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      Elbriarien sighed with relief when she glanced over the edge of the cliff, down the path. The scenic view partway down the rock face, overlooking the harbor, appeared to be unoccupied. Though it was the middle of the work week, and not a rest day, she’d still worried that a family might have snuck off to have a picnic on this beautiful, late spring morning.

      Clouds dotted the blue sky with the precision of a master artist. The water beyond the yellowed, limestone cliffs sparkled in the sunlight. Ships with multiple masts and sails moved leisurely, like grand old aunties too dignified to run anymore. Even the wind cooperated, only gusting now and again instead of a steady onshore blow.

      She looked over at Mara who carried their picnic basket. While El, as an Ice Elf, was much stronger than a Human, Mara, as a fire elemental, was even stronger, and so had insisted on bearing the weight. She didn’t look that strong, though, being much shorter than El, her body athletically slim and ethereally beautiful. She had a thin face with a pointed nose, sharp chin, and classically high cheekbones. Her golden skin glowed in the light of the sun. Amber eyes held joy now, instead of sorrow. She wore her auburn hair up in a messy bun, with two silver sticks poking out, each having little silver charms of snow cones dangling from them. El had given them to her as a Longest Night present—and had received in return a necklace with a fire opal that she wore constantly.

      Today, Mara dressed in a short red-orange tunic with no sleeves and brown trousers that went down to her calves. Sturdy sandals wound their way around her feet and up muscular calves.

      Mara gave El a big smile that warmed her heart, then El turned and started down the path to the overlook.

      Everything had to go well today. El had a speech planned and red promise-ribbons tucked away in one of the pockets of her white cotton dress. Though she was no longer in the cold north, she still wore long sleeves and robe-like dresses that went down to her ankles, with an equally long vest, today’s being sage-colored, like the little shrubs dotting the ground. She kept herself cool using a cantrip, basically, a bit of magic native to Ice Elves that would automatically keep her warm enough in the north, or cool enough down here, on the southern-most tip of the continent.

      As they wound down the steep incline, El started hearing noises. The wind constantly shifted directions, so she wasn’t exactly certain what they were and where they were coming from. Was there some sort of wild animal up ahead?

      Nothing dangerous would wander this close to the large city of Osirholm. Plus, between her ice magic and Mara’s fire magic, they could take care of themselves.

      Only as they grew close to the overlook that El realized people were already occupying the spot and that the noises were coming from them.

      Bedroom noises.

      Elves, and in particular, Ice Elves, did not blush. El certainly didn’t. She had more control than that.

      Her cheeks may, perhaps, have grown a bit warm when she realized what the couple who’d gotten there ahead of them was doing in such an isolated, secluded location.

      El turned to Mara and indicated that they needed to go back up the trail.

      Mara didn’t move, but gave her a teasing grin instead.

      “Ye sure about that, lass? Could join ’em, have some fun,” Mara said.

      El’s cheeks did not grow warmer at the suggestion.

      “No, thank you,” she said stiffly.

      Mara giggled but obligingly turned around and started heading back up the hill.

      Which gave El the change to watch Mara’s delicious form all the way to the top and try hard not to think about what the couple below were doing.

      “Ye want to just have our picnic ’ere?” Mara asked, indicating the top of the trail. “That way we can see who was below. Give ’em a round of applause as they walk by.”

      El shook her head. “No, I don’t want to know who is down there. What if it’s one of our friends?” Though El had only been in Osirholm for a year, she’d still met a lot (a lot) of people, thanks to her Human friend Kucher, who appeared to be on a first-name basis with at least half the city. He ran The Book Ends inn with his wife Nel, who was an Umber Elf from the Tiriandi Desert north and east of the city.

      “If we know who it is, we can be happy for ’em,” Mara said seriously.

      “I’d rather just assume that they’re finding their joy, than to know for certain,” El said dryly.

      Mara shrugged. “Up to ye.”

      El wasn’t sure if Mara really didn’t know if waiting (and applauding!) wasn’t appropriate, or if she was still teasing.

      Mara had been carved out of fire by the Dwarf Thatur Icemaster. He’d been trying to expand his magical abilities and not be just an Ice Mage, but also a Fire Mage. He’d only partially succeeded. His initial act of creation had left both him and Mara crippled. He’d died soon afterward, and it wasn’t until Mara had absorbed the power from a fire demon that she was able to become a full fire elemental herself.

      In many ways, that meant that Mara had only recently been born. She’d stepped out of the flames and become a person just two and a half years ago. Sometimes, people and their customs were beyond her understanding. Other times, she seemed surprisingly wise, as if she held the wisdom of the hearth.

