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On her 50th birthday, Kafla, the elven princess of Percella, received a gift from her father. This was no ordinary gift—not fine jewelry, nor pretty clothing—this was a show of strength and maturity. Her gift was her first bodyguard. Turning 50 was no small milestone; Kafla was old enough to start her monarch training, and she would no longer need her nanny to care for her. Transitioning from nanny to bodyguard had Kafla heady with excitement. 
When the raven-haired elven guard walked into the throne room to meet the king and princess, Kafla was shocked. This girl was no older than her! But as her new guard bowed before them, the king assured her that Milia had been trained from birth by the afamed Shadow Cult in the art of protection, and would not only keep her safe but be a steadfast companion during her long years of monarch training.
Kafla stepped up to Milia, admiring the tight curls hugging her head, the dark freckles painted across an aquiline nose, and the full lips which hadn’t yet curved into a smile. Milia’s eyes, the color of freshly turned earth after rain, met Kafla’s own spring green eyes, and Kafla couldn’t help the way her heart thumped hard enough to leap out of her chest. Placing a hand over her heart to steady herself, Kafla greeted her new bodyguard.
“Merry meet, Milia.”
Milia inclined her head in Kafla’s direction, her stoic expression never wavering. “Merry meet, my lady.”
Milia’s low, husky voice burned in Kafla’s ears even as her father protested.
“This is your princess and future queen. She is not a mere lady.”
“No, I like it,” Kafla declared, smiling at her bodyguard. Was that a hint of mirth hiding in Milia’s dark eyes?
“If you’re fine with it, so be it,” the king sighed. “Happy birthday, dear. Now be off; your father has work to do.”
Kafla grabbed Milia’s hand in hers, feeling rough calluses and warmth, and scampered off. “You’ll have a lot of fun here, Milia.”
Milia allowed the princess to lead her out of the throne room before stopping and pulling her hand away. “I’m here to work, my lady. Not to have fun.”
Kafla clicked her tongue. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure your work is fun too.”
There was definitely a gleam in Milia’s eye this time, and Kafla grinned. Finally, someone who might be a friend.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kafla’s days were filled with lesson after lesson with her various new tutors. How to walk properly. How to greet someone of equal status. How to remain pious to the gods. How to write letters of correspondence. 
Her favorite lessons were on how to fight with various weapons. During those lessons, her sparring partner was always Milia. Watching Milia’s dazzling footwork and intricate fighting style mesmerized Kafla, and she rarely listened to the critique from her tutor. Despite her inattentiveness, she did learn. Milia’s moves became familiar to her; reading her body became a second language.
After every lesson, she and Milia took to the royal bath to wash the sweat from their bodies. Seeing Milia’s naked body was just another part of her day, but once her father heard of them bathing together, he put an end to it. Milia would leave Kafla after their fighting lessons to bathe with the other servants, and a temporary bodyguard stood outside the royal bath to protect Kafla.
She wasn’t sure why her father was against her and Milia bathing together, but as her body began to change and develop, she found herself wondering what Milia’s body looked like beneath her leather clothing. She wondered if Milia was made of softness and curves, like her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kafla turned 60 without any pomp or to do. Her father was away on royal business in the neighboring kingdom of Thresha. With any luck, and much work, the two kingdoms would become allies in the near future. 
Instead of allowing the royal staff to throw her a party, Kafla asked instead for one thing: an elegant dinner for her and her bodyguard, to be delivered to her rooms. The royal staff had of course protested. What little girl didn’t want a fancy party for her birthday? But Kafla had been quite firm in her request for privacy.
Alone together in Kafla’s rooms, Milia’s deft hands pulled and twisted Kafla’s long, curly hair into neat braids which twined around the crown of her head. Kafla listened to Milia hum under her breath as she worked, her long fingers looping around each other. Kafla longed to reach up and grab one of her hands, hold it tight, but she sat still as a statue, admiring Milia’s reflection in the mirror instead.
“Are you sure you don’t want a party, my lady?” Milia asked for the thousandth time.
“I just want to be alone,” Kafla assured her.
“I can leave then, stay outside your doors.”
Kafla clicked her tongue. “Don’t be silly. I want you here, of course.”
Milia ducked her head to hide the smile on her lips but not before Kafla caught a glimpse.
As always when she was graced by one of Milia’s rare smiles, Kafla’s heartbeat sped up, thundering through her chest like galloping horses. Someday she hoped to understand why.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kafla was 72 when she first met the prince of Thresha. He was an unassuming boy. His sandy blond hair had been swept away from his face, revealing clear blue eyes and a mischievous smile. Kafla liked him immediately. 
Prince Enka was several decades her senior but hadn’t yet succumbed to the somber attitude of adults; this made him a fun companion. Kafla raced around the palace, showing off her favorite hiding places, her reading nook, her favorite climbing tree. Everywhere they went, Milia trailed behind, always watching, always listening. Ordinarily, Kafla wouldn’t have been allowed alone with a boy, but as long as Milia was around, they were free to explore.
Dinner that night was an extravagant affair. The royal family of Thresha had come to celebrate The Day of The Mother. The Mother was the elven god of love, of peace, of inner strength. She was the god of the warmth in the hearth, and the blanket of dreams at night. Her day was a celebration of love and relationships, so what better day for the two elven kingdoms of Percella and Thresha to publicly announce and cement their new alliance and friendship? After over a decade of polite correspondences, both kingdoms had noted the rise in power of their neighbor, the pixie kingdom of Dradour, with unease. Elves should stick together, after all, and gods forbid there were ever war, two kingdoms would be stronger than one.
