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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


"Has anyone told you, you're the prettiest girl here?" 
I giggled as I turned my face to Tahn, a silent—and hopefully alluring—request for another kiss. "You have to say that, silly. Besides, I am the only girl here."
Tahn obliged my unspoken request. "I don't have to say it. And I wouldn't say it if it wasn't true."
I giggled again, snuggling into the crook of his arm. Together, we leaned back against the large oak that also conveniently hid us from prying eyes. In the distance, I could hear the faint voices of laughter and talk from near my house, but I didn't care. The party would keep. It wasn't like I was the guest of honor, anyway. No one would miss me.
Our lips had just met again when a pointed cough sounded somewhere above.
We broke apart to see my brother, Alistair, standing just a few feet away, a pained look on his face. "Forgive my interruption," he said, not sounding sorry at all. "But Mother and Father—among other people—have started noticing your absence, Idessa. I told them I'd go look for you."
I frowned. "Can't you cover for me, Lis?" I wheedled, falling back on my childhood nickname for him. Maybe that would soften him up.
But Alistair's frown matched my own. "I already did. Several times. Come on." He turned to go.
I sighed heavily as I stood up, brushing dirt and leaves from my dress. Tahn followed suit, and I grabbed his hand. We started after my brother, who paused, looking pointedly at our clasped hands. "Maybe you should return separately."
With that, he walked through the trees, not waiting to see if I'd follow.
I sighed again. "I guess I should go. Count to thirty, then follow me?"
Tahn shrugged. "Or maybe I should just go home. I don't think I can spend several hours being glared at by your brother."
"Oh, just ignore him," I said. "You haven't really met my parents yet. I know they'll think you're wonderful, just as I do." I looked up into his deep brown eyes, batting my eyes for good measure. "Please?"
He shrugged again, but nodded.
Smiling, I stood on my tiptoes for one last stolen kiss. Then I turned and hurried after my brother.
To my surprise, Alistair was waiting for me just on the other side of the trees. "You ready, already?"
"I thought you had already gone back to the house," I said.
He snorted. "Not likely. If I don't bring you back personally, Mother and Father will have both of our heads. Besides, I know you. If I don't keep an eye on you, you'd just stay out here with Tahn. Or worse, wander off with him."
"I don't know why you are always so down on him," I complained as we started walking.
"Because, Idessa. You can do so much better than him," Alistair said. 
I rolled my eyes. Not this again. Ever since Alistair had returned from his Guardian year, he'd been insufferable. Gone was my fun-loving older brother, only to be replaced by some stuffy, boring person who was better suited to a straight-laced government job than his original dream of adventurer-for-hire in the Gifted Lands.
Which was why my family was hosting this party. As we got closer, I saw the painted homemade banner: "Congratulations, Alistair!" 
A sizable crowd milled around our house, a modest one-story cottage. My parents didn't often host guests, as our family was rather private. But tonight was a special occasion.
Chatter and laughter floated on the air. I stopped my brother before we could reach the group—and while we were far enough away that they might not notice us. "Congratulations, Alistair," I said, echoing the banner's cheery sentiment.
He hugged me. "Thank you." 
He tried to pull away, but I wouldn't let him go. "I'll miss you."
He laughed, and this time was successful in extracting himself from me. "Silly. I'll still be in Graenir."
"I know. But you'll be busy all the time, and who knows when we'll get to see you? And you just got back. We've hardly had any time together."
Alistair's smile faded somewhat. "And whose fault is that? I've been around for the last year, for the most part. You're the one who's rarely been home."
It was a familiar argument, and one I didn't want to get into. Not on today, of all days. Still, I couldn't stop the whine that crept into my voice. "Well, I'm not the one who changed. You used to be more fun."
Alistair snorted. "I'm still fun. Maybe not in a way you recognize, but …"
"You know what I mean."
He stepped back, holding me at arm's length as he looked me straight in the eyes. "People change, Idessa. It's the one thing you can count on. And being a Guardian—it definitely changes you. You'll understand, when your time comes."
"If." It was a slim hope, but it was a hope I held onto nonetheless. I certainly didn't want to be a Guardian, even if it was a required duty.
Well. It's required only if you happen to be unlucky enough to be picked, I reminded myself.
Alistair shrugged. "True enough. If. And if it happens, then I hope it will change you as deeply as it did me."
He walked away, toward the house, leaving me no choice but to hurry after him. 
As we approached, various guests greeted us, calling out their congratulations and well wishes to Alistair. With all that noise, there was no way I could slip in undetected. Sure enough, I soon found myself standing in front of Mother, who was chatting with some neighbors whose names I could never remember.
"Oh, and here's our youngest, Idessa," Mother said. "Idessa, meet Kal and Ellya Arnon. They live down by the pond."
I murmured a polite greeting, trying to avoid Mother's pointed stare. The one that said, I know you skipped out, young lady. We'll discuss that later.
"Idessa." Mistress Arnon beamed at me. "You must be so happy about your brother's new position."
"Oh, I am." I plastered a smile on my face. "Serving in the Archives is so exciting."
What a lie. Honestly, it sounded like the most boring job ever.
"It will definitely keep him busy," my mother said, sounding proud and sad at the same time. "He's only just returned to us, and now we have to give him away again in service to Graenir." 
"Oh, that's right," Mistress Arnon said. "And now we're coming on the close of another year. They'll be sending out the summons soon." She turned to me. "Have you served as a Guardian yet, Idessa?"
"No," I replied. "But if I am called, then I will gladly serve." 
Another lie. But it was the right thing to say—in fact, the expected response. Mistress Arnon beamed again. "Imagine if that were to happen! Two Guardians in the family."
Inwardly, I shuddered. But I just smiled again and nodded. "That would be exciting. If you'll excuse me, Mother, Mistress Arnon."
Mother waved me away, continuing her conversation with the Arnons. I made my way through the crowd, searching for Tahn's tall figure and blond hair. He should have been here by now. But I didn't see him.
I sighed.
"Why the sad face? It's supposed to be a celebration party, not a funeral," a voice teased.
I looked up. And bit back the groan that threatened to escape. Instead, I forced a pleasant smile on my face. "Hello, Oran." I looked behind him. "No Alistair?"
Oran grinned, waving at a group of people that surrounded my brother. "Not right now. He's lost in his throng of admirers."
I chuckled. "It's not often you two aren't joined at the hip. Except, of course, for when Alistair had to do his Guardian duty."
My brother's best friend—and practically a second sibling to me—Oran had been around for as long as I could remember. It always stumped me, how the two of them could be such good friends. Oran was steady and quiet, whereas Alistair was more spirited and carefree, sometimes bordering on reckless. 
Or had been. Ever since Alistair had returned from his Guardian year, he had become more quiet and less fun-loving. In short, a lot like Oran. 
Bo-ring. 
In fact, it was Oran who had helped my brother get his new job in the Archives, where Oran had been working for a few years. From the way Alistair talked about it, you'd think that the Archives were the most exciting place in Graenir, let alone the Gifted Lands. 
Yawn. No, thank you.
Oran nodded. "If it wasn't a solitary position, I would have gone with your brother. But, alas, I had to stay home."
"You sound like you want to be a Guardian." I pursed my lips, hoping I hadn't sounded too accusatory.
But Oran didn't take offense. "A whole year to just sit and be by myself, with only books and my thoughts for company? Sounds like heaven to me."
I smirked, shaking my head. "Sounds like a prison sentence to me."
He laughed. "Tell you what, if you get summoned, I'll take your place, and serve for you."
This time, a genuine smile bloomed across my face. "Deal."
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Chapter Two


