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—Erica Rose Eberhart, author of The Elder Tree Trilogy
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—C.W. Rose, author of Oceansong



“This author duo achieved something special with In the Name of Honor. Somehow, the Collinses captured the fantastical world I grew up yearning to experience, inserted a dynamic and lovable cast of characters, and left me craving another chapter to fill the hollow ache it left when I finished. I laughed out loud, swallowed back tears, and fell in love with a glorious cheese thief. What’s more, when I thought it couldn’t get any better, the Collinses whispered a delicious promise to me: there is more to come, and the core four are just getting started.”
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“Courtney and Clarke Collins have managed to create a world that is both familiar and unique in this touching adventure story. In the Name of Honor reads like a love letter to every little girl who grew up reading Tolkien. The characters come to life so vividly, they feel like old friends—and the raw, honest inclusivity of the cast is so natural and earnest, it’s like a breath of fresh air.”
—Katie Abdou, author of A Prince Among Pirates
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To my parents, who always told me I should write:

my father, who is my first and best storyteller,

and my mother—I miss you every day.

—Courtney










To all those seeking friends in unexpected places, 

honor to guide a path forward, 

and love to shine in the shadows.
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  1

Dimitar


Dimitar raced along the road, carrying the worst message possible. He urged his horse a step faster, muscles trembling with fatigue. He rode himself and Deepshade too hard and expected his stallion to falter well before they reached Blackburn. The news he carried gave him little choice. 
A tinge of light chased the nighttime hours away, catching up with Dimitar as he rode up and down the worn hillside paths. In the distance, early morning fog parted over towering slabs of weathered stone that comprised the castle’s outer wall. Saying a silent prayer of gratitude to the gods, he lifted himself in the saddle and clucked for whatever speed Deepshade had left. 
Almost home. 
Blackburn’s city stretched out below the castle, a vast mosaic of stores and houses lining the cobble-paved streets. Additional thick stone ramparts a story high ran around the entire town, broken twice by wide, ironclad gates, securing the people within. Dimitar aimed for one of the gates, preparing himself to meet with the king. 
For the hundredth time, he grasped the satchel at his waist. Hefting it, Dimitar shifted the gold signet’s weight, relieved the hard ride hadn’t knocked the precious ring loose. Its presence reminded him of the grave message circling in his mind. Reaching further back along the saddlebag, he unfastened a banner with three entwined, silver circles resting on a deep-blue field, hoisting the pole end into the crook of the saddle flap. 
Blackburn’s banner uncurled with a whip, tossed by urgency, and the gatemaster set about opening the portcullis as fast as one man could. Dimitar streaked through the half-opened entrance and tore his way down the main street.
“What burr snuck up your arse?” the gate master yelled after him as he began the arduous task of closing the door.
Dimitar came to a halt at the castle’s stables. Ignoring the stable hand’s shocked expression as he glanced over the horse’s condition, he dismounted and hurried into the castle, toward the throne room. A lone guard stood watch at the door, his halberd recently polished given the smell of oil surrounding him, done most likely out of boredom in the early morning hours.
“’Lo there, Dimitar. What news from the north?” 
Dimitar winced, and the guard’s welcoming grin disappeared under a concerned frown. Dimitar’s raven hair, normally well-kept, fell around his face, limp and disheveled. He pushed the strands back, wavering on saddle-weary legs. This relentless fatigue aged him past his twenty-four years. Of all the times he’d come and gone bearing word from other kingdoms over the years, never had he exhausted himself to this extent. 
Never had a message been so urgent. 
“Is he in there? I need to see him. Now.”
The guard straightened to attention, gaze sharpening. “Wait here. I’ll announce your arrival.”
Dimitar leaned against the doorframe, willing his legs to keep standing as he collected himself. His appearance was beyond help, so instead he focused on replaying the message one last time in his mind. The words came to him without fail, seared into his mind from sharp memorization. On reflex, his hand touched the satchel again. His breath drew tight; he’d soon repeat these words to his king, the man who gave his heart a purpose and his hand a sword when he needed it most.
And I’m about to destroy his world. 
The door opened, and the guard’s voice issued forth. “The king will see you now.” 
Dimitar half-heartedly tapped his fist against his chest, returning salute to the guard as he gathered the last of his strength, trying to find confidence in his step.
King Kahled, known as an early riser, sat on the throne with his chamberlain before him. A sudden burst of color illuminated the throne, the sun coming forth from behind the lifting mist and casting its light through one of the many stained-glass windows set high on the ceiling.
Dimitar had learned from tales passed around the Tankard Inn that the Blackburn throne room was once an empty, cold hall, as intimidating and powerful as its ruler, King Rayburn, a High Knight like Kahled. When Rayburn perished in the great Reclamation War, leaving no heritage, Kahled received the throne and steadily transformed the lengthy chamber. 
Thick tapestries now buffered the stone walls, detailed designs interwoven in rich velvet. Tall suits of armor lined the walls, steel glimmering from careful polishing. Kahled replaced the harsh, stone thrones with ones fashioned from carved wood, featuring the intricate, circled knot work of Blackburn’s insignia and padded with plush cushions. The room was still impressive, and no one who entered doubted Kahled as a powerful king, yet the overall impression was one of welcome over intimidation. 
Little of that warmth reached him now as Dimitar approached his king, who raised a finger at him to indicate he needed a moment.
While King Kahled ran through the day’s business with the chamberlain, Dimitar got a chance to take in the man he served. Kahled wasn’t truly striking in any of his features: neither tall nor short, thin nor heavy, handsome nor hideous. The lines upon his face chronicled a lifetime of joy and sorrow, and he held himself with a strength that eclipsed his late middle-age years. 
