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      “Eva, please hang on, okay?” Hunter whispers into my lifeless body’s ear as he scoops it up into his arms. Cradling my body against his chest, he then strides toward the tent’s exit with Peyton leading the way. “Hang on, okay?” he whispers again, clutching his magic wand in one hand. “We’re going to bring you back to life. You need to stay with me … I can’t lose you, Eva.”

      I’ve never seen Hunter so emotional before. Usually, he’s all about the jokes and flirty smiles. This … He’s really upset.

      He lowers his lips toward my body’s ear again and whispers, “Peyton and I are going to go talk to a Ghost Breather. We’ll get you back. Just stay with me, okay? Please, just stay with me.”

      “I am still with you,” I promise, although he can’t hear me.

      I wish I could comfort him, but my ghostly form is useless. All I can do is float beside him and utter words that only my ears will hear.

      I heave a frustrated sigh as I float through objects and speak to myself.

      For the crappiness of all undead witches, being dead really sucks. Seriously, I can’t communicate with anyone. Plus, I keep walking through creatures, feeling their insides, which … yuck. But hey, on a positive note, at least my worry of being caught by demons has gone down a notch since they currently can’t see me. The only creature that can communicate with the spirit world is a Ghost Breather, and they’re extremely rare. Hunter, or well, Peyton knows one.

      After they track her down, Hunter has plans of communicating with me to get information on the spell I was going to use to bring Ryleigh back to life, before she turned into a zombie-witch, and where I hid the ingredients to make that happen. While I appreciate the effort and everything, I’m not too convinced he’ll be able to bring me back, even if he does find a Ghost Breather, since I never gathered all the items for the revival spell. And there’s a good reason for that. Because the remaining ingredients are going to be a pain in the witch’s behind to get ahold of. Sadly, the possibility of me living again is looking pretty Grim Reaper grim.

      I should be freaking out—and I am—but I’ve always sort of saw this day coming. You know, the day when my klutziness and bad luck would send the Grim Reaper knocking on my door way too early.

      The only reason the old, hooded soul collector hasn’t shown up yet is that, back in the day, I accidentally blasted myself with a spirit connection spell. That means, since I’m dead now, I get to hang around with the spirits for a while and haunt the world until the magic of the spell wears off. At the time it happened, I was upset for messing up another spell. Now I’m kind of feeling grateful for my spaz spell casting abilities.

      Hunter whispers promises to me again, tearing me from my thoughts. I speed up and remain close to them as Hunter and Peyton reach the exit.

      Right before Hunter steps outside into the crowd at the freak show, he utters an invisibility incantation underneath his breath. “We’re invisible for now,” he tells Peyton as he adjusts my body in his hold, my arms and legs hanging limply toward the ground. “But invisibility spells don’t last long, so we need to get out of here as quickly as we can.”

      Peyton raises her brows. “Why do we need to be invisible at all?”

      “Because I don’t want anyone seeing me carrying her around.” He brushes a strand of hair away from my cheek. “It’ll draw too much attention, and that’s the last thing we need right now.”

      Peyton nods in agreement, then draws back the flap of the tent. “I still can’t believe she didn’t turn into a vampire. With my blood in her system”—she casts a quick glance at my body, her face super pale, even for a vampire—“she should’ve woken up with fangs and crazed blood thirst by now.”

      “I’m not a fan of vampires, but part of me wishes she would,” Hunter mumbles. “At least then I’d know she was all …” He swallows hard, his hand slightly trembling.

      Looking as uncomfortable as a human at a vampire party, Peyton pats his arm. The two of them have never really gotten along, so the gesture is as awkward as a twitchy witch. But hey, at least my death is sort of bringing them together, right?

      “Eva’s tough. And she can talk to the dead,” she says. “If anyone can make it back from the death, it’s her.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Hunter agrees, straightening his stance. “Let’s get the hell out of here before my spell wears off.”

      With a nod, Peyton ducks out of the tent. “When we get into your truck, I’ll send my Ghost Breather friend a message. But I’m warning you now, this isn’t going to be easy. She hates what she is, so we might just pay her an unannounced visit and take her off guard.”

      “She really hates talking to ghosts that much?” Hunter holds my body closer as he walks beside Peyton, the two of them weaving through the crowd of creatures visiting the freak show.

      Peyton nods. “So much that she refuses to talk to them.”

      Hunter grows quiet, worry written all over his face. Instinctively, I reach out to comfort him, but my hand slips through his shoulder. Sighing, I let my arm drop to my side and simply follow him through the mob.

      Peyton and Hunter stay quiet for a while, maneuvering carefully through the packed area, the atmosphere buzzing with chatter and excitement. Lights are strung about the tents, glittering like stars. The air smells like magic, cotton candy, and rust, probably from all the vampire drinks floating around. If I were normal, I’d totally be enjoying this place. But I’m not. I’m a hybrid; part succubus and demon, and part witch and demon feeder. And now I guess also part ghost. I’m the only one of my kind that I know of. A freak of nature. I guess I sort of belong at the freak show. Or I would belong if it weren’t for the fact that every demon in Mystic Willow Bay is hunting me right now for unknown reasons.

      They’re not the only creatures hunting me, either. Someone from the Mystic Willow Bay Society wants me dead, as well. Or, at least wants me to go underground to where most of the demons hang out. I’m starting to wonder if they’re responsible for my death.

      All I can remember before I died was a blur zipping through the tent. Max had been there. So had zombie Ryleigh, Hunter, and Peyton. I don’t think any of them were behind my murder, though. No, whatever killed me had entered that tent at an alarmingly quick speed. The town clock had been ticking backward, too, just like that freaky clown had warned me …

      Swish!

      I shiver as I accidentally walk through a creature. No, not a creature. A clown. The clown I bumped into before I died.

      Yuck! Just yuck! I just walked through a freakin’ clown!

      The clown continues walking, oblivious to the fact that a ghost just passed through her. She keeps glancing around as she bounces on her toes, scanning the area with her overly large eyes. Her bright pink pigtails and creepy painted on smile makes her stand out like a giggling pixie at a vampire blood fest. Normally, I’d be running like a bat flying out of Peyton’s bedroom, but this clown probably knows something about my death. After all, she did give me a warning to beware of the clock.

      That can’t just be a freaky coincidence.

      I peek back at Hunter. He’s near the exit gates, about to walk out. I need to be around my body when he visits the Ghost Breather, but I also want to tail that clown for a bit; see where she goes. I’m unsure where the Ghost Breather lives, but I can feel an unearthly connection to my body, an electric current, so if I need to, I can track my body.

      I’ll make this quick, I vow to myself, then hurry after the clown.

      Because, while I want to be alive again, I also need to figure out who tried to kill me. If I don’t, then the murderer could kill me again.
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      “I’m bored,” I murmur. Although, with my zombie accent, the words come out sounding like a bunch of moaning gibberish.

      Luckily, for the sake of having no one else to talk to, Max understands my zombie gibberish. I just wish he was another creature, other than a demon. Or, well, the old Ryleigh would wish for that. This decaying flesh of a corpse that I have morphed into doesn’t seem to care for shit about chilling with a demon. I can even admit he’s very attractive.

      Tall, lean, with short dark hair, and glinting metal covering his brows and lips, he’s wearing all black, from his boots to the leather collar around his neck. The old me who wore pink and flowery dresses wouldn’t have looked twice at him, but that girl didn’t have rotting flesh covering her body, along with very distinct blood veins.

      I sneak a glance in the mirror hanging on the wall, then instantly regret my decision. My once silky blonde hair is now nothing but a tangled mess of pale strands, and my eyes, which used to be so bright, now bleed when I’m hungry. And don’t even get me started on how many times I’ve caught myself drooling.

      Gross. I’m so gross. That’s all there is to it.

      Sighing, I redirect my attention back to the cards in my hand. “Why are we playing this, anyway? Isn’t there something else we could be doing?” Like eat brains. Brains. Yummy brains.

      I mentally roll my eyes at myself. I’m so over this brain obsession.

      Max lays a card down on the table. “We don’t need to do anything else just yet.”

      I resist a grimace.

      We’ve been playing Texas hold ’em for the last couple hours. I’m not certain why he’s making us play, other than he might be either trying to distract himself or me—maybe both. I don’t even know why we’re hiding out in his lair. I mean, one minute we’re in the tent with Eva, Hunter, and Peyton, and the next thing I know, Max is transporting us back here without Eva. It doesn’t make any sense. Getting ahold of Eva was supposedly his point of luring her to that tent to begin with. Well, that and outing Opal for being a traitor.

      I think there’s more to why Max wants Eva than he’s letting on. While he insists it has nothing to do with him wanting her, I saw the lust in his red demon eyes. He wants her whether he’ll admit it or not. So, why bail out of his plan without even trying to get ahold of her?

      Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad my sister isn’t near the demon or around me, her witch-zombie fake sister who has hardly any control of her brain hunger. Still, I want to understand why Max just up and ditched out on his plan.

      “Why are we in your lair?” I ask as I study my cards.

      “Because I want us to be,” he replies evasively as he takes a sip from a glass of whiskey.

      Damn demons. They never really tell the full truth. Then again, I’m not any better. I’ve lied a lot throughout my lifetime, especially to Eva, something I’ll always regret. I’ve lied to my parents more than a handful of times, too, and to the Mystic Willow Bay Society. I even lied to Max, and I’ve only been with him for a handful of hours. He may be a demon, but I still feel bad. Or, at least I feel bad about what I did that I had to lie about.

