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Join the Newsletter


Hello Dear Reader! 
Here's a fun fact for you—the first book in the Kingdom Legacy series, Heir of Amber and Fire, was inspired by a character in a Dungeons and Dragons campaign that I never got to play. Even though the game never happened, the character's backstory stayed with me, and became the basis of Jennica's story. 
Since the first book had such strong ties to tabletop gaming, a friend suggested I create a campaign set in the world of the Kingdom Legacy series. And so The Mysterious Magical Emporium was born, and I'd love to send you a FREE copy! Just sign up for my newsletter at www.rachanee.net/newsletter, and your new campaign will be sent to you right away.
So grab your friends, grab some dice, and grab a copy of The Mysterious Magical Emporium, and get ready to spend some time in the kingdom of Calia with your new friends, Jennica, Beyan, and Taryn! 
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Chapter One


“I can’t believe it. They want me to be a what?”
I stared in dismay at the fancy script gracefully inscribed across the thick cream paper. 
You are cordially invited to the dedication of Crown Prince Coran of Calia, to be held in our capital city on the third day of our annual Haerfest Celebration, in honor of the autumn season … 
And underneath, in the blocky handwriting I recognized as being from the hand of one of my best friends:
Dear Rhyss,
Jennica and I would be honored if you would stand as Coran’s godfather. We can think of no finer person to be his future mentor.
The handwritten part of the note was signed by both my friend King Beyan and his wife,  Jennica. 
The rulers of the northern kingdom of Calia. 
“Did you get one of these too?” I held out the paper.
Across the table, Farrah reached over and plucked the ivory invitation from my unresisting fingers, narrowly avoiding her mostly full mug of mead. I grabbed mine up and took a drink. 
Or tried to. It was empty. I turned it upside down, just to make sure. Yep, nothing there. Of course. Just my luck.
"Would you like some more mead, Rhyss?" 
I looked up, sighing in relief. "You're an angel, Sylvie. That's why you're my favorite barmaid here at the Dragon's Tail."
Sylvie grinned as she refilled my mug. "I'm the only barmaid here at the Dragon's Tail. And you two—" she nodded at Farrah, who was reading the letter but looked up to give a brief nod of acknowledgement "—are in here often enough that I can tell when you're running low on drink even before you know." 
"That's why you're the best barmaid in the best tavern in Orchwell."
Sylvie rolled her eyes. "It's the only tavern in Orchwell." 
She topped off Farrah's cup, although it didn't really need it. "And I may be an angel, but don't think that flattery means I forgot your tab."
I groaned. Just add that to my already unlucky day. "I'll get it to you soon."
Sylvie snorted. "That's what they all say. You're lucky I like you. And that Farrah's been nice enough to pay down your bill from time to time." With that, the barmaid left to attend to another table. 
Farrah, meanwhile, had finished reading the invitation, and was going over it again carefully, running her finger from word to word as if she needed to make sure she was really seeing what was written there. She burst out laughing. “Well, Rhyss. It looks like you’ve acquired yourself a baby.”
I frowned as I ran a pale, freckled hand through my bright red hair. “Not like that, gods forbid.”
“The chances of you actually becoming Coran’s parent are slim. But that’s not what gets me.”
“What, then?” 
Farrah laughed even harder. “The part about being his mentor.”
Even if I was unsure about the whole godparent thing, her comment made me feel defensive. “Hey. I’d make an excellent mentor.”
Farrah laughed so hard she couldn’t speak for several moments. “Uh-huh, sure. You keep believing that.”
I toyed briefly with the idea of pushing the issue, and then decided to drop it. This was Farrah, after all. She knew me too well, and was too often right about, well, everything.
“Well, what are you going to do about it?”
Farrah was waving the cream-colored paper in the air at me. I plucked it from her hands and stared at the fancy script again.
“Do I really have a choice?" I stared morosely at the invitation in one hand, and with the other, picked up my mug of mead and downed it one swallow. "I’m going to be the godparent to the heir of the Calian throne.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few weeks later, Farrah and I traveled from our homes in the kingdom of Orchwell to its nearest neighbor, the kingdom of Calia. It was a trip we both knew well; as a Seeker, Beyan had been our former employer, and one of our dearest friends, before his marriage to the Calian princess, Jennica. He was still one of our dearest friends, as was Jennica. But instead of roaming the Gifted Lands Seeking out dragons, he now spent his time helping rule a kingdom. 
Even after all this time, it still took some getting used to. 
