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  Prologue


The moon was at the right position in the sky. The correct number of candles were lit and carefully arranged. A gentle night breeze toyed with each flickering flame. It was the perfect evening to conjure the demon king. 
The angel and the woman he possessed crawled across the floor of her art studio and meticulously scraped sea salt into a perfect circle with a painting knife. Possession was not a complicated dance. There were only three real requisites—the possessed must be human, living, and willing. In contrast, conjuration was a tangle of arbitrary requirements depending on the spirit one wanted to call. But the watcher Azazel had been summoning spirits of his own ilk for eons, and by now, it was second nature to him. No matter how much he loathed forcing the presence of incorporeal beings, he had to admit he had a talent for it.
The woman he possessed—the artist—was no stranger to Azazel. In fact, he’d been acting as her muse for years. How he’d worried over her reaction when he finally revealed his true identity, but she hadn’t flinched. She hadn’t even doubted. And when he’d asked permission to enter and possess her body, she’d just given it.
Now he moved his partner like a puppeteer, nimbly pulling her arms and legs over little walls of salt, careful not to disturb the words and symbols already organized within the circle. He felt her give in to every tug. It was like hypnosis, the way he took her, and she never fought any of it. She truly had nothing left to lose. He, on the other hand, was on the cusp of losing her.
Azazel had always been a better dancer than he was a conqueror. His talents were in beauty and presentation. He loved the spectacles of music, color, twinkling lights and well-placed mirrors. He loved glitter and sequins and all manner of bawdy, extravagant theater. He was an artist and a craftsman. Even the magic circles he fashioned had something about them, some indescribable quality. They were elegant, and Azazel knew it. He stood back in the woman’s body and admired his own work through her eyes. Of the few virtues the angel possessed, humility was not one of them.
When Azazel was satisfied with his circle, he knelt outside it, spread the woman’s arms, and began to sing. Even in her human tongue, his voice was magnificent. The song he sang was powerful. It included the Ineffable Name—a key that opened the gate to another universe. It harnessed the natural laws of his old world and applied them handily to his new one.
The song drew to a close, and Azazel began the summons in earnest. He spoke in Portuguese, the woman’s native language. “I command you, Ashmedai, appear in my circle in fair and comely form, without noise or deformity. Come now, demon—visibly, peacefully, affably—without delay. Speak to me with a clear and perfect voice. Answer to your names: King of Demons, Aeshma Daeva, and Asmodeus.” He paused and saw the circle waver and steam. Just to speed the process along, Azazel added one last name to his spell. “Appear before me now, Ash darling.”
The wind howled, but the candles burned steadily. The hairs on the woman’s arms stood on end as though held by a magnetic force. The incorporeal mingled with the corporeal world as the demon in question drew in the dust he needed to build his body.
Ashmedai never did appreciate the effort that went into conjuration. He was a prickly academic who would not forgive an interruption, no matter how necessary the conjuror deemed it. He appeared within the circle, a book in one hand and gold-rimmed spectacles in the other, his jaw clenched, his mouth pouting. 
He’d heeded the command most accurately, however. Fair and comely he certainly was, though it was no trouble for him. The demon king stood tall and proud. He’d taken his original form, as he loathed putting effort into anything outside his studies. His black hair was shaved to the scalp. He had deep, russet skin that drank in the candlelight and glowed like a gem. His eyes were spectacular, hooded and brooding. His mouth was a downturned Cupid’s bow with the slightest dimple in his lower lip. He looked just like his mother. Azazel had always thought so.
“Speak, Ash.”
Ashmedai scowled. “Why am I in Brazil? How dare you? We were finished with each other. We had an understanding.”
“Forgive me, darling, but I didn’t have the time to spare. I need Raphael’s weapon. Something’s come up.”
Ashmedai positioned his spectacles on the bridge of his nose, which was the only hawkish feature on his otherwise heart-shaped face. He squinted down at the woman whose body Azazel occupied. Then he removed his spectacles. The demon king had an eye for the unseen. He could glimpse the polaroid flash of a person’s past and future when he put his mind to it, and he almost always put his mind to it.
Azazel braced himself. “She’s dying, Ash.”
“I can see that.”
“I need the sword.”
Ashmedai sighed. “Every mortal dies, Azza.” His informality was more to pacify than show affection.
“She’s only twenty-three.”
“People die young.” Ashmedai shrugged, a graceful gesture if Azazel ever saw one. The demon king really was the picture of his mother. “It isn’t uncommon, especially these days.”
“Please, Ash. You know why this is important to me. You must. If you can’t see it, put your spectacles back on and look, for god’s sake.”
Ashmedai did not. Instead, he glanced around the studio, eyeing multiple easels and stacks of canvas, all in varying stages of completion—the color, the texture, the applied gold leaf reflecting candlelight. “Is this all her work or is some of it yours?”
“It’s hers.” Azazel was becoming impatient. “I need the healing sword, Ash. I did you a great service once. You owe me this.”
Ashmedai shook his head. “The service you performed was payment for my releasing you. Anyway, don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy binding Raphael. You hated him as much as I did.”
“You could never have bound him without me.”
“And you could not have overcome him if I hadn’t taken his weapon. We defeated him together, you and I. And we did it each for our own reasons. I owe you nothing.”
“A favor then, please. I’ll be in your debt.” Azazel wished he was dealing with a lesser demon. Ashmedai was no one to trifle with. The demon king was as old as they come, born to a watcher, though no one knew which. His mother, Naamah, had been a lover to many of the fallen ones. Her kindness and beauty were legendary among them. Azazel had not forgotten her—he had been one of the first to accept her comfort—but Ashmedai was not his son. No, the demon king’s father was undeniably cherubic, and Azazel was not. Every once in a while, he wished he had fathered the boy. Just now, he could have used a familial relationship to his advantage.
