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​Collecting Cinders

It was too early to decorate for Wintertide.

A full moon and then some too early.

Elara knew this.

But it didn’t change that she stood at the table in their dining room with the maids and Hilde tying branches into snowflakes. She needed a distraction, and decorating the house for if...when...her papa returned was today’s distraction. 

“Dam Hilde.” Their page stuck his head in the room. “Dam Paulina asked that I fetch you for your lessons.”

Hilde rolled her eyes. Not yet seventeen, she still hadn’t learned to appreciate her mother’s influence. As much as it crushed Elara when her mama died, she was glad she had lost her mama as a child, and not an adolescent. Elara had rarely felt terrible toward her mama in the ten years she had had her. 

“Tell her I promised to teach you a new dance I made up.” Elara smiled encouragingly at Hilde. “She might let you go early for it.”

“Will you really?” Hilde brightened. 

“Yes, I think I finally got the steps the way I want them. You can help me test it.” Elara nodded toward the door. “But you need to finish your lessons first.”

“Thank you!” Hilde dusted off her hands and hurried out of the dining room. 

“Has there been any news, Dam Elara?” Their page fiddled with a button on his vest.

“Not yet.” Elara braved a smile for him. “But we’ll have the house looking beautiful and festive when my father returns.”

“Oh, I thought...” The page cleared his throat and scratched at the barely there beard on his chin. 

“Go ahead.” Elara encouraged him to speak his mind. 

“Well, I overheard Dam Paulina crying that she’d lost two husbands now. So I thought there had been news.”

“My stepmother is just worried.” Elara tried to assure him. Her papa missing for three weeks certainly didn’t mean he was dead. She swallowed hard but forced her smile to stay on her face as she looked at their page and maids surrounding her. “I will let all of you know as soon as I have any updates. The search party is meant to return again today for more supplies. Herr Hugh Arnes promised to stop by and give me an update.”

“Thank you, dam.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Elara imagined her smile didn’t either. Magnus, her big, fluffy, white snow dog, whimpered at her feet, pushing his head into her waist. Elara threaded her fingers through his fur to scratch his ears. He sent her the image of her papa standing in the dining room with them. 

“I know, boy. Papa will be home soon.” She bent and kissed Magnus’s brow before going back to tying snowflakes out of the branches the servants had brought in. Her papa would be home soon. She couldn't lose faith. 

The king’s recorders traveled all over the mountainous kingdom of Nixheim. Elara’s papa was an old hand at navigating through the forests. He had a good relationship with the fae who lived among the trees. And the fae had taught him how to avoid the yotnar, giant ape-like creatures who used their frozen breath to semi-freeze their prey so they could thaw them out and eat them alive. He even knew where the velnir, massive snow-white birds that could kick up an icy wind at will, nested during the winter, protecting their single egg with their lives, as they would only lay one in their lifetime. If anyone could survive three weeks in the frozen landscape, it was her papa. She had to keep believing he’d come home.

The rest of the day passed from one distracting activity to another. The Wintertide decorations took the entire morning and part of the afternoon. Once Hilde finished her lessons with Paulina, Elara shifted to work on the new dance with Hilde. When they’d tired of that, Elara went into the kitchen and asked their cook to teach her another recipe. Paulina tutted at learning to cook, but Elara ignored her. She enjoyed cooking, and it kept her mind off the fact that Hugh still hadn’t come by. 

But after dinner, Elara’s patience—and ability to create things to do—ran out.

She determined to go over to Millie’s and see if Hugh had made it back yet. If she was lucky, maybe Gideon would be visiting. 

Elara was proud of Gideon for earning the position of the prince’s man-at-arms, but she missed her best friend. It had been moons since she’d seen him. His parents were dear to her, too; they’d been closer than family when her mama passed. And his brothers, though significantly older than her, had always been kind. 

But none of them were Gideon. 

Elara moved into the sitting room for her boots, cloak, and gloves, Magnus at her heels, when someone knocked on the door.

She ran, throwing manners to the wind as she skidded around the corner and yanked open the door before any page or maid could beat her to it.

Hugh and Gideon stood at the door.

“Gid!” For a moment, all the anxiety about her papa missing faded as Gideon smiled down at her. 

