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  The evolution of life is driven by mutations. They’re caused partly by natural radioactivity and cosmic rays. But they’re both generated in the spectacular deaths of massive stars thousands of light-years distant.—Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan, Cosmos
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  Chapter one

The demon king walked into a bar. 
Ashmedai—eldest son of the watchers, lord of the ancient nephilim, and king of all demons—scowled at the state to which he’d apparently been reduced. He was the beginning of a bad joke or a sad, cautionary tale, the moral of which was clearly don’t abduct humans on a whim. Humans needed to be cared for. Food, shelter, and intellectual stimulation all required money. And money, to the surprise of absolutely no one, did not grow on trees. Not that Ash was poor—far from it—but his fortune was limited, and now it seemed to be slipping through his fingers faster than he could tally it.
The hotel bar pretended class with mahogany veneer and gold paint. It wanted to be appreciated, but Ash would not give it the time of day. He resented being made to wait at the bar, of all places, for his order. Why not the restaurant or the hotel lobby?
“Hey, hun, you want to order a drink while you wait?”
Ash glanced up to see a woman leaning on the counter directly across from him. She looked to be in her fifties with a full figure and the most stunning silver streaks in her hair. He gave her his immediate attention, gracing her with his most winning smile. “Thank you, but I’m afraid I don’t drink.”
No matter how irritable Ash felt at any given time, he could always find his charm when confronted with a well-meaning woman. It had been a talent of his since he was a child, taught to him by his incomparable mother. Of course, his heart-shaped face, cupid’s-bow mouth, and sharp, hooded eyes didn’t hurt matters. His skin was dark with warm undertones, and his black hair shaved to the scalp. The demon king had been a desirable man while he was alive, and very little had changed now that he was dead. He was not ashamed to milk it either. He knew he looked particularly fine in a three-piece suit, so a three-piece suit was how he manifested. The look he went for on almost all occasions was that of a professional model dressed as a businessman who was quietly hiding billions in offshore accounts.
In reality, he was only hiding the world’s last innocent man in his hotel room. And the last innocent man had to eat.
“Well, that’s all right.” The bartender smiled back at him. “How about I make you a virgin on the house?”
“Make me a virgin?” Ash blinked. He’d misunderstood, surely. Then again, he’d been bound in darkness for multiple millennia, and he hadn’t spent any time in bars or brothels since his escape. Perhaps modern working women were more enigmatic than they’d been in ancient Mesopotamia. But what kind of offer was how about I make you a virgin? He squinted at the woman. “Forgive me, madam. Could you repeat that?”
She laughed quietly. She was amused but not unkind. “A virgin cocktail, hun. It means non-alcoholic. You look like you could use something to raise your spirits, that’s all.”
So she was only a bartender, after all. She was just too kind to let him brood alone. He tried not to let his disappointment show. He had a soft spot for sex workers, having grown up in the care of one, and he’d been homesick as of late. “Very well.” He smiled warmly. “Make me this virgin cocktail, and my spirits will be raised.”
She went to work mixing and muddling as she chatted away. “My daughter invented this one. I don’t even know what to call it, but it’s absolutely delicious. She’s back in Kansas City going to school—majoring in architecture, you know—and her airhead mother went chasing her dreams and wound up tending bar in a hotel.” She laughed. “Children, am I right? Always putting their parents to shame.” She set the drink before Ash and dropped two tiny straws into it. “Give it a whirl.”
The drink was sweet and sparkled nicely on his tongue. Ash was certain he tasted mango and coconut among other things, something tart, and just a touch of bitterness to balance out the sweet. “It’s good,” he said. “Why don’t you name it after its inventor?”
The bartender’s eyes turned to the ceiling as she considered it. “Samantha? Is that a good name for a drink?”
“Nope,” someone else answered. “It’s stupid.”
In his periphery, Ash watched an inadequately groomed man approach, drop a plastic bag on the counter, and slap the bartender’s ass. Ash might have stabbed the man’s eyes out with the tiny straws in his drink, except his nametag boldly said Manager over the name Jeff, and Ash knew violence would only make trouble for the bartender.
“Get outta here, Tammy.” Manager Jeff chuckled. “Nobody wants to stare at your wrinkled, old face all night.” He turned to Ash and grinned like they were old friends. “Sorry about her, man. I’ve been looking for a younger one, but you know how it is. Nobody wants to work anymore. Anyway, I believe this is yours. Half sandwich with soup and a side of fries.”
Ash took the bag of food and scowled. “I’d like to tip the bartender personally if I may.”
For a moment, Manager Jeff looked confused. Then he shrugged, called the bartender over, and muttered, “Fucking weirdo,” as he stomped back to the kitchen.
Ash dug out his wallet and began counting all the bills he had.
The bartender demurred. “Oh, this isn’t necessary, sir. Really. I didn’t mean to take up your time.”
“The name’s Ash,” the demon king said, and he held out two hundred dollars, which was unfortunately all he had on him at the time. “And you’re Tammy?”
“Tamera,” the bartender corrected as she begrudgingly took the money. “He just calls me Tammy because he knows I don’t like it. It’s kind of a joke.”
“He’s kind of an ass, in my opinion.” Ash reached into the pocket of his vest and pulled out a pair of round, gold-rimmed spectacles. “Tamera, will you take my hand?”
The bartender blushed and held out her hand. “For a tip like that, I guess, sure.”
“This isn’t service for pay.” Ash balanced the spectacles on the bridge of his nose and squeezed Tamera’s fingers. At her touch, he saw a child daydreaming in school, a teenager fumbling her first kiss, a woman giving birth to her first child, and a mother planting her first garden. Oh, but she was proud of her garden. Ash couldn’t see everything—only those moments that made an enormous impact—and much of it was fuzzy around the edges. But a love of travel colored every image, and now Tamera sacrificed her freedom working for her daughter’s tuition.
Ash folded his spectacles again and let go of the bartender’s hand. “I need you to hear me, Tamera,” he said. “I have a talent for spotting valuable things—that’s how I came to be who I am—and you are valuable. Your manager would trade a ruby for resin because he’s a fool.”
“Oh, goodness, I don’t think so.” The bartender blushed again.
Ash frowned. “It’s the truth. I’ve seen it. And you won’t always need this job. Your daughter will graduate, and you’ll have a garden again. I promise.”
