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Chapter One



Mutmumtazarek




I should have known it was too good to be true as soon as
they gave me sealed orders.



At first I was optimistic. Here I sat in the belly of one of
our biggest black ops helicopters with forty-nine of my fellow demons, stripped
naked to our bat wings and our fanny packs, ready to make our entry into the
field at nineteen hundred hours.



We were hovering over a sleepy little neighborhood in
Chicago, a place I’d only seen on television.



But we weren’t moving.



Because not content with launching an all-out assault, the
Regional Office was coordinating, if you can imagine that, the assault with a
similar vehicle from the Home Office. Two immense, cumbersome bureaucracies, so
old and sloppy they’re like zombies with dead parts dropping off all over, coordinating.



Trying to picture fifty naked angels in one of their
gooney-bird airships, my mind boggled.



Still, I was chuffed to be back in the field. After manning
a desk for centuries, I tingled in places I’d forgotten I had.



I flexed my wings and tested my talons. Yup. Not too rusty.



We hovered.



As I sat there, wearing nothing but a fanny pack containing
the essentials—credit card, toothbrush, condoms full of holes, and my orders—I
realized that something had gone wrong.



What was holding things up?



I could hear explosions below us, reaching almost as high as
our helo. Surely no earthly weapons could have an effect on us?



The team captain yelled.



Guys ahead of me began bailing out of the open bay. Flashes
of brilliant-colored light went off intermittently. I smelled sulfur, though
that could have been me. They were jumping down into the colors.



By the lingering afterglow of one long red blast, I
furtively pulled out my orders. This was strictly against procedure, but I was
a field operative for only four centuries. I’d been a desk clerk a lot longer.



I didn’t trust the Regional Office not to fuck something up.



I peered at the orders sheet.



Boy, was I surprised. At the name of our lone target most of
all. Fifty ops from each office, a joint task force, the whole unfathomably
complex and bureaucratic rigmarole, to get one guy?



Oh well. Mine not to reason why. Mine but to make somebody
else die.



The line in front of me dwindled rapidly.



Geronimo.



Or something like that.



As I bailed out, I saw the red, bat-winged figures of my
teammates below me. They weren’t descending in tight, vulture-like, controlled
spirals.



They were falling like rocks.



Occasionally a wing would catch the air and a guy would
slow, twirling insanely like a maple seed.



Then—bam!—I could hear them hitting rooftops, the cars, the
street.



Holy Moses.



So, again contrary to orders, I veered sharply as I exited
the helo, gliding westward away from the landing zone. Now I saw my opposite
numbers exiting their gooney bird, and they too were falling like rocks, like
albatrosses winged and flailing.



Those colored sparks were mostly gone, although I could now
see a huge blaze of multicolored fire below, arranged in an ominous-looking
circle. Rooftop, I guessed. And then foom, just as I was congratulating
myself on escaping whatever got the rest of the task force, another shell went
off from that rooftop.



I descended through a cloud of green sparks.



I smelled sulfurous cinders in the air as I skimmed over the
landing zone. It was those almost-extinguished, darkened sparks that had got my
teammates, I was willing to bet.



Shit, and I was headed right down into the stuff.



I soared down in a tight spiral through sparks that stung
and numbed me.



Unbelievable. Had those ground-bound land mammals finally
figured out how to fight back against heaven and hell?



Unthinkable.



Unless it wasn’t them at all, but this one guy we were
after.



That made sense. He’d always been a smart one.



My wings had gone numb. I felt myself beginning to spin out
of control.



I saw a wall and a vast area of darkness beyond it.



Another tremendous green flower erupted in the sky above me.
I was temporarily blinded.



When my eyes cleared, I saw I was very close to hitting that
wall. I had just enough time to realize this, stick out a wing to divert, and
see the last of the angels skimming below me.



He hit the top of the wall and flipped over it like a
Chinese acrobat, hitting my thigh a glancing blow with his wing.



The two of us tumbled over the wall.



We fell twenty feet into a pond.



Mella




Keek and I were putting ourselves to sleep by complaining
about men when we heard a commotion in the street. She peeked out first.
Something banged like cars smacking together. “Oh my god!” she yelped.



I came to the window. “What is it? I’m in my nightshirt.”



“This guy just fell off a building and hit that car. Oh my god,
there goes another one!”