Dismissing the chamberlain, Kahled turned to him, reminding Dimitar why even the largest of men quivered under the weight of this man’s gaze. He wagered Kahled’s enemies would falter beneath the steel-gray depths, having been judged and found wanting. 
Dimitar reached the throne base and took a knee, stifling a groan. 
Kahled’s rich baritone voice filled the room. “You’re late.” 
It wasn’t an accusation, but also not quite a question. Dimitar had the chance to either defend himself or take responsibility for his actions. Either way, Kahled wouldn’t force his hand. 
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I had no choice.” Dimitar raised his head and caught astonishment shadowing his king’s face. Oh gods, had he disappointed his king? He pushed himself back to his feet. “I traveled as fast as I could.” 
Kahled’s raised hand cut his explanation short. “When did you last get sound rest?”
“I... I don’t know. Two, maybe three days ago.”
Kahled’s face melted into empathy, any signs of consternation at Dimitar’s late arrival erased in seconds. He clapped his hands twice, and right away a servant appeared from a side entrance. “Prepare a room and bath for Dimitar.”
Without a blink of hesitation, the servant bowed and left the room. 
“We’ll speak when you’ve restored yourself.” 
“It can’t wait.” Dimitar willed the emotion out of his voice, digging for whatever strength he had left. “I must—” 
“What you must do,” Kahled spoke louder, rising from his seat to leave the chamber, “is rest. I’ve seen men in your state, and…” 
Dimitar stood fast, refusing to follow, his determination driven by something he hoped the king wouldn’t catch in his eyes: fear. He couldn’t hold it in any longer. 
“The Corrupted are back.” 
A slight tremble betrayed his voice. He’d somehow kept the message’s meaning distant in his mind during the near week of travel, but speaking the words brought out the distress he’d tried to keep at bay. For a second, his own fear mirrored that in the great High Knight’s eyes, gone as quickly as it emerged. Was it an illusion brought on by his exhaustion? The paleness of the scar that snaked its way down Kahled’s cheek told otherwise.
As if to comfort Dimitar, or perhaps to support himself in the wake of this terrible news, Kahled wrapped his arm around Dimitar’s shoulders and pulled him to sit together on the steps leading to the throne. Dimitar could only guess at the memories of death and feral shadow hordes unfolding behind the king’s eyes, the war against the Corrupted creatures reawakened after a quarter century.
“Then it’s as Conrad feared.” Kahled heaved a sigh and clapped Dimitar’s shoulder. “Continue with your message.” 
Dimitar’s muscles bunched with tension at the touch. He didn’t want to hurt this man. Bracing himself, Dimitar repeated the words he’d so painstakingly memorized. “‘The Corrupted have returned. They ambushed us in the middle of the night and killed many of my men with little warning. Those who survived drove the creatures off, but this is a sign of more to come. Send word to King Kahled of Blackburn, fellow High Knight and friend. We need to vanquish this enemy now, lest they build again. Only he can stop this before it begins.’” 
“Who gave this message to you? Did you not speak with King Conrad? You were instructed to meet with him personally.”
“No, Your Majesty, a messenger bore the king’s words.” Dimitar looked to the floor. His throat ached from holding the next words back.
“Why didn’t Conrad tell you, himself?” 
Dimitar hesitated. For all his knighthood training thus far, for all the skills and maturity he’d achieved, he couldn’t bring himself to tell Kahled the second part of the message.
Kahled’s gaze sharpened. “You’re not telling me everything.” 
Gods, give me courage. Dimitar opened his mouth but couldn’t find the words, and shook his head, overwhelmed. Instead, he held out the leather satchel. Kahled raised an inquisitive eyebrow, untying the bindings and shaking out the contents into his hand. The signet ring landed with a soft sound, and Dimitar clenched his jaw. Daring a look into the great man’s eyes, he found not anger nor fear, but profound grief.
“The courier told me King Conrad thought of you in his last breath, sire.” Now the words came, breaking through his defenses, a relief at unburdening the message yet with heartache for its truth. “I’m late because I rode further past Stormgard than planned. I received word that King Conrad left to investigate claims of Corruptor sightings near the Barren Lands in the northeast, about a week before I arrived. I hurried to catch up and met a returning messenger from his company. He gave me this ring and showed me a letter addressed to Stormgard’s royal council that King Conrad dictated after he was attacked and before he... passed away.”
Kahled raised his eyes from the ring, and Dimitar answered his unspoken question. “I saw the seal on the letter. Would that I could say otherwise, but the seal’s genuine.”
“And the words?” Kahled rasped, clenching the ring with a shaking hand.
“Aye, sire.”
When Dimitar had delivered his first message between the two kings years ago, Kahled made him memorize a series of elvish words that he and Conrad used to sign all of their correspondence. Dimitar was never told what the phrasing meant and wasn’t versed in elvish anyway, but guessed the ritual came from their High Knight training within the elven Sun’Din Forest. As much as he wished the words were missing from the message, they’d been there as always, this time etched in the weakened print of a dying man.
Kahled squeezed his eyes shut as if willing away the sight of the ring in his palm and the truth of its significance. A long moment passed before he turned to Dimitar. “Go rest now. You’ve done well. Report back to me at sunset; I’ll confer further with you then.”
Dimitar nodded and pulled himself to a shaky stand. The last few days had passed in a blur, and just the thought of rest sapped any remaining strength. He saluted his king with a low bow, fist against his heart, and paused before turning to leave. “I’m sorry to bear the news of King Conrad’s death.”
“Aye, Dimitar.” Kahled’s voice scratched over the words, gruff with checked sorrow. He rose from the stairs and made his way back to the throne, dropping into it. “He was a brother on the field and the closest of friends. He’ll be missed by many more than just those in his kingdom.”
Dimitar bowed his head before exiting the room, leaving Kahled clutching the signet ring. His leaden feet were determined to keep him planted to the ground. A servant led him to the room Kahled ordered prepared, and only due to the warm bath and quarters ahead could he convince his body to keep moving. After closing the door, Dimitar let the emotions he’d kept at bay over the last several days breach. Slumping his back against the wood, he slid to the floor and lowered his head into hands that shook with a mix of dismay and sorrow.