      I didn’t plan on doing it. The incident just sort of happened when we first arrived here and Max left me in the living room alone. I was standing there, totally minding my own business, when his little snake fire dragon pets entered the room and started tormenting me. One thing led to another, and I ended up eating one of their brains. When Max returned, he questioned why only one of his pets was hanging around, and also why I had a bit of gooey brain on my lips.

      I quickly licked my lips clean and told him, “It must’ve been a piece of my brain or something.”

      He didn’t look like he believed me, but he didn’t question me further.

      I wet my lips as I recall the taste of brain on my tongue. Zombies of hungry zombies, I’m starving and starting to drool again.

      Max glances up at me, and then at the drool dribbling down my chin. “Relax. We’ll get you some brains soon.”

      I wipe the drool from my lips with the back of my hand. “We should get some now.”

      “We’ll go soon.” He flips over another card.

      I impatiently tap my cards against my rotting palms. I’m starting to learn that, as a zombie, I’m very restless and get distracted easily, especially when hunger takes over. The only exception is when I’m eating a brain. Then I’m calm, which is so beyond gross, but I can’t help it.

      I drop my cards onto the table and flick a piece of molting flesh off my skin. “Can we do something else? This isn’t distracting me. In fact, I’m so bored all I can think about is eating brains. And since you’re the only one with a brain around …” I lick my lips.

      He doesn’t even so much as blink. “You won’t eat my brain.”

      My stomach grumbles … I bet his brain would taste so yummy. “I wouldn’t bet on that.”

      “If you did, then you wouldn’t have my pretty face to look at.” His smug smile makes me want to devour his brain. When I snap my teeth at him, he sighs, laying down the cards. “Fine. What do you want to do, my little zombie pet?”

      I don’t bother correcting him on the pet part since I kind of feel like his pet. If it weren’t for him feeding me, I’d have either starved or killed someone by now to feed myself. Yeah, I never thought I’d ever say this, but without Max around, I’d be doomed.

      “I don’t know. Maybe eat or …” I chew on my bottom lip, and a layer of skin peels off and lands in my mouth. I spit it out and frown. “You said you know how to stop the decaying process. Maybe we could work on that.”

      He thrums his fingers against the table, his gaze drifting to the clock on the wall. “I’m already working on it. The first step should be arriving any minute.”

      “The first step?”

      “You’ll see soon, my little zombie pet.”

      Hmmm … Do I trust him? No, not really. Demons are the most untrustworthy creatures in existence. Back when I was just a witch and worked for the Mystic Willow Bay Society, I spent most of my time fighting to keep them under control. I also fought to eliminate zombies.

      “Oh, will you quit pouting?” he says amusedly. “I’m telling the truth, I promise.”

      “Demons lie all the time, so I’m not sure if I should believe you. Plus, I’m really hungry.” I slump back in the chair and cross my arms. “Being brain hungry sucks.”

      He assesses me with mild amusement. “What? Did eating my dragon fire snake baby not fill you up enough?”

      I examine my bluish-black fingernails. “I already told you I didn’t eat it.”

      The sparkle in his eyes darkens. “Yes, but zombies are known for lying almost as much as demons.”

      “Well, I’m not lying.” I lower my hand to the table and give him what I hope is a look of indifference. “I’m a truthful zombie.”

      He smirks. “Keep trying, but you aren’t a very good liar, my little zombie pet.”

      “You know I have a name, right?”

      “Yeah, so? What’s your point?”

      “Ryleigh.” I ignore his question. “My name is Ryleigh.”

      “I know, but I like my name for you much better.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I do.” I cross my arms and stick my nose in the air. The hungrier I get, the crankier I become. “It sounds an awful lot like my little rainbow trout. You know, the nickname you gave my fake little sister. My sister who you’re obsessed with, yet you ditched her back at the tent, even though you had a plan to get ahold of her.”

      He slants his head to the side as he studies me curiously. “I’m not obsessed with your sister. At least, not for the reason you’re implying.”

      “I never implied a reason.”

      “Not verbally, but your tone suggested otherwise.”

      “Yeah, so? Deny it all you want, but I saw the lust in your eyes when you looked at her.”

      His gaze bores into mine, his eyes glittering with hilarity. “You sound jealous.”

      “I am not.” As my stomach growls and my eyes fill with blood, my temper boils over. “And FYI, you have very glittery eyes for a demon. It makes you look like a faerie or a pixie.” I secretly smile. Demons hate being called anything other than demons or their name.

      The glitter in his eyes fizzles, the corner of his lips twitching. “You know, usually when someone insults me, I curse them … or eat them, depending on my mood.”

      “I’m already cursed,” I reply in a bored tone. “And you won’t eat me. I’m rotting. Expired. Outdated. Spoiled meat.”

      “Who says I don’t find all those things tasty?” His brow arches. “I am a demon, after all, and according to the little society you work for, all demons are disgusting creatures that should be eliminated.”

      “I’m not part of the society anymore,” I mumble grumpily. “I stopped being a member the moment I became this hideous beast. Or, well, the moment I died, I guess.” My lips turn downward. “And if you want to eat me, go ahead. It’s better than rotting away.”

      He rubs his lips together, struggling not to smile.

      I grind my teeth. “What’s so funny?”

      He shrugs. “It’s nothing.” He shakes his head, removing his almost smile. “Look, I promise I’m not lying about slowing down your decaying process. It’s going to take some time, though, and we may have to go to a few places. But the first step is heading to my lair as we speak.” He rests his elbows on the table as he leans forward. “And I promise that, for now, I won’t eat you, even though I bet you’re pretty tasty.”

      His words sound as though they carry a hidden innuendo, but I’m probably just misreading him. Sure, when I was a witch, guys flirted with me all the time. But who the hell is going to want me now when I look like a walking, rotting corpse, other than another walking, rotting corpse?

      He grins at my silence, reclining back in his chair. “As for your name, I’m going to keep calling you my little zombie pet because I like the sound of it. And you’re my pet now, so it’s fitting.”

      “I’m not your pet.” Sure, I may feel like I am, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      His eyes twinkle once again. “If that’s what you need to say to make yourself feel better.”

      “Okay, faerie eyes.” I smile haughtily.

      He mirrors my smile. “You know, you’re quite fun when you’re hungry. It brings out a feisty side of you that’s”—he mulls over something, wetting his lips with his tongue—“appetizing.”

      I point a finger at him. “You swore you wouldn’t eat me.”

      He smiles wickedly. “And, for now, I won’t.”

      Sounds like another innuendo.

      I roll my eyes at my mental thoughts. Yeah right, Ryleigh. No male creature that’s not half rotted away is ever going to want you, let alone the most attractive demon you’ve ever seen. Besides, you shouldn’t be worrying about guys. You should be focusing on getting your skin to stop molting.

      I heave a sigh. “If your first step isn’t going to be here for a bit, can I eat again?”

      “I don’t have any brains in stock, but some should be arriving shortly.”

      “You ordered me brains?” I’m oddly touched and sort of grossed out by my sentiment.

      He gives a nonchalant shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But thanks, anyway.” I smash my lips together as a few droplets of blood drip from my eyes, a sign my hunger is about to consume me. If I don’t feed soon, I am going to end up eating Max’s pretty little brain. “So, do your dragon fire snake babies hang out in your living room a lot?”

      He chuckles, shaking his head. “I knew you ate it.”

      “I did not,” I lie. “I’m just curious where they hang out. You know, so I can avoid them.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Max asks. “Then why do you have one of their scales stuck in your hair? It’s been there since you were in my living room. You know, right after one of my pets went missing. And oddly, you had some brain on your lips and an overfed look in your eyes.”

      “I didn’t … I don’t … I …” I wipe the blood dripping down my cheeks, feeling like a moron.

      Seriously, who eats someone’s pet’s brain?

      Embarrassment ripples through me, and my cheeks flood with warmth. A complete shock, since zombie’s bodies always run cold. Plus, we’re pretty emotionless except for when we’re hungry and cranky.

      Max’s brows crinkle as he studies me. “Weird.”

      My embarrassment grows. “What? Did I lose an eye or something?”

      He shakes his head. “No. You’re just blushing, I think.” He extends his hand across the table and strokes his fingers along my peeling cheek. “I’ve never seen a zombie blush. Didn’t think they could.”

      “Maybe they can in the right circumstances. I mean, I was able to cast spells back when I had my wand, and that’s definitely not a zombie trait.” I lean into his touch, loathing my reaction, that I’m acting so needy. But after being dead for weeks, and then being revived into a brain-eating monster, I’m starved for physical connection.

      He wavers, sucking on his lip piercing. “Maybe after we reverse your decaying process, we should look more into who turned you. It might be good to know just in case they try to return for you. And we might be able to learn more about you. I’m pretty sure you might be the first of your kind.”

      I sigh exhaustedly. “I’m just a zombie. Nothing special.”

      He sweeps his thumb along my cheekbone then clears his throat and withdraws. “You can cast spells and blush. For a creature who supposedly can only focus on eating brains, that’s quite extraordinary. Perhaps you’re some sort of hybrid zombie-witch?”

      Speaking of hybrids … “Aren’t you already preoccupied with another extraordinary creature? Goes by the name of Evalee, or as you called her, your little rainbow trout? Tell me, faerie eyes, why did you ditch her at the tent?” I measure his reaction carefully.

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth, either to bite back a smile or his anger. My bet is the latter. “Because my plans changed.”

      “That’s awfully flaky of you.”

      “I’m a demon. We’re known for our flakiness.”

      “And for being liars.”

      He smirks. “You’re quite clever for a zombie.”

      “Don’t change the subject. Something happened, didn’t it? That’s why we took off from that tent without Eva.”

      A brief frown touches his lips, but then he plasters on a wicked smile. “You should be grateful I changed my mind about taking her. If she were here, you probably would’ve eaten her brain, just like you did with my poor pet.”

