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Dedications

TO MY SISTER WARRIOR and friend, Pearl. Thanks for your enthusiasm and praise of my books. I’m so glad I helped get you out of your funk. 

To Ginelle, Shéa, and Sheri, thanks for your continued support and excellent beta reading. You rock!

To Melissa, I truly value your feedback. Thanks for helping make my MS so much better!

To all of my readers who patiently waited for this book, I hope once you get over the gross parts, you are left with lots of warm fuzzies. 

Dead and Delicious by Tara West

Five things I learned while being a fallen angel zombie:

1. Duct tape works better than embalming.

2. Alopecia is not my favorite hairstyle.

3. Fried demons smell like bacon.

4. This brain breath is affecting my love life.

5. Nothing ruins a honeymoon like an apocalypse.
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Chapter One
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“THIS HAD BETTER NOT take long.” I held onto my new husband’s arm, nervously smoothing the white taffeta of my knee-length wedding dress as our elevator made the slow descent toward Earth, aka level one, where supposedly we were needed for a major ghosting emergency. Of all the days we had to get called into work.

When my husband brought my hand to his lips, sin in his bright blue eyes making my knees go weak, my irritation was momentarily forgotten. 

“Have I mentioned how beautiful you look?” he asked with a mischievous smile that promised a very fun honeymoon. 

I bit my lip, leaning into him while I toyed with his tie. “Maybe, but you can mention it again.”

My grim reaper groom looked so dashing in a turn-of-the-century suit. Sideburns and wavy chestnut hair complimented his classic look. He was like a tall, frosty bottle of sexy sarsaparilla, and I couldn’t wait to take a long drink.  We had literally tied the knot only a few minutes ago, making me Mrs. Aedan O’Connor, the luckiest girl in all of Purgatory, though I was anxious to get back to our wedding celebration. We hadn’t even cut into the cake yet— chocolate with raspberry filling and buttercream frosting, and a cute little grim reaper and fallen angel on top. 

“It must be really bad if all ghosters have to report.” Melanie, Sargent Santiago Sanchez’s girlfriend and former demoness, looked ready to pass out as she swayed against Sarge while holding tightly to his hand. Her shimmery ’80’s bridesmaid dress with puffy sleeves and poufy Aquanet hair made her look like a retro prom queen. “Did they say what it was?” she asked Sarge, looking up at him with eyes heavily painted with blue eyeshadow and thick black liner.

I froze at Sarge’s expression. All the color had drained from his normally tanned face. He swallowed hard. “I couldn’t hear with all the screaming.” 

Sarge was an experienced combat veteran who’d died in Afghanistan. The fact that he looked like he’d just stepped in a giant crap sandwich didn’t bode well for us. 

“Fuck me.”

“Basil!” I spun around, narrowing my eyes at my potty-mouth friend. Basil rarely made sense. Usually, she was rambling about aliens and flies while inhaling her leafy-green pain meds. 

Basil stared straight ahead, mesmerized by the blinking buttons on the elevator and twisting a lock of scraggly, white hair around her finger. “Not even the aliens can help us now,” she mumbled.

Our oldest ghoster, Crow, who’d died sometime during the Civil War, stood as still as a statue by Basil’s side. The whites of his eyes stood out against his leathery, ebony skin. He stared at the doors as if the very hounds of hell were waiting on the other side. This was so not good. 

I shot Aedan a nervous look, and he reassuringly squeezed my hand. “Relax, sweetheart.” He opened the flap on his jacket, revealing his retractable scythe, a smooth black object that was no bigger than a cellphone. “We’ve survived hell three times. We can get through this. Just stay behind me,” he said with a wink. 

“Damn right I’m staying behind you,” I grumbled, examining my French tips. “I spent a lot of credits on this manicure.” No sense in ruining my nails blasting demons when Aedan could chop off their heads. But there shouldn’t have been any demons on Earth anyway. The only demons who had access were those on the top level of Hell, and I’d zapped their gatekeeper down several levels when he’d tried to start the apocalypse. Without the gatekeeper, demons couldn’t leave hell. So why was there a ghosting emergency? 

We sucked in a collective breath when the elevator stopped at level one, aka Earth, aka the dimension where I’d spent the first twenty-nine years of my existence until my untimely death by faulty blow-dryer. 

I squeezed Aedan’s hand tighter as the silver doors squeaked open, and then I just about crapped my panties. 

