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Praise for the Guild Hunter
novels of Nalini Singh


‘Intense, vivid, and sexually charged’ 


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Singh is one of those rare storytellers who literally never disappoints’


Romantic Times


‘Intense, astonishing and radiant’


Kirkus


‘I devour Guild Hunter novels. I can’t get enough of this epic world. Full of danger, intrigue, and heady seduction, the Guild Hunter series is perfect!’


Sylvia Day, #1 international bestselling author


‘This is without a doubt one of my all-time favourite series, from the minute I pick up one of the books until the very last page I’m completely and utterly absorbed in the world and the characters and I never want the journey to end’


Feeling Fictional


‘Graceful strength, wild beauty, predatory intelligence . . . These things are at the heart of every Nalini Singh Guild Hunter story’


Grave Tells


‘Sexy, violent, amusing, and gritty storytelling’


All About Romance


‘[A] heart-pounding, action-packed storyline of love and loss; death and destruction; family and friends; intrigue and suspense’


The Reading Cafe


‘Nalini Singh continues to show her gift at compelling worlding-building and characterization’


Romance Junkies


‘[A] remarkable urban fantasy series’


RT Book Reviews (Top Pick)
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Immortality is a gift incandescent.
Immortality is a curse obscene.


— Unknown scholar





The First Ending
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Lijuan, Archangel of Death and Goddess Over All, gloried in the howl of her power as battle raged around her, Raphael’s once-glittering city now broken and scorched. Impudent child. He should’ve listened to Lijuan, listened to his goddess! She’d told him what to do, had attempted to guide him. But no, he would make the wrong choice. He would choose to tie himself forever to a mewling mortal.


It mattered naught that his consort now bore wings and other trappings of immortality. She was nothing, a worm to be crushed under the boot, as Lijuan had once crushed her own worm. Because worms dug inside you, creating runnels and holes. Weaknesses. Fractures. Vulnerabilities.


Raphael had all of those. And today he would pay the price. They would all pay.


She laughed at the temerity of the archangels who’d gathered into an alliance against her. Together, they thought they could defeat her. When all they’d done was made things easier for her by congregating in one place. They might’ve been the apex predators on the planet once, but Lijuan alone held that throne now.


They were nothing but her servants.


Ignoring the chaos all around her, she scanned the area until she pinpointed the archangel she most wanted to remove from the equation. There she was. Small in stature, with skin “like the night, eyes that held the stars, and hair of violet moonlight”—­or so she’d been described by the idiotic poet who’d written a scroll devoted to Zanaya, Queen of the Nile.


Lijuan had researched Zanaya as part of her investigation into all possible Sleepers who might prove a problem in the ­future … but she’d paid a little extra attention to the so-­called Queen of the Nile. Not because she was more of a power than the others, but because Zanaya had managed to obtain the one thing that Lijuan had never been able to capture: the love of Alexander, Archangel of Persia.


Oh, he’d been kind to Lijuan, had told her that she was too young and that perhaps after another seven thousand years, they could come together. Only later had she realized that he’d simply been letting her down with ­kindness—­by then, she’d seen true passion in a man’s eyes, had understood with bitter clarity that what she’d seen in Alexander’s had ­been … gentle, yes. Twined even with affection. But passion? No. Not even the merest inkling.


Why her and not me?


A gnawing question inside her ever since she’d learned of Zanaya and Alexander’s history. Because that’s how most ancient scrolls were ­written—­with their two names linked. As if they were so much a unit that it was understood that should Zanaya walk the earth, Alexander would belong to her and no one else.


Rage burned through Lijuan.


How dare he choose this mere archangel in place of Lijuan, who was a goddess? How dare he still look at Zanaya in a way he’d never once looked at her! She shouldn’t have noticed how their glances met, shouldn’t have noticed anything beyond what was necessary to win this war, but she ­had—­and the reminder of her pathetic past self enraged her.


Fueled by the lifeforce of those who’d sacrificed themselves to their goddess, she turned ­non­corporeal … and then she flew straight to the archangel who mocked Lijuan with her very existence. Lijuan had no weaknesses. After she killed Zanaya, she’d take care of Alexander. She’d consume them both, and once they were inside her, she would control them.


Zanaya never stood a chance.


Appearing behind her, Lijuan sank her fangs into the archangel’s neck, and drank of her life. Those fangs usually only emerged in angels during the Making of a vampire, but Lijuan could call them up at will. Yet another sign of her difference from these creatures who sought to humble her.


Sudden savage winds whipped at Lijuan’s hair as Zanaya called up her power, the archangel’s body twisting to respond to the attack, but it was a futile effort. Lijuan had swallowed up too much of the potent power that made up a member of the Cadre, and Zanaya was fading, fading.


Lijuan’s rage, however, oh, it continued to scald.


Because it did, she made a critical error. She eased her iron control on the vicious power which made her a ­goddess—­and created a leak. A whisper of her own power flowed into Zanaya, a gift of which she was utterly unworthy. But no matter. Zanaya was dead anyway. At least now, Lijuan knew not to get so entranced by the refueling process that she lost her grip on the screaming endlessness that was her glory.


Sated for the moment, she dropped Zanaya’s shriveled corpse and turned noncorporeal once more. There would never again be a scroll written that paired Zanaya with Alexander.


What a terrible shame that their love story had come to such an inglorious end.


Her lip curled when she saw ­golden-­haired and ­silver-­winged Alexander race to catch his lover’s desiccated body before it could shatter against the earth. What a fool he was; so unworthy of the goddess she’d become. How odd that she’d once wanted him. Now, all she wanted was his death. His end. Nothing could exist in this world that reminded her of personal failure.


She was a goddess. She. Did. Not. Fail.
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Alexander saw Lijuan attack Zanaya.


Fighting to get to her, he witnessed Zanaya’s wings droop, her body go limp.


But her mind, it was yet functional, yet held enough power for her to reach out to him along a pathway so old that it was part of his most elemental being: ­Xander … kill me. She must be ­sto—­


Even had he the heart to follow her whispered plea, it was too late. Lijuan went noncorporeal again, dropping Zanaya from the sky. And his Zani’s wings were crumpled, her body dropping, akin to a broken bird’s. Zani! Zani!


Silence, nothing but silence from his quicksilver lover with her wicked tongue.


He caught her before she could hit the hard earth, his Zani, her spirit so bright and beautiful. Making a hard turn in midair, he arrowed his way toward the Tower infirmary. “Hold on, Zani. Hold on!” It was an order, but she was beyond hearing him.