Tamera laughed to hide her shock. “What are you, some kind of psychic or something?”
“No.” Ash pocketed his spectacles.
“Well . . .” She cleared her throat. “Um . . . Thanks for being so nice.”
“I am most certainly the opposite of nice.” For one brief moment, Ash let the intimidating silhouette of his demonic wings blink into reality.
Tamera gasped and glanced around, but no one else had seen what she saw. “You . . . You’re . . .”
“Be not forgetful to entertain strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.” Ash added to the scripture, “And demons, and kings. Your manager should be grateful to you. Right now, you’re the only reason I haven’t eaten him alive.” The demon king stood and straightened his jacket. “Goodbye, Tamera. It was lovely chatting with you. Tell your daughter her drink was delicious.” Then he picked up his takeout order and walked away.

      [image: ]The last innocent man in the world had piled all the hotel room’s pillows behind him, and was now nestled comfortably at the head of his bed while he watched television. Before his abduction, he’d been Captain Jesús of Papillon, the fastest ship in the Black Armada. Now he was just hungry. Ash set his captive’s dinner on the nightstand and sat down on the adjacent bed.
“Thanks.” The captain tore into the takeout container like he hadn’t already been fed three times that day. Ash watched him with what he told himself was mere intellectual curiosity. Before the captain had quite swallowed his first bite, he asked, “Hey, do demons ever eat?” Intellectual curiosity went both ways, apparently.
Taken aback and a little offended, Ash answered, “I can eat. My body is correctly fashioned.” It wasn’t entirely true, but Ash wasn’t about to admit to the sad state of his feet. “I choose not to eat. It’s a waste of time and resources, as far as I’m concerned.”
“So, even if I offered you a fry, you wouldn’t take it? Aren’t ’cha missing out on a whole spectrum of experience?” Captain Jesús had a casual way of speaking, which Ash knew better than to chalk up to a lack of intelligence. He’d seen evidence of the man’s intelligence for himself. “Do you like football at least? I can change the channel if you don’t.”
Ash cocked his head at the television screen. He hadn’t really noticed the soccer game until now. “Football,” he mused. “Of course. I’ve been in America too long. I don’t usually follow sports, Captain, but you’re welcome to watch whatever makes you happy.”
The last innocent man shrugged and turned up the volume. Ash couldn’t help watching him instead of the screen. Captain Jesús was a slight man of medium height with thick, black hair and warm, hazel eyes—though some might have said his most defining features were the tattoos covering over ninety percent of his exposed flesh. It honestly didn’t matter. The unfortunate truth was that he was the most beautiful creature Ashmedai had ever laid eyes on. The devastating reality was that, although Ash’s spectacles had shown him an intimate future with the captain, the captain himself was still oblivious. To Jesús, the demon king was little more than a prison guard, and however painful it was, Ash was determined to keep it that way as long as he could. Years, if need be.
In his eons of existence, Ashmedai had never met another man like Jesús—a man who could be torn from his home and loved ones, and yet behave as though he were safe and content in the hands of his abductor. The captain trusted everyone implicitly, despite the betrayals he’d experienced in his life. And, dear god, had he been betrayed. Ash was certain he’d seen only a fraction of it through his spectacles. By rights, Jesús should have grown barbed and jaded years ago, but he hadn’t. How? Ashmedai was determined to find out.
That was why he’d abducted Jesús, of course. It had nothing at all to do with visions of pushing his own well-manicured fingers through that tangle of black hair, of touching his lips to the tendons that frequently showed themselves in the captain’s long neck. It wasn’t in any way related to how his own body reacted to being so close to someone so unaccountably desirable. 
In fact, from time to time, the desire got so bad Ash found himself needing to leave the room for some air. But he refused to give in to temptation. Of all those capable of corrupting the last innocent man’s innocence, Ash knew the demon king probably topped the list.
“Anyway, you can have some if you wanna live a little,” Jesús said. He tucked one foot under the opposite leg and popped several fries into his mouth, while Ash’s mind went to all the wrong places. “You’re the one who bought ’em, after all.” Of course he meant the fries. Of course he did. Protecting the innocence of the last innocent man did not allow for offering to blow him in an overpriced hotel room.
Ashmedai had dealt with lust before—and admirably, if he did say so himself. King Solomon’s guards had been more than a passing temptation. Their selection had not been accidental. So many were so beautifully put together that, to this day, Ash doubted Solomon himself was not tasting them in empty back-corridors on occasion. Ash, on the other hand, had taken pride in focusing on his studies and resisting them all. Well, most of them. There was one . . . Okay three, but the other two hardly counted.
The thing was, objectively, Captain Jesús was not remotely as tempting as Solomon’s guards had been. He was just a wisp of a thing, really. Just a delicate bone structure, a pointed chin, sinewy arms, and svelte fingers that looked like they could work miracles given the right circumstances. His legs were long, and his feet—
Ash leapt up, horrified at the sight of his captive’s bruised and swollen ankle. The cuff he’d fashioned to keep the man from bolting had not been kind. “Why didn’t you tell me that was chafing?” He pointed a shaky, accusatory finger at the offending foot.
Jesús looked baffled. “Didn’t think it would matter to you.”
“What sort of monster do you take me for?” Ash snatched the plastic bag the takeout had come in and marched down the hall to the ice machine. He filled the bag with ice and tied it closed, all the while muttering about how inconvenient human fragility was. When he returned, he sat at the foot of Jesús’ bed and began to unlock the shackle around his ankle. “You will not try to flee,” Ash insisted. “If you do, I’ll hunt you, and I will find you. I’ll rip your head from your body and murder everyone who ever loved you.” Well done, demon king. Protecting innocence always involves detailed threats of graphic violence.
But Jesús didn’t seem at all worried. “I’m not gonna run,” he said as a matter of fact. “Been looking forward to the freshwater showers, honestly.” He grinned, and Ash had to look down in case his blush actually managed to burn through his complexion. He examined the injury more closely. There didn’t appear to be any open sores, just some bruising and swelling on an otherwise perfect foot.
Ash stared a beat too long before he applied the bag of ice. Then he backed away like it was unexploded ordnance. “Keep that on it for a while.”