The following morning, I slept in. I figured, since it was the day after my brother's party, my parents wouldn't care. In fact, I'd be surprised if they were even up. 
So I was surprised when I walked into the kitchen and found my entire family sitting around the table, lingering over the remains of breakfast. 
"Good morning, Mother," I said, kissing the top of her head. She patted the hand I had rested on her shoulder. "Father."
My father stopped looking at the journals he had been studying long enough to nod at me. 
"What's for breakfast?" I asked.
Mother waved at the sideboard. "Leftovers from the party. Help yourself."
I did as she said, grabbing an empty plate and filling it high with food before joining everyone at the table.
As I sank into my seat, Mother said, "What are your plans for today, Idessa?"
I paused. I didn't have any solid plans, other than seeking out Tahn, to hopefully pick up where we had left off yesterday. And to maybe ask him why he hadn't followed me back to the house. I had waited and waited, but he had never showed. It had put me in a bad mood, but other than Alistair—and maybe Oran—no one had noticed. 
At least I hoped not.
Mother was still waiting for my answer. So I said, "I was going to go into the city today. To shop."
"Oh, that's perfect." Mother clapped her hands. "Alistair is also headed into the capital. You two can go together. And perhaps see what his new job will be like." This last part was said with a heavy dose of hopefulness. I half expected her to wink at me as well.
My jaw dropped open, then my brain kicked in and I closed my mouth on what I wanted to say. Which was, No, definitely not. I don't think so. Not only did I want to go find Tahn—alone—I also didn't want to spend a boring day with my boring brother at his boring job. No, thank you.
Across the table, Lis gave me a knowing look, one eyebrow raised. I narrowed my eyes at him. Whose idea was it for me to have a babysitter, anyway?
"It will be fun, Dess." He used my childhood nickname, as if that would somehow endear me to this idea. 
"Oh, but I don't want to slow you down," I said to my brother, putting on the sweetest, most helpful little sister voice I could. "I'm sure you have a lot of things to do in the city to prepare for your big, important job." I debated fluttering my eyelashes for good measure, but then thought that might be a little too much.
"It's no bother. And I can help you with your … shopping." That slight emphasis and that definite smirk cinched it. This outing had totally been Alistair's idea. 
"There's really no need." 
"Of course there is. What kind of big brother would I be, if I didn't help you out?" His voice matched mine in syrupy sweetness. 
I gritted my teeth as my lips thinned. He had won the round, and he knew it. 
"Perfect, it's all settled then," Mother said, oblivious to the conversation's undercurrents. "You two will have a wonderful time."
At least one of us thought so. 
I took my time eating, hoping that if I drew it out long enough, my brother would get annoyed and leave without me. No such luck. Lis and Mother began talking, mostly about his upcoming job, what it would entail, and what he needed to do to prepare for it. Father kept paging through his books and papers, only occasionally contributing to their discussion. Nobody seemed inclined to hurry me, but my food only lasted so long.
The moment I was done eating, my brother stood up. "Shall we go?"
"I was about to get some more food," I hedged. 
But Mother waved me away. "If you're hungry, get something in the market. There's some money in the drawer there. Not too much, since we spent so much on your brother's party. But there should be enough for you to do a little bit of shopping." 
I sighed inwardly. Guess there was no help for it. I had to go to the capital with Lis. Lucky me.
Maybe I could ditch him once we got there. Or perhaps whatever he had to do with his job preparation would occupy him to the point where he wouldn't notice my absence for a little while. 
I smiled as I picked up Mother's coin purse. And now I had a bit of extra spending money.
Lis already had his shoes and coat on by the time I joined him at the door. "Come on, we shouldn't waste any more time."
I rolled my eyes as he strode out the door. I followed along, hopping on one foot as I struggled to slip my shoe on. "Hey! Wait up!"
Lis didn't break stride, but his steps slowed somewhat. I caught up to him and swatted him on the arm.
That made him stop. "What was that for?" 
I began to tick off the reasons on my fingers. "For not waiting for me. For forcing me to accompany you, instead of just letting me do what I want. And for so rudely interrupting me and Tahn yesterday."
My brother mimicked my finger counting. "You've already wasted most of the day. Mother thought it would be good for you to see what I'm going to be doing, and it's not like you had plans that ran counter to that. And as for you and Tahn …"
I sighed. "What about him?"
Lis frowned. "It's just—I don't want to see my baby sister get hurt."
I crossed my arms and glared at my brother. 
He sighed. "He's a bit too … friendly with some of the other girls around Graenir. I know how much you like him, and—"
"And he's loyal to me. You have nothing to worry about." I had nothing to worry about. I huffed, angry at myself for letting my brother's words get under my skin. "Never mind. Don't even start."
We started walking again. An awkward silence stretched between us. Finally, as a sort of peace offering, I said, "What exactly are you going to be doing for your new job, anyway?"
Lis smiled. "You'll see, once we get to the capital. But the short version is, I'll be working with the Research and Excavation team."
Yawn. I frowned. "Really? Didn't you have enough of that during your year as a Guardian?"
My brother's eyes lit up. "Are you kidding? That's what got me interested in doing Research and Excavation in the first place. And then when Oran told me there was an opening …"
Lis started to prattle on about the things he learned in his Guardian year. Great. Now I'd have to listen to this on the entire walk to the city. I could feel my eyes glaze over.
"When you serve your Guardianship, you'll understand," Lis said.
"If," I said, putting a heavy emphasis on the word.
He shrugged. "You might get out of it, but I doubt it. Graenir's population isn't as big as it used to be in previous years. There's a good chance you'll be summoned for duty."
"I hope not." 
My brother eyed me sidelong. "You can't just hope the possibility away. What would you do if you do get summoned?"
What, indeed? Turning down the Guardianship was not an option. "I'd have to do it, I guess. Thank the gods the job is super easy. Just boring."
"Learning about Graenir's history—indeed, the history of the Gifted Lands—is not boring."
"Says you. Did you even commune with a god—any god—while you were a Guardian?"
Lis shook his head. "But it wasn't for lack of trying. The vault has been dormant for such a long time—several centuries, at least. Maybe even a few millennia. Perhaps the gods have moved on, or are sleeping. If they're even still alive."
I snorted. "Then why do we even bother still guarding the vault? The gods haven't tried to talk to any Guardian, ever. They might not even be there anymore. Why waste our time?"
"Because. Our god, Graenta, promised the people of Graenir, upon the kingdom's founding, that in exchange for unwavering, eternal Guardianship, he would impart to the chosen Guardian the wisdom of the ages. And, through that Guardian, all of Graenir, and perhaps even the Gifted Lands, would benefit." 
I didn't even try to hide my smirk. "Spare me from the drivel that our teachers push on us every year. You really believe that crap?"
"I do." 
"Why?"
For a long few moments, my brother didn't answer. The slap of our footsteps against the worn dirt road and the birds singing in the trees were the only sounds on our journey. And then, finally, Alistair spoke.
"I know that the old tales—of the gods founding the Gifted Lands, and of Graenir's god sealing all seven of them away in the vault—can't be proven. It's been so long, maybe they really are nothing more than stories by now. 
"But there's something about them that resonates with me. Gives me purpose. I suppose that's why I'm so excited to join Research and Excavation—because maybe, in my lifetime, we'll finally discover something that answers all the questions that have been building up for forever. And because it gives me comfort and hope to believe in something bigger than myself."
The reverence in my brother's voice gave me pause. And it kind of made me uncomfortable. But I didn't know why, and I didn't really want to delve too deep into that reason right now. Maybe not ever.
"I don't know," I said. "I like things that I can see, and feel, and touch." 
Like Tahn. I colored slightly, just thinking that. 
Lis raised his eyebrows at me, as if he could read my mind. "You'll see. When it's your turn to be a Guardian, you'll understand."
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Chapter Three


