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The Oregon Wilderness, 1985 

James Murphy

“MR. MURPHY! THANK GOD you’re alive.” 

Damn! The paramedics shouldn’t have come until tomorrow. I’d postmarked the letter for the twenty-third, figuring I’d be dead by then. It was hard to know for sure what day it was. The infestation in my brain had destroyed most of my eyesight. I could hardly find my way to the john, much less keep track of the calendar. 

Feeling three times my age of thirty-seven, I did my best to ignore the throbbing in my skull. I slowly tilted my head up, squinting at the man as I tried to make out his features. It was no use. I saw only a shadow. 

“What are you doing here?” I growled. “I was supposed to die before you found me.” Of all the damn times for them to show, when I was in the blasted outhouse. 

“Hang on.” The shadow bent toward me before latching onto my elbow. “We’ll get you out of here.” 

I shook off his grip. Couldn’t a man spend his final moments in peace? “I don’t want to leave.” 

“We have to get you to a hospital.” 

I laughed under my breath. “No need. I’m as good as dead already.” If a hospital could help me, I would’ve already had this brain tumor removed, but the doctor had said it was inoperable. 

There was a bright light in my eyeballs, and I groaned, trying to swat it away.

“He’s blind,” the paramedic said, a sharp edge to his voice. 

“Look at his fingers,” a deeper voice sounded behind him. “Hypothermia.” 

“That letter to my wife,” I asked the shadows as they heaved me off the toilet. Bastards. I hadn’t even finished. “Did you send it?”

“The authorities notified her. She’s on her way.”

I tried to jerk out of their grip by kicking my legs. “What? No! I can’t let her see me like this. I can’t, I can’t.” 

“He’s seizing.” The shadow’s voice sounded deeper, like it was set on slow mode.

And that’s when I felt the disconnect. The snap of my soul breaking away from my body resonated in my ears, and then I was weightless. The blinding thick haze that had permeated my brain finally lifted, and for the first time in months, I felt blessedly free. I saw the paramedics hovering over my lifeless body, and smiled.  

“Mr. Murphy, stay with us,” they yelled. “Mr. Murphy!”

* * *
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Heaven, 1991

“YOU HAVE A LOT OF NERVE!” Michael’s eyes widened, his pale face flushing as he caught sight of his sister standing beside me. 

I cleared my throat as I tried to steady my shaky hands. “She’s my valet.” 

He jerked back, and I couldn’t tell if it was disappointment or relief I read in his dark eyes. His shoulders fell as he nodded. 

Not knowing what else to say, I gaped at my brother-in-law for a few seconds before he slammed the door in my face. I took a steadying breath, summoning the courage to ring Michael’s doorbell again. After six years of working double shifts in Purgatory, I’d finally made it to my destination, and I wasn’t about to turn back now. I tapped my foot impatiently while my valet hummed. She must have known how my wife’s sweet melody always soothed me.  

I strained my ears as I heard the faint sound of classical music filtering from underneath the doorway. Susan’s brother had refined taste, from fine wines to designer clothes. I used to suspect he looked down on my scuffed shoes with displeasure, but he’d never shown it. He’d always been the epitome of politeness until now. Not that I could blame him after what I did to his sister. 

After the doctor had told me my chronic migraines were caused by terminal brain cancer, I’d made up a lie about our marriage being too hard and walked out on her. At the time, I thought it would have been easier for her to believe I no longer loved her rather than have to play my nurse while taking care of our two young daughters.  

How was I supposed to know the shock of my death would almost kill my wife? I never dreamed she would take my passing so badly, starving herself until she became nothing but a lifeless zombie. My carefree, happy Susan was gone, and in her place was the shell of the woman I once knew. Now that her brother Michael had also passed, I feared she would succumb to the weight of her depression. And then what would happen to our girls? 

As I was about to ring the bell a third time, the door swung open, revealing my brother-in-law’s valet, a tall Latin man of about twenty-five. “Master is indisposed,” he said coolly. 

“This will only take a minute.” Without waiting for his reply, I pushed past the valet and hurried down the elegant marble hallway toward the sound of the classical music.

My brother-in-law sat at the grand piano in a large foyer, a glass of wine and a slice of uneaten cheesecake beside him as he played a hauntingly sad melody. This was supposed to have been Heaven, a place of peace and happiness, so why was he so sad? Somehow, I suspected my presence was the reason. 

I clenched my hands at my sides as I walked up behind him while he stroked the keys with the grace of a seasoned musician. I placed a hand on my chest, feeling as if my heart would buckle when he switched tunes to Amazing Grace. That had been Susan’s favorite song. I worked hard to swallow the tide of regret that welled in my throat. “Michael, I’m sorry for everything.”

