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      I pinned Jared to the bed and kissed him, then bit his lip to seal the deal. He loved that.

      Jared gripped my shoulders and nudged me away, the longing in his eyes screaming for me to continue. Then it flicked off, like a light bulb. “Hold on, Moira. No more distractions. I want to talk about this.” For once, his brain overtook his libido.

      Oh, hell. Nope, that pun never got old. Sometimes I had to stop myself from snorting when I thought of it. Not this time, though.

      He rubbed my arms and leaned his forehead against mine. “Please.”

      The familiar yet strange comfort that I’d never discovered the source of washed over me. “Fine.” I grunted and rolled onto my back, then picked at the black comforter.

      Guess I couldn’t avoid this conversation any longer. Especially since I wanted more than sex from Jared. I wouldn’t quite call it love – a hard feeling to fathom when you were both dead and living in Hell – but I needed him.

      I’d only felt that serene calm with him, when I shouldn’t have experienced anything at all. This was Hell, and none of the residents had a hint of an impulse, not unless they willed it.

      Except me.

      I also had a sex drive, one which currently hissed and spit at being shut down. Jared, while he enjoyed tangling limbs with me, had to wish to feel such desire. He was able to turn it off and not feel the ache of deprivation.

      Lucky bastard. “So talk.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at the ceiling.

      He settled on his side, hand propping up his head. “Don’t get all defensive on me. I thought we agreed that we’d strive to act better in death than life.”

      “The idea sounded grand at the time.” Uh-huh, the honeymoon was over.

      Rolling his eyes, he sighed. “I don’t want you to turn into the devil. Bad enough you’ve already made a deal with her.”

      Of course he’d been the one to point out that last tidbit, as I’d initially failed to view it that way. And he’d hit the nail on the head, driving it straight through the wood.

      Pandora. A disembodied vat of blackness with a sexy phone operator voice. No matter how undemonic-like that appeared, she was still the devil. And I’d agreed to take her place.

      But I’d blackmailed her for more desirable terms. I wasn’t sure what would have happened if I’d refused outright. She’d claimed I had no choice, but I did. Unless she hid magic from me that could manipulate Hell’s residents.

      A possibility. After all, I’d accepted the role as a Welcomer for the second floor, skimpy sequined demon costume and all, albeit grudgingly. I wouldn’t have been caught dead in such a getup when I was alive.

      I giggled, then covered my mouth.

      “That’s your response?” Jared wiggled off the bed and glared.

      “No, no, no.” Me and my damned lack of control – always got me in no end of trouble, in life and death. I sat up and waved my hands in front of me. “A stupid thing popped into my mind.”

      He planted a hand on his hip and shook his head. “A hell pun?”

      I nodded. At least he knew me well enough to guess. “I promise, I won’t turn into her. I’ll still be one hundred percent me. Too bad for you, huh?”

      “Moira.” Oh, I’d heard that tone before – right before one of our explosive arguments.

      Those altercations had ended our relationship when alive. I mean, as well as his cheating.

      Not this time. I needed the comfort of his touch. And without me he’d wander off, joining the other lost people on this floor who’d realized how much they lusted in life.

      He’d disappear into the library, with the shifting mural of lewdness on its ceiling – a mere whisper in a book.

      I scooted to the edge of the bed and grabbed his free hand. “Trust me. I made sure I won’t become whatever Pandora is, and I’ll still spend time with you.”

      “I believe you, but I don’t trust her. She’s the goddamned devil.”

      Only because her predecessor bestowed the job on her. Now she wanted out. And I was her ticket. “Hey, she kept her word about the office. I’m all set up here on the second. You’d know that if you ever visited me there.”

      Jared shook off my grip and stared at the wall. “To placate you. Doesn’t it feel like you’ve sold your soul?”

      We were already dead. Did we even have souls anymore?

      One might contest that I did, at least. Those feelings that no one else had – Pandora had claimed it was why she chose me. No better way to keep the anomaly in line than by sticking her in charge. Give her power.

      I wondered if the former devil had raised her to CEO of Hell for the same reason. “What do you want me to do, then?”

      He leaned down and cupped my face. “Get out. Tell her you’ve changed your mind and be done with it.” The intensity in his eyes flared, as if he was truly worried about my wellbeing.

      Pandora had told me she wasn’t omniscient, and along with her needing Welcomers to help her run Hell, likely also not all-powerful, either. Not like she could harm me when I was already dead. Right?

      I covered his hands with mine. “I’ll be careful. I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary yet. She has me learning about the different floors right now.”

