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Chapter One
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Year: Reign of Tharos 5

Planet: Bardawulf

System: Ursuna

Ash coated my arms, leaving my skin itchy and overheated thanks to the glowing embers that rained down over our heads. The others gathered were only a little cleaner than me, and I knew it was because they had the sense to stand a little farther back. Out of the range of the falling soot. My grief had nearly blotted out what was left of my good sense—it was all I could do not to rush toward the flames—but I stayed where I was. 

Numb. Still trying to make sense of it all.

Atop the pyre, bright orange flames blazed against a darkened sky. I stared at the contrast of it, transfixed, as tears tracked silently down my ash-stained cheeks. 

A body brushed mine as someone stepped into the empty space beside me. I looked over and found a familiar face just as dirty as my own. 

Xander. 

“You look like hell,” he said, his voice rough from the smoke.

I managed to give him the smile he was trying so hard to earn. “You aren’t exactly turning heads today either.” It was meant to be a tease, but my tone was flat. 

His hand slipped into mine. “You mean sooty and coated in ash isn’t your favorite look on me?” 

“Xan, I’ll take you however I can get you.” I had to say the last part around a growing lump in my throat. “As long as you’re alive.” 

Xander’s expression softened, and he nodded up at the pyre. “This was a good idea. The perfect way to honor them.” 

“It’s the least I could do,” I said, my voice thick with emotion.

Jalene emerged from the trees, exhaustion lining her face. “No casualties and the infirmary is under control. Minor scrapes and burns only,” she announced.

“That’s good to hear,” Xander told her. “How’s Ben?” 

“Still upset, but your mom gave him something to help him sleep,” she said.

“Good.” He nodded, worry clouding his expression.

My heart hurt for Ben. I’d comforted him until the burial plans had been made, and then I’d let him go so I could gather the wood we’d needed for the pyre. Eamon had offered to do it himself but I’d needed to be the one.

“I’ll come see him when he wakes up,” I said.

Jalene nodded then looked toward the fire. “I’m glad I made it. I didn’t want to miss this.”

“Did you hear anything from Eamon?” Xander asked her.

She shook her head, a strange sort of frown on her face. I didn’t bother trying to decipher it. 

Xander scowled at her.

They shared a glance then Jalene slid her arm around my shoulders in a one-sided hug. “I’m so sorry about Nightingale,” she said quietly. 

I didn’t answer. The emotion in her voice was too much, and I knew words were impossible now. 

We stood in silence for a while—Jalene with her arm around me, and Xander with his hand in mine. I couldn’t summon the words needed to tell them how much it meant, the three of us here like this. So much of it was wrapped up in my memories of our trio growing up. Memories I’d only recently recovered and had yet to process. Every time I tried, I was hit with the reminder that I’d so clearly already lived two different lives, and now Nightingale wouldn’t be a part of either one ever again.

Finally, Jalene gave my shoulder one last squeeze and then she stepped away. “I’m going to check on Peter. He needs to eat and drink more after all that energy output the shield required.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Jay.” 

She blinked at my use of her old nickname. Then her lips curved crookedly in a faint smile. “You remember.” 

“I do,” I told her.

Our eyes met. I could see the question in hers but she left them silent for now. “I’ll find you later,” she said instead.

I nodded.  

Jalene looked at Xander.

“I’ve got her,” he assured her, and Jalene reluctantly nodded then walked away.

New tears slipped down my cheeks, and I was so wrapped up in my own thoughts, I flinched when Xander swiped them away. 

He squeezed my hand as I looked back at him. “It’s been a long day,” he said gently. “Come sit with me. Eat something.”

I shook my head. “I’m not hungry.” 

Xander didn’t argue. After a while, his hand in mine turned slippery from soot and sweat. Still, he didn’t move, and he didn’t ask me to leave again. 

Above the tips of the dancing flames, stars blinked to life, their twinkling taunting me. Reminding me. The power inside me was curled into the corners of my mind now. Sleeping. But if I woke it...

I was terrified of the power I had, but I wasn’t sorry. Not now; not when I was standing here, shoulder to shoulder with everyone I’d saved—watching the bodies of my beloved horses burn.

I’d killed Taryn. But not before she’d sacrificed Nightingale and Archer in her quest for more power. They’d been innocent. Nightingale had been my only friend for so long, and Taryn had taken that from me.  

“This isn’t your fault.” 

I blinked at the sight of Peter standing on my left. 

“I know that,” I said. 

“It wasn’t Taryn’s either. Not really,” Peter added.

“It was Tharos,” I agreed flatly.

He nodded. “Without Tharos feeding her bitterness, she would have never become powerful enough or capable enough for something like this. He’s the real enemy here.” 

“Trust me, I know that.” 