Instead, he had to beg. “I’ll give you anything, Ash darling. Think it over. You may need me again someday, and I’ll be there for you. I swear it. Is that not worth something to you? You don’t even have to retrieve the sword. Just tell me where it is. Or better yet, you keep it. Just bring it here and heal the girl. Please. It’s such a little favor. Surely you can see the value in such a little favor.”
Ashmedai donned his spectacles once more, stepped to the edge of the circle, and held out his hand. Azazel reached inside and let the demon touch the outstretched fingers of the woman he possessed. This way, Ash would get a better sense of her. He would see how precious she was. He had to. After several minutes of stillness, the demon king withdrew his hand. “Is she really the last?”
Azazel nodded. “There are no others. I’ve searched the world over.”
“I’m sorry, Azza.” Ashmedai pocketed his spectacles and sighed. “But I can’t bring the sword to you. I lost it in a wager years ago. I don’t even know where it is anymore.”
Azazel nearly laughed, but the somber expression on Ash’s face told him this was no joke. His rage was belated but all the more fiery for that. “You lost it?” He rose up and up. His ever-brightening body shook the walls around them with the force of a small earthquake. “Why would you gamble with something like that?”
“What did I need with a healing sword? I’m already dead.”
Azazel screamed, furious. The woman slumped to her knees as he returned control of her body to her. She looked up and saw the demon king watching her. “What’s happening?” she croaked, exhausted.
Ash glanced up at the raging angel. “If I were to hazard a guess,” he said in Portuguese, “I’d say a tantrum.” He blinked slowly, polished his nails on his lapel, and winked at the woman to calm her. Then he took a deep breath and hollered up at Azazel. “How this is supposed to improve your situation is beyond me! But if you release me from this confounded circle, I might be able to help you find the sword!” He glanced down at the woman. “Dona Artista, do you want to know how long you have? I can tell you.”
She shook her head. “No, but I don’t want to wait for him to calm down either. He used my body to capture you.” She smiled and held out her hand for Ashmedai. He took it and squeezed as she said, “I will use it to set you free.”
The woman broke the circle with one foot, and Ashmedai stepped across the barrier, intentionally scattering more salt as he did. “I can see why he values you, Dona Artista,” he said with a smile. “You’re full of fire, aren’t you?” 






  
  Chapter one

Michael’s feet were raw and bloody. His lips cracked, and his stomach ached with hunger. But if he died right now, he would die happy. He couldn’t stop smiling. In fact, his cheeks were sore from it. He loved everything about the woman beside him. He loved the way she tucked the tips of her fingers between his and the way her voice always sounded a little hoarse, like she’d lost it after a night of singing. Most of all, he loved that she was alive. He’d come so close to losing her. 
They’d walked all night and most of the morning down a quiet, Mexican highway. Every once in a while, Michael reached down and tousled Bryony’s hair to keep her scalp from burning. She had a fair complexion, and the sun had not been kind. The terrain around them was coastal and rocky with little in the way of shade. She’d gotten some color from her time in the Black Armada, but not enough to protect her from an entire morning of exposure. Michael had carried her on his back some of the night, and now he tried to walk in such a way that she could hide in his shadow. Still he couldn’t help but worry.
“What’s wrong?” Bryony’s voice tugged him from his thoughts. He glanced down at her and smiled. She’d pushed her bangs from her face, and the combination of sweat and salt left them tangled and messy.
“It’s nothing.”
She groaned. “An evasion if I ever heard one.” She was exhausted. He could tell by the way her voice petered out.
“It’s just . . . Do you need to rest? We can rest. Or I can carry you again.”
She shook her head. “I’m good.”
He decided not to call her out on the obvious lie. She wanted to be strong, but she was going to need water and shade soon, and the empty highway seemed to go on forever. “Please, let me carry you.”
“Not right now.” She stood on her toes to whisper, and he crouched to hear her. “It’s embarrassing in front of all these people.”
Hallucination. She was worse off than he thought. He tried to remind himself she wasn’t in mortal peril. She was a god, if only a little one, and her life was sustained by worship—specifically Michael’s worship, as of yesterday. He would not fail to sate her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t suffer. As Michael understood it, heatstroke was not a pleasant business.
He tilted her chin up and studied her eyes, which looked even bluer than usual, framed by her reddening cheeks and long, walnut hair. “I’m going to carry you. Don’t worry about the people. They can’t see us.” He bent down and scooped her into his arms. She protested only a little before her head lolled onto his shoulder and she muttered something about needing to feed Shakespeare.
Though her former pet crow had turned out to be the shapeshifting trickster Loki, Michael didn’t correct her. “Shakespeare’s doing fine. I’m sure someone’s feeding him.” He rolled his eyes because it was probably true. Loki had stolen Bryony’s congregation somehow. Someone was most definitely feeding him.
Michael carried her another mile at least and tucked her head under his chin to keep the sun off her face. When he saw what he thought was an abandoned building off the highway, he started to jog. Bryony needed shade immediately. She needed water too.
The building was a single story, long and orange like a sunset against the backdrop of a blue-green sea. And it wasn’t abandoned. It was a hotel in fact, apparently still in operation. The front patio was a colorful mosaic shaded by a lattice of climbing vines, and the doors stood open. Michael ducked into the lobby and was relieved to find their ceilings more than high enough for him. Mexico often delighted him for this reason among others—high ceilings, outdoor spaces, warm people. He straightened up and cleared his throat.
The woman behind the counter glanced up from her magazine. It took her a beat or two to react, but Michael was ready for it. People all over the world were more or less the same. No matter the gender, the language, the culture, their reactions tended to blend into one echoing refrain. “Oh!” The woman’s mouth fell open, and she rounded the desk to approach him. She spoke Spanish, but Michael had been traveling up and down the coast long enough to learn it. “You’re huge! Welcome, I mean.” She blushed. “My god, how tall are you?”
