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      This novella begins after the events of Song of Blood & Stone—it’s both an extended epilogue AND a prequel, so it’s advisable to read that novel first.

      

      For Jasminda ul-Sarifor, the war may be over, but her conflict is not. New, overwhelming duties leave her caught between two worlds but belonging to neither. She turns once more to Jack, hoping the bond that got them through the first battle is strong enough to weather a new storm.

      For Jack, Jasminda’s struggles hit close to home. To help her find her way, he entrusts her with a tale from his past when, after another war, a young Jack Alliaseen must also adjust to new responsibilities. But his take a lethal turn when prisoners of war start showing up dead on his watch. With the aid of a mysterious young man destined to change his life forever, Jack must save the lives of those under his protection before it's too late.

      As his story unfolds, will Jack’s memories help Jasminda conquer her present trials?
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        The throne is a burden and a gift. From its height, we are closer to the light that creates all, to the skies from which our blessed Founders emerged. But from great altitudes we may also fall to great depths. Take heed.

        Book of Her Reign, 19:93

      

        

      

      Two weeks ago, Jasminda ul-Sarifor lay on a blood-soaked field, slashes of harsh morning light burning her eyes, believing she was about to die. Today, she sat on the floor of the Elsiran palace’s Blue Library, very much alive, and surrounded by a sea of books.

      The volumes she’d pulled from the shelves were stacked in piles, with some rising over her head. Lining the walls were rows and rows more on every topic imaginable. She would have given anything for access to this much knowledge while growing up on her family’s isolated farm. The nearest town hadn’t had a library at all, and while she’d naively thought her personal collection of books back home was vast, stepping into any one of the palace’s many libraries quickly disabused her of that idea.

      Still, none of these books could tell her what she most wanted to know—what she needed to know. For not only had she not perished that morning two weeks past, but before noon struck, she had been made queen.

      Queen Jasminda of Elsira.

      The name fell off the lips of servants and citizens. “Rustic to Regal,” a newspaper headline read. “Modest Farm Girl Turned Monarch,” boasted another. And her personal favorite, “Once Wretched, Now Royal.”

      These same papers which had only days earlier lambasted her as a half-breed whore poised to destroy their Prince Regent, now lauded her as fresh blood to the royal line.

      Jasminda sighed and closed the book in her hands more forcefully than she’d intended. The slam echoed across the room, and she winced. The book was old, its spine delicate, but a quick inspection proved that her frustration hadn’t harmed it. She set A Detailed Elsiran History, Volume III: The Iron War on top of the stack nearest her and dropped her head.

      Her Song alerted her to the library door whispering open on silent hinges. The power within sensed a change in the air and the presence of another. She held a brief hope that it was the Queen—the true queen, Oola, newly risen from half a millennia of magical sleep. Though the woman was now being called the Goddess Awoken since She was no longer the Queen Who Sleeps.

      But a tiny, polite cough dashed Jasminda’s hopes. The Goddess was not polite, and the crackling force of Her power preceded Her wherever She went. Had it been Her, Jasminda would have felt the tingles a full minute before the woman arrived.

      No, the soft footfalls and deferential disapproval Jasminda felt from the newcomer’s emotions had nothing magical about them. She wiped her face clean of any hint of unrest or annoyance before turning.

      “Your Majesty.” The Elsiran woman standing in the doorway dipped into a low curtsey. “It is one o’clock. Is now still a good time for our meeting?”

      The clock in the corner struck the hour just then. Nadette Gaviareel, event planner to the rich and important, was always perfectly punctual.

      “Yes, yes, Nadette. Please sit down.” Jasminda rose and picked her way through the spires of books to one of the large, polished tables. She sat heavily in a cushioned chair in a manner that was definitely not majestic.

      Nadette approached, her slim, manicured fingers holding a large binder which she gently placed on the table before demurely floating into the seat beside her. “I heard from the palace matron that your office renovation is well underway. What a relief when it’s finally complete. It will be so nice to have these meetings in a more appropriate venue.”

