
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Revoking unruly demons back to Hell is a rough job, but for Theodora, Annabeth, and Harriet, the three half-human women who do it on behalf of the Daemonium, it pays the bills. Plus, demons are jerks, so they’re kind of doing everyone a favor. But when an angel appears with the shocking news that someone has started opening the seven seals of the Apocalypse, setting in motion the end of the world, they find themselves facing a seemingly impossible problem: how do you find and stop someone who scares even angels…and you work for demons?

			 

			It’s a dangerous mission with terrible odds. Already, Pestilence—the first Horseman of the Apocalypse—has been released, and the longer it takes them to find the culprit, the more Horsemen will be freed. As the women crisscross the city, desperately trying to piece together the clues that could help them save humanity, they discover that a secret kept from them since birth holds the key to stopping the Apocalypse…or completing it.
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			If you enjoy your romance mixed with a rip-roaring adventure, then this is the book for you. Karen Frost allowed her characters to become more than they ever could as individuals. By joining together as the Lady Adventurers Club, they found strengths they could never have imagined. For some, they found a love that they never knew existed. I was swept away with them.

			 -The Lesbian Review

			I loved the women of The Lady Adventurers Club, it was such a great read. It had what I was looking for in a historical novel and from this genre of book. The characters were interesting, and I was invested in the adventure that was going on. I really enjoyed reading this, and I hope the women have another adventure.

			 -Kathryn M., NetGalley

			Fun beginning of what I hope is a new series. This is an adventure to read, think Indiana Jones but with a team of talented women.

			-Kaye C., NetGalley

			For those looking for an action/adventure story and a little romance, this is the book for you
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			I had a lot of fun reading this book. If you love adventure, intrigue, romance, and a bit of the paranormal in your historical fiction novels, then give this book a try.
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Chapter One

			Andromalius’s instructions had been clear. “Kill that fucking shit stain Merihem and text me when it’s done.” Andromalius wasn’t the sentimental type. Nor was he the forgiving type. Whatever Merihem had done, it was enough to get him a one-way ticket straight back to Hell, courtesy of the three women currently crouched in the hallway outside his door.

			Theodora didn’t care what the demon had done. She never did. All she cared about was that in a few minutes, he was going to rejoin all the other miserable excuses for demons who couldn’t keep it together on Earth and were now going to be stuck in Hell for the rest of eternity.

			She hefted her shotgun, snugging the butt into her shoulder and aiming over the black barrel at the pallid green door in front of her. The paint was peeling at the edges, and decades of hands had left dirty, blotchy stains around the knob. Demons like Merihem always lived in seedy, run-down apartment buildings like this. Roaches liked the company of other roaches.

			“He better not be a fire-breather,” Annabeth muttered under her breath behind Theodora. The small woman was kneeling with her shoulder against the wall, her fingers wrapped tightly around a medieval-looking thick black morning star. If the demon stared out his peephole, the hallway would appear empty. He wouldn’t see them coming. “This is my favorite cardigan. I don’t want holes in it.”

			Theodora rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything. The aforementioned black cardigan made Annabeth look like an elderly Latina librarian, an effect reinforced by her large, thick glasses. In Theodora’s opinion, Merihem would be doing her a favor if he torched it. She was too young to look like a grandmother. But then again, Annabeth had a closet full of cardigans. The loss of this one wouldn’t dent the collection.

			“I bet he runs,” Harriet said. She was leaning casually against the railing, watching the door with deceptive casualness. Although her hands were empty, the black handle of her katana was visible over her shoulder. She could draw it in under a second, more than enough time if Merihem somehow caught on to what was waiting for him and decided to go on the offensive first.

			“He better not,” Theodora growled, annoyed by even the prospect of it.

			The first problem with hunting down insubordinate demons was that each of them had some kind of demonic ability or talent they inevitably tried to use to defend themselves. Andromalius had a fucking terrible habit of not mentioning what their targets’ supernatural abilities were when he sent the women to revoke them, so it was always an unwelcome surprise to see what waited for them on the other side of a door. And fire-breathing, as her wardrobe could attest, was an annoyingly common talent. As was venom-spitting.

			The second problem was that their targets never went quietly. Those turdgurglers may have come from Hell, but they absolutely didn’t want to go to back there. Nothing was worse than Hell, even for a demon, so predictably, they either fought or ran.

			Theodora hated when they ran. She was too old to go chasing after demons. Even thinking about running was exhausting. She might have chased demons when she was younger and had stamina and lung capacity, leaping over garbage cans and parkouring down stairwells, but she was too old for that shit now. Now she’d rather shoot them in the face and go from there. Less cardio was more.

			She kicked the door to Merihem’s apartment a few times with her heavy black boot, the leveled shotgun barrel not wavering an inch. The sound echoed hollowly, like the distant boom of a cannon firing. No one inside could miss hearing it. Nor could the neighbors, although none of them would care or dare to investigate who had come knocking at this hour. In a place like this, the three women could be anything from undercover police to drug dealers to gang members. No one, in short, you wanted to meet face-to-face unless you wanted trouble.

			Silence. For a moment, Theodora wondered if Merihem was out. That would be aggravating. One visit to this shithole was enough. She didn’t feel like making a repeat visit. And they weren’t exactly going to camp out for a few hours. She had shit to do at home, like laundry.

			Finally, she heard muffled shuffling inside. The lock clicked. She looked down at Annabeth and nodded. They didn’t need to exchange words. Everyone knew what would happen next.