I looked out. A guy was indeed lying on his back on the hood
of a parked car. It seemed he had landed on a sheet, something white anyway. A
woman came running out of the apartment building across the street and flung
herself on him. That was weird.



“Should we dial 911?” I said. Then I noticed the other guy.
He’d landed on the sidewalk, where he lay in a puddle of blood. No—was he lying
on a big red cloth? And some woman was bending over him, kissing him. “Super
weird.”



“Hey, fireworks!” Keek said, pointing.



As I looked, a huge blast of green sparkles erupted in the
sky and then faded. Something white whizzed past our window, swooped, and went up.
I gaped. It was a man, a naked man, and he had huge white feathery wings.



A moment later, a naked man with huge red bat wings followed
him.



They skimmed over the cemetery wall and disappeared into the
darkness.



“I’m going out there,” Keek announced, grabbing her keys and
jamming her feet into her shoes.



“Wait!” I yelled. “You don’t know what’s happening!”



“Yes, I do,” she said. “Take your mouth guard out. You’re scary enough with your hair down your back as it is.”



“Wait, what’s happening?” I shrieked down the stairs after
her. “You’re in your pajamas!”



Her voice floated up to me. “It’s raining men!”



Mutmumtazarek




I was waving my orders sheet, trying to dry it out enough
to read it, when the angel dragged himself out of the pond. He had a long cut
on one thigh that streamed blood.



“Let me
see your orders,” I said.



“What
happened?” He seemed dazed.



“C’mon,
c’mon.” I snapped my fingers. “This is war. Pay attention.”



He hunted in his own fanny pack and came up with his own
soaking-wet orders sheet. I unrolled it.



“Here
we go. No, bless it, there’s no mission target listed on this one.” I looked at
my own orders sheet and got a shock.



The name and address of the guy we were after was gone. Big
ol’ blank spot on the page.



Good thing I’d read it illegally before we jumped.



I looked at the angel’s orders again. There, in the CCs, was
his own name, Jioffriel, carefully circled in pencil. But where the
target’s name and address had been, it was blank.



What could this possibly mean?



We had bigger problems at the moment.



We were cut off from our teams. Mortal women were attacking.
All I had to work with were incomplete orders and this doofy-looking, injured
angel.



“We’d
better share names,” I said. “If one of us gets into trouble, we can extract
each other.”



“I’m
Jioffriel. Jeff to my friends,” the angel said faintly, holding his hand over
his bleeding thigh.



“Mutmumtazarek,”
I said. “Mutt to you.” I looked at the blood running out between his fingers.
“We’d better get moving.”



He squinted. “You’re a demon, right?”



What kind of field ops had the Home Office scraped up? I
gave him a smack upside the head. “You seem a little fuzzy, bro. That why they
circle your name on every memo?”



He put his hand on his head, transferring some of the blood
running from his thigh to his face. “Ow.”



“Or is
it to keep all those kajillions of angels busy?” I looked past him and saw the
cemetery gate. “There’s the exit. Let’s reconnoiter.”



We limped through the shadows of the trees and peered down
the driveway at the world outside the tall barred gate.



The first thing I saw was an angel lying on his back on the
crushed-in hood of a car, not thirty yards away. A woman in—pajamas?—knelt on
the hood, her hands on each side of his face. She seemed to be sucking on him.



Beyond them, I could see another woman bending over a demon
who’d fallen on the street. His red leather wings twitched and flopped
helplessly. As I watched, she bent to him and opened her mouth, completely
fearless.



I backed into the deep shadow of a chestnut tree. Jeff
staggered. I put my shoulder under his.



“Angels
and demons helpless?” I muttered. “Being vampirized by—by sleepwalkers?”



What’s happening?



I admit I sweated with fear.



When I looked again, I saw someone quite close by,
silhouetted against distant car headlights, grasping the iron bars of the gate.



An angel! And she wasn’t stunned or dead!



I felt a momentary relief, until I remembered that there
were no girl angels on the task force. Home Office prejudice. Of course, there
were no girl demons on the task force either, but we’re supposed to be chauvinist
pigs.



Sure looked like an angel, though.



She was tall, with long, fluffy, fair hair that caught the
light of car headlights behind her, and she wore a light-colored robe down to
her feet. I could see the outline of her big curvy body whenever the headlights
flashed.