* * *
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OUR ELEVATOR HAD DROPPED us off smack in the middle of what could have only been described as an undead battlefield. We were in an old cemetery shrouded in a thin mist and faintly illuminated by moonlight. Gravesites had been unearthed and tombstones turned to rubble while grims and ghosters decapitated demonic creatures that came at them from all sides. And was it just me, or was it uncommonly hot for early spring in Seattle?

Margo Styles, a ghoster on the elite Alpha Squad, who looked like a Barbie and screamed like a banshee, shoved a big-ass machete into my arms. “Arm yourself.” She drew in a deep breath before driving a hatchet into some pale creature’s skull. 

My stomach roiled when his brain exploded in a fountain of green ooze, splattering Margo’s face. I wasn’t crazy about Margo, and I’d wanted to dump a plate of caviar over her snooty head a time or two, but I wouldn’t wish a mouthful of demon sludge on my worst enemy. 

Aedan pushed me behind him, slicing off a demon’s head before I had a chance to blink. The rest of the ghosters on my squad somehow found weapons and were joining in the action. I spun in a slow circle, nearly dropping the heavy machete on my foot. I could barely lift it. How the hell was I supposed to cut off heads with it? All while wearing a wedding gown and heels. 

I ducked under Aedan’s arm as he decapitated a demon with spikes coming out of his skull. “Margo, what is happening?” I hollered, unable to keep the shrill rattle out of my voice. 

“I don’t know,” she said between grunts, driving her blade into a scaly creature’s torso, “but all hell’s broke loose.” 

A tall shadow fell over us, and I peered up at the commander of the ghosting squadrons. Shadow, a formidable ghoster, was made even creepier knowing he’d once been controlled by a powerful demon. 

“Shadow,” I cried. “Please tell me what’s happening.”

“Delta squad.” He frowned at me, waving to Sarge and Aedan. “You take the west end. Whatever you do, do not let them leave the cemetery.” He handed Sarge and Aedan walkie-talkies. 

So like a man to talk over the woman, but now wasn’t the time to get into a sexism debate. I reminded myself Shadow had died 150 years ago, back when women were still swooning from tight corsets and battery-operated dildos hadn’t been invented yet, so we kind of had to take shit from men. 

I shrieked when a demon head catapulted past me, spewing blood all over my wedding gown. Dammit! Now I was pissed! I dropped the machete and yanked a blade out of a demon’s back, shook off the blood, and marched alongside my husband. So much for my white wedding. Guess that was my karma for trying to pass as a virgin.   

Energy tickled my palms, and I flexed my fingers, feeling my wind power strengthening. I was able to channel wind on level one, and not the kind I experienced after my grandma’s three-bean chili, but a powerful gale that could knock people over. I looked at my team. No surprise they’d taken on their ghosting forms. Basil was a wicked apparition, partly see-through and fully creepy, her hands and feet obscured in misty shreds, as if they’d been caught in a paranormal paper shredder. Crow had transformed into a giant black crowzilla, part man and part “what-the-fuck-is-that-thing?” Melanie had an orange glow, but Sarge and Aedan looked pretty much the same. They didn’t need any special powers or transformations. They were bad-ass enough. Aedan only took on his grim reaper form when he went to Hell, transforming into a skeletal creature with skin that looked like dried jerky. Needless to say, he was far from appealing, but I loved him anyway.  

The fog grew thicker, obscuring the bloody brawl behind us. I heard a frantic call over Sarge’s walkie-talkie. “Beta to Alpha. There’s been a breach.” 

“Damn!” Sarge pulled Melanie closer. “Fan out.” He pointed for Aedan and me to go right and Crow and Basil to cut left.  

Aedan held his scythe at the ready. His blue eyes darkened to a deep indigo. “Stay close to me.” 

I eagerly nodded. As if I’d go on a stroll through a demon-infested cemetery without my grim reaper husband. 

The mist was getting so thick now, I could barely see five feet in front of us. I raised my hands, channeling my wind, and blew the mist. Most of it swirled around us, but enough scattered so we could make out several unearthed graves. Had the demons desecrated these sites? 

“Ouch!” My heel twisted, and I lurched forward, grabbing Aedan for support and nearly falling face-first into a gaping hole with an open, empty casket. 

Aedan steadied me with a hand on my elbow. “Are you all right, sweetheart?”