			The door started to open, creaking noisily.

			She didn’t wait for whoever was on the other side to finish. Her finger pulled gently on the trigger. The weapon roared in response. She gritted her teeth as the butt of the shotgun kicked into her shoulder so hard it made her collarbone burn. Her ears rang.

			In front of her, a dozen small holes appeared in the door, perfectly round and black. She pumped the slide, ignoring the shell that ejected beside her, and fired a quick second round. Then, without pausing, she raised her knee and drove her foot into the door. The chain keeping it closed gave way easily, the thin metal links snapping without even a hint of resistance.

			The door didn’t open very far. After only a few feet, it hit whoever was standing on the other side and came to an abrupt stop. She grunted and kept pushing, forcing it open until whoever was on the other side moved, creating a gap she surged through. In the sickly yellow light of the apartment, she saw that the buckshot had caught Merihem—she recognized him from the grainy, black-and-white picture Andromalius had sent—in the left side of his wide face. It made him look like he was suffering from a particularly bad case of chickenpox.

			As he stumbled backward, he listed into the wall, one hand rising to his face and the other hand reaching weakly out as though to stop her. She glanced past him, confirming he was alone. She’d only made that mistake once. She could still remember the shock of watching her own teeth fly out of her mouth like rice at a wedding when the second demon inside sprang into action. Lesson learned.

			Satisfied, she looked back at Merihem. She wasn’t surprised to find the demon was as unsavory as everything else in the apartment building. His white wifebeater had yellow-brown stains at the armpits and in a vee down the front. His greasy black hair was spiked like he was in an alt-rock band from the early 2000s, and between the purple under his eyes and the paleness of his skin, he looked like he hadn’t seen the sun in weeks. Most likely, he hadn’t. He didn’t seem the type to do anything more ambitious than stay home binging on Cheetos and bottom-shelf liquor, but he had done something, and whatever it was had been bad enough that the Daemonium, his own people, had wanted him revoked. That meant he was dangerous in some way. Probably. Or else an excessive embarrassment to his kind.

			The third problem with hunting demons was they healed quickly, even when the bullets were blessed by a priest. In a minute, the buckshot Theodora had blasted into Merihem would begin to squeeze out of his healing skin and fall to the carpet like metal rain. Then it would be game on. She pumped the slide once more, ready to dispatch him back to Hell, but before she could pull the trigger, he grabbed the barrel, redirecting it just in time. A lamp exploded as the tiny apartment’s living room was sprayed with buckshot.

			She grunted, annoyed. It was normally at this point, after the door had been kicked open and the demon caught sight of who was on the other side, that every demon they’d ever hunted either tried to run or fight. Merihem, it turned out, was a fighter. And he was not only strong, but fast. Before Theodora could react, he grabbed higher up the barrel with his second hand and yanked hard. Since she hadn’t expected it, the maneuver sent her staggering past him into the living room.

			Annabeth, who had followed her into the apartment, swung at him with her morning star, trying to finish what Theodora had started with a crushing blow to the skull, but he was again too fast. He blocked her swinging arm, redirecting the weapon so that it slammed into the drywall behind him with a soft thud. She struggled to wrench the spikes free, finally tearing them out with a chunk of drywall still attached. Before she could wind up for another blow, however, he sucker-punched her in the stomach with a fist the size of a softball. She immediately doubled over with a squeak, her face twisting into a grimace of pain.

			Theodora reseated her gun in her shoulder, looking for a shot, but it was too dangerous. Not only would she almost certainly hit Annabeth, but also Harriet, who was standing in the doorway. She growled, shaking her head. She would have to wait for a better opportunity. In the meantime, Annabeth was on her own.

			Merihem raised his leg to kick Annabeth in the stomach, taking advantage of her injury, but before he could, she straightened, twisting her upper body at the same time. The morning star swung in an arc that—if successful—would have run from his hip to his chin. Instead, the spikes met only air. Surprisingly agile for a lowlife, he had dodged at the very last minute, backing away from her and toward the living room and Theodora.

			“Come on,” Theodora growled, pumping herself up.

			She glanced around the apartment. Since it was too risky to use her gun now that Annabeth had joined the fray, it was time to get a little creative. She threw the weapon down on the tan shag carpet and grabbed a frying pan conveniently located on the kitchen counter. It was the heavy, cast-iron kind, with egg still burned on from whenever he’d last used it—which, based on his overall level of hygiene, could have been weeks ago. Holding it like a baseball bat, she crossed the few steps to the demon then swung it at the back of his head, taking advantage of his distraction to deliver a sneak attack.

			She was surprised to hear a soft metallic clang as it connected. “What the—?”

			She didn’t have any more time to think about the unexpected acoustics as Merihem bellowed angrily and rounded on her. He grabbed for her, thick white fingers like overstuffed sausages topped by blackened nails stretching toward her neck. This close, the bright yellow irises and slitted, snakelike pupils of his eyes stood out even in the apartment’s low light. If she hadn’t already seen eyes like that a thousand times, she might have been shocked into stillness by their inhumanness. But this was just another day at the office, and he was just another dumbshit to take care of.

			She leveled a front kick into his groin. He grunted as it landed, his body bending almost in half as he was pushed back a step. Before he could recover, she followed up with a spectacular blow to the face with the frying pan, swinging for the fences. This time, the sound was more like a quiet gong. He spun to the right, his body limp as a rag doll, and crashed into the wall next to the dirty green couch.