  
  2

Dimitar


Dimitar eased into the hot, fragranced water, savoring the warmth bringing life back to his sore muscles. As the knots in his legs and lower back unwound, he grimaced with aches in places not felt since beginning knighthood training twelve years ago. Although his limbs complained of the motions, he set about scrubbing himself with the soft cloth and soap bar beside the copper tub. When his body bore some semblance of cleanliness, he leaned back and breathed in the lavender and bergamot in an attempt to further loosen his tired muscles. The soothing aromas worked wonders, and he relaxed. 
Bits of familiar sounds floated through an open window: the scrape of clashing steel, the occasional holler and often an answering curse. He wasn’t far from the training grounds. Drowsy, additional warmth seeped across his body from a deep-seated satisfaction of home.
The walls around the castle were a haven to him. Yet the very idea of home tied into a single person, someone he considered family. The only family I have. Dimitar shifted in the tub, draping a warm washcloth over his eyes. His best friend would be anxious to learn of his arrival, late as he’d been. He was the one person who knew Dimitar longer and better than any other, who’d grown by his side like a brother and who— 
“Up ya go, ya lazy whelp.” 
The booming voice ruptured his calm, followed by a deluge of frigid water drenching his upper body. Dimitar bolted upright, sputtering and howling as ice-cold rivulets soaked his head and dripped without mercy down his chest. Glaring at the hearty laughter from one eye, he wiped hair out of his face and muttered a string of curses taught years ago, fittingly, by the man before him.
“You bastard.” Dimitar flung the wet washcloth in Olaf’s direction. “You know that’s not funny.”
Olaf dodged out of the way, the washcloth slopping to the floor. “Aye, it shouldn’t be. But it’s well worth the look on yer face.” 
Olaf retreated a few steps anyway, taking a seat. After weeks of instruction in the summer sun alongside Dimitar and the other guardsmen trainees, his creamy brown skin had darkened, radiating his smile. A smattering of freckles crossed the bridge of his nose to his cheeks, where a perpetual boyish grin undermined the enormity of his height and size. Olaf never let him forget that as the elder of the two at a full twenty-five years, his wisdom and worldly knowledge vastly outranked Dimitar’s.
“The look on my face was from my heart nearly stopping.” With a final shiver and scowl Dimitar scooped warmer bathwater over his shoulders. “You know, the same look you get when you wake up too late and miss breakfast.”
“If you were half the man I am, you’d understand what it means to miss a meal. I’m still growin’, don’t ya know.”
Dimitar gestured at his friend’s sizable height and girth. “Olaf, I am half the man you are.”
“And more’s the pity, I say. Otherwise, ya might stand a chance against me in the fighters’ circle.”
“I don’t need a chance,” Dimitar shot back, pulling himself out of the water and wrapping the towel around his waist. Lobbing a pointed look at Olaf, he added, “I have skill.”
“Not with keepin’ a schedule.” Olaf’s grin faded as he eyed Dimitar’s stiff movements. 
Dimitar grabbed another towel to dry off his limbs and rake across his hair. He then reached for his clothes, noting they’d been taken away for cleaning. A new guard uniform identical to Olaf’s lay on a bench, the deep blue tunic pressed and folded with the city’s three-ring insignia embroidered on the back. Mindful of his aching muscles, Dimitar slipped on the clean underclothes and breeches, and tugged the tunic over his head. 
Olaf let out a yawn. “So, what kept ya this time?”
Dimitar pulled on his boots and strapped the hand-and-a-half blade to his waist with practiced ease as he jerked his head toward the voices passing in the hallway. The castle staff’s tempo picked up into full swing with morning chores, and in a matter of minutes they’d enter his suite to drain the bath and tidy up.
“This isn’t the place to tell you. Let’s go for a walk. Someplace more private.”
Dimitar’s legs complained, but he willed them forward through the castle halls. Olaf caught him up on all the city happenings while he was gone. Since the information came from Olaf, half the reports revolved around which tavern received the best ale shipment or which knights in training fell to his mighty axe during practice, but the news put Dimitar at ease. Something about life moving along at its normal pace despite the information he carried from up north put things into perspective.
They headed to the guard barracks. This late in the morning, the rest of the guards attended to various duties out and about the castle and city, lending extra privacy. A breeze swept through the common area thanks to open windows, easing the blended odors of sour sweat, leather, and steel-working oil. Once inside, Dimitar sat on a chair by the door and ran a hand through his damp hair. 
Olaf appraised him with a deepening frown, dragging over a chair and flipping it around to sit opposite him. “What happened?”
Dimitar told Olaf about the last week and a half of travel, ending with Kahled’s reaction. The message’s weight dragged at him, tension reknitting the back of his neck, but Olaf wanted to hear every single detail. 
Kahled had long ago permitted Dimitar to review his reports with Olaf. Not only was it difficult to keep a secret between the two, but Olaf was the best strategist among the knights in training. Belying his towering size and quick laugh, Olaf analyzed situations with a tactician’s mind, and it wasn’t long before his mentors realized his ability. Dimitar often wondered if Kahled secretly valued Olaf’s advice almost as much as that of the knights who served on his council. 
When he finished, Olaf crossed his arms, considering. “That’s a big weight to carry, lad. How ya doin’ with it?”
Dimitar shrugged but took comfort in the question. Olaf might be the biggest, most intimidating-looking man he knew, but he’d supported Dimitar since they were young boys. Dimitar’s small fists were ablaze at even the most minor offenses when he’d first arrived at the orphanage, to the point where he didn’t know why he threw the first punch. But Olaf did. Somehow, he knew just what Dimitar needed, much like now. Olaf could always read him like a damn book.
“It’s just, when I told Kahled…” Dimitar trailed off and slumped in his seat, resting his forearms on his thighs. A knot lodged in his gut. “The way his face fell; I did that to him.”
“Messenger’s guilt.”
“Aye, a whole lot of messenger’s guilt.”
“What about the man who brought the letter? What’s he like?” 
“Now that you say it, I’ve never dealt with him.” To Olaf’s raised eyebrow, Dimitar added, “I would’ve remembered him.”
“What do ya mean by that?”
“He wasn’t that talkative, and I don’t mean how everyone in this world is compared to your big mouth. He had a bit of an accent; I couldn’t place it, though. He wore a scarf around his head, maybe to catch the sweat from this bugger heat.” Dimitar circled a hand around his forehead and ears.