“Do you?” Peter cocked his head knowingly. “Because you have that look in your eye that says you’re blaming yourself.”

“You’re wrong.” I spoke without turning my head away from the fire. “I know exactly who’s responsible for what I just lost. And when I’m done here, I’m going to find him and make him pay. For all of it.”  

“And how will you do that?” he asked softly. 

I tried not to wonder if his gentle tone was because he’d seen what I could do and was afraid of provoking it. “I’m going to become who my mother intended for me to be. And then I’m going to kill Tharos.”

Peter didn’t answer.

The silence between us stretched, and I went back to staring up at the fire, my resolve hardening as the logs cracked and disintegrated into cinders.

A moment later, Peter moved away. 

Without a word, Xander offered me a bottle of water. I refused it. Vengeance provided a sustenance all its own. Despite the fear of my own power—of what the council might say when I told them where it had come from—my decision had been made the moment Taryn had taken what mattered to me.

I would fight. 

Even if it killed me, I would see Tharos fall for everything he’d done. To me, to my people. To the entire galaxy. 

If it was the last thing I did, I would hold him accountable for his sins.  

When the pyre had been reduced to nothing but glowing embers, I looked up at the starry sky once more, studying the tiny lights blinking back at me. I’d obliterate my enemy with those stars if that’s what it took. I’d call them down, one by one, and destroy Tharos and his army with the fire of the heavens. I was Alina Leone, Empress of Zorovia, and the girl who called the stars. As long as I was still standing, no one else I loved was going to die. 
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The moon had already begun its descent again by the time the council had assembled in the small clearing. I recognized most of the faces from the day I’d first arrived. Had that really only been days ago? Already, it felt like a lifetime. Like I’d become a completely different person in the short time since leaving Earth behind. In fact, I had. And I’d left a lot of other things behind too. 

Gone was the shy, uncertain girl pulled from hiding. In her place was a stranger capable of magic and murder and mourning. I stood tonight with my shoulders back and my chin up, ready for whatever came next. Despite my newfound confidence and determination, I was hyper aware that being thrown out of this meeting on my ass was a real possibility. The idea of it didn’t make me flinch nearly as much as it had a few hours ago. 

Leadership was pointless if I couldn’t stop Tharos. 

That’s what mattered.

“You ready for this?” Xander’s voice in my ear was low and comforting. 

The scent of burnt wood clung to him, reminding me of everything we’d already been through tonight. It smelled a lot like the skullbushes and the way they’d catch and smoke when my magic became too much for me. The memory of it, and my mother’s frustration those nights, made me smile.

I nodded, fighting back the tears that threatened to cut soot-stained tracks down my cheeks. The funeral fire had died out an hour ago, and I’d finally turned away from it to come here, but my heart was still back there.

With Nightingale. Or what was left of her spirit.

This meeting was about avenging that spirit—gone too soon.

When everyone else had assembled, Eamon cut a path through the crowd, making his way to the front. His usual gray fur was darker now; matted and coated in ash although I couldn’t tell if it was from the burial pyre or the starfire I’d called down from the sky before that. He offered a short howl toward the brilliant white moon that hung hazy and low in the sky. 

A few of the others joined him, and I steeled myself against the memory of Nightingale at that first meeting. The howls had panicked her then—just like they were doing to me now with her absence so fresh. 

Xander shot me a concerned glance, but I ignored him and stared straight ahead, careful not to let myself think too hard about all the times Nightingale had been there for me these last few years. I couldn’t afford to fall apart now. 

Later, maybe. 

Now, I needed my strength for what was to come. 

“I call this council to session,” Eamon said when the howling had quieted. “This afternoon gave us a victory—and a loss. Without the help of every single one of you here, we might have lost even more. Many lives were saved because of the quick thinking of all of you. Taryn fooled us all, myself included, and Neila is already working on a full investigation into what we can do to strengthen the shield Taryn’s actions weakened.” 

“Is it compromised then?” asked Chad, his brows creasing. Messy hair fell over his forehead but he didn’t bother to brush it away. I remembered him from the first meeting. He’d been one of my biggest supporters from the moment I’d arrived.

More than I could say for Gregory beside him; Kent’s father, according to Jalene. He watched me—just like they all did—but his expression was much harder than Chad’s. Than all of them. I wondered if Kent had told him exactly what I’d done to Taryn.

What I’d called down from the skies.

I hadn’t seen Kent since this afternoon. He hadn’t attended the funeral service. Not that I’d expected him to. The loss had been mine, and I didn’t fault him for not mourning with me. But I wondered what he thought about his plan now that this place had become so unsafe.

Did Gregory still think hiding here forever was the best option?

“The shield is intact for now,” Eamon said, “But based on Taryn’s betrayal, and the magic she traded...” He paused to glance at me, but I pretended not to notice. “It won’t last.”