Her body was a whisper, so light that it was as if she were made of air. Her skin had turned to paper, the flesh of her curves just gone and her skin cold, so cold. Cradling her as close as he could while not hurting her, he kept on talking to her, kept on trying to make her respond. But all he heard was a silence without end.


Then, and through all the hours that followed.


“You promised you’d speak to me after the battle,” he whispered to her after they’d vanquished the monster Lijuan had become, and he carried Zanaya’s broken body to Cassandra’s fire.


The seer of legend had promised to hold her safe.


Again, his Zani, who’d never hesitated to speak around him, said nothing. Her silence was a wound bigger than any other she could’ve inflicted on him.


He pressed a trembling kiss to her lips, and it tasted of the salt of his tears. “I can’t exist in a world where you do not.” He’d only lived this long because, no matter his anger at her, he knew that she Slept whole and unharmed. “Come back to me, my Zani.”


Silence.


Until the very moment when he forced himself to give her into Cassandra’s embrace. The seer’s lilac hair was licked by the gold and orange of the enormous, impossible fissure deep into the earth above which they hovered, and the seafoam auroras of her ­haunting—­haunted—­eyes were tender, her arms careful as she cradled Zanaya against the floating softness of her gown.


“You will care for her.” It came out an order.


Cassandra didn’t tell him he had no right to give her orders. Gaze lost in the terrible gift that drove her to a madness that had her clawing out her eyes when she could no longer stand it, she said, “Alexander, Archangel of Persia, Child of Gzrel and Cendrion, before you lie two paths.”


Her tone was eerie, echoing as if spoken in a great chamber.


Gut tight, Alexander clenched his fists. It took everything he had to keep his tone civil. “I don’t wish for blurry prophecies that could mean anything and need to be interpreted. I want to know if Zanaya will rise and when.”


Cassandra looked down at the body in her arms, a body she’d already wreathed in her flame. “This I do not know.” Her face was soft now, her voice softer. “But I know this, Alexander, this is an ­ending … but it isn’t the last ending. That, too, will come. Choose with care, for it will be the forever last.”


Then she was gone, taking with her his Zani with her brilliant spirit and warrior’s heart.


His own heart broke.


Always, no matter what, he’d known she would return. He’d been nursing a grudge against her for millennia, getting ready to have the fight that he was owed. He’d known she’d laugh at him for refusing to let it go, but then she’d have fought with him. After which, they’d have ended up in each other’s arms. That was how it was meant to have been; that was the future for which he had waited for so long.


This …


Pain a raw knot inside him, he didn’t know how he made it through the time that followed. He felt glued together by nothing but his own will when he finally returned to his territory. Once in his lands, he went not to his fort, but to an isolated ridge of mountains where no one could hear his heart splinter.


Wings flared out, he screamed out his grief and his rage till it brought him to his knees, but still the wound inside him continued to bleed. He’d survived the loss of Zanaya before, but then, it hadn’t been a true loss. He’d known that she would rise again, that her timeline would cross with his again.


He no longer had that surety.


His Zani might Sleep forevermore.


Alexander screamed again, and his pain turned the mountain molten, a river of gold and silver and rarer precious metals that crept down every crack and seam, where they’d freeze at some point, a sculpture of astonishing beauty carved out of Alexander’s grief.
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Cassandra twisted and turned, unable to settle into rest.


The flames in which she slept were comfort, barriers against the slipstreams of time that showed her too much. But she could only fully escape those slipstreams when she was in a deep and true Sleep. And that she couldn’t fall into when she had within her care angels who were a sprawling weight of power and history.


Astaad, Michaela, Favashi, and Zanaya, they were ­all … caught in ­between.


But it wasn’t only these archangels that Cassandra watched. Another, too, Slept an unnatural Sleep far from her. Yet that being was connected to her by a thread tied to another, their blood bonded deep beneath the surface. Perhaps their pulses would beat in ­time … but not today.


Today, none of the Sleepers had a pulse, showed any signs of life.


She didn’t know if they dreamt, but she did know that they had no awareness of the world. That was a mercy given their injuries. Yet she could feel their minds, huge and powerful, and those minds ­were … not at rest.


Had one of her brethren asked her how she knew these facts, she couldn’t have answered them. All she had were guesses. Perhaps it was because the wounded archangels Slept in the embrace of her fire, their minds linked to her by threads tenuous that allowed her to monitor their lives. For, despite all outward appearances, they lived, the spark within flickering but not extinguished.


Yet.


She couldn’t see any of their future timelines, not even the merest glimmer. Each led to a tangled knot so tight that it was pure darkness.


Yet she caught other things in the slipstreams that impinged on her shallow rest. Her owls fluttered around her, their feathers soft and white as she jerked and twitched in her Sleep. Sensing what awaited, she tried not to look at the slipstream. She was so very tired, her mind a ­stained-­glass window so fractured with cracks that it could never be whole again.


The colors of her were the colors of him.


Qin, her Qin.


Tears rolled down her cheeks as she fought the compulsion to look, but she’d never won that fight in the eons since her “gift” was first bestowed on her. At times, when she was sane, she wondered if part of her anger was because of how she always lost the battle. Was she so very vain and arrogant that she was enraged by her constant inability to win?


Laughter, a touch mad.


Oh, that was her.


No, she wasn’t angry. She’d long ago moved past anger, through terror and rage, into a sorrow so heavy that it was her very breath. Sometimes, she thought she must be born of tears, nothing to her but saltwater.


Her mind kaleidoscoped, shattered again, more fractures on the stained glass.


And the slipstream opened out in front of her, showing her countless threads, millions of lives, millions of possibilities. One choice could lead to this, another to that. But some ­choices … some choices led always to a single thing. Roads funneled into a single choke point. Those were the futures set in stone.


As was the future that pulsed red in front of her in the shape of scarlet wings that glowed.


Red as blood.


But beautiful.


Even as the thought passed through her mind, the wings began to darken. To a rich ruby that was lovely. Then edged with blue. Still lovely. On a sigh that made her flinch, the blue and the red started to mingle but rather than the violet hue that should have resulted, the wings turned a sickly green.


Droplets of blood crawled down the feathers, each droplet a viscous black that splattered on the slipstream and coated the highways of it in a quickly spreading plague that decimated all future timelines. Feathers fell off the wings, further spreading the plague.


She jolted, her heart echoing the twisted tapestry of the rotting pair of wings.