“And this didn’t strike ya as odd?”
“Hells, I don’t know. He wore the right gear and knew the right names. And I checked and double-checked the message; the words he carried are true.”
“Or forged.”
“No, it couldn’t have been. The elven words were there.” Dimitar shook his head. “Only the High Knights know that greeting.” 
“Aye, you’re right, lad. Somethin’ ain’t rubbin’ me right, and I’m just pickin’ on the messenger.” With a sigh, he added, “I’ll figure it out.”
“You always do.” Dimitar stretched his arms over his head, pulling out the kinks that had worked themselves into his back again.
“We better head down to South Gate.” Olaf stood and clapped his hands together once. “I don’t look forward to sweatin’ m’balls off on the wall today, but that’s where we’re assigned, at least until they need us to help get the knights ready. If I know King Kahled, he’s gonna meet with his council and prepare to leave.”
“He might want to consult with Stormgard’s delegation first, though. Maybe send a messenger ahead.”
“King Conrad asked him to take up arms against the Corrupted. Not only is he asked by his friend but also a neighborin’ king and High Knight. If Corruptors are comin’, he can’t waste time.”
Dimitar let Olaf’s words sink in. They stood on the brink of war against a foe of infamous legend. He’d grown up alongside tales of the evil creatures that almost took over the world as he knew it; stories of ravaged cities and victory led by High Knight warriors. A shiver ran up Dimitar’s spine, and he shuddered.
“Exactly my thoughts, lad,” Olaf said.
They headed out across town to the South Gate where ramparts gave them a full view of the main courtyard. A large group of Blackburn’s knights gathered, dust kicked up underfoot, gritty and dry from summer’s heat. Some wore their full uniform, while others had just arrived from home, armor and weaponry strapped to their horses. All of them harbored the same solemn expression as they conferred with one another. 
As the afternoon passed and shadows grew long in the streets, their shift ended, and it came time to meet with Kahled again. Dimitar took his leave from Olaf, who made him swear they’d share a drink later. 
He waited in the castle throne room, caught up studying a noticeably foreign suit of armor against the far wall. Darkened to a dull gray, the steel reflected his solemn expression as clearly as if from a mirror. He reached out a hand to touch the metal but snapped his arm back, no longer alone. Kahled waited behind him, arms crossed over his chest and an unexpected smile on his lips. 
Dimitar dropped into a bow. “Your Majesty, I didn’t hear you.”
“You have a good eye for quality.” Kahled lifted the arm of the armor. “This suit is the best in the room. Dwarven-hammered steel mined so deep within their mountains, none save the most daring have ventured there. Lighter than most steel yet so hard it’s nigh impenetrable. ’Tis armor truly suited for a king.”
“Where did you get it?”
“A gift, given to me for my feats in the Reclamation War. Conrad has its exact mirror in his court.” With a chuckle, Kahled added, “Although I dare say his is taller than mine.”
Kahled’s grin disappeared, and pain clutched behind his eyes. He turned toward the thrones. “Come sit by me.”
Dimitar’s mind raced as he walked up the short steps and gingerly took one of the councilors’ chairs next to Kahled’s throne. This was it. He’d proved himself time and time again in training and was now ready to stand alongside Kahled and his knights. The call to join the gathering knights bestowed the honor he’d worked so hard for. Surely, he’ll ask Olaf to join us too. He’s as ready as I am.
“I have an important assignment for you. Something I trust no one else with.”
Dimitar straightened with sharp interest. Of all the guardsmen he served alongside, what could he be worthy of over another? “I live only in your service, as you see best to honor me.”
“You’ve served me well in recent years. Your abilities haven’t gone unnoticed, and...” Kahled paused, as if regrouping his thoughts. “I see myself in you. You carry something in your heart that I share, which drives you to fight and protect. One day you’ll be a great knight and warrior.” 
Heat flushed Dimitar’s face. He trusted his own skills as a fighter, confident he’d someday be recognized with knighthood. Yet he never dreamed of being compared to the High Knight he’d grown up idolizing. 
“I’m honored you think so”—Dimitar bowed his head—“but I have much training to do before I could even spar your shadow, I’m afraid.”
Kahled raised his hand. “I didn’t call you here to discuss your prowess with a sword. I summoned you because I need your help. I cannot have you accompany our troops tomorrow. King Conrad’s death hit my daughter hard, more than I would wish. Kaleela is weighed down by grief but may soon fall to anger. I need someone to look after her, to guard her until I return. You must do this for me, Dimitar.”
Kahled’s words sunk in and struck him speechless. Being told outright not to join his king’s troops as they marched north was one thing; being asked to stay behind and mind the princess was a different matter. Dimitar’s confidence, which had soared to new heights a few moments ago, plummeted. 
This is how my hard work in drill is rewarded? With more guard duty?
“Sire, of course I’ll do whatever you ask, but couldn’t I serve you better fighting alongside you?” Dimitar said, trying to hide the disappointment in his voice. 
“You’re not looking past your training,” Kahled said, his tone patient. “Honor isn’t always won with a swinging blade. For every soldier who kills an enemy, a warrior protected him while he attacked. I survived the Reclamation because of those around me, not by my skills alone. I need you, Dimitar, to stay here, as the battlefront extends far beyond the front lines. Kaleela is the true heart of my kingdom, and you will be her guardian.”
Dimitar’s frustration abated as he listened to the sincerity in Kahled’s words. Placed in his safekeeping was the one joy remaining in the High Knight’s life, the one person treasured above all else. Kahled wouldn’t leave Blackburn unless Kaleela was well-looked after, and he honored Dimitar with that distinction. 
Pride worked its way back as he bowed to Kahled. “It would be my honor.”
“The gratitude is mine. I’ll meet with my council and let them know your duties.” 
“She’ll be safe in my care, sire.” He bowed low once more, and Kahled dismissed him. 
Dimitar left the castle in search of Olaf, both eager for and apprehensive of his friend’s reaction to Kahled’s decree. Evening fires sprung up in several makeshift fire pits as guardsmen and knights continued into the night to gather necessary supplies for early morning departure. As Dimitar weaved a path around the goings-on, stopping here and there to inquire about Olaf’s last known whereabouts, his thoughts drifted to Kahled’s daughter. All other distractions unconsciously faded as he recalled her image.
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Kaleela