      Guilt crushes down on my chest. “I didn’t mean to eat it … I just …” Sniffling, I rise to my feet. “I think I should leave.”

      His eyes widen and, as swiftly as a transporting vampire, he reaches out and captures my arm. “You’re crying.”

      “Let me go.” I yank my arm, attempting to get away.

      He tightens his grip. “Zombies aren’t supposed to be able to cry, yet here you are, crying. Just like you blushed. Just like you can cast spells.” He tugs on my arm, forcing me to face him. “You’re not a normal zombie.”

      I huff in frustration and in hunger. “Then, what am I?”

      “I have no idea, but we need to find out.” He traps my palm against the table and looks me in the eyes. “Until then, I don’t think you should run off anywhere. It might be too dangerous.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Since when do demons care if other creatures are in danger?”

      He rubs his lips together. “They don’t.”

      I open my mouth to blast him with questions, when the ding of the most ominous bell I’ve ever heard echoes through the lair.

      Max releases my hand, a trace of a smile pulling at his pierced lips. “And step one has arrived.”

      “Huh—”

      A tall, cloaked demon enters the room. Followed by another. And another. And another. Before I know it, at least half a dozen demons surround me, all wearing evil smiles on their corpse-like faces, including Max. Well, except for his face isn’t corpse-like. No, unfortunately, he has a lovely, lovely face.

      “All right, who’s ready to kill a zombie?” Max asks, rubbing his hands together.

      Shit. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted a demon.

      I start to step back when they close in on me. I’m left with nowhere to go.
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      At this point, I bet I can guess what you’re thinking. That I’m a demon asshole who probably killed my little rainbow trout and is now going to kill my new little pet, the hybrid in question witch-zombie.

      Newsflash: I may be an asshole, and yes, I’ve killed other creatures before, but I have no intentions of permanently killing my little zombie pet, nor did I kill the weirdly pretty witch with the rainbow eyes. No, that was done by another creature. One even my demon super senses couldn’t track. Which means, whatever flew into that tent was beyond fast. And didn’t have a soul, a rare trait in the paranormal world. Even demons have souls.

      While demons may be monsters, we know better than to hang around where soulless creatures are lurking, hence the reason I took off so quickly. I haven’t yet told Ryleigh about her fake sister’s death, mostly because upsetting a hungry zombie could result in me losing my pretty head. Plus, Evalee could still be hanging around in spirit form. At least, that’s what I sensed right before I split. Until I’m certain, I’d rather keep the information to myself to avoid being a zombie’s all-you-can-eat buffet.

      Of course, Evalee’s death has ruined my plan of capturing her and keeping her for myself. Still, I did manage to get a zombie-witch who could be a hybrid, as well. Well, an artificially created one, anyway. But her powers could be interesting. And if there’s one thing us demons love to play with, it’s creatures and their powers.

      Ryleigh glowers at me with bleeding eyes as my demon acquaintances circle her. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”

      Her zombie accent makes her words hard to understand. In fact, the demons filling up my living room more than likely have no clue what the hell she said. Fortunately, I’m an expert at zombie gibberish.

      “Will you relax?” I step forward from the circle of demons encompassing her. “This is the first step to stopping the decaying process.”

      Her blood-filled eyes scan the crowd, then zero in on me. “Do you think I’m stupid? You just told everyone to kill me. And now you have me cornered.” Her fingers slowly curl, her hands resting at her sides. “If one of you so much as takes a step toward me, I’m going to cut open your head and spoon your brains out with my fingernails.”

      I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, resisting a chuckle. When I first stumbled across her, she was much more reserved and lost. Now, the longer she remains a zombie and the hungrier she gets, the more feisty and morbid she becomes. If it weren’t for the fact that I vowed a long time ago never to commit to another creature, I’d say she was perfect for me. But I’ll never be in a relationship again. Not after the last time. Besides, I have more important things to deal with than hooking up with a zombie. Like, for starters, killing one.

      I flick a piece of invisible lint off my shoulder, pretending to be bored, not wanting her to figure out just how much I’m starting to enjoy her company. “We don’t have you cornered. This is a ritual circle.” I heave an overly dramatic sigh as she continues to scowl at me. “Look, to stop the decaying process, we have to kill you. Well, kill you again. That should temporarily stop the rotting process. But, to permanently stop your entire body from crumbling away into a bag of bones and peeling flesh, and reverse the existing effects, there’s a lot more we must do. And it’s going to take a couple weeks at least. So, you and I are going to be spending a lot of time together.” I extend my hand toward her. “Which means, we’re going to have to start trusting each other. So, how about we make a deal to do just that?”

      She eyeballs my hand like it belongs to … well, to a tricky demon. “Shaking hands doesn’t mean anything. You could easily still stab me in the back.”

      “Well, that wouldn’t really do anything to you. Zombies can only die by decapitation”—I count down on my fingers—“being set on fire, and frozen to death.”

      Her blue lips part in shock. “There’s no way I’m letting you chop off my head or set me on fire.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “So, you’re going to freeze me to death?” She sounds about as enthusiastic as a monotonous demon slug.

      I gesture around at the circle of demons. “Did you pay attention to what sort of demons these are?”

      She tears her gaze off me and rotates in a circle, taking in the half a dozen cloaked, yellow-eyed demons. “Death Walkers.”

      I nod. “Also known as the Chill of Death demons.”

      She faces me with her hands on her hips. “How the hell did you find these things? They’re, like, super rare.”

      I give a nonchalant shrug. “I have my ways.”

      She eyes me over warily with her bleeding eyeballs. Blood trickles down her hollowed out cheekbones, her skin is as pale as a ghost and mapped by blood veins, and her long hair reminds me of a lily. Still, beneath the zombie disease, I can tell she was once pretty. And she’s not ugly right now, either, no matter what she says. She’s just a different kind of pretty. An undead sort of pretty that only demons, zombies, and other types of creatures connected closely to death can appreciate.

      Maybe after I help her reverse and stop the decaying process, I’ll keep her.

      I promptly shake the thought from my head. No, no more keeping pretty creatures. You made a vow. Never again.

      “Look, I get that you don’t trust me, but I don’t see any other choices laying around.” I offer her my hand again. “So, how about we make a deal to trust each other and get this little freezing zombie fest started.”

      Her gaze flicks to the Death Walkers that are now breathing clouds of chilled vapor from their lips, then back to me. Her shoulders slump as she sighs and places her cold hand in mine. “Fine, Max the demon, we have a deal.” She shakes my hand and mutters, “I can’t believe I’m making a deal with a demon.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself.” I take a step back, releasing her hand and slipping my hands into my jeans’ back pockets. “Your fake sister made a deal with me once, too.”

      The blood fades from her eyes as she raises her brows. “What sort of deal?”

      “An interesting one,” I reply, purposely being vague.

      “You promised me I could trust you, yet you’re still being evasive.”

      “For a good reason.”

      “Because you like my fake sister.”

      “And again, you sound jealous.”

      When she dramatically rolls her eyes, my lips part with a playful comeback, but the words die on my tongue as one of her eyeballs pops out and lands on the floor by my feet.

      “Oh, my evil witches!” she cries, covering her eye socket with her hand. “Did my eye just seriously fall out?”

      “Yep. Looks like the decaying process is speeding up.” I crouch down and scoop up her eyeball. “Don’t worry; we can put it back in.”

      Her one eye widens, and her jaw drops. “Did you just pick up my eyeball?”

      “What? It’s not that big of a deal. I even occasionally eat eyeballs for breakfast.” I wipe the eyeball on the side of my pant leg before stepping forward. “Don’t worry, though; I’m not big on the taste of zombie eyes. They have too much of a sulfur aftertaste.”

      Her one eye blinks. “I’m not sure whether to feel relieved or utterly grossed out by what you just said.”

      “Considering your eye just fell out of your head, I’d go with relieved.” As I remove her hand from her eye socket, she flinches. “Relax. I’m just going to pop it back in.”

      She worries her bottom lip with her teeth. “Doesn’t this gross you out?”

      I shake my head as I line the eyeball with the socket. “Why would it?”

      She shrugs. “Because everyone else I know probably would’ve thrown up by now.”

      “Demons don’t get grossed out by things like lost eyeballs.”

      “Does anything gross you out?”

      I waver my head from side to side. “Creatures holding hands. Declarations of undying affections. Oh, and unicorns.”

      “Unicorns?” She smashes her lips together forcefully.

      “You think that’s funny?” I question with my head slanted to the side.

      “Kind of.” She takes a steady breath. “I mean, they’re just horses with horns. What’s so gross about that?”

      “Have you ever seen a unicorn in its natural form?”

      “I thought that was their natural form.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. The whole pretty pony with a horn look is just glamour.”

      Her lips form an O.

      “And what’s beneath that glamour,” I continue, holding up her eyeball, “makes this look like a decadent dessert.”

      Her nose crinkles. “How come I didn’t know about this glamour unicorn thing?”

      “Because you come from a magical town that likes to pretend there’s actually gold at the end of a rainbow, instead of a rabid leprechaun waiting to eat you. Now, hold still.”

      She nods then traps her breath in her chest. I dip my head to eyelevel with her eye socket then push the eyeball back into place.

      “There.” I dust my hands off and step back, angling my head to the side as I examine my handiwork. “Looks like you never even lost it.”

      She delicately touches her fingertip to her eyeball. “It’s not crooked or anything?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. It looks perfect.”

      She frowns. “Well, I highly doubt perfect since it’s a zombie eye.”