“No.” A whisper. “No. They have paid the price. They have survived.” This should be a time of rebuilding and hope.


But the wings continued to contaminate the slipstreams with their poison.


One.


By.


One.


Over.


And.


Over.


Until the wings were nothing but bone rotted through with infection and the entirety of the future a noxious stranglehold with no way out. Screaming, she lifted her hands to claw out her ­eyes … but her owls stepped on her fingers, reminding her that she could Sleep, could fall deep, deep below the surface and allow herself to drown in nothingness.


But she couldn’t hear her beloved owls today. Couldn’t see them. All she could see were the rotting bones of the wings, breaking, falling, spreading more poison. Digging her nails into her eyes, she clawed them out. Blood coated her fingers, slick and iron bright. But it didn’t matter how much damage she did to herself. She still saw. She still knew.


Her owls, distressed, fluttered their wings in an effort to calm her, but still she screamed.


Until …


A single thread of the slipstream that glittered with black diamonds. It split off from a thicker line. The main line was coated in the poison and went into the knot that was the end of eternity, the end of everything. The diamond-dark one flowed into a future beyond which lay more endless possibilities, stars blinking to life one after the other.


Cassandra wanted to cup her bloody hands around that single thread of hope, but that wasn’t how her gift worked, how it had ever worked, was why she was always a little mad. “A single crossroads.” Her murmur reached no one, caught in the fires she’d set up to stop her thoughts leaking into the minds of others.


Elena, that mortal child turned angel, she deserved a little peace from the whispers of a mad Ancient.


So it was only her owls that heard her screams, her words.


For the archangels she held in her arms couldn’t hear, couldn’t listen, were in a place far beyond pain, beyond this world, perhaps beyond healing.


Closing eyes that were already regenerating, Cassandra fell back into a fitful Sleep. She would continue to listen for her charges and for the other. Perhaps one would wake. Perhaps she would glimpse a joyous surprise in the slipstream. It had happened before. Some forces were greater than fate itself.


For she had seen Elena alive in only a single fragile timeline.


The mortal had fallen in the arms of her archangel, broken and dying, in every timeline. But in every other one, she’d died. Vanished, and with her, all the timelines that rippled off her, the world a wholly different place.


A place fetid and of death.


A place so terrible that Cassandra had interfered. She’d laid breadcrumbs of foresight that led to actions that led to other actions. Lijuan had woken Alexander because she thought he would wake, but it was the Archangel of Death who’d set that chain of motion into action.


So many painstakingly laid breadcrumbs, so many butterfly wings in the ether.


Because while Cassandra couldn’t change the future, she’d learned that she could influence it dependent on which of her visions she shared. Share that Lijuan would rule all the world and it would be a weight on the shoulders of all those who battled, stealing their will and their strength. Share that she’d seen a scorched and devastated landscape and it became a horror whispering on the back of the neck.


So she’d shared other things. Dark truths … but not the darkest.


And today, in her madness, she understood that she had altered the future. But only to an extent. Because in the end, it had come down to a mortal’s will to live and the force of an archangel’s love. That she couldn’t change, couldn’t manipulate. That was where her power ended.


But … perhaps it was enough. Perhaps she could live with seeing the future if she could alter it even a fraction.


A fading thought as she slipped deeper into rest.


Yet as she did so, she saw one final image that turned into a silent prophecy: Lovers fall and lovers rise. The river stops flowing. This time will be the end.





The Beginning
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The boy was born with a cry loud enough to startle the neighbors. They were unused to such disturbance from the home of two scholars known for their calm ways and steady bearing. The scene inside that scholarly home of stone and wood and a reverence of knowledge was one of even more ­astonishment—­and of love.


Neither Gzrel nor Cendrion had thought to have another child after many thousands of years without such a blessing. Why, their son Osiris was already a man of some two thousand years! But now here he was, this boy so fierce and with such strong lungs, his wings nothing but a whisper of translucence on his back.


Gzrel cradled him close to her tender breasts, her tears overflowing as she pressed a kiss to the roundness of his cheek, while Cendrion took their son’s tiny, fisted hand. “Alexander,” he murmured, for they had already decided that their child would be named after Gzrel’s mother, Alexandre, who was the reason that she and Cendrion had come together.


So shy Gzrel and Cendrion had been; they would’ve never made a move that might threaten the quiet friendship that sustained them both. But Alexandre had seen their love for each other, arranged it so that they would be stuck together during a fierce winter ­storm—­enough time for each to see the longing and devotion of the other. Now here they were, thousands of years of love later, with a second living symbol of that love in their arms.


Osiris they’d named for Cendrion’s father, he who had passed through the veil beyond which immortals so rarely traveled. He’d fallen in battle, obliterated in the fire of an archangel’s wrath. So it was that Gzrel and Cendrion’s children, Osiris and Alexander, would carry pieces of their family’s history on both sides.


“He is fierce,” Cendrion said, his voice deep and the gray of his eyes soft and warm against the pale gold of his skin and the burnished brown of his hair. “I’m quite sure I didn’t yell so when I was born.” A stunned joy in his tone. “Did Osiris do the same, or were we just younger then?”


That joy, that shock at becoming parents again was still with them when Ojewo, who was said to be distant blood kin to Cassandra herself, came to visit Alexander some few days later. Gzrel wanted to hug her precious babe close, protect him from the seer’s strange sight and yet at the same time, she wanted to thrust him into the seer’s arms so that Ojewo could tell them what dangers the future held for their boy.


Gzrel was no warrior and neither was Cendrion. They’d eschewed the path of violence eons past, but violence wasn’t the only choice when it came to the troubles of life. They both had minds clever of thought. Surely if they knew of danger, they could find a way to protect Alexander from it?


Ojewo, with his air of youth despite his years, smiled as he entered their home, and that smile was so full of light that Gzrel handed over her child with a smile of her own, certain that Alexander would be safe in the arms of this handsome angel. So many sighed after him, whispering of the smoky green of his eyes and the deep brown of his skin, the slenderness of his build and the mystery of his smile.


Gzrel, in contrast, always wanted to mother him, though she knew that Ojewo had been an adult before she’d ever been a spark in her mother’s eye. Perhaps because he reminded her of a young Osiris, slender and slow to smile, but with eyes that lit up when he did.


“You carry a youthful heart,” she’d said to him once, bemused enough at how that was possible that she’d forgotten her natural reticence. “I’d always heard that seers are haunted by what they see, that it causes them to age before their time. I’m so happy this isn’t the case for you.”