He stopped playing and looked up at me with watery eyes. “Do you think it made your leaving any easier for her, knowing you suffered alone? Knowing she could never say goodbye?” His voice cracked as he looked away.

He was right. I had been a damned fool, and I’d thought of nothing else these past six years except finding a way to make things right. I cleared my throat. “I made a terrible mistake. I realize that now, but with your help, I can make it up to them. I’ve just come from a meeting with The Council about the guardian program.”

He spun around, his gaze sharpening. “You’d risk your soul to become my sister’s dog?”

“Yes, but I need a sponsor, a family member, and none of my Murphy relations will sponsor me.” I still couldn’t believe I was trusting my fate with this man, knowing how much he resented me, but what choice did I have? My wife and daughters needed me.

He slowly stood, his glare unwavering, until we were at eye level. “How can I trust you won’t abandon them again?”

Apprehension settled in my gut like a lead weight as the words from The Council members echoed in my brain. There is a risk you will become so consumed by your canine form, you will forget who you are. What if they were right? What if I lost all my memories? The day my beautiful bride had said “I do” or the birth of my daughters? But I wasn’t about to confess my fears to Michael. I needed to convince him this would work.  

I turned up my chin, commanding a confidence I didn’t feel. “I will be the most loyal companion they’ve ever had.” I traced an X across my heart, hoping above all else I was right. “I swear it. Please. Now that you’re gone, they have no one.”

His shoulders fell, and I could tell by the weariness in his gaze, I was wearing him down. “They have my parents.” 

“Who are both going senile, and you know it.”

Michael released a heavy breath as he ran a hand through his dark hair. “But you’d be risking your soul.” 

Spine rigid, I nodded. “It’s a chance I’m willing to take. After all they’ve been through, they need a guardian.”
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Ash MacLeod

Heaven, present day

I WOKE UP TO THE EXQUISITE feeling of Aedan’s erection pressing against my backside, his strong arms wrapped around my waist. 

“Mmm, morning,” I groaned as he massaged my shoulders. Not that I had any kinks. One of the many perks of Heaven. 

“Morning,” he rumbled in my ear, right before he nipped my lobe and then trailed hot kisses down my neck. 

I gasped when one hand slid up to my breast and squeezed. 

“Want some coffee?” 

“No. I want another taste of you.” 

Before I could stop him, he was rolling me over, pinning me beneath him, and capturing my mouth in one heat-searing kiss. Another awesome benefit of Heaven: no morning breath, no clumpy mascara, and no sticky armpits. Basically, I woke up feeling as fresh as a spring daisy, kind of like I was living in a douche commercial, only no vinegar required. 

But back to that kiss, because it was getting really hot and heavy as he rolled his hips into me, the head of his cock pressing into my girly spot and making me gush like a busted water pipe. Conveniently, both of us were naked after last night’s orgasm fest, and the feel of his silken shaft stroking my swollen clit was beyond heavenly. 

I moaned as I dug my fingers into his ass, pressing him against me and trying to coax him to slip inside. He chuckled into my mouth as his tongue sparred with mine. The bastard was having an awful fun time tormenting me. If I had any willpower at all, I would have gladly tormented him back, but I couldn’t think past getting my next orgasm. 

I froze at the sound of the loud gong coming from outside the bedroom.

I broke the kiss, panting against his neck. “Shit. Someone’s at the door.” 

“Don’t answer it,” he growled. “Maybe they’ll go away.” And then that glorious head of his slid inside me. Just the tip. Just enough to drive me mad with need. 

The gong sounded again, and I could practically hear my poor girly garden weeping as he slid back out. I reached for him, but he was already slipping into his jeans. 

Holy fuck! I didn’t think torture was allowed in Heaven. 

His bright blue eyes turned a dark shade of cobalt, and he groaned while running a hand through his thick waves of brown hair. “It’s probably your family.”

I sat up, hugging a sheet to my bare breasts. “What’s the matter? I thought you liked my family.” Damn. That void between my thighs was a hollow, empty drum, needing to be filled so badly. Honestly, at the moment, I was too hot and bothered to care if he liked them. 

I tried to push my desire aside as I slid across the bed and shrugged into a robe. 

“I liked them better when they weren’t interrupting.” He leaned over, cupping my cheek in his hand before placing a tender kiss on my lips. “I’ve missed you.” 

I about melted in a pool of goo when he looked at me with those heartfelt eyes. 