“Neila said she used the blood spilled to signal Tharos while our shield was down.” One of the wolves spoke the words. 

I winced at “spilled blood” and looked away, staring at Peter instead. He offered a smile that was meant to be encouraging, but it only made me nauseous. Would he be angry with me for keeping my secrets? Would it matter that I’d forgotten all these years—especially when I’d hidden it long before that?

“Neila’s right,” Eamon said reluctantly. “Taryn used the blood sacrifice to strengthen her spell. We must assume Tharos is aware of our location.”

“How long before he breaks through it?” Chad asked, sounding worried now. “Magic rituals or not, we all know he’s more powerful than any shielding spell we can do ourselves.” 

“Neila and Peter are working together to reinforce the shield using some of Peter’s cloaking energy,” Eamon said. “Peter?”

“We’ll hold the line as long as we can,” Peter said. “In the meantime, we need to talk about what happened today. And what happens next.” 

Eamon grunted in agreement. “Xander, you want to take us through it?”

Xander sent me a sideways look, and I gave him a subtle nod. We’d talked about this earlier. “Actually,” he said to Eamon and then the crowd. “I think Alina should explain.” He squeezed my hand and then stepped back to give me space.

I felt the sharpness of every gaze as they shifted from him to me.  

The space between my shoulders pulsed with the weight of their stares. 

Eamon nodded, studying me, though he didn’t seem thrilled with the idea of letting me brief them all. “All right. Alina?”

I ignored the brick in my stomach—and the murmurs from the others. It didn’t matter that they might turn on me. They needed to know. We all deserved the truth.

I blew out a breath and began. “Today, we were confronted with an attempt to destroy us from within. The truth is that Taryn harbored a grudge against me for years. With my memories gone, I didn’t remember her jealousy or what I had that she would want badly enough to betray us in order to get it. If I had, I might have been able to stop her.” I shoved away the guilt and added, “Her bitterness made her an easy target, and Tharos exploited it.”

“But you remember now?” Eamon asked. 

I nodded. “I do. Thanks to Beck—Rebecca—I have all of my memories back. Unfortunately, by the time that happened, it was already too late for Taryn.”

“But you stopped her,” someone called out. Chad.

I nodded. “With the help of Xander and the others, yes. It was too late to save her, but we managed to stop her from hurting anyone else.” 

“I was there,” said a wolf near the back, and I recognized him as the sentry from my porch the other day. Austen. He turned to face the crowd and added, “She didn’t just stop Taryn. She obliterated her. It was like nothing I’ve ever seen.” He turned back to me. Across the distance, our eyes met. His narrowed slightly as he added, “There’s only one creature with a power like that.” 

Just behind me, Xander shifted his weight, and I knew he was about to interrupt, but I shrugged him off. This was it. 

“He’s right,” I said loudly enough to silence the murmurs. “What I did to Taryn—what’s inside me—is nothing like the Zorovian gifts you’ve come to know. This is different. Bigger.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Gregory suspiciously. “What is it?”

“It’s magic,” I said. More murmurs, this time louder—and full of shock. I spoke over them, adding, “And it’s only right that you all know how powerful it really is and where it came from.”

A few gasps rose up, every expression one of surprise or shock at my words. I waited for them to quiet. 

A hand landed on my shoulder, squeezing slightly. I looked over to find Xander nodding at me. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said quietly. 

“Are you sure? This secret...I’ve kept it from everyone,” I said. “Even you.” 

“Alina.” He lifted a hand and let it rest on my cheek. His blue eyes held mine, and for a moment, the council vanished. There was only us. Our shared past, this present moment, and my desperate hope for our future. “There is nothing you can say that will ever change how I feel about you. I love you. No matter what you are. No matter where you go. Don’t ever doubt that.”

Gratitude rocked me, and I had to look away to stop the tears that burned my eyelids. I hadn’t been sure he’d still want to stand beside me after I told him the truth, but here he was. Unmoving. For better or worse, he was mine. No magic or war or wasted time was going to change that.

I reached back and held Xander’s hand tightly in my own. It was the only thing grounding me now. The only thing I’d ever needed, anyway.

“Magic was outlawed by the empress herself,” Gregory spat, and I didn’t miss the accusation in his words. “How do you have it?”

“When I was six, my mother taught me basic spell work,” I began. 

The voices quieted instantly. No one wanted to miss any part of the explanation I was about to offer them. I couldn’t blame them. Magic in a Zorovian—or anyone besides Tharos himself—was unheard of. Especially magic that didn’t drive the wielder mad. Or to murder. Then again, I had killed Taryn without even a smidge of regret.

I forced all of that aside and focused on the story my returned memories provided. 