			Annabeth was on him in an instant. She may have been a solid foot shorter than him and a hundred pounds lighter, but she could throw a punch that could fell an ox. Her small brown fist shot like a rocket toward his nose. Theodora could almost hear the crunch of bone as it connected. Then Merihem’s nose exploded, gushing blood everywhere. His head slammed into the wall behind him, then bounced forward. This caused his brain to pinball inside his skull, triggering an immediate, involuntary hard reboot. Although he was technically still standing, it was with the woozy half-consciousness of a boxer.

			Now Harriet stepped into the living room, joining the fray at last. With an effortless elegance, she drew her katana and took Annabeth’s place in front of the demon. Next came the important part, the part that guaranteed Merihem wouldn’t be renewing his lease on this shithole apartment, this year or ever. With grim solemnity, she intoned, “In the name of the Daemonium and the demonic hierarchy, your permission to dwell on Earth is officially revoked.”

			She said the words in Latin, the language of the celestials. It was the language that cast curses and made all covenants binding, demonic or angelic. Just in case the unconscious demon wasn’t up on his dead languages, Theodora added helpfully in English, “Enjoy your eternity in Hell, fuckface.”

			With a smooth, single cut that would have made a samurai cry tears of joy, Harriet severed Merihem’s head from his body. His head fell to the carpet with a dull thud. The rest of his body followed a second later, a heap of limbs and flesh. Theodora stepped back several paces—arterial spray could be unpredictable, and she hated having to clean it off her clothing—and set the frying pan back down where she’d found it.

			Annabeth looked away from the blood rapidly pooling in the carpet, nose wrinkled. Theodora could read her mind. Someone was going to have a sucky job cleaning it all up later. Merihem’s body would exsanguinate before his heart finally stopped pumping, and it wouldn’t take long for that gallon and a half of blood to seep through the carpet and carpet pad into the subfloor. It wasn’t the type of thing you could just get up with some hydrogen peroxide. On the other hand, a newly formed pond of blood was the least of the carpet’s problems—the whole thing smelled like sour milk in the middle of a heat wave.

			Theodora wiped the frying pan’s handle clean of fingerprints using the bottom hem of her white tank top.

			“Next time, you get to come in first,” she grumbled to Harriet. “That sleezeweasel’s breath could’ve knocked down a muskox.”

			Harriet shrugged, unfazed. “Okay.” She retrieved a black piece of cloth from her pocket and used it to quickly wipe the blade of her sword. Satisfied, she resheathed the weapon. Theodora couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy at how smooth Harriet made it all look. The one time she’d tried fighting with a sword, she’d gotten it stuck in a doorframe and had almost been forced to abandon it. She hadn’t tried again.

			She cast a glance at Annabeth. “You okay?”

			“Yes. I’m fine.” But the other woman wasn’t quite standing straight, indicating Merihem’s blow had taken more out of her than she wanted to admit. Theodora shrugged. The pain would wear off in another minute or two. Moving on, she began to scan the room, eager to be out of the filthy apartment. “Okay, let’s see what this fucker did to get himself revoked.”

			They always checked the apartments of the demons they were sent to revoke. Sometimes they found nothing, but occasionally they found things the demons weren’t supposed to have on Earth. When they found those illicit items, they had to bring them back to Andromalius and the Daemonium. Although she couldn’t prove it, Theodora suspected the Daemonium had a room somewhere of confiscated items, like a police station evidence locker. She began pulling up the fading green couch cushions, tossing them carelessly onto the carpet. There was nothing beneath them but years of lint, crushed potato chips, and an empty gum wrapper.

			She squinted at the walls. Sometimes demons liked to hide things on the backs of pictures or in safes. Not Merihem. The yellowing walls of his apartment were as smooth and bare as a prison cell. He definitely wasn’t hiding anything there.

			Annabeth stepped into the tiny galley kitchen, opening the few cabinet doors and peering inside. “Nothing here.” She opened the refrigerator. “He liked Chinese food.” Pause. “Oh God, is that…Is that a maggot?”

			“Dinner?” Harriet suggested.

			As Annabeth made muffled gagging noises, Theodora moved on to the bedroom. The floor was littered with clothing the demon had been too lazy to pick up, detritus that would soon find its way into garbage bags as the apartment was prepared for the next occupant. She stepped on it guiltlessly, her boots crushing new wrinkles into the shirts and yellowing underwear. The only furniture in the bedroom was a bed and a dresser, both of which had seen better days. She pulled the dresser drawers out one by one, dumping their contents onto the floor and checking their bottoms for anything that might be taped beneath them. Nothing. Kneeling, she ran her hands along the inside and back of the dresser, feeling for concealed compartments. Still nothing.

			“Come on, you muppethead, I know you’ve got something here,” she murmured. And it was true. She had a sixth sense for sniffing out what the rogue demons were hiding. If it was here, she would find it.

			Standing back up, she turned her attention to the bed. She slapped the thin, lumpy pillows, feeling for anything he might have hidden in a pillowcase, but they collapsed with sorrowful, silent sighs. Huffing her annoyance, she got on her hands and knees to look under the bed, carefully scanning for any slits cut in the box spring, but aside from a few socks she had absolutely no fucking intention of touching, there was nothing there either.