He was so damn sexy, and I still couldn’t believe he was my flesh and blood boyfriend, not a valet or a dream, but my real, hot and virile stud. Whatever my family wanted, I hoped they made it quick. 

* * *
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“ASHLEY JOY, YOU HAD me worried sick to death.” 

Before I could respond to my grandma, she was choking me in a death grip. “Hi, Grandma,” I wheezed. I guess word had gotten out where I’d been. “Help me,” I mouthed over her shoulder to my uncle, but he wasn’t paying attention to me. He was too busy gaping at my valet curled up on the sofa with my black Lab. 

“She’s just a valet, Uncle,” I said when my grandma finally released me. I’d chosen my mom’s image for my valet because, well, I didn’t know who else to pick. I certainly didn’t need a sexy stud since I already had the real thing taking a shower in my bathroom. Just the thought of him lathering up all those muscles made me kind of wish my family would order their cheesecake to go so I could get back to him. 

My uncle didn’t respond to me. His dark eyes glossed over, and he continued staring slack-jawed at my valet. He walked over to the sofa like a zombie in a trance, sitting beside my valet and watching her play with my dog. Jack had been snuggling with her ever since we’d checked into my penthouse apartment last night. One thing for sure, my valet made a great dog-sitter so Aedan and I could enjoy a little alone time.

“She’s been keeping Jack busy while we, uh....” I slapped my hand over my mouth. “While we slept,” I hastily added. Heat crept into my cheeks at the devious grin my grandma slanted at me. When was I going to learn to keep my big mouth shut? “We’ve had an exhausting few days,” I added with an exaggerated yawn, but I could tell Grandma wasn’t buying it. Oh, well. Considering her husband wore a leather thong and had an addiction to edible body butter, I shouldn’t have been embarrassed. 

“Did they hurt you down there?” Grandma grimaced as she smoothed down the folds on her pink pleated dress. Since she’d taken on the form of her twenty-something self, she reminded me of a pinup model, from her shiny red lipstick to her ’40s and ’50s style dresses that flared at the hips and showed off her tiny waist and torpedo tits. 

“I’m okay, really.” I casually flipped my luxurious, frizz-free hair over my shoulder, pretending the last few days of mental and physical torture hadn’t been all that bad.  “My experience has made me stronger,” I said without batting an eye. 

Truthfully, my imprisonment in Hell had not only made me much more self-assured, but for the first time in my life, I had a sense of self-worth. I was no longer a law school dropout with a lousy boyfriend streak. I was a demon-ass-kicking fallen angel, revered by giants and my dog, and loved by my gorgeous, brave boyfriend who’d risked his soul to save me. I had the afterlife by the balls. Now all I had to do was survive Hell one more time without getting banished forever. Easy peasy. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself as I tried to ignore the feeling a noose was tightening around my neck. 

When Grandma flashed a skeptical gaze, I decided my best course of action would be to change the subject. I really didn’t feel like explaining to her we were planning on going back. 

“Would you like a latte?” I asked as I walked around the island bar to my industrial-sized espresso machine. My valet had already brewed three lattes and sprinkled them with cinnamon, cream, and chocolate shavings. She must have known I’d have company. She’d also poured a cup of coffee, light creamer and no sugar, for Aedan. Ewww. What was the point of drinking steamy caffeine without hazelnut or vanilla and loads of foamy cream? There were also several selections of cheesecake spread out across the bar in addition to eggs, pancakes, bacon, and fresh fruit. 

Mmm. I couldn’t wait to dig in. I had the feeling my food selection would be limited to dead rats and petrified spiders once we returned to Hell. I’d have to remind my valet to pack me some protein bars for the journey. I handed my grandma a drink and inhaled the cream off the top, not caring that my slurping sounds were less than ladylike. The warm coffee, cream, and chocolate swirled in my mouth in a symphony of flavor. I was sure going to miss my latte machine in Hell.  

Grandma smiled and patted my cheek. “Well, the important thing is, now that you’ve been allowed back in Heaven, we never have to worry about you again.”

When she looked into my eyes with that heartfelt expression, a pang of guilt sliced right through me. 

Yesterday my friends and I helped the Nephilim army defeat Scorpius, the evil gatekeeper of Hell’s first dimension, preventing the apocalypse. I ended Scorpius’s reign after blasting him with my thunderbolt, sending him all the way down to the bottom level of Hell. But our war didn’t come without major sacrifices. Aedan’s brother, Callum, and my friend Sergeant Sanchez, were both knocked down to the fourth dimension of Hell. Also, the Nephilim discovered two of their kin had been cast down to the fourth dimension over a hundred years ago. We couldn’t leave our friends down there for the rest of eternity.