By the time we reached Graenir's capital, the city was already bustling. Even though half the day was gone, Market Day had still attracted a sizable crowd, with several merchants' stalls lined up right outside the gates, along the road, and many more inside the city as far as I could see. 
Lis frowned. "I had hoped by now the crowds would have thinned out. It will take a while just to get through everybody to get to the Archives."
Seeing a chance to salvage my situation, I said, "And then you still have your business to take care of over there. And with so many shoppers, I don't want to lose out on the good merchandise. Maybe you should go on ahead, and I'll get my shopping done now, then meet up with you later?"
My brother's frown deepened—he knew exactly what I was trying to do. But he also couldn't deny that it made more sense for us to split up and do our separate errands than for him to force me to stay by his side. He sighed. "Fine. Don't take too long. I shouldn't be more than an hour. If you're not at the Archives by then, I'll come find you." His lips thinned. "And I won't be happy about it."
"Of course, big brother. I'll get my shopping done quickly, and then meet you at the Archives." I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. "Love you, Lis."
He smiled a bit at the childhood nickname, but reminded me, "Don't be late."
"Yes, yes. Get going. I'll see you soon."
Lis shook his head, but left, threading his way through the crowd.
"Idessa!"
I turned at the sound of my name. My face broke into a grin when I saw who had been calling out to me. 
My best friend Jele rushed up to me, a little out of breath. "I thought that was you! I'd recognize that hair anywhere."
My hand flew to my head, a self-conscious habit. Most people don't get white hair until they're at least middle-aged; I had been born with it, and had always been very aware of it. In a kingdom where most people had black or brown hair, I knew I stuck out—a fact that I wasn't too happy about.
Jele batted my hand down. "Oh, stop. You know you're gorgeous." 
I embraced her. "I'm glad to see you. I wasn't sure I'd run into you today. By the way, where were you yesterday? I thought you were going to stop by Alistair's party."
Jele sighed and rolled her eyes. "Babysitting. Couldn't get away. Sorry about that."
"You could have brought Alara with you." Jele's five-year-old sister Alara was energetic, but well-behaved. My parents wouldn't have minded if Jele had come to the party with her younger sibling. Besides, Jele was practically family. 
Jele shrugged. "It's okay. I was … pretty busy."
I nodded in sympathy. "Likewise. And speaking of babysitting …" 
I told Jele about how my mother had shackled me with my brother today, and about yesterday's party. When I mentioned Tahn, Jele got a funny look on her face. I sighed inwardly even as I kept talking. First my brother, now my best friend … was there no one in my life who liked Tahn? 
"That's so annoying," Jele sympathized. She linked her arm through mine. "Come on, let's look around. It'll get your mind off things."
Together, we walked around, looking at the various items the merchants had on display. I picked up a leather belt, admiring the handiwork before putting it back down. Some lovely glass trinkets caught the sunlight—and my eye.
Jele was drawn to a merchant selling chocolates. I'd only had the exotic imported sweets once, but the delicious and unusual flavor had stayed with me. I watched, feeling jealous, as Jele picked out a few pieces and handed over the requested amount, not even bothering to haggle or fret over the cost.
But what really got my attention was a small wooden stall filled with gold and silver necklaces, rings, and bracelets. I'd always loved jewelry—I have a weakness for shiny, pretty things—but my plain, hardworking family didn't hold with frivolous adornments. Other than my parents' simple gold wedding bands, I don't think we had any other jewelry in the house. If we did, I had never seen it.
I was admiring a beautiful locket, perfect for holding a lock of your beloved's hair, when a low voice sounded by my ear, tickling my skin and sending a delicious shiver up my spine. "That would look great on you."
Startled, I jumped, then broke into a smile. "Tahn!" 
He slung a casual arm over my shoulder. "You should get it. It's quite pretty, almost as pretty as the person holding it."
I blushed, but put it back down on the table. "I wish I could. Mother gave me some money for shopping, but she would be so annoyed if I came home with a new necklace instead of something more practical."
Tahn grinned and winked at me. "Don't lose hope. Maybe it'll be yours, someday."
Be still my fluttering heart. I leaned into him, enjoying his warmth and strength. Tahn looked over at Jele, and his easy smile faded a little. He nodded at my best friend. "Jele."
"Tahn." Her manner was just as reserved.
I sighed, loudly, so they would both hear just how exasperated I was. With both of them. "Sheesh, you two. Stop acting so sad. No one died, last I knew." 
Jele forced a laugh, shaking off the odd melancholy that had settled over our little group. "You're right, Dess. Hey, did you two hear? Catrum just got back from completing his Guardianship. You know what that means."
I frowned. "Yeah, that they'll be picking the next Guardian soon."
Jele rolled her eyes. "Yes, and also—there will be a celebration tonight at the castle to celebrate his return."