      “Oh, will you quit sulking about your zombie-ness? Your eye looks perfect. And the rest of you isn’t that bad, either.” Before she can respond, I back away toward the Death Walkers. “Now hold still and let the Death Walkers freeze you so we can get on to the next step before you end up losing more important parts.” I wink at her.

      Her cheeks flush for a second time. Again, the display of emotion throws me off. Zombies aren’t supposed to blush or cry tears or laugh. Although, I haven’t seen her do that yet. It makes me wonder what else she’s capable of, what sort of zombie she truly is, and who or what in the demon hell created her.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I tell the Death Walkers as I completely slip out of the circle.

      Worry creases across Ryleigh’s face as she peers around nervously. Part of me wants to comfort her, but not only will that get me frozen to death, but I’m also a demon. I’m not supposed to want to comfort anyone, let alone a strangely pretty and very amusing zombie. So, I keep my feet planted in place and watch as the Death Walkers breathe freezing death vapor all over Ryleigh until her body petrifies into a zombie ice sculpture. Then I turn away and pour myself a drink, ignoring the foreign sensation of eagerness stirring inside me. An eagerness for my little zombie pet to unfreeze and return to me.

      “You can go now,” I command the Death Walkers as I collect the glass of whiskey.

      The room settles into silence, so I figure they’ve materialized back into the pits of Hell where I summoned them from. When I turn around, though, the cloaked figures are still crammed into my living room.

      “I said you could leave,” I repeat with a sigh. While Death Walkers have their talents, they’re also kind of slow in the head. “And don’t even try to haggle more of a payment out of me. I already paid you enough.” More than enough, actually.

      To get their mistress to agree to lend them to me from the pits of Hell, I had to give her a piece of my soul. That means she can summon me for one task whenever she chooses.

      Getting your hands on a piece of demon soul is a rarity, since we’re so greedy and usually only think of ourselves. I’m not even certain why I decided to give it away just to keep my little zombie pet from rotting further. Or maybe I do know and just don’t want to admit it. For the sake of not getting utterly disgusted with myself, I’m putting the blame of my decision on lack of sleep and not enough vitamin C.

      Yeah, that’s got to be it. Because demons make irrational decisions when they’re vitamin deficient. I roll my eyes at myself.

      When they show no signs of leaving, frustration bursts inside me. “Look, I’m not paying you anymore, okay? Tell your mistress she can kiss my pretty demon ass if she thinks she can up the price after I’ve already paid.”

      The tallest of the six hooded monsters moves forward. “Time to collect.”

      “Aw … shit.” I really didn’t think my bargain through very well, did I? “Does it have to be right now? I’m very busy with other projects at the moment.”

      The Death Walker’s eyes flash yellow as it hisses, “Now or die.”

      “Well, okay then, when you put it that way …” I down the glass of whiskey, knowing I’m going to need it. Not only because I’m about to endeavor to the pits of Hell, but because I’m about to do a task for the Queen of Hell, a creature that even demons fear. And for very good reasons.

      I cast one final glance at Ryleigh, hoping she’ll remain frozen until I return. Then I stick out my hand so the Death Walker can transport me to the evilest place ever known. “All right, take me to Hell,” I mutter, trying not to think about what task I’m going to be forced to do.

      Trying not to think about how and why I got myself into this situation to begin with.
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      Dude, clowns are so creepy. I mean, I already knew they were sketchy as hell, but this … this is beyond weird.

      I’ve been tailing the giggling clown for over half an hour, and for the entire journey, she’s been giggling like a sprite doped up on helium. The really shitty part: I can’t even cover my own ears! My hands just slip through my head!

      Gah! Being a ghost sucks almost as much as tailing a clown. A clown that acts like she has all the time in the damn world, bouncing up sidewalks and skipping across streets in all sorts of directions with seemingly no end destination.

      After another ten minutes of following her, I’m about to say, “broomsticks out,” and go track down my body, Hunter, and Peyton, and hopefully the Ghost Breather, when she suddenly veers into my fake parents’ neighborhood.

      “Where in the crazy clowns is she going?” I mumble as I float after her.

      She skips down the sidewalk, passing the two-story homes until she arrives at my fake parents’, where she pauses at the fence to pluck a tulip from the garden, tucks it into her pink hair, and adjusts her overly large polka dot bowtie.

      “You can do this,” she says as she giggles to herself. “No more talking in riddles. You need to make them understand. Understand the puzzle to the riddle that you speak.” Grimacing, she shakes her head and bounds up the paved driveway to the front porch.

      I slink after her, floating up the driveway, over the railing, and onto the deck. “Why is she here? My fake parents hate clowns.”

      Summoning a deep breath, she knocks on the front door while chanting under her breath, “No more giggling. No more giggling. Giggling is for sprites. You’re not a sprite. You’re a clown. No! You’re not a clown. You’re a creature of magic dust, glittery wings, and portals. You can glamour yourself when you’re in your true form. You are powerful.”

      Almost every word she’s uttering is evasive or mixed in with a riddle, but as I replay her words, I have to wonder … “Are you a faerie—”

      The front door swings open, and my mom steps into the doorway. She’s dressed in a floral dress, topped off with a string of pearls and high heels. Her hair is in a bun, not a hair out of place.

      For as long as I can remember, she’s always been very put-together. My fake dad is the same way, and so is Ryleigh. Or, well, alive, witch Ryleigh was. The zombie-witch Ryleigh seems about as far from put-together as a creature can get.

      Anyway, as I stand here, observing my fake mom, I question how I didn’t see it. That she isn’t really my mother. Same with my father. Honestly, as twisted as this is going to sound, now that Ryleigh is a zombie-witch, she seems more like my sister than ever. Sure, we got along before she started craving the gooey taste of brains, but like my fake parents, she was always so perfect. Too perfect at times. Meanwhile, I was about as far from perfect as a witch could get.

      Sighing, I lean against the railing and wait for my mom to rip the clown to bits, due to our shared mutual hatred for clowns.

      Disdain flickers in my fake mom’s eyes as she eyeballs the clown over. “No clowns allowed.” She points to a sign beside the door where the words she just uttered are printed, then moves to shut the door.

      The clown sticks her foot out and wedges the tip of her huge-ass shoe into the doorway, stopping the door from shutting. “The sign is a misunderstanding. I don’t come from the land of giggles and animal balloons. I come from the land of magic dust and portals.”

      My mom crooks a brow, unimpressed. “Are you trying to convince me in riddles that you’re a faerie and not a clown? You should know that, if there’s anything that I trust less in this world than a demon, it’s a creature that paints their smiles on and has eyes big enough to swallow up my soul.”

      When a giggle slips from the clown’s lips, she hastily slaps her hand across her mouth. “I didn’t mean to laugh. The noise just controls me.” She lowers her hand.

      Shaking her head, my fake mom nudges the clown’s foot out of the way. “Leave before I call the police.”

      The clown stomps her foot, panic flaring in her eyes. “Please, just one more riddle, and then I’ll go. This riddle, it’s the key to my name. My real name, which is important.”

      My fake mom mutters incoherently under her breath then says, “You have thirty seconds before I call the cops.”

      Nodding, the clown smooths her hair into place. “My real name is after a stone that comes in various sorts of colors, depending on the conditions of how the stone was formed. But a lot of the stones in Mystic Willow Bay have an iridescent coloring to them. And these rocks are everywhere up in the hills, particularly in the cave where the Mystic Willow Bay Society holds their secret meetings.”

      “How do you know about the secret …?” My fake mom trails off, her eyes enlarging. “Opal?”

      I stare at the clown in shock. Holy insane magic! Is it really Opal?

      The clown eagerly nods, bouncing on her toes. “It’s me! It’s me! It’s me!” She makes a ta-da pose, raising her hands.

      My fake mom gapes at her. “What in the cursed witches happened to you?”

      The clown—Opal—claps her hands. “What lives in a lair and curses those who roam the town whenever he pleases? And has an obsession with rainbow trout?”

      “Oh, for the love of all annoying sprites,” my mom grumbles. “You’re stuck talking in riddles, aren’t you?”

      Opal nods, her painted on smile growing. “I like to dance. I like to—”

      “Hush. We can’t let anyone know what happened to you. Not if we don’t want anyone figuring out what we’re up to.” My mom snags ahold of her sleeve and yanks her inside, throwing an anxious glance around the neighborhood before slamming the door shut.

      I stay frozen where I float as I watch my fake mom and ex-friend disappear inside the house I once thought of as home. If I didn’t know any better, I’d wonder if perhaps my mom was conspiring with Opal. Opal who betrayed me and Ryleigh by handing over her dead body to the demons so they could get to me. But no, my fake mom would never do that to me. Or, well, at least to Ryleigh, her real daughter. Me, I’m not even certain she ever thought of me as her daughter. Her lack of visits over the last couple weeks more than proves that.

      But that’s not the only reason behind my dumbstruck state. No, what’s put me into a state of utter shock is the riddle Opal uttered before my mom towed her inside. The riddle that made it sound like a demon cursed Opal into a clown. A demon who is obsessed with rainbow trout.

      “Freakin’ Max.” My head bobbles back as I grimace.

      So, Max turned my traitor ex-friend into my worst nightmare. While I want to be furious at him, I’m not. After what Opal did, she kind of deserves to be forced to endure countless self-giggling and endless riddling. Not to mention those awful shoes and squeaky nose have to be uncomfortable. Regardless, why did Max turn Opal into a clown? As a punishment? Or was he trying to keep her quiet?

      “Just what’re you up to, Max?” I mutter as I glide through the door. “And what have you done to my sister?”

      The moment I return to life, I’m going to find out. Demons never do anything out of the kindness of their hearts. Well, unless they’re in love with someone. Then they go from being the most selfish creatures that ever existed to the most self-sacrificing, but only for the creature they love.