Since we were returning to Hell after breakfast, I figured I should come clean. “About that....” I set down my latte and averted my gaze. “Our friends are still stuck down there, and we need to go get them out.” 

“What?!” Grandma dropped her cup, causing it to shatter on the tiles in a million pieces. She stomped a foot and then snapped her fingers. Her valet, looking exactly like an old picture of my grandpa in a 1940s Navy uniform, materialized before us and got to work cleaning up the mess. 

Aedan decided to make his appearance at that moment, toweling his hair as he walked into the kitchen, looking sexier than should have been legal in nothing but a faded pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt. He frowned at the valet. “Everything okay in here?” 

Grandma stormed up to him and jabbed his chest with a shaky finger. “You’d let her go back down there? Are you out of your mind?” 

Aedan didn’t seem fazed by Grandma’s hysterics as he leaned against the counter, helping himself to a piece of bacon. “I hope not,” he said as he took a casual drink of coffee. “We’re going to appeal to God first. Maybe he can help us out.” 

My grandma threw up her hands. “You can’t just waltz into His office. You need to make an appointment, and it takes decades to get in.”

Aedan dug into his pocket. “Actually, a little over a century.” He handed a slip of paper to her. 

“Unbelievable,” she breathed as she gaped down at the slip. 

I hovered over her shoulder, looking down at the hand written note indicating his early afternoon appointment. I scrunched my brow as I tried to work out the day in my head. I seemed to have lost track of time in Hell. 

Aedan took the paper from my grandma, flicking it with his fingers. “I scheduled this in 1900, and it just so happens my appointment is today.”

I smiled up at him. “How cool.” Talk about perfect timing.  

Grandma planted both hands on her hips, scowling. “No, not cool, young lady. Not cool at all.” Then she wagged a finger in my face.  “You are not going to Hell. I forbid it!”

Uncle Mikey got up from the couch and crossed over to us. “You can’t let my niece do this,” he said in a commanding voice. 

Aedan didn’t seem to be swayed as he matched my uncle’s glare with one of his own. Oh, so not good. The last thing I wanted was my family and Aedan fighting over me. 

I stepped between them, folding my arms across my chest as I fixed my grandma and uncle with a determined expression. “He doesn’t have a choice. I’m going with or without him. My friends are down there, and I’m not abandoning them.”

“Dear Heavens.” In a display of exaggerated theatrics, Grandma swooned into her valet’s arms. If the Academy Awards had had a guilt trip category, she would have won it for sure.  

Her valet carried her to the sofa, fanning her face as the color returned to her cheeks. Finally, she sat up, glaring first at Aedan and then at me. “I need cheesecake.”
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Chapter Two
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Ash MacLeod

I WASN’T QUITE SURE how we ended up at God’s place. One minute we were in my penthouse, and the next Aedan grabbed my hand and called out “Heavenly Palace.” I didn’t see him click red heels together and chant “there’s no place like home,” but sure enough, we materialized in a waiting room with tiles so slick and shiny, I nearly fell on my ass as we skidded toward a woman sitting behind a huge marble desk. I hoped God paid his heavenly custodian well, because the place was immaculate, everything so white it was nearly blinding.  

“We’re here to see His Holiness.”

His Holiness? That’s what we are supposed to call Him? 

I looked at Aedan as he spoke to God’s receptionist, a pretty toga-clad woman with big brown eyes and flawless, tanned skin. She would have looked like she’d just stepped out of an ancient Egyptian palace if it hadn’t been for the Bluetooth receiver in her ear. 

“Your names?” she asked, batting her eyes at us.

Aedan cleared his throat, and for the first time I noticed how his hands shook. “Aedan O’Connor and Ashley MacLeod.” 

She flipped open a massive, weathered book with pages that reminded me of ancient parchment and pointed to scribble that looked like hieroglyphics. “I only see your name on here, Mr. O’Connor.” 

Aedan cast me a surreptitious look. “She’s with me.”

The woman spared me a momentary, disinterested glance. “I’m sorry, but if she wishes to see His Holiness, she’ll need to make an appointment.” 

My heart sank. I had so wanted to go inside with Aedan. Not that I didn’t trust him to properly plead for our friends, but well...okay, maybe some small part of me didn’t trust him. Aedan and his brother hadn’t exactly been on good terms before Callum was knocked down to the fourth dimension, and I knew Aedan saw Sarge as his rival. I wasn’t certain he wanted to get them back as badly as I did. 

