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      I squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated. Come on, Moira, you can do this.

      Poof, out of the second-floor bathroom, and pop, into a new location. I opened my eyes to a nondescript hall, potted plant in the corner near the elevator. Good start.

      But every entrance area in Hell appeared the same, until you opened the big double doors. Well, I assumed, since I’d only visited the third and eighth so far, aside from the second where I called home. All three hallways mirrored each other.

      No matter how often I attempted to teleport to other floors, I failed. Pandora, the amorphous cloud who deemed herself the devil, had punted me to the third. And Dick had deposited me on the eighth for the con artist vultures to feast on me.

      Unfortunately, the aforementioned elevator only led to the lobby. The alcove of elevators there ascended to different floors, but I was denied access, or I totally would have scoped out the whole building of Hell by now.

      Sheer willpower. All I needed to hop from floor-to-floor. I hoped.

      So each Welcomer shift, I wiggled into my degrading, skimpy uniform, fake sequin horns and all, then spent my downtime practicing. Ferrying new arrivals to the second only took up a small chunk of my time lately, as the buzz in my head indicating a pickup had gradually decreased in frequency.

      I’d honed my ability to zap to and from locations on my own floor, including the library. A pang of disgust still assaulted me when I glanced at the shifting mural on the domed ceiling, triggering memories I wish would have remained buried.

      Douglas – the creep who’d accidentally been assigned to the second. He belonged on the seventh, and until Pandora had realized the mistake, he stalked me, eventually leading to an unwelcome encounter in the library. And I had my whole afterlife to relive the memories. Joy.

      The room also held whispers of the lost emanating from the books. Voices that stirred conflicting emotions – a desire to save the names inscribed on the pages, plus a repulsion at my own actions. I’d sent a soul to that fate. On purpose.

      Though the guy had been a Dick, in name and deed. Deserved everything he got. Maybe. Who was I to judge?

      No single individual was entitled to the power of determining another’s destiny, in my opinion. Sadly, Pandora embraced the authority she’d been given. Damned devil with the voice of a phone sex operator.

      And she was grooming me to take her position. Minus turning into a pitch-black cloud of darkness – I’d bargained for an office instead.

      My mind wandering down existential paths like this had become a common occurrence, and it always morphed my typical confidence into a mass of wobbly jelly. Along with distracting me.

      Oh, hell.

      I chuckled, the pun yanking me back to reality. Well, as real as me being dead and in Hell could get. Here I’d thought the fiery quips would have grown old by now. Nope. Still hilarious.

      Back to my current quandary. The double doors stared at me, like two bored, lidded eyes. Yup, projection at its finest.

      I’d spent too much time during my shift today failing to escape the second floor. Souls requiring escorting from the lobby had slowed to a crawl. Maybe the living were experiencing an era of prudishness. Ha.

      Reading a steamy romance novel would have been a more enjoyable use of my downtime – tucked into a motorcycle magazine to disguise the book, of course. I had a tough chick image to maintain, after all.

      Nope. I just had to bang my head against the wall with my unsuccessful teleporting attempts. Obsessive as fuck, that was me.

      No throwing in the towel. I’d master this stupid trick, even if it killed me. Again.

      I gripped the door handles, willing a different floor to manifest on the other side. Any but the second. Or the seventh. Best to avoid Douglas. Forever.

      The millionth time was the charm?

      Throwing the doors wide, a flurry of activity greeted me, more than typical for the floor of lust. Unfortunately, that didn’t change the fact that this was indeed the second. “Crap.”

      The huge common area was designed similar to a dorm. Large screen TV along one wall, the only allowed on our floor according to the inexplicable rules, and a kitchen on the opposite. Though the dead had no need to eat, many indulged in their favorite foods from life.

      Anything to drive away the sense of emptiness, the lack of true emotions. A person only enjoyed items and activities they resolved to, and they turned it on and off like a light switch.

      Except me. Ever since I’d arrived, I was an anomaly, longing stirring in my gut when my ex-boyfriend Jared was nearby. And occasionally contending with a comfort washing over me – a sensation I’d never experienced until my death.

      Unique. That summed me up. Also the reason why Pandora had tapped me as her successor.

      Actually, no longer a total aberration.

      After I’d banished Dick, Jared and I admitted our love for each other. Emotions had overtaken him. A spark of life igniting in a realm where people sought to lose themselves when they could no longer bear to gaze at their reflections.

      Now Jared was like me. No clue how or why, though. Not that I’d discussed it much with him.

      And I refused to ask Pandora. Best she not know about it, anyhow. And if she already did, my lips were zipped unless she broached the subject. She kept too many secrets from me, so I’d keep a few of my own.

      Screw her. And screw these crazy people on my floor.

      An evergreen tree now towered in the corner near the bathroom – my hiding place of choice during my Welcomer shifts, since it was rarely used. Multicolored lights twinkled on the pine boughs, with half a dozen people adorning the branches with ornaments.

      The sports freaks had been kicked off the TV, a shock in and of itself, and a holiday movie played on the screen. One of those romantic comedies, so trite that it proved nearly impossible to discern the difference between one or the other.

      Sarah approached, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “We decided to celebrate the holidays. Liven the mood a little.” She beamed, her excitement contagious. Almost.

      I had a love-hate relationship with Christmas. Pretty much a noncommittal pagan, I never attended church, sticking to the secular side of the holiday.