She’d blushed in the immediate aftermath of her words, her hands flying to her face. “Oh, what has come over me? Forgive me for stepping where I have no right to go.”


Ojewo would’ve been right to be insulted by the personal comment, but he’d laughed a laugh warm and bold that embraced her until she could do nothing but smile. “Ah, Gzrel, you need not fear to say such to ­me—­you have earned the right after your many kindnesses to others.”


He’d leaned in close, as if sharing a secret. “The truth,” he’d said, his skin warm with the scent of the wild berries that grew all over the Refuge, “is that my sight is but a whisper in comparison to that of my most legendary ancestor. There are no records, no birth histories, but it is said in my family that she and her beloved Qin had a child. However, that child was born before her natural sight turned ­into … a fury and an agony.”


No laughter now, nothing but sorrow for a woman he’d never met. “So, even if I am blood of her blood, a direct descendant, the sight I have inherited is a faded painting in comparison to the startling truth of hers. And I celebrate that gift every day of my life.”


Gzrel had recoiled inwardly, her anguish for Cassandra as sharp as her horror. For Ojewo already saw too much, carried too much. To know even ­more … It made her wish peace and comfort to Cassandra where she lay, locked in a ­never-­ending Sleep.


Immortals, to Gzrel’s way of thinking, should see the future even less so than mortals. What was the point of seeing a grim future when that grim future might be thousands of years distant? All it would do was shadow the present. She’d always been grateful that Ojewo had given them no fortune for Osiris. All he’d said was that, like most newborns, he’d have many opportunities, many forks in the road to his destiny.


“If I speak for him a future, I will color his entire exis­tence,” Ojewo had murmured as he held their firstborn, and for a moment, Gzrel had thought she’d glimpsed the darkest of shadows cross the seer’s face, but then Ojewo had lifted his head and smiled and the foolishness of the thought had passed.


Osiris was a babe, innocent as the ­fresh-­fallen snow.


Relieved by the reminder of the seer’s refusal to give fortunes to the very young, she settled into the visit and into the pride of being a new mother. Ojewo was so gentle with Alexander, so careful in how he touched the boy’s little fists.


Opening them out, Alexander gripped at the seer’s finger.


Ojewo’s teeth flashed bright, his eyes sparkling. “Oh, you will be a strong one.” The slightest shift in his voice toward the end, a certain tone that made the hair on the back of Gzrel’s neck prickle.


She’d heard that tone before, knew what it heralded. “Ojewo.” She went to pluck her child from the seer’s ­arms … but it was too late.


“Wings of silver,” Ojewo murmured. “Such wings. Such strength. Silver fire.” A sudden blinking, then the feeling of a wrench, as if the seer was pulling himself out of the vision with force.


Gzrel swallowed, waited. Her gut was ice, her spine cold iron.


But Ojewo’s smile only deepened. “Oh, I’m sorry to startle you so, Gzrel. This one is adamant in his ­path—­and it will be a glorious one.” Lifting the child he yet held, Ojewo pressed his lips to the babe’s forehead. “He will shine like the stars.”


Gzrel gasped out a breath, her hand on her chest. “Goodness. I thought you were going to tell me something awful!”


“And all I’ve said is that your babe will be glorious.” Ojewo laughed again. “Do not all parents believe so of their children? It is a law, yes?”


Gzrel was still smiling hours later as she related the story to Cendrion, who’d had to miss the visit due to already having plans with a fellow scholar who was about to leave the Refuge for many years.


Cendrion laughed that quiet laugh that was her touchstone. “Ojewo is right,” he said afterward. “It is a law.” Taking Alexander from his crib, he said, “Oh, my love, an angelic courier handed me a letter from Osiris as I was coming home. It’s in my bag.”


“Oh! It’s been too long since we’ve heard from him.” Unable to wait till after dinner, she found the letter and read it aloud while Cendrion played with Alexander.


Their firstborn was a man of study and innovation, though his work was more hands-­on and experimental than theirs. She and Cendrion both agreed that Osiris was a brilliant scholar, one who’d long eclipsed ­them—­and they couldn’t be more proud to be so eclipsed.


In this letter, he’d sent them copious notes on his latest projects.


Gzrel’s chest burst with warmth. “I wonder what discoveries Osiris will make in his lifetime. He’s so far along already.”


“I can’t wait to hear more on his project,” Cendrion said, and they spoke on that for a while as Alexander watched them with eyes that had begun to change from an infant’s fuzziness to a gray so striking it was heading toward silver.


He already had hair as gold as Gzrel’s and per Ojewo, his wings would be silver, too. She could already see the shape of the boy he’d become, so beautiful and intelligent and the apple of their eye.


“What discoveries do you think our vocal younger son will make?” Cendrion said at one point during their conversation. “I’m certain he’ll do the wildest experiments of us all!”


That Alexander, too, would be a scholar seemed a ­self-­evident truth. Every angel in his maternal and paternal line as far back as memory could reach had chosen that life. No deviations except in specialization.


Of course Alexander would be a studious child.


As the years passed and their boy grew, Gzrel and Cendrion forgot about Ojewo’s words except as a happy confirmation that their child would be all they believed children could be.


The sole person who didn’t forget what he’d seen that day was Ojewo himself.


As he walked the ­ice-­crusted pathways of the jagged mountains beyond the Refuge, he thought of the visions that had erupted into his mind with such brutal force that they couldn’t be contained: the glory of an archangel of molten power, the choice he would one day have to make against the blood of his blood, the murmur of a fog of black hovering on a horizon so far in the future that even Ojewo’s mind couldn’t reach ­it … and the awareness that Alexander would experience both great happiness and great sorrow in his time.


His life would be one writ large and it would leave a permanent mark on the world.


“I wish you well, little one,” he whispered to the ice and the snow, his breath puffs of white in the air. “And I hope that I am awake to witness your ascension.”


Ojewo had long ago understood that to give a child a fortune was to weigh them down until they drowned, so he never spoke of what he saw.


That didn’t mean he saw nothing. Far from it.


There remained, of course, faint forks in the road, including futures where the child didn’t ascend, but Ojewo didn’t believe these to be real possibilities.


The visions had been too visceral, too full of color. Ojewo’s heart ached for the pain and loss to come in Alexander’s life, and he hoped that beyond the horror and agony lay joy. But Ojewo couldn’t glimpse it, unable to see beyond the noxious black fog. Perhaps that was the limit of his ­sight … or perhaps it augured a thing so terrible that it engulfed the entire world.
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Alexander loved to visit his big brother. Unlike many of his friends who had siblings older than ­them—­though no one in school had a brother who was so much ­older—­Osiris didn’t ignore Alexander except for a present on his birthing day.