So she couldn’t be an angel. That meant she was one of the
vampire women. And she’d found us.



Mella



It’s raining men!



My heart gave one crazy thump, and then I went pelting down
the stairs after Keek, stuffing my keys into the pocket of my flannel granny
nightgown and nearly falling because I was trying to scuff my feet into my
Crocs at the same time.



Keek was already in the street, running for the cemetery
gate.



The girl on the guy on the car looked up and hissed as we
passed. “Mine!”



“All
right, sheesh,” I muttered, puffing to catch up with Keek.



Keek turned. “Are you coming?” She saw the woman kissing the
guy on the car hood and stopped, her mouth hanging open. I ran across
Ravenswood Avenue to the cemetery gate.



And there they were, walking out of the deepest darkness of
the cemetery, appearing and disappearing in flashes as they passed under the
heavy-leafed trees. A pale man, limping, caped in white wings. And beside him,
with an arm under the pale one’s shoulder, a dark man.



I put my hands on the cold iron bars of the gate. My breath
stopped.



He was winged, too, but his wings were dark,
bat-wing-shaped, with pointy bits going up and down. He was kind of helping the
angel-winged guy along. As they approached the gate, they stopped and looked at
us.



He was bare naked.



I breathed shallowly and quietly, in case he should
disappear.



The big light on top of the gate shone down on them.



The angel was holding his hand over his thigh, which seemed
to be bleeding.



The other one—oh my.



The other one was sculpted like a Greek god, all bulk and
flat planes of muscle. His skin tone, in the yellowish streetlight and the
whiter light from the cemetery gate lamps, seemed to shift from a rich brown to
mahogany red.



As he turned, putting his hands on the angel as if to say, Stay
here, I saw that he had a thick shock of reddish-black hair that stuck up
all roostery, like a mohawk, and it bristled all down his back—but it wasn’t a
ponytail. It grew all down his neck and down his back, tapering until it disappeared
at his tailbone.



And, oh, that back.



I have a weakness for muscly backs.



When he turned back to face the gate, he seemed to grow
taller. His shoulders got bigger. His wings rose up behind him a moment. And
his big demon cock glowed darkly, like a magic truncheon at his crotch.



He looked ready to pounce.



I should probably have backed away from the gate.



I couldn’t move.



He came about three feet away and stopped, looking down at
me, his eyes full of danger. Big dark eyes. Strong chin. His face looked
battered, all man. Lovely cheekbones, though. Little—ulp—little red horns
curving out of his brow.



My mouth was totally dry.



“What’s
going on here?” he demanded.



And in that moment, I knew he was afraid.



“Mine,”
I heard that woman on the car hood hiss again.



His gazed flicked past me. What must he think?



“Mutt,”
said the angel faintly.



The man in front of me—okay, the demon, I couldn’t kid
myself he was anything else—turned toward him, snarling.



He’s afraid.



Somehow he’d fallen into this place, and strange things were
happening, strange things he didn’t understand.



He was big and beautiful and dangerous and scared. Like a
puma trapped in an inner city alley, lost outside his natural habitat of forest
and barren rock, he was freaking out.



I didn’t want to scare him worse.



I didn’t even care if he was a demon.



I breathed his name. “Mutt.”



Isn’t there some kind of rule, if you say their name three
times, they show up? Or is that just in the movies?



His head snapped around. Our eyes met. I leaned into the
gate, feeling my nightgown billow around me, smelling linden flowers perfuming
the air, gripping the iron bars so hard I didn’t realize they were cold.



Something inside me opened up like a door.



I realized how very large I felt inside. Big enough to
cradle a puma.



He stood in front of me, his shoulders bulked up, his wings
high behind him, his hands fisted at his sides, his chest heaving and running
with sweat.



He’s so afraid.



I wanted to reassure him. Gentle him somehow.



“Mutt,
I don’t care,” I began. I don’t care if you’re from hell.



Bright light flashed on his face from behind me. He winced.



“Come
away from the gate. The cemetery is now closed.”



In that moment, Keek screamed in my ear.



“The
blood! Oh my god, he’s bleeding! The blood!” She stood beside me, clawing
through the bars.



I looked past Mutt. The angel was collapsing slowly onto the
driveway. Mutt turned and ran to him.