			She sat back on her heels, ignoring the crinkle in her knees, and considered the open closet door. Merihem would hardly be the first demon to hide something under a fake floor, behind a hidden panel, or even in a shoebox on the top shelf. Before she could get to her feet to go look, however, Harriet called out.

			“Oooooh boy. Found it.”

			Her tone—surprise mixed with something else that sounded oddly like awe—instantly put Theodora on alert. She unfolded herself, ignoring the soft grunt of protest from her lower vertebrae, and headed for the source of Harriet’s voice, arriving at the same time as Annabeth.

			Over the years, the women had seen a lot of shit. They definitely hadn’t seen this kind of shit. Theodora gaped, then immediately covered her nose with her hand, fighting to avoid retching. “What the fuck is that?”

			In the small bathroom, Harriet was standing between the toilet and the bathtub. The latter was a relic from older times, white porcelain with heavy iron claw feet. While it would have been considered chic and trendy in an upscale house, in this apartment it was both outdated and dilapidated. And it was filled with blood. Blood and entrails and Theodora was pretty sure at least one eyeball. It smelled one hundred percent as awful as one would expect of a bathtub of decomposing body fluids.

			“So that’s why he was revoked,” Annabeth said. There was a note of recognition in her voice that indicated this wasn’t just any old bathtub full of blood.

			Without thinking, Theodora crossed her arms, frowning. Of course Annabeth knew what it was. Annabeth was a walking dictionary. Then another wave of stench hit her and she immediately uncrossed her arms, returning the hand to her nose and gesturing to the bath with the other. “Well, what is it?”

			“It’s part of a summoning spell. He was trying to summon something from Hell.”

			“Like what?”

			The petite woman looked around the bathroom, taking in the grody sink stained with streaks of brown calcium deposits and the smudged, streaked mirror. Her eyes fell on a small pile of what looked like dog teeth mixed with black fur sitting on the metal soap dish. She pointed to it with a nod of certainty. “Oude Rode Ogen.”

			“A what?” Theodora said.

			“A hellhound.”

			Harriet raised her thin black eyebrows. “That’s a big no-no.”

			Trying to manifest something from Hell without the express and extremely bureaucratic permission of the Daemonium was definitely more than enough to get Merihem revoked. No wonder the Daemonium had called for a rush job. But it was stupid as shit. What did he want a hellhound for? Even if he had successfully summoned one using his forbidden tomato soup, he would have been caught the second he took his new pet for a walk. Demons that dumb deserved revocation, and Theodora was happy to be the one to carry that out.

			“Good thing we got to him before he completed the spell,” Annabeth observed, adjusting her glasses with her thumb and forefinger. “Otherwise, Andromalius probably would have sent us after the hellhound as well.”

			Theodora considered the idea. She wasn’t sure if it would be easier or harder to kill a hellhound than a demon. Probably harder. They were likely smarter than their summoners.

			She heard something in the distance and snapped to attention.

			“Time to get out of this roach motel,” she told her companions.

			“We can’t just leave this.” Annabeth waved her hands toward the bathtub.

			Theodora furrowed her eyebrows. “Why not?” They weren’t a cleaning crew, nor did the Daemonium pay them enough to be.

			Annabeth gave her a stern look that suggested she had said something dangerously close to stupid. “A decapitated body and a bathtub full of blood is noteworthy even for this city.”

			The implication was clear. They didn’t want the police—or, just as bad, the press—investigating. The women never worried the city’s humans would discover they were unwittingly living side by side with angels and demons—there was no chance of that. The celestials were too good at covering their tracks, and what wasn’t covered could be covered up or written off as delusion or misinterpretation. But the women did have to worry that if they got sloppy, someone might come knocking on their door. The Daemonium protected its own, but they weren’t part of the Daemonium; they were just contractors. And as far as any human knew, they had just murdered the shit out of someone.

			“So drain the tub and let’s go,” Theodora said. Her feet itched, restless. Her skin was starting to feel too tight. Apartment buildings like this were unpredictable. There was no telling what might be gathering outside Merihem’s door at this moment. Most of the time when the women carried out a revocation, the residents stayed inside their apartments, afraid of the sound of fighting. But every once in a while, they came ready to brawl, not knowing what was happening but prepared to defend their own. She didn’t feel like fending off angry humans all the way down nine flights of stairs. They should be thanking her for removing a terrible demon from the world, not trying to shank her with a paring knife.

			Harriet ran her hands over her pristine white dress shirt as if to smooth invisible wrinkles. Somehow, she had avoided the dreaded arterial spray despite standing right in front of Merihem. She said firmly, “I’m not touching that.”

			The eyeball in the tub stared at them balefully, floating in the biological equivalent of an oil slick. Theodora looked at Annabeth, who wrapped her arms around herself tightly and refused to make eye contact.

			“This is my favorite cardigan!” she squeaked, shaking her head. “Besides, I cleaned up the mess last time.”

			Theodora glared at both of them. She didn’t want to touch it either. She flexed her jaw, preparing to argue, but then she remembered Annabeth was right—it was her turn. Growling to show she didn’t appreciate what was about to happen, she shook off her leather jacket and shoved it into Harriet’s hands. At least since she was in a tank top, she didn’t have sleeves to roll up. Although that meant more of her skin would be touching the blood directly, which wasn’t much better.

			She took a deep breath, held it, and got down onto her knees next to the bathtub. Harriet and Annabeth owed her for this. Big time.