I slipped off my shoe, pouting when I saw a crack in the heel. “My shoe!” First my gown and now my beautiful, shiny red pumps, given to me by my dear grandmother, were ruined. I didn’t think our wedding day could get any worse, except, of course, if we were butchered by demons.

I slipped off the other shoe, sighing when the soft, damp grass soothed my sore feet. I hadn’t realized how badly my feet had been cramping. I handed my heels to Aedan. “Can you stuff these in your pockets?”

“Of course.” He leaned his bloody scythe against a tombstone and stuffed a heel in each of his jacket pockets. “Can you walk without them?” 

“I’ve walked barefoot through Hell.” I laughed. “I think I can handle it.”

I jerked back, grabbing Aedan’s arm when a hand shot out from behind a tombstone and a man pulled himself up and sat on the edge of the stone, moaning into his palms. His sallow skin nearly matched the light gray color of his three-piece suit. His pants were ripped at the knees, and he was only wearing one shoe, but what was most striking about the man was that his head was caved in on one side. How was he still alive? He didn’t strike me as a demon. He was too—for lack of a better word—corpsy.  

“Uh, Aedan,?” I whispered. “What is that?”

The man glanced up at us, or maybe through us. He had a vacant look in his one good eye. A long trail of drool hung from his lip. 

“Hungry,” the man said, stumbling off the tombstone and walking toward us. 

“Sir,” Aedan asked, “Are you lost?” 

“Or dead?” I added, swallowing bile, taking another step back as the man slowly advanced, dragging a leg behind him.   

“He sees us,” Aedan said, “which means he’s dead. The grims are fighting demons. Probably why nobody’s come for him.” Aedan picked up his scythe, and we both took a big step back. 

“Hungry,” the man said again, lunging toward us. 

I shrieked, jumping aside as the man tumbled into an open gravesite. 

“Hungry,” he cried from the hole. 

I squeezed Aedan’s arm, unable to quell my shaking limbs. “I don’t remember being that hungry after I died.”

Something wasn’t right.

Aedan scratched the back of his head. “No telling how long he’s been wandering the first dimension.”

My hand flew to my throat when the man’s feeble cries echoed from the hole. “Oh, Aedan. We have to help him.”

Aedan frowned. “You’re right. We need to get him out of here before a demon finds him.”

We cautiously walked over to the gravesite and peered down at the man, who was lying face-down in a coffin. 

“Sir,” I called. “Is there anything we can do to help you?”

He rolled onto his back and looked at me with one pitiful puppy eye. “Hungry.”

I bit my lip, sharing a nervous glance with Aedan. 

Aedan handed me his scythe and held a hand down to him. “Come on out of there, and we can summon you an elevator to Purgatory.” 

The man sniffled and grabbed Aedan’s hand. I cringed when I saw his brains were leaking out of his skull. 

“Hungry,” he cried again, and then bared yellowing teeth, hissing like a cat and trying to bite Aedan. 

“Hey!” Aedan hollered, jerking backward and trying to shake out of the dead man’s grip. 

“What the hell!” 

I blasted the guy with my wind, and he flew into the grave, dragging my husband with him and biting down on his wrist. 

Aedan howled and kicked the man in the face. The guy’s head broke off and toppled to the bottom of the casket, but his body was twitching like it had been electrocuted. 

“He won’t let me go!” Aedan cried. 

“Here!” I tossed Aedan my blade, and he cut off the man’s hand and jumped out of the casket. The guy’s petrified fingers still clutched Aedan’s arm. 

Aedan’s eyes were wide with panic. “Help me with this!”  

We peeled the fingers off Aedan’s wrist. The hand fell to the ground, flopping around like a fish out of water. 

“Let me see.” I examined Aedan’s bite and sucked in a sharp breath. Blood oozed from the wound. Awww, hell’s bells. My dress was already ruined. I cringed and ripped off the outer layer of taffeta. I wrapped the material around Aedan’s wound while warily eyeing the dead guy’s hand. “What was that thing?”

Aedan’s mouth set in a grim line. “I think it was a zombie.”

“A zombie?” I gasped. “I didn’t know they were real.”

Aedan frowned at the twitching hand before kicking it into the coffin. “Neither did I.”

Well, shit. “Something tells me we’re not making it to our honeymoon.”
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Chapter Two
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AFTER AEDAN RADIOED to the others to watch out for undead corpses, he sliced off the heads of three more zombies and one snake-like, slithering demon. I stuck to his side, using my wind to blow away mist or get rid of creatures. Where had they all come from? Lots of screaming and howling was heard over the static of the walkie-talkie. I just hoped the screams were from the demons and not our ghosters. 