      “Let’s see if there’s another picnic spot over there,” El said. She’d actually planned for this, in case her first choice of location was occupied.

      It took the pair of them three tries before they found an empty, quiet, yet scenic spot for their picnic.

      El was adamantly not frantic by that time. No, she’d faced down ice demons. Squabbling siblings. Mothers frantic to get their children treats at the snow cone business that she and Mara ran together.

      She could surely survive a delay in her plans.

      Mara helped El spread out the blanket and set the containers of food on it. They had cold chicken from their meal the night before, seasoned with lemon, thyme, and pepper. El had picked up garlic bread sticks from the market that morning. Fresh strawberries and blueberries filled one of the little bowls. And of course, they carried a little bit of shaved ice with one of the new syrups that Vorwin, the Gnome cook had invented: a blackberry syrup that had been cooked with spices that made El’s tongue go zing.

      “Now, we gonna eat or ye gonna talk first?” Mara said casually after everything was settled.

      El rolled her eyes at herself. Of course, Mara had sensed that something was up. Despite how others might view El as glacially cold, with the beauty and elegance of an Elf, her lover knew better.

      El should have known not to try to keep a secret from Mara.

      She paused, looking over the spread before them, out at the beautiful water, then turning to look at the beautiful fire elemental beside her. Then she shook her head. Mara might be right—the words she had to say might choke her throat, making it impossible to eat anything.

      Though her hands were steady, her heart beat in her ears as strongly as if she faced an ice demon alone, with no spells prepared. She knelt up on the blanket, then motioned for Mara to do the same, so they faced each other.

      She drew Mara’s always warm hands into her own, holding them together before her chest.

      “I know we haven’t known each other that long. Particularly given how long we both may live.” Elves regularly lived five hundred years or more. No one knew how long a fire elemental had. Possibly Mara was immortal, her flame eternal.

      “But I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my days with you,” El said all in a rush.

      “I love ye, too,” Mara said, sounding wary. “What exactly are ye asking?”

      “Will you marry me?” El said. “Or at least be promised to me, and be my betrothed?”

      Mara looked away.

      El’s heart sank.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know I’m rushing into this a bit,” El said, letting go of Mara’s hands and drawing back, sitting on her heels. “I just thought that you might feel the same about me.”

      “Ack, come here, ye silly goose,” Mara said, grabbing El’s hands and holding them fiercely in her own, drawing her back up to her knees.

      “I love ye. I’ve been thinkin’ about this, too. I do want to spend the rest of my days with ye,” Mara said.

      “But?” El said. “I know there’s a but in there somewhere.” She told herself not to feel crushed. Mara hadn’t said no.

      At least not yet.

      “But,” Mara said, pausing and taking a deep breath before she continued, “what all’s involved in gettin’ married? Or even betrothed?”

      “Well, I have promise bracelets that I made for us out of red ribbons,” El admitted. “We wear those to start, to indicate that we’ve chosen one another. Then, when we decided the time is right, we gather our families together and meet with one of the priestesses of the moon. She performs a ceremony and marries us.”

      “Aye, there’s the rub,” Mara said. “Who’s me family?”

      “Uhm,” El said, a stumbling a bit. “It doesn’t have to be your actual, biological family. It could be a chosen family. Like Sigder and Wyne, or Kusher and Nel.”

      “And the ceremony, it’s all icy, right?” Mara said.

      “Oh,” El said. She obviously hadn’t thought the whole thing through. She’d been so focused on actually proposing that she hadn’t considered the ceremony.

      “It doesn’t have to be,” El said. “We could change it, to more reflect fire.”

      Mara gave her a brittle smile. “So we have a priest of fire with a priestess of the moon? How would that work, exactly? Ye know as well as I do that our magic isn’t compatible. And yer supposed to have some spells performed then, right?”

      El nodded. It was one of the sticking points between them. Their magic was literally fire and ice. Though El would love to be able to do magic with Mara, they hadn’t found a way to make it work.

      Yet.

      “So, lass, how about we do this?” Mara looked away, out over the cliff. She took a deep breath before she turned back to El, her face a pensive scowl. “I don’t mind being promised to ye. And the bracelets ye brought are red, right?”

      El freed one of her hands and drew them out of her pocket. She’d taken shiny red ribbons, made from silk, then braided them together using complicated knotwork. (She didn’t want them to accidentally fall apart. That would be bad luck.) One end of each bracelet had a ribbon ball, the other, a loop, so the bracelets could be put on and taken off easily.