Jesús nodded and picked up his to-go cup of lentil soup. Ideally, Ash would go out and get some air, but he’d just unshackled his captive and vigilance was necessary. So he paced the room instead, angry and looking for someone to blame. It was all that woman’s fault in the end, wasn’t it? Bryony—the little nothing-god who’d somehow managed to throw the demon king’s life completely off its rails and send him into a self-destructive spiral that would leave even Samael appalled.
Clearly, pacing was getting him nowhere. To better occupy his mind, Ash opened his nightstand and took out the Bible he knew he would find there. The study of scripture had never failed him in the past. He reclined in his bed and began to flip through the onionskin pages. Peace at last. It was glorious, and it went on for a blissful twenty minutes or so. Ash was engrossed in his book, and Jesús was engrossed in his football, and neither one of them was engrossed in the other.
And then Jesús had to go and destroy the tranquility. “Do you always wear shoes to bed?” he asked . . . innocently.
Ash could feel himself blanch at the question. Of all things to notice. Of all things to ask! He kept his temper in check and answered, “Yes.”
Jesús sucked his fingers clean and gulped down the water Ash had given him. “Why?” Innocence, it turned out, could be infuriating.
The truth was the demon king had never quite managed to manifest human feet. Everyone was terrible at something, and feet were Ashmedai’s personal failing. He’d been called out for it more than once in his afterlife, but for some reason, the captain’s casual question was far more mortifying. Ash deliberately kept his answer terse and vague. “I’m not human. My habits are not human. You’ll have to get used to it.”
Jesús shrugged. “Michael isn’t entirely human, and he goes around barefoot all the time. Come to think of it, the only time I ever saw him in shoes was when he went ashore. Maybe he was trying to save the soles.” He paused and then burst out laughing. “Pun unintended.”
The captain’s laugh drove a spike through Ash’s bitterness. Sincere, warm, and god damned adorable was what it was, but it wasn’t enough to challenge the demon king’s resolve. “I am not Michael,” he said. It came out sharper than he’d meant it, and he had to wonder why. Was this jealousy? He groaned. It probably was. Against all odds, Ash had managed to rein in his angelic nature over the years, but now . . . Now it seemed he envied the son of Samael, of all people, just because the bastard had normal feet and the last innocent man had seen them.
“It’s okay if you’re shy about it,” Jesús said, and Ash had to actively prevent his jaw from dropping. How did the man read him so easily? “I used to be shy too. Life aboard with crew will hammer that out of ya real quick.” He laughed again. “You don’t have to take your shoes off if you don’t want to, Your Majesty.”
Oh. Damn. Your Majesty repeatedly coming out of that beautiful mouth was not going to make resisting temptation at all feasible. “You can call me Ash. Please . . . Please, just call me Ash.” He stopped short of begging.
Jesús drew his feet in and readjusted the icepack. “Okay, Ash,” he muttered, and Ashmedai pinched the bridge of his nose because it was no less enticing than Your Majesty. “Well, I suppose you should call me Chuy,” said the world’s last innocent man, “if we’re gonna be friends.”
Friends. Abruptly, Ash stood, took the uneaten food from his captive, turned off the television, and extinguished the lamp. “Go to sleep,” he ordered. And because he couldn’t resist—because it was a beautifully tailored jacket in a shop window, a mouthwatering cake at a wedding, the wine in the well—he sampled the name. “Chuy.” As soon as Ash spoke it, he knew it had been a mistake. “I’m going to get some air,” he announced to the darkened room. And he left his captive alone because staying would have been more dangerous.
Like the wine in the well, Ash knew he would taste that name again and again until he was drunk on it. It would weaken his resolve, his body, his mind, and leave him vulnerable to his enemies. In the end, of course, it would break him. He’d already seen it, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from indulging in his own destruction. In the hall, he took another sip. “Chuy.” And another. “Chuy.” And another . . .






  
  Chapter two

The nephilim were insatiable in all their appetites. By evening on the second day of her newly consummated relationship, Bryony had a full grasp of what that meant. As it happened, Michael had been a tower of strength during his life of celibacy. Naïvely, Bryony had taken pride in breaking through his wall. Now she understood the wall she’d recklessly demolished had been more of a dam. The torrent that followed threw her completely off balance. How was she supposed to prioritize anything else when her fiancé would spy her from the quarterdeck after taking his noon measurements and say, “Bryony, can you help with the adjustments?” 
He did not need help with the adjustments. He’d been the Black Armada’s navigator for at least fifteen years. No, what he wanted was to lead her to the captain’s quarters, lift her into his arms, and devour her. She’d expected his passions to cool after the novelty of the first night, but they hadn’t. And by the third day, he dropped all pretense. He would pass her on the deck, hold out his hand, and simply say, “Come.”
Exhausted as she was, Bryony loved Michael’s attention. His joy was infectious and his lovemaking downright addictive. Every night, she promised herself she would try to get some sleep, but every night, she saw the way he looked at her and caved. In vain, she tried to downplay her drowsiness. Her failure became disastrously apparent when her partner in the galley glanced over and said, “Darling, you look like you haven’t slept in days.”
The watcher Azazel was another of her shattered expectations. Had anyone told her a year ago that one of her dearest companions would be an angel, she would have laughed in their faces and then insisted it wasn’t funny. But Azazel was one of the fallen, so Bryony told herself it didn’t count. 
The angel’s excuse for following her around was more complicated. Every time she asked, he had a different answer. He enjoyed cooking, he said—true. He’d always wanted a life at sea—highly unlikely. He didn’t have anywhere else to go—depressing but a probable lie. Bryony suspected the real reason Azza stayed was to keep a watchful eye on his new god. As far as she was concerned, it was a little too watchful.
“Is your betrothed wearing you out with his ardent affections?” He chuckled. “You can refuse him, you know. He won’t know your preferred pace until you set it.”
Bryony nearly cut off her finger instead of a carrot top, and there was no way she hadn’t turned as red as the chili peppers she’d just finished seeding. “I thought we were being quiet. Sorry.”
The angel laughed. She would never get used to how beautiful his laughter was. He could laugh at her to the end of the world, as far as she was concerned. “Heavens, darling, no one’s heard you. You’re mice, the both of you.”
“Then how . . .” She cleared her throat. “How did you know?”