Sweat dripped off my face and rolled into my cleavage. I hadn’t been this hot since my last foray into Hell. I had already tossed my veil, wishing I could slip out of my wedding dress, too. Aedan had discarded his coat and tie. We’d stuffed the removed clothing, along with my shoes, in a tree branch, hoping we could retrieve them later.  

“Delta Team, do you read?” Shadow’s urgent cry cut through the screams. 

“We read you,” Sarge said.

“We’re picking up a lot of activity from a vault on the west end. I need you to check it out.”

“Roger,” Sarge answered and Aedan confirmed.   

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Shadow had sent us to the shittiest section of the cemetery, no doubt. We had the smallest ghosting team in the Supernatural Intervention Agency, yet we had the best track record of all the squads. We were also the only ghosting squad to survive not one but three trips to Hell. That also made us the most bad-ass ghosting unit, a title we proudly flaunted, maybe a little too much. Instead of recognition, our newly elevated status had only earned us more dangerous assignments, like this one. Especially like this one. 

Crow and Basil hovered in a pine tree above us. Basil held a finger to her lips, her pale hair and white eyes glowing like a ghoul. Crow squawked and angled his beak toward a pulsating light in the distance.   

“Aedan,” I breathed, clutching his arm. “I don’t like the looks of that.”

Crow squawked again and flew from his perch, landing on a nearby branch. “Y’all stay here. I’ll go see,” he said in a much too human voice. 

Melanie and Sarge cut through a narrow clearing and joined us as Crow took off, flying through the dense branches like a phantom spirit.  

I scooted closer to Aedan, unable to ward off the chill that seeped into my bones when I looked at all the unearthed graves. Had the demons dug up every corpse? Ironic that we were far from the scariest things in the cemetery. 

Crow flew back, landing on an old tombstone and squawking like a deranged chicken.

“What is it?” Sarge asked. 

Crow’s feathers shook, and it took me a moment to realize he wasn’t posturing. He was scared. His black eyes narrowed as he angled his beak at the light behind us. “Demons everywhere and a dragon.”  

Huh? I nearly lost control of my bladder. The last serpents from hell we’d fought had been made of fire, and the one before that was a soul eater. If I had to go up against another dragon, I didn’t think Hell had enough adult diapers to contain my trickle of terror. 

There was a roar so deep and terrifying, I felt as if that dragon’s call was a direct line to my nervous bladder—and who was I kidding?—to my explosive stomach. I did pee a little when a heavy black shadow passed over us. 

Basil floated down beside me. “Whoa. This is some serious shit.” 

I was slightly annoyed by Basil’s response, mostly because she was a psychic and hadn’t seen this coming.  

Sarge’s eyes went wide. He turned on the walkie-talkie. “Alpha, be advised a dragon is heading in your direction. I repeat: a dragon is heading your way. Over.” 

“A what?” Shadow snapped, and then his scream cut through the static and nearly burst my eardrums.  

Basil threw up her ghoulish hands. “Fuck me.” 

I turned to my husband, tugging on his sleeve. “Aedan, what does all this mean?”

He nodded at the pulsating light. “It means we’re in the middle of the bloody apocalypse.”  

Well, damn. I’d spent literally every last credit we had, booking that honeymoon resort at Purgatory Bahamas, and they had a strict no-refunds policy. Surely they was an apocalypse clause in the fine print.  

Melanie shrieked, her aura pulsating until she looked like she was on fire. She pointed at a horde of demons racing through the forest toward us, and when I say horde, I mean twenty school buses from Hell had probably just unloaded. There was no way a team of six ghosters could fight so many. 

“Fall back. Now!” Sarge hollered. He grabbed Melanie’s hand and ran. 

I didn’t need to be told twice. Aedan and I raced across pine cones and twigs. I yelped, wincing as the ground chafed my bare feet. Why hadn’t I listened to my grandmother and worn pantyhose? Oh, well. The ground on level one was still a far cry better than the scorched earth in Hell.

“Where are we going?” I yelled to Sarge as we reached a clearing.

He pointed at a white steeple just beyond the forest edge and on the other side of a road. “To that church.”

Well, damn, that was his plan? I had the feeling if God wanted to save us, he would’ve done so already. 