Kafla sat next to Prince Enka during the banquet, chatting away. They spoke of lessons and training, of the changing of the seasons—spring was in the air, though the bite of winter was still present—and of their kingdoms. Kafla had started her political training and was able to speak with ease of the policies in place in Percella. Her tutors made it seem boring but exchanging information with Prince Enka as an equal had her in high spirits.
Night fell and with it the giant bronze lamps around the palace were lit, lending flickering light to the hall. After her third yawn, Milia stepped forward and asked if Kafla wished to retire for the night. With a smile, Kafla acquiesced, bid Prince Enka a good night, and followed Milia to her rooms.
Milia’s hands trembled as she helped Kafla unlace and slip out of her dress.
“Is something wrong?”
Milia hesitated a moment before she answered. “No, my lady.”
Kafla turned to her, grabbing hold of her hands. “You’re shaking.”
Milia stared down at their hands, holding her breath, until Kafla let go.
“Fine, don’t tell me. I’ve had a wonderful day and I won’t go to bed upset.”
“I didn’t like him,” Milia said in a rush.
Kafla raised an eyebrow. “Prince Enka? Why not? He was loads of fun to talk to.”
“Surely you must know? The king has arranged for you to wed him, when you’re both adults.”
Kafla’s breath had been stolen from her, and she gasped for air as though from a physical blow. “I can’t… I’m not… I can’t marry him.”
“It’s not your choice to make, my lady.”
“But I—”
Love you.
She couldn’t say the words. She had no way of knowing whether Milia felt the same, and throwing her feelings in Milia’s face would be inconsiderate, not to mention mortifying.
She couldn’t have pinpointed when she had fallen for her bodyguard, but eventually she had understood why her heart raced when their eyes met, why she fantasized about them holding hands. There was no way she would allow her father to marry her off to some boy when all she wanted was a kiss from Milia.
Milia watched her struggle to maintain her composure with that stoic expression on her face.
“Maybe you can talk to him, my lady. Explain how you feel.”
“What do you know of how I feel?” Kafla snapped, tears rushing to her eyes.
Milia’s expression softened. “I hear you talk in your sleep. I know you have feelings for, for someone else. And that’s okay. Just tell him.”
Kafla looked stricken. She had known she talked in her sleep. She sometimes woke to the sound of her own voice. But to know that Milia knew! Had she said Milia’s name, whispered it in the dead of night?
She licked her lips, not making eye contact. “He wouldn’t understand. He would say it’s just a passing fancy.”
“Is it?”
Kafla couldn’t look at her.
With a gentleness Kafla had never witnessed, Milia tilted her chin up with two fingers. Eyes locked together, Milia asked again, “Is it?”
Kafla’s lips parted but no words came. Instead, she shook her head, the barest movement.
Milia leaned in, her breath hot on Kafla’s cheek for a moment, before pressing her lips to her forehead. The kiss lasted a second; it lasted forever. And when she pulled away, Kafla’s heart ached.
“Get some sleep, my lady,” she said, crossing to the alcove containing her bed and pulling the curtain shut behind her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kafla lay in bed wide awake, staring up at the ceiling. Ever since she entered her 80s, sleep had oft eluded her. She chased it through the tangles of her mind, always one step away. Exhausted, she turned her attention to the intricate hand-carved designs in the wood above, which usually captivated her. That night though, she found herself longing for a different distraction. 
“Milia? Are you awake?” she whispered into the darkness.
“Yes, my lady.”
“Tell me a story.”
A shuffle of fabric before Milia said, “Once upon a time, there was a girl. She was a tiny thing when she was born, and her mother took one look and decided it wasn’t worth it to raise such a sickly child. The mother gave her away to the cult in the mountains, sure that they would find some use for her, maybe as a sacrifice.”
Kafla snuggled deeper under the covers, already captivated.
“The girl grew up among trained killers, fighters and assassins. She learned how to sneak around the compound, how to strike at the weakest link in a party. Even though she was the smallest child there—the other children having been purposefully selected to join the cult—she never lost a fight. She was tenacious, wily. She knew what she wanted and she got it.”
“Is this about you?”
“Hush, my lady. The girl grew up to be one of the finest shadows the cult had seen. And one day, when she was 50, she was given her first assignment: travel to the kingdom of Percella and protect the princess.”
Kafla smiled to herself. It was Milia!
“The journey was difficult. The girl traveled with a servant through the kingdom of Dradour. And on the way, they met danger. The servant was killed, and the girl held the servant in her arms as he died. The girl hadn’t been tasked specifically with protecting the servant but she knew this was a failing on her part. If she couldn’t protect a lowly servant, how could she protect the precious princess? How could she prove that she existed for a purpose, that this task had been given to her for a reason?”
The image of young Milia clutching a corpse to her chest had Kafla near tears. How awful.
“But the girl persevered. She vowed never to lose another person. She made it to the castle, and she met the princess.”
“And then what happened?”
“Don’t you know, my lady?”
Kafla sat up straining to see in the dark. “Tell me.”
A soft sigh. “The girl watched as the princess fell in love.”
“Did the girl fall in love then, too?”
“Go to sleep, my lady. It’s late.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kafla set off on her annual pilgrimage through the kingdom, planning to stop in each city to spend time with the local nobility. It was an important part of her
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