There it was. Michael smiled down at her. She had a pleasant, round face and wore a cotton blouse with a floral skirt. Her hair was braided and wrapped into a bun. Michael gave her his practiced answer. “More than two hundred, less than two fifty. I haven’t measured in a while. But please . . .” He nodded his head, indicating Bryony. “I think it’s heatstroke. We’ve been walking all day.”
The woman caught a glimpse of his feet and gasped. “Oh, no no no. You poor dears.” Then she shouted, “Toño!”
A lanky man entered the lobby, looking more than a little annoyed to have been called so unceremoniously. “What do you want now, woman?” He stopped in his tracks and crossed himself when he saw the giant in the lobby. Michael supposed the man wasn’t used to looking up at anyone.
“Toño, get the girl cooled off. Give her water if she’ll take it.”
Michael let Bryony slide from his arms. She wavered on her feet until the other man caught her and led her away. Michael watched after them as long as he could.
“Don’t worry for her, Señor. Antonio will take good care of her.” The woman smiled and gave Michael an appraising look. “Now, tell me, do you have a place to stay for the night?”
He shook his head.
“I thought not. You’ll stay here, both of you.” It was more command than request. The woman held out her hand in greeting, and Michael took it. “My name is Gloria.”
“Michael,” he said. “And thank you, but I’m afraid we have no money. I’d be happy to work for the room if there’s anything you need.”
“Oh, there certainly is.” Gloria returned to her place behind the counter and turned her logbook to Michael. “I’ve just the job for you. Sign in, and you’ll be our guests for the night. Tomorrow, I’ll put you to work.”
Michael thanked her. Then he bent at the waist to sign his name but stopped short. Everyone who joined the Black Armada gave up their family name. You were called by the ship you worked on, but Michael of Dragonfly was hardly acceptable in this case. Before joining the armada, Michael had no family name. He had no family at all. His hand hovered, waiting for a surname to come to him—any surname—but his tired mind did not supply one. The heat of shame crept under his collar and threatened to color his cheeks. He quickly wrote Bryony’s full name after his and passed the book back to Gloria, hoping she wouldn’t notice.
She looked down and read the names. “Welcome, Señor Moss. We have a comfortable room ready for you and your wife. Please follow me.”
Wife? Michael and Bryony Moss did sound rather like a couple. He didn’t know the ethical opinions of the hotel owners, how they might feel about his sharing a room with a woman who was not his wife. They might separate Bryony from him, and that was unacceptable. He gulped and let the error stand. “Yes, thank you.”
Gloria led him down a spacious hallway to a room bathed in natural light. A sliding glass door stood open on the far wall and let the sea breeze play with linen curtains. Terracotta tiles cooled his bare feet, and the bed, clothed all in white, looked unbelievably inviting. Bryony already lay stretched out on one side of it. Antonio sat beside her and held a wet cloth to her forehead. Every once in a while, he would dip his fingers into a glass of water and massage the inside of her wrists. Michael watched the man’s gentleness and quietly decided he would do everything these people asked of him, no matter what it was.

      [image: ]The first clue Bryony got that she wasn’t sleeping in the captain’s quarters aboard Dragonfly was that the ceiling looked wrong. Instead of the dark wood of her alcoved bunk, she opened her eyes to a bright, white ceiling with an electric fan spinning slowly overhead. So the sensation of gentle rocking hadn’t been from the ship. It was just her head. She groaned.
The room was comfortable, light and breezy, the bed soft and clean. She’d been laid out on a large bath towel and, to her horror, stripped to her underwear. Beside her, Michael slept on the floor, comfortable as a cat in awkward repose. There was an open bottle of water on the nightstand. She sniffed it and took a gulp. Water never tasted so good. She took a deep breath and tipped her head back, finishing the bottle in seconds. Then she tucked the towel around herself and began to explore.
They seemed to be in a hotel room with a patio door that opened directly onto the beach. There were no ships on the horizon. Bryony’s heart broke a little when she remembered how she’d left the Black Armada. The commodore had sent her to the depths—a mercy killing if ever there was one—and Michael had dived in after her. Everyone in the armada most likely thought her dead, but why had they abandoned Michael? Was his inability to let Bryony die really so unforgivable? Or perhaps their dislike of him went deeper than she’d originally thought, and this was just a convenient excuse to be rid of him.
She scowled. Her heart was still protective of him despite his imposing size. He would stand up for anyone but himself. She stood over him and watched him sleep. His clothes were stiff with dried sea salt, though his black hair looked soft and clean with loose curls at the cut ends. Honestly, did he ever need to wash it? She brought a damp rope of her own hair around to her face and examined it. It smelled like unfamiliar shampoo. Her body, too, seemed to have been cleaned of sand and salt. Her bra and underwear had mostly dried, but the damp made it clear they’d not been removed for the bath. At least she was wearing her good underwear.
When Bryony heard a knock at the door, she cracked it despite her state of undress. A thin man held out a laundry bag and two robes. “Good evening,” he said. His English was slow and careful, but he managed it quite well. “For your clothes.” He handed her the bag and robes. “Leave them outside your door tonight, and we will wash.”
“Oh.” Bryony tugged the offered gifts through the door without opening it further. “I mean, thank you . . . um . . . sir.” The man smiled, and several crescents deepened around his mouth like multiple parentheses, an aside within an aside. Bryony couldn’t help but smile back. She let the door open a touch more.
“My name is Antonio,” he said.
“I’m Bryony.”
“I know. Welcome. I’m glad you’re feeling better.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a neatly wrapped package. “For your husband.” Bryony took it, failing to completely hide her confusion. Antonio helpfully misinterpreted her expression. “Bandages. For his feet.”
“Oh! Of course. Yes, thank you.” But husband?
“Are you hungry?”
“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. She was starving, and she would bet Michael felt even worse. They hadn’t eaten for a day and a half.
“We will bring dinner.”