“The cemetery is closed for the night. Come away from the
gate.”



Damned cops.



I pried my fingers off the bars and took one step back.



Mutt picked up the angel in his big, maroon, muscly arms and
loped off into the darkness.



The cop’s loudspeaker blared on and on.



Reluctantly, I turned away.



Mutmumtazarek



I was probably the only person who had heard the blonde
whisper my name.



Damn Jeff for telling her!



I was panting as if I’d flown a hundred miles.



Every hair on my body stood up. I felt a crazy urge to throw
Jeff to the ground and run back to her.



Mutt, she had whispered. Mutt, I don’t care.



My arms trembled, holding Jeff. If she said my name again,
I’d have to go.



The amplified voice came again, ordering them away from the
gate. Police?



Anyway, they distracted the blonde. I hitched Jeff into my
arms and ran away along the wall, out of sight of the gate. The hysterical
woman was talking to the police, babbling about an angel bleeding inside the
cemetery.



A plan formed in my head.



I still remembered the target’s address, even though the
orders sheet had gone blank. Archimedes! I could find Archie. I could make him
shelter us until I could glue Jeff back together. And then I could find out
what the hell was going on here.



Jeff had bled so much that he was too slippery to carry. At
the base of the cemetery wall, a quarter mile away from the gate and its scary
female mortals, I laid him down on the grass. Putting my palms on his leg, I
concentrated until I felt his wound close and the flow of blood stop. He looked
awfully pale, even for a white-on-rice angel. I bit my lip and looked up at the
Chicago night sky.



The colored sparks had stopped bursting overhead. Clouds hid
the stars. The clouds were faintly orange, as if they reflected hellfire, but I
knew it was just streetlights. What had become of the field if their very skies
looked like the Regional Office’s?



Don’t die, Jeff. I
looked down at his still form. You and I
may be the only ones left.



I shook off the mood and tried to remember Archie’s address.
It should be very near—like, on the other side of this wall.



Jeff groaned.



I sighed and hoisted him to my shoulder again. Then, with no
sinister grace whatsoever, I flew over the cemetery wall.



Mella



Keek had hysterics. She told the cop someone was in the
cemetery. Of course he shone his flashlight through the bars of the gate. Of
course there was nothing to see. She kept trying to convince him that a dark
patch forty feet into the driveway was blood, and he kept telling her to go
home and sleep it off.



I tugged at her arm until she came away with me. The cop got
in his squad car and rolled on. The first pajamas woman and her angel had
disappeared from the car hood, which was badly smashed in. The second pajamas
woman and her demon had left the street, although there was an impressive dent
in the asphalt where he had fallen.



“Raining
men,” I said, bemused.



Keek wouldn’t come inside with me. She was crying so hard,
her makeup was all over her face. “He’s out there! He’s bleeding! He’s hurt! I
can’t just go to bed! I have to find him! I have to help him! He’s mine! Oh
god, Mella, I have to find him!”



I tried to calm her down. “He has Mutt helping him,” I said.



“Mutt?”



“The
demon.”



“There’s
a comfort!” Keek howled, and laughed wildly. “A demon is taking care of him!”



“I
don’t think he’ll hurt him,” I said, but I doubt she heard me. “Come back to
the apartment. They’re gone.”



“He’s
out there,” she said stubbornly. “I have to look for him.” She looked demented
and lost. She still wore her jammies. Clearly she was ready to go on safari
right this minute.



I gave up. Keek lived a risky lifestyle, to say the least.
Many was the time she had come home in torn clothes. Tonight, probably even a
mugger would take one look at her and seek less crazy prey.



“Be
careful, will you?” I said.



Off she went, half-jogging, half-staggering down Ravenswood
Avenue like a lunatic, looking into buildings and cars and watching the sky.



I shuffled back to our apartment in my nightie and Crocs. I
had a lot to think about.



Mutmumtazarek



Jeff was dead weight on my shoulder. I had to keep
stopping on rooftops to shift him. When I thought we were close to our
destination, I pulled out my orders sheet again in the vain hope that the
target’s information might have reappeared on it.



Nope.



The angel moaned. I unsnapped his fanny pack and fished out
his orders sheet. Nope, as before, a big blank spot where Archie’s name and
address had been. And as before, there was the angel’s name, Jioffriel,
faintly circled in pencil.