Mama said that Osiris had come to visit Alexander when Alexander was a fledgling with wings that didn’t even open, and he’d been there for Alexander ever since. Mama and Papa had taught Alexander a lot, but it was Osiris who’d actually shown him things. His brother had allowed him to mix powders and liquids in the laboratory to see how they reacted, taken him to watch animals so Alexander could learn their behavior, and even taught him to swim!


Alexander was sure that his brother was the smartest person in the whole world.


Today, Osiris gave him a thinking look as Alexander ran back across the black sands of the faraway island of sunshine and water where Osiris lived. The sand burned so he ran as fast as he could, yelping and laughing at the same time.


“Such a wild thing you are,” Osiris murmured, a tilt to his lips and the silver of his eyes bright in the sun. They shared those eyes and even the gold of their hair, but Alexander’s was straight like their father’s and Osiris had curls like their mother’s.


Alexander loved that they were so clearly brothers. The only obvious difference was that Osiris’s skin was more ­sun-­browned than Alexander’s. The sun burned so hot here that Alexander’s brother mostly wore a tunic that came to the middle of his thighs, sandals, and nothing else.


Alexander didn’t bother with clothes at all. He knew he’d have to one day, but right now everyone still treated him like a baby, so it was allowed. Grinning at what his brother had said, he pretended to growl and be a tiger like the one they’d watched in Refuge territory once.


Osiris chuckled and rubbed his hand over Alexander’s ­head—­just as a vampire with big brown eyes and long dark hair, a frangipani bloom tucked behind one ear, came out from the trees. Her tunic was woven from strips of brown and black and had tassels that hung at her thighs.


“My lord,” she murmured, her gaze lowered. “It’s almost time to eat.”


Alexander knew Livaliana was Osiris’s favorite concubine. Osiris had explained concubines to him, so Alexander knew they were special friends his brother loved, and Livaliana was the most favorite. Alexander liked her ­too—­she was kind and gentle like his mother, and she sang him beautiful songs at bedtime.


“Come, wild child.” Osiris held out a hand. “Our lady beckons us.”


As Alexander walked between them, one hand gripping his brother’s and the other holding on to Livaliana’s, Osiris said, “What do you think of sampling warrior training, little brother?”


Alexander stopped, stared up at Osiris, his heart thumping so loudly that he couldn’t even hear the ocean waves anymore. “Really?”


“Yes.” A look so serious that Alexander could feel it inside him. “I do believe our shy and noncombative parents may have created a warrior ­child—­my own senior guards have come to me to say that they see such an energy in you, the same energy that lives in them. So I had the thought that we should offer you both the scholar’s path and the warrior’s, and allow you to make up your own mind.”


Alexander couldn’t speak, didn’t have the words; he just flung himself at Osiris’s legs and held on tight. Chuckling, his brother ruffled his hair again. “I should’ve known. You flew high and straight before most of your brethren could even get in the air. I have a feeling, young sib, that you’re not meant for the family’s favored way of life.”


Alexander’s happiness was so big he felt like his skin would burst and it stayed that way until his return to the Refuge, to wearing clothes again, and to the start of his training.


He met Callie on the second day of his training. She had eyes so blue they almost hurt to look at, and was a little older, but since there weren’t that many children in the Refuge for this “season of life”—­as his mother put ­it—­they all had to practice together.


When the trainer asked Callie to show him an exercise she’d already learned, Alexander told himself to be ­careful—­because even though she was older, she was smaller, more slender. Then she kicked his legs out from under him, landing him hard on his behind, and he realized she was tougher than she looked.


He stopped holding back.


Given that he was the newest member of the class, he never had a chance against her, but she didn’t laugh at him for his mistakes, just told him why he’d lost and what he could do to fix it. A week into the lessons, he went to sit with her for their break. She allowed it, but later, on their walk home, he decided to climb a tree and somehow fell out of it. The movement dislodged a heavy bunch of ripe fruits.


They splattered and burst on her neat and tidy tunic.


“Alex!” Face red, she ignored his apologies to stomp off home.


It soon became clear that Callie did not consider him a friend. Not that he was sad. He liked her but he couldn’t imagine anything worse than being invited to a lunch or party where he had to be on his best ­manners—­because that was what Callie liked to do. He didn’t understand. She was an incredible ­fighter … then she went and had honey cakes and tea with her friends, all of them in their best clothes.


In training though, it was different. He understood her ­there—­she continued to push him with each lesson, each time she put him on the ­ground … until one day, he put her on the ground.


They both stared, eyes wide.


Then he threw his hands up into the air and did a lap around the training ring. “One to me, one hundred to Callie!”


Lying there in the dirt, the black of her hair sticking to her face, she laughed so hard that she cried, and he knew that she didn’t mind that he’d beaten her.


Their bouts got better and better from then on, Alexander’s body stronger and more flexible, his thoughts less ­childish—­and his future path ever clearer. But he didn’t tell Osiris or his parents that. Not yet. Gzrel and Cendrion had taught him to consider things before he decided, whether it was his opinion on a new kind of food, or his thoughts on a piece of information.


Alexander hated waiting. It was a waste of time. He always knew his mind straightaway and never changed it, but he also knew that his family liked to spend time thinking. Yesterday, he’d walked in on his mother just staring at the wall where she’d chalked drawings to do with her work even though she should have been packing.


A hard knot formed in his stomach when he remembered why they had to pack: because a senior member of their archangel’s court wanted their home on the edge of a cliff. He’d argued with his parents that they should fight the preemptory relocation order, but they’d looked at him with faint smiles on their faces that weren’t about smiling at all.


His father had said, “We’re no one to the archangel, Alexander, simply two ­low-­level scholars who are only attached to her court because it means others can’t steal our research without picking a fight with her. It’s not as if our dry specializations give any particular cachet to her court. She’d consider our request a petty matter, be annoyed by it.”


“It’s not petty!” Alexander hated that people could just push his parents around this way.


“Oh, baby.” His mother had patted his chest, leaving chalk dust in her wake. “We lose nothing by not wasting our energy on this. Our new residence has room for all our scrolls and tablets and the like, and we shall be together. Politics don’t interest us, so we don’t play them.”


Alexander could’ve said a hard thing then, a cruel thing about weakness and lack of spine, but he hadn’t. Because he loved his mama and papa and they’d never ever done anything to hurt him.