			Steeling herself, she silently counted to three, then plunged her arm into the tub. Her eyes shut reflexively, blocking out the sight of what she was touching. The blood was lukewarm and uncomfortably viscous. It reached all the way to her elbow, and she had to fight the urge to gag. She began to slide her hand along the bottom of the tub, feeling for the drain as quickly as she could while moving smoothly enough to avoid sloshing the liquid either higher on her arm or out of the bathtub. The last thing she needed was blood on her pants and shoes.

			With her eyes still closed, she could almost pretend she was touching regular bath water. Until her hand brushed against something large and body-part-shaped. She instantly dry heaved.

			“Are you okay?” Theodora could hear the concern in Annabeth’s voice.

			She opened her eyes and glared at the other woman. “You want to feel around?”

			Annabeth shook her head.

			“Thought so.”

			Theodora’s fingers brushed against the stopper. She yanked it gratefully. The drain made a loud, awful gurgle, then, slowly, the blood began to run down the building’s plumbing. She immediately pulled her arm out and rushed to the sink, frantically rubbing her dusky skin with the thin white bar of soap next to the faucet. She couldn’t wash the resulting pink lather off fast enough.

			“Gross.” She checked her tan palm for any remaining flecks of blood that might have gotten caught in the creases. This was definitely the grossest thing she’d had to touch during a revocation, and that included the time she found brain matter in her hair. Fuck Merihem and his dumb ass for trying to summon a hellhound.

			“Uh, Theo…”

			From the tone in Harriet’s voice, Theodora knew she wasn’t going to like what came next. With dread, she turned back to the tub. And felt her stomach sink.

			It looked like someone had poured half-set raspberry Jell-O all over the inside of it. Patches of blood, both dried and gelatinous, clung to the sides and slid slowly toward the drain. But that wasn’t the problem. The blood would come out with a simple rinse, especially if they used the scraggly toilet brush to scrub the porcelain. The problem was the eyeball that was too big to go down the drain. And the arm lying on the bottom of the tub like it was on a goddamn silver platter.

			“Shit.” A beat passed as she stared, mind blank. “What the fuck do we do with those?”

			They couldn’t just throw them in the garbage. The whole idea was to hide what Merihem had been up to, not move it to the first place the cops would look. The police wouldn’t spend too much time investigating a dead lowlife, even if he had been decapitated. They would, however, go all Sherlock Holmes over an eyeball and an arm. That would make the scene a double homicide, not just a regular old homicide, and that was infinitely more interesting to bored detectives.

			“We can stick them in a trash bag and walk it out,” Annabeth suggested. “We can toss it in a dumpster along the street.”

			That idea might have worked had no one been around to see it, but that ship had sailed a few minutes ago. Theodora heard the low murmur of voices outside, indistinct gossip punctuated with exclamations indicating concern and shock. The residents had come to investigate. They wouldn’t forget seeing three armed women walking out with a trash bag slung over their shoulder like Murder Santa.

			She jerked her head at the small, narrow window above the bathtub, thinking fast. “Get that open.”

			“What? Why?” Annabeth asked.

			“Just do it,” Theodora growled.

			Obediently, Annabeth set her morning star down on the tile floor and started to wrestle with the rusty latch, standing on her tiptoes. It took a moment, but eventually the window opened outward with a sharp squeal of protest. The room was immediately filled with fresh air and the sounds of the city below them.

			It was then Harriet realized what Theodora was planning. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“You got a better idea?” Theodora snapped. “I’m all ears.”

			Harriet frowned and shook her head.

			“That’s what I thought.”

			Clenching her teeth and holding her breath, Theodora grabbed the bloated white arm, trying to ignore the way the skin wanted to slough off, and tossed it out the window. The eye followed a moment later, sailing through the air like a bloody golf ball. If someone was walking below, they were about to have a very, very bad day.

			The evidence disposed of, she motioned to the tub. “Get that blood off. Fast.”

			She grabbed the yellowing toilet brush and shoved it at Annabeth, ignoring the bristles that fell off like dandelion seeds. While Annabeth knelt and reluctantly began to scrub the tub, she washed her hands a second time, compartmentalizing her revulsion at what she’d just touched. If she thought about it, she might vomit, so she refused to think about it.

			She finished right as Annabeth did. The tub looked a little better, but it still wasn’t anything someone would want to get into for a nice soak. Good enough. They weren’t the landlord. She grabbed her leather jacket from Harriet and shrugged it on. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Back in the living room, she grabbed her shotgun from the floor. A cluster of round faces peered in through the doorway—at her, at the torn-up apartment, at Merihem’s body and detached head. They formed a gauntlet the three women would have to pass through in order to get out. She threw her shoulders back, undaunted. The best way to get through a situation like this was with confidence. You could get away with anything so long as you were confident about it—even decapitate a demon with a samurai sword and leave its headless body in a puddle of blood.

			She marched toward the rubberneckers with the gun cradled in her hands, daring them to stop her. They did not. Like the Red Sea before Moses, they parted, giving way silently. Head held high, she started down the stairs. Another night, another dead demon. Revocations could get messy, but at least business was always good. The three constants in life were death, taxes, and some demons being absolute fucknuggets that needed permanent time-out in Hell.