The woman tapped her Bluetooth. “Yes, Sir.” She motioned to me as she stood. “She can come in. Right this way.”

Whoa. Had that been God on the receiver, and did he want to see me? I felt more special than the time Mrs. Pinkleschmidt picked me for the part of the lead singing flower in our elementary school play.

The receptionist pulled two water bottles out of a shiny silver cooler, handing them to us as she flashed a broad smile. “Miracle water, compliments of His Holiness.” 

I looked at the label, impressed. “Heavian. This stuff must be French.” I popped the top and took a sip. “Mmmm.” It was cool and refreshing, and yet oddly familiar. I took another sip to be sure. Something about the subtle sweet tang reminded me of Hell’s hormone water, but we were in Heaven now, so I knew if the water had any hormonal effects, they had to be good. 

I looked at Aedan, who was capping his half-empty bottle. He didn’t seem to be alarmed, so neither was I.

The receptionist motioned us to a grand hallway with cathedral ceilings and marble pillars. “Go on,” she said in a haughty tone. 

Aedan laced his fingers through mine; that “oh shit” look in his eyes wasn’t very reassuring. My legs weakened and my knees wobbled as we walked down that long hall together. By the time we reached the arched doorway, I was squeezing his hand so tight, I was pretty sure I’d left red marks. He didn’t complain, though. He must have been too frightened to notice. 

It wasn’t every day we got face time with the Almighty Creator, and since God had probably seen and heard everything I’d done back on Earth, I sure hoped he’d go easy on me. I tried running a mental list so I could prepare to answer for all my sins, but my brain was spitting out offenses faster than I could think up excuses. Shit. It was no use. If God wanted to berate me for my vibrator collection, or that time I’d faked an asthma attack to get out of a speeding ticket, or maybe when I told all of my law school classmates Travis had the anatomy of a Ken Doll, so be it. God would have to understand that I was flawed, really flawed, but I stopped an apocalypse, and that had to count for something.

We walked through a doorway into a beautiful outdoor garden, much like the one inside the Nephilim’s pyramid, only this one seemed to go on forever, and rather than a glass dome above us, there was a radiant blue sky dotted with puffy clouds. Exotic birds flew above our heads, landing on flowery tree branches.  We were in a valley of sorts, flanked on either side by waterfalls, rainbows sprouting out of the mist as the water cascaded into shimmery pools. We followed a path toward verdant green grass, and it took me a moment to register we were standing on a putting green. A man wearing khaki shorts and a Polo shirt stood with his back to us, swinging at a golf ball and letting out a low whistle as the ball flew off into the distance. 

He turned to us with a smile. “Another hole in one.” 

I gasped when I looked into a familiar pair of Asian eyes. “Jackie Chan?”  Whoa! What was my favorite ball-busting hero doing in Heaven? 

“Mr. Murphy?” Aedan said with a note of awe in his voice. 

I turned a sharp gaze on my boyfriend as I shook out of his grip. “Mr. Murphy?”  

He looked down at me and nodded. “Mar’s father.” 

Jackie Chan’s smile practically stretched ear-to-ear as he strolled over to us and held out a hand to Aedan. “I appear differently to everyone. I take on the form of whomever you look up to most.” He vigorously shook my boyfriend’s hand before turning to me.  

As I absently latched onto God’s outstretched hand, which was not at all limp and clammy but firm with just the right amount of moisturizer, I realized I should have been thinking, “Holy shit! You’re shaking God’s hand!”

As far as celebrity deities went, he was by far the most famous. In fact, I’d never met anyone famous before, except that one time I’d seen Leonardo DeCaprio in an airport bar. I vaguely remembered sloshing my drink on my shoes and screaming, “I loved Titanic!” before he was racing for the nearest exit. So to go from stalking the guy who saved Kate Winslet from a sinking ship to shaking hands with the God who’d once drowned the entire planet with an epic flood, my mind was pretty much blown. I wasn’t quite sure if it was in a good way, especially not when I was simultaneously annoyed Aedan looked up to Mar’s father. Why had he never told me this?

“Come sit and have a drink with me.” God released my hand and motioned toward a white wicker table and chairs at the edge of the green. Without awaiting our response, he turned and walked away. 

Aedan tugged my hand, but I tugged harder, pulling him down to me. “Your ex-fiancée’s dad?” I hissed.

“Some karate guy?” he shot back before dragging me toward the table.

“Not just some karate guy.” I jerked out of his clutches. “His ball busting-skills are legend, and he does it while telling family-friendly jokes.” 