I was nearly out of breath by the time we ran across the barren highway to the white church with plantation shutters and a tall steeple. The sweat pooling in my cleavage had soaked my missile-tit bra and seeped through my gown. Sarge flung open the door, and we rushed inside. Aedan bolted the door behind us. 

“Try to lay low,” Sarge whispered over his shoulder. “They can’t see you if you don’t project yourself.”

Basil and Crow flew to the rafters. “All clear,” Crow squawked. 

I squinted in the dim light. The place was humid and mostly dark. Candles flickered along the altar, and a bride and groom were huddled on the steps. She wept into his embrace while the rest of their party nervously surrounded them, eyeing the windows. A priest walked around the perimeter of the church, mumbling a prayer and sprinkling holy water on the walls. Nobody paid us any heed, which meant they hadn’t seen us. Good thing, because their wedded bliss had already been ruined. A decapitated zombie was lying chest-down in front of us, blood oozing out of his severed cavity. I got the feeling he hadn’t been invited to the wedding.

I cringed, taking Aedan’s hand. He helped me step over the rotten corpse. This zombie was less fresh than the last guy and smelled worse than week-old fish guts. Either he’d gotten the bargain brand embalming or else he’d been dead a few years. Maggots slithered out of his lifeless eye sockets and gaping nostrils as flies swarmed his head.  

“Who cut off his head?” I whispered to Aedan. 

“I’m not sure.” He shrugged. We sat down in one of the back pews.

Sarge sat in the pew in front of us, and Melanie sat next to him. He fiddled with the buttons on his walkie-talkie. “Alpha, do you read me?”

He was met with static.

I scanned the church, admiring the wedding décor. Glass windows to our right revealed what looked like a reception area, with a beautiful five-tiered wedding cake, a chocolate fountain, and melting ice sculptures. That poor couple had picked a hell of a day to get married. Literally. I wondered if they knew that their wedding crasher was one of hundreds, maybe thousands of uninvited undead guests.  

“This is Sargent Sanchez from Delta Squadron.” Sarge’s voice sounded shrill, and he clutched the walkie-talkie with whitened knuckles. “Calling all ghosters. Do you read?” 

“Sargent Sanchez, this is Alpha.” A frightened woman, who sounded much like Margo, responded. “What is your position?”

I wondered what had happened to Shadow. Had a demon or (gasp) the dragon gotten him?

“A church southwest of the cemetery,” Sarge said. 

“We need you to cover the west end of the cemetery.” The command sounded almost like a plea. Whoever was now in charge of Alpha was scared shitless. 

Melanie arched back, vehemently shaking her head. Sarge scowled. “Requesting backup. There are too many demons. I repeat, there are too many demons.”

“Request denied, Sargent Sanchez. Your backup’s been eaten. Get back to the cemetery.”

Good thing I was already dead, because I about died twice as I gaped at that walkie-talkie. Our backup was eaten? If the demons didn’t get us, the dragon surely would. 

Aedan turned to me, clutching my hands so hard, I winced. Panic swirled in his eyes. “Ash, you’d better—”

I jerked out of his grip and held up a silencing hand. “Don’t even say it. I’m going with you.” No way in heaven, hell, or in between was my husband facing a demon army without me. 

I had no idea what force of nature compelled me to stand, or how I had the strength to jump over the rotting zombie and throw open those church doors. After I stepped outside, little currents of energy gathered in my palms. Eerie gray clouds drifted over the full moon, which cast errant translucent beams across the lonely highway. My electric powers only came to me when I was in Hell, which could only mean one thing. We hadn’t been cast down to hell. Hell had come to us.

Aedan tapped my shoulder. “Ash, look.”

I spun around and shrieked, preparing to strike the gigantic black-winged demon crouched on top of the church steeple. 

Sarge grabbed my arm. “Don’t. It’s an archangel.” 

The only archangels I’d seen had been blond, Nordic gods with long flowing hair and pale wings. This dark creature with glowing, white eyes looked like he haunted children’s nightmares. 

“Really?” I gasped, lowering my hands. “Are you sure?”

The angel ruffled his feathers and nodded to us, his ebony skin and inky black wings blending with the midnight sky. 

Aedan placed a hand on my shoulder. “Yes.” 

“Is he going to help us?”