			




Chapter Two

			At three in the morning, the diner should have been as quiet and empty as the city streets around it. It was during that dead hour, Harriet always thought, that time seemed suspended and the world shimmered with surreality—a facsimile of the waking world that evanesced with the rising sun. The diner should have been part of that quiet dreaminess, the yellow industrial lighting shining out from its windows transforming it into a lighthouse in a sea of tall, dark buildings. But somehow, the diner never was empty, and reality seeped in relentlessly through the window seals and the occasional opening of the door, refusing to be kept at arm’s length. As a result, what could have been an impressionist’s romantic imagining of a diner became, instead, a realist’s grimy reproduction. But then, there were few things in the city that were beautiful, at least for long.

			After months of coming at exactly three every Thursday, Harriet knew the kinds of people she would see when she walked in: a drunk passed out next to a cup of cold coffee, two or three graveyard-shift workers on break, and even the occasional gangster types with shifty eyes and lumpy brown suits talking business in the corner booth. She slid into the first booth, the one closest to the door, a rip in the vinyl long ago patched with duct tape, and waited, her palms pressed lightly against the table and her back straight. The lighting above her flickered, enough to be noticeable but not quite enough to be annoying. Her eyes took in the room, from the half-filled coffee pot near the register to the man in a rumpled suit at the counter eating what looked like scrambled eggs. It was a quiet night. Or morning, depending on one’s perspective.

			Seeing her, the only waitress working set down the permanently gray-white rag she’d been using to wipe down one of the tables and made her way over, pushing a stray lock of her dirty-blond hair back behind her ear. Harriet’s eyes scanned the white name tag on her pink uniform automatically, although she knew the name. Summer. It was far too cheerful a name for a place like this. It was a paradox, like the woman herself.

			Summer put her hand on her hip and cocked her head, taking Harriet in with kind blue eyes. Normally, Harriet had a talent for not being seen. She was unmemorable. A ghost. But Summer seemed to see right into her. It was a disconcerting feeling.

			“The usual?” Summer asked.

			She had a pretty face. In the many times Harriet had come to the diner since her first visit, she had reached the conclusion that it wasn’t just her name that didn’t fit Summer. Nothing about her belonged in a diner in one of the city’s most dangerous neighborhoods, three in the morning or otherwise. Perhaps that’s why Harriet was so interested in her. It was like finding a beautiful white orchid blooming in a trash dump. There had to be a story behind how a seed inadvertently dropped here had somehow found a way to take root and blossom.

			“Yes, please.” Harriet spoke politely, almost meekly. With her narrow face and short black hair, she could have been mistaken for a beautiful Asian man or an equally beautiful, rather androgynous woman. Her voice, however, was unmistakably feminine.

			Summer nodded, not bothering to write in the order pad at her waist. “You got it. One slice of blueberry pie coming up.”

			She turned away, her blond ponytail swinging across her shoulders, and Harriet’s attention briefly drifted to the street outside the window. As long as she could remember, she had felt that the city was a living, breathing animal—it had its own personality, its own moods. When it was angry, the murder rate went up. When it was sad, the suicide rate. Because she knew the city so well, could almost feel its heart beating deep below the ground, she recognized trouble was brewing. In the last few months, she’d noticed that crime was increasing, anarchy growing. Merihem and his hellhound weren’t a random coincidence. They were a symptom of some deeper disease.

			She rubbed the muscle of her palm at the base of her left thumb. Last week, a demon had stabbed straight through it with a screwdriver during a revocation. The wound had healed within a few hours, but the pain had lingered as a phantom sensation for longer. She wasn’t as young as she used to be. A few years ago, the injury would have been little more than a temporary nuisance. Sighing, she pulled a knife and fork rolled together in a paper napkin from the utensil holder beneath the window and carefully placed all three elements perpendicularly in front of her. Social entropy: the natural decay of structure in a social system. If entropy was increasing in the city, something had to be driving it, but what?

			She must have been lost in thought more deeply than she realized, because when a small, round plate hit the table and slid in between the utensils, knocking the knife slightly off-kilter, she startled.

			“Blueberry pie, coming in hot,” Summer said.

			The slice was perfectly triangular, the dark-blue filling so gelatinized that it maintained its form even after the application of tepid microwave heat. It wasn’t food, it was rubber. But that didn’t matter. She fixed the knife and looked up with a flicker of a smile. “Thank you.”

			Summer nodded. She started to turn away, then stopped, conflicted. Unlike Harriet, hers was not a face that could hide emotion. After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “It’s from a box, you know. Frozen pie from a store. We put them out on the display like we make them here, but we don’t really. If you like it that much, I’ll look at the box and tell you what it is. I’m sure you can buy it somewhere nearby.”

			Harriet didn’t react to this proffered insider information, valuable as Summer seemed to think it was. “That’s all right.”

			The other woman’s mouth twitched into a brief frown. “I don’t think it’s that good anyway. I tried it once.” The comment was more for herself than Harriet, and it likely encompassed all of the diner’s offerings. People didn’t go there for the quality of its food. They went there because it was the only thing open at that hour.

			Harriet watched her without responding, waiting to see how this situation would unfold. Sometimes, she had learned, it was best to stay quiet and let others talk.

			Summer’s thin arms convulsed, filling with restless energy. “I just…” She twisted her fingers together and looked around the diner, taking its measure. “I don’t know why you come here. At three in the morning. For pie that’s honestly just—” She broke off. Her eyes widened and her hands flew to her mouth as she realized what she was saying, the scornful judgment of her customer’s taste in pastry. It was a major customer service faux pas. “I shouldn’t have said that. That was rude. I’m sorry.”