“Don’t say ball-busting in front of God,” Aedan growled.

I shook my water bottle at him, squeezing it so tight, the top popped off and sprayed water on his shirt. “I’d like to bust your balls right about now.” My ire was rising. Mar’s dad? Really? And why did I get the feeling the Virgin Mary would look like Mrs. Perfect Mar to Aedan?

Luckily, God was already sitting down at least thirty yards away, his gaze fixed on the screen of his iPhone, so he probably hadn’t heard us arguing. That would have been majorly embarrassing.   

Wait a minute! God uses an iPhone? I sure as heck hope he doesn’t have the same carrier I had back on Earth. 

I plastered on a smile when we reached the table. Though Aedan and I walked side by side, elbows touching, it felt like we were standing a million miles apart. What had come over me that I had this sudden urge to reach up and smack him across the face? 

“Children,” God laughed as he wagged a finger. “You forget I can see and hear everything.” 

“I told you,” Aedan said in a tone that made him sound like my nagging big sister. 

I did my best to ignore my embarrassment as I tilted my chin, willing Aedan to read the meaning behind my death glare. I flashed God an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry for the ball busting. I meant to say ass-kicking... errr, butt-busting.” I rolled my eyes while mentally smacking myself upside the head. 

“Quit babbling,” Aedan grumbled as he fell into a nearby chair and slammed his water bottle on the table. 

I stiffened, wanting so badly to thrust my middle finger in his face, but instead I forced myself to sit, dropping the empty bottle at my feet.  

“Your trespass is forgiven,” God said with a wink.

“Okay, thanks!” I exhaled a sigh of relief. Aedan had made me feel like a fool for nothing. “That’s awfully nice of you, Mr. God, Sir. I also wanted to thank you for letting me back into Heaven.” 

“My pleasure.” He filled two clear goblets with ice water before pouring one more for himself. “Thirsty?” 

I slouched in my seat, blanching as I looked at the glass. For some reason, I didn’t think drinking anymore water would be a good idea. Besides, my nerves were so rattled, what I really needed was a tall glass of alcohol to calm me down. “Got anything stronger?”

Aedan kicked me under the table. 

“Ouch!” I shot him a look as I scooted away from him.  

God, seemingly impervious to our fighting, smiled and sloshed the water in the cup. A second later, the liquid had turned red. “Wine?” he asked. 

“Thanks.” I tried to showcase my best manners as I took a dainty sip, less worried about God judging me than getting more bruises from Aedan. Mmm. It tasted like Nephilim wine, sweet and smooth. I tilted back my head and took several gulps. Manners be damned... oops, darned. This wine was too good not to finish. Besides, I thought the Bible said something about wasting things being a sin, and I didn’t want to offend my heavenly host.

Aedan cleared his throat loudly beside me, but I ignored him as I finished off the drink and then burped into my fist. “Thanks, God.” I set down the glass and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Those were some mighty fine grapes.”

Aedan made grumbly noises beside me, sounding like he’d either turned part bear or he had bad indigestion. 

God didn’t seem to be offended by my behavior, as he continued to smile serenely, so I didn’t understand what swarm of locusts had decided to fly up Aedan’s ass. 

Aedan shot me a glare before leaning forward in his chair. “Sir, we’ve come to talk to you about....”

God waved at him with a dismissive flick of the wrist. “Your brother and friends in Hell.”

“Um, yeah,” I blurted. Wow. He really was omniscient. Then I straightened when I realized he was probably listening to my thoughts at that very moment. 

Oh, shit. Think pure thoughts, Ash. Think pure thoughts! Get those images from last night of you riding Aedan like a bucking bronco out of your head! 

God arched a brow, eyeing me with a comical look in his eyes. 

Busted!

I was so mortified, I wanted to sink beneath the table and fall all the way down to level one.  

Oh, well. Kinda served him right for invading my brain. Most men knew better than to ask a woman what she was thinking. 

“You want permission to bring them to Heaven.” God fixed Aedan with a knowing stare. 

“That would be great!” I squealed, perhaps a little too loudly. Not my fault. The heady wine had taken effect, like sudsy bubbles floating around in my brain, popping as they struck each other. 

God folded his hands behind his head, striking a casual pose as he leaned back. “I think the giants have learned their lesson. Besides, there are certain angels in The Council who’ve been badgering me to let them in. I hereby grant you permission to bring them to Heaven.” Then he turned a scowl on Aedan. “For all except that demon brother of yours.” 

“Why?” I blurted and then winced at my forceful tone. 

“He’s a demon, that’s why,” God answered in a haughty tone. “He’s been terrorizing Earth for over a century.”