As if reading my thoughts, Farrah asked, “How long has it been since Beyan got married to Jennica and moved away from Orchwell?”
I scrunched my brow in thought. “Two years? Three? I lose track of time.”
Farrah shook her head. Her violet hair, indicative of her half-Fae heritage, fell in front of her ebony face, and she tucked it behind her ear. I thought she was going to make a quip about time’s not the only thing you lose track of, or something similar, but instead she was marveling about something else. “I honestly never thought I would have seen the day when Beyan got married, much less had a child. Never mind marrying into royalty. It had just been the three of us, for so long. I guess I thought things would never change.”
“You’ve known him longer. I suppose it did come as a bit of a shock when it happened. But things can’t stay the same forever.”
“That’s true.” Farrah looked … sad? Wistful? I couldn’t quite read the expression on her face. For some reason, it worried me. Farrah was usually the calm, logical, competent one. Sentimental was not a word I’d ever use to describe her. She turned that indecipherable look on me. Now I was really worried. “One day the same thing might happen to you and me.”
“I hardly doubt I’ll go off and marry a princess.”
Farrah shrugged. “You could. But that’s not what I meant. Ever since Beyan left the field, it’s been harder to find work. We were lucky with Kaernan’s commissions, but it’s not like he takes them all that often—”
“But he did recommend us to his other Seeker friends.”
“Who had their own established teams and only hire us if their regular team can’t do the job. It’s not like it was before. We might end up working for different Seekers instead of being hired together. One of us could move away from Orchwell. Or maybe one of us decides to leave the help-for-hire business entirely. My point is, things are changing, but it feels like we’re not choosing the changes, the changes are choosing us, and I hate feeling powerless about it all.”
Farrah looked away. I was too stunned by her outburst—so unlike her—to have a response, and for a while the only sound was the clop-clop-clop of our horses’ hooves as we traveled the well-worn road north to Calia. 
Finally, I ventured, “Are you okay, Farrah?”
She sighed heavily. “Yes, I am. Or, I will be. Don’t worry about it.” Her tone told me the conversation was over. At least, for now. Quite possibly, permanently.
Farrah changed the subject. “What did you get as a dedication gift?”
Fine by me if she wanted to talk about something else. Dealing with emotions was never my strong suit, anyway. 
I patted the satchel attached to my saddle. “Just a little token, really. Baby’s first sword.”
“Rhyss. You didn’t.”
“Well, he might need to go out in the world adventuring one day. Rescue princesses, stop evil sorcerers, slay dragons. Well, forget that last part. He’d be disowned by his parents if he did that.”
“But what is a baby going to do with a sword? Is it a magic sword?”
“Um. No. It’s just a regular sword. But really, what is a baby going to do with anything? It’s not like he’ll remember his dedication, anyway. Someday his godfather Rhyss will teach him how to use that sword, so really, I’m ensuring we’ll have a strong bond in the future.”
Farrah snorted. Miffed, I asked, “What did you get him?”
“I bought a simple necklace with a small golden sun for a pendant.”
Now I snorted derisively. “Sounds impressive. I’m sure a newborn baby will love jewelry.”
Farrah ignored my comment. “And then I enchanted it so when he wears it, it will mark him as a Friend of the Fae. It will keep him safe from the tricks and glamours of minor faeries, protect him from the Fae who might inhabit the woods and waters of the Gifted Lands, and its status will be recognized by the Faerie royals, King Finvarra and Queen Oona of the Seelie Court, should Prince Coran ever visit.”
I swallowed the witty comeback I had been preparing, and instead repeated, “Sounds impressive.” 
This time I truly meant it. Farrah’s gift would definitely be useful for a royal child and future ruler.
Farrah must have caught my changed demeanor, because her face changed from smug to sympathetic. “I’m sorry about my earlier comment. A sword is a great gift. He’ll grow into it, and I’m sure he’ll love training with you when he’s old enough.”
“It’s really a silly thing to give him. I mean, Coran is the Crown Prince of Calia. He can have hundreds of swords made for him, much finer than the one I’m giving him. Magic to boot, if that’s what he wanted. He doesn’t need the absolutely worthless one I’m giving him.”
Now it was Farrah’s turn to ask, “Is everything okay?”
I laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “You’re worried about things changing. I’m wondering …”
“Wondering what?”
I sighed as the words came out in a rush. “Why Jennica and Beyan picked me to be the godparent for their child. For the heir to the throne, of all things! It should have been you—you have magic, after all. Or I’m sure Beyan has a Seeker cousin or knows someone in Orchwell who is still an active Seeker. But aside from being a friend of the royal couple, I don’t have anything extraordinary to offer Coran. It just doesn’t make sense to me, that’s all.”