      Jared’s top lip curled. He tossed off my hands and stepped back. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. She’s hiding information from you. And when you learn the truth, the dirty secrets about Hell, it’ll be too late for you to turn your back. You’ll be trapped.” He stormed across the room, stepped through the door that connected to his private space, and slammed it behind him.

      Crap. I sprang off the bed, but the door disappeared when I reached the wall. No amount of wishing made it rematerialize.

      Neat tricks in Hell meant we could have almost anything we wanted, within reason. Some exceptions, though. Including no TVs other than the big screen in the dorm-like communal area. And well, you couldn’t wish yourself alive.

      Welcomers were required to list many of the rules when escorting a new person to their floor. I feared even I didn’t know all of them, unfortunately.

      Jared and I had decided together to connect our rooms, and the door had shimmered into existence. Because we both preferred the option of alone time, we’d agreed to not share the same space.

      How else would I read my steamy romance novels without him snickering at me? It squelched my tough chick exterior. Couldn’t have that.

      But both of us needed to desire the door between the rooms. Clearly, he no longer did.

      I had to give it to him. He hadn’t devolved into his gnashing of teeth and lobbing of furniture, like we both had when we were alive.

      Maybe it meant that Jared had changed. He was willing to see his flaws and modify his actions.

      I, on the other hand, was stuck in the same shitty habits, unwilling to let go of who I used to be. No matter how much I insisted to myself that I’d transformed, including wanting more than just sex from Jared.

      Accepting Pandora’s offer merely reinforced that inability to abandon my former self. I’d always preferred to be in charge, especially in my relationships. She’d handed me exactly what I craved.

      Exactly why I couldn’t say no.

      A shot of whiskey appeared in my hand, and I threw it back. Man, if only I could summon a stretch of road and a Harley. That would calm my nerves better than booze, even if my death had been a result of an accident on my bike.

      One of those limits here, though. No road for me.

      The buzz in my head reminded me that I’d have to contend with Jared later. Time for my Welcomer shift. Then studying up on whatever the hell Pandora wanted me to learn next.

      I snorted and tossed my shot glass into the air. It poofed before it fell down, as mysterious as everything else in this unlife.
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        * * *

      

      I ripped off my sequined horns and stomped into my office.

      It had been a busy Welcomer shift. By my calculations – okay, guess, my guess, because it was impossible to calculate time in this place – each shift was eight hours long. Like an average workday. Though my only breaks were when not many people required escorting from the lobby. No lunch hour, since there was no need to eat in Hell. Oh, and no weekends off.

      Today I had zero respite. Right after finishing my spiel of how the rules worked and depositing the new addition to the living area, where the rabid sports fans remained glued to the TV, a new buzz had rattled my brain. Not cool.

      At least my strange feelings didn’t extend to experiencing exhaustion. Comfort and sex drive, that was about it. Small favors.

      I bent my arm in a contortionist move to unsnap the over-sequined, red bikini top, then froze when I realized I wasn’t alone. A man in an impeccable gray suit perched on the edge of my desk, lounging as though he owned the office, a car salesman’s smile plastered on his face.

      This was my domain, damn it. No one allowed unless I said so. “Who the hell are you?”

      He chuckled, a controlled and forced sound. “Nice one. I’m Richard, but you can call me Dick.” When he extended his hand, the gesture appeared too perfect, too practiced.

      Dick, huh? This would be fun. Instead of shaking, I crossed my arms under my chest. “We just met – you should keep the juicy information about your disposition to yourself.”

      He dropped his hand. “I assure you, my name is telling, but not in the way you’re thinking.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

      Crap. This dude was ready to sling shit back at me. “Well, Dick, I think you took a wrong turn. You’re in my office.”

      “No wrong turn, Moira. I’m exactly where I intend to be.”

      He knew my name, but I’d never met him before. True, many residents populated the second floor, but a jerk who exuded this much charisma and sleaziness would have stuck out. “When did you arrive here?”

      “Oh, I’m not from this floor.” His careful, drawn-out words slid over me like an oil slick.

      A feeling that instantly reminded me of Douglas. That slimeball had mistakenly been sent to the second, and then almost killed me... Again.

      Well, maybe his intent hadn’t been murder, but he sure didn’t want to snuggle. Pandora had sent Douglas to his proper floor before Jared or I ripped out his creepy throat. A man I intended to keep in my rear view for the rest of my unlife.