Bryony wanted to ask why this man was doing so much for them. Michael must have arranged something. Perhaps he’d even pulled something off. She didn’t want to spoil whatever he had planned, so she kept her responses short. “Thank you.”
She breathed a sigh of relief after closing the door. What had Michael done? She hesitated to wake him. He looked too peaceful. His cheeks were tinged with pink, his lips rosy as ever. But despite having walked in the sun all day, the rest of his skin was still pale. Was that due to his lineage? His father was the Angel of Death and a seraph, which explained his abnormal height and obsessive nature. Did it affect his complexion as well? There was still so much she had to learn.
“Michael.” She knelt on the floor and touched him gently, knowing it was unlikely to wake him. Next, she ran her fingers through his hair. Nothing. Finally, she prodded him until his body rocked from her touch. “Wake up. You have to wake up now.”
He groaned, and his eyes fluttered open. As soon as he took her in, his arms shot up and wrapped around her. He tugged her down until she was flat against him. “Thank god,” he said with a deep sigh. “You’re all right.”
She tried in vain to pry herself from his arms. “Of course I am. I can’t die, remember?”
He squeezed her tighter. “But if you lose a limb, it won’t grow back.”
“Was I in danger of losing a limb?”
“In a sense.” He released her just enough that she could lift her upper body and look into his charcoal eyes. His irises and pupils were like a single, black void against the whites. If she looked into them long enough, she was certain she would eventually find stars. “You were seeing things that weren’t there,” he said. “I didn’t know if the damage was permanent.”
“Oh.” She didn’t recall much of the morning, which she’d just attributed to physical exhaustion, but it was apparently much worse. All she needed as proof was the look on Michael’s face. He pulled her back into his chest and held her tightly. “Michael?”
“Hm?”
“Who, um . . . Who took off my clothes?”
He let her go and sat up. His eyes flicked to the towel, still wrapped around her chest, and back to her face again. His cheeks colored, and he cleared his throat. “I had to cool you in the bath. Your clothes are hanging to dry outside. Antonio was gone by the time I . . . I swear I would have asked first had I been able.”
She smiled to reassure him, but the idea that someone, anyone, had been able to strip and bathe her without waking her made her stomach turn. At least it was Michael. At least—
“Bryony.” He interrupted her thoughts. “You were always safe, I promise. Please don’t feel violated.”
“Tall order.”
He looked positively helpless, propped against the bed, head and shoulders well above the mattress. “What can I do?”
Bryony forced another grin and tossed the laundry bag at him. “Strip. They’re washing our clothes tonight, and I don’t want to be the only one in my underwear.”
“Right.” He nodded and began to unbutton his shirt. “Though you realize if I lose these, I can’t easily replace them.” He shifted his shoulders and let the fabric drop. Bryony couldn’t help but stare. How did he make such a mundane action so delightful to watch? “I suppose they’ll want me presentable tomorrow,” he said, and he stood to loosen his belt. When he sat on the bed and kicked his pants from his ankles, Bryony realized he was now more naked than she’d ever seen him. Funny, he didn’t seem any more vulnerable. His dignity was an impenetrable fortress, apparently. He stuffed his clothes in the laundry bag and set it beside him. “Now we’re on equal ground. Do you feel better?”
She did not.
Michael wore well-fitting, navy boxers, which she was certain he’d made himself. Everything he owned was so perfect for him it was easy to mistake him for an average-sized man in a room full of undersized furniture. In fact, many people did not know him for a giant until they found themselves standing beside him. She herself had mistaken him when she’d first met him. He made the world around him look too small, as though the architects of every civilization had simply miscalculated their designs. Maybe that was why the power in his build never failed to surprise her. He hid his strength well—he had few bulging muscles to advertise it—but when he moved, she saw the iron in his arms, his chest, his stomach, his thighs. Like a python, she thought. You don’t know its strength until it’s wrapped around you.
“You should get washed up,” she said. “I’ll bandage your feet when you’re done.”
He grunted an affirmation and stood. When he passed by her, he paused, and his hand came to rest on her head. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said, curling his fingers into her hair. “Please.”






  
  Chapter two

Michael had to find ridiculous, rather creative ways to get the upper third of his body under the showerhead. He’d taken for granted the handheld shower on Dragonfly, but how he missed it now. Once he washed the blood and sand away, he could see how raw his feet were. All this was mere inconvenience, though, compared to the problem he faced with the hotel robe. It did not, he noted with a frown, serve its intended purpose in the least. It was short and barely closed around him.
The indignity of it all had Michael blushing before he even left the bathroom. He sat down and considered his predicament. He and Bryony had only just begun their relationship. He wasn’t about to stroll out of the bathroom naked as the day he was born and spend the rest of the night that way to boot. That said, his clothes were in desperate need of a wash. 
“Hey, Michael.” Bryony’s voice sounded far too close to the door. “They brought us dinner. Can you believe it? It smells so good. You’d better get out here before I eat it all.”
So the staff had already returned for his clothes. No choice, in that case. “We have a . . . a bit of a problem.” He leaned his forehead against the door.
She was quiet a moment. He took a deep breath and thought of the best way to explain, but Bryony beat him to it. “The robe doesn’t fit you, does it? Hang on.” There was a rustling, and then a light knock on the door. “This should work.”
Michael cracked the door, and Bryony slipped a bedsheet to him. He took it, grinning. She knew. He didn’t even have to tell her. The fact that she’d guessed his need before he voiced it brought him close to tears. He was used to making his own path through the world, unaided and unheard. This only confirmed his conclusion that she would be with him for the rest of his life. He would accept nothing less. She was everything. She was more than the whole world put together.
He shook the thoughts from his head. Stay grounded.
The sheet was long on him, but he folded it and wrapped it around his waist. He felt ridiculous, but Bryony didn’t seem to care. She wore the robe she’d been given and looked magnificent as usual. “Look at this!” She gestured to the little round table in the corner. “They gave us a whole bottle of tequila. Why are they being so generous?”