“He is,” Aedan answered and punched the button on his compact scythe. A blood-crusted blade shot out. “He’s protecting the church. He’s probably what decapitated that zombie.” 

“Yeah, b-but,” I stammered. “Can’t he go to the cemetery with us?” Wishful thinking, I knew. I should have learned by now God only helped those who helped themselves, even if helping ourselves meant getting toasted by demons. 

Sarge scanned the treeline separating us from the screaming at the cemetery. “The archangels protect the churches. That’s it.” 

Well, at least we had a base to run to when we were out of options. Kind of like how I’d played tag when I was a kid, only back then the kids chasing me hadn’t wanted to eat my brains or take me to Hell. 

* * *
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I THOUGHT WE WERE IN luck, because most of the demons had disappeared by the time we got to the west end of the cemetery. Of course, our luck was some other ghoster’s misfortune, or worse, the city of Seattle had a serious demon infestation. We waxed the few who dared attack us and also disposed of a few more zombies. Killing zombies was much easier, as they tended to walk slowly and had a singular focus, like nettles. All they wanted was food, and I suspected brain chow, and not a double-beef patty with lettuce, mayo, and extra cheese, was their meal of choice. 

My electric powers were getting stronger, not full-force like in Hell, but my wind had enough zap to it that it knocked the zombies back far enough so Aedan had time to aim his blade. He swung it like a baseball player, lopping off heads left and right.

I barely had time to register my panic when a new wave of demons emerged from behind a line of hedges, jumping over the bushes, claws raised and fangs dripping venom. Aedan and I had to work faster. I blasted a few demons off Melanie, whom they’d already identified as the weakest of the herd. Crow flew overhead, dropping pieces of tombstones on the demons, which slowed them down a bit. Basil floated somewhere out of reach, yelling at us not to hurt any flies, so it was mostly Aedan, Sarge, and me doing the fighting. 

No sooner had we demolished one wave than another took its place. I could tell Aedan was getting tired, swinging his blade with less force and even fumbling a few times. My hands were sore, and my arms were tired. If the hordes didn’t ease up soon, we’d all be demon chow. 

Two waves hit us from opposite ends of the cemetery, managing to back us into a corner, with nowhere to run but an open grave with a naked, headless corpse, whose arms and legs weren’t the only stiff appendages on his body. Uh, no thanks. I was hoping Aedan and I could get kinky on our honeymoon, but necrophilia went a little too far.  

Just when I thought all hope was lost, a team of about a dozen grim reapers showed up, slicing up demons as if they were getting paid per body part. 

Chest heaving, Aedan lowered his scythe and bent over, clutching his knees, while the other grims finished off the demons. 

After the last demon fell, Aedan pocketed his scythe and grabbed a giant grim with a gleaming bald head in a fierce hug. “About damn time, Tank,” Aedan laughed. 

Tank swept a hand at the carnage, the dark shadows beneath his eyes making him look even more fierce. “I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”  

Fun? So that’s what we were calling the demon apocalypse that had ruined my wedding day? 

Basil floated down, her ghoulish eyes as wide as saucers. “Something’s wrong.” 

“What is it?” Aedan asked, gripping his scythe. 

Basil was our squad psychic, and usually whatever she predicted came true. Too bad she hadn’t predicted an apocalypse would ruin our wedding day. Aedan and I would’ve saved a small fortune on flowers and champagne. 

Basil frowned. “That was too easy.”

“You call that easy? My manicure is ruined.” I held up my hands. My electrified wind had either blown off or melted every French tip, making me look like a melting wax figure.  

Basil shook her head. “What happened to the dragon?”

The skin on Tank’s forehead scrunched into several heavy lines, making him look like a giant pug dog. “What dragon?”

Sarge sat on a tombstone, while Melanie wrapped a deep laceration on his arm. “The dragon that ate our backup,” he groaned. 

Tank frowned, sharing looks of confusion with the other grims. “We didn’t see a dragon.”

Basil placed a hand to her brow, her eyes rolling to the back of her head before she looked at us with stony features. “But the dragon sees us.”

Well, crud. I clutched my gut as Aedan and I shared wide-eyed looks. Was it a bad omen if a bride crapped her dress on her wedding day? Because I was pretty sure I was in for an adult-sized-diaper full of really bad omens.  

Tank and the other grims eyed the trees around us. He scratched his head. “How can a dragon just disappear?” 

Aedan nodded at a darker patch of forest. “It can’t, unless it’s a shadow dragon.” 