That perked me up. "Oh, that's right. With all the fuss over getting Alistair's party together, I forgot about that. I'll be there. My whole family should be there, in fact." 
I batted my eyes at Tahn. "How about you?" 
He shrugged. "Of course. I'll meet you there?"
"Okay." I tried to keep my voice cheerful, but underneath I felt a little hurt that he didn't want to accompany me to the party.
He drew me a little closer. "And make sure you wear your prettiest dress. I have something I want to ask you about, tonight."
I shivered in excitement as my spirits instantly lifted. "Okay."
A flash of red, followed by a swish of blue, floated by. The red flash solidified into Fedra, one of our classmates, who looked stunning in a flirty crimson dress. Another classmate, Dienne, wore a more demure white blouse with a blue-and-white checkered skirt. 
"Hello, Tahn." Fedra's voice oozed an open invitation while she pointedly ignored Jele and me. "So wonderful, running into you at the market."
Dienne had more manners than Fedra. Somewhat. She at least nodded to Jele and me, before turning all her attention on Tahn as well. But like I said, she somewhat had more manners. Even though he quite obviously had his arm draped around my shoulders, that didn't stop her from running her fingers up Tahn's wrist.
"Need some help shopping? We'd be happy to help you."
Across from me, Jele frowned at the pair. I grit my teeth. There were some choice words I wanted to say to both Dienne and Fedra, but I wasn't about to stoop to their level. Besides, Tahn would see right through their too bright smiles and fluttering eyelashes.
Wouldn't he?
"Ladies, as always, it's lovely to see you both," he said. "Thank you for the kind offer. Perhaps later, if we're all still around?"
"Of course, Tahn." Fedra leaned a little too close, giving Tahn—and the rest of us—a slight glimpse down her low-cut bodice. I couldn't help my soundless snarl of disgust. How obvious did she have to be? "We'll see you soon, hopefully. Goodbye, now."
"Goodbye," Dienne echoed, and the pair sauntered off. 
"Well, that was … something," I said. 
Tahn laughed as his arm tightened around me. "Is someone a little bit jealous?"
"I'm not." But my petulant tone betrayed my feelings.
"Aww. How cute." He dropped his arm, and I suddenly felt a chill brush through me. Was I cold from the sudden loss of Tahn's body heat? Or was it nerves? I wasn't sure which—and more to the point, I was afraid of analyzing which one it truly was.
Tahn changed the subject. "Now, about tonight's homecoming. Who do you think will be the next Guardian?"
"I don't know, but it sounds horrid," I said, grateful to talk about something else besides my feelings. "Imagine, an entire year in solitude! Even the very slim chance of maybe talking to the gods isn't worth it. Who wants to talk to a bunch of dead gods anyway?"
Jele giggled. "If you're talking to them, then they probably aren't dead."
"You know what I mean. I'd hate to be away from you two—from everyone, really—for such a long time."
"There's talk that they're thinking of doing away with the whole Guardian thing," Tahn said. Jele and I both turned inquisitive looks on him. This was definitely news.
"Why?" asked Jele.
"There doesn't seem to be a need. In the entire history of the Guardians, the seal has never been broken. The gods have never tried to speak to anyone. And the interim time between Guardians has grown longer and longer, with nothing bad happening while the seal is unattended. So, Queen Yllulae feels like it might be an outdated tradition, and do away with it. Or perhaps shorten the serving term from a year to just a few months. At least, that's what my father has said." He sounded smug. Tahn's father was one of the queen's advisors, and Tahn often heard the news of the kingdom before anyone else. 
"That's a good point. There was at least two or three weeks in between Catrum and the last Guardian. And everything was fine."
"Well, I just hope—"
But I didn't get to say what I hoped for. Oran approached our group, smiling as he nodded at all of us. The smile faded from his eyes as he noticed Tahn standing next to me, but he didn't comment. Instead, he greeted us, then asked, "Idessa. If you're here, is Alistair here as well?"
"He's at the Archives, making some preparations before he starts his new job." I paused, remembering. "Wait. Oh, dear—what time is it?"
"Well past the time we were supposed to meet," a pointed voice said behind me.
My heart sank at my brother's annoyed tone. I tried to put a little distance between Tahn and me—no easy feat, in the crowded market—and slowly turned to face my brother. "Hello, Lis."
"Hello yourself. I waited for you, but when you didn't bother to show I realized you had forgotten. Am I right?"
"Well … ah … you see …" I flailed around for an excuse.
"Don't get mad at Idessa," Oran interjected. "I kept her here, talking her ear off."
Both my brother and I gave him funny looks, but even if Lis suspected his friend was lying, he wasn't going to call Oran out in front of the others. Instead, Lis just said, "Well, you can continue to do so while we walk home. If you want to join us. Ready, Idessa?"
I wasn't, not really, but I knew better than to make Lis even more mad. So I nodded, which prompted him to start walking. Oran gave me a sympathetic smile before following.
"I should go," I said.
Jele gave me a quick hug. "See you tonight."
"Definitely."
With a quick goodbye to Jele and Tahn, I hurried after Oran and Lis.
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Chapter Four