Michael wanted to tell her people were just that kind. He loved the delight in her face, but he didn’t want to lie. “I’ve agreed to help them out with some things tomorrow.”
“Help with what?” Bryony sat at the table and began piling rice onto her plate.
Michael followed suit. “Something they can’t do on their own. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”
“What, are you changing lightbulbs or something?” She laughed and opened the tequila.
“Nothing so strenuous, I’m sure.” Michael offered his cup, and she poured him several shots. Then she poured roughly the same amount for herself. She seemed to have learned nothing from her last hangover. Well, he supposed they could both use some festivity after the ordeal they’d been through. He drank deeply and ate his fill.
By the time Michael finished his dinner, the sun had dipped below the horizon. He sat alone at the table and stared out at the darkened silhouette of the sea. His life had always been haunted by the sea. There was just no escaping it, was there? 
From the bed, Bryony broke into his thoughts. “Are you gonna sleep okay? You can tuck your knees up, can’t you? I won’t let you sleep on the floor again.”
He turned to her and blinked. “Where did you find those?” She sat cross-legged with a spread of playing cards before her.
“In the nightstand,” she answered matter-of-factly. Her voice had gone down an octave, due in no small part to her third glass of tequila. “You were busy being pensive, so I decided to entertain myself.”
He smiled and moved to join her. “I was just reminiscing.”
“About what?” She laid another card down, red on black.
“Staying on the beach like this reminds me of when I was young, before I joined the armada. I used to wander the coast, living in abandoned vacation homes. There was no shortage of them in those days. I would stay in one until the cupboards were bare. Then I’d move on to the next.”
Bryony frowned and blew her bangs out of her eyes. “How old were you?”
“Young. I don’t know exactly. I tended to measure my life in inches rather than years. I joined the armada at around six feet.”
“That sounds so lonely.” She drank the last of her tequila and stared down at her game of solitaire. “I think I’ve lost.”
“You haven’t.” Michael rearranged several of her piles to give her a fighting chance. “It was lonely, living that way. That’s probably why I started reading romances. There were a lot of them left behind. They made the days pass more pleasantly.” He laid the last stack of cards and sat back. “There. That should buy you a few turns.”
She leaned over to examine the cards, and Michael looked away from the place where the robe gaped at her chest. The tequila seemed to be getting to him too. God she was beautiful. He remembered the cool feeling of her lips against his, the way her shoulder blades moved under her skin when she caressed him. He leaned back, closed his eyes, and tried to think of something else—anything—but he could still feel her on the bed beside him. Every time she played a card, he felt her weight shift. It was going to take every ounce of self-control he had not to sweep the cards from the bed and press her into the mattress the way he wanted to.
“No, I think I really have lost,” she said.
He opened his eyes and looked down. The cards were a blur. He couldn’t bring himself to care about them anymore.
Bryony leaned in to gather the deck, and her robe parted further. Michael tried to swallow his desire, but it was no good. He shouldn’t have joined her in bed, not when his own head was spinning from the liquor. He felt like a vampire craving after blood. He closed his eyes again as she laughed. “You didn’t help me win after all,” she said triumphantly, as though she’d just won a wager they never made. “You just helped me lose more slowly.”
“Sometimes that’s all you can do—delay your loss.” Was that his voice cracking? He was losing his own struggle, and he needed to delay it. But if he stood up and walked away now, he’d be admitting his loss in more ways than one. The bedsheet provided little in the way of modesty, and his own body was working against him now. He squeezed his eyes shut and thought about how he and Bryony would survive from here on out. Surely he could stress himself out enough to get his mind off the fact that the hem of her robe inched up her thigh a little more every time she moved. She neither noticed nor cared—he just had to follow her example.
“Oh, well.” Bryony tapped the deck against the nightstand and slipped it back into the drawer. “Solitaire’s a stupid game anyway.”
And that, for some reason, did it. Michael’s entire body surrendered and his brain along with it. So much for delaying his loss. He cupped her cheek, drew her close, and kissed her hungrily. 
She rose up on her knees and pivoted into him, straddling his lap like she had on the beach. The movement seemed automatic for her, like a dance step she knew by heart. It enabled him to lift his knees so he could support and kiss her without slouching. Already, she knew how to love him, how to seamlessly rise to meet him.
He touched her collarbone and traced it, taking a path to its center and down between her breasts to the base of her ribcage. Then he slipped his hand into her robe and curled his fingers around her bare torso. When she coaxed his tongue into her mouth, he actually moaned. There was something deeply familiar about the way she tasted. It was electric, nostalgic, the memory of a home he never knew. Her skin was warm but seemed to cool as his own body heated. Soon she would feel like ice melting on a desert stone. She would feel like life, like the quenching of an endless thirst. He slid his hand further under her robe, around to her back, and heard the slightest shush of fabric as one sleeve fell from her shoulder.
Damn. He’d gone too far. He knew it even as his eyes fell on one naked shoulder, one bared breast. He paused and slid the robe back over her shoulder.
Thank god he’d had the strength to stop, though he’d taken things beyond what he knew was prudent. He leaned back and stared at her reddened cheeks, her parted lips. He breathed an apology. Bryony just blinked at him, shook her head, and shrugged out of the robe completely. 
Michael held his breath and gripped the sheets beneath him. The power of this current was too much to bear, and he could feel himself begin to lose his footing. He hesitated, and she smiled at him. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I know your boundaries. I won’t cross them.” She leaned in and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m not really that drunk.”
When her lips brushed his ear, it finally knocked him off his proverbial feet. He drew his knees up steeper, and she slid into his chest. She pressed her body against his, and he lost himself in the shape of her. Skin against skin for the first time in his life. She was so soft, almost cold now compared to his fevered flesh. He crushed her to himself as her hips, softened by the robe still tied around her waist, rocked into his. Clearly, strict control was no longer an option.