“By eight, I could call the elements and perform every ritual in any grimoire I could get my hands on. My mother worked with me every day. It was our secret. My father didn’t know. Neither did my friends.” 

I resisted the urge to look at Peter. If he felt betrayed by this... I wouldn’t be able to finish my story if I knew it was hurting him. 

“Peter?” Eamon asked. “Did you know about this?”

No answer came. 

Finally, I forced myself to look at him. When I did, I found nothing but undiluted pride in his eyes as he looked back at me. “I knew Hestia would stop at nothing to save her people. And I know Alina carries that same strength and determination.” His eyes gleamed with satisfaction—and knowing. “I knew they were planning something that would protect Alina should war come to our door. And I’m so glad to hear the details of it now. All of this gives me hope.” 

Relief washed over me so hard that I shivered with it. Peter’s faith in me made all of this bearable. “Thank you,” I mouthed.

He nodded, beaming back at me.

“Why would Hestia do this?” Neila asked. “Knowing what magic does to our people? It was a huge risk for her to take with her own daughter.”

“It’s true, magic is a risk, but we didn’t use it the same way Tharos does,” I said. “Or the others who’ve come before.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, and I could hear the worry clearly in her voice.

“For starters, Tharos traded his magic,” I said. “He offered up his soul in exchange for the power he has.”

“You didn’t?” Gregory shot back, obviously hoping I’d incriminate myself somehow, but I shook my head.

“No. My soul is my own,” I said firmly then looked back at Neila. “My mother always gave me a choice,” I assured her. “From the time we began to practice, I knew what I was working toward. What I’d use it for.”

“And what will you use it for?” Gregory asked stiffly. 

“Tharos,” Eamon said quietly. 

I nodded and Gregory frowned. 

“You were so young.” Chad’s words were sympathetic.

“He was gathering armies even back then,” I said. “My mother could see it, and she did what she could to prepare.” 

“But how can you live with the magic inside you?” Neila asked. “Doesn’t it make you...”

“Crazy?” I finished for her.

She ducked her head as if she regretted bringing it up, but I couldn’t blame her. 

“It’s a valid question. In fact, I do remember several occasions when my practice sessions with my mother would leave me with a strange sort of hunger that I couldn’t seem to fill with a meal.” I looked over at Peter, drawing strength from his encouraging expression.

I turned back to the crowd. To Neila. “When I was ten, my mother and I did a Calling Ceremony,” I said quietly. “After that, the magic settled, and I never struggled with the urge to feed it again.” 

“A Calling Ceremony?” Neila repeated, her eyes wide. “But a ritual like that takes an immense amount of power. It requires you to channel some of the excess into another person or object. Otherwise, the power becomes too much and overtakes the host. It—”

“We did both,” I admitted. Neila stared at me as if seeing me for the first time. A lot of them were looking at me like that now. I plunged ahead, desperate to get the words out and be done with it—for better or worse. “My mother and I had spent years practicing the ritual, developing it into something we could both handle with the bit of magical skill we’d learned over the years. But what we had was nothing compared to what we called into me that night. We didn’t just channel it to something. We also channeled it from something.”

“I don’t understand,” Neila began.

“The magic inside me came directly from Tharos himself.”
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A tangible silence hung on the edge of my words. Even Eamon was speechless. All the way in the back someone snickered. The sound was cut short by someone else hissing at them to be quiet. When I didn’t correct myself, the laughter died out; they knew I was serious. As that sunk in, the quiet turned edgy.

“How did you steal magic from Tharos himself?” Gregory demanded.

“Magic is ruled by the lunar calendar,” I explained. “Where it intersects with planetary alignments, magic is either stronger or weaker. Even Tharos himself can’t escape the moon. My mother used a seer for the timing, and when Tharos was most vulnerable, we performed a Calling Ceremony that transferred some of Tharos’ power into me. After that, I spent years mastering it rather than letting it master me.”

“The gardens,” Peter said suddenly, looking as if he’d just remembered something long forgotten. “The fire that took out the Spring blooms. That was you.” 

I winced, but he shook his head, a faint smile curving on his lips. He shared a look with Xander whose shoulders shook silently beside me. 

“The skullbushes were always your favorite after that,” Peter said. 

I shrugged. “They were immune to my fire.” 

“Of course,” Peter murmured, looking distracted now. 

I waited to see if he’d say more, but the crowd had grown restless with questions.

“So you have dark magic?” asked Johnas, a Zorovian elder my father used to invite to his parties. His tone wasn’t quite as sharp as Gregory, but he was still clearly not thrilled with the idea of me having magic. 

I shook my head. “Magic is neither light nor dark. It’s an energy that can be shaped—and influenced—by the wielder. Tharos is, in his heart, evil and cruel, so his magic reflects that.”

“And the others who have tried to use it?” Gregory pressed. “I know Taryn wasn’t always the way we saw her today.”