			It was the most conversation they’d ever had. Harriet spoke softly, her calmness contrasting with Summer’s liveliness. “Maybe I just like pie.”

			“Yes.” Summer nodded, too vigorously. “Of course.”

			But that wasn’t why Harriet came, not in reality. No one would walk thirty minutes through some of the city’s most violent, dangerous streets for pie with a crust that tasted like wet cardboard and filling that would make a child’s teeth fall out. But it was a convenient answer, and so Harriet used it.

			After a pause, Summer asked tentatively, “Do you work nights?” She was trying to recover from her misstep—making conversation as a way to smooth any ruffled feathers. But it wasn’t necessary. Harriet wasn’t the type to be easily insulted.

			“No.”

			“Then why—I’m sorry, it’s not my business.”

			She took a step back, and Harriet realized her short, brusque answer had discouraged any further conversation. In an attempt to salvage the moment, she hastily followed up with, “I have insomnia.”

			That was true, although her insomnia was mostly unrelated to her repeated visits to the diner. Summer shifted her weight, looking over her shoulder to check on the man at the counter. Harriet could feel the opportunity to learn more about the waitress slipping between her fingers. Once it was gone, she wouldn’t have the chance again for another week. Longer, if she couldn’t find a way to coax Summer into talking next time.

			“I work in a pawnshop. During the day,” she said, reaching for some way to keep Summer’s attention. She felt like a machine turned rusty with disuse. She needed to get out more.

			Her effort was successful. Summer looked back at Harriet and raised her pale eyebrows. “Really? You don’t look like—I mean, you’re so pretty and well-dressed. I always pictured pawnshops as being…shady.” She wrinkled her nose, her eyes glazing as they gazed upon an invisible image of a stereotypical pawnshop. Then she blinked, dashing the image away, and hastened to add, “But you don’t seem shady.”

			Harriet allowed herself a small smile. “I hope not.”

			The pawnshop was another variation of the truth. She did technically work in a pawnshop, but the business was a front. The shop had never loaned anyone money, and all of the “pawned” items hanging on the walls and displayed in the counter case were attentively curated props that Annabeth had gathered to provide cover for their actual business, which was carrying out revocations on behalf of the Daemonium. But Summer didn’t need to know that, nor would she have believed it if Harriet had told her. All the human world needed to know was that Harriet was the one-third owner of a small, marginally successful pawnshop. One with a very unusual and specific clientele.

			“I mean, sometimes you can’t tell, you know? But you seem like a good person,” Summer rambled.

			Harriet understood more than Summer could ever know. The lines between good and evil weren’t what they once were…if they ever had been clear. That’s why she saw the world as shades of gray. With a few exceptions.

			“Is that where you got that bruise a few weeks ago?” Summer pointed to Harriet’s left cheekbone.

			Harriet’s hand automatically lifted toward the spot. It had been a very late revocation, and she’d left in a hurry to reach the diner on time. She hadn’t even realized the demon’s flailing fist had left a bruise until she got home, by which time the purple smudge was almost gone, transmuted into a pale yellow. She wasn’t surprised Summer had noticed the mark, but she was quietly pleased the other woman had cared enough to remember. Perhaps Summer didn’t see her as just another faceless customer.

			“No, not there.” Harriet grimaced, annoyed the demon had managed to land the blow, even if glancing. But that was part of the job—someone was always getting punched or kicked or stabbed. Sometimes she was the one on the receiving end, sometimes it was Annabeth or Theodora, but it was rare they revoked a demon without the demon getting in a few shots first. At least this one hadn’t managed to gouge her with his claws. There was little she hated more than being stabbed in the stomach and then having to limp home and wait for the tissue to regrow. She continued, “It was an accident.”

			“I know how that goes. I broke a toe once when I accidentally kicked my couch.” Summer smiled and shook her head almost fondly. “I told people I broke it in a bar fight.”

			Harriet was amused by her proud bravado. She could imagine Summer throwing a punch in a bar to protect herself. But…she would likely break her hand in the process. It was dangerous to fight without experience. The waitress was more likely to hurt herself than someone else.

			Harriet’s eyes skimmed over the Pepto-Bismol-pink pleather booths and stained white linoleum around them. The time had come to ask the question that kept her coming here. “Why do you work here at three in the morning?”

			Summer looked down at her matching pink uniform, white cardigan, and white half apron as though the answer was written there. “It’s the only time I can. I’m in nursing school.” Her smile turned wry as she looked up. “This helps pay the bills, you know?”

			Harriet blinked, surprised by both this information and its implications. “When do you sleep?” The math didn’t seem to work out right.

			“Any time I can find a free second.”

			Summer rubbed her forehead, and for the first time Harriet noticed the fine lines around her eyes and the shadow of purple beneath them that showed the toll her schedule was taking on her. “I fall asleep on the bus coming back from the hospital pretty often. I’ve gotten good at finding my way home from halfway across the city when I miss my stop.” She sighed. After a moment, she put her hands on her hips and tilted her chin at Harriet’s pie. “Can I get you anything else?”

			Harriet looked down at the slice. It was so alone on its little plate, a tiny ship adrift at sea. “No, thank you.” She was still processing this new datapoint. So Summer was a nurse, or at least on her way to becoming one. It made sense. She belonged in a hospital taking care of people, not serving objectively terrible pie in a diner whose health rating would have made a fruit fly shudder.