His black beard was longer than last she saw him, though still not quite long enough for the braids their fathers wore. He wore his fur-trimmed red cloak, which marked him as the prince’s Man at Arms, along with the sword of the royal guard. He held himself taller now too, more confident, more in control.

Elara momentarily forgot how to breathe. 

Magnus pushed past her, jumping up to put his front paws on Gideon's shoulders and lick his cheek.

“Hello, Magnus.” Gideon chuckled and looked around the great oaf to Elara. “Hello, El. It’s good to see you.”

“May we come in, Elara?” Hugh pulled her attention to him, his face grim. 

“Of course.” Elara stepped aside, her anxiety returning tenfold. “How is the search going?”

Hugh didn’t answer, and Gideon kept his attention on Magnus, not her, as they moved to the sitting room. 

Elara’s heart beat faster than a charging reindeer as she sat down near the fire and motioned for Gideon and Hugh to do the same. She pulled Magnus close, burying her fingers deep in his fur and gripping it tightly. Magnus sent her the image of her papa sitting there with them and whined. Hugh rubbed a tired hand over his face and carded his fingers through his long, graying beard, avoiding the silver beads braided in. 

“There’s no trace of Brand anywhere, Elara. The king has promised to send out another search party when spring returns, but the passes are getting worse, and soon the heavy snow will be here in the valley, too. We can’t risk continuing the search, at least not for the foreseeable future.”

Elara stared at Gideon and Hugh as the walls of her sitting room closed in on her. Winter was about to get significantly colder. There was no way her papa could survive the plummeting temperatures exposed in the mountains.

“But the fae?” Surely they’d seen her papa. He always sought them out when he traveled for the king.

“We couldn’t find them. I don’t know why. We did everything your pa always did, but nothing worked to gain us passage into their wood. I had three teams who all ended up circling it instead of getting through it. I’m so sorry, Elara. We’ve done all we can.”

She should have been prepared for this. But hearing it, hearing what she went to bed every night fearing, sucked the air out of her lungs. Her eyes blurred with tears as blackness crept into the edges of her vision. 

“Deep breaths.” Gideon dropped to the wooden floor beside her chair and brushed her black curls over her shoulder. His touch grounded her, just as it always had, and the room came back into focus. 

Elara wished it hadn't. 

Magnus whimpered, and Elara let go of him before he could send her another image of her papa.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Elara.” Hugh reached over from his chair to put a strong hand on her knee, just like her papa would have done. “Would you like me to be the one to tell Paulina and Hilde?”

“No.” Elara swallowed and wiped back her tears. Another deep breath as Gideon rubbed her shoulder gave her the strength to lock her grief behind a wall of ice. She’d lost one parent already. She could pull herself together long enough to tell her stepmother and stepsister what had happened. 

“Let Pa do it.” Gideon squeezed her shoulder. “You need time.” 

Clarity flooded her mind at Gideon's words. It was time to act. Before the temperatures dropped. Before it really was too late. She could grieve later.

Or never.

Elara stood, instantly regretting the loss of Gideon’s touch.

“No, I need to be the one to tell them. I’m the head of the estate now; it’s my responsibility.” She let out a shuddering breath and squared her shoulders. “I need to reassure Paulina that she and Hilde have a home here, that nothing is changing.”

“El, stop.” Gideon stood and put both hands on her shoulders, turning her to look at him. The care in his dark eyes threw Elara back to their years growing up together, how he’d grabbed her shoulders just like this when they played, how he’d been her rock when her mama passed, the hours they spent dancing her made up dances together, and the dreams she’d secretly harbored that someday he’d return the feelings she held for him. 

But that’s all they’d been. Dreams.

“No, Gid.” Elara reluctantly shook off his grounding touch. He couldn’t be her rock this time. The king had chosen him. “Go back to protecting Prince Aundun. I’ll make things work. We’ll be fine.”

“Let her do it, son. Brand didn’t tend a blossom raising Elara. He planted a tree.” Hugh stood and patted Elara’s shoulder as he spoke to her. “If you need anything, let Millie know. You and yours will always be welcome in our home.”

“Thank you.” Elara swallowed hard at the offer. Seeing Millie now would be her undoing. Rather than let her mind think on it, she showed Hugh and Gideon out. Magnus followed close behind. 

Gideon stopped on the step before she could shut the door and pulled her into a hug. His arms wrapped tightly around her, holding her like she’d only dreamed of him doing as she clung to the fur lining his cloak. For a millisecond, Elara thought that maybe, just maybe, he cared for her more than as his childhood friend. 