I braced myself for an awkward walk back, filled with glowering and stilted conversation. Or for Lis to lay into me the minute we passed through Graenir's city gates. I wasn't sure which would be worse. 
But, to my surprise, neither happened.
"Did you get all of your shopping done?" Alistair's tone was pleasant, although his jaw twitched slightly. 
"No," I admitted. "Once I saw … Jele … I just got caught up in talking with … her."
"Even after Mother gave you all that money, you didn't spend a single cent?" He snorted. "I'm shocked."
"I saw a few things, but—" I shrugged. "I got distracted."
"I'll bet."
Before we could start arguing, Oran spoke up. "How were the Archvies, Lis?"
My brother's eyes lit up. "They were amazing. There's so much more history there than we were ever taught in school. And yet, all those supposed answers just bring up more questions."
"Are they going to have you doing cataloguing, for now?"
Cataloguing sounded incredibly dull to me, but Lis beamed. "Yes, they said that's how all new Archivists are trained."
Oran nodded. "Once you learn the cataloguing system, you can add in newer research. What kinds of questions do you have? Maybe I can help."
"Can you? I have so many questions. Such as, what was Graenir's power supposed to be? Did our kingdom's founder run out of time to infuse our people with it? Why seal away his fellow gods—wouldn't it have been easier and smarter to kill them for their crimes? And …"
Oran and Lis got into a deep discussion about the history of Graenir and the rest of the Gifted Lands, positing questions and debating the answers. I tried to follow along, but found the conversation rather boring. Still, it kept Lis happy, occupied, and most importantly—not focused on me.
I yawned. 
"Does the topic bore you that much, Dess?" Lis raised an eyebrow.
"Oh, no. It's just that I don't have anything insightful to say that could contribute." The lie sounded silly even to my ears.
"Well, let's talk about something that you can speak to," Oran said, ever the thoughtful one. "Will you two be going to Catrum's homecoming tonight?"
I gave him a sharp look. Like my now bookish brother, I thought all Oran did was hole up in his room and study. "How did you know about that?" 
He grinned. "It's all anyone can talk about. You know it's always a big deal when a Guardian comes home."
I smirked. "I don't know why. It's not like the Guardians ever do anything important besides sit around in an empty tower all day."
"Still, every Guardian has said it's life-changing. Perhaps for some more than others, but still, it affects people deeply."
"Anyway." I drew the word out, letting Oran know that topic was done. "About Catrum's party. Yes, I'm sure I'll be there. Lis?"
He nodded. "Of course. For something like this, I would imagine pretty much the entire kingdom would attend. And it's such an honor. I know I enjoyed my homecoming."
Oran elbowed him. "As did several of your admirers." He chuckled. "Some still do, even though it's been over a year since you returned."
My brother blushed. "You have to admit, getting a stipend and a guaranteed placement in the capital is not a bad deal. You'd think people would volunteer to be a Guardian, instead of waiting to be picked."
"Not everyone can handle it. The isolation can drive some people crazy." 
The three of us fell silent, remembering. The length of Guardianship used to be much longer, for five years instead of one. But a while back—about a decade ago, I think—the current Guardian had gone mad during his time of service, slowly starving himself. Nobody in Graenir knew what had happened until one day the messenger who delivered the Guardian's meals realized that the food had been piling up outside the tower door. By the time soldiers broke into the building, it was too late. 
"I was just a child when it happened, but I remember hearing all the adults talking about it," I said. "And he was so close to finishing his term as Guardian."
"The poor man," Lis said. Oran murmured a blessing for the dead.
"And you wonder why I wouldn't want to do it."
"Well, ever since then, they've reduced the time of service," my brother pointed out. "And—for now at least—people who complete their time still get all the perks."
I shrugged. "Still doesn't mean I'd want to do it." I grinned at Oran. "Besides, Oran here said he would take my place if I did get summoned."
Oran grinned back, but Lis frowned. "Somehow I don't think it works that way."
We had reached our home. "Want to come inside for a bit?" Lis asked Oran.
"I would, but I have a few things to do before returning to the city for Catrum's celebration," Oran said. "I'll see you both tonight?"
"Probably our entire family," my brother said. "See you tonight, then."
We said our goodbyes and Oran continued down the road. 
Lis sighed, his earlier good mood now gone. "Come on, Dess. I suppose we should get ready for tonight, too."
Mother was tending to the indoor plants when we entered. I waved, and was about to head to my bedroom when Lis fixed me with a pointed glare. Sighing, I turned on my heel and went to the kitchen instead to return my mother's purse.
Behind me, I could hear Alistair and Mother talking about the upcoming celebration at the castle. 
"Right after you left, messengers came through to remind everyone," Mother said. "I'm just surprised Queen Yllulae left it so last minute."
"Maybe she hopes that, by doing so, less people will show? Less expense, less hassle?" Lis suggested.
"Maybe," Mother echoed, but she sounded doubtful. "My guess is that Queen Yllulae is just getting forgetful. Or more reclusive."
I put Mother's money in the drawer, then walked back into the room in time to see Mother swipe a dirt-stained hand across her forehead.
Both Lis and I started to chuckle. 
"I don't think you meant to smear dirt on your face, did you, Mother?" I said.
Mother laughed too. "Oh, goodness. Apparently Queen Yllulae isn't the only forgetful one in Graenir. I'll take that as a sign that I should stop fussing with these plants and get ready for tonight." She looked towards the closed door to Father's study. "And I'll also need to pry your father away from his books, or we'll never make it to the castle on time."
"I'll get him," Lis said. "You go get ready."
Mother gave him a grateful smile, kissing him on the forehead before leaving the room. Seeing that I was still there, Lis waved me away. "You too, Dess."
I giggled. "There's dirt on your face, too."
Lis wiped at his forehead, groaning when he examined his fingertips. "Great. We'll make such a great impression tonight." 
"I don't know, I think it suits you. Makes you look distinguished."
"Distinguished, huh? I'll give you distinguished." He waggled his dirty fingers at me, threatening to wipe them on my face. Squealing, I dodged him and then ran towards my bedroom, his laughter echoing down the hallway after me.
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Chapter Five