That was also why he pretended to think even though his mind was made up.


And this ­decision … “I don’t want to hurt their hearts,” he told Callie one day when he was a youngling halfway to adulthood, ­long ­legged and lanky, and she’d decided she could stand him for small periods.


They still weren’t friends, but he knew he could trust her and he hoped she knew she could trust him. “My brother has already guessed, I’m sure,” he added, “but my parents have a vision of a continuing line of scholars.”


Caliane bumped his shoulder with her own. “They won’t mind, Alex. They won’t understand, but they’re so sweet, they’ll love you regardless.”


Alexander clung to that reassurance when he spoke to his parents about his choice at last. “I wish to follow the path of the warrior,” he said, swallowing hard. “It fits me like it’s always been meant to be my skin.”


No anger or disappointment on their faces, just the love that had always been a part of his life.


“Whatever makes you happy, Alexander.” His father squeezed his arm before turning to look at Alexander’s mother with a tenderness that made Alexander blush. “Gzrel and I’ve always known that you’d walk your own path. Haven’t we, my heart?”


His mother’s laughter filled the room with sunshine. “I remember telling you that you couldn’t stay on with Osiris when you were little, and the arguments you gave me about it!” Dancing eyes. “Another child might’ve thrown a tantrum, but you used every one of the words in your vocabulary to try to convince me that I was wrong, wrong, wrong. If memory serves me, I believe you used exactly those words in that tone.”


Alexander couldn’t help but grin, and when his mother put her slender arms around him to hug him tight, he hugged her in turn. And it struck him how small and fragile she was; he was already taller and stronger than her. People could so easily hurt her.


Hit by a wave of raw emotion that clogged up his throat, he hugged her even tighter.


Afterward, his parents asked him if he intended to discard scholarship altogether, and Alexander shook his head. “My brother has often advised me that the warriors who rise the highest are the ones who are smart as well as skilled on the field of battle.”


“Those who stand in the courts of the archangels,” Osiris had said, “are more than brawn. They’re highly intelligent thinkers and informed strategists. Look, learn.”


Alexander had done exactly that, using the skills he’d learned at his parents’ knee to research the angels and vampires who stood as the seconds and senior courtiers of archangels. Not a single one could be labeled as brawn alone, though a number of them were lethal on the battlefield. Then had come the surprises. One second was an administrator with no battle experience whatsoever; still another wore the robes of a healer.


Alexander intended to get to the heart of those ­choices—­as his parents had taught him, he wanted to understand. He didn’t want to just know. One was the surface of the lake, the other the deep waters beneath.


“I must admit I’m happy to hear that,” his mother said in response to his answer about his continuing scholarship, her fingers worrying the amber pendant she never took off. “Though it’ll be a path that will demand much from you. You’ll be careful of your health, won’t you, my son?”


When he complained to Callie about his mother’s overprotective worrying, she said, “That’s her job as a mother. At least that’s what my father tells me.” No twist of emotion on her face, an absence of memory.


Callie didn’t have a mama. Her mother had died giving birth to her. As a child, Alexander hadn’t understood how that could be ­so—­immortals lived forever aside from in some very specific circumstances, most of which involved severe insult to the body, including beheading.


Older now and realizing he still didn’t truly comprehend any of it, he went home and asked his mother to explain it to him.


Gzrel was busy, but she put down her work, tucked her arm through his, and they walked all the way to the crack in the earth of the Refuge that had been there as long as Alexander could remember.
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“It appeared some hundred years ago,” his mother said, having followed his gaze, “and it’s looking to develop into a gorge. I wonder what it will be in a thousand years, where it will stop its expansion.”


Alexander was used to such ­non ­sequiturs from his mother, especially when it came to the study of rocks and the earth, Gzrel’s specialty. “What do you think?”


“It’s too early to be certain,” she said with a frown, “but I disagree with those who are convinced the crack will swallow the Refuge. I believe it’ll stop expanding once it’s reached an ­equilibrium—­though exactly when that will be remains a mystery.”


Alexander tried to think about what it must be like to be as old as his mother or ­father—­thousands of years old!—­but it felt like a rock on his chest, the idea of it. He wondered sometimes who he’d be if he ever reached such an age, but it was too far for him to imagine. Today was his reality, and today, he was listening to his mother talk about Callie’s mother. “Ma?”


“Yes?” She’d looked up at him, blinked. “Oh yes. Sorry, my son.” Patting at his arm with the hand she didn’t have tucked through it, she said, “Death in childbirth is unfortunately common among the mortals. Many things can go wrong while birthing a child, but as immortals, our advanced healing abilities ameliorate any such wounds to the extent that we never feel them.”


“Callie’s mother’s body didn’t heal?”


To his surprise, she shook her head. “As far as we know, it did. She didn’t die in ­childbirth—­she died the day after. Even in his grief, Caliane’s father was adamant that the healers cut open his beloved, find out the reason why, for his daughter must have an answer. It must’ve been the hardest decision of his ­life—­but it was the right one. No child should believe themself the reason for their mother’s death.”


Alexander swallowed hard, his throat thick. He couldn’t speak, so he just stared ahead and let his mother think he was simply concentrating on her words.


“What they discovered was that Caliane’s mother was destined to ­die—­an element of her heart had never formed correctly. While such irregularities in growth are unusual among our kind, they can and do occur.”


Though his mother stopped there, Alexander was old enough to understand that Callie’s mother’s heart had collapsed badly enough to kill an immortal because of the power it took to birth a child.


Callie was smart. She’d know that, too.


Which was why Alexander would never ever bring up the topic with her. They might not be friends, but she’d always looked out for him and now it was his turn to look out for her. That was what it meant to be loyal, to be a good battlemate.


“Gzrel!”


His mother stiffened at the sound of her name shouted in an unfamiliar male voice, though her expression remained neutral. Skin prickling, Alexander stayed silent as a ­good-­looking and tall warrior with curls of dark brown walked over to them. The stranger’s leathers were well-worn but a cuff of gold and precious gems encircled his ­wrist—­a symbol of favor from Rumaia, the archangel to whom all three of them owed fealty.


“Oh, who’s this?” the man said with a wide smile that made Alexander’s muscles tense. “Don’t tell me this is your babe?”


“Indeed. This is my son Alexander.” His mother’s voice wasn’t quite right, her cheer too bright, too hard. “Alexander, this is Phiron, who stands fourth to Archangel Rumaia.”