“Taryn was borrowing her magic from Tharos. I think the fact that she was getting it from such a dark source is what drove her to darkness. Not to mention her bitter heart and cruel intentions.”

“What about you? Tharos gave you magic, too.” 

“I didn’t borrow. I took it.” I hesitated then added, “What I have belongs to me.”

Gregory and Johnas exchanged a look, clearly unconvinced. I couldn’t blame them. Not when I was still hiding one last piece from them. But I couldn’t afford to tell them the rest of it until they’d accepted this. Accepted me.  

“Do you think Tharos is aware of all this?” Neila asked. Unlike Gregory or Johnas, she sounded worried about me in all of this.

I wanted to reassure her, but I wasn’t going to lie. “Yes, I think he knows what I have and how I got it. I think that’s why he’s searched for me all these years.”

“You’re the only thing in the galaxies combined that could possibly defeat him,” Austen said, his voice a little hushed now.

Xander spoke up. “It also means we have a shot at actually taking him out.” 

I nodded, the rage that had cooled since the burial fire returning full force now. My empty hand fisted at my side. “Trust me, I intend to.”

Murmurs went around. 

Gregory didn’t look happy but the others... Most of them looked skeptical at worst. Some even looked excited at the idea that we finally stood a chance against our enemy.

“What do you plan to do, exactly?” Johnas asked.

I hesitated. This was the million-dollar question. The one that had left my palms clammy and my head a little light as I’d left the embers of Nightingale’s remains and marched here tonight.

What happened next would determine my future—if I survived long enough to live it. Either way, I was going to kill Tharos. I preferred to do it with my birthright intact, but if these men rejected me now...

I took a deep breath and said the words I’d practiced with Xander earlier. The ones that wouldn’t allow for any more of the waiting and excuses Eamon and the council had already given me.

It was time to decide.

“For starters, I’d like to request,” I tried not to cringe on the word, “that my full authority be restored over this council and my people. Recognize me as empress. Give me my throne. My first act as your leader will be to work with Xander to train our men to march against Tharos when it’s time.”

No one spoke. 

For the second time tonight, they were speechless.

I wondered if they’d been more surprised that I had magic—or that I’d had the guts to stand up here and demand my crown from them.

Judging by their slack jaws, my money was on the latter.

Finally, Eamon cleared his throat, and I noticed most of the men had turned to look at him instead of me now. 

Xander squeezed my hand. 

I held my breath.

“We will take your request under consideration,” Eamon said finally, not quite meeting my eyes. He looked out over the gathered men and wolves, his mouth pulled down in a menacing frown. “Tonight is for mourning. For tending our wounded. And for remembering what it is we’re fighting for. Tomorrow, in the light of a new day, we will decide the best strategy for approaching our enemy.” 

“Tomorrow may be too late,” I said.

Eamon’s eyes narrowed slightly before his expression smoothed out. He hadn’t expected me to push the argument. “Alina, you’ve been gone a long time. We understand your life on Earth has changed you, or at the very least, created a gap in your relations here. We want to give you time to re-acclimate to your—” His eyes flicked to Xander. “Relationships and decisions before taking on the responsibility of leadership.”

“I’m very acclimated to my relationships,” I said, squeezing Xander’s hand and stepping closer to him so that everyone could see. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, and believe me, there was a time I would have been overwhelmed by it all. But I’m ready to take my place.”

Eamon shot a glance at Johnas then Gregory. Then he shook his head. “Be that as it may, when the council sees that you’re ready, we will reinstate you. Until then, enjoy your time.”

I blinked, and Xander squeezed my hand again—this time to keep me from losing it. 

They’d told me no.  

I’d asked for my crown and they’d refused.

Granted, Eamon had been diplomatic about it, but that didn’t change the answer. 

My body tightened in anger, and I had to bite back a response that probably would have only made things worse.

“Easy,” Xander said under his breath.

“This is bullshit,” I whispered back. 

“It’s politics,” he said as if they were the same thing.

I looked at the crowd and then at Eamon. “No one is mourning more than I am for the losses suffered, but the best way to honor them is to fight. Tharos isn’t going to stop or rest just because we need a few minutes to lick our wounds.” 

A few people reacted to that, but I didn’t care anymore. My patience had run out. 

I glared at Eamon. “If you need some time to put things in order, fine, but I will lead an attack on our enemy, and I will defeat him. When I take back my kingdom, I hope you will all stand beside me rather than in front, in my way.” 

Eamon sighed. “Alina—”

“You will address me as Your Highness,” I snapped.