Kaleela stared down the shaft’s length as her hand settled into the anchor point against the corner of her mouth. Focusing on the target, the heat in her arm, and the angle of the bow’s draw, numbed away her broken parts. She lingered in the blessed stillness, until the moment she aligned her entire body just-so, a knowledge born of her training and innate from her blood. The arrow sliced through the air and hit the target in the middle of a bullseye cloth secured over a bale. Without stopping to admire her aim, she grabbed another bolt and this time pulled back the string, aimed, and shot in between a single breath. The second shot landed less than an arrow’s tip from the first, grazing the innermost circle.  
It had been too long since her last practice.
The late-morning sun warmed her back, but a light summer breeze kept the heat from becoming uncomfortable. She ran a gloved hand down her doe-brown surcoat layered over a lightweight, cream underdress. She should don the traditional mourning outfit, grays and veils to reflect the light of a life now gone. Why wasn’t she mourning yet?
Instead, Kaleela had cleared the training arena from almost all guards and servants, gathering as much seclusion as permitted to a royal family member. On any other occasion, the weather was perfect for one of her escapes into the forest surrounding the kingdom. There, she’d find peace from the daily demands within the castle, and her elven senses would sharpen to the pleasant hum of the trees. 
But not today. The comforting retreat within the trees would loosen more heartache than she was willing to bear. Father understood her need for this connection within the woods, but Conrad always argued about her coming and going unescorted. Fighting the brief tremor in her chin, Kaleela drew another arrow. Wetting her thumb against her lips, she stroked back the feathers as she aimed and released. She noted its equal accuracy before signaling a servant boy to retrieve the arrows. 
Kaleela closed her eyes, running her bare thumb and gloved forefinger over her eyelids. Her body thrummed from the exertion, yet her eyes felt heavy, tired. Images had plagued her dreams over the course of the night, Corruptors’ claws shredding Conrad’s body, the horrible beings feasting on his remains. She tried to fight them in these nightmares, to save the man whom she loved like a second father. Yet some force held her powerless, every arrow she let loose flying wide, and she wept in agony from the futility, waking in tears. 
Her mind was leaden, a dull roar in her ears removing her from the past day’s overwhelming sorrow. She welcomed this barrier and practiced her weapon for the past hour with unrelenting determination. As such, her senses were somewhat muddled. With instinct rather than conscious thought, she notched an arrow against her bow’s string and turned to challenge the man in the shadows of a nearby tree.
“Good morning, Your Highness.” 
Kaleela recognized his face as he stepped into the sunlight, and relaxed her aim. She spun back toward the target, drawing quick and sure, releasing another perfect shot as if requiring no effort whatsoever. Only the slight heaving of her breath betrayed the weariness.
He’s come for me. I don’t need this. The unfairness of her situation sat upon her chest, a dull ache. She remained focused on the target, and her voice revealed nothing. “You should be more careful, Dimitar. I could’ve put this arrow in your heart.” 
Another arrow, a short whip, and a bullseye hit. 
With cautious steps, Dimitar walked over to her, stopping at a respectful distance. Taking in the pierced target, he said, “I believe you could, my lady. I just didn’t want to disturb your practice.”
“That would take more”—Kaleela wetted her thumb and sighted down another shaft—“than you standing beside me,” she finished, and let go. This shot landed so close to the last arrow that it sheared off one of the feathers. Much better. 
Dimitar shook his head as he looked over the cluster in the bullseye. “Then I’ll stand here if it doesn’t bother you, my lady.”
Kaleela waved at her servant to collect arrows and glanced at Dimitar. His dark hair was half-tied back save a few pieces that escaped onto his forehead, tanned from the summer sun. At least she didn’t have to look too far up at him; she didn’t like when men towered over her. He carried a seriousness about him, from their situation or his regular demeanor she wasn’t yet sure. His hand rested casually against the sword pommel, but his thumb tapped a steady, nervous beat.
“Why do you attend my practice?”
“I’m here to guard you, my lady. While your father—”
“While my father is away, I know.” Gone seeking the revenge I should be a part of. Kaleela tugged at the well-worn leather arm guard and resumed her shooting. “What I’m wondering, is why you found it necessary to guard me while I practice with a weapon that I’m more than able to defend myself with.”
Dimitar hesitated. “I thought it best to make sure you were safe.”
“And have I satisfied your concern?” Although she meant the words in jest, her voice came out husky with the weight of checked grief, and she avoided his gaze, reluctant to reveal what she held behind the surface. 
Dimitar glanced aside with a small frown, as if debating what to do next. He then took a few strides toward her, closing the distance, and his voice pitched low with earnestness. “I’m sorry about the loss of King Conrad. I know he was important to you and your father.”
Kaleela let loose her next shot as he searched her face. Her bolt drove into the target’s edge, nicking the side of the bale. Dimitar glanced at her missed shot, then back at her, and this time she turned to him. As their gazes locked, a wave of deep grief pummeled her, and she blinked back the stinging sorrow. Wordless empathy flickered across Dimitar’s eyes, as blue as the summer sky.
Kaleela wrestled with his compassion, undermining her carefully veiled emotions. She’d never felt indignant toward her father before, stung by his assigning a protector to mind her like a child. She knew Dimitar from receiving the messages he retrieved and delivered on her father’s behalf throughout the northern Green Lands. On the occasions she presented in court beside her father, Dimitar always acknowledged her with a respectful smile along with his obeisance. She could think of worse people to guard her, although she resented her father overprotecting her in the first place.
Silence followed as Kaleela turned back to the target, Conrad’s name an echo. With a small bow, Dimitar began to retreat, and for the first time that morning, she relaxed her hold on the string. As her defenses tumbled, she yearned to hear Conrad’s name again, as if doing so would bring him closer to her once more.
“Wait, Dimitar.” She stopped him. “You’re welcome to stay a while.”
“I apologize if I spoke out of turn, my lady.”
“You have nothing to apologize for.” She called forward the servant to readjust the target to a farther distance. Surprising herself as much as him, she said, “Did you know him well?”
“Do you mean King Conrad?” Dimitar asked, and she nodded slowly. “Not as well as I would’ve wished. I delivered quite a few messages to him from your father. I can expect a nice bed and meal at any other castle your father sends me to, but in Stormgard, they give me a knightly welcome.” With a grin, he added, “And oftentimes a knightly share of their ale, I’m afraid to say.” 
“That doesn’t surprise me.” She cracked a fleeting smile and considered Dimitar, leaning on her bow. “Did you know Conrad’s friendship with my father began with a duel to the death?”
“No, not at all.” Dimitar blinked in surprise. “I thought they were like brothers.”
“’Tis true, they’re very much connected, perhaps more so than most people realize. But not at first.” Kaleela hesitated, debating whether or not to share further. “Would you like to hear about it?”
“Absolutely.” He broke into a curious grin, and Kaleela gestured to a nearby bench. 
The morning breeze teased out tendrils of sunlit hair around her face, and she brushed them aside before removing the protective archer gloves, working them off her three middle fingers. She took a drink from a water skin, the cool sweetness a balm.
“Father and Conrad were among a hundred men selected for the High Knight training in the Sun’Din Forest. The elven king offered the honor of wearing my mother’s colors to the knight of greatest skill and wisdom for inspiration. That got the men all riled up, as Conrad tells it: boasting, exaggerating, and trying to win her attention. And in the end, she chose Father.”
As Kaleela settled into the familiar family story, a lightness returned to her shoulders. “Conrad didn’t take the rejection well and wouldn’t let it go. The day came when he dropped his gauntlet at my father’s feet in challenge. Father didn’t wish a fight, but his honor was in question. They dueled before the elven royalty and other High Knight men well into an hour. Here, Father would tell you Conrad made a mistake; Conrad would say he just got tired of looking at my father’s face.”
Dimitar laughed aloud, and Kaleela’s eyes crinkled as she continued. “At any rate, Conrad slipped up, and Father had him by the blade point, pinned to the ground.”
“Your father didn’t kill him though.”
“No, he did Conrad one better: he offered him a hand up. Conrad took his hand but remained on one knee, asking forgiveness. Father wouldn’t accept until Conrad got to his feet. He forgave Conrad for the challenge, but did so on equal ground. Conrad said he enjoyed Father immensely from that moment on.”
Dimitar laughed again and, despite the weight of her sorrow, Kaleela laughed too.
“And Conrad helped raised you, here in Blackburn?”
Kaleela nodded, growing serious once more. “Conrad waited alongside my father for the day I was born, in the Sun’Din Forest. My father was… overwhelmed when my mother died. And then the Reclamation War happened, and they were granted kingships afterwards. Father lost himself for a long while. Conrad came here often, and I had my entire childhood with him. We were a family.”
She cut off her next words, a salty pang rising in the back of her throat as the pain of Conrad’s loss returned. This time, something else brewed inside her, a spark that kindled a new emotion.
“Conrad was a far greater man… No man deserved his fate.” Kaleela hid behind her façade as she slid her gloves back on. She picked up her bow and plucked an arrow from the ground-mounted quiver. “Thank you for listening, but I must ask you to leave me.” She raised a hand before he could protest. “I’ll be safe here. I just want to be alone right now.”
She met his gaze, helpless to hide the haunted grief shadowing her, and was once again struck by the understanding in Dimitar’s face.
“Your Highness.” He bowed and turned back toward the castle.
Kaleela dropped her bow to her side, contemplating his retreating form until well out of sight.
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Kaleela


