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“If I owned Texas and all Hell, I would rent out Texas and live in Hell.” ~ General Sheridan

Galveston Island, Texas

September 7, 1900

Aedan O’Connor

“O’CONNOR. I NEED A word.”

I looked up to see Mr. Ball waving me to his clapboard office at the edge of the dock. I pocketed my cap and leather gloves, and ran a hand through my hair, made damp from perspiration, as I weaved my way through the cotton bales.

Though a favorable breeze blew from the east, the midday sun was still blistering, bearing down on me and my men like a coal furnace while we raced to secure the cotton. The sky was dotted with wispy clouds, but when I squinted, I thought I saw darker hues in the distance. There was talk of a possible storm tomorrow, a glancing blow from the powerful hurricane the weather bureau predicted would hit the northern part of Texas and all along Louisiana—far enough away from my island town, thank the Lord. I’d been dealing with enough foul weather as the tempest that brewed inside my home spun out of control with each demand from Katherine, my new bride. Nothing I did satisfied her, and I feared nothing ever would.   

I ducked my head as I stepped beneath the low doorway. I had to crook my neck to keep my scalp from scraping the ceiling. I was taller than most men, which made my daily encounters in Mr. Ball’s office more than awkward. 

Mr. Ball was a stout, middle-aged man with hair that had prematurely receded at least ten years prior, leaving him with nothing but a tuft of white at the top of his head. The dock workers had secretly named him Mr. Cotton Ball. Though I had laughed at the moniker a few times, nothing else was funny about my boss. He was always a man of business. He never accepted excuses when workers were late or slovenly, and I respected him for it.

Mr. Ball sat on the edge of his desk and chewed on an unlit cigar. “So? How goes it, O’Connor?” 

“We’ve finished securing the bales,” I said. “Everything should sit tight until the weather clears.” 

A smile lit up the man’s face, crinkling the ruddy skin around his eyes. “You work fast.” He tapped his cigar toward the open window. “I hear the storm may pass.”

I nodded, feeling my chest swell with pride. Mr. Ball wasn’t one to give praise lightly. “It may, but I figured it’s best to err on the side of caution.”

“I’m sending your crew home early, but don’t worry, you’ll get your full day’s wages for the effort you’ve put forth today.” He walked around his desk and pulled a stack of bills out of the drawer, handing four of them to me. 

I rubbed the pad of my thumb over the money. Two dollars a day was my wage. I started to say something when Mr. Ball held up a silencing palm. 

“I wish my other men were worth as much as you. I mean to offer you the foreman position.” Mr. Ball pocketed his cigar before holding out a hand. “Will you take it?”

I stepped back, refusing to shake. Ball had given Callum, my twin brother, the foreman position just last spring, and though Callum had seemed distracted this past week, he’d still seen to it the crews had kept the dock running smoothly. I suspected my brother’s distraction had something to do with Miss Thorne, Callum’s pretty, redheaded neighbor from Lucas Terrace who had, much to Callum’s dismay, already pledged her heart to another.  

“But what of my brother?” I asked. I refused to steal my twin’s position simply because he’d been struck down by love. 

Ball’s pale eyes darkened as his brows drew together. “What of him?”

Though I was loathe to part with the money, I slapped the two extra bills on the desk. I only prayed Katherine wouldn’t hear I’d refused my boss’s offer. “I can’t take my brother’s job.”

Mr. Ball heaved a sigh as he ran stubby fingers through his tuft of hair. “Aedan O’ Connor, you’re a good man, so I’m going to give it to you straight. Your brother’s a drunk. I can’t have him running my dock.” 

I flushed with anger. “I don’t know where you heard that, sir, but my brother’s not a drunk. He’s an honest man, just as our mama raised us.” 

Pity flashed in the older man’s eyes. I recognized that look. It was the same one my family and friends had given me when my first love, Marie, had succumbed to yellow fever. “Your brother is down at Ritter’s Saloon right now. Go see for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

* * *
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A MAN WITH INK-STAINED hands rushed past me and up the nearby stairwell, mumbling something about the Boxer Rebellion. Ritter’s Restaurant and Saloon was a high-end establishment located below the Galveston News office. I pocketed my cap and pushed my way past businessmen in crisp suits, ignoring their sharp stares as I brushed wisps of cotton off my trousers. I wondered why my brother had chosen this saloon when there were dozens of others more amenable to laborers. 