      However, Max isn’t in love with me, so why did he do it? Why change Opal into a clown? Other than to keep her quiet about something.
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      Flames blaze wildly around me as I sit at a table perched on a rock that’s surrounded by a lake of boiling lava. Volcanoes erupt in the distance, funneling thick smoke into the smoky sky. I’d be okay with the scenery, except for the gargoyles dancing around me.

      “I really hate the fucking pits of Hell,” I murmur as I thrum my finger against the stone tabletop, growing more irritated by the bubbling second. And not necessarily with the Queen of Hell, either. No, my frustration lies more in myself for ending up in this position. I don’t even fully understand how it happened.

      Okay, that’s a lie.

      I’m here because I made a terrible decision to help another creature. I haven’t done something this stupid in decades, so why the stupid demons did I suddenly start back up again?

      I tap my fingers harder against the table. This wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t felt sorry for that little zombie-witch. I should’ve ditched her the moment I let Opal live—that’s not my normal demon MO. But no, I let the faerie talk me into turning her into a clown instead of taking her life.

      “I’m known for my evil punishments, dammit!” I mutter, pounding my fist against the table. “A clown, Max? What the hell were you thinking?”

      One of the shorter, winged gargoyles sneers, “Demon’s going soft. Demon’s in love with a clown.”

      “Oh, shut it,” I snap then drop kick the little nuisance into the lake of lava.

      Watching him scream and sizzle away gives me a drop of satisfaction, but not much.

      “I am going soft,” I grumble, yanking my fingers through my hair.

      “Yes, you are.” The Queen of Hell appears, her fiery dress matching the flames around me. Her hair is spun of ash and smoldering embers, and the strands hiss as she lowers herself into the seat across from me. “I have to say, out of all the stupid demons that I’ve stolen souls from, you’re definitely my favorite. Do you want to know why?”

      “Not really,” I say with a tired sigh. “But I’m sure you’re going to tell me, anyway.”

      Her charcoal lips twist into a smile “Because you always seem too clever to make such a bargain. In fact, a lot of demons refer to you as the Untouchable.” The tips of her fingers emit smoke as she gestures at me. “Yet, here you are, right in front of me, with a sliver of your soul missing until you complete my task.”

      “What do you want?” I ask, more than ready to get the hell out of Hell.

      She surveys me closely. “So anxious, are we? Why?” She reclines in the chair across from the table. “You don’t have anyone waiting for you at your lair, do you?” The teasing flickers of flames reflecting in her eyes makes me frown.

      She knows about Ryleigh? How?

      “Of course not,” I lie. “I just hate this place, which you already know.”

      She simply shrugs. “All demons do. This”—she motions at the landscape of flames around us—“reminds demons too much of what they once were and what they could become again if they don’t obey the Laws of Evil.”

      “Oh yes, the Laws of Evil. The most important laws of the demon species.” I fight back an eye roll.

      Almost all demons, including me, hate the Laws of Evil. Not because we loathe being evil. We just despise laws. And obeying. And listening to a power-tripping queen who has short, fat dancing statues for bodyguards. She’s powerful enough without the creepy, little, beady-eyed statues, which is why no demon has ever successfully overthrown her.

      “They are important.” Smoke billows from her lips. “Without laws, there is no fear. And without fear, I can’t do whatever I want, can I?” She sweeps a flaming strand of hair from her blistering shoulder. “Besides, without the laws, demons would kill each other into extinction.”

      She may be right. Still, it doesn’t make me like the laws.

      I straighten in my chair. “As much as I’d love to sit here and chitchat with you about laws all night, I really need to get back to my lair. So, just tell me what the task is, so I can be on my way.”

      Her eyes cloud as she leans in. “Fine. I can tell you’re in a rush, and since you clearly don’t want to tell me why, I’ll make this quick and easy.” She smirks, her lips sparking.

      I cringe. Whatever she’s about to say isn’t going to be good. Then again, she’s the Queen of Hell—nothing she says is great.

      “You currently have connections to a rare hybrid-creature from Mystic Willow Bay.” Her smirk broadens. “For your task, I want you to bring this creature to me.”

      Fuck, that’s what she wants? Evalee?

      My mouth sinks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do, Max.” She slants forward, slamming her hand on top of mine. My skin hisses as flames ignite across her flesh. “And you’re either going to bring this creature to me or I’m going to take your entire soul and own you for the rest of your miserable existence.”

      I grit my teeth until my jaw aches. “Why?”

      She stabs her fingernails into the back of my hand. “Why what?”

      Blood pools from my skin, but I don’t so much as flinch. She can fuck with me all she wants, hurt me, make me bleed, but after what I endured during my childhood, physical pain is a piece of yummy sprite cake for me.

      “Why do you want her?” I ask in an even tone.

      More heat and flames pour from her flesh, scalding my hand. “That’s none of your concern. Your only task is to bring the zombie to me.”

      “I need to …” I pause. “Wait. Zombie? I thought you said you wanted me to bring you a hybrid.”

      “Yes, the hybrid-zombie you currently have in your lair. She was just created. Has a little bit of witches’ blood in her along with zombie and something else.” She gives a short pause, her smoldering eyes burning a hole into me. “Unless you have another rare hybrid-zombie hanging out in your lair?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. In fact, I’m pretty sure I don’t even have one hybrid there.”

      She laughs, but the sound is anything but cheerful. “Oh, Max, how I love it when you toy with me.” Her laughter fizzles as she brands the back of my hand with her fingerprints. “Just remember my warning. Bring me the hybrid-zombie, or your soul and you are mine.” Her foul breath fans across my face as she leans closer. “But I want the decaying process stopped before you bring her in. I have no use for a zombie that’s going to rot away soon.”

      I carry her gaze as I nod, a portrait of calm. However, restlessness stews inside me over why she wants my little zombie pet and what she plans on doing with her. Plus, although I don’t want to admit it, the idea of handing Ryleigh over to the Queen of Hell isn’t sitting well with me. And that doesn’t sit well with me, either.

      I internally grimace. Since when do I feel guilty about cursing another creature?

      You don’t, Max, so why are you starting now?

      My confusion only magnifies as the queen releases me. I instantly start conjuring up plans on how to get Ryleigh out of this. The moment I realize what I’m doing, I remind myself that I’m a demon and I’ll do what demons do best.

      Put myself first, no matter the cost.
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      “We have a huge problem,” my fake mom announces as she whisks into the library in the basement of my childhood home.

      Or, should I say, secret library, since up until a minute ago, I wasn’t aware the house had a basement, let alone a massive library with wall-to-wall bookshelves and a domed ceiling, an illusion created by magic. A black and white checkerboard floor swirls in a kaleidoscope of patterns, and a gothic chandelier casts starry shadows across everything. The place is truly badass.

      “Why in the sneaky witches did I not know this place existed?” I mutter, turning in a circle.

      A heartbeat of a second later, my answer arrives as the far-left bookshelf opens, revealing yet another room. This one is far less awesome and consisting of plain grey walls and a long, rectangular table where my fake father; Hunter’s father, Liam; and a few of my parents’ colleagues sit.

      “Oh, the society is here!” Opal claps her hands and bounces on her toes. “Let me tell you a riddle.”

      “For the love of all powerful witches, what the hell is that?” Liam gapes at Opal in disgust.

      He looks like an older version of Hunter, only his blond hair is cut short and combed neatly. He’s also wearing a button-down shirt and tie, a style similar to what the old Hunter wore. Not the new, apparently real Hunter, who’s kind of Goth mixed with a bit of bad boy.

      I blow out an exasperated exhale at the reminder that I may not know the real Hunter. Well, I pretend to blow out an exhale, since ghosts can’t breathe.

      My mom sighs as she pulls out a chair. “This is Opal.”

      Liam’s jaw drops. “What the hell happened to her?”

      My mom massages her temples with her fingertips. “I’m not sure yet. All I can get out of her are riddles, and most of them make no damn sense.”

      Opal plops down in a chair and pinches her squeaky nose. “They’d make perfect sense if you’d think bigger than what your brain is expanding to. Just open your eyes and look right in front of you. You’ll see.”

      My mom crooks a brow at Liam. “See what I mean?”

      “We need to figure it out and reverse the effects before she gets permanently stuck like this,” my dad—fake dad—intervenes, loosening his tie.

      I swallow a lump wedged in my throat as I painfully realize something. I need to start referring to my fake parents by their real names, because Mom and Dad, even fake mom and dad, doesn’t work anymore.

      Sucking back the tears threatening to pour out, I drift over to an empty seat and sit down. Well, more like hover above the chair.

      “You don’t think this has anything to do with Plan Elimination, do you?” my fake mom—I mean, Julie—asks worriedly.

      Liam tosses a distrustful glance at the witches and wizards sitting around the table. “The only way that could be possible is if someone outside of our inner magic circle found out about our plan. And the only way that could’ve happened is if we have a traitor in our midst.”

      Plan Elimination? Inner magic circle? What the twitchy witches are they talking about?

      My fake dad, Greg, absently taps his wand against his hand. “Well, either that or you weren’t cautious enough about the stuff you’ve been saying.”

      Liam slants back in his chair with his brows raised. “You’re blaming me for this?”

      Greg grips his wand tightly. “You’re the only one here who knows someone who would protect Evalee against us, even if it means going against the society and turning Opal into … that.” He waves his hand in Opal’s direction.

      Opal giggles. “Indeed.”

      “This isn’t my fault,” Liam snaps, a vein bulging in his neck.