But while I watched, Jeff’s name faded and vanished.



Even the pencil mark disappeared.



Every hair on my back rose up and quivered.



I checked my own orders sheet again.



My own name was gone.



I stared wildly around me at the Chicago night. Comfortingly
hellish-orange streetlight showed me the low rooftops of houses, two-flat and
four-flat apartment buildings, cars parked silent on the narrow streets in
front of them, and the railroad tracks running silvery along the elevated line
across from my rooftop.



Of the Regional Office’s helo, the Home Office’s gooney
bird, the rest of the Joint Task Force, the now-helpless fallen demons and
angels, and the mortal women who had seized them, vampirized them, and
presumably dragged them into the dark lairs lining the streets, I saw no sign.



Now I was seriously disturbed.



Jioffriel moaned again, fainter this time.



Shit, if he croaked on me, I’d be alone out here. Alone with
all those vampire women, who had no fear of us.



Thinking of my close call at the cemetery gate, I shivered.
That blonde with her billowy white robe, the perfume in her hair, and, when she
opened her mouth to breathe my name, her midnight-black teeth.



Why had I told this dope my name in the cemetery? He’d just
blurted it right out, and the vampire blonde picked it up, bang.



She was quick.



She might even now be on our trail.



I forced myself to slow down and think.



I had no clothes, no food, and whatever money the Regional Office
had put in my fanny pack. I checked. No money. I had a credit card, but the
space for a name on that was blank, too, which gave me another shiver.



That left my original plan to force Archie to shelter us. I
hoisted the angel to my shoulder and coasted clumsily down to the sidewalk,
where I could check building addresses. Yup. Archie should be right—next—door.



I dragged my wounded angel twenty more feet to a factory
building in a long row of factory buildings, and rang the doorbell.



Keek



I was crazy with grief. Maybe Mella didn’t care about
losing her man, but I did.



It’s raining men!



And just my luck, the man, my man, the one Mother
Nature intended for me and me alone, had disappeared in the arms of a demon.
Possibly bleeding to death.



I ran down Ravenswood in my pajamas and flip-flops, not
knowing why I was certain that my angel and the demon had gone south.



Whenever I thought of turning aside, west or east, I felt a
yawning pit of loss and misery open up inside me.



Whenever I turned south again, it was as if a wonderful bell
chimed in my belly. The bell sang yes, yes, yes.



I was lucky that cop hadn’t picked me up for being crazy. I
felt crazy.



Six or seven blocks down, I stopped hearing the bell when I
faced south. I’d come to rely on that inner message so much, I just stood and
swayed, numb with the magnitude of my disaster.



“You
don’t look right,” said a voice beside me.



I looked around listlessly. My street smarts chugged into
first gear.



The neighborhood was deserted in all directions.



Some guy stood there: short, gentle-eyed, concerned.
Well-meaning. Harmless, I decided.



“I’ve
lost someone,” I said.



Suddenly I heard that bell chime again inside. It wasn’t for
this guy. But something about this guy. Or maybe it was just because I
was facing south again.



He picked up my hand and frowned at it. “You need to
straighten out someplace safe. You’re in no condition to be wandering around
out here like this.”



I let him lead me—south. The bell chimed every now and then,
quieter but still musical, still ringing through my body like a promise.



The guy held my hand as if I was a lost kid sister.



After a while I felt the bell inside shift. Had I passed by
my angel somehow?



I tried to make my would-be protector turn around, but he
wouldn’t let go of my hand. By now I was too tired and hysterical and miserable
to fight. He led me to his loft on Ravenswood Avenue and put me to bed with a
cup of hot chocolate and marshmallows.



I sat on the edge of the bed, crying hopelessly, telling him
I don’t know what, while he put my flip-flops on the floor and cleaned my
filthy bare feet with a wet washrag and said, “Uh-huh, uh-huh,” as if he
thought I was too high to make sense.



Somewhere I heard a doorbell buzz.



Along with it, the bell inside me began to ring louder.



I drank some hot chocolate. I felt a little better.



The inner bell rang louder and louder, filling me with
peace.



Eventually I drank all the hot chocolate and the guy turned
out the light and left the room and I turned over on my side and slept, crying
a little now and then, holding myself tight, because I thought I could feel my
angel close to me.




_______________
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