"Close your mouth," Mother murmured to me. "One would think you've never been to the palace before." 
I pressed my lips together, my eyes wide as I took in my surroundings. True, I had been the palace before. Once a year, in fact, when the outgoing Guardian was celebrated for completing his or her service, and the next Guardian was announced.
Despite my joking with Oran, once someone was chosen to be a Guardian, you couldn't get out of it. It was a Graenirian's solemn duty, and nothing short of death would be a good enough excuse to not do it. 
Mother, Alistair, and I stood just inside the palace's great hall, to the side of the massive twin oak doors that were open wide to admit guests. Father had seen a professor friend of his, and had gone to engage him in what was sure to be an evening-long conversation about some boring scholarly topic. 
My brother waved at someone across the room. "There's Oran. Excuse me." He threaded his way through the crowd to join his friend.
"Idessa! I love your dress!" 
I turned to see Jele coming towards me. Her parents and little sister stood nearby. After Mother and I greeted everyone, I said, "Thank you. I … I wanted to make sure I looked my best."
Jele smiled, but there was an uncharacteristic tightness around her eyes. "Well, you look beautiful. I'm sure Ta—a lot of others will think so."
I beamed at my best friend's compliment. The deep green velvet dress brought out the color in my own emerald eyes, and the dark shade made my white hair practically glow. Even Lis, upon seeing me earlier in the evening, had said that I looked like I had stepped straight out of his research on mythical creatures—like a forest goddess, were his exact words. I touched the cascade of ringlets piled upon my head, carefully curled for the occasion. I hoped Tahn thought the same thing.
"You two go mingle while we catch up," Mother said, shooing Jele and me away. She and Jele's parents started talking about current affairs in Graenir while Jele and I made our escape.
"I'm sure Catrum is around here somewhere." I craned my neck to see if I could spot the guest of honor in the crowd. "Maybe you can snag him for a bit before the queen makes the official announcement."
I spotted the recently returned Guardian, Catrum, near the front of the room, just to the side of the dais. A small crowd of admirers hovered nearby. 
"There he is! Come on, let's go!" I grabbed Jele's hand and started in Catrum's direction. 
But I didn't make it more than two steps forward when my hand met resistance. I looked back. Jele hadn't moved, although I had been trying to tug her with me.
"What's wrong?"
Jele had an odd look on her face, and the tightness was back. I couldn't tell what she was thinking, but whatever it was, it seemed serious. Which in itself was strange for my usually carefree, fun-loving friend. The fact that I couldn't read her emotions right away was also bizarre—we had grown up with each other, had been inseparable for most of our lives, and practically knew what each other was thinking without having to say it out loud.
"We don't need to talk to Catrum," Jele said. "I mean, he's got enough people hanging around, trying to get his attention."
I stared at her, surprised. "But you always want to talk to the returning Guardians." 
Each year, at these homecoming celebrations, Jele had made it a point to try to capture the attention of the returning Guardian. Even my brother Alistair, whom she had known for forever and could talk to at any time. Befriending a Guardian was advantageous—and considering the last few Guardians had been eligible single men, with guaranteed good futures ahead of them, my boy-crazy best friend had been determined to catch their eye. She hadn't been successful—yet—but it was only a matter of time. With her distinctive red hair and beguiling blue eyes, she was often the life of the party.
Jele pulled at my hand, and I let go, confused. 
"Jele, is everything all right?" I asked. "Has something happened?"
My best friend smoothed down her unwrinkled rose-colored skirt with nervous hands, then licked her lips. She took a deep breath. "Actually, yes. Idessa—"
Whatever Jele was going to tell me was drowned out by a sudden fanfare at the front of the room. The elderly Queen Yllulae had appeared. 
Time and the stresses of royal life had caused her back to bow and her hair to grey, but she still moved with regal purpose. Since losing her husband the king a few years back, she had grown somewhat reclusive, favoring plain gowns with few adornments and showing a distaste for pomp and circumstance. Being a royal, she couldn't get away from formality completely, but many of the usual kingdom celebrations had been cancelled, the exception being the Guardian's homecoming and the naming of the new Guardian.
As the room began to quiet down, I whispered to Jele, "What were you going to say?"
She waved whatever it had been away. "It's not a big deal," she whispered back. "I'll tell you later."
I nodded, although I wanted to push Jele for information. But this was definitely not the right time or place to have a deep conversation. 
Meanwhile, Catrum's admirers respectfully stepped back, blending into the crowd, as Catrum genuflected before the queen. She nodded once in acknowledgment, then raised her hand, palm up, indicating that he should rise as well. Once he got to his feet, he held out one arm and escorted her onto the dais. He left her alone in the center, bowing as he stepped back.
"My beloved people," Queen Yllulae started. "Another year has gone by, and with it, another successful period of guarding the Great Seal, as mandated by our kingdom's founder, Graenta."
I became aware of a tall presence by my side. 
"Hello, Idessa." Tahn's whisper tickled my ear.
I looked up at him and smiled, grabbing his hand in a quick squeeze. He smiled back at me before exchanging a curt nod with Jele.
"… and accordingly, we have gathered to celebrate Catrum's safe return," the queen was saying. "And to pass on the mantle of Guardianship to the next person, as is our tradition. All eligible persons have been put forth by my advisors, and, as is also our tradition, the magic of Graenir will guide us to the name of our next Guardian."
What if it's Jele—or Tahn? I wondered. I'd miss either of them terribly, of course. If either one of them was chosen, I wouldn't be able to talk to them or visit them while they were in seclusion.
But maybe it would be good if it was Tahn, a small part of me whispered. Some time away from all the other girls in Graenir—and temptation—might do him some good. Might do us some good. And besides, didn't absence make the heart grow fonder? Time apart would just make him miss me more, right?
Queen Yllulae closed her eyes. "Oh, all-seeing, ever wise Graenta. We call upon you …"
Around the room, hundreds of mouths moved, soundlessly saying the words along with our queen. Even though we only heard these words once a year, the traditional prayer of supplication to our long-silent god was seared into every person's mind. Like everyone else, I mouthed the words, but my mind began to wander. It was hard to concentrate, with Tahn standing so close to me. After all this selection formality was out of the way, and the real festivities had started, would he claim me for a dance? 
" … Reveal to us to your next champion, the one you have chosen to watch over the Great Seal, to commune with you and your brethren, to serve as our next Guardian."
The queen stretched out her hand, her fingers extended. Slowly, she swept her hand across the room, sometimes pausing for a moment, other times moving back over an area that she had already gone past. 
And then her hand picked up speed, and her forefinger pointed.
Right at me.
"Graenta has made his choice. Please join me in congratulating our newest Guardian. In one week's time, they will take up their post on Zaela Island, to serve as Guardian for one year.
"Idessa Valdon, you are the next Guardian."
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Chapter Six