      Greg shakes his head at Opal, then narrows his eyes at Liam. “You know as well as I do that, if Hunter found out about Plan Elimination, he’d do whatever he could to protect Evalee.”

      Liam’s nostrils flare. “I haven’t told Hunter about the plan. I stopped keeping him in the loop the day he got into that argument with the society members about wanting to tell that damn hybrid-demon the truth about what she was. And I punished him for opening his mouth. Five days in the cells and fifteen magical electric zaps. Your recommended punishment Greg, which I followed through, even though Hunter is my son. So don’t you dare question my loyalty!” He pounds his fist against the table.

      My heart quivers inside, as if trying to beat again. Hunter wanted to tell me what I was? And he was punished because he did? With magic electric zaps?

      My hands tremble at my sides. Holy heartbreaking witches, the pain he must’ve endured.

      “Besides,” Liam says, “you know as well as I do that Ryleigh could’ve been responsible for this. She broke the rules, too, and got too close to the disgusting hybrid-demon.”

      Disgusting? What a fucking asshole wizard! Sure, I’m a bit klutzy and have a bunch of bloodlines sloshing around inside me, but that doesn’t make me disgusting! Just different. And maybe a bit odd.

      “Ryleigh’s been dead for a couple weeks, Liam,” Julie reminds him in a surprisingly emotionless tone. “There’s no way she could possibly be behind Opal’s condition.”

      Liam rolls his eyes. “I think you’re forgetting that the hybrid can talk to the dead. And Evalee had Ryleigh’s body for quite some time, so who knows what was said?” He rests back in the chair with an eerie smirk on his face. “For all we know, Ryleigh could’ve found out what we were planning, told Evalee, and then she went after Opal in revenge.”

      “Perhaps. But revenge doesn’t seem like something Evalee would do.” Julie polishes a spot on her wand with her thumb. “For as much power and evil as she has inside her, the girl can’t cast a proper spell, even if her life depended on it. Plus, if our plan has gone smoothly, Evalee should be dead by now.”

      Her words drop my already cold body temperature even more.

      My fake parents were behind my death? They were the ones who killed me?

      I feel like I’m going to puke my ghostly guts out all over the trippy tile floor

      “Only if our time spell worked,” Liam reminds her. “If not, then the demon we hired to kill her probably didn’t succeed, and she’s still walking around Mystic Willow Bay, tainting the town with her existence.”

      A frown etches into Julie’s face. “I really wish all the members of the society were on board with killing her. But no, they think that’s too cruel. So instead, we have to go through all this trouble just to make it look like an unidentifiable creature killed her.” She huffs a frustrated breath. “Do you know how complicated it was to cast that time traveling spell just so her murder couldn’t be tracked back to that damn demon assassin we hired?”

      “Time traveling spells are complicated,” Greg agrees. “But sending a demon through a time portal was the only way to cover our tracks. We should’ve done that to begin with instead of using Ryleigh’s body to lure her underground. It was a stupid idea, and I’m glad it didn’t work. Otherwise, we all might be in prison right now. Or like this hideous thing over here.” He swings his hand in Opal’s direction.

      Opal laughs, but it’s like she doesn’t get what’s so funny.

      “I just hope this time traveling plan works,” Julie mumbles. “And the demon assassin doesn’t do something stupid like back out or decide to stab us in the back and take Evalee for himself.” She drums her fingernails against the table. “It’s frustrating that the only creature that can kill her is a demon.”

      “Yet demons don’t want to kill her because of what she is and what she can do,” Greg adds as an afterthought. “It makes her nearly impossible to kill.”

      “Will you guys relax?” a younger wizard with dark hair and a scruffy jawline chimes in. “The assassin demon wants Evalee dead just as much as we do.” His smile is crammed with cocky assurance. “The travel plan went down smoothly. I have no doubt about that. We’ll never have to worry about that dangerous hybrid again. Unless she somehow returns from the Afterlife.” He chuckles, as if the idea is ludicrous.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure just yet,” Julie warns the cocky wizard. “If there’s one thing we can’t trust in this world, it’s a demon. It’s why I had to sleep with my door locked every night from the moment the society made me take in that monstrous hybrid. Every night, I worried she was going to kill me and Greg in our sleep. I have never felt as relieved as the day she moved out.”

      “We should’ve gotten rid of her sooner,” Greg says with a shake of his head, “before the rest of the demons figured out how to use her power. But now, if she’s not dead, then demons are going to use her to gain power. Then they’ll take over the entire town, and we’ll all be doomed.”

      “You know as well as I do that we couldn’t have just gotten rid of her.” Julie reaches over and pries Greg’s wand from his hand. “The leaders of the society refuse to kill her. That’s why her death had to look like an accident. And it’s taken us forever to find the demon who will kill her.”

      “Let’s just hope he succeeded. I don’t want to go through the hassle of creating another plan.” Liam stares down at the table with a crinkle at his brow. “I thought for sure we were going to be able to lure her into the assassin demon’s hands after we got ahold of Ryleigh’s body. The hybrid has always seemed to like Ryleigh, but apparently, I was wrong since she never showed up.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Julie rises from her chair and hands Greg his wand. “Let’s just focus on the future.”

      Nodding, they all stand and touch the tips of their wands together. “To the future,” they chant. “To a future without hybrids.”
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      I leave not long after the inner circle nutjobs start chanting about a future free of hybrids. Not only did the words sting like an evil witch, but the betrayal stirring around in the room made me sick to my stomach.

      Even before I knew what I was, I was aware I was different. I also understood that I wasn’t the favorite child, that my fake parents weren’t fans of my strange ability of being able to chat with the dead and my incompetence when it comes to casting spells. But hearing that my fake parents hate me … that they’ve wanted me dead … that they’re behind my death …

      I burst from the house I grew up in and zoom through the air, ghost tears spilling from my eyes. The hatred in that house is too much. I feel like I’m dying all over again. I feel cold. Aching.

      Maybe I’m better off dead.

      Maybe I really am.

      When I reach the end of the block, I zoom upward toward the rainbow-tinted sky. The wind blows strands of my hair into my face and a hazy mist of fog surrounds me as I soar higher. I wonder how high I’d have to go before I reached the edge of this world. What happens if I do? Will I never be able to return to Mystic Willow Bay? Do I even want to?

      A sob wrenches from my chest as I hover in the clouds cascaded by rainbows of colors. The town is just a speck below my feet and various colors shimmer across my ghostly skin as I hug my knees to my chest.

      “I don’t want to go back,” I admit over the heavy breeze. “There’s nothing there for me.”

      As if an unearthly presence is hiding in the clouds, the softest plea caresses my ears.

      “Eva, please don’t leave me.”

      Hunter. And he sounds upset.

      When I peer down at my legs and arms, my skin has become more transparent. My spirit is dying. The Afterlife is calling my name.

      “I should just let go,” I whisper as tears drip down my cheeks. “If they want to kill me, I must be bad, right?”

      “Please,” Hunter whispers from somewhere. “I can’t lose you. I need you, okay? I’ve needed you since the day I met you.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as a wave of pain, sadness, and regret washes over me. “I’m so sorry, Hunter, but I don’t think I’m going to—”

      “Huh. I’m not sure I’ve ever had to collect a soul from the clouds before.” A deep voice rises over the brisk breeze, hilarity ringing in his tone.

      I open my eyelids and cringe. “Oh, crap.”

      The cloaked figure—aka, the freakin’ Grim Reaper—grins, his face just a shadow beneath his hood. “Hello, Evalee, it’s so nice to meet you again.”

      Huh? “Again?” I’ve met this dude before?

      He dismisses me with a flick of his wrist, which is surprisingly covered in flesh. I always thought the Grim Reaper was more skeleton-like. “We’ll catch up later. Right now, I need to collect your soul.”

      I may have lost my damn witch’s marbles for a faerie wing flicker of a second and thought about surrendering to death, but now that Death himself is staring me in the face …

      I stretch my legs and push to my feet. “Um, yeah, I think I’m going to pass.”

      “Death doesn’t give out passes on Tuesdays,” he drones, sounding bored.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. You can give me one then.” I spring on my toes, preparing to fly, but he folds his fingers around my wrist.

      “You can’t outrun death, strange hybrid-girl.” Amusement dances in his tone.

      Hybrid. I’m a hybrid with all sorts of powers. There must be a way out of this.

      Think, Eva, think. Which one of your powers could outwit the reaper? Demon feeder? Probably not. Witch? Yeah, since I’m so awesome at using my powers. Succubus …

      Witch’s brewing pot! I have an idea!

      Lowering my feet back down to the clouds, I spin around and smile sweetly at the reaper. “You know, you’re very handsome for a crazy paranormal who steals souls.” I trail my fingers up the front of his cloak while batting my eyelashes at him.

      He snorts a laugh. “Nice try, but your succubus powers won’t work on me.” He snags ahold of my other wrist and yanks me closer to him. “Now, open up. It’s time to feed me your soul.”

      I try to wrench away, but he’s freakishly strong. “No! I’m not ready to die.”

      He only laughs, his lips nearing mine as he dips his head. “No creature ever is.”

      I lift my leg and kick him in the shin, but only end up hurting my foot. Then I scream until my lungs ache, tears pooling in my eyes.

      “Eva, please don’t leave me,” I hear Hunter whisper again.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper back as the Grim Reaper opens his mouth and starts to devour my soul.
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      Peyton was right; the Ghost Breather is being uncooperative. I understand not always liking the powers you possess, but I’m getting pissed. The more time we waste trying to get her to come out and help us, the longer Evalee stays dead.

      “Just walk in,” I tell Peyton as she raps her knuckles on the front door of the single-story house located in a sketchy neighborhood on the outskirts of Mystic Willow Bay.