The man laughed, hearty and long. “Oh Gzrel, will you not tell your son that we were almost more once upon a time?” Pale blue eyes twinkling, the man looked at Alexander. “I pursued your mother as a youth, was mad for her. But she had eyes only for Cendrion.”


“It was an age ago,” his mother said. “We were barely grown.”


“Quite right!” Phiron agreed with a clap. “But you must let me say that you still speak as sweetly. The sound is delicate music to my ears.”


“It is an honor to meet you,” Alexander said before his mother felt forced to respond, because, quite unlike his parents, he already knew how to play political games, to say one thing and mean another.


He studied political maneuvering as assiduously as his mother studied rocks and the earth.


Phiron slapped him on the shoulder. “I hear you’re in warrior training,” he said, giving away the fact he knew more about their family than he’d initially let on. “Perhaps I’ll have time to give you a private lesson while I’m in the Refuge.” A grin. “And now I must go. But we’ll meet again, Gzrel.”


His mother held her tongue until they were home, then she turned and gripped at Alexander’s upper arms. “My son, do not accept any invitation to be alone with Phiron. If you can’t get out of it politely, take Callie with ­you—­her father is Rumaia’s ­weapons-­master and of equal standing to Phiron. She isn’t a child who Phiron will dare mistreat or bully into silence and so he’ll be forced to treat you well.”


Having never seen his mother so distraught, Alexander fought his churning stomach to say, “Ma, what is it? Did that man hurt you?” Fury was a sharp and jagged sun inside him.


A shake of her head, her eyes skating away. “No, ­but … He holds grudges, Phiron, and he doesn’t forgive rejection.” She gripped the pendant that hung in the hollow of her throat. “I’m being ­foolish—­it’s been so long and we weren’t much more than children. ­Yet … He has broken with his lover of many years, and ­I—­”


She gnawed at her lower lip. “He carries anger behind that false smile, Alexander. His beauty is but a mask for inner ugliness. And we exist in front of him, a family that loves. It might not seem much, but, when in a mood, Phiron never needed much to bathe in rage. I fear he’s fixated on us this time around. Promise me you’ll be careful.”


“I promise,” he said without hesitation, already hating Phiron for the panic he’d seeded in Gzrel. He was also no ­infant—­he knew his mother had lied. Phiron had hurt her; she just didn’t want to tell Alexander.


His hand fisting, he fought the impulse to go to the warrior angel, pick a fight. That would be stupid. He’d lose. He was a boy and Phiron the fourth to an archangel. He’d flick Alexander off like an annoying fly.


Far better for Alexander to find another way to deal with the threat.


But Phiron struck far faster than any of them could’ve expected. Four days later, Alexander came home to find his father bloody and beaten on the floor of their home, his face not much more than pulp. Cendrion’s wing bones had been crushed, the bloody imprint of a boot yet on them, and he’d lost an eye, but he was crawling to the door.


A long streak of blood on the polished wood of the floor Alexander had swept that very morning bore silent witness to his horrible journey.


“Papa!” Alexander crashed to his knees beside his father. “Papa! I’ll get the healer!”


Cendrion grabbed at him with hands that were mangled, his draftsman’s fingers shattered and twisted and his wrist missing the bracelet of metal and amber that was a constant on his body. “No,” he gasped out past the blood. “Gzrel … ­Phiron … ­has … Gzrel.”


The panic in Alexander turned ice-cold. But he didn’t freeze. No, he used the ice to think, to strategize, to bridge the gap between the boy he was today and the man he intended to become. “I understand, Papa,” he said with chilly calm. “I know what to do.”


Fear burned in his father’s single remaining eye as he tried to speak again. “Rum—­”


“I know,” Alexander interrupted, for his father needed to conserve his strength. “I won’t go to Archangel Rumaia.” Phiron might’ve crossed a line that should be unforgiveable, but he was Rumaia’s fourth and as Alexander had learned when they were forced to give up their home to another of her favorites, she was indulgent with her inner court; she was as likely to tell Gzrel it was an honor to be so wanted than to punish Phiron.


Moving quickly now that he had a plan, he found a blanket and put it over his father’s broken body with tender care. Broken but not fatally. An angel could survive even this nasty a beating. And he knew the choice his father would want him to make. So instead of going to the healer, he flew hard and fast to General ­Akhia-­Solay, second to Archangel Esphares.


Esphares and Rumaia were mortal enemies. And General ­Akhia-­Solay was Ephares’s most trusted ­confidant—­the general was also one of the seconds that Alexander most admired. From all Alexander had observed and heard, ­Akhia-­Solay was smart, was a large part of the reason why Esphares held so much territory.


But more than that, ­Akhia-­Solay had honor. Even young as he was, Alexander understood honor, understood what it was to be a good person. He’d been raised by people who were honorable to the ­core—­so honorable that they didn’t understand the depth of malevolence that existed in others. He’d seen how his mother had questioned herself about Phiron despite having experienced his malice first hand.


As he understood that, he understood that Archangel Rumaia’s honor was tainted and without value; that realization had been coming to him in fits and starts, but after today, he no longer had any doubts. Phiron wouldn’t have dared his actions had he believed he might suffer any real punishment.


Archangel Rumaia cared only for herself and those close to her; she didn’t protect those outside her inner circle. And to Alexander, to protect those who were weaker lay at the heart of what it meant to have honor. General ­Akhia-­Solay, in contrast to Rumaia, had been known to personally fly children and other enemy ­non-­combatants out of the field of battle.


Archangel Esphares also had the most disciplined army in the Cadre of Ten because of ­Akhia-­Solay. The general didn’t permit raping and pillaging in war, much less in peacetime. And he kept on winning, his troops confident in the knowledge that their ­archangel—­informed by their ­general—­would reward them for their fidelity and hard work.


Driven by desperation, Alexander didn’t bother to look for sentries as he crossed three Refuge borders to get to the section that belonged to Esphares. He knew he must’ve been spotted, but he was a child.


Most sentries had orders to allow children to fly as they wished.


He’d planned to go to the stronghold of Archangel Esphares and ask for the general, but fate had mercy on him and he spotted the general standing directly outside the stronghold, in conversation with a robed courtier.


Heart pounding and breath painful, Alexander dropped to land bruisingly hard mere handsbreadths from the two. His knees vibrated from the impact, his teeth clenching shut. Instead of reacting with anger, the adults looked at him with startled amusement. Again, because Alexander was a child yet, no threat to anyone.