			“Well, if you don’t—”

			Harriet reached out without thinking, looking to stay her. Whether she’d actually meant to touch Summer or whether Summer moved her arm at that moment, Harriet’s fingertips brushed against the skin of her wrist just below her cardigan sleeve and above her watch. Instantly, Harriet’s breath was snatched out of her lungs as time lurched, pulling her with it. The diner disappeared in a flash, replaced by thick darkness.

			Immediately, she was on alert. Where was she? The blackness around her offered no clues, nor could she move to find any. Hands touched her and she propelled herself into the dark shape in front of her, hitting with enough momentum to rock the other person back. But it wasn’t really her, neither her body nor her actions. Harriet recognized this was a vision of the future—Summer’s future. She herself was only a spectator, watching through Summer’s own eyes.

			Summer wrapped her arms around the stranger’s neck with frantic need, clutching tightly. She panted, her mouth near the stranger’s ear, heart beating fast. From the thin frame in her arms, Harriet realized the other person must be a woman. She felt short hair tickle Summer’s cheek. Then, a brief flash of light cut through the dark from behind, illuminating the side of the stranger’s face just enough for her to make out who it was.

			It was her, Harriet. She stared at her own face, shocked. Then it was all over. Time regurgitated her back into the present so fast it made her head spin. She curled her toes in her loafers—stylish yet athletic enough to be worn during revocations—rooting herself to the present and trying not to give any outward sign that anything had happened. For everyone else in the diner, time had continued to move linearly. Only she had been affected by the temporal hiccup.

			The problem with the random, unpredictable visions she received of the future was they never lasted longer than a few seconds and they were always without context. Sometimes it was obvious what was happening. Other times it was not. This time, she thought she had a pretty good idea of what she’d seen. Darkness and heavy breathing tended to only mean one thing. And it answered another question she had about Summer.

			“Yes?” Summer looked mildly surprised that Harriet had touched her.

			Harriet recoiled, trying to recover her composure. The words that spilled out of her mouth were truthful, but not necessarily what she would have said had she been in full control of her senses at that moment. “You have kind eyes.” Then, feeling this was uncomfortably direct, she quickly added, “I bet you’re a great nurse.”

			It was a good thing Theodora wasn’t here. Theodora would have howled at her awkwardness. Harriet was better at dispatching demons to Hell than talking, and it had been a long time since she’d tried to flirt with someone. She was beyond out of practice. But Summer didn’t seem to notice. She smiled brightly. “Thank you! It’s a lot of work, but I think it’s worth it.”

			“I’d…like to hear more about it sometime.” If there was such a thing as the verbal equivalent of two left feet, Harriet felt as though she had it in that moment.

			Summer’s chin tucked as her eyes turned coyly bashful. “Are you—?”

			Harriet rallied all her charm and gave her most encouraging smile. “You’re right. This pie is terrible. And there’s got to be someplace nearby that has better coffee. Maybe we could find it sometime.”

			She had an unexpected ace in the hole. Because of her unexpected vision, she already knew where this exchange would eventually lead, even if she didn’t know the exact sequence of events in between or how long it would take to get there. It gave her a shot of confidence. She slid out of the booth and stood, feeling in the pocket of her extra-long blazer. Pulling out a pen, she wrote with quick, neat strokes on the white paper napkin, taking care not to rip the fragile material with the nib. She handed the result to Summer. “If you want that coffee sometime, text me.”

			Somehow, it all came out much smoother than she could have imagined. Suave, almost. She didn’t want to risk messing that up by talking more. She had done enough for one night. Turning, she headed for the exit, leaving the store-bought pie untouched on the table.

			She had barely made it two strides out the door when Summer caught up, eyes wide and cheeks slightly flushed. Harriet turned when she heard the slap of Summer’s shoes on the pavement behind her.

			“It’s a quiet night,” Summer said. “I could close up until the next shift starts and you could walk me home. It’s a rough neighborhood. Strength in numbers, right?”

			Harriet found the idea appealing, but… “Won’t you get in trouble?”

			Summer shrugged. “Yeah, but what are they going to do? Fire me? No one else wants to work these hours. And it’s not like there are a ton of customers right now anyway. Wait a minute. I’ll shoo that guy out and we can go, okay?”

			Harriet glanced back at the diner, uncertain. “Are you sure?”

			Summer looked her up and down quickly. Whatever she was searching for, she must have found it, because she nodded with firm certainty. “Yeah. It will be fine.”

			As she disappeared back inside, Harriet considered her vision, turning it over in her mind. Had it been a preview of what might happen in an hour or two? Perhaps. But there was no use getting ahead of herself. She knew the future’s destination, just not the path. It was enough.

			She took a few steps back and leaned against the diner’s stainless steel siding, watching the occasional car roll past in the night. She kept her left hand in her pocket, fingers wrapped around the hard, oblong handle of a switchblade. A year ago, she would have been much less on guard. Now, even the shadows around the diner were full of potential menace.

			Three minutes later, the man who had been sitting at the counter stumbled out, wrapping his tan jacket around himself and glancing around with unfocused eyes. Summer followed, buttoning her cardigan against the chilly air. The door jingled as she shut and locked it, then she turned and smiled brightly at Harriet. “Ready?”

			Harriet bobbed her head, and with Summer taking the lead, they began to travel south. Around them, the city lights glimmered, fighting valiantly to push back the dark. Theodora had laughed when Harriet had presented her anthropomorphic theory of the city. To Theodora, the city had always
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