      “Give her a second, okay? She hates this ghost shit, and honestly, I don’t blame her.” She bangs on the door again.

      The curtain covering the window at the side of the door moves back, and a shadow of a face peers out.

      “Open up!” I shout, but the curtain only falls shut again.

      Peyton waits another a minute before knocking on the door again. Like the other ten to twenty times she’s knocked, no one answers.

      “How does she even know why we’re here?” I step back and look at all the windows. Not a single light is on, but every so often, a face briefly appears in a window.

      “Um, hello, you’re carrying a dead body.” Peyton gives a pressing glance at Eva’s lifeless body. “Why else would we be here?”

      I adjust Eva’s body in my arms, noting her body temperature is rapidly dropping. My stomach coils with knots as a fading sensation sweeps through me.

      Something’s wrong.

      “You should’ve left her body in the car,” she adds, staring down at Evalee.

      I shake my head. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to leave her alone anywhere. Too many dead bodies in this town go missing.”

      I hold Evalee closer to my chest. She looks even paler than when she first died. And her body is as chilly as an ice storm, while my body feels like a dissipating cloud.

      Something is definitely not right.

      “I think we need to hurry,” I say. “She’s getting really cold and pale.”

      “She’s dead.” Peyton rolls her eyes. “That’s how she’s supposed to look.”

      “I know, but … she’s getting colder and paler, and …” I rack my brain for the right words to explain how I feel. “I’m not sure why, or if I’m just being overly paranoid, but I swear I can feel her fading.”

      “I’m trying my best, Hunter.” Peyton heaves an exhale then hammers her fist against the door again. “Come on, Rowan; open the damn door. It’s an emergency!”

      As Peyton continues to bang on the door, Evalee’s body temperature plummets.

      As panic sets in, I sink to the steps, settling her body in my lap. I sweep her hair back from her face. Her skin is as white as the clouds, her lips blood red, and that fading sensation I feel emitting off her is amplifying by the second.

      What’s going on? How can I feel her fading?

      Suddenly, it dawns on me. The fading feeling is from our shared magic. I can feel Evalee’s magic diminishing.

      Does that mean her ghost is leaving?

      No, I’m not going to fucking lose her.

      “This is why I don’t deal with this shit anymore.”

      The unfamiliar voice startles me. I snap my head up as I jolt. Then I relax a drop when I realize where the voice came from.

      The front door is now open and a girl around Evalee’s age is standing in the doorway with a frown on her face. She’s dressed all in black, which contrasts strangely with her nearly white hair and the most silvery eyes I’ve ever seen.

      Rowan, the Ghost Breather. She must be her.

      “If you want to say your goodbyes, you should probably do it now,” Rowan tells me. “She’s about to go.”

      My brows pull together. “Go where?”

      Sighing, she steps forward onto the porch beside Peyton. “To the Afterlife.”

      I shake my head in fucking denial. “No, Evalee’s a ghost. She accidentally cast this spell on herself a while ago, and—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Rowan cuts me off, glancing at Peyton. “Spell or not, I can tell her spirit is fading, which means she only has a few minutes left before she permanently dies.”

      Peyton shakes her head. “No … She can’t … I don’t …” She turns away with her head lowered. “Goddammit, Eva, why’d you have to go and get yourself killed? You’re, like, the only witch I was ever able to stand.”

      “Tell Eva to hold on,” I beg Rowan. “You’re the Ghost Breather, right? Tell her to hang on until we save her.” Tears burn my eyes. I’ve never been much of a crier, but I can’t fight them back no matter how hard I try.

      I can’t lose her yet.

      I can’t lose her at all.

      I’m so sorry for lying to you, Eva. I should’ve told you the truth a long time ago.

      “Her ghost isn’t here,” Rowan whispers apologetically. “She’s probably already heading toward the Afterlife.” She presses her lips together. “I’m so sorry.”

      Shaking my head, I cup Eva’s ice-cold cheek. “Eva, please don’t leave me.”

      Nothing but silence. Not even the whisper of a breeze.

      “Please,” I whisper, begging. “I can’t lose you. I need you, okay? I’ve needed you since the day I met you. You’re the only witch in my life I can stand anymore. Everyone else … my family … There’s so much you don’t know. I should’ve told you. If you come back, I’ll tell you everything. Please, just come back.”

      I restlessly wait for a sign that Eva is here, that she can hear me. But silence crushes my soul.

      Perhaps that’s why I do what I do next. Perhaps the pain is too much and I lose my damn mind.

      Or maybe I’m thinking clearly for the first time in my life.

      Shifting Eva into one arm, I retrieve my wand from my pocket.

      Peyton turns around and frowns at me. “What’re you doing?”

      “What I should’ve done the moment she died.” I raise my wand, my hand trembling. “I’m going to bind her soul to mine. That way, she can’t die until I do.”

      “That sounds like a pretty easy solution.” Peyton’s frown deepens. “Too easy.”

      “That’s because he’s sugarcoating it.” Rowan wraps her arms tightly around herself. “He’s not just binding her soul to his. He’s binding his soul to hers, as well. Which means, if she dies, so does he. And it’s black magic, so a lot could go wrong. You could both end up soulless, or your souls could end up tainted by darkness. It’s a really risky spell.”

      I already know all this. That’s why I was hesitant to perform the spell. But if I have to choose between losing Evalee or losing my soul, I choose the latter.

      “How the hell do you know so much about black magic?” I ask Rowan suspiciously. “I thought you were a Ghost Breather?”

      “Let’s just say I have a connection to the witch world and know a thing or two about black magic.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear as the wind kicks up. “You shouldn’t do it. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I know the risks, and I’m willing to take them.” I move my wand toward Evalee’s forehead.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Peyton asks warily. “I mean, what if Eva returns, but she’s like soulless or some shit like that? She won’t even be Eva.”

      “If she loses her soul, we’ll get it back. This is just to buy her some time.” And if I lose my soul, I know Eva will do the same for me.

      Hybrid-demon or not, Eva is the kindest and most caring creature I’ve ever met. After she lost Ryleigh, she spent countless hours trying to put together a spell to save her. Every time I’ve been sick, she’s taken care of me. And on some of the worst and darkest days of my life, she helped me hang on to the light, even if she didn’t know she was helping. She should’ve known, though, because I should’ve told her. I should’ve told her the truth about herself, about the society, and about the shit my father put me through.

      When I get her back, no more lying.

      My hand shakes as I part my lips, uttering a forbidden spell in the witches’ world. Magic begins to spark from the tip of my wand. With each word I utter, my heartrate quickens, a combination of fear and relief racing through me.

      “Please let it work,” I whisper when I finish the spell.

      Evalee remains lifeless in my arms, her chest not moving, her skin pallid and cold.

      “Fuck!” I cry out. Why didn’t it work? What did I do wrong?

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Rowan suddenly snaps as she backs away, staring at the railing in front of me. “I told you never to visit me again!” Silence fills the air, and then Rowan pales as her gaze drifts to me. “The Grim Reaper’s here.”

      “What?” Peyton and I say simultaneously.

      “Why?” I ask, fearing the answer, worried Death’s presence has to do with the black magic spell I just cast.

      Rowan lowers her head and pinches the brim of her nose. “Your spell worked, Hunter. Eva gets to live again, but there are consequences, just like I said there probably would be.”

      I swallow hard. “What are they?”

      Rowan’s hand falls to her side as she meets my gaze. “Since the Grim Reaper was about to take Eva’s soul when you cast the spell, he now gets yours instead. You won’t die, but you’re going to be, well, you know, one of the Soulless.”

      My heart misses a beat. No, it fucking stops. The Soulless are creatures that live up to their names, raising havoc wherever they can without ever caring about who they hurt. They’ve done awful things to the townspeople before, and now I’m supposed to be one of these monsters. The only positive side of the situation is that Eva will live.

      I could try to make a deal, try to reverse the spell, but then what? Eva dies and the Grim Reaper gets her soul?

      No, I can’t do that. All I can do is hope we can figure out a way to get my soul back. Until then, I’ll have to try to hang on to my humanity.

      “When is it going to happen—”

      A searing pain rips through my chest and I gasp.

      Warmth spills from my body, leaving a mist of eerie calmness behind. Then that calmness quickly turns to restlessness, a hunger emerging inside me.

      A hunger to hurt someone.
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      When I decided I wanted to live, I never expected it to be under these circumstances. Never expected the Grim Reaper to abruptly stop sucking my soul from my lips, and then drag me away to Hunter, Peyton, and a girl I’m pretty sure I’ve never met before.

      “Hunter?” I blink up at the gorgeous wizard that I once thought was my best friend.

      His eyes, that usually carry such warmth, are void of emotion, chilled with icy stillness.

      He sweeps his chin-length, blond hair out of his eyes. “In the flesh.”

      I prop up on my elbows and peer around. Peyton is standing beside me, worriedly chewing on her thumbnail, more nervous than I’ve ever seen her. Next to her is the girl I don’t know. She’s around my age with long white hair and silver eyes that are almost as strange-looking as my freaky rainbow eyes. From the bits and pieces I picked up on after the Grim Reaper hauled me here, she’s the Ghost Breather. She knew the Grim Reaper, too, and didn’t seem very pleased about him just showing up on the front steps of what I assume is her house. Then again, would anyone really be happy if Death literally showed up on their doorstep?

      I brush strands of hair out of my eyes as I push to my feet and assess Hunter. I know what happened. That he cast a black magic spell to bind my soul to his, and now his soul belongs to the reaper who I can no longer see. But I don’t want to believe it.

      “Are you okay?” I tentatively stretch my arm toward Hunter.