We rode on in silence. I pretended to admire the scenery around us—the green of summer was beginning to give way to the reds and golds of the coming autumn. 
Inwardly I chastised myself. Now who was being all emotional? But, I realized, it was a sentiment I had been harboring for a while, since we had gotten our invitations to the dedication. I just hadn’t allowed myself to fully face my feelings about the situation until just now. But as long as Farrah and I were getting personal …
When Farrah finally did say something, it was with her usual unflinching honesty, the trait that seemed so harsh and yet, over time, I had learned to appreciate. “You’re right, Rhyss. At first blush, you do seem like a surprising choice. But Beyan and Jennica wouldn’t have wanted you specifically without a good reason. And sometimes traits like bravery and honesty and trustworthiness are more important than having magical powers or an inherent ability like Seeking. You’re important to the royal couple, and therefore you’ll be important in the life of their child. And that’s all that matters.”
I hope so. I didn’t say the words out loud, but Farrah gave me a gentle smile, as if she had heard what I’d been thinking. 
"Is there anything else bothering you?" she asked. 
"Yes, actually," I said, smirking. "Shouldn't it be godsfather, not godfather? Although godsfather is harder to say." I tried out each word. "Godsfather. Godfather. What do you think?"
Farrah groaned. "I think you should spare me your superstitious nonsense."
Talking about the gods never failed to get a rise out of Farrah. The religious beliefs in the Gifted Lands were as varied as its people—some believed in the old gods, as I did, that were rumored to have founded our kingdoms. Some worshipped the Fae, whose ancient magic permeated our human realm to varying degrees, depending on where you lived. And some people didn't believe in anything at all, unless it was something they could see with their own eyes and create with their own hands. 
Farrah's half-Fae heritage made her uncomfortable with the idea of Faerie worship. "I believe in myself, but not like that," she would quip whenever the subject came up.  
I grinned. "I haven't yet, and I don't plan to, ever."
Farrah grimaced and sighed. "Lucky me."
We fell into a companionable silence. We passed a few farms and single homes along the way, then reached the modest-sized town on the outskirts of the Calian capital city. From there, it wasn’t much longer until we reached the open gates to Calia’s capital, with its cool gray stone palace rising in the distance. 
We passed through the city gates, which were, as usual, bustling with merchants, traders, visitors, and Calian citizens entering or leaving the city. Farrah scrutinized everything as we walked by—the city walls, the gates, the cobblestone streets, buildings, and even the majestic fountain in the city square. 
“Would you stop gawking? You’re acting like you’ve never been to Calia before, when we both know you’ve been here dozens of times.” 
Farrah stopped examining everything and gave me an exasperated look. “That’s not why I’m looking, silly. I'm just impressed at how quickly the capital was repaired after the recent attack. You can hardly see any damage at all.”
Oh, yes, that was right. Several months ago, Rothschan, a fellow Gifted Lands kingdom, had caught Calia off guard with a surprise magical attack. That Rothschan wanted revenge for the overthrow and subsequent death of King Hendon, who had been a beloved knight of Rothschan before becoming a not-so-loved king of Calia, was not a surprise. That the kingdom used magic—which they outright mocked, feared, and despised—to attempt that revenge was a surprise. One that had nearly succeeded in ruining Calia, and had definitely caused significant damage to her fair capital city. 
Looking around, I saw that Farrah was right in her assessment. “Queen Jennica and King Beyan must know how to inspire their subjects. A generous treasury doesn’t hurt, either.”
“I wish we had been there to help,” Farrah said. “Although it sounds like they had things under control. For the most part.”
I chuckled. “I think that was the first time we missed all the action. Who would have thought going on a Seeker commission would be less exciting than staying home and going to visit friends?”
“Not only was I surprised when we came home to find out the news about the attack on Calia, we got a second surprise when Jennica and Beyan announced her pregnancy.” Farrah chuckled as well, remembering. “Although, with everything that happened, it was smart of them to wait until they could be sure Rothschan wouldn’t try to attack again.”
I thought for a minute. “That’s right; Beyan mentioned they were just about to announce it when all the chaos with Rothschan erupted. But are they sure Rothschan won’t retaliate in some way? That’s a kingdom with a long memory that holds even longer grudges.”
“Didn’t Beyan tell you?”
“Tell me what?”