It was agony. Each time he kissed her, he had to bow to meet her, which created space between them. He was uncomfortably hot without her body pressed against his. He found her cooling tongue, and she caressed him with her hands, mercifully giving him the touch he needed. When he couldn’t stand the rift any longer, he abandoned her mouth and pulled her body closer. The way she shifted her weight to please him, dug her fingers into his sides, and rolled her body into his made it clear how badly she wanted him.
Waves of pleasure coursed through his veins as he found her rhythm and matched it. He never wanted the feeling to end. Then a sudden, alarming sensation tugged at him. In all the books he’d read, in all the love scenes he’d consumed, he’d never read anything like this. It was a pull, a catch in his chest. His heartbeat grew erratic and kicked up a notch. His breath caught and quickened. It was as though someone else breathed through his lungs. Someone else had taken hold of his heart, and it beat at an unnatural pace.
Through a fog of confusion, he thought he heard Bryony mutter, “Do you smell incense?” And then she went completely still.
She breathed in time with him but didn’t move otherwise. Michael took her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length. He gazed down at her upturned face. Tears welled in her wide eyes. Her mouth gaped. He recognized the look, and the shadows now dancing on the walls around him were only confirmation of what he already knew to be true. She couldn’t move. He straightened his legs to lift her off his lap, and caught a glimpse of his own limbs, of the writhing fire he’d become.
Bryony must have opened her eyes when she smelled the smoke—sweet this time, for some reason—and the sight of the seraph had paralyzed her, as it always did, as it always would. She could no longer kiss or reassure him. She could no longer be willing, ready, eager. He scrambled away from the bed, backing into a corner as the light faded. How hadn’t he noticed it straight away? How had he missed the change in the room? He must have closed his eyes.
“Bryony.” He called to her from across the room. “Please, be okay. Please.”
When at last she shifted and groaned, he sighed, audibly relieved.
Most people found it nearly impossible to move at the sight of the seraph in Michael. It stunned and held them. Some wept. Some even dropped to their knees. But the seraph was never revealed without Michael first drawing his father’s sword. So why now? He was traversing uncharted waters, and it terrified him.
“What happened?” Bryony’s voice was wary, nervous.
He stared down at his own hands. “I don’t know. I can’t . . . I’m so sorry.” She slipped back into her robe, clutching it closed at her chest in a way that made Michael cringe. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, his voice even weaker this time.
“It wasn’t your fault, was it?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know how it happened. I’ve never been with anyone before. I didn’t know this was part of it. I almost wonder . . . Am I being punished?”
She scoffed. “For what? You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I wanted to.” Admitting that was a step he hadn’t planned to take, but it was true. If she’d pushed him, even a little, he would have done whatever she asked. He would have given her anything. There was even a moment, in the thick of his frenzy, when he thought he could understand the choices his father had made.
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Bryony squared her shoulders and patted the bed beside her. “No one gets punished for something they want to do.”
He tightened the sheet around his waist and approached her, hesitant. “I don’t know. Maybe I should sleep on the floor.”
“Don’t you dare.” She darted toward him, grabbed his wrist, and reeled him in. “It’s just one of the hazards of dating a seraph. Brought it on myself really.” She was trying to make him smile.
He slouched against the headboard and stared at his feet hanging off the foot of the bed. “You’re making it worse.”
“How?”
“Your kindness.” He reached over and caught a strand of her hair between his thumb and forefinger. “I want to be with you.”
“You can.”
“Not like that.” He stared at her mouth and tried not to think about how she tasted. “Not if there’s a chance you could be paralyzed.”
“Maybe it was just a fluke, a one-time thing.”
He shook his head. “Didn’t you feel it? The pull?”
“What pull? I smelled incense, and when I looked to see where it was coming from, you were all”—she wiggled her fingers in the air—“wavery. Was that you? That smell? I remember smelling smoke before, but this time it was . . . different.”
“It was sweet,” he agreed. “I know. That’s new too. I don’t know what I did wrong. Maybe I just took things too far.”
“Psh, no.” She dismissed his idea with a wave of her hand. “If anyone took things too far it was me, and I’d do it again.” She grinned, but it was a façade, and Michael could see through it. She toyed with his fingers while she thought. “Raeni could move some when she wasn’t looking directly at you—I remember that—and Loki. So why can’t I?”
“I don’t know. I wish I did. My father is the only angel I’ve heard of who has this problem. It’s more pronounced in him than it is in me. Anyone who sees him falls prostrate before him. I knew I’d inherited it. I just didn’t know it would be triggered by . . . you.” His voice caught. Bryony slid close and kissed him. Her mouth was soft and warm, an indication his own fever had faded. He squeezed her shoulders and kept her from coming too close.
“I love you,” he whispered after she turned out the light. Some part of him wanted to follow it up with, Please, don’t leave me, but he didn’t. Anyone in a relationship with him was going to have to deal with more baggage than most, and pressuring her to stay with him would be wrong. Still, if she left . . . He shuddered at the thought.
In the dark, Bryony took his hand and held it tight. “Michael. You know, before the smoke, you made me feel amazing. Honestly.”
And there it was—everything he loved about her—surfacing, shining, blinding him to all the ugliness in the world. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. All he wanted to do was protect her forever. All he wanted to do was keep her and serve her. He kissed the top of her head, closed his eyes, and fell asleep with his arms around his god. 






  
  Chapter three

Bryony woke to an empty room. She had a vague memory of Michael’s weight lifting off the bed, but she’d been too exhausted to open her eyes. She might even have dreamed his kiss on her forehead, though she hoped not. Her cleaned clothes were laid out neatly. Breakfast had been left on the table and the dinner dishes taken away. She’d never been so waited on in all her life. 