My gut roiled again. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 

Tank shook his head, scowling. “Shadow dragons are from sublevel six. No way they found their way up here.”

Aedan clutched my elbow. “I’m not taking any chances. Let’s move.” 

I let Aedan lead me away but not before looking back. Was it my imagination, or had the forest shadows seemed to move?

The grims, Sarge, and Melanie followed, Crow and Basil flying ahead of us. 

“You might wanna take a look at this,” Crow squawked.  

We met him in a clearing, and not a natural clearing but a space that looked as if it had been struck by a bomb. Trees were flattened against the ground, tombstones had been turned to rubble, but most alarming was the hole in the center. Panic numbed my insides, turning my legs to jelly. I numbly followed Aedan to the outskirts of the hole, a giant, glowing fleshy thing that reminded me of an inflamed throat.  

I turned to Aedan. “I’ve seen one of these before.” My very first code red with my new ghosting unit, right before Aedan saved me, one of these throats opened, swallowing the witch Lucia and a few of her demon friends. 

Flames were in my husband’s eyes as he glared at the hole with a clenched jaw. “It’s a portal to Hell.”   

The outer rings thrummed with the rhythm of a heartbeat, as if it was a living organ. 

I placed a hand on his shoulder, willing the erratic pounding in my chest to subside. “Is it supposed to stay open like this?”

He stiffened. “No.” 

Which meant that as long as it remained open, more demons could find their way to Earth, or worse, hapless humans could fall in or be thrown into Hell. 

Basil hovered beside us, the stoic look in her eyes making her look lucid, probably for the first time ever. “How do we get it to close?”

Tank walked to the edge of the hole, then turned to us, flames licking his boots and casting eerie shadows across his features. “Destroy the demon who opened it.”

* * *
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WE WALKED A WIDE CIRCLE around the shadowy forest and the fleshy portal to Hell as we headed back to the church. I followed Aedan’s lead, holding tightly to his hand, even though my fingers still ached. Too terrified to let go of him, I dealt with the pain. Something was wrong. Something was definitely wrong. There wasn’t a sound to be heard other than our feet crunching dried leaves. Not a bird, not a howl—not even a scream. It was as if the evil that permeated the air had sucked up every last sound. Or maybe every last soul. Why hadn’t the shadow dragon come for us? Had it had its fill of souls, or was it just waiting for the right opportunity to strike?  

The church’s steeple was just beyond the line of trees when I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned toward it, saw the corpse’s gray skin and frizzy auburn hair, then stumbled, nearly falling flat on my face. Luckily, Aedan caught me. 

“Ash,” Melanie hissed behind me, “that zombie looks like you.”

I clutched Aedan’s side, staring into a set of familiar green eyes, watching with horror as my doppelganger bit the head off a stiff squirrel corpse, crunching its little bones and spitting clumps of fur out the side of her mouth. She was wearing a purple dress that came just above the knees. I recognized that dress. I’d gotten it at a steal of a price at one of those brand name resale shops, and I’d been waiting for the right date to wear it. Guess my mom figured my date with death was as good a time as any. Zombie Ash had on no shoes, and judging by the bald spots all over her head, she’d decided alopecia was the new trend in hairstyles. 

She gaped at all of us before mumbling, “Hungry.” Then she took another bite. 

I swooned in Aedan’s arms, momentarily disoriented as he led me to a nearby stone bench and sat me down. 

“Ash, are you okay?”

But I wasn’t looking at him. I was looking at my corpse while she gnawed on rotten roadkill. I covered my mouth with my hand, bile projecting into my throat. “She... she... ewwww.” I was too shocked and repulsed to say anything else. Finally, I looked up at Aedan, amazed I managed to form a coherent thought. “How is my corpse walking when I’m not even in it?”

Tank leaned on his scythe, scowling at my zombie double. “Demon magic. Powerful demon magic.” 

Clearly this was the cemetery where I’d been buried. I’d died nearly a year ago, which meant, thanks to embalming, my body appeared to be intact. I didn’t know who had resurrected me, but how dare that demon make me a zombie! And how dare my zombie stoop to eating roadkill! Couldn’t she have at least have found a deli or burger joint? Dear Lord, I’d even settle for a gluteny bagel or breadstick. Forget what gluten did to my insides. I’d eaten a lot of questionable shit, but I reached a new level of low with raw, rotten animal carcass.  
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