The room erupted in applause, but I couldn't hear it over the rushing in my ears. 
Me? The next Guardian? 
My life was truly, officially over.
I'd have to be sequestered for an entire year. One whole year! 
The area around me erupted in happy sentiments from neighbors, classmates, friends, and strangers.
"Congratulations!"
"You're so lucky. What an honor!"
"Graenta hasn't chosen a woman in a long while. You truly are blessed."
I became aware of someone embracing me. 
"Congratulations, Idessa," Jele said. She pulled back to smile at me, but her eyes were sad. And—somewhat relieved? 
"Thank you." It was what you were supposed to say, after all, but I didn't feel thankful. I just felt numb.
My friend searched my face. "You look a little flushed. Are you all right?" 
No, not really. "It is a bit stuffy in here."
"I'll go get you something to drink." Jele walked off. 
A voice nearby echoed Jele's earlier words. "Congratulations, Idessa. Although we'll miss you, it will be such a good experience for you."
I turned to see Oran, with Lis next to him, beaming at me. "Thank you." Surprising, how quickly the false gratitude could spring to my lips.
I looked around. In all the noise, one voice had been absent. "Where's Tahn?"
Oran gestured behind him, in the direction Jele had disappeared. "Lis and I passed him walking that way while we were making our way over here. Why? Did you need him for something?"
"Oh—he was standing here earlier, and then after Queen Yllulae made her announcement, I didn't know where he had gone." I hoped Oran and Lis couldn't hear the hurt in my voice. "It's okay. You know how he is. He hates a ton of attention."
Lis raised an eyebrow at that, but didn't say anything.
More congratulations poured in all around me. Everywhere I looked, I saw a mass of faces, young and old, pressing in on me. Everyone seemed to think my new appointment as Guardian was the best thing ever.
The roaring in my ears came rushing back. The faces around me blurred, and the air really was stuffy and hot. I wanted to lie down, or hide, or throw up. Possibly all three.
Oran's concerned face came into sharp focus as he stepped forward to peer at me. "Idessa? Are you well?"
"I need to get out of here," I mumbled. 
"Here, let me help you." Oran put an arm around me, guiding me away from the throng of people. 
Lis followed behind. "I'll tell Mother and Father. And give your excuses to the queen."
He disappeared, even as my steps faltered. The queen! How could I have forgotten? As the new Guardian, I would need to present myself to her and receive her blessing. Traditionally, that happened at the homecoming event for the outgoing Guardian. But if I was about to be sick, surely she'd understand?
Oran steered me through still-congratulating crowd, towards the entrance of the great hall. To my left, I noticed Jele and Tahn standing near the generous buffet, in what looked to be an intense conversation. Jele was holding a drink—presumably the one she had promised to get for me—but her task seemed forgotten in the wake of whatever deep discussion was holding the two in thrall. 
As Oran and I walked by, Jele and Tahn looked up, startled by the wave of well wishes they heard around them. When they saw me, Jele looked at the drink in her hand, as if she had just remembered she was holding it. She started towards me, but Tahn stopped her. 
And then Oran and I were clear of the crowd and through the doors of the great hall, and into the blessedly cooler air of the castle hallways. Away from the stuffiness of the party, I felt much better, but still a bit nauseous.
Still—"Should I go back in there?" I asked Oran. But I wasn't thinking of presenting myself to Queen Yllulae. I wanted to talk to my friends, and find out why they hadn't come after me.
"It depends." Oran's arm was still around my shoulders, a warm presence of strength. "Do you feel well enough to return? You looked pretty green just a few moments ago."
I took a deep breath. "I—" All of a sudden, my stomach lurched, and the remains of my dinner ended up on the palace's otherwise pristine stone floor. My knees buckled, but Oran stopped me from falling. Gently, he lowered me to the ground.
Oran fished a clean handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to me. 
I wiped my mouth, wishing I had something to wash away the lingering taste of vomit. "Thank you." I held the dirty cloth between the tips of two fingers. "I don't suppose you want this back. I'll burn it."
To my surprise, Oran took the handkerchief back, stuffing it into his pocket without a hint of disgust. "It's all right. That's what handkerchiefs are for. Besides, it was my grandfather's. I'd prefer if you didn't burn it to clean it."
I chuckled, then groaned, clutching my stomach.
"Come on, I'll take you home." Oran helped me stand, and, with his arm still supporting me, escorted me from the palace.