“Have you forgotten? My daughters were nephilim. I’m somewhat of an expert.” 
Azazel had gone green this week. His bobbed hair was a deep pine color, and his eye makeup was all the colors of oxidized brass. His lips were painted two different shades—kelp green on the top and metallic gold on the bottom. His long, earthy dress had the occasional splash of bright yellow among the darker browns and greens. Bryony thought he looked like a stage-musical version of the sea witch and wondered if it was intentional.
“So this is . . . normal for them?” she asked.
“Perfectly, yes. They’re dealing with dual impulses, the poor petals.”
Bryony went back to chopping carrots. “I don’t know what that means.”
“Hmm . . .” Azza tasted the sauce he was stirring, made a face, and added more cloves. “Well, angels lack a reproductive drive. What we have instead is an insatiable desire to serve and please whomever we love. That’s why we make appealing partners in the first place. We become whatever our beloved needs us to be. We refuse them nothing. For example, let’s say you and I were coupled.” He grinned when she blushed. “Just as a hypothetical exercise. If you preferred a platonic relationship, that’s what I would want too. If you preferred a same-sex relationship, my gender would change to suit you. If your deepest desire was to be a mother, I could not help but give a child to you.”
Why on earth did he have to add that last example? “I don’t want to be a mother,” she reminded him.
“Which is lucky for your partner. He’s half angel, so he has angelic impulses. Right now, he believes what you want is to be wanted, and so he wants you. But he’s also half human, which means he has a human reproductive drive too. When his human and angelic natures agree in this way, what you wind up with is too many sleepless nights.”
Embarrassing though it was, Bryony was grateful someone could explain these things to her. If it had to be anyone, she supposed Azza was ideal. He’d lived with her after all. And possessed her. And braided her hair. You couldn’t get much closer than that. “What should I do?” she asked.
“It’s quite simple, darling. Just let him know what you want. Redirect his angelic impulses until they balance out his human ones.”
“So if I want just one good night’s sleep?”
“Tell him. He’ll long to give it to you, and your rest will satisfy a powerful need in him.”
Okay, that was easier than she thought. Perhaps she’d worried for no reason. A partner like Michael could be perfectly compatible if she just communicated with him. It seemed so obvious, now that she thought about it. The same would be true of any relationship, wouldn’t it? Just talk to each other. God she felt so stupid. She would have continued to berate herself for hours had Azza not abruptly murmured, “Are you hungry, darling?”
She was about to answer that she could eat but stopped short when she glanced up and saw his demeanor. His head was bowed and his eyes hidden, and she felt the nudge of his devotion hovering just outside her borders. He meant to ask if she needed worship. “No,” she answered too quickly.
“Are you lying?”
Her shoulders tensed. Michael had been so distracted lately, so happy to be back and so madly in love, that he seemed to have forgotten all about worship. It was Azza who kept her sated now, and she didn’t want to see Michael’s face when he realized it. She dropped her knife and clenched her fists. “It feels like cheating.”
“It isn’t.” Azza put the lid on the saucepot and turned to her. “You could tell him.”
“I know!” She groaned. “And I mean to. It’s just . . . every minute that goes by makes it so much harder to go through with it. Like, why did I keep it from him this long if there really isn’t anything wrong with it?”
“Because you were afraid.”
Bryony felt his hand on her shoulder and shrugged it off. She was desperate to trust him, but she feared part of her never would. Ashmedai had planted a seed of doubt, and as much as she wished it hadn’t taken root, it seemed to have done just that. The watcher Azazel had a reputation as a seducer, Ash had told her. Bryony wanted to kick herself for listening to a rumor instead of trusting her own experience, but she tended toward doubt instinctively.
Azza sighed, dipped a ladle in the sauce he’d been making, and held it out to Bryony. “Taste it. Tell me what you think.”
She took the ladle and let it cool a moment before she sipped it. “It’s delicious! What is it? Is that chocolate?”
The angel grinned. “Yes. You have a good palate, little orb-weaver. But if it was so delicious, why did you take such a small taste?”
“Oh, because it was still hot.” She was quick to placate him and slow to catch on to his meaning. “A little sip would be less likely to burn my tongue, that’s all.”
“I see.” He took the ladle back and consumed the rest in one gulp. Bryony was certain he was just showing off until he came to his ultimate point. “Little sips feel safer, so let’s just start with that. If you ever need a whole meal, tell me, and I’ll give it to you gladly. In the meantime . . .” He nudged her with worship again. This time, it was far more subtle. “Little sips.”
Bryony drew back but stopped herself. Everything Azza had just taught her about angelic impulses rang suddenly and undeniably true. “You need this, too, don’t you?”
“Yes.” Relief flooded his answer.
“Okay.” She nodded. “Little sips.” She would confess to Michael when the time was right, but for now, there was nothing wrong with helping a friend, as long as that’s all it was.
“Thank you, kind god.” Azza reached out and touched the back of her neck. She felt a quick rush of warmth, the briefest of highs, and she knew this could never really be just for his sake. Because his self-control was phenomenal, and deep down, Bryony wished he would lose it.

      [image: ]That night, when she emerged from her shower, Bryony patted her hair dry and said, “Michael, you know what would make me really happy? If you let me just fall asleep in your arms tonight.”
Michael blinked at her from across the cabin. “Really?”
She nodded. “I love how safe you make me feel. I never sleep better than I do in your arms.”
His smile broadened, and the change that came over him was not subtle. His muscles visibly relaxed, and his eyelids grew heavy. He yawned. “That sounds wonderful.”
It had worked. Bryony could hardly believe how easy it was to just tell her fiancé the truth. There was no chance she’d take Azza’s advice for granted again. She stepped into Michael’s arms and kissed along his jaw. He warmed a little at her touch, but she felt no fire in him. They lay down together, and she curled up against him while he stroked her hair. Soon his hand went still, and she realized he’d already fallen asleep. He must have been exhausted too. She closed her eyes and quickly joined him. It was heaven, but it didn’t last.
A full night’s sleep would have been a miracle, but the deafening crack of lightning invaded Bryony’s dreams. She and Michael were already falling by the time she woke. Michael shielded her with his body so she didn’t go crashing into his work table. Then he grabbed a bolted-down table leg and braced for the ship to pitch in the opposite direction, but it never did. It felt like Dragonfly was surfing a colossal wave that came from the stern and tipped the whole vessel onto its bow.