      Jasminda did not miss the soft rebuke in the woman’s words. She was almost sure Nadette’s gentle reproach wasn’t directed at her specifically but rather at whomever couldn’t make an office renovation happen instantaneously. Unless she thought such things could be done with Earthsong. For all Jasminda knew, maybe they could, but she certainly wouldn’t be wasting her Song on wallpaper and carpeting.

      “I like this library,” she said. “I find it very relaxing.”

      Nadette sniffed politely and smiled. Everything the woman did was polite and proper. She was the perfect aristocrat. In her early thirties, her hair was a pale gold with just a hint of red. Her face was smooth and even, line-less, which meant her smiles were rarely ever genuine. And yet, Jasminda had sensed no true animosity coming from the woman. Astonishment and curiosity, certainly, with hints of exasperation. At this point that was all she could hope for.

      “So, what decisions need to be made today?” Jasminda asked.

      “Well, Your Majesty, almost everything.”

      Jasminda clenched her jaw to keep her mouth from flying open in dismay as Nadette continued. “The only thing you have decided is that the wedding ceremony will be according to the Elsiran custom and not Lagrimari.”

      “I’m not even sure what a Lagrimari ceremony would be, honestly, though I’ve heard they are several days long. We don’t have that kind of time.” She barely had time for this meeting, she really needed to be continuing her research before heading to no less than four events later that afternoon, but Nadette had been insistent and the others assigned to Jasminda’s “transition team” had felt that the wedding plans were of utmost import. Oola had agreed.

      When the magical border between Lagrimar and Elsira had fallen and Queen Oola had awoken, the long war between the two countries finally ended. Five hundred years of hostilities suddenly over. But the real work was just beginning, for Oola had determined that the two lands should become one, as they had been in antiquity. How could two peoples: the Elsirans with their ginger hair and freckled skin, and the Lagrimari with their dark curls and rich coloring truly live together? They’d been enemies for generations. And even though most Lagrimari had been stripped of their magic, some still had their Songs, and their beautiful power was decried as dangerous witchcraft by the Elsirans.

      Jasminda, with her Elsiran mother and Lagrimari father had grown up in Elsira, outcast for her power and her skin. And Oola, instead of taking on her role as monarch, had abdicated, deciding on a whim that Jasminda should be queen. Queen. Her role completely independent of Jack, the former Prince Regent and now king. Their positions unrelated to their upcoming wedding, as Oola didn’t believe that marriage alone should make monarchs. It was an opinion Jasminda shared, but how the Goddess expected her to learn to be a good queen, unite a divided populace, rule with any sort of skill, and plan a wedding at the same time was beyond belief. It was absurd.

      “I’m not familiar with Lagrimari culture,” Nadette was saying. “A three-day ceremony would be rather taxing.” She tapped her lips as her eyes brightened, in anticipation. “It would be quite the challenge. But we only have four weeks, so I agree, the Elsiran ceremony is best.” Shaking her head with disappointment, she opened her binder. “You still haven’t told me which color scheme you prefer, Your Majesty.”

      Jasminda eyed the rows of square color swatches placed evenly across the pages while panic swirled in her belly. If she couldn’t choose a color scheme, how could she rule a nation? “Would it be possible for you to decide?”

      Nadette’s scandalized expression quickly blanked. She ducked her head for a moment and took a breath. Fortunately, Jasminda was spared from the courteous diatribe no doubt ready to spew from the woman’s lips when the door opened again—this time with quite a bit more force—slamming against the wall and rattling some of the shelves.

      Jasminda didn’t need to turn to know who it was, only one person opened palace doors in that manner.

      “Jasminda,” Rozyl’s stern voice sliced through the quiet. The Lagrimari woman spoke in her native tongue, a guttural language made even more harsh by her tone. She didn’t bother with honorifics of any kind, and Jasminda was oddly grateful. “You need to call off your dogs.”

      Jasminda turned and smiled at Rozyl, who scowled back, but in a friendly way. Nadette sucked in a breath, probably at the scars. Rozyl’s left side, from behind her ear to the base of her nose, was marred by claw marks.