I found my twin in a darkened corner, sitting by himself at a small bistro table, nursing what appeared to be an entire bottle of whiskey. A dark ache settled in my chest when Callum looked up from his drink. Though our gazes locked for a mere heartbeat, in that moment I read an eternity of sorrows in his haunted expression. I feared whatever had brought on Callum’s melancholy was far worse than the slight of a pretty girl, and it would require more than a bottle of whiskey to ease his depression. 

I pulled up a chair and sat across from him, bending my head to search his eyes. The man before me was a shell of the Callum I’d known just a week ago, reminding me very much of myself four years past after Marie had succumbed to her sickness. His normally slicked-back hair was an unruly dark mop. Heavy circles framed his blue eyes, dulling their vibrant color and casting a shadow over his pale features. I felt like ten shades of selfish for not noticing my brother’s ailment before. I reached for his hand, shocked and a little hurt when he jerked back. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

“Drinking whiskey,” he grumbled, staring down at the table. “What does it look like?”

Callum had never been one to beat around the bush, so I knew he would appreciate if I got straight to the point. “Ball wants to fire you as foreman.” 

He didn’t even flinch. “I don’t want the damn job, so long as you can have it.” Refusing to meet my gaze, he took a long swig from the bottle.  

“I will not take your job. Come home with me. I’ll brew a pot of coffee. Katherine is making a meat pie tonight. Let us sober you up.” Again, I reached for my brother’s hand, and again he pulled away. 

“I don’t want to be sober.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his shirtsleeve.  

A knot of sorrow tightened in my chest. Up until my marriage to Katherine, my twin and I had been inseparable. Our whole lives we’d done everything together, from burying our parents a few months shy of our sixteenth birthday, to taking odd jobs at farms, and finally settling in Galveston. Where my brother had gone, I had gone, and when one of us suffered, so did the other. Just three years prior, Callum had felt so keenly the loss of my young fiancé, he had mourned her alongside me, refusing the company of eager young ladies while I grieved. 

Now that Callum’s heart ached, I couldn’t help but feel a rising tide of worry. He had never shut me out before, and I prayed he wouldn’t start now. After all we’d suffered through together, I did not think I could go on if I lost him to this melancholy. “Callum, what troubles you? You can talk to me.” 

Much to my dismay, he only stared down the barrel of his bottle. 

“Come home and have supper with us and then sit on the porch a spell. Don’t waste your evening here when you could be with family.” I gestured to the unsmiling faces at the other end of the tavern. “I promise you’ll be right as rain. Come on, brother.” I reached forward, grabbing him by the shoulder. 

Callum shot to his feet, stumbling back as if my touch had scalded him. “I am not your brother!” 

A wave of murmurs rose from the other patrons in the saloon, but I paid them no heed. I’d cared little for their good opinions before, and I cared even less now. My mind raced as I struggled to recall if I’d said or done anything that would have upset my brother. 

Pushing back the sting of Callum’s rejection, I advanced upon him, dropping my voice to a low whisper. “What are you saying?” 

He looked down, staring at the scuffs on his weatherworn boots. “Brothers do not betray each other.” 

I shook my head to clear my thoughts. Was my brother speaking of the foreman position? 

“Callum,” I said with a plea in my voice as I held out my hands. “I refused the job.” 

When he lifted his gaze to mine, my heart stopped at the desolation in his watery eyes. I had seen it before, reflecting back at me in the looking glass many times after the loss of our parents and the woman I’d loved. 

Callum’s voice shook as he spoke. “I do not deserve to call you brother. I do not deserve to live.” He covered his face with his hands, sobbing. 

Rarely had I seen my brother cry, and never with such ferocity. My heart sank to my gut. Whatever had brought on his melancholy was dire indeed.  

My limbs went numb and my insides churned with apprehension as I sank back into my seat and gaped up at him. What had he done to warrant such self-loathing? 

“Do not say such things,” I said on a breathy whisper, though some part of me feared his admission might ring true. 

He swiped the bottle off the table, tipped back his head, and took several long gulps, as if he was quenching his thirst with a canteen of water after a long day at the docks. 

I stood, preparing to snatch the drink from him when he slammed the bottle on the table with a loud clank. 

He let out a long belch, then stumbled back, leaning against the wall for support. Thunderclouds darkened his eyes as he fixed me with a pointed stare. “I laid with your wife.” 