      As my fingers almost reach his cheek, his hand darts up and his fingers touch my wrist.

      “If you’re going to touch me, you better plan on fucking me.” He jerks on my arm, causing me to stumble against him. Then he dips his lips toward my ear. “Come on, Eva; spread those pretty legs for me,” he taunts, “so I can fuck you senseless. Or would you prefer to go fuck that demon? Might be better if you do. After all, you’re a demon and I’m a powerful wizard who’s way too good for you.”

      Tears veil my vision as I shove him back. “Knock it off, Hunter. I know this isn’t you.”

      He laughs darkly as he retrieves his wand. “But it is. I’ve been pretending the whole time, so get used to it.”

      “Hunter, please don’t do this,” I beg. “Please don’t—”

      As sparks shoot from the tip of his wand, a cloud of smoke rises from the ground and sweeps him away.

      “Crap.” I trot down the steps and quickly stride toward the sidewalk.

      “Eva, where are you going?” Peyton shouts, rushing after me.

      I quicken my pace to a jog, wobbling in the platform shoes I’m wearing. “To find Hunter before he does something stupid.” I veer up the sidewalk and race in the direction of the bad section of town, figuring that’s the best place to start looking for him. “And don’t try to talk me out of it. I know you’re not a fan of him, but he saved my life, and now I’m going to save his.”

      Hunter is only in this mess because of me. He did black magic, something he hates and that is forbidden, to save me. And now he’s a Soulless, the Hunter I cared for completely gone.

      No, he’s not! Somehow, I’m going to save him.

      “I’m not going to try to talk you out of it!” Peyton snags the back of my dress and pulls me to a stop. “But you can’t just run around like a zombie with her head cut off with no real plan. Plus, you have a shit-ton of demons looking for you.” She turns me to face her. “If you want to find a Soulless, we need to make a plan. One that will help us find Hunter and keep the demons away from you.”

      “And some of the Mystic Willow Bay Society,” I add as an afterthought.

      Her brow crinkles. “Did you find out something about them while you were dead?”

      I nod, my heart clenching at the reminder of what I overheard in my old childhood home. “You were right. Some of the members aren’t trustworthy at all, including Opal and my parents. Or, well, my fake parents.”

      Pity fills her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “It’s not your fault.”

      She shakes her head, her jaw ticking. “Yeah, but still, I knew those bastards were up to something. They hate any creature that’s not like them.” She shakes her head again. “Let’s go back to Rowan’s. We’ll sit down and figure out what we’re going to do.”

      Sucking back the tears, I nod. Then we start back down the sidewalk.

      “Who’s Rowan, anyway?” I ask, trying to distract myself from the guilt and pain stinging inside me. “The Ghost Breather?”

      Peyton nods, pulling her hair into a high ponytail and securing it with an elastic from her wrist. “It might take some convincing for her to help us, but I think it will be beneficial if we have someone who can chat with the dead on our side.”

      “I think you might be right.” I shudder, pulling my jacket tighter around me as the wind picks up and I get the strangest feeling I’m being watched.

      Yeah, I definitely think it might be a good idea to have a Ghost Breather on our side. Not because I’m worried we’ll be haunted by a bunch of ghosts, but because of the final haunting words the reaper had whispered to me before I returned to life.

      “You and I still have unfinished business, Eva,” he said with a wink. “I’ll see you soon. And tell Rowan the same thing.”

      How he knows me or what unfinished business he thinks we have, is beyond me. I’m hoping Rowan knows.

      No, what I’m really hoping is that she knows a way to avoid him. The last thing I ever want is for me or anyone I care about to have to look Death in the face again.
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      By the time I return to my lair, Ryleigh is unfrozen and pacing the length of my living room. Her eyes are oozing blood, and she’s gnawing on her fingers. When her gaze finds mine, the eye bleeding hunger subsides a bit.

      “Where have you been?” She starts toward me, then freezes. “You know what? Forget what I said. I’m not your wife. You don’t need to tell me where you’ve been.” She lines her palm to her stomach. “Zombies, I’m getting crankier the hungrier I get.”

      “The brains I ordered aren’t here yet, so we’ll get you something to eat on our way out.” I collect a bottle of whiskey from the table and take a sip straight from the bottle, telling myself I did the right thing by making the deal with the Queen of Hell. That I should put myself first. That I’m a demon.

      You’re a demon, Max. You seem to be forgetting that lately.

      She perks up, but then frowns. “On our way out? Are we going somewhere?”

      I nod, setting the bottle down. “To complete the next step of stopping your decaying process, we have to take a little trip.”

      “So, the first step worked?” Hope shines in her blood-stained eyes.

      “Of course.” I flash her a grin as I screw the cap back on the bottle. “Did you think I failed?” I laugh. Me, fail? How ridiculous.

      “I wasn’t really sure.” She gives a sluggish shrug. “I mean, I still feel and look the same, so …” She shrugs again with her bottom lip jutted out.

      A pouting zombie? Who ever thought I’d see such a sight? Then again, the Queen of Hell said she was a hybrid, so that explains a lot. I wish I knew what powers she had. Zombie powers, obviously. And witch’s. But is Ryleigh something else, too?

      The only way I might be able to find out is to discover who created her and why. But that’s another problem for another time, one I’m not sure I’ll even solve since, after I stop Ryleigh from decaying, I’ll be delivering her to the Queen of Hell.

      “You shouldn’t decay anymore for now.” I lean back against the table and cross my arms. “We still need to get on to the next steps before the magic wears off and you start shedding gobs of flesh again.”

      She scratches her neck. “After we complete all the steps, will I …? Do you think …?” She curses under her breath. “Will I still want to eat brains?”

      I sort of feel bad for the zombie as I reply, “No, that’ll probably never go away.”

      Her expression sinks. “Okay.” She rubs her hand across her face, leaving smeared blood all over her cheek. “I guess things could be worse, right?”

      The strangest and most uncomfortable sensation surfaces inside me. “I guess so.”

      Feeling far too uneasy, I turn around and pour myself another glass of whiskey, hoping to erase the feeling.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Why do I feel so … unsettled?

      “Max, are you okay?” she asks, moving up behind me. “You seem sort of, I don’t know, squirrely.”

      What the hell of all crazy demon bats? Did she just compare me to a squirrel? Those stupid creatures that eat their own nuts or whatever?

      I glance over my shoulder at her and arch a brow. “You’re comparing me to a squirrel?”

      She snorts a laugh, her nose crinkling. The move throws me off again. So she can cry and laugh? What a strange little zombie hybrid.

      “No, that’s not what I meant,” she says. “It’s just a term witches and wizards use sometimes to describe someone who seems uneasy.”

      “It seems like a ridiculous term if you ask me.”

      “Well, no one asked you, did they?” Her amused smirk almost makes me smile.

      “Well, they should.” I grin. “After all, my opinion is the most important opinion that’s ever existed.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are all demons this arrogant?”

      I wink at her. “Only the ones who have something to be arrogant about.”

      When she rolls her eyes again, I grin, the heaviness that had settled over me starting to lighten.

      Thank the higher demons. The pits of Hell must’ve temporary fucked with my head.

      Setting the bottle of whiskey down, I start toward the doorway. “Come on, my little zombie pet. Let’s get going before you end up turning into a bag of bones and flesh.”

      She hurries after me. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      I stuff my hands into my pockets. “To the Afterlife.”

      She grinds to a screeching halt just in front of the doorway. “You’re taking me to the Land of Death?”

      “It’s part of the next step.” I shrug, facing her. “What’s the big deal? You’ll probably fit right in.”

      Hurt shimmers in her eyes. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      That foreign uneasiness creeps up inside me again, and I find myself patting her arm in an attempt to comfort her. “It’s not as bad as it seems. Being dead, I mean. A lot of creatures are considered dead. Some even consider demons as part of the dead species, mostly because our souls are pretty much dead.”

      Her wide eyes zone in on my hand on her arm. “Um, thanks?” Confusion fills her eyes.

      I jerk back. What the stupid demons am I doing? Since when do I try to comfort other creatures? Again, I should say, since I’ve done it once before when I cupped her cheek earlier.

      “Whatever. Let’s just get going.”

      She nods, then we start out of the room and down the hallway, heading for the front entrance of my lair. Neither of us speak. And I’m glad. The last thing I want to do is engage in another conversation that’ll bring me to do something stupid again, like tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear and tell her everything will be okay.

      Crazy demons, I’m losing my damn mind.

      “Hey, Max,” Ryleigh breaks the silence. “Thanks for helping with this. I really appreciate it.” She stares down at the dirt as we walk. “If I hadn’t met you, I’m pretty sure my hands would’ve been stained with murder and brains by now.”

      I internally grimace, realizing what’s causing that unfamiliar uneasiness currently taking over my emotions.

      Guilt.

      Yep, I, Max, a demon who’s never felt bad for any of the awful things I’ve done, which are a lot of things, feels guilty over lying to a zombie and promising to hand her over to the Queen of Hell.

      Feels guilty.

      Guilty.

      Well, isn’t this fucking ridiculous? Guilty? I feel guilty?

      I shake my head. This must be a trick. Perhaps my little zombie pet is using her hybrid powers to mess with my head.

      I give her a suspicious sidelong glance.

      Her attention darts to me. “What’s wrong?”

      I plaster on a smile, although it takes a lot of work. “Nothing’s ever wrong, my little zombie pet. That’s the first thing you should know about me.”

      She doesn’t appear convinced, yet she shrugs and fixes her gaze on the ground again.

      Fuck. I need to pull myself together and hollow out my soul again.

      If it’s one thing a demon fears, it’s having a functioning soul.
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