      Traditionally, they weren’t supposed to be taken off. However, both El and Mara worked at Ice & Berries, their snow cone shop. She didn’t want the ribbons to get all gunky.

      “I should have made yours red and orange,” El said when she didn’t see instant delight in Mara’s eyes. The fire elemental regularly wore both red and orange, now that she’d come fully into herself. El still preferred whites and off-whites, with pastel blues and greens. (Vorwin frequently muttered under her breath about El being beige but they were still good friends.)

      “That would have been better, yes,” Mara admitted. “But ye did go to all this work. I need to acknowledge that.”

      El took the offending bracelets and shoved them back into her pocket. “I’ll remake them,” she said.

      Mara nodded solemnly. “With orange. And blue. The promise bracelets shouldn’t just reflect fire, but ice as well.”

      El swallowed down her hurt. Plain red was traditional. It was something she’d dreamed about for her betrothal.

      However, this was for her and Mara. It didn’t have to be traditional. Everything needed to be as special and unique as they were.

      “However, before I put on yer promise bracelet, I need to talk with Thatur’s folks,” Mara said seriously. “A Dwarf must get permission from their elders afore getting engaged. Or promised. Or whatever.”

      El’s eyes widened. While Mara wasn’t a Dwarf, she had, in many ways, been raised as one, as was evident in her accent.

      “Of course,” she said. “I apologize for rushing into things this way.”

      “Ach, yer young,” Mara said.

      That got the eyeroll it deserved. While El was technically in her seventies, she’d also grown up in the frozen north and hadn’t experienced much of the world beyond fighting the ice demons before she’d arrived in Osirholm.

      “We’ll take it slow. Do it our way. Then yes, at the end, I’ll marry ye,” Mara said.

      El’s heart caught and started beating hard again when Mara kissed her.

      She was going to have to figure out how to take Mara’s feelings into account every step of the way. The pair of them would have to create their own special ceremony.

      She was up for the challenge.
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      El had been reticent to tell anyone about proposing to Mara. Though she’d been certain the fire elemental would say yes (and she technically, kind of had) El had wanted it to be a surprise, something she could flaunt when the pair of them met with their friends.

      So it shocked El when she walked into The Book Ends inn the following day and the first thing Nel asked was, “So? How did it go? Let me see your promise bracelet!”

      It was late afternoon, and the tavern at the front of the inn had just opened for business. No one crowded around the tables scattered across the open floor. Nel stood behind the bar that ran the entire length of the room on the left. Two huge kegs were suspended from the ceiling on thick iron chains above the flat expanse. Clay pots and glass bottles, all holding different types of liquor for creating drinks, lined the shelves on the wall.

      El reluctantly held up her arm, showing that she only still had her Mage Mark around her wrist (two silver bands, which indicated that she could legally do magic).

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Nel said.

      “How did you know?” El asked. “I didn’t tell you anything!”

      Nel just chuckled as she stepped further into the light. “Did you really think you were hiding anything?”

      While both El and Nel were Elves, being thin, tall, graceful, and with pointed ears, their similarities ended there.

      El’s skin was as white as freshly fallen snow, and her hair was long and chestnut-brown. Nel’s skin so black she blended into shadows even without magic. She had red eyes that burned like two coals in the dimness of the tavern. Though Nel wasn’t that old, her hair was as white as an elder’s, spiked all around her head as though she’d gone down to the shore and let the wind style it. She wore a tight, sleeveless tunic the soft gray of mourning doves. Gold rings pierced the entire outer edge of her right ear, and a glittering blue gem at least two inches across hung around her neck.

      El paused for a moment, horror washing over her. “Wait. Does Kucher know?”

      While the tavern on the main floor of The Book Ends inn could be considered a local hotspot in terms of gossip, Kucher was a walking, talking, rumormonger. Though he was Human, he had friends among all the different races whom he talked with daily.

      If he knew, then at least half of Osirholm also knew.

      “Naw, I wouldn’t do that to you,” Nel said with a sly smile. “Particularly not until after you had your bracelets on. What happened?”

      El sighed, letting herself relax a bit. “Mara said yes, but not right yet.”

      “Go on,” Nel said, encouraging El to take a seat at the bar while Nel busied herself behind it, making a quick pot of tea for the pair of them.

      “Mara’s a fire elemental,” El said. “As an Elf, I have all sorts of ceremonies and traditions to choose from when it comes to our betrothal. She…doesn’t. And we want to make a ceremony that’s meaningful for both of us.”