Bryony screamed. And suddenly, the sea was still, as though it had heard her and responded. Her heart thundered, and the shock of adrenaline coursed through her body. “What was that?”
Michael panted. “I don’t know. Rogue wave?”
Electricity lifted the fine hairs on her skin. Then Bryony heard the unbridled grief of the crew on watch, and everything began to make sense. “Oh, no. Michael, I think it’s your father.”
“Don’t . . .” He shot to his feet but dropped down again, grunting and pressing the heel of his hand to his back. “Don’t go out there.”
But Bryony knew it was no use. “I have to. I’m probably the reason he’s here.”
“I don’t care. He’s my father. I’ll deal with him.” He stood and limped to the door. Bryony followed, folded her arms, and waited at the threshold. She knew what was bound to happen, but she also knew there was nothing she could say to stop Michael. No, he was determined, he was strong . . . and he was down. He’d looked up at the quarterdeck and fallen to his knees with his hands pressed to his face, just like everyone else.
Bryony took a deep breath and walked his path with her gaze locked on her feet. Halfway up the stairs, she lifted her chin, and it hit her—a wave of suffering so deep her knees buckled. But the little gothic healing god knew how to deal with this feeling. She knew how to savor and appreciate it like a fine wine. She breathed in the hopelessness, the emptiness, the too quiet house. She drew in the grief and wore it like armor. Shakily, she continued her slow march to the quarterdeck.
It felt like the world had been turned upside down. At the helm, Raeni clung to the wheel on her knees. Andrew, who’d been on watch with the commodore, was flat on the deck, his face pressed to the teak. Bryony heard the usually aloof deckhand whimper once before she had to focus all her energy on her extraordinarily troublesome, future father-in-law.
The Angel of Death stood perfectly still several feet from the top of the stairs. He looked like the inaccurate representation of angels Bryony used to find whenever she visited her neighborhood graveyard. But instead of crumbling stone, his robe, his skin, his hair and wings all appeared to be made of smooth, white marble. He still had an uncanny resemblance to Michael, and his eyes were still the deep, black voids she’d complained about the first time she’d seen him. She flushed at the memory and quickly cleared her throat. “Samael,” she said, unable to disguise the tremor in her voice. “It’s Bryony.”
He nodded. “Ms. Moss.” She’d forgotten just how soothing his voice was. It was irresistible and unsettling, like a cobra mesmerizing its prey. “I have come to discuss your progress.”
“Prematurely,” she muttered. It took most of her mental strength just to stay on her feet. She wasn’t in the mood to plead her case.
“Am I to assume you have made no progress? All you have to do is conjure the archangel Michael and kill him. I’ve given you the means, and I know you have the ability.”
“It’s too soon!” she cried. “My conjuring partner is still exhausted from summoning you.”
“Then get a new conjuring partner.” His expression remained infuriatingly serene.
A new, hoarse voice joined the conversation. “How ’bout both of yuh get below so di rest of us can sail di damn ship.” It was Raeni, still on her knees and weeping, but no less intimidating for that.
Bryony snapped to attention. “Yes, Commodore.” Then she said, “Follow me,” which seemed like the worst thing to say to the Angel of Death under any circumstances.
Partway down the stairs, she paused and glanced back to see that Samael hadn’t moved at all. He stood perfectly still with his hand extended and his empty eyes staring straight ahead. Bryony could have slapped herself. She gritted her teeth and made her way back to the quarterdeck. “Sorry,” she said, and she touched his hand in an offer to guide him. “I didn’t realize you needed help.”
He nodded once. “This is unfamiliar terrain,” he explained. “I will learn it.” 
God she hoped he wouldn’t visit often enough to keep that promise. Bryony shuddered as he slid his hand above her elbow and gripped her arm. “There are stairs,” she warned. She guided him down to the main deck. He followed slowly, and Bryony marveled that the Angel of Death could still appear vulnerable with the entire crew of Dragonfly lying prone before him.
Michael knelt at the bottom of the stairway, his head bowed and his hands pressed over his eyes. “Father,” he said in a cold greeting. “Don’t hurt her.”
Samael’s mouth quirked into a wicked smile. “It was not on my agenda for today, son.”
Michael did not smile back.
Bryony rolled her eyes. Every fresh minute she spent with the Angel of Death taught her something new about him. Apparently, he enjoyed teasing his son. She didn’t know whether it was loveable or infuriating.
“Okay, we’re coming to a door now.” She stopped to gauge her situation and quickly discovered a problem. The traditional feathered wings crested up from the graveyard angel’s shoulders. They made him taller and broader than he would have been otherwise. In this manifested body, there was no way he was going to fit through the door. “I think your wings are a problem.” When she realized how her words could be misconstrued, she began a clumsy attempt to clarify. “I mean the ones you’re wearing now won’t fit through the door, not that I have a problem with your real wings. Your real wings are perfect—” She felt like a rambling fool and cut herself off, but she shouldn’t have. Perfectly fine was what she’d been about to say. Now she’d given the most dangerous angel in the world an over-the-top compliment she didn’t dare take back.
She had no excuse. Azza had warned her. Samael was sensitive about his extra limbs. Most seraphim had six wings, and he had twelve. As little as Bryony cared about the number of wings the monsters had, in the world of the seraphim, twelve was considered a deformity. Bryony started to fidget and turned to Azazel, who lay prone on the deck with everyone else. His shoulders shook with what Bryony first assumed was grief. But the longer she watched him, the more obvious it became that he was racked with maniacal laughter.
“Perfect,” Samael said. So much for the vain hope that he hadn’t really heard her. “Yet you insisted I appear in fair and comely form, without noise or deformity. And you insisted this after you had seen my seraphic body.”
“You were too big!” she snapped and immediately regretted it. She softened her tone. “It was about size not appearance. You were going to sink the ship. You almost did it again tonight. Come to think of it, how did you find us so easily? No one conjured you.”
“You are wearing my weapon,” he answered matter-of-factly.
Bryony should have known. The ship had pitched stern over bow because she was sleeping in Michael’s bunk when Samael rose up right beneath her. She was beginning to think she caused more problems for the Black Armada than any of the otherworldly beasts they fought.