Kaleela winced as she adjusted the chest guard armor straps. A long time had passed since she last put on the sun-hardened leather by herself. Her window of opportunity faded along with the dimming candlelight in her room. Stretching her fingers and calming her rising frustration, she started over with the fastenings. This time she whispered the instructions to herself, recalling the steps Conrad had taught her, newly of age, a dozen years before. He’d made her repeat them until satisfied. The memories made her resolution that much stronger. 
Pulling the last buckle tight, she checked her suite to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She blew out the candle and headed for the door, grabbing the knapsack she’d packed earlier that evening. The corridor remained clear and silent, as expected. Kaleela increased her pace as she headed toward the stable grounds.
Since childhood, Kaleela had mastered the art of escaping the castle walls undetected. At times, she yearned to break away from constant guard and sought comfort in the nearby forests. The trees quieted her mind and played a soft melody in her heart that she guessed rooted itself in her elven blood. The guards at the castle, in turn, became very good at keeping her escorted both in and outside the kingdom’s walls; yet she was even better at finding holes in their routines. 
The leather soles of her knee-high boots beat a soft, steady rhythm on the stone floor. As she approached the next corridor, Kaleela froze. Her sensitive ears picked up the hushed tones of someone approaching, and within mere seconds their paths would intersect. Rising onto her tiptoes, she spun across the hall with silent steps into a niche concealed by ornamental armor. A moment later, two maids emerged around the corner, passing with their heads put together as they gossiped with muted giggles.
Her heart pounded against her ribcage, and only after she’d taken several breaths without detecting further footsteps did Kaleela step out from the shadows and continue out the nearest door. The price for being out of her room at this hour, unescorted, was steep indeed. Her father’s absence wouldn’t lessen the confinement placed upon her should she be caught, for the kingdom’s advisors were well aware of the level of protection both Kahled and Conrad demanded she receive.
Focusing on the need for success, Kaleela entered the stable, warm hay smells curling in her nose. She dug into one of the piles and pulled out a saddlebag laden with supplies, including her bow and quiver. She looked over the horses with an appraising eye, settling on one of her favorites, a feisty mare.
At first displeased to be called to service this late at night, ears back and nostrils flared, the horse relaxed to Kaleela’s gentle touch and accepted the heavy saddlebags and gear. Leading her out the stable doors, Kaleela flinched at the sudden creak from the hinge as she secured the bolt. Moving deeper into the shadows as clouds rolled over the moon, she pulled herself into the saddle and situated herself comfortably. In her mind, Kaleela traced the path she needed to take out of Blackburn’s walls.
She would leave to join her father and his troops as they marched to attend the council called for in Conrad’s last breath. When Kahled had come to her suite and told her the course of action decided upon, her grief silenced her, still too raw. She sat rigid on her chaise, subdued by numbness, as he kissed her head and told her to remain safe and in charge within the castle until his return. Time since then had allowed his departure to set in, and the day’s archery practice helped clear her mind. Now, the consequence of Conrad’s death, of his murder, settled in her, senses igniting with anger, growing in each passing moment.
I refuse to be left out of his retribution.
With the dark night welcoming her ride, Kaleela started to dig in her heels but stopped as a shadow stirred and came to stand before her.
Kaleela cursed silently, her impulse to spur the horse forward, but the cloaked figure blocked her path. She instead addressed the man in a stern tone. “Who stands in my way? Show yourself, and step aside, by my command.”
“No.”
Kaleela sat back in her saddle, startled. Who she assumed was one of the castle guards or stable hands would never speak to her this way. She urged her horse forward a few steps, hoping to intimidate the man to yield, but instead, he drew closer.
“Stand back…” she began, then the man lowered his hood.
Dimitar glanced at her and pressed a finger to his lips. Kaleela was about to ask him the meaning of his behavior when she caught low footsteps in the distance. She froze, tilting her head as the night watch guard’s steps passed across the courtyard.
Kaleela looked back at Dimitar, his gaze piercing her as unspoken intentions warred between them. Dark hair swept his shoulders, tousled by the gentle night air. A lightweight cloak, clasped against his upper chest, hung over the swell of his shoulders. 
“Dimitar.” Kaleela exhaled and lifted her chin, willing good sense to return to her.
“Forgive me, Your Highness, for startling you,” he said in a low voice and with a bow of his head, “but you must return to the castle.”
“I’m out for a night ride.” She tried to keep the soft tone of her voice carefree. “The summer days are too hot, and I often go out at nighttime to stretch my mare’s legs in cooler temperatures.”
A poor excuse, but she trusted he wouldn’t question her authority. Dimitar looked over the overloaded saddlebags and weaponry strapped to her back, before putting his hand on the reins. “I’m afraid I cannot allow this, my lady.”
Kaleela shot him a pointed look. “Allow it? And who, pray tell, says I need your permission?”
“Your father.” 
A flicker of doubt made her hesitate. Before she could mount an argument, he continued. “I’m not happy to be here either, Your Highness. I’d rather be with my king, sword at hand. But he ordered me to watch over you.”
“I don’t need you for that,” Kaleela retorted, her voice gaining heat. She yanked the reins, but Dimitar’s grip held strong.
“Apparently you do, my lady.” Her gaze scorched the night air as he spoke with insistence. “Because you’re heading into certain death if you leave to join your father. He goes to face Corruptors, not passing marauders. I’ve seen your skills with that weapon, but you’re no match for a Corruptor. None of us here are.” 
“That doesn’t matter.” A hitch scratched its way into her voice. She swallowed to clear her throat and tasted an edge of salty tears close to surfacing. Angry with herself at this sign of fatigue, she pressed on.
“I was trained by High Knights,” Kaleela said, pride infusing her words, “and I’ll do what I must to avenge Conrad’s death. If that means riding into the midst of those ungodly creatures to destroy each and every one of them, then so help me, I will.”
Another yank at the reins proved futile. 
“I don’t doubt you would. But leaving in the middle of the night, without your guards and secretive like a thief, isn’t the way to honor him. What would your father say if he received word that you’re missing?”
That lump in her throat would never leave. “Conrad was a father, too.” 
The grounds fell silent, not a word, night bird, or choking cry echoing inside her mind to break the sudden stillness.
She gazed at Dimitar, her chest aching but no longer holding the wild, unchecked pace of her grief. It would be easier to resist if he was arrogant or demanding, instead of this disarming compassion she didn’t ask for or want. 
She lessened her grip on the reins. “Father has an eager streak that I inherited. I fear I don’t have enough elven blood to hold back. I’ll stay… but not for long.”
“It may not have to be, Your Highness. Before your father rode off, he told me he’d send a message of how things fared. He spoke of returning something only you could identify, so we’d know it came from him. Will you wait until then? For your father.” 
She bit her lower lip and looked away, tucking a loose wave of hair behind her delicate, pointed ear. Why didn’t Father tell me about this message? But she knew the answer to that. She didn’t have the patience to wait for it. 
Kaleela looked past Dimitar into the night, as if seeking some guidance from the dark, before turning back to him. “Until then, but no longer. I will see Conrad avenged.”
“And hopefully I’ll be there to help you,” he replied. 
She looked at him anew. He’s not just offering false reassurance. He’s serious.
Before she could think more upon his words, he raised a hand to help her off the horse, who pawed the ground in apparent restlessness. Kaleela considered his offered hand, still reluctant to give up her intentions, then swung her leg over the side. She was unprepared when he lifted her down with firm hands upon her waist, her feet touching the ground with unexpected lightness. Oh… he’s quite strong. With a quick blush to her cheeks, she took the reins once more and led the horse back into the stables.
Dimitar followed, untying the saddlebags’ belts and hefting them off the mare with a grunt. He chuckled, unsuccessfully muffling the sound.
“What’s so amusing?” she asked, her brow furrowed.
“You’ve never packed one of these, have you?” Dimitar set the bags on the ground with a thump.
“Of course I have,” she said with a jut of her chin. Dimitar bowed his head in acknowledgement, but his smile didn’t waver. She held back a scowl and shifted her weight on her feet a few times. Finally, she could stand it no longer. “Out of curiosity, why do you ask?”
Dimitar’s tone was neutral, although his eyes danced as he crouched next to the bags. “With this much weight, you’d barely make it out of the kingdom without breaking your horse’s back. You’d need half this load if you hoped to catch up with your father.”
“There’s nothing I wouldn’t need,” Kaleela protested as he untied one of the laces. 
Reaching inside, he pulled out a handful of unlit candles. He raised an eyebrow, holding the thin pillars up.
“In case I needed to see at night.” Warmth touched her cheeks once more. Except a campfire would serve as both heat and light. Her self-consciousness heightened as he pulled out another leather satchel, laden with gold coins embossed with Blackburn’s currency mark.
“I couldn’t very well leave without any coin, could I?” She snatched the bag from him. 
“Perhaps, although these days a single gold coin in any local marketplace buys you an entire month’s supplies, and then some.”
Her utter astonishment broke out his laughter, a rich, joyful sound that could easily catch others up in his mirth. Given she was most certainly its cause, however, Kaleela crossed her arms, impervious. “All right, how would you pack the bags?” 
Dimitar looked at her with an easy smile, erasing her irritation in a heartbeat. A good-natured kindness radiated from the man kneeling before her. “Well, Your Highness, the first thing—”
She interrupted him in a quiet voice. “Kaleela.”
“Pardon, my lady?” 
“Call me Kaleela.” She dropped her gaze, intent on her erroneous saddlebags, trying to ignore the weight of his stare.
“As you wish… Kaleela,” Dimitar managed, his smile widening. 
He emptied her entire saddlebag and showed her in detail how to pack for quick travel: tying the laces in knots that withheld the constant fall of hooves, rolling clothes into tight bundles to take up less space, and packing foods that would spoil on top to ensure they were eaten first. He instructed with patience, and more than once Kaleela caught herself listening to his voice more than what he said. 
The first tinge of morning’s glow peeped over the horizon. Now, with morning coming on, she had to get back to her room. “Thank you, Dimitar.” 
He secured the last of her belongings, meeting her gaze.
“‘To share the weight of another’s grief binds two people together,’” Dimitar quoted, his hand lingering on hers as he passed her the bag. “My best friend told me that once.”
Vulnerability welled within her, and she hugged the knapsack in front of her.
“Rest now, my lady. I’ll guard your door to make sure you’re uninterrupted.”
“I don’t need you for that,” she replied in a soft voice.
“Apparently you do.” He echoed his earlier words with a grin. “Sleep well, with pleasant dreams. May any nightmares hold visions of over-packed saddlebags and not Corruptors.”
The idea kept a small smile on her face as she made her way to her chambers, undressed, and climbed into bed, exhausted. Yet not until she swayed on the edge of sleep, did she consider how Dimitar could have known about and understood her nightmares.
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Dimitar