He blinked at me and finally nodded slowly. “Your Highness,” he corrected. “We all want the same thing here, but thorough planning, patience, strategy—these are all prudent qualities to consider now. You’ve lost so much tonight—”

“And I won’t lose any more,” I said, cutting him off. This time, I addressed the crowd. “You’re right about strategy and planning. I’m already doing that, and I don’t intend to rush off headlong into something I’m not prepared for. But I will face our enemy, with or without your support.”

Eamon sighed. “We will need time to cast a proper vote.” 

I frowned. The reluctance in his voice was unmistakable. Xander had warned me this might happen, especially considering Eamon was the spokesman. Juggling dozens of opinions couldn’t be easy but still. Eamon’s diplomacy was getting harder and harder to read.

“What about the rest of us?” Gregory interrupted. “Are we just supposed to sit around and wait for the shield to fail? We’ve already fought our way through one invasion no one was ready for. I won’t sit by and watch us fall to another one.” 

“Peter has already strengthened the shield, and he and Neila will continue to reinforce it,” I said before Eamon could answer him. “As for being ready, I agree with you. We need to do more. Starting tomorrow, we’ll train.”

“We do that already,” Gregory snapped back. “For all the good it did us today.” 

“We’ll train harder,” I said. “And not just the council or our best warrior sons, but everyone. Women. Children. Cubs. Even you.” Gregory sputtered at that but I went on. “We won’t be caught unaware this time. We won’t hide anymore.” 

Gregory stared back at me, the stubborn set to his shoulders hardening even more. “What happens when training isn’t enough? I won’t lose my son to your naïve hope.” 

I glared back at him, unflinching. “I won’t give up on our future because you’re afraid.” 

No one spoke. 

The air itself felt heavier in the silence, and I had to resist the urge to scream at them all for it. Why was I the only one standing up to him?

Beside me, Xander was wound tight, his muscles coiled where his arms brushed against mine. And I knew if Gregory said one word against me now, Xander was going to do something very undiplomatic. 

I bit my lip, refusing to be the one to back down or diffuse anything. My temper boiled in my veins as I inched closer and closer to losing it on them all. 

Finally, Eamon spoke up. “Training starts tomorrow,” he said meaningfully. “For those who volunteer.”

I pressed my lips together at that.

“Eamon, you can’t be serious,” Gregory began. “She’s a child. We’ve lived years in peace. We can repair the shield and continue—”

“I will not live my life as a refugee,” I yelled.

Gregory frowned up at me, silenced by my outburst. 

“Alina, no one is asking—” Eamon said.

“No,” I said, rounding on him. “No one is asking. They’re telling. Telling me whether I’m fit to lead. Telling Xander how to run his army. Telling the rest of our people to give up hope and get comfortable here. Now, I’m telling you—all of you—like it or not, I’m your rightful leader. And I will face Tharos one day soon to take back what he stole.” 

I looked from Eamon to Gregory. “We’re all afraid. We’d all rather not fight. But we’re going to do it, anyway. We will not be divided by this. Not now.” 

I looked up at the rest of them, noting the surprise and anticipation in the faces reflected back at me. “I came here tonight to tell you my story because you deserve the truth, and I respect you enough to offer it. But you don’t want truth. You want politics. You want procedure and policy and to sit around talking about the way things used to be. 

“You want someone to follow your rules, but your enemies don’t care about that. They fight without rules, and they’ll come for you whether you’re ready or not. Have your little vote about me. In the meantime, training starts tomorrow at dawn. For everyone.” 

“Alina,” Eamon began.

“And one more thing.” I marched up to Xander and rose onto my toes, pressing my mouth to his in a rough kiss. 

Someone in the crowd gasped. Someone else snickered.

Xander went completely still. 

By the time I pulled back, his eyes were wide with shock. 

I whirled to face the group. “Meeting adjourned,” I snapped.

Then I turned and walked away.
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It was possible I’d gone too far, but no one chased after me. In fact, no one disturbed me at all as I marched off, headed for what was left of the burial pyre. Behind me in the clearing, I could hear the chaos and confusion that had followed my words—and my exit. They didn’t know what to make of my parting speech. 

Good.

As long as every man, woman, and wolf showed up for training tomorrow, they didn’t need to know. 

“Impressive display back there.” 

I jumped, barely biting back a shriek as I whirled on Kent. He stood near the trees, the moonlight bathing him in shadows. His expression lacked the usual disgust, but he was watching me with a thoughtful expression that put me on edge. 

Or maybe that had been his father’s doing.

“God, this day is never going to end,” I muttered. And then to Kent, “What the hell do you want? I’ve got things to do.”

“You mean like scatter Nightingale’s ashes?” He held up an unmarked container. The same container I’d set aside hours ago for that very purpose. “I took the liberty of collecting them for you while you were busy. I’ll carry them if you want.” 

I marched over and snatched the container from his hands. “Don’t touch them,” I hissed.