The Angel of Death turned his face to the sky in mock consideration. “Fair and comely, you said. Without noise or deformity.” He was not going to let it drop.
Bryony gritted her teeth and dug deep for her patience. “Those weren’t my words, nor were they originally meant for you. It was just a stupid conjuration. I was only repeating what was fed to me.” She glanced at Azazel and hoped she wasn’t throwing him under the bus.
For a moment, the watcher found the strength to lift his head, and in the storm of grief around him, through all the wailing and gnashing of teeth, he mouthed the words, Tell him. 
Unfortunately, Bryony knew exactly what he meant. He wanted her to tell Samael what she really thought of his appearance. She supposed she owed her longsuffering conjuration partner one indulgence, at least. She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. “The truth is, when I first saw them, I thought your wings were beautiful—all twelve of them.”
With that, the graveyard angel froze. He stopped speaking, breathing, or moving at all. When Bryony tried to urge him along, she found him as heavy and unresponsive as actual marble. Azza hadn’t exaggerated when he’d suggested Samael couldn’t take a sincere compliment. No matter how much he teased her over it, the moment Bryony gave in and confessed that she found him at all beautiful, Samael lost the ability to express himself entirely. Like Azza with mercy, the Angel of Death was overcome by appreciation.  






  
  Chapter three

Azazel did not bother to hide his look of triumph. Yes! he mouthed through his tears and dropped his head back onto the deck. Slowly, the watcher’s hand clenched and shifted until he was giving Bryony an unmistakable thumbs-up.
“For the love of god, they’re no better than schoolchildren,” she muttered as she tugged more ferociously on Samael’s cold hand. “Come on!” She heaved. “The crew needs to move.” She put her weight into it. “Come on, will you? Please, Sama!”
The statue drew in a sharp breath. “What did you call me?”
Shit. So she was doomed to put her foot in it repeatedly tonight. Well, this was what came of exhaustion, wasn’t it? You did your job poorly when you didn’t get enough sleep. And for now, it seemed, Bryony’s job was placating monsters. “Sorry,” she said. “Azza’s got me in the habit of shortening names. I meant no disrespect.”
Samael puffed out his chest, thought a moment, and said, “It is acceptable.” When he breathed out again, his wings dropped from his back. Bryony jumped at the sound of them hitting the deck and crumbling to dust. Then he held out his hand as though nothing unusual had happened and waited for Bryony to take it.
Once inside the captain’s quarters, Bryony lit the lamp and cleared her throat awkwardly. “So . . . these are the captain’s quarters,” she said. “Do you want me to describe them or something?”
“That would be the polite thing to do,” he said.
The absurdity of being schooled on decorum by such a creature did not escape her, but Bryony swallowed her pride and did her best. “To your left is my bunk. It’s in an alcove and pretty cozy, I think. In front of you is the stern of the ship with a row of windows and Michael’s bunk. I don’t think he believes in the concept of too many pillows. There’s a desk to your right and a work table in the center. Would you like to sit down?”
“No, thank you.” Samael lifted his chin and turned his head from side to side as though getting a feel for the space. Then he turned his unsettling attention back to Bryony and said, “Are you enjoying my son?”
“That’s . . .” She coughed and was quietly grateful he could not see the shade her face had turned. “That’s wildly inappropriate.”
Samael blinked. “Is it?”
“Yes!”
“Oh.” For a moment, she thought he actually had an ounce of shame, and then he said, “Well, are you?”
She decided to interpret it the most innocent way she could. “Fine. Yes, I’m enjoying him. He’s good company, and I’m glad he exists. So, I guess, thank you for that.” Perhaps he had meant it innocently after all. Maybe he was just socially awkward. Surely, the Angel of Death did not get invited to many parties, “Masque of the Red Death” notwithstanding. She chuckled.
But she should not have let her guard down, not when Samael was the other half of the conversation. He deadpanned, “Would you say he looks like me?”
For a moment, Bryony lost her composure. A wave of grief washed over her, and she had to brace herself against the table. She swallowed an oncoming wail and held back a flood of tears. She kept her body upright, though it would have been a great relief to just bow before the angel. His stubborn sense of humor had thrown her off, and now she had to find her footing again. “One . . . One moment,” she said, her voice hoarse and pathetic.
Samael nodded and waited. He seemed used to the effect his poison had on others. It probably meant nothing to him, though to her, it was mortifying. She chided herself. She did not need the Angel of Death to like her. She just had to remember to breathe through the grief that poured from him like a thick fog. Find the beauty in death. Find the beauty in decay. Dye it all black, and wear it to your favorite café.
She straightened and regained her composure. “Your son looks like a seraph sometimes if that’s what you mean.”
“No.” Samael pointed to his own face. “This is the body with which I sired him. Does he look like this?”
Bryony knew where the angel was taking this. The last thing she wanted to do was play along, but there was something sad about his never having known his child. Had he been human, she supposed, people would have told him repeatedly how much his son resembled him. But because he was blind, an angel, and an outcast, he never had the chance to know. “He has your mouth,” she admitted. “And his hair curls the same way, although it’s much darker.”
Samael grinned, and Bryony drew back at the sight of Michael’s broad smile on that merciless face. “The color, he gets from his mother,” he said.
“Well, the rest of his complexion is very fair.”
“That would be my contribution.” The angel touched a finger to his marble cheek. “I am not good with color. I manifest it poorly, or so I’ve been told.”
That the Angel of Death would acknowledge any kind of weakness in himself was a shock. Bryony cleared her throat and admitted the truth. “Then he looks a lot like you, I guess.”
And Samael turned her confession against her with a look that could only accurately be described as devilish. “But is he fair and comely?”
Though she’d known it was coming, Bryony couldn’t help sputtering in response to his taunt. He’s not a friend, she reminded herself. He’s death. Then she groaned when she thought of how inevitable it was that a personification of death would one day show up and mock her.
Samael chuckled at the sound of her discomfort, clearly pleased he was winning his game. “I will tell you a secret,” he said out of absolutely nowhere. “It began in a garden.”
Bryony snorted.