I wrung my hands together, searching his eyes as I leaned forward. “But he helped me escape Hell, and he fought with us against the demon army.”

“Yes, yes,” he said with a heavy sigh, “which is why I’m allowing him into Purgatory, but if I let his kind into Heaven, I’d have another revolt, and the last one didn’t go over so well.” 

I practically jumped out of my seat with excitement. I was certain Aedan and I could give Callum enough credits to get him to level thirteen, and we could visit him on weekends. Anything had to be better than where he was. 

“So he really gets to come to Purgatory?” I clasped my hands together. 

“Yes,” he said in a disinterested tone. “Now hurry and get him before I change my mind.” 

Aedan cleared his throat again. I was beginning to think he’d swallowed a bug, even though I hadn’t seen so much as a gnat this side of the Pearly Gates. “About that,” he said. “We were hoping you’d help us with the rescue.” 

God laughed so hard, he actually snorted. “I’m glad to see your little foray into Lucifer’s Lair hasn’t dampened your sense of humor.” 

“Oh?” My hands went clammy. “I think he was being serious.” My voice sounded small, even to my own ears.  

“Now what kind of lesson would that teach you if I did all the work for you?” Condescension dripped off his tongue, and he looked down at me as if I was Jack and I’d just been caught chewing his favorite silk undies. “How are you and Aedan going to learn to trust each other unless you endure a few more trials and tribulations together?”

“We trust each other.” I elbowed Aedan in the ribs, perhaps a little too hard. “Don’t we? Aedan?”

God chuckled, nodding at Aedan. “He’s jealous over Jackie Chan.”

I turned to Aedan, forcing a smile as I tried my best to sound reassuring. “You don’t have any reason to be jealous.”

His brows drew together as he pouted, reminding me of Garf the Nephilim, whom I was pretty sure had the mentality of a child. “I bust balls, too, you know. Almost every day I risk my soul to battle demons. It’s not easy being a Grim.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t say it was.”

Ignoring me, he turned to God and held up a fist. “All of Jackie Chan’s moves are choreographed. My upper cut could lay him flat in a flash.” 

“Aedan,” I groaned, “you are never going to get into a fight with Jackie Chan, so why are we talking about this? Anyway, my admiration of the greatest ass-kicking movie star who’s ever lived is no different than your obsession with Mar’s dad.” 

“It’s not an obsession,” he said coolly, “and Mr. Murphy happens to be your granddad.”

Frustration got the best of me. I threw up my hands, my voice raising with my ire. “Like ten times removed.”  

We both turned toward a high-pitched clank as God banged on his goblet with a spoon. “As you can see, you both have a lot of trust issues you need to resolve.” 

As I watched his water slosh around in the glass, I was reminded again of Hell’s hormone water, and that’s when it hit me. Aedan and I rarely bickered, and when we did, we didn’t argue like this. I pointed at the empty water bottle at my feet. “What’s in this water, anyway?”

“Oh, that?” God shrugged. “It’s Heavian, or as I like to call it, water of truth.” He arched a knowing brow. “Doesn’t always bring out the best in us, does it? The souls in the fourth dimension call it angry water, but of course, they have a lot of unresolved issues.” 

My jaw dropped. “You mean your receptionist gave us tainted water?”

“Not tainted, my dear. It helps reveal our innermost feelings. I find the water relaxes people. You’d be surprised how many of my visitors end up too tongue-tied to talk.”

Aedan and I shared looks of shock before I turned to God, unable to mask the venom in my tone. “I wanted to punch my boyfriend a few seconds ago.” 

God waved a dismissive hand, seemingly unfazed by my ire. “Haven’t you ever wanted to hit him before?”

“No!” I said without batting an eye. Well, not since we made up after our little fight in Hell. We’d had a major blowup yesterday when he accused me of sleeping with his brother, but that was ancient history. I loved my boyfriend. I didn’t want to punch him, did I?

Aedan shook his head. “We don’t usually get this mad at each other.” 

God stood, tapping his phone before pushing back his chair. “Maybe you should. You’ll need to break down those barriers before you can learn to trust.” He slipped his phone in his pocket and casually stretched his arms to the sky, acting as if poisoning our minds and causing me to turn on my boyfriend like a rabid cat was no big deal. “My ten-fifteen is here. I’m afraid you’ll have to go. It was so nice chatting with you. Be sure to ask my receptionist for another complimentary bottled water.”