      No issues with a sparkling Yule tree, but I preferred spiked eggnog and mistletoe. Made life interesting.

      On the other hand, I hated that nog because once I sobered up, I wallowed in the horrible decisions I’d made while under its influence. Including hooking up with Jared after we’d split – a mistake resulting in a ton of yelling and broken furniture the following day.

      You see, on Christmas Eve the previous year, I’d caught him in bed with a friend. They’d both blamed the booze.

      Jared and I had a horrible track record during the holidays. And we were now together again in this insane afterlife.

      Hard to fault Sarah’s desire for a distraction, though. She’d died young, still a teenager. “Well, happy holidays.” I forced a smile, but it felt as fake as it was.

      “Hey, Moira.” Naveah, our newest Welcomer, emerged from one of the doors leading to the endless hallways and rooms. And no, the irony of her name was not lost on me. “The buzz vibrated my brain, so I’m it. Has it been busy?”

      “Nah. Even slower.” And with her appearance, my shift ended. “Have fun.”

      Now to find my boyfriend. More teleporting attempts tomorrow. At the moment, getting laid sounded far more appealing.

      No sign of Jared among the crowd of decorators, which had multiplied, spreading to bedecking the ceiling and counters. Man, it would look like Christmas threw up in here once they finished.

      I slipped through one of the many doors, intent on changing. Then I’d check his room, which was connected to mine unless we were arguing.

      Giggles led me around a corner.

      And there stood Jared, his back to me, and a woman in a bright blue bustier leaning toward him, mistletoe in her outstretched hand. He laughed, and turned his head enough for me to spot a lustful grin on his face.

      “Hell, no.” The pun failed to amuse me as usual, anger grabbing hold.

      I wished my plastic pitchfork was metal, but it remained in its current tacky form. One of those stupid rules on our floor. Pity, because I yearned to skewer Jared to the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Jared spun around and raised his hands. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “That you’re flirting with this hussy?” I glared at the woman. “You best keep your lips away from him, unless you want them knocked off your face. Take your mistletoe and scram.”

      She squeaked and dashed past me, heading toward the common area. Let her ply her wiles on one of the crazy decorators.

      I propped my hands on my hips and stared at Jared in silence. Ever since he’d awakened to his emotions, he acted more like he had in life. And what he’d been then was a cheater.

      He closed the distance between us, snaking an arm around my waist and tugging me close. “I’d have never kissed her. But I was considering using a sprig of mistletoe on you.” His eyes shifted into pools of desire.

      “Uh-huh.” Likely pretty lies. Unfortunately, my own hunger pounced, clawing at my abdomen. Lowering my arms, my body softened in his embrace.

      Then he kissed me, hot and forceful. Coming up for air, his lips hovered over mine. “We don’t need any damned mistletoe, though, do we?” He nibbled my neck.

      I moaned, the anger dissipating. Lacing my fingers in his hair, I yanked his head back to examine every crease of longing on his face. “You better make it up to me.”

      Jared chuckled. “Of course.” He caressed my cheek, and then with a thought, we appeared in his room.

      I stretched out on the bed, allowing him to pull off my skimpy Welcomer uniform. He proceeded to compensate me, spreading my legs and licking my inner thigh. Teasing.

      “No games today.” Need reverberated inside my core, demanding immediate satisfaction.

      He peered at me across my stomach and grinned. “Your wish is my command.” And then he planted his exquisite kiss in the exact spot that heightened my pleasure to its peak.

      I reached the edge and leapt off, waves of bliss taking me under. Blackness speckled my vision, until the choppy waters subsided.

      Oh, man. Jared was a master with his tongue. In life and death.

      “Am I forgiven?” He crawled up my body, hands seemingly touching every inch of my skin at once.

      I nodded, speechless after the tremors. Satiety suppressed my words. Then the desire surged again, so I stripped him of his clothes and welcomed him inside me.

      Two more instances of ecstasy for me before Jared reached his release. Completely amazing. And likely why our relationship had lasted as long as it had when we were alive.

      Resting my head on his chest, I reveled in the relaxation that weighed down my limbs. As he stroked my hair, though, the contentment faded.

      And then my mind woke up. He’d done it again, just like he used to. Distracted me with sex.

      The need and desire had dominated during our lovemaking, that achingly sweet comfort absent. I’d experienced it less and less since his own true emotions were kindled.

      Actually, I had no clue if he ever felt that same peace. I was scared to ask. Hearing no would merely confirm that lust ruled him, the love he’d professed nonexistent.

      So I waited for him to confess to me. Living in the dark was easier than facing the truth.

      “Any luck with teleporting today?” Yeah, Jared knew about my deal with the devil. Though he often expressed his displeasure about it, especially when I kept him out of the loop.

      “Nope. I still appear at the second-floor entrance. But I’ll figure it out eventually. If Dick could do it, I can.”

      “Just don’t leave me behind once you do.” He chuckled, the rumble vibrating my cheek.

      I bolted upright. “Yeah, I get it. No need to keep reminding me.” Defensive, who me? The feeling of being duped by his manipulation stuck in my craw.

      He rolled his eyes. “I just know how you are, Moira. Stubborn and determined to conquer Hell all by your lonesome.”

      “Yeah, and I know you.” He dared to call me out, so I’d return the favor. “Messing around behind my back, then screwing with my mind.” I scrambled out of bed and collected my discarded uniform.

      His brows drew together, broody, and he sat up. “I’m not that person anymore.”
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