      “You’re not from the seventh, are you?” I now knew that area housed people like murderers and rapists. My topic of study yesterday. Well, I thought it had been yesterday...

      Dick laughed again, so close to simply saying ha ha ha. “No, no, of course not. Would you believe the fourth?”

      Greed. Seemed fitting. “You weren’t by chance a car salesman before you died, were you?”

      That fake smile fell off his face for a moment, and then he rallied, grinning bigger than he had before. “Smart.”

      Smartass. He’d learn that if he stuck around.

      Wait. How’d he get here, anyway? There was no floor-to-floor travel. Unless Pandora had deposited him here. Or maybe there was a way to teleport that she’d kept secret from me.

      Sneaky bitch. Jared was right.

      But I refused to admit it to him. At least not until I unearthed her lies of omission and confronted the wench. No need for him to consider defending my honor again, like he had with Douglas.

      I could take care of myself.

      First step, not reacting to Dick’s floor-hopping. Just in case he assumed Pandora had shared that trick with me. “What brings you from the fourth to the second?”

      If possible, his smile grew larger. How did he talk like that? “You have something I want.”

      “Yeah, and that is...?”

      “Your job.”

      I giggled, holding back the gut buster I was yearning to unleash. “You want to be a Welcomer? Be my guest.” I tossed the sequined horns at him, and he caught them cleanly without glancing down.

      “Not that job.” He quickly tilted his head, then righted it.

      Nervous tick or display of superiority? I reconsidered the whole fourth floor declaration. Like Douglas’s original assignment here, it seemed off. Sure, people were greedy for power, but the desire to become the devil was on a whole different level.

      Not to mention, unless Pandora had informed him of my impending promotion, he shouldn’t have known. The residents of this floor had poked around my office and asked questions, but I brushed them off with the whole wish thing. Told them it made me feel more normal to sit behind a desk and pretend to work.

      “Get the hell out.”

      Dick stood and smoothed his suit, even though there were no visible wrinkles. He straightened his tie, which shifted from a classic black-striped number to tiny flames on a dark gray backdrop. And then he placed the horns on my desk.

      “I look forward to the challenge, Moira.” He strode out as if he already had the position in the bag.

      Well, shit.

      Pandora had some answering to do, starting with who that sleazeball was. She’d implied I was the only one she had in mind to take her place.

      Did Dick also have the ability to feel emotions in Hell? Though she’d insisted the occurrence was rare, me being the first since her.

      More lies?

      Unfortunately, I had no means to call on Pandora for a chat. Well, more like force her to summon me. Only her whims decided when she wanted to talk.

      I glanced at the ceiling, finding several pencils sticking out of it. Dick must have been bored while he was waiting. Very Mulder of him. Like hell I’d be his Scully.

      “Hey, bitch, I need to talk to you.”

      Nothing, as expected.

      I was positive she heard – she kept a close eye on me. Or at least it felt like I always had an invisible gaze looming over me. Eh, most likely she’d wink me into her unloving black embrace at the most inconvenient moment.

      So I had to stir the pot to get her attention. Time to devise a plan.

      Since an open road was an impossibility, I expanded my office. Then wished for a Harley to appear near the back, in the shadows.

      I straddled the beauty and imagined it roaring between my thighs, the wind whipping through my shoulder-length hair. The snarls had always been wicked to brush out, but worth it.

      This. This was how I thought through problems best. On the back of my hog, winding along rarely traveled roads. The reason I’d fought so hard with Jared to get custody of our co-owned bike, after we blew our relationship to smithereens.

      And then I’d met my end on the same bike, by no fault of my own. Hey, at least I’d died doing something I loved.

      Going to Hell wasn’t too bad, either. Not much had turned out terribly hellish, aside from the chance to lose oneself in the pages of the library.

      And supposedly I wasn’t missing out on any type of Heaven, according to Pandora. Hell was the afterlife everyone was dealt. Though that could have been another lie.

      Gripping the handlebars, I closed my eyes and zoomed down the paths in my mind that would lead me to my next move in this game against the devil.
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        * * *

      

      I stalked the hallways of the second floor, searching for the library.

      Not that I intended to lose my soul within the books. No way I’d ever become a forgotten whisper – not my style. I may have been a bit of a sex addict in life and horrible at relationships, but I’d never allow that guilt to consume me.

      I preferred to be seen and heard.

      The library, though, could hide other answers. And if I was going to take the devil’s job, I deserved to know it all. Had to learn all the secrets if I planned to run Hell, or I’d be flying blind.
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