“Not that garden.” The angel scowled. “It was a rose garden, north of here, and so vast one could easily lose oneself in it. After emigrating from India, Kavya found work tending the roses. One day, she noticed that someone had added a statue to her favorite corner of the garden. It was in terrible taste, of course, because the statue was an angel. And it had some ineffable quality, a malignance she couldn’t quite name. None of the other gardeners wanted to get close to it. So Kavya’s work grew lonelier by the day, and she developed the habit of singing to herself. Every time she dared to look at the angel, she felt the weight of overwhelming melancholy. Little did she know, it could have been worse—it could have been much, much worse—because the angel was real, and it held back its poison so it could stay and listen to her sing.”
Bryony didn’t even pretend the story wasn’t about him. “Is that difficult to do, hold the poison back?”
Samael frowned. “Exceedingly. It feels like breathlessness. How long can you hold your breath?” Bryony didn’t answer, and the graveyard angel continued his story, incorporating the analogy he’d just introduced. “Whenever the angel had to take a breath, Kavya fell to the ground. But all the time, she believed it was her own weakness that troubled her. All the time, she believed she was dying, and with no doctors to tell her otherwise, she had no reason to question it. One day, after falling, she reached out to the statue to pull herself to her feet. On a whim, she thanked it and squeezed its hand.” Samael’s own hand clenched at the memory. “And the statue squeezed back. Oh, how she screamed, but it was too late. The stone angel already loved her and had to offer her heart’s desire to her. It thought, perhaps foolishly, that she would wish for it to become a man and live as her companion. Alas, Kavya did not love the statue in the garden, and her heart’s desire was to have a child.”
“Why do you speak about yourself that way?” Bryony asked.
Samael cocked his head. “What?”
“You keep calling yourself it as though you don’t consider yourself an actual person.” She folded her arms. “Why?”
Samael narrowed his empty eyes at her. “I gave her a son,” he said defiantly. “And when she had her heart’s desire, I gave her my absence, which she greatly wished for. I could not have known the boy would inherit my curse—none of my other children did—but the next time I met Kavya, she was not Kavya anymore. She had lost the ability to move and communicate. Now I know why. Infant nephilim, it seems, have trouble holding their breath.”
The implication was clear, and Bryony shivered to hear it. “Are you saying Michael accidentally killed his own mother?”
Slowly, the graveyard angel nodded. “Though I dealt the lethal blow.” He gestured to his weapon on Bryony’s wrist. “She was already gone.”
Bryony dug her fingernails into the underside of the table. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true, even though it made sense. Michael had explained resonance to her once he finally understood it. Apparently, a range of bonding activities could trigger it, like dancing and singing. All it took was synchronization, and Bryony could imagine a number of ways a mother might synchronize with her child.
“Now you know my secret, Ms. Moss.” Samael smiled. “Now we’re even.”
She wrinkled her nose and took the bait. “Even?”
“Because I know your secret, it was only fair that you learn mine.” Lightning quick, before she could take a breath to question him, he seized her by the upper arms. He slid one hand down to her left wrist and brushed his thumb over Azza’s mark. “I wondered, when I first felt it, why Azazel had marked you. Then I smelled his worship on you, mingled with that of my son.” He made a disgusted face. His thumb continued to trace the slightly raised lines on her wrist. It was a beautiful, copper tattoo, so intricate Bryony was stunned that Samael could recognize it as Azza’s mark by touch alone. “But you’ve not told my son about your relationship with the watcher, have you? Because you know as well as I, he would not take it well. The things we keep from our loved ones to protect them, eh?” He spoke the last sentence as though it were a tedium shared between friends.
“You’re lying.” Bryony felt sick to her stomach. “You don’t love him.”
Samael dropped her hand and frowned. Now he was finished with his game. Now he would come to his point. “And you are lying about the exhaustion of your conjuring partner,” he snapped, and she backed into the table. “You’re protecting Azazel because he gives you what you need. You’re afraid the archangel will consume him.”
“That’s not true!” Bryony shot back. “Azza is exhausted. And while you may be right that I’m putting off conjuring the archangel, you’re one hundred percent wrong about why.”
Samael spoke through his teeth. “Enlighten me.”
There were, of course, innumerable reasons Bryony wanted to put off conjuring the archangel Michael, not the least of which was how much the very idea of him terrified her. She fished around for a reason Samael was likely to accept. “One of the armada’s captains has been abducted. We have to rescue him first.”
Samael closed his eyes and let out a sharp breath. “Fine,” he grumbled. “I’ll retrieve this captain for you. Who has taken him?”
It took Bryony several seconds to recover from her shock. Could it really be this easy? Were there some perks to having made a deal with the devil? She hesitated. This was either going to go incredibly well or very, very badly. “Um . . . Well, the demon king took him.”
“Ashmedai.” Samael nodded. “I am familiar with him.”
Bryony gulped, afraid that if she so much as breathed in the wrong direction, she could destroy her precarious good fortune. “Apparently, Ashmedai has decided the captain is the only innocent man on earth, and he’s determined to keep him under a bell jar—I guess—to protect his innocence.”
“Then he’ll not let this captain go so easily.” Samael made a show of rubbing his chin. “Ashmedai is relentless, if nothing else. He will come for his prize again and again until its value is eliminated, which I’m certain I can accomplish with little effort.”
Bryony was seconds away from telling him he was definitely calling the kettle black by using the word relentless to describe Ashmedai, when the full meaning behind his words hit her. “Wait a minute,” she said, her eyes growing wider. “How do you plan to eliminate his value?”
Samael stared straight ahead and answered as though nothing could have been more obvious. “I will destroy his innocence.”
“You will not destroy anything about him!” She was near shouting now.
“It shouldn’t take much.” The angel turned his face to the ceiling in thought. “Ashmedai measures by trust, if I recall. I simply have to break your captain’s ability to trust, and he will be of no value to the demon king.”
Samael was going to break Chuy, and Bryony couldn’t stand the places her mind went to when she thought about how. Her first friend in the Black Armada—that sweet, kind man who trusted her and forgave her and comforted her after she’d hurt him—was now a target of the Angel of Death, and it was all Bryony’s fault. She threw every ounce of courage she had into her protest. “You will not destroy his innocence. If you break him, I’ll . . . I’ll break our contract!”