She dressed and brushed her teeth. Her hair was an unruly mess, so she wetted and knotted it at the back of her head, carefully combing her bangs down until they behaved the way she thought they should. Her cheeks were red and tight, obviously burned. More than anything, she wanted to pin her black veil in her hair and drop it down over her face, but she didn’t have it.
Outside the room, the hall was all warm colors and undusted corners. High ceilings—hung with fabulous, wooden chandeliers—arched overhead. Bryony loved the place at once. The hotel had an air of deterioration about it, which only made it more beautiful to her, more like a place she belonged. But instead of the empty, tomblike atmosphere she would have expected, she heard many guests laughing and talking amongst themselves. She guessed there were at least twenty voices coming from the lobby, but when she finally saw the crowd, she realized she had grossly underestimated.
A line of people snaked out the door, children hanging on the arms of their guardians. And at the head of the snake stood Michael. He had an arm around a woman who grinned at a man with a camera. Bryony’s stomach tightened at the sight of the measuring tape pinned to the wall beside him. Her hands balled into fists at her sides, but she couldn’t bring herself to interrupt. She stood at the far end of the lobby and bit her tongue.
Michael crouched to shake the hand of a boy who couldn’t have been more than seven and only came up to his hips. The boy laughed, questioning him in Spanish, and Michael answered with an easy smile. Bryony softened a bit. Children were different. It was adults behaving like children she couldn’t abide.
The line shifted forward again, and Michael looked up to see Bryony staring at him. Oblivious to her discomfort, he grinned and strode toward her. She flinched as he drew the eyes of the crowd to where she stood.
“Did you sleep well?” He bent down to hug her.
She murmured into his ear. “What is this?”
“The hotel’s been struggling, so I agreed to help them get people in the door.”
“So you’re a tourist attraction?”
“It’s not like that.”
“Isn’t it?”
Just then, a woman’s voice rose above the rest, and Bryony heard her say, “Su esposa.” The crowd let out a collective sound of understanding, followed by numerous shouted questions.
Bryony murmured, “What did she say?”
Michael blanched. “They think you’re my wife. I didn’t correct them. I didn’t know if they’d let us stay together otherwise.”
The crowd pressed in, and Bryony took several instinctive steps back. A middle-aged woman with two teenaged children shouted a question to Bryony that made Michael’s ears turn red. Bryony glared at her and said, “No hablo español.” She knew how to say that at least.
But the tourist would not be discouraged, or perhaps she just couldn’t take a hint. Either way, she held out her hands in a gesture whose meaning became immediately clear as soon as the English version of her question left her mouth. “How big?” The woman giggled, and her daughter chided her.
Bryony recoiled. “That’s so rude.” She turned to Michael, saw the blush in his cheeks, and felt it creeping into her own. “How do you say that’s rude in Spanish? And don’t lie to me.”
He muttered, “Eso es grosero.”
Bryony turned to the tourist and fumed. “Eso es grosero. Do you understand? How dare you?” 
The tourist withdrew, but she hardly looked adequately shamed. Michael said something to the woman behind the counter, who nodded. Then he led Bryony back to their room. After he ducked through the door and closed it behind him, he leaned back against it and heaved a relieved sigh.
Bryony did not feel relieved in the least. “We’re leaving,” she said. “Now. They can’t treat you that way.”
Michael closed his eyes and shook his head. “They’re just curious.”
“That was not just curious! That was uncalled for and disrespectful and . . . and vulgar.”
“They’re not all like that,” he said, pushing a hand through his hair. “Most of their questions are innocent.” He blushed, and Bryony wanted to scream at every last tourist who embarrassed him. “Anyway, we can’t leave yet. We’ve got nowhere else to go.”
“We’ll think of something.” Bryony began to pace. Nothing would feel more appropriate than angrily packing her things right now, but she didn’t have anything to pack or any bag to pack it in, for that matter.
Michael crossed the room and sat at the foot of the bed. “We’d be out on the streets.”
“Good,” she snapped.
“No. Not good. You didn’t see yourself yesterday. I can’t go through that again. I can’t.” He dropped his head into his hands. “If these people want to give us a place to stay and food to eat, and all I have to do is answer some questions and take some pictures to help their business, it’s the least I can do. Please think this through before you do something you can’t take back. I’ve been on the streets before. It’s cruel, Bryony. I don’t want that for you.” He lifted his head again. His eyes were pleading. “Let me do this for you. Please, I want to do this for you.”
“No.” Bryony crossed her arms and stared down at his bandaged feet. “Not for me. If you do it, you do it for yourself and not for me. Do you understand? And the second you want out, you tell me, and I’ll drag you from this place myself.”
“It’s a deal.” He held out his hand, and Bryony had to uncross her arms to take it. As soon as she did, he pulled her in and hugged her. “Thank you for defending me. It’s . . . not something I take for granted.”
“Of course.” She couldn’t help adding, “But why don’t you defend yourself? Why do you let people walk all over you? First the armada and now this. To these people, you’re just a photo opportunity. They just want a story to tell. Why make excuses for people who don’t really know you and don’t want to?”
“Because you do.” He cupped her face in one hand. “I don’t care what anyone else thinks. They can make up all the stories they want. The only one who matters knows the truth.”
She fought to keep from softening too much. “How do you always turn it around like that? This wasn’t supposed to be about me.”
“Sorry.” He pulled her in once more and kissed her throat until she felt her anger melt like honey in a cup of tea. “But it will always, always be about you, now and for the rest of my life. I don’t want it any other way. You’re my world now. Nothing else can touch me.” He sat up straight and smiled down at her. “On the bright side, I’ve finally been measured. I’m two hundred and thirty-nine centimeters.”
She blinked up at him. “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”
“Oh, right.” He grinned, misunderstanding. “It’s seven feet, ten inches.”
“No, I mean why do you think that matters to me? Why do you think I care about what number they put over your head? It doesn’t define you.”