      “I see,” Nel said. She wrapped her hands around the teapot, instantly bringing it to a boil. Mara could do the same thing. It was something that El had always been slightly envious of: instant hot water for tea.

      Whereas she could always cool a hot drink down, making ice out of just about any liquid. (Some alcohol became more like a slush than frozen solid, which had surprised her. Something to do with how strong it was.)

      “What did you and Kucher do?” El asked. It had been one of the main reasons why she’d stopped by the inn that afternoon, at a time when she knew that it wouldn’t be too crowded and she could just chat with Nel for a while.

      As Nel was an Umber Elf, and Kucher was a Human, they must have made some changes to their wedding ceremony, right?

      Nel gave her a fond smile, her eyes growing distant as she remembered. “Kucher got me a promise ring at first,” Nel said. “That’s the Human tradition.”

      El glanced down at Nel’s hands. No obvious ring adorned her fingers. “Uhm—do you still have it?”

      Nel reached up and brushed her right ear. “Had it made into these,” she said with a grin as she pointed out the dozen or so small gold rings that pierced the flesh there.

      “Huh,” was all El had to say to that. She wasn’t even sure what to ask next.

      “It’s a custom among the Umber Elves to pierce their ears,” Nel said. “And that ring was so big, had so much gold in it, Kucher had it reforged into many smaller ones. Not all of these came from the original ring, but most of them.”

      “Interesting,” El said. “And your wedding ceremony?”

      “Ceremonies,” Nel corrected as she poured both of them a cup of tea.

      El obligingly took a taste as Nel directed.

      It tasted smoky, which was the Umber Elf’s preference. In the desert where she’d grown up, the tea was cured over a wood fire. Under that, a sweet-sour taste coated El’s tongue. If she was guessing right, it came from dried apricots that had been added to the blend. Then came the astringency of the black tea itself, slightly puckering her tongue. All that was followed by smoothness and a warmth at the back of her throat. Just a thimbleful of brandy had been added, barely enough to taste, more to just get the presence of it, like a ghost warming her tongue before it disappeared.

      “Lovely as always,” El said.

      When Nel had learned of El’s upbringing, and the distinct lack of spice she’d experienced, the Umber Elf decided to take it upon herself to educate El’s tastebuds, making different teas and flat breads for El to try.

      They sat for a while in the darkened room, sipping their tea, before El spoke up. “You said ceremonies?”

      “Yup,” Nel said. “We had two. One done by the head moon priestess, out in the desert, Umber Elf style. Then a second one, here in Osirholm, done Human style.”

      She reached up and touched the necklace she always wore. The blue gem in the center of it was smooth on the surface but still roughly cut, not symmetrical. Silver encased the edges of it, and it hung from a silver chain that was as thick as El’s pinky.

      “This wasn’t part of the Human ceremony, but something promised at it,” Nel explained. “Lapis lazuli, which is precious to my people. As part of the Human ceremony, we promised each other gifts in a year’s time. Kucher had this made. I gave him a special apricot ale, made by a master Umber Elf brewer. I get him a small bottle every year, for our anniversary.”

      “Mara doesn’t have any family. Or traditions, as a fire elemental,” El pointed out. “We are going to visit the Icemasters, the elders of Thatur’s family, to ask for permission to marry.”

      “Does Mara want to get married in a Dwarven style?” Nel asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. Though I don’t know the Dwarven traditions. Do you?” El asked.

      Nel shrugged. “Seems to involve a lot of drinking, going from one tavern to the next. We’ve had a few wedding parties come through here.”

      “I’ll be sure to ask,” El said.

      When El had first come to Osirholm, she’d started off working as a tutor for Gyles and Ceceline Margravine. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms, though El did regularly stay in touch with Brytha, their Dwarven housekeeper, as well as the cook, Vorwin. Finmore, Sigder and Wyne’s tutor, came by the shop with them often. Sigder and Wyne still made money from the shop monthly, coming up with new ideas of things to try to keep the business not just surviving but thriving.

      “You’ll figure out something special,” Nel said. “You just have to listen to each other, make sure that it’s not just traditional, but your traditions.”

      “We will,” El promised.

      Nel grew thoughtful for a moment. “Have you thought about—” Nel started to say when Kucher came barging in.

      “Hey, beautiful, look what I brought you!” he said triumphantly. “Oh, hi, El!”

      “Hi, Kucher,” El said.

      The Human looked like many others in the city, at least to El’s eyes: short, squat, and muscular. He wore his fiery orange hair shaved close to his skull, though his mustache of the same color was looking particularly bushy that day. As usual, he only wore brown overalls with no shirt underneath, his arms bulging
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