      [image: image-placeholder]I spent the next two days in bed, recovering. The sudden "sickness" that had struck me at the homecoming celebration was largely anxiety over my new position, peppered with some embarrassment. My family was surprisingly solicitous, making sure I was allowed to rest and bringing meals to me in my bedroom.
But by the third day, even their concern had run its course.
"You can't stay in bed forever." Lis stood in the doorway, arms crossed. "You'll be leaving in just a few days—for a year."
I groaned. "Don't remind me."
"Like it or not, your term as Guardian will be upon you before you know it. You still need to present yourself to Queen Yllulae, at the very least. Even if you don't want to go to the goodbye party your friends are planning to throw for you."
I perked up. "A goodbye party?"
He nodded. "Jele came by the Archives yesterday to ask how you were, and to tell me about it. Assuming you're well, they'd like to hold it at the end of the week, right before you leave for Zaela Island."
I frowned. "I wonder why Jele didn't come here, to the house?"
Lis shrugged. "She probably thought you were very sick, and didn't want to disturb you. When you left Catrum's homecoming celebration, you also left behind a lot of worried people. Queen Yllulae even wondered if you would be well enough to take up the Guardianship in time."
"Why do I have to leave in a week?" I pouted. "Other people were able to wait much longer."
"I don't know. It's not for us to question the queen's decisions. And the timing is not determined by her, it's set by Graenta." 
I rolled my eyes. "I doubt that Graenta's picking anything, let alone listening to our prayers. It's completely arbitrary, the whole thing."
"Maybe. But tradition holds that he is the one choosing the next Guardian. And traditions are important."
"Are they? Then you'd think, if he's able to pick the Guardians, he'd actually talk to one of them once they got to Zaela Island."
Lis shrugged again. "It's not for us to know the way of the gods





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
RACHANEE

KINGDOM LEGACY BOOK SEVEN





OEBPS/images/b9ed6e0f-a49d-4350-8e71-43302240413f.png





OEBPS/images/d709a2a2-99c0-4b90-ac7e-44c255db4c3f.png
RACHANEE LUMAYND

HEIR o
[MMORTALS

AND

EMPIRES

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





OEBPS/images/73fb3bfd-89e1-4c7d-98fb-a68a0e7ff47e.jpeg
ical

The Mysterious Mac

RACHANEE LUMAYNO





OEBPS/images/180da6b1-a1c7-4d3b-9155-1a553fb4c1b7.png