Everywhere Kaleela went around the castle grounds, Dimitar accompanied her. He attended her councils, shadowing her chair and ignoring the odd looks he received from the elder advisors with measured patience. Kaleela’s ladies-in-waiting grew bolder in their interest and whispered incessantly to one another, giggling whenever he made eye contact. Sparring against another guard with sword and shield gave him no pause, but soft-spoken words from the ladies of the court cut through his defenses and mortified him.  
Nevertheless, his attention remained reserved for one person alone. Despite the curiosity his presence stirred among the castle staff, Dimitar stayed by Kaleela’s side, trying not to present as more intrusive than required. 
Over the next week, several duties arose within the kingdom that called Kaleela’s attention: a land dispute between two farming families, a trade deal with the dwarven miners, and ongoing correspondence with a representative from Stormgard regarding Conrad’s funeral plans. While Kahled’s top advisors continued to provide their council, she now sat in charge of Blackburn’s subjects and kingdom until his return.
After several days of activity, mild unrest fell once more upon the castle, most apparent in Kaleela herself. 
“I need to be outside these walls.” The yearning sat plain on her face. She selected a worn book from her shelves. “Would you care to join me in the courtyard?”
Dimitar bowed as she preceded him, noting with a reluctant grin that she offered for him to escort her as if he would give her a choice in the matter. Kahled had asked him to watch his daughter, and Dimitar would see the Corrupted themselves upon him before he’d leave her side.
The Blackburn castle gardens stretched the length of the wall, with small paths winding through flourishing groupings of trees, wildflowers, and thick, soft grass warmed in the summer sun. If not for the stone walls touching each side, the yard would appear a lush vale in the wild. Although some monarchs would clear such an expanse for tournaments, Kahled left it open and untouched save for groundskeepers maintaining the paths and tending the flowers. The courtyard served as a retreat from the busy castle life for all, from scullery maid to First Knight Talin himself. 
Dimitar leaned against a tree along the path, hands idly loosening the leather sword straps hardened by mud and rain in his race to return to the castle. They shared an unspoken truce, but Kaleela was still thwarted from her revenge, and he wanted to respect her need for space. He adjusted the belt, and Kaleela moved from one seat in the courtyard to another in more shade beneath a tree. 
Stretching as he crossed to her, Dimitar peered over her shoulder to figure out what she was reading. For the most part, the orphanage children were untaught, and not until knighthood training did he learn to read and write. Although he picked up the common letters with ease, he couldn’t make out a single word on the page.
“If I may ask…” Dimitar was taken aback, as always, when she looked up. 
Blonde braids encircled her head, elegantly arranged with hair jewels sparkling in the sun. An exquisiteness softened her features, eyes like emeralds and a small yet noticeable tip to her ears, all born from her half-elven blood. To say she was beautiful would be to call a field of wildflowers colorless or the stars faded, yet an aura of sadness hovered around her. 
Dimitar cleared his throat. “What are you reading?”
“’Tis a book of legends, written in elvish.” She closed the book to show the artistry stamped into the leather cover. An armor-clad man raised a sword in one hand and palmed fire in the other, light rays surrounding him.
“Who’s this?”
“His name was Ruarc, one of the original Mage Warriors.”
“Ah, the Mage Warriors,” Dimitar echoed with fondness. He and the other orphaned boys had spent many an afternoon playing “Warriors and Corruptors,” envisioning a time when the greatest human fighters combined physical strength with magic to defeat the shadow forces. The Age of Blood destroyed the Mage Warrior bloodline centuries earlier and in doing so, almost defeated the ethereal forces. Yet, the legends held limitless enactments for young boys, and Dimitar smiled at the memories.
“None matched Ruarc’s strength of arms or mind,” Kaleela said. “He took on legions of enemies at a time and never suffered a wound. At least, that’s how the fairytale is spun.”
“If you believe the tales in the barracks,” Dimitar said in mock seriousness, “none of the knights serving Blackburn ever suffered a scratch either.” 
A brief smile hinted at the full blossom of beauty within her features. “This book was always one of my father’s favorites. He used to have me read it to him and Conrad as they acted out the scenes. The best was when we’d go to the western forest grove, just outside of town. We played around those trees like a stage as we became the characters.” 
She ran her hand over the intricate designs on the book cover, lost in memory. “Conrad always played the evil villain and my father the victor. We usually didn’t finish the tale because we’d end up laughing so hard. Then we’d all switch, and Conrad would take over with the reading with Father and I acting out the tales. Today I read it again, all the way through. The stories Conrad told aren’t even in the book. He must’ve made them up, pretending to understand the elven letters.”
Kaleela looked up from the book in her lap. Dimitar expected tears, but instead her quiet anger startled him. 
“And now I’ll never hear his stories again,” she said.
“Of course you will.” To her questioning glance, he said, “They’re in your heart where they’ll stay forever. I remember the sayings of my mother and village elders, and still hear them if I think about it long enough.” 
The intensity in Kaleela’s eyes eased any remaining resentment at not joining his king. Her grief was real and tangible. He’d navigated this burden in life before and would not have its weight settle on her. “King Conrad will always be with you.”
A bell interrupted him, signaling the afternoon guard training. Dimitar turned toward the sound with a hint of longing. He’d neglected his own training since being assigned as Kaleela’s guard. As Kahled instructed, Dimitar stayed by her side but in doing so sacrificed his daily exercises and practices.
Kaleela caught his expression as the nearby guardsmen headed to the training grounds. “You wish to go practice with them.” 
Heat rose to his face as her words hit square on the truth of the matter. “No, my lady, I merely wish…” Dimitar sighed and tried again. “I asked you to wait within the city until we receive word from your father. At times, I wish I could go against my king’s own orders.”
“Waiting is difficult in a time when action feels necessary.” Kaleela afforded him one of her brilliant smiles, and a burst of flutters danced across his stomach. “But I’ll not have you misleading me to argue for your counsel as if staying here was my idea.”
A servant interrupted Dimitar’s chuckle. She curtseyed before Kaleela. “Your Highness, the Stormgard representative wishes to discuss the High Knight verses to be read at King Conrad’s burial. He awaits your counsel in the north wing meeting room.”
Kaleela dismissed the servant, a slight tension in her chin as her eyes shadowed once more with unvoiced sorrow.
“Go with the men,” she said, returning to their conversation. “Conduct your training exercises. I’ll be safe within these walls. We can reconvene in a few hours.”
Her thoughtfulness shook him off guard. It’d be foolish to argue otherwise. His muscles ached to heft a practice sword in mock combat, and he and Olaf were well-matched against one another. Dimitar nodded his assent.
Those couple hours passed quicker than he hoped for, and when Dimitar came back inside at last, satisfyingly worn out with a few new bruises to prove it, he didn’t expect to find Kaleela missing.
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Dimitar