I stood on shaky legs, backing away from the table. “I’ve had enough water, thanks.” I still couldn’t get over the fact that God had deceived us. What the heck? I thought he was supposed to be all benevolent and honest. I’d had enough of that kind of trickery back in Hell, thank you very little.  

Aedan’s face turned a bright shade of red as he spoke through a clenched jaw. “So you’re not going to help us?”  

“I only help those who help themselves,” God said with a smile as he stopped beneath the shade of the archway. “I wrote a book about it once. You should try reading it.” 

“I’ll take your word for it,” I mumbled.

I vaguely remember shaking God’s hand and thanking him for his time. 

“Peace be with you,” he called to our backs as we walked away. “And have a safe journey.” 

Yeah, we were about to descend into the fourth dimension of Hell with no heavenly assistance. Our journey would be anything but safe. 
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




AFTER WE LEFT GOD’S palace, Aedan said we needed to make one more stop before we descended. The great thing about Heaven was, all you had to do was call out your destination, and you were immediately transported to wherever you wanted to go. Imagine my surprise when Aedan called out ma and pa’s place. We reappeared on the porch of an adorable old-fashioned house, as in windows with flower boxes, quaint little yellow shutters, and a swing on the wraparound porch; basically a life-sized Victorian doll house. Aedan hadn’t warned me he was taking me to meet his parents.  He frowned as he rapped on the door. 

My first reaction was to bitch at him for bringing me to meet the folks without so much as a pep talk. Let’s just say, I haven’t had good luck with boyfriends’ parents in the past. Travis’s neurotic mother called him weekly, threatening to commit suicide, and his perverted dad was always begging Travis to text him pictures of my tits. To say I wasn’t crazy about them was the understatement of the century, and I was fairly certain the feeling was mutual, especially considering his mom had nicknamed me the “ditzy bitch” and his dad liked to refer to me as the “busty bitch.” Travis, the caring boyfriend that he was, never bothered to correct them.

So, yeah, the fact that I was standing on the front porch of Aedan’s parents’ house set my teeth on edge. I just hoped they weren’t psycho, because I didn’t think I could deal with an eternity of crazy-parent syndrome, although I should have been immune to it after growing up with my grandmother’s Italian family. With them, you understood you were wading through a flash flood of nuts the moment you walked through the door.  And it didn’t matter the level of insanity because if you felt even the slightest smidgen of embarrassment over their behavior, Grandma would reward you with a guilt trip that lasted at least a week, which was five years in Italian time. After our hasty goodbyes this morning, I was positive my grandma was working on a guilt trip that would last well into the next century. 

Aedan knocked a few more times, but nobody answered. He impatiently tapped his boot while staring holes through the door. His normally tanned face had paled, and there were lines framing his drawn mouth I hadn’t seen before. That’s when I realized why we were at Aedan’s parents’ house. He was here to say goodbye. 

He looked as if he hadn’t slept in ages. “I wanted to introduce you to them under different circumstances, but I thought I’d stop by and see them one last time. Just in case....” 

Thankfully, he left off there, although I knew exactly what he was thinking: Just in case we get stuck in the fourth dimension of Hell. I swallowed hard at the look of concern in his eyes, once a bright blue and now dark cobalt. Well, shit. And here I thought we’d march down there, I’d zap a few demons, and then we’d steal our friends and go back to the top. 

He pulled my hand to his chest, looking down at me with a warm smile. “Hey, I’m sorry for my behavior back there.” 

My head was still fuzzy from that water, but my hormones were finally starting to settle, and boy I felt like shit for the way I’d treated my boyfriend. As my anger at Aedan faded, it was replaced with annoyance at God for turning me into bitchzilla. 

I exhaled a shaky breath. “Me, too.” I was so relieved our behavior was caused by the water and we weren’t turning into major assholes. 

He cupped my cheek, stroking my lip with his thumb. “I think the effects are wearing off, because right now, all I want to do is kiss you.”

Who was I to argue? I wrapped my hand around his neck as he planted a feather-soft kiss on my lips before pulling back. Was that all he had? I pressed into him, loving the way he groaned when I snaked a leg up his thigh. He bent his head toward mine again, this time his lips melting into mine like warm butter to my blueberry pancakes. Mmmm. Only kissing Aedan was so much better than pancakes, better than nirvana, and dare I say, better than chocolate. In fact, the only thing I found more satisfying than kissing Aedan was kissing Aedan while we were making love. 

I ran my hands over his chest, grasping his collar, as I traced kisses across his jawline.  “What say we go back to my place?” 

Much to my dismay, he peeled my fingers off him. “Ash, the Nephilim king is expecting us. We need to make haste.” 
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