“They have an ally from Rothschan now. Several, in fact, and some of them had been refugees living in Calia for a long time. But this new ally has the magical ability to overthrow the kingdom’s current royal family and rule in their place, if she chose to. And the Rothschan royals know it. So there’s a sort of stalemate between the two kingdoms right now. A rather reluctant truce, if you will.”
“Really?”
“Honestly, Rhyss, don’t you remember? It’s pretty big news; Beyan had to have mentioned it.”
I frowned, trying to recall my last conversation with my friend. I had been so surprised by his “Jennica and I are having a baby” announcement that I may have missed out on the rest of what he had been saying. I’m sure as King Beyan, his subjects hung on his every word, but my friend Beyan knew exactly what I—his longtime friend and former traveling companion—was like. 
But I had always paid attention when it counted. Like if our group was under attack by bandits. Or we had to tread quietly because a dragon was near. Things like that.
Farrah shook her head at me, like she was annoyed, but it was more from force of habit than anything. After all the years of traveling together, she knew what I was like, too. She gave a heavy sigh of fond exasperation. “Well, at least you remembered that Rothschan attacked Calia, even if you didn’t recall the details. That’s something, at least.”
“Don’t worry, if Jennica and Beyan talk about it, I’ll act like I know what they’re talking about.”
Farrah laughed. “Beyan will see right through that. Besides me, he’s the only other person who knows you all too well.”
Our conversation had taken us into the heart of the capital, past the Merchants’ District, beyond the Academy of Magical Arts that Queen Jennica had founded a few years ago, and right to the palace gardens. Just beyond was the fountain-lined walkway leading to the Calian palace. The shimmering blue-and-green cobblestones in the palace courtyard always gave me the feeling I was underwater. No matter how many times I had been here, the palace never ceased to impress me.
Farrah giggled at me. “Now who’s gawking?”
I playfully poked her—no easy feat, since we were both atop horses. “Still hard to believe rough-and-tumble Beyan lives in this fancy place.”
Her grin softened as she stared at the majestic building before us. “Changes,” was all she said. 
As we approached, the door to the palace flung open dramatically. A musical voice proclaimed, “Lord Rhyss and Lady Farrah have arrived! Welcome to Castle Calia!”
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Chapter Two 


Farrah and I looked at each other and shrugged. “When did we get titled?” she asked. 
“I have no idea,” I answered, dismounting. “But you have to admit, it has a certain ring to it.”
I helped Farrah dismount and then motioned to a waiting page, who sprang forward and led the horses away to be stabled. Gallantly, I offered the crook of my arm to Farrah, who grinned broadly as she placed her fingers lightly on my offered arm. “Shall we, my lady?”
“Certainly, my lord.”
The page with the melodic voice scurried ahead of us as we entered the palace, headed for the Great Hall. Farrah and I followed at a more leisurely pace. The page flung open the doors to the Great Hall with the same dramatic flair he had shown earlier, loudly announcing, “Lord Rhyss and Lady Farrah are here, to request an audience with Her Majesty, Queen Jennica Allayne Kenet—”
Queen Jennica stood, effectively cutting off the rest of whatever the young page had been about to say. “Thank you, Sielan. You may go.”
Sielan stopped mid-royal name recitation, looking confused. He opened and closed his mouth several times, like a fish gasping for air, then finally spluttered, “O-of course, Your Majesty.”
As he turned to go, Jennica added, “And next time, don’t forget to knock. Please close the door behind you.”
Sielan, now bright red with embarrassment, bowed repeatedly as he backed out of the doorway. The impressive wooden doors of the Great Hall shut, the sound echoing off of the room’s stone walls. The fading sound was replaced by the sound of laughter from Farrah, myself, and the three figures on the dais at the other end of the room. 
Queen Jennica, lovely and intelligent, commanded the room with her, well, queenly demeanor. Her black hair flowed loose under the simple golden circlet on her head. When we had first met, she had been a bit headstrong, yet uncertain of herself. Then again, she had been a princess on the run, traveling with Beyan, Farrah, and me under false pretenses. But now, she was a wholly confident and self-assured woman, as befit the ruler of the most renowned magical kingdom in the Gifted Lands.
Standing behind the queen’s throne was Taryn, a bubbly blonde former lady-in-waiting turned Royal Advisor. Although advisor was a bit of an understatement. Taryn not only advised the king and queen, she also assisted Jennica with any number of activities, some officially sanctioned, and many more in secret.