“All right.” He shrugged. “You carry them.” 

He turned and walked a few steps into the forest before turning back, a brow arched. “Nightingale’s favorite snack spot is this way, right?” 

I stared at him in suspicion. “How do you know that?”

“I know a great many things, Empress.”  

The resignation in his tone was like exhaustion, a feeling I knew all too well right now. Still, I didn’t have the mental stamina left to spar with Kent tonight. “And what makes you think I want your company for this?”

He sighed. “My father’s an asshole.”

“Stating the obvious isn’t going to trick me into—”

“Fine. How about I want the same thing you do?” 

I cocked my head at him, studying. “You want to fight Tharos for our home?”

“I do.” 

“But Jalene and Xander said—”

He held up a hand. “Let me just stop you right there.” I frowned as he added, “If I let you list all the things they say about me, we’ll be here all night.” 

“Can’t argue there,” I muttered.

A smirk ghosted his lips. “Come on, Empress. Walk with me.” 

Without really knowing why, I grudgingly fell into step alongside him, the container of ashes clutched tightly in my hand. 

I waited for him to start in again, but he only walked in silence beside me through the trees. Both of our glows lit the way, casting a wide beam of light across the path. In the absence of conversation, I worried about what had happened after I’d left the council meeting. Chaos. Confusion. Possibly anger. And that was only Xander. I couldn’t imagine what Eamon would say when he found me. 

Then again, I had a few things to say to him. Namely, how ridiculous it was that he’d gone to the trouble of bringing me back here only to sit me in a corner like a toddler in time out. It was kind of stupid to think about how long I’d been afraid of the idea of ruling, only to have that right taken away by the very people I was meant to serve.

Shoving the thought aside, I cast a sideways glance at my silent companion. “What do you want from me, Kent?” 

“Is it so hard to believe I just wanted to take a walk?” His eyes were wide with mock-innocence.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. Besides, you didn’t know or care about Nightingale and Archer. Why are you really out here?”

He glanced over at me before holding a low branch out of the way for me to pass. “Cut right to it then. Good. I like a woman who’s direct.” 

I made a face. “Don’t pretend to flirt with me. It’s annoying.” 

He grinned and let the branch snap back into place, the tips of its leaves only barely missing my cheek as it flew by. “Why do you think I do it?” he teased.

My eyes narrowed. “Maybe the same reason you called me a bitch last time we spoke? You have a death wish.” 

“No, I called you a bitch to bait you into using magic on me.” 

He’d said it so casually, but his tone was sincere.

I stopped to face him and lifted my brows. “Like I said. Death wish.” 

“Fair enough,” he said then wiggled his eyebrows as he added, “Especially considering what I saw you do this morning.”

I studied him closely; the way he stood, the tone he’d used just now. Casual. Easy. “You don’t sound all that surprised,” I said slowly. 

He gave me a pointed look. “Just because you don’t remember me, doesn’t mean I don’t remember you.”

“I remember all of it, actually. How you always hung back, never really joined in any friend groups. I also remember how you were always watching, like you saw everything. Right down to the way you used to stare at Jalene when you thought she wasn’t looking.” 

He blinked at me, and his mouth hung open a little. He recovered quickly. “I think whatever magic you’ve used has fried your brain,” he said, but it was too late. I was on to him. 

“Whatever you say. The point is we both know you didn’t spend enough time with me when we were kids to know shit about what I can do.” I raised a brow. “How did you really know I have magic?”  

I expected him to lie or spout off some bullshit sarcastic response, but when he spoke, his words were genuine. 

“Taryn had let on enough of what she knew about you that I had my suspicions even before you got here,” he admitted. 

Taryn. Of course.

“Fine. Whatever. You knew I had magic, and now you’re out here in the woods waiting for me so you can explain why you were such an asshole before?”

“Sure, we can start there.” 

“Is this your idea of an apology for calling me a bitch?” I asked. “Because newsflash, you suck at it.”

“You asked me what I wanted from you.” He shrugged. “I wanted to know if you’re capable of actually winning against Tharos and his army.” My surprise must have shown on my face because he added, “I don’t side with my father about hiding forever, but that doesn’t mean I’m on board with an unwinnable war either.”

“It’s not unwinnable,” I said.

“Not anymore,” he shot back. “And it’s not boring either. I heard what you said to the council.” He laughed, and I scowled. “Quite a performance you gave them.” 

I started walking again if for no other reason than to change the subject.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked. “Set the rumors straight about where your allegiance lies.” 

He sighed. “Because I’ve done things. Awful things that can’t be forgiven all in the name of my father’s cause. And because somehow, during these last few years, war and hiding have become the only two options. So I’ve stayed neutral and silent, hoping for a third. And now, here you are. But then you fell right in with Xander the Zealous and his suicidal plan.”