But he backed away almost as suddenly as he’d pulled her to him. 

“I’ll make time to be around more.” He straightened the fur around his collar. 

Elara nodded. It was a nice thing to say, but she knew better than to take him seriously. She and Gideon had grown up, and with growing up, they’d been forced to grow apart. There would be no grounding presence this time around. This time, Elara would have to shoulder the weight alone.

Gideon looked like he might protest her lack of comment, but Hugh grabbed his arm and pulled him out to the snow-covered street where sleighs slid past. She hated it, but Hugh was right. The coldest part of winter was coming, and it was too dangerous for the king’s men to keep searching. 

Elara closed the door behind them and rested her forehead against the wood. Magnus pushed his head into her waist and whimpered. She shouldn't, but Elara put her hand on his head anyway. Again, he sent the image of her papa. She let go of Magnus as one more tear escaped down her cheek, which she swiped away.

There would be time for tears later. Now was the time to act. It was time to tell Paulina and Hilde the news. And then, she needed to see about an alternative to the king’s men searching for her papa.

Everything would work out. Elara would make sure of it.

She wouldn’t let Papa down. 

<///>

One Year Later

Elara wrapped the worn fur-lined cloak tightly around her as she walked home in the dark, trying to keep as much of the cold out as she could with her basket of cinders still on her arm. At some point, she’d replace the cloak with one of the others still in her closet. But this one still kept the wind out, mostly, and the fur lining still had most of the fur. It could make it till next winter, or the one after that. 

The moon climbed above the horizon, though it was only late afternoon and people still walked the streets. The dark moons were upon them, and the bitter chill had arrived early. Elara pulled her hood further over her head, trying to keep the cold off her ears, while hoping she could sneak by the Arnes’s home unnoticed. 

She failed at both.

“Elara!” Millie called from her door. “Come in a moment and warm up.”

Elara hesitated, hoping she could pretend she hadn’t heard her. 

“I know you heard me.” Millie put her hands on her hips, reminding Elara of when she and Gideon would get into trouble as children. “Don’t you dare tell me no. I promised your ma I’d look after you. I won’t be breaking my promise.”

“Just for a moment.” Elara still hadn’t found a good way around that argument in the year since her papa had gone missing. “I need to get home and make dinner. Hilde doesn’t cook well.”

Millie ushered her inside and into her sitting room. She sat in a chair next to the fire and gestured for Elara to do the same. “You should all come to dinner again. My cook complains that it’s only Hugh and me to cook for now that all the boys have moved out.” 

“Thank you, but we don’t want to impose.” Elara hedged, choosing to stand close to the fire rather than sit. Her cloak and clothes were filthy from cleaning all day, and would ruin their good furniture. Elara appreciated Millie’s willingness to host them, but she already owed her and Hugh more than she could ever possibly repay without the dinner invites Millie thrust upon her every chance she could. Besides, it was Elara’s own fault she was in this mess. She got them into it, and she needed to be the one to get them out of it. 

“Nonsense.” Millie waved her off and pointed to a basket of firewood. “And that is for you.”

Elara shook her head. “I’ll just take your cinders, like always. They’re plenty for us.”

“Only because you’ve closed off all but two rooms of your house,” Millie huffed. “Please, Elara, Mother Land knows you need it. Take the firewood this time. We’re in the dark moons now. Call it an early Wintertide gift if it makes you feel better, but please take it.”

“You need it for when Hugh hosts dignitaries from the other cities and when your sons come home with their families.” Elara glanced around the entry room, trying to find where Millie had hidden the cinders from yesterday's fires.

“Your ma would want you to take the firewood.” Millie tried again.

“Honestly, Millie.” Elara laughed at the absurdity of the argument. Her mother would have wanted a lot of things, none of which were possible in Elara’s reality. “Just the cinders, please.”

“You’re as stubborn as your ma was,” Millie complained as she stood and rang for a maid.

“How may I help you, Dam Millicent?” A young maid came into the room. 

“Will you bring me the basket of cinders, please?” Millie smiled at the maid.

“At once, dam.” The maid slipped from the room and returned a moment later with a basket full of the blackened remains of logs that had burned in the house’s fireplaces.

“Thank you
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