She’s gone, Olaf.” Dimitar cursed for the hundredth time since searching the castle and meeting with staff who were all told Kaleela was with him. The muscles in his back and shoulders, loosened and stretched in practice, now bunched and tightened in anxiety once more. A strange sense of loss struck him, not merely Kaleela’s physical absence but something that tugged at his chest. He trusted her at last and moreover, thought she’d grown to share a measure of trust with him as well.  
“Slow down, lad,” Olaf said, but his face remained worried. “How can ya be sure she’s taken off outside the city somewhere?”
“We were talking about leaving; no, I mean about staying and how hard it is to wait.” Dimitar ran his hand through his hair, the dark locks still damp with sweat. “I should’ve known she’d want to leave again.” He called a nearby pageboy over. “Lad, go run and check the stables to ask if anyone has word of the princess. Make your feet swift.”
The boy scampered off as Dimitar paced the training grounds, his thoughts dark and full of worry. Wooden sparring weapons lined several racks against the back wall of the barracks. Worn dirt patches scarred the ground, still soft from last night’s rainfall. The knights’ training area, usually bustling with men in practice armor, was unsettlingly empty.
Olaf grabbed him by the arm and held him still. “Think, Dim—just stop and think for a moment. Where was she before ya left her?”
“She went to speak with the Stormgard representative… I don’t recall the man’s name.”
“That’s not important. Did anyone ask him if he actually met with the princess?”
“Yes, of course I asked him.”
“And what did he say?” Olaf gave his arm a little shake. 
Dimitar let out a breath in a huff. “Yes, he met with her for some time, discussing King Conrad’s burial passages. When I spoke with him, Kaleela had dismissed him within the half-hour at most.”
“So at this point, she’d be gone less than an hour, right? That’s not much time to gather supplies, pack, and find a way to leave the castle unannounced.” He clapped Dimitar on the shoulder. “I’m askin’ myself at this point, where could she go on such short notice?”
The young page came running back to Dimitar’s side, who motioned for him to speak.
“The stable master says her ladyship took a horse and told him she was being escorted out for a bit.” The young lad panted as if out of breath, more from the effect of carrying a seemingly important message. “She—the Lady Princess, that is—said she was seeing to plans for the dead king.”
The two men exchanged a look. This time, Dimitar grabbed Olaf’s arm and led him away from young ears. Something Kaleela told him earlier skirted his memory’s edge, yet he
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