And finally, sitting in the throne next to Jennica, was King Beyan of Calia. Even after all these years it still felt odd to call him King Beyan or Your Majesty, although I made sure to use his titles and honorifics in public. To me, he was still just Beyan, the dragon Seeker and my friend and traveling companion of many years. Fortunately, Beyan was a level-headed sort, and didn’t let his newfound royal status go to his head. 
Still laughing, Beyan stood and held out his arms to us. His circlet, a matching twin to his wife’s, lay slightly askew on his brown hair, making me grin. Some things really didn’t change. “Rhyss, Farrah. We’re so glad you could make it!”
After hugs and greetings were exchanged, Jennica looked around and frowned. “I’d say you two should sit so we can all catch up with each other, but frankly, the chairs here are uncomfortable.”
“I can have Sielan fetch some other chairs, Your Majesty,” Taryn said, moving toward a nearby bell pull.
Jennica stopped her before she could summon the young page. “No, don’t bother. Sielan would probably faint from the excitement of it all, and I’d rather not sit on these thrones again, anyway.”
“Is Sielan the page who showed us in?” Farrah asked. When the queen nodded, Farrah added, “He did seem rather … excitable.”
Jennica laughed. “‘Rather excitable’ is a nice way of putting it. He loves the formalities of palace life, and being around so many people of high rank. I think it bothers him that half the time his own queen would rather things around here were more casual.”
“Is he new here?”
“He is. We hired him as a favor to his mother, who’s served in the palace for a long time. She hoped being a page would help temper some of his boundless energy.”
Beyan laughed. “Instead, he’s just refocused all of that energy on being the kingdom’s most perfect page. It’s a bit trying.”
Jennica stepped down from the dais. “Ah, well. He’ll grow out of it. Eventually. Maybe.”
“Why did he think we were nobility?” I wondered as the rest of us followed the queen, gathering around the closed doors to the Great Hall.
Jennica turned to us and smiled, her hand resting lightly on the door handle. “Sielan thinks anyone who comes in through the front, formal entrance is a lord or lady. After all, everyone else uses either the servants’ or commoners’ entrance.” She opened the door and strode into the hallway.
“There’s a commoners’ entrance?” I whispered to Farrah, who shrugged. “I never knew that.”
“Also, we may have decided to bestow some courtesy titles on our dearest friends.” Beyan winked at Farrah and me. “Kind of comes with the territory of … some other things.”
Some other things most likely referring to the one thing that the royal couple had requested of me—namely, becoming Crown Prince Coran’s godfather.
“Thank you, I think,” I said. “Um … not to be rude, because it is a great honor, but … does it come with added responsibilities?”
“Only if you want them,” Beyan said. “We were thinking the status change would really just be in name only. Although you would be entitled to land, a modest stipend from the Calian Crown for living expenses, and a seat on the kingdom’s Council.”
The financial part sounded enticing. And, hey, I would finally be able to pay off my tab at the Dragon's Tail. I imagined the look on Sylvie's face when I casually plunked down a hefty purse on the counter. Keep the change, I would say, as if I did this sort of thing all the time.
That would be fun.
As for the rest of it … “Can I think about it?”
Beyan laughed. “Of course, my friend. I completely understand. After all, you’re not the only one to suddenly find himself a lord, thanks to your connections.”
Queen Jennica chuckled. “Connections? Darling, you earned that title.”
Beyan laughed again. “I may have earned it, but it doesn’t mean I wanted it.”
The queen led us to the private chambers she shared with Beyan. “We’ll be more comfortable here, plus it will be easier to visit without being overheard.” 
Upon opening the door to the bedchamber, a young girl of perhaps thirteen or fourteen instantly sprang up from her seat, then sank into a deep curtsy. “Your Majesties!”
“Hello, Leandra,” Jennica said. “How’s little Coran doing?”
“Excellent, Your Majesty. He’s been sound asleep for a good hour or so.”
“Good. Let’s hope he stays that way for a little while longer.” Jennica crossed over to where a simple white bassinet stood in one corner of the room, looked down at her sleeping son, and smiled. “We’ll be here for a while, Leandra, so you may go.”
“As you wish, Your Majesty. Will there be anything else you require before I go?”
“Yes. Please send someone from the kitchen up with refreshments for our guests. No need to hurry.”
Leandra curtsied again, then left the room. Jennica and Beyan settled themselves in a settee by the fireplace, while Taryn, Farrah, and I settled ourselves in various chairs nearby. 
“It’s always lovely to see you two,” Jennica said. Then, to me: “And I bet you were surprised when you received our note.”