“I don’t think you will.” The graveyard angel caught Bryony by the wrist, and this time, his hand felt like marble. “Because you know I can take everything from you, little god, my son included.”
Bryony gasped. “No.”
The Angel of Death dragged her to the cabin door like she was just a child having a tantrum. He took his time finding the doorknob while he held her wrist in a vice grip. “I will retrieve your captain and eliminate his value. Then you’ll no longer be distracted from your task.” He threw open the door and everyone on deck dropped to the planks.
Michael kneeled by the bulwarks and stared down at his hands.
“Where is my son?” Samael called out.
“I’m here.” Michael answered automatically, and Bryony wished he wouldn’t.
Samael dragged her across the deck while she struggled and tugged at her own wrist. It was no use. He may as well have been made of stone. She was beginning to see why Michael and Azza had reacted the way they did when she’d gone off script and summoned the Angel of Death. There was no bright side to having gained his attention. None. He stopped in front of Michael and held Bryony out like he was dropping a stray cat into the lap of someone who actually cared.
“I have returned your betrothed unharmed,” he said, “though I’m not sure what it is you see in her. She’s dishonest and deceitful. She has taken on a second congregant and failed to inform you. I can only imagine why.”
“What?” Michael’s voice cracked.
Samael bent down to speak candidly. “Another angel worships her. She doesn’t need you anymore.” Then he straightened up and struck the final blow. “Do what you will with the information, but I would rethink the nature of your relationship if I were you. She clearly cannot be trusted.”
His true aim was clear. The Angel of Death was giving Bryony a taste of how easy it was to destroy trust. This was only a sample, she knew. He’d have to wreck more than one of Chuy’s relationships to completely break his innocence. And whatever else he would do to achieve such a disgusting goal, she could not begin to imagine, nor did she want to.
Despite her ability to tolerate his poison, Bryony could no longer stand to look at Samael. As soon as he was gone, she leapt out of Michael’s dead-weight arms and scrambled to the quarterdeck. “Raeni! Raeni!” Decorum be damned. This was an emergency. “We have to find Chuy! We have to find him now!”
“We already know where he is,” Raeni answered, still clinging to the wheel, weak from the effects of the poison. Nevertheless, there was a calm in her that almost convinced Bryony everything was going to be all right. Almost. “Michael informed us that the demon had his hotel room booked for another week at least. Michael also informed us that the demon is habitually frugal and would not allow the room to go to waste. Tonight, we anchor and head ashore to bring our captain back.”
“Thank god.” Bryony was close to tears. “Thank god. We have to tell Ash to hide him better. We have to warn him. Samael is coming for Chuy.”






  
  Chapter four

On rare occasions, Ashmedai wished his vision wasn’t quite the miracle it was, and those occasions had recently multiplied. Among them, he could count every night since he abducted the captain of Papillon. Even in the dark with the curtains drawn, Ash could see him. He tried to focus on other things to no avail. Invariably, Chuy would stir in the corner of his eye, and it was as though a spotlight had been shined upon him.
Tonight, as a diversion, Ash decided to read the English Bible he’d pulled from his nightstand. He reclined against the headboard of his queen-sized bed with his feet up—shoes on, obviously—and he read in the dark. The only sounds he heard were the crinkling of onionskin pages, the distant rumble of city traffic, and the rhythmic breathing of the man in the bed next to his.
He reread the same passage five times before he finally took it in, while Chuy, in his sleep, kicked off the sheet that covered him. Ash groaned and keeled over. Why had he gone through with this ridiculous plan? Could it even be called a plan? It was more of an impulse, really. Guard him. Protect him. Trust no one, especially not yourself. Chuy took a deep breath, and Ash leapt out of bed as though the man had screamed at him. He snatched the rejected sheet off the floor and draped it gently over his captive’s mostly naked body. For someone who could see so much of the future, Ash really ought to have allowed the captain to pack some things to wear.
By morning, Ash had given up altogether. He sat in bed beside an open and neglected Bible and imagined tracing the tip of his tongue over every line of ink on that sun-darkened skin. When Chuy began to wake, Ash hastily resumed reading.
The last innocent man opened one eye before the other and rolled onto his back. Then he peeked under his sheet, grumbled at his early morning erection, and fell back onto his pillows. He hadn’t been lying about his lack of shyness.
Ash grinned at him. “The shower’s free.” It was a tease, a little flirtation. He meant to tempt Chuy to get up anyway. He couldn’t believe he’d just up and said it. Luckily, his groggy captive didn’t seem to notice the indiscretion, or maybe he just didn’t care.
“Morning,” Chuy mumbled, rubbing his eyes. He was not a morning person, which was something Ash had learned through his spectacles. Now he got to experience it in real time, and he loved it.
“Sleep well?” Ash’s voice sounded downright cheery. Whatever this good mood was, he would have to nip it in the bud, and soon. He needed to be at least a little intimidating.
“Off and on,” Chuy answered. “You?”
Ash felt his smile grow decidedly less sincere. “I no longer sleep, Captain. I’m no longer alive, if you recall.”
“You’re alive in all the ways that matter, right?” Chuy sat up. It took some effort to ignore the sight of him pulling one long arm behind his head in a luxurious stretch.
“When I’m exhausted, I can’t sleep it away. My manifested flesh will simply dissolve. But I suppose . . .” Ash paused, realizing the implications behind the question. “For now, I’m alive in all the ways that matter.”
“So what do you do with your nights then? Must be boring watching me sleep.”
Boring was not the word Ash would have used to describe it. “Well, last night I spent reading about your namesake.” He held up the Bible.
“Eh?” Chuy squinted at the book and grimaced. “Right. Jesús is just a family tradition. I really do prefer Chuy.”
“Of course.” Ash took one more sip of the wine in the well. “Chuy.”
“Did you really spend all night reading the Bible?”
“The better part of it.”
“You’re kidding.” Chuy laughed and shook his head. “My abuela would have loved you.”
Ash’s entire body involuntarily shivered at the word abuela. Family meant long-term. It meant a relationship that could last. The mere suggestion that Ash might one day be introduced to any of Chuy’s family sent the blood to his cheeks. This was not good. Oh, this was most definitely the opposite of good. Abruptly, Ash stood. “I’m going to—”
“Get some air,” Chuy finished for
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