“I know that.” He grinned again, and Bryony tried not to notice the dimple on the left side of his mouth. “It doesn’t define me, but it does give me more time.”
“What do you mean, more time?”
“My growth has slowed. Remember how I told you I used to measure my life in inches? Well, I stopped because it always devastated me. By my old calculations I had ten, maybe fifteen years left to live, but my growth seems to have slowed. If things continue on this trajectory, I could have as much as thirty years left.”
Bryony frowned even as she saw the disappointment creep into his face. “What do you mean? You told me nephilim only die by violence or suicide. You’ll live as long as you want to.”
“It’s not that simple, Bryony. When I grow too big—”
“We’ll build a bigger home. We’ll live in a circus tent if we have to.” Her eyes pricked and stung with the tears she held back. “You don’t get to just pick a height and quit when you reach it.”
He sighed and finished his sentence. “There won’t be enough resources to sustain me. It’s the way things go for my kind. You know that. I never hid it from you.”
“But you were supposed to fight it at least.” She backed away from him. “You were supposed to try. Why? Why do you just roll over like this? We’ll grow our own food. We’ll run a ranch. I’ll spend my days stealing everything you need to live. Just don’t kill yourself!” She choked on the words.
“Oh.” Now he seemed to understand. Bryony wouldn’t go down without a fight, and she couldn’t bear anything less from him. “I’m sorry, my love.” My love. “I honestly thought you’d be pleased. I’ve always expected a shorter-than-average lifespan. I guess I neglected to tell you, didn’t I? I just assumed you understood.”
“How could I?” She glared at him. “I don’t know any nephilim other than you.”
“Neither do I.” He bit his lips in a nervous gesture she’d just begun to notice he had. “But it doesn’t matter now. I have so much more time than I thought. I’m sorry it turned out to be less than you expected.”
“That’s an understatement,” she muttered.
He shook his head and spread his hands. “This is ridiculous. We don’t even have to think about this right now. I can’t understand why it’s worrying you so much.”
“Because it’s my lifespan too!” The words flew from her mouth before she could stop them. She hadn’t even seen them coming. But as soon as she spoke them, she knew they were the only way to make him see reason. “It is, isn’t it? I assume you can’t worship anyone while you’re stretched between worlds. So how long do we get to live, Michael, since it’s entirely up to you now?”
All the color drained from his face. Finally, he drew a deep breath and stood. “I should get back. I was only given a ten-minute break.”
“What?” So in order to avoid their current argument, he’d circled back to the old one. “You can take as long as you want. You’re not the property of this hotel.” He was backing toward the door. “Michael!”
“This is the only way I can provide for you right now.” He sounded just as frustrated as she did. “Just let me do this. Please? So you don’t have to sleep on the streets tonight? I really don’t mind. We’ll talk about the rest later.”
And then he left. Bryony watched the door close and sat mute for several seconds before she found her voice again. “But I have a house!” 

      [image: ]People were never really a problem for Michael. If they wanted to ignore him, he was fine with that. If they wanted to bombard him with questions, he was fine with that too—within reason, of course. People were people, and they’d never done him any real harm. Bryony, it seemed, had a different experience, and Michael was disappointed in himself for not understanding that sooner. Trust was in short supply for her, and she quickly rose to the bait whenever Michael’s dignity was on the line. Part of him was touched. Another part wished she would just let things go. She would have to get used to little intrusions if she intended to make a life with him. He became a public figure wherever he went, whether he liked it or not. It was so much easier to assume people had the best intentions. If he allowed himself too much bitterness, he would break.
He completed the rest of his shift with as good an attitude as he could manage. Children held their hands up to his, marveling at the difference in size. Taller adults tried to reach high enough to touch the wall beside his head. More than a few young women blushed when they introduced themselves, which gave his ego a boost. But all the while, he thought of Bryony sitting alone in their hotel room, quietly seething. By evening, Michael had worked himself into a knot of nerves. He could barely keep his hands from trembling when he held them out for photographs.
He wasn’t the right partner for Bryony. If she was smart, she’d team back up with Loki, gather a new congregation to sustain her indefinitely, and walk away from Michael forever. She’d been functionally immortal before she met him. How had he expected her to react upon learning that his lifespan, and consequently hers, would now be even shorter than average? Honestly, he hadn’t expected anything, and that was the problem. He hadn’t thought about how it would affect her because he’d never really dealt with the knowledge himself. He’d just filed it away under Inevitable Things and then done his very best not to think about it.
Now he had no choice but to think about it.
After seven, Gloria thanked Michael and let him go for the night. By the time he reached the door to his room, all the fear he’d barely stifled throughout the day surfaced. His heart pounded, and his palms began to sweat.
If she was smart, she would walk away.
If she was smart, she’d be gone.
Despite his own obsessive thoughts, he was still shocked when he opened the door to their hotel room and found it empty. His breath caught. She was gone.
The nightmare scenario Michael had imagined over and over again had come true. She’d left him. She’d really left him. He searched the room like a thief, turning over what was there, even looking under the bed in one desperate, ridiculous moment. “No, no, no, no, no.” His own frantic voice echoed in his ears. The room thoroughly upended, he started down the halls, opening every unlocked door.
Nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing.
He went outside and checked the parking lot. No sign of her. “Damn it!” He checked the beach—a long jog in one direction before he sprinted in the other. He did the same on the highway, jogging south in his bandaged feet before the nagging thought that she might be headed north turned him around. None of it made sense. He was irrational. He couldn’t pick a course. She could be anywhere. This was a waste of time.
He stopped running, though his heart wouldn’t quiet. Why hadn’t he just talked to her like she wanted? Why had he walked away? He couldn’t berate himself enough for his own stubbornness. He turned back toward the hotel. Bryony was somewhere beyond his reach. Come morning, she would need a place to shelter, water to drink, food to eat, and she didn’t even speak the language. He had failed to protect her.
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