I gaped at him, my mouth drying up faster than Texas soil during a summer drought. “W-What?”

Callum’s features hardened to stone. “I called on you Sunday, but Katherine said you were volunteering for the church.” He paused, his gaze wavering slightly, then he spit out the words as if he’d swallowed a mouthful of venom. “She seduced me, and I laid with her.” He slumped down the wall, the last of his vitality drained with his confession.  

A low grumble sounded from somewhere deep within me. I stormed up to my brother, grasping him by the collar and jerking him upright. “You lie.”

“Open your eyes!” Callum screamed in my face, the sting of his words a thousand times more devastating than the slap of his stale breath. “Do you know how many men have tossed up her skirts? She’s a fucking whore! And she made me betray my brother!” 

I knocked him out cold in one bone-jarring crunch, shaking off the pain that lanced my fingers as he slid down the wall to the floor without another sound. My throbbing knuckles were already swelling. I’d always teased my brother that he was a hardheaded lout. Now I knew it to be true.

Ignoring the rustling of feet and the growing murmurs behind me, I pulled my cap out of my pocket, shoving it on my head before storming out the door. I cared not for my brother’s broken bones or the pain in my hand. Heck, I cared even less for my shattered marriage. I was starting to see my life was nothing more than a pile of rubble, destroyed by the maelstrom of lust, greed, and death, and unless the vortex stopped spinning, I’d soon find myself buried beneath the destruction, too.

* * *
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I BARELY REMEMBERED my long walk home. Any other man would have thought of little else save confronting his wife for her treachery and seeking vengeance against every man who’d touched her. Any other man except me. All I thought about was the gentle lilt of Marie’s voice, sweet smile, and bright green eyes.

Dearest Marie, God was so cruel to take you from me. 

Had my true love lived, we would have made a happy home and peaceful life together. Marie would never have seduced my brother. She would have been by my side last Sunday, volunteering at the church, for it was she who’d put the fear of God in my soul. It was her lilting voice in the Sunday choir that had first led me to the church’s door. Sadly, her gentle, caring nature had resulted in her demise. Just a few short weeks after bringing food and clothing to the sick and needy, she’d succumbed to yellow fever. It was on Marie’s deathbed I had made her two promises: I’d continue volunteering for the church, and I’d look after her younger sister. 

The charity work had been easy. Though I still carried a seed of resentment toward God deep in my soul, I’d managed to lock that seed away as I buried myself in helping those less fortunate. Looking after Marie’s younger sister had proven to be a far more difficult task. I had hoped that by marrying Katherine, I could tame her wild streak. If anything, she only rebelled more, all the while demanding I purchase her fine clothes and fancy teas. Though I had started to lose hope Katherine would become more like her sister, I was completely blindsided by Callum’s confession. My wife was more than stubborn, more than wild. She was a whore. She had broken her sacred marriage vows. How could I keep my promise to Marie now?

The tempest of emotions swirling in my mind came to a thunderous halt when I saw a man standing on my modest front porch. My wife leaned inside the doorway, twirling a lock of golden hair around her finger and flashing a coy smile as the man bowed and tipped his bowler hat. He was thanking her for her services, no doubt. How could I have been so blind? 

Katherine supposedly taught piano lessons during the day, but I knew this man dressed in a tailored black suit had come for lessons of another sort. I raced across the street, dodging carts and ignoring irate drivers, before I reached our narrow two-story home. I took the porch steps two at a time, hearing my wife’s gasp as her visitor spun around. 

I recognized the lean, red-faced man with the bushy moustache as Dr. Straw, the local snake oil salesman who’d pawned himself off as a man of medical science. Dr. Straw’s slender hands were always perfectly smooth, as if he’d never lifted a bag of grain or a hammer in his life. I never trusted a man who didn’t have the strength or skill to put in an honest day’s labor, and my instincts had proved right with Dr. Straw. His hat sat askew his nearly balding head, and his tie was crooked. Katherine must have earned herself a pair of silk stockings this afternoon. 

“Aedan,” she said with exasperated breath as she clutched a hand to her throat. “Dr. Straw called to pay for his daughter’s piano lessons.”

I narrowed my eyes as I bore down on him with a scowl. “I didn’t know you had a daughter, Dr. Straw.”

Dr. Straw tugged at his necