited pastry 'Celebsul', she places the dish into the stove to bake.

Maybe ten minutes later, while Gambesul and I help Tigerlily assemble a multifarious puzzle carved from sycamore, the kitchen begins to fill with a delectable aroma - spicy and rich - sumptuous with sweetness - saporous and mouth-wateringly savoury.

Sitting cross-legged, her pretty head cocked to one side, Tigerlily announces, "Yummy."

"Yes," her mother confesses. "It does smell much nicer than I expected."

~~~

Thus it is, when Celebsul arrives at the Inn for the Midwinter feast, he finds a massive pie, bearing his name, on the table before him. 

After inhaling the steam and inspecting the crust, he turns to stare inquisitively at Meri, Erin and Camellia.

"Don't look at us," says Meri. "It's nothing we baked. That pie is an invention of your apprentices." The hobbit lass points her chin at Gambesul and I.

Celebsul peers in our direction. "What, pray, is the name of your invention?"

Slowly opening his mouth, Gambesul begins, "Mince..."

"Yes," I hurriedly intervene, "Mince ... Mince pie!" 

Azaelia, watching from a table in the corner, rolls her eyes, but says nothing.

"Mince pie, is it?" Celebsul picks up a knife and plate, and leans over to cut a slice. He then gingerly risks a taste. A smile blooms upon his face, and his careful nibble transforms into a hearty chew before he quickly bites off a larger mouthful.

"Is it nice?" Gambesul asks, but Celebsul is thoroughly enthralled by the experience. He closes his eyes and waves a helpless hand.

"Hurry," I hiss at my ally, "before everyone else realises what they're missing."

We secure a generous portion each and sit either side of our master. Gambesul ventures a jaw-stretching chomp and, as he smiles and munches, I too dive into the delicious delights of mince pie. 

~~~

Sleigh Bells Ring

a collaboration of

Sevilodorf and ErinRua

2990 TA/ 1390 SR Westfold Village, Rohan

Splat! A loosely packed ball of snow burst in Sevilodorf's face.

"Fæder! That's not fair!" she cried, brushing away the icy particles.

"Fair? 'Tis nothing fair about war, lass. Best you and your brother learn that now," declared Nathrum, calmly tossing a second snowball directly at his son.

Nathirem spluttered as snow filled the mouth he had opened to laugh at his sister's predicament. In the next instant, the twelve year old bent down to mold his own ammunition, crying, "Get him, Sevil!"

With a laugh, Sevilodorf joined forces with her 'enemy'. In seconds, the youngsters had settled into roles well rehearsed during similar battles against their older cousins. With Nathirem's stronger and more accurate arm kept supplied by his younger sister's swift creation of suitable projectiles, it was only a matter of minutes before their father allowed himself to be defeated.

"Peace, I cry you," Nathrum said, ducking behind a snow covered pine. 

Blue eyes glowing with triumph, his son replied, "What terms will you give, sir?" 

"Let the lady name them."

Nathirem nodded to his sister. "Make it good, Sevil."

"I know just the thing," she declared. Motioning her brother to lean down, she whispered her plan. 

***

Sevilodorf clapped her hands happily, as the sledge came to a sliding halt before the door. 

"Oh, Fæder, it's wonderful!" 

Tossing the reins to his son, who sat proudly beside him, Nathrum grinned and jumped lightly down to sweep his daughter up and spin her around before setting her upon the hay piled upon the back of the sledge. 

"It certainly is, Sevilo. Would that all surrenders be so enjoyable." 

Then laughing, he reclaimed his seat and the reins. With a flourish of his whip, he called for the team to move out. Heads tossing, the mighty draft animals set the bells upon their gleaming harnesses jingling in time to the tramp of their hooves. 

***********

 4 FA /1424 SR Ithilien

Stray tossed another forkful of manure into the barrow, then leaned an elbow on the corral railing and stared across the wide courtyard of The Inn of the Burping Troll. 

"What do you make of that?" he asked, directing his question over his shoulder to the nearby Ranger.

Without turning his eyes from the hoof he was smearing with a paste Milo the hobbit had declared would cure everything from thrush to ringworm, Bob said, "You mean Nadim and Lugbac?"

"Yes," replied Stray in a carefully neutral tone.

More than one person at the Troll had difficulty looking into Lugbac's sharp toothed visage; but having accepted the offer to take up residence at the inn, Stray made a conscientious effort to accept the community's "pet orcs".

"Gives you the shivers to watch the boy with the creature?" Bob glanced at the grim man above him, then focused once more on the task before him.

"Occasionally, but that's not what I meant." Stray waited until the Ranger looked up with an inquiring expression. "What are they up to today?"

"Ah," laughed Bob. He wiped his hands and stood slowly. "All the scurrying back and forth? The secretive discussions?"

"Yes, that. Are they up to some mischief?"

"Knowing those two it will turn into some. But to give them the benefit of the doubt, I'd say they're planning Yule presents." At Stray's blank expression, Bob shrugged ruefully. "You don't remember Yule?"

Tamping firmly upon the swirling bewilderment that threatened to overwhelm whenever he tried to force a memory from before the battle upon the Pelennor Fields, Stray shook his head. 

"Well, there's more than one I'm a bit fuzzy about myself," Bob continued placidly. "But seeing as you're starting fresh, you might as well begin with the other beginners. And it will give us a good excuse for being nosy."

Before Stray had time to object, Bob called out to Nadim and Lugbac. When the Haradrim boy, recently arrived at the inn as the adopted son of Anardil and Sevilodorf, and the oversized orc reached the corral, the Ranger came directly to the point.

"What are you mischief magnets doing now?"

Nadim managed, for at least a few seconds to look affronted by the suggestion, but Lugbac immediately ducked his head and twisted his hands, the very picture of guilt.

After giving Lugbac a scornful glare, which caused the orc to cover his head with his hands and moan, Nadim declared, "We not do mischief. We earn pennies."

"Pennies? For what?" Bob asked. When the boy hesitated, he added, "For Yule?"

Nadim nodded, then said earnestly, "You not tell Kali…Modor Sev? Or Dil? It secret."

"We won't tell, if…" Bob waited until both the boy and the orc looked at him. "If you let us help you."

"Help? How you help?" The boy's dark eyes studied the two men carefully. "You have pennies?"

"Enough," Bob responded, and Stray nodded his agreement to the Ranger's dispensation of his purse. "Though from experience, mothers prefer things you make yourself over things you buy."

Nadim shook his head. "This Modor much like. She smile when she tell story. So she like."

"Sev smiled?" asked Bob, with an expression which would have earned him more than a scolding from the lady in question. That Stray's face mirrored the Ranger's incredulity was evidence of the Rohirrim woman's reputation for stoicism rather than frivolity. 

"Yes, is Dil's rule. Only tell story which make smiles," Nadim answered. "I tell when fat Qutaiba fall in dye barrel. He green all over. You want hear?"

"Later, if you will, lad. Tell me more about the story that made Sev smile."

"You know snow?" the child from the southern desert asked with great sincerity.

***

Sev looked up from the accounts she was tallying and said, "Do you hear something?"

In his chair by the fire, Anardil tipped his head. "I was about to ask you the same thing."

"Bells? I'd swear I heard bells," Sev declared, abandoning her ledger to lean over the table and peer out into the darkness. "Are the elves having a musical evening in Erynlond? Is that where Nadim went with Bob?"

"If they are, that's definitely where Bob and Nadim are not. The only way Bob can carry a tune is in a bucket." Anardil said. He left his book on his chair and joined her at the window. "There it is again."

"Well, one thing I really hope it's not is those singing mice." Sev shuddered. "Magic combined with rodents is… unnatural."

"This from a woman who trades raisins to orcs for rocks," laughed Anardil, catching her about the waist and kissing her cheek just as there was a knock on the door. 

Pulling free of Anardil's embrace, Sev opened the door to reveal Stray, who wore a dusting of new snow and a most peculiar expression, which on a much younger face would have looked like a notably guilty cross between hope and anxiety.

"Ah, hello, Mistress Sev," Stay said, with a flicker of a grin. "I am here to extend an invitation. If you should care to accept, that is."

Warily Sev peered around the man, but in the cold, shimmering dark could not see the source of the erratically tinkling bells. Which now, with the door open, seemed to be accompanied by whispering and giggles. The odd sounds emanated from somewhere in the inn's yard, but hidden from view by the bulk of the elven workshop, which formed the rest of the building wherein she and Anardil lived.

Sev crossed her arms on her chest and leveled her most intimidating gaze. "I am standing here with the door open and snow on the ground. Do I really want to know why?"

"Why, yes!" Stray blurted, shuffling two paces back before he could resume his nervous half-smile. "At least, I'm assured that you - well, that is -."

He shot a glance over his shoulder and as if on cue, Bob appeared around the corner.

"Ah, there you are!" Bob said brightly, and clapped mittened hands together, for though the snow was wet and would melt with the sunrise, the chill of winter breathed about the eaves. "Is Dil in?  We're all waiting for you."

Instantly Sev retreated into the room and reached a hand for the open door. "Anything that involves 'we're all' requires no participation from me."

Anardil appeared at Sev's shoulder and cast Bob a wryly warning glance. "Mischief, friend?  What are you about, now?  Both of you," he added, as he took in Stray's uneasy stance.

With an almost twitchy smile, Stray said, "It's a surprise, really. A very small surprise, harmless, in fact, but -."

Sev's expression went shuttered as a cellar door. "I don't do surprises. Thank you. Good night."

Only Bob's long, swift arm prevented the door slamming between them. "No, wait!"

One brow hiked, Sev drawled, "Yes?"

Behind her, Anardil silently chuckled. Bob and Stray exchanged quick glances, then Bob stuck two fingers in his mouth and gave a piercing whistle. Stray lifted one finger in a gesture to wait, and an instant later, a small form came hurtling around the corner and slid to a grinning halt.

"Modor, you come!  You must!  We make special for you, much fun, I promise!"  He plucked at her sleeve and bounced eagerly, his face nearly consumed by his enormous grin. "Please, Modor!"

"See?" said Bob, and shrugged when Sev's dark gaze fell upon him. "Special."

Still not trusting them, Sev drew a great breath and let it out slowly. "All right. I'll take a look. But if I even think you're up to some prank or joke at my expense..."

She made no overt threat, because everyone present knew none was needed. Nadim bounced happily while Bob simply grinned, and Stray stood back several yards, waiting to follow at a safe distance. Sevi took the cloak and mittens Anardil handed her and stepped out into the dark.

Their footsteps squelched in the thin layer of snow as they made their way around the shop, no voices but Nadim's giggles, which the lad muffled behind his hands as he skipped happily alongside the adults. Into the open yard, and then.... Sev stopped so fast Anardil narrowly missed colliding with her.

There in the yard stood a wagon and a team, thick shadows in the pale darkness of snow and scattered stars. It was a big, unfamiliar vehicle that had been oddly transformed into a holiday carriage, festooned with swatches of evergreen, garlands of scarlet ribbon, and sprigs of holly with bright red berries. Two lanterns hung at the front of the wagon and two hung at the tailgate, casting pools of golden light upon the snow. In the wagon, which seemed to have acquired both a mound of clean straw and every spare blanket and pillow The Burping Troll owned, crowded a merry, tittering gaggle of hobbit lasses, elves, Rangers and folk, and two or three dwarves from the nearest road crew.

But Sev's eyes fixed on the team that stood patiently in harness: two great grey horses whose big heads hung down to Milo, who fed them bits of candied apple. It was the horses' harness that jingled, their musical bells chiming whenever one of the beasts bobbed its head or shifted an enormous hoof.

"Where...?" Sev breathed.

"From the road crews," Bob replied. "This is one of their work wagons, and when we offered to keep and feed the horses while the crew was off for Yule..."

"They're..."

More titters came from the wagon, but no one laughed outright, for few remembered and none would remark upon when they might have seen Sev at a loss for words. As if in a trance, she walked forward, her wondering eyes drifting across the festive greenery, the team's muscular frames, the dark gloss of polished harness leather and the gleam of silvery bells. She stopped only when she reached the horses' heads and Milo stepped back with an ear-to-ear grin.

"Hello, fellows," she murmured and held out her hands.


Soft muzzles lowered and blew warmly upon her fingers, and she smiled, lifting one hand to stroke a heavy forelock.

"My lady..." Anardil stood nearby with a crooked grin, and when she looked at him, he swept his hand to indicate the wagon. "Your coach awaits."

Whispers and grins emanated from the wagon and Sev balked just a moment from sheer instinct. But the cascade of memories poured down the years, and when she looked at him again, her eyes were shining.

"Indeed, sir," she said, and a smile tugged her lips. "Then you must see me to my seat."

Aerio reached down from the wagon as Anardil made a step of his knee, and together they saw Sev safely on board and to a place up front beside the driver. One of the dwarves held the reins, and though his braided beard hid his smile, welcome shone clearly in his eyes.

"Shall we commence?" he asked.

"If you please, sir," Sev said, and took the lap blanket Meri handed up to her and spread it upon her knees.

The dwarf looked back once to make sure all were aboard, including Bob, Stray, and a broadly-grinning Nadim, then with a sharp cry, he snapped the reins and the team surged into motion. Heavy hooves dug in and thick necks arched as the wagon tires churned across the yard and over all, the rhythmic ring of bells filled the night.

"Where are we going?" Sev asked above the merry cacophony, and the dwarf simply chortled a laugh.

"Does it matter?" he asked. "We're bringing everything we need along with us!"

Indeed, Sevi looked over her shoulder to see hampers had magically appeared, and the hobbit lasses were passing out sweets and treats and tall pint mugs, while the elves produced gleaming bottles. The warm scents of mulled wine and spiced cider touched Sev's senses, and Bob handed a cup past her and into the driver's hand. Nadim jostled past Bob and hung over the back of the wagon seat, starlight whitening his smile.

"Here, Modor!"  In his hand lay a slightly mashed piece of cake in a crumpled cotton serviette. "Meri make!"

Another dazzling grin and the lad popped back down to sit sandwiched between Bob and Milo. Sev studied the cake in her hand bemusedly and then looked forward over the horses' backs. Their broad haunches drove at a steady, clipping pace and their heads bobbed in time with the harness bells. Overhead, the night sky bore tatters of clouds and patches of stars, while the wagon jiggling steadily beneath her. After a few moments, a warm presence leaned over the wagon seat, and a long arm wrapped her securely from behind while a familiar stubbled cheek brushed against hers.

"What do you think, meleth nín?" Anardil asked softly.

"Were you in on this plot?" she asked dryly.

"As a matter of fact..." His breath tickled her ear in a silent laugh. "No. The rascals thought it all up without me. Would that I had thought of it. I could have thus requested proper gratitude, later."

Sev blessed the rumbling, jingling, clip-clopping racket that hid the intimate purr of her beloved's voice, and the shadows that hid the rush of blood to her face.

"You are a scoundrel," she hissed.

"Of course. Which is why you love me."

His lips grazed her cheek ere he settled back into his seat, and the wagon jinglety-rumbled on. Before her stretched a road silver in starlight, while behind her rang voices of gaiety and joy. Another chorus of voices abruptly acquired a high, squeaky pitch, shrill and piping and altogether unmusical, and a shock of recognition reverberated through Sev. She pivoted in her seat to see a gallery of guilty stares, and in their midst, several very tiny figures sitting atop a hamper. All seven of the mice abruptly went silent, and the wagon rumbled ominously alone.

Sev stared at them, the mice stared at her, then one of them stood on its tiny haunches and chirped, "We're sorry, Mistress Sevi, just as sorry as can be. We promise you won't hear a peep, no, not a peep from we."

As everyone anxiously awaited her response, she heaved a longsuffering sigh. It was Yule, after all.

"Oh, never mind," she replied. "Just ... try not to hit any high notes."

When she turned to face forward, the sounds of merriment instantly resumed, though without the squeaks of shrill mousy voices.

Soon, snatches of song dissolved into laughter and Sev tasted her cake with a smile. Other voices rose, a jest, a remembrance, a gale of laughter, and she smiled while sweetness filled her mouth. The driver said nothing, just sipped his cup while the lines rested easy in his free hand, saving only the occasional "hup!" or "giddap" to keep the team trotting along.

Sev rather wished Anardil sat up here with her, instead of handing her up as if she deserved some sort of tribute. But another glance back showed him laughing, his head thrown back at some jest Halbarad made, while Nadim crowded close against his adoptive father's side, his whole little face alight with glee. Around them shone the faces of those she regarded as friends and family, and her gaze touched particularly on the hobbit lasses, Meri, Erin and Camellia, the elves Carcharien and Pippin with their faces turned to the heavens, Halbarad and Elanna nestled together, Celebsul and Aerio toasting each other with brimming cups, Azaelia secure in her husband's embrace with their blessed elven child in their arms, even Stray holding a mug and smiling at nothing or everything.

And all of them, all of them were illumined in starlight and joy, shining in the snowy night to the quick-step tramp of horses' hooves and the merry, endless chime of harness bells. Sev lifted her eyes to the glittering stars and smiled.

~ * ~

Sleigh bells ring, are you listening,
In the lane, snow is glistening
A beautiful sight,
We're happy tonight.
Riding in a winter wonderland.

Gone away is the bluebird,
Here to stay is a new bird
He sings a love song, as we go along,
Riding in a winter wonderland.


Later on, we'll conspire,
As we dream by the fire
To face unafraid, 
The plans that we've made,
Riding in a winter wonderland.

Apologies to Dick Smith and Felix Bernard for mangling their song

~~~

Over the River and Through the Woods

By Sevilodorf, ErinRua and Celebsul

Beneath the flickering light of a lantern, Lugbac lowered his bulk onto the sturdy stump placed beside the barn door for just that purpose.  After a quick check for prying eyes, the mighty orc wiggled his hand into the narrow space between the stump and the wall. A wide sharp-toothed grin split his face as his questing fingers touched cold metal. 

"There thy is, tha gormless chuff."

A long wooden splinter drove itself into Lugbac's palm when he jerked his hand free and surged to his feet as a shadow detached itself from the darkness. 

"Gubbitch!" The orc's surprised greeting of his chief was followed by a decidedly guilty, "What's tha doing here?" 

"Came for a drink, so I did." The orc chieftain's toothy smile vanished as he smacked the taller orc on the side of the head. "Tha daft lizard-eater, why else would I be freezing me toes off aside to come after thee? Me job, ain't it? Given me by king his-sen." 

Rubbing his ear and hunching his shoulder, Lugbac looked puzzled. "Titch should've told thee where I was. I made him promise, even told him he could have two of me rocks if he did me chores. He did do 'em, din't he?"

Gubbitch rolled his yellow-green eyes to the sky and muttered, "Worst punishment I ever got were being saddled with likes of thee." Then in a louder voice, he said, "Course he told me, Titch is a reet responsible lad. Told me tha were needed here to finish up work on Sev's place."

"That's reet," Lugbac exclaimed eagerly. "I helped Celebsul and Aerio put roof on. They said I'm good at it. Only hit me thumb once." He held out a large grimy hand for inspection.

The orc chief grabbed the extended appendage and turned it palm up to reveal the embedded splinter, black blood oozing from the wound. Ignoring Lugbac's protests, Gubbitch grasped the fragment of wood between his sharp nails and ripped it free of the surrounding flesh. 

Dropping the now howling orc's hand, Gubbitch said, "Suck on it, tha ninny-hammer or I'll have Sev pour one of her potions on it."

Instantly, Lugbac popped his hand in his mouth, and sucked noisily.

"Right, now before I gets frostbite, explain why it took thee a fortneet to put on one roof. Seeing that tha's so good at it."

"A fortneet," mumbled Lugbac around the hand in his mouth, then his eyes glazed over as he held up one finger at a time on his remaining hand and began a garbled reckoning of his activities. 

"Don't talk with tha mouth full," Gubbitch scolded and gave Lugbac's ear a sharp flick. 

Clapping his counting hand over his ear, Lugbac took the other from his mouth and inspected it closely before wiping it on his shirt. 

"Tell it again," commanded Gubbitch and settled upon the stump with his arms folded.

With many back tracks and side trips to describe the food the hobbit lasses were stockpiling for Yule, the carving that Gambesul had done on the bed for Sev's adopted son, the rabbits Warg caught in the pasture, and the greenery hung by the elves to decorate the common room, Lugbac told how he had passed his days at the inn and was just getting ready to walk home when Gubbitch showed up.

"And that's everything tha's been up to?" Gubbitch asked with narrowed eyes.

"Then, well, uh…" Lugbac's voice fell to a whisper, "went to Henneth Annûn."

"Ain't I told thee to stay clear of that place? Them Rangers there still want your guts for that time you let the pigs out on market day." 

"That was a mistake."

"Everything tha does is a mistake," retorted his chief. "If it ain't one thing, it's another. What business tha have there?"

"Went to blacksmith's." Lugbac closed his eyes tightly, then slowly opened one to see Gubbitch shaking his head.

"Tha's got nerve, even if tha's no brains. Tha dropped an anvil on bellow boy's toes last time tha were there, didn't thee?"

"Wasn't anvil, was a wheel."

"Didn't make much difference to his toes, did it? Tha didn't go alone. Did Sev take thee?"

"No. Bob and Sev's boy and… and…" Lugbac struggled to remember the man's name, then ended lamely with, "that other fellow. Not a Ranger. The other one who don't like me."

"There's plenty of folk who don't like thee. Was it Sev's man? Him without an arm?"

"No, not him. Was a secret for him too. So he couldn't be told. That's what Bob said."

"Aye, and Bob's a good one for keeping folk out of trouble, ain't he?" responded the orc chief sarcastically. "If it weren't a Ranger, it must have been that new fellow. Straynger. Hobbit lasses call him Stray."

"Him, yes, it was him," said Lugbac. "He don't like me, but he likes Sev's boy. So he helped us. Bob too."

"Helped do what?"

"Make a present for Sev and her man. Sev's boy and me had four pennies. But it weren't enough. Bob and other one…"

"Stray."

"Stray," Lugbac repeated. "They give us six more, and another one for horehound drops. Tha want one?" 

The wrinkles in Gubbitch's nose deepened. "No, I don't want one. What I want is for thee to finish this tale afore it starts snowing again."

"Won't snow no more tonight. Milo said, and he allus knows. Says his bones tell him, but …" 

"Lug…" growled Gubbitch.

"… oh reet, we needed bells. Lots and lots of bells."

"Bells? What kind of bells?" 

Lugbac pointed to the gap between the stump and the barn. "I kept one. They was so jingling…"

Gubbitch stood, then slid his hand behind the stump and pulled out a harness bell. Shaking it, he nodded. "Lots of noise. Hobbits would like. But Sev. She likes things plain, and quiet."

"But she liked these." Lugbac launched into another long-winded story about borrowing a team and wagon from the road crews, and how everyone kept it a secret from Sev until tonight when they filled the wagon with hay and everyone went for a ride. "She liked it plenty. She told me so, when they come back. Give me a hug, she did."

"Tha didn't go on this ride?" 

"Nah, Sev's man and that Stray fellow, they wouldn't have had any fun if I were there."

Gubbitch's fangs gleamed in an almost kindly smile. "That were a reet nice thing for tha to do."

"Bob said so too. Said to make up for missing it tonight, he'd give us a ride tomorrow."

"Us? Us who?"

"Thee, me and lads. Said he'd come to trading spot at midday. He'll bring food too. Pumpkin and apple pies, bread, one of Warg's rabbits roasted with herbs, and …a whole lot more, I can't remember. And then ... no, I can't tell, that's a secret. Meri told me not to tell."

 "If it's a hobbit secret, it's got to do with food."

"Not this one." Lug clapped his hand over his mouth.

Gubbitch laughed and punched Lugbac's arm. "I'll weasel it out of thee afore we get to lightning tree. See if I don't. Get tha gear, and let's be walking. Have to get our lads washed and brushed fer company."

After Lugbac retrieved his blanket roll from the barn, and the pair of them made sure the place was securely closed up, they started home.

Tinkling the bell between his gnarled fingers, Gubbitch muttered, "Meri, hm. Gloves is it? She's knit some gloves?"

"Nope, not gloves."

"Socks then?"

"Nope."

"Hankies?" 

"Nah."

"Not ruddy dickybows, is it?"

"What's them?"

"Oh never mind…"

~~~

Under a bright winter sun, Nadim sat in the back of the wagon as it rocked and jingled its way towards the trading glen. A big grin brightened his face at the prospect of a hayride and picnic with the local orcs, though a surreptitious look at the stern human faces to either side of him suggested his glee went unshared. The young lad really couldn't understand the inability of his adopted father, Anardil, and the new arrival at the inn, Stray, to view the prospect with equal joy. Although both had managed to overcome their reluctance in order to ensure an enjoyable Yule for Gubbitch and his gang. But then, older folk seemed more set in their ways and less likely to adjust. Whereas almost everything in Nadim's short life constantly changed, if only lately for the better.

Thinking about his father's missing arm, he could understand how some wounds could never heal and therefore never be forgotten or forgiven. He supposed that looking at orcs - any orcs - reminded Anardil and Stray of war and pain. Bob, up in the driver's seat, didn't seem to have that problem, but then Bob was younger in his head than his body, or so Modor Sev liked to say.

A fat little robin perched on the edge of the wagon as they rolled along, and it peered at him through tiny black eyes. Enchanted, for there were no such birds where Nadim originally came from, the boy forgot all about the cares of adults, and he whistled and watched the robin listen by cocking its head from side to side.  

When they entered the trading field, the bird flew off and Stray shuddered visibly at the small crowd of orcs awaiting them. Titch separated from the main group and dashed across on his stunted legs to meet them.

"Got sugar fer horses," he called, and Bob slowed the wagon so that the little orc could feed the two towering grays. 

Nadim, who wondered if the horses would be as wary of orcs as men were, stared on in admiration as Titch, no bigger than himself, held out gnarled palms full of lump sugar for the plodding horses.

After that, Bob slid along the bench a fraction and hauled Titch up beside him, saying, "Let's get this show on the road."

The wagon jolted to a halt and soon all the orcs were piled upon the hay in the back of the wagon. There Stray and Anardil passed hampers to Gubbitch who sat with his back to the driver's bench. Nadim moved to sit beside the orc chieftain.

"That one food," the boy explained, pointing. "And that one drink and gifts."

"Gifts?" Gubbitch asked, casting a sly glance at Lugbac. "Would them be belts by any chance?"

Nadim carefully analyzed those words, spoken in broad orc dialect, before shaking his head. "They surprise from hobbits. No guesses."

Staring at Nadim with an expression that would have grown men reaching for their swords, Gubbitch said quietly, "No guesses? Then tha better give gifts out afore this lot get their curiosity going."

Looking around at the other orcs, Nadim could detect a fair amount of gleefulness but the only curiosity in evidence was in the drumming of Gubbitch's fingers on one of the hampers. Opening the other hamper, Nadim pulled out a paper-wrapped package a little smaller than his hand.

"You want first."

Gubbitch almost choked on a snigger. "Nah, gi it to Titch. He allus wants to be first."

Hearing his name, Titch shoved his way between two larger orcs to stare avidly at the gift. Nadim looked from one orc to the other, then shrugged and passed the parcel to the small orc. 

"From hobbits. They make. Me and Lugbac help. It much work."

"Hobbits?" Titch sniffed at the paper and smiled a toothy grin that caused Stray to wince, and Anardil to wrap his arm protectively about Nadim's waist. "Apple and cinnamon."

Quick as a wink, Titch ripped off the paper to reveal a round red orb from which he promptly bit a large chunk. Foam began to burble from his mouth and his yellow eyes bulged. As the other orcs hooted with laughter, the little orc hung his head over the side of the wagon and spat vigorously.

"Not apple to eat," Nadim declared wiggling free of his father's hold and distributing the remaining packets. "It soap. To make clean."

"So it is," declared Gubbitch opening his package and examining it carefully. "Well, it's off to a reet good start, Titch's mouth's muckiest part of him."

While Nadim attempted to puzzle out the meaning of the orc chief's words, Titch spat another mouthful of aromatic bubbles, and commenced to prove those words accurate. Awestruck by the proficiency of the orc's cursing, the three men gaped, openmouthed, while his fellow orcs cheered Titch on. Then remembering his fatherly duties, Anardil nudged Gubbitch and gestured to Nadim.

"Reet thy are. Sev'll be chuffin' angry at her boy hearin' such talk." The orc chief took Titch by the neck and gave him a shake to silence him, then ordered, "Lugbac, feed 'im another piece if he opens his mouth."

"Reet, chief," Lugbac said, then frowned. "It don't have to be mine, does it?"

"Use what's left of his," answered Gubbitch, then directed his lads to tuck their gifts into their shirts. "Might be a good idea to pass pie around afore another of lads takes to cleaning out his mouth."

Nadim truly thought it a marvelous thing, a blue-sky day, the jostling creak of the wagon, and the steady jingling rhythm of harness bells. Already the snow was melting on the ground, shrinking to sodden rags beneath the bare trees' skeletal arms. The orcs muttered amongst themselves in their guttural tongue as slabs of pie appeared from the hampers. Gubbitch only had to whack two of the lads - "Mind tha grabby fingers, tha great gom!" - and it really didn't matter how much apple pie filling slopped into the hay beneath them.

Nadim giggled at but knew better than to emulate the way Lugbac sucked the sweet juices off his hands by stuffing each thick, clawed finger into his mouth to the third knuckle.  Instead, he ate his piece with sticky care, and when finished, he let Anardil wipe his fingers and the tip of his nose with a moistened handkerchief.  Even Stray, hunched somewhat sourly beside Gubbitch, appeared to savor his pie with evident pleasure.

And that quick, the hobbit-made repast vanished, leaving behind only sugar-shiny grins, satisfied belches of a merry little band of orcs, and crumbs too small for mice to consider. Sated, the company settled back into the hay as the horses' steady hooves kept time to the wagon's rhythmic rumble, 

"Well, now," asked Titch, "what else we do?"

"Have rock chuckin' contest?" suggested a thin orc with black bristly hair.

"No, tha daft chuff, it's a wagon ride!"

"Count nose hairs!" cried an orc with four iron rings through his left nostril. "Who has the most wins."

Anardil abruptly coughed into his fist, and Gubbitch reached to clout the last speaker behind the ear.

"What's that for?" the orc cried in wounded tones, but Gubbitch simply resettled himself, arms crossed, with an air of vast disgust.

"I know!" blurted Titch, and heads turned to regard the little orc hanging over the back of the wagon seat.  "We could sing!"

Several sets of eyes stared, three of them human, and Stray's would surely be on stalks did they start any further from his head. Nadim wondered if a gob of apple had lodged in the poor man's throat, the way he labored to swallow.

Titch meanwhile shrank into himself with a woeful look.  "Well, we could."

Gubbitch cocked a jaundiced eye and rubbed one ragged finger alongside his nose.  "And wi' this lad and his sharp ears right here, just what does tha want lads to sing?"

"Well ..." Titch's unlovely face crumpled in a grimace of unhappy thought.

"I know a song or two."

The battery of eyes shifted to the driver's seat, where Bob cast a quick, impish grin over his shoulder.

"I dare say Anardil would even know the words," he added.

"A-hem!"

Anardil cleared his throat sharply, but Bob simply faced forward, popped the lines against the horses' rumps, and laughed.

"Ah, now, Dil, we weren't always old and wicked," he said, as the bells jingled to a quicker tempo. "Think back, brother. What songs did we sing on a merry, sunny day, when we were foolish lads, hm?"

Bob began to hum, not altogether tunefully, but while Nadim eyed his elders doubtfully, the growing smile on his father's face said that the somewhat abused melody struck a chord of recognition and amusement. Even Stray began to nod along with the music.

"So," Bob continued, "how about something like this."

Then he took a deep breath and began to sing, and it mattered not at all how sweet the tune.

Over the river and through the woods
To The Burping Troll we go.
The horse knows the way for he goes every day
It's just down the road you know.

Nadim's eyes widened when Anardil chuckled and began to sing along:

Over the river and through the woods,
Trot fast there, dapple gray;
Spring o'er the ground just like a hound,
For it's Titch's turn to pay

The little orc squawked, but the others laughed in a guttural, cackling rumble, and Anardil and Bob continued their serenade, with Stray frowning as he tossed occasional snippets of verse into the mix.

Over the river and through the woods,
Oh, how the wind does blow.
It stings the toes and bites the nose
As down the road we go. 

The orcs' tuneless grumble grew louder and Nadim barely smothered a giggle with both hands, for not a one of the creatures knew the words, nor less could carry a tune.


Over the river and through the woods
And straight through the inn's front gate.

It seems that we go so dreadfully slow;
It is so hard to wait. 

Stray's voice grew stronger, much to his own visible surprise, and Bob laughed and reached back to clap the man on his shoulder, and Nadim smiled simply because everyone around him smiled, albeit most with varying degrees of hideousness.

"What say you, friend?" Bob cried with a laugh. "If there's a song lurking in that absent memory of yours, I'd say all is not lost."

"Indeed," Stray replied with a one-sided smile. "There are far worse things a man could dredge from the cellars of his mind."

"So, what's the final verse, Bob?" asked Anardil, and Nadim hunched forward, grinning broadly, to see what his adopted uncle would devise for a song clearly changed from its original form.

"Well, let's see," Bob said, and popped the reins again, crying, "Hey-up, there, lads!"

Again, the bells jangled to brighter notes while Bob hummed a sort of fractured "la-la-la-dee-dah" for several bars and some of the orcs growled along.  While he did, Nadim smiled up at the chill, clear sky and felt his father's hand brush his hair, and when he looked back down, it was to meet Gubbitch's yellow gaze. The gnarled old orc closed one scabrous eyelid in a wink, and for that instant, Nadim wondered who else lived sealed behind the ugliness of their physical form.

Then Gubbitch took a deep breath and in gravelly tones, sang the final verse to a winter's ride on a wagon with merry-bells:

Over the river and through the woods,
That's the hobbit lass I spy.
Hurrah for fun; the pudding's done;
Hurrah for the pumpkin pie.

Hurrah for fun; the pudding's done;
Hurrah for the pumpkin pie!
~~~
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