“I did not fall in with Xander or his plan,” I argued.

“That’s not how it looked from out here,” he said. “From where I’m standing, you two have been cozy from the minute you arrived. Everyone assumed that translated to his politics.” 

I sighed. “Politics are stupid.”

Kent snorted. “As true as that might be, when I saw that, I had to wonder—what secrets were you hiding? What sort of power did you have up your sleeve that made you think war was the smart play? Or were you just blinded by lust?”

“And?” I snapped, furious that he was being so damned logical when I just wanted to hate him. Also, he wasn’t wrong about the lust, but that didn’t make me an idiot. “What do you think now?”

He shrugged. “I think it’s safe to say that you have more than enough power up your sleeve. If you can learn to control it, I think we have a shot.”

“I can control it,” I said, but Kent pinned me with a look.

“You can fool them, Empress, but you can’t lie to me. Not about this. I saw what you did to Taryn, and I know who was in charge of your power in those moments, and it wasn’t you.” 

“You can’t prove it,” I said stiffly.

“Relax. I’m not out to prove anything against you.”

“What are you out for?”

“Destiny,” he said simply. 

I shook my head. “As stimulating as this exchange has been, what the hell does destiny have to do with you walking around the woods with me in the middle of the night?”

“Because,” he said, unfazed by the hostility in my voice. “You need a way to keep your magic from raining fire down on everyone you love. Not to mention something that can siphon and actually contain all the magic Tharos is carrying around. And I know what you can use to do it.” 

––––––––
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I FOUGHT THE URGE TO kick Kent in the shins. He was driving me crazy with his smug smile that clearly wanted me to beg for whatever information he was holding back. Instead of doing any of those things, I turned my back on him and walked the last few steps into the clearing where Nightingale had spent her last days. When I reached the fruit tree she’d loved so much, I uncapped the container Kent had used to collect her ashes and emptied the contents onto the ground at my feet. 

A small cloud of dust rose up as the ashes fell. A second later, I listened to the sound of Kent’s footsteps shuffling closer. He stepped up beside me and produced a second container. My eyes widened as he uncapped it and poured it beside the pile I’d already made.

“What—?” I began.

“Archer,” he said quietly. 

Surprise mingled with gratitude as I watched him spread Archer’s remains next to Nightingale’s. “Thank you,” I told him.

He nodded. When the container was empty, he looked at the two small piles on the ground and said, “Rest in peace.”  Then he stepped back again and waited behind me in silence. 

I took a deep breath, watching as the last of the ashes caught the slight breeze, dancing along before they settled underneath the tree.

That was it. 

She was really gone. 

For the first time since arriving on this strange planet, I felt truly alone. And for the first time since leaving my home, I felt like a real alien. A foreign being among strangers. Nightingale had known me—in some ways, better than Peter did. And now that she was gone, I had only past bonds and restored memories of a time when everything had been too simple. A people who were, for the most part, still too attached to the child-version of Alina Leone. 

Every friendship I had here was based around who I was to them or what I could do for their futures. And they were all treating me like I still had to grow into the person capable of doing it. 

Nightingale had loved me for me. She had treated me like a friend, pure and simple. An equal. No strings. No fear. 

What I had with Xander had been that way once. But now, Kent was right. The war came first. And besides, if I didn’t learn to control my power, Xander was in just as much danger as Nightingale had been. 

I wouldn’t allow any more collateral damage.

Recapping the empty container, I whirled and thrust it back at Kent who waited behind me. “Whoa,” he said, grabbing it before I could hurl it against his chest. “What are you—”

“Tell me what I have to do.” 
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Chapter Five
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Dawn broke like the sharp edge of a blade, cutting through the last dregs of night with a brightness that made my eyes burn. I couldn’t remember another sunrise like it—or maybe that was the grief. Everything felt surreal. I almost wished my display at the council meeting last night had been a bad dream, but there was no taking back how I felt. And if I was honest, I didn’t want to. Nightingale deserved to be avenged. Thanks to Kent, now she would be.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kent said, trailing two steps behind me now that we were out of the trees. 

“No,” I admitted. “But I don’t have a better one, and we have to stay out of sight if we want to avoid Eamon.”

Kent snickered. 

“You laugh now, but if he catches up with me, I won’t be able to protect you from him or the others for the secrets you’ve kept.”

He shut up after that. 

By the time I’d dragged Kent back to Beck’s house, my dried tears had mixed with the fresh coat of dust and ashes staining my cheeks. My skin felt stretched tight, and the rest of my body was beginning to show signs of life. As proof, my stomach rumbled at the same moment the front door flew open.

I yanked my arm back from the knob, startled at the sight of Peter in a bathrobe. “What’s wrong?” I asked, panic lodging halfway between my lungs.
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