I laughed. Then, afraid of appearing disrespectful, I quickly turned it into a cough. “You could say that, Jennica.”
“Would it surprise you more if I told you that I was the one who suggested you?”
Beyan reached over and grasped Jennica’s hand. “I completely agreed with my lovely wife’s judgment, but yes. She was the one who put forth your name as the best person to be Coran’s godparent.”
I was stunned into silence. I had assumed Beyan had suggested me, and that Jennica had—reluctantly—agreed.
Farrah smiled at me encouragingly. “I think it’s an excellent choice.”
Beyan grinned. “Glad you think so. And don’t feel left out of anything, Farrah. We’ll get you on the next round.”
“Next round? Does that mean …? Are you and Jennica …?”
“Oh, goodness, no,” Jennica said. “Let me get used to motherhood with Coran first.”
We all laughed. I had finally gathered my thoughts enough to say, ”Thank you, Jennica. I … I’m honored you think so highly of me.”
“Of course,” she said. “I always have. But now, to a bit of business. The Haerfest Celebration starts tomorrow, with the dedication on the third day. It’s always a lovely festival, but it can get a bit chaotic, so once it’s underway, we won’t have much time to prepare for the dedication.”
“Prepare?” Was I supposed to give a speech or something? “Prepare what?”
Seeing the distress on my face, Beyan hastily said, “Nothing too scary, my friend. We just need you to stand with us and the baby during the ceremony, respond to a few questions at the right times, and be recognized by the Sword of the First King.”
“Questions? What kind of questions?” Then my brain caught up with my mouth. “Wait a minute, did you just say I will get to see the Sword of the First King again?”
Farrah remarked, “That got his attention. You should have mentioned that on the dedication invitation.”
“It definitely is a perk.” The sword in question was an absolutely beautiful weapon. I had had the chance to, ahem, borrow it several years ago when Calia was in danger from a deranged, magic-drunk king. Afterwards, the former queen, Melandria, had been kind enough to have a similar sword made for me as a reward. It was a wonderful copy, but the original had been something special. Magical. 
The Sword of the First King used to hang above the twin thrones in the Great Hall, but since my short-term theft of it, it had been locked away in one of the castle treasuries. The space was now occupied by a magical illusion that was sure to disappoint any would-be weapon thieves.
“What do you mean by, the sword will ‘recognize’ me?” I asked.
“It’s a crucial part of the ceremony,” Beyan said. “Just like it was used in Jennica’s coronation, and our wedding. It binds us either to the kingdom, to each other, or both.”
“Wait. Does this mean I’m giving up my Orchwell citizenship?”
“Not unless you want to. But it will bind you to Coran as his godfather, and thus, indirectly, in service to the kingdom of Calia.”
“Oh. That’s all right then.” I’d never do anything that would harm Beyan or Jennica, and since anything that harmed their kingdom would obviously hurt them, I practically was in service to the kingdom of Calia anyway. 
“You’re sure?” Beyan searched my face anxiously. “I know what a free spirit you are. You’d be bound to the Crown Prince of Calia. It could potentially be a big responsibility, gods forbid.”
“No more than saving your hide time and time again,” I quipped. “Like when you fell into that snowy crevice while we were looking for that ancient ice dragon. Or when you were still developing your skills as a Seeker, and stumbled into that nest of baby earth dragons, with the mother nearby. Oh, and do you remember the time—”
Beyan held up a hand. “Say no more, friend. Standing as godfather to a baby, even if he is a prince, will be much easier than any commission you ever accompanied me on.”
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Chapter Three


The first day of the Haerfest Celebration went by in a blur. As Queen Jennica had predicted, the myriad of sights and sounds to experience were fun, but exhausting. Being the northernmost kingdom in the Gifted Lands, Calia often had harsher winters than its neighbors. Perhaps that accounted for the overwhelming frenzy that was the country’s Haerfest Celebration. From sunup to well after sundown, Farrah and I attended various games and entertainments, and sampled a wide variety of Calian cuisine. By the end of that first day, my purse was much lighter, and my body a lot heavier. 
That night, Beyan, Jennica, Farrah, and I had a private dinner together. Taryn was nearby, acting as nursemaid to baby Coran. I wondered why, since I was sure there were servants dedicated to that role.
After the food had been served, Taryn shut and locked the door behind the exiting servants, then joined us at the table while still keeping an eye on the baby.
“What’s with the secrecy?” Farrah asked, indicating the locked door.