      “Bobcat,” was all the woman had said when asked about them, and Jasminda hadn’t pried further. But no Earthsinger must have been around to heal her since the scarring was so pronounced.

      Rozyl’s dark hair was closely shorn, and she wore a stiff pair of trousers with a billowy white blouse — Elsiran clothes, men’s clothes at that, but worn much looser, the way the Lagrimari seemed to prefer.

      “What dogs am I supposed to call off?” Jasminda responded.

      Rozyl glared at Nadette and prowled across the room to sit on Jasminda’s other side.

      “The ones blocking the plan to rehouse the new influx of Lagrimari in the challengeball arena. There’s a petition going around to preserve their sports field and instead set up another refugee camp up the coastline.” She shook her head violently. “It’s too far from town and too near the water. Autumn is upon us, and the winds will tear through those tents like a knife.”

      “Excuse me,” Nadette said in Elsiran, her polite voice taking an edge of iron. “The new queen and I have a meeting scheduled. Her time is quite valuable, perhaps you can set up something for another time.”

      Rozyl peered around to glare at the woman. “If she’s talking to me, she’d better watch her tone. I may not speak Elsiran, but I recognize a stuck up swine’s daughter when I see one.”

      Jasminda took a deep breath. The language barrier was just one of many struggles to overcome in the unification. “Rozyl, Nadette and I had a one o’clock meeting scheduled.”

      Rozyl’s eyebrows rose. “So did we. And, might I add, I should think the issues of the new Provisional Council would take precedence over your,” she looked down at the fabric swatches in front of them on the table, “crafts party.”

      Jasminda agreed. The last time she’d spoken to Oola she’d said as much, but the Goddess had insisted that the wedding was a vital part of the unification efforts and needed to be attended to by Jasminda herself.

      She turned to Nadette, whose prim glare at Rozyl was almost comical. Switching to Elsiran she said, “It appears as though I’m double-booked. Is there any way we could move this meeting?”

      “A royal wedding cannot just be thrown together like that of a commoner’s, Your Majesty. The timeline is already a challenge. There are craftspeople who will need every available moment to do their best work. Decorations, favors, clothing. Food and supplies to order, plans to make. This is a national event that will not only employ hundreds of workers but will capture the heart of the people after such dark times. The more you push back these decisions, the more it affects the workers. It isn’t fair to have them be made to rush and throw things together at the last minute when they could have more time.”

      Chastened, Jasminda turned back to Rozyl. “Aren’t these decisions the Provisional Council can make? There’s a reason why we created one immediately after the Mantle fell.”

      “Yes, but you and the king are the heads. The Elsirans on the Council don’t trust the Lagrimari or the translators. They want everything run by either you or Jack for verification.”

      “Oh, for Sovereign’s sake.” Jasminda rubbed her forehead. Pressure built behind her eyes.

      Nadette gave a little cough. “Is she speaking of King Jaqros? Did I hear his name spoken in such a disrespectful manner?”

      “What did she say?” Rozyl asked, leaning forward.

      Jasminda groaned and shook her head. “I’m not translating an argument between the two of you.” She repeated in both languages. “In fact,” she said, standing, placing her hands flat on the table, “I’m not having an argument at all.”

      She looked wistfully at the stacks of books she’d been working through before her interruption. It was her fault she’d double-booked meetings. She was being pressured to hire a secretary who would manage her schedule, but the Lagrimari elders wanted the person to be a Lagrimari. Of course, there were only a tiny handful who could speak Elsiran, and none of them had any secretarial skills. Hiring a qualified Elsiran would have been a slap in the face to the elders, so she’d put it off, handling matters herself, on top of everything else.

      Once again, she was being pulled in two directions. She had only ever lived in Elsira, but she looked Lagrimari so they had claimed her as their own, after a fashion. She spoke their language but didn’t know their culture yet still felt it was her responsibility to help them integrate more fully into society. However, she was ruler
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