“Sir.” Alexander went down on one knee in front of the general. Not two. Because ­Akhia-­Solay also appreciated strength. Alexander would not beg. He’d treat this as if he were a ­full-­grown warrior rather than a stripling, approach the general in that avatar. “I would speak with you. It is most urgent.”


He could feel the general’s piercing gaze on the top of his head. ­Akhia-­Solay’s deadly black eyes were legend, but now Alexander lifted his head and met those mysterious orbs. They sat in a face that was all sharp lines and angles beneath skin of a rich brown, the only softness provided by the general’s ­shoulder-­length hair.


A liquid black, he wore it open today, only a single feather woven into it to speak of his allegiance to Esphares. Because that feather was brown speckled with ­blue—­the shade on the underside of Esphares’s wings.


“Rise, child,” he said, his voice a touch impatient, then turned to bid farewell to the courtier.


Alexander waited only until the courtier was out of earshot before saying, “Sir, I need help.” The general wasn’t known for his patience with people who didn’t get to the point, so Alexander got to it. “Phiron, Fourth to Archangel Rumaia, has kidnapped my mother, and grievously wounded my father.”


Akhia-­Solay turned and spat onto the grass that encircled a tree planted in the courtyard. “Rumaia runs her court like a brothel.” As an insult, it was a grave one, but then the general said, “But my archangel will not war with her over this.”


Alexander had his answer ready. “I know. I’m not asking for the help of Archangel Esphares. I’m asking for yours.” He continued to hold those strange, dangerous eyes. “A dispute between a second and a fourth will be exactly ­that—­a dispute between warriors. A personal matter.” One Phiron wouldn’t want escalated should he lose, because to do so would be to draw attention to the fact that he’d proved weaker than another senior angel. The bastard would be trapped by his own arrogance and pride.


Akhia-­Solay stared at Alexander for a long time. “You realize this will end your parents’ protection under Rumaia?”


Alexander couldn’t help the rage that seeded tremors in his voice. “She gives no protection. Rather, she makes us prey.” A stark difference. “And my parents are highly intelligent scholars. My mother leads the field in the study of rocks and the ­earth—­and I know Archangel Esphares has many earth shakes in his lands. She’d be a valuable resource for him.”


The general waved that aside. “I’ll do this, pup, but not because of your mother’s scholarship. Because I want you under my wing and under my command. You have a heart like a lion’s—­and a mind that is too bright. You need discipline and the right kind of guidance so that you don’t make the wrong decisions as you grow.”


He gripped the side of Alexander’s neck. “Now, you must stay here. Phiron is a peacock I can crush with ease. If only I could wring his neck and pull it off his body, but that might actually start a war. I’ll leave him alive and extract your mother. I don’t need to be watching out for a fledgling at the same time.”


“I’ll go to the healers, sir,” Alexander said, his pulse a stampeding beast. “Get help for my father.”


“Good. So long as you stay out of my way. I’ll bring your mother to the infirmary. Let us hope she doesn’t need it for herself.” Stepping back on that, the general took off in a blast of wind.


Waiting only until he wouldn’t have to fight the backdraft of the general’s flight, Alexander rose into the ­air—­and went exactly where he’d said he would, no matter the nausea that burned his throat and scalded his gut. The general knew how to strategize an attack far better than Alexander; Alexander wouldn’t ruin the operation by being a child who couldn’t listen to necessary orders.


His chest squeezed.


Later, much later, while his father rested in the infirmary, his ­mother—­unharmed on the outside but broken ­inside—­took Alexander’s hand in her trembling one. “I’m sorry you were put in that position, my darling boy.” Tears rolled down her face. “I never thought Phiron would stoop to such horror.”


Alexander felt as if he’d aged a hundred years in the hours past. So he didn’t berate his mother for not facing up to the cold, hard truth. He just put his arm around her and said, “It’s all right, Mama. It’s not your fault.” That was as true as the fact that his parents preferred to be blind to the darkness in the world.


“It’s all right,” he said again as his mother cried as if her heart was broken. “I was born for this. To protect. To fight for what’s right.”


And to understand that power mattered.


Else people could crush and belittle and humiliate you.


No. Never again.


To keep that vow, he needed to gain so much power that no one would dare treat him and his as prey. A goal toward which he’d already begun to ­walk—­General ­Akhia-­Solay had made it clear that, fledgling or not, Alexander was now under his command.


Good.
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Alexander was already a seasoned member of a junior squadron under ­Akhia-­Solay when he graduated to adulthood at a hundred years of age. Callie, having hit the century milestone before him, was also well ­established—­as an angelic courier for another court. Not Rumaia’s, for Callie was too clever not to see the fetid corrosion of that court.


No, she flew under the banner of Archangel Sha-­yi, she who was old enough to be termed an Ancient, and who had eyes so deep and wise that even Alexander found himself unsettled around her.


“You’re not in a squadron?” he’d asked when Callie first told him of her position.


“Every fledgling warrior that joins my sire’s court must first serve a decade as a courier alongside our usual physical training,” she’d explained. “It’s to ensure that we know all flight paths inside out, and have scouted our own emergency landing sites when it comes to the longer flights over water.”


Struck by the importance of both pieces of knowledge, Alexander made sure to volunteer as a courier for his court when the call went out. And he didn’t only take from ­Callie—­he shared his knowledge with her too, so that their information was pooled, and they both became better, stronger.


“You have so much ambition that, when we were younger, I expected you to hoard all you learned,” Callie said to him many years down the road. “Why do you share?”


Alexander had to think about that. “Perhaps because I have a brother and parents who’ve always shared what they know with me?” He rubbed his jaw. “And … I think it’s also because when I look around at the most powerful among our kind, I see teams. Very few archangels and senior angels are true loners. Having bonds of trust on which you can rely is an important aspect of ­long-­term power.”


Caliane looked at him with those eyes so blue they outshone the rare gems coveted by mortals and immortals both. “Sometimes, Alex, you scare me.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You’re just gentler in how you wear your ambition, Callie. Neither one of us will be content to remain mere foot soldiers. We’ll be generals.”


He was proven both right and wrong.


He was the one who became a general, while Caliane became second to Sha-­yi. They argued over it over a mug of mead now and then, whether he’d been right or not. He pointed out that being second was an even higher position than being a general, and she pointed out that she still wasn’t a general.


Along the way, he made other friends, built other bonds of trust. But in all of this, he remained unbound by the heart, a powerful man who took lovers when the urge struck, and who treated them with kindness, but felt no desire to tie himself down.
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