Beyan lifted his glass to his lips and took a long sip of wine. Almost like he was gathering the courage to say something. I grew nervous, and downed some wine myself. 
“There was one more thing we needed to tell you, before the dedication ceremony,” he said. “We didn’t tell you when you first arrived, because we knew you had a lot to think about already. But remember when I said that becoming Coran’s godfather could potentially be a big responsibility?” 
I took another long swallow of wine. This wasn’t sounding good. “Go on.”
Beyan and Jennica exchanged glances before Jennica spoke. “There’s one other thing that being the prince’s godfather would entail. We would like you to serve as Regent, if the need ever arose.”
I had either had too much wine, or not enough, because I was pretty sure I hadn’t heard Jennica correctly. “Did you say, Regent?”
Farrah laughed. “Now that was not what I was expecting either of you to say.”
Jennica said, “Neither Beyan nor I have any siblings. My parents have a new life, outside of Calia. They’ve spent the last few years traveling around the Gifted Lands and have accepted an ambassadorship to the kingdom of Graenir, in the southeast. They were here for Coran’s birth, but moved to Graenir afterward. One of the rules surrounding their new position was that they can’t travel outside Graenir for one year. Calia’s never had relations with the mysterious kingdom—I don’t think any of the other countries in the Gifted Lands have, either. It was an amazing opportunity to make an ally, one that we—as in, the kingdom of Calia—couldn’t pass up.”
Farrah put her hand on Jennica’s arm. “While I’m sure you’re happy, as queen, for the chance to ally with Graenir, I’m sorry—for you as Jennica—to hear that your parents are so far away. I’m sure you miss them.”
Jennica shrugged, but she put her hand over Farrah’s and squeezed it in an unspoken thank you. “I would have loved to have them around for the first year of my firstborn. Not a day goes by that I don’t want them around for advice or assistance. But as queen, Calia is my first duty, always. Ruling a country means you often have to put duty above desire.” She sighed. “But that means they are unable to help easily, should something happen to Beyan and me. You, Rhyss, and Taryn are the only ones we trust the most.”
“Then why don’t you have Taryn or Farrah stand as Regent?” I asked.
Farrah vehemently shook her head no. Queen Jennica said, “While Farrah would make an excellent godmother, we wanted Coran to have an additional positive male influence in his life, besides his father.”
Taryn added, “Besides, I can serve the royal family and the kingdom better in my current position. Rhyss, you really are the best choice.”
“Me? How?”
“You’ll already be part of the prince’s life. You’ll be someone he can trust completely."
“And, since you’re not part of the Calian court, he’ll know you truly have his best interests at heart,” Farrah said. 
I looked at her, surprised. “You really think I can do this? I mean, I hope it never happens, but if it did … you honestly think I’m the best person for it?”
The look in Farrah’s eyes took my breath away. Genuine sincerity, and … something else I couldn’t quite decipher. “Yes, Rhyss. I don’t think it. I know it.”
There was a collective silence as everyone awaited my answer. Then, finally, I said:
“All right, then. I’ll do it.”
My answer was met with a crying sound from the nearby cradle. Taryn started to stand, ready to attend to the baby, but Jennica waved at her to stay seated and walked over, picking up her son and rocking him slightly to calm him down. She brought Coran over to where I was sitting at the table.
“See, little one? That’s Rhyss. He’s going to be your godfather. What do you think of that?”
Coran’s answer was to keep crying. He reached out toward me. 
“Would you like to hold him?” Queen Jennica asked me.
“Uh, I don’t know …”
“It’ll be fine. Hold him like this.” She demonstrated briefly, then handed the squirming little bundle to me. His crying grew louder.
“I don’t think he likes me.”
“Nonsense. Just give it a moment.”
I did, holding my breath all the while. Eventually the little prince settled down, staring at me with his big brown eyes. 
I dared to breathe again. Waggling my fingers in front of Coran, I laughed in surprise when he grabbed my fingers with a surprisingly strong grip. 
“Ah, see?” Jennica said. “He likes you.”
Looking down at the little Crown Prince, I knew at that moment my heart was given. 
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Chapter Four


By the end of the second day of the Haerfest Celebration, completely drained from the day’s events, I wondered if I would have enough energy to make it through Crown Prince Coran’s dedication. As I crawled into bed, I thanked the gods that the ceremony wasn’t until midday. I could sleep in a little, I hoped. 
But my hopes were dashed the next morning when a loud knocking sounded on my bedchamber door. I cracked open one eye. The sun was peeking through the curtains, letting me know the day had already begun. But it still felt way too early to me.
I groaned and turned over in bed, pulling a pillow over my head for good measure.
I was just drifting back to sleep when—
—The pillow was yanked unceremoniously from me.
“Hey!” I turned and blinked groggily, my brain and mouth both fuzzy.
“Good morning.” Farrah’s brisk voice cut through my fuzziness. So did the sharp sunlight that pierced my closed eyes when she pulled back the curtains. 
“Go away. ‘M sleeping,” I mumbled.
“Not anymore. Get up.” She whacked me lightly with the stolen pillow, then yanked the bedcovers off me. Cold air hit me, adding to the unwelcome wake-up.
I groped for the covers, but Farrah held the edges out of my reach. Finally, I gave up. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “You’re lucky I don’t sleep naked.”
Farrah snorted. “I’ve traveled with you for how many years now? No Seeker’s companion would be so foolish. Bandits aren’t usually polite enough to wait for you to put your clothes on before they attack.”
She was right, as usual. I yawned. “Still, is there some reason you’re up so early, and you felt like inflicting that on me? We’ve been through the fair twice over. My feet are swollen and ready to fall off, and I couldn’t eat another thing even if I wanted to.”
“That’s surprising, coming from you. But no, we’re not going to the fair. Have you forgotten already? Today’s the day of the baby prince’s dedication.”
“That’s not for another few hours.”
“And there’s much to be done before it happens. You can’t just roll out of bed and walk into the ceremony.” She eyed me, clucking her tongue. “Well, maybe you can, but you shouldn’t. Come on.”
She tugged on my hand, pulling me from the bed. Knowing that it would do no good to argue and delay things, I let her. She pushed me toward the door. “There’s a servant waiting outside for you, who will assist you in the baths. I’ll meet you after you’re done getting ready; I have to get dressed myself.” 
Now that I was more awake, I realized Farrah was clad only in a white dressing gown; as she’d pointed out, we’d traveled extensively together in the wilderness of the Gifted Lands and I had seen her before in various stages of undress. But for some reason, seeing her in a full-length lacy dressing gown made me embarrassed, as if I had caught her in a private moment.
Why was I embarrassed? It was only Farrah, after all.
“All right.” I spoke quickly to cover my embarrassment as I looked at a random point over Farrah’s shoulder. “I’ll see you later, then.”
Farrah crossed to the still-open door and left, stopping briefly in the doorway to give instructions to someone unseen standing in the hallway. “Don’t let him go back to bed, we’re running late as it is.”
I heard a murmur of, “Yes, m’lady,” and then Farrah’s footsteps echoing rapidly down the hall.
Sielan’s tousled blond head poked around the doorframe. “My lord, I have come to escort you to the baths.”
Inwardly, I groaned. Already the day was turning out sideways, and it had barely begun. Sure enough, Sielan yapped my ear off while escorting me to the men’s bathing area, which normally wasn’t that far away, but under Sielan’s incessant chatter, felt like it was in another kingdom entirely.
“Ah, here we are, my lord,” Sielan announced as we finally reached the baths. I hadn’t bothered to try to curb his constant usage of my new title. Being “my lord”-ed every fifth word was kind of growing on me.
The page opened the door for me. “Thank you,” I said. 
“Of course, my lord. I believe your bath has already been prepared. Do you require assistance? Should you need anything—”
Before Sielan could say—or do—anything else, I pulled the door firmly shut behind me. I’m not entirely sure, but I think the poor page jumped back at the last second before the door clipped his nose. 
I slipped into the waiting warm water and closed my eyes.

      [image: image-placeholder]A discreet knock on the door alerted me that, unfortunately, it was time to get on with my day. I reluctantly pulled myself out of the water and dried off quickly with the linen towel that someone had thoughtfully laid out earlier. 
Another knock sounded just as I pulled my nightshirt over my head. I yanked open the door, surprising Sielan, whose hand was raised mid-knock. “Ah, Lord Rhyss! I’m glad you’re finished. If I may escort you back to your chambers?” 
“It’s all right, I know the way.” I hoped I wasn’t being too obvious in my attempt to get rid of him.
“It’s no trouble, my lord.” 
I sighed. It was probably faster to just give in and let him escort me. It was his job, after all, and he seemed very determined to do it. I started walking, Sielan on my heels. With more endless chatter.
When we reached my room, Sielan said, “I understand you journeyed here without a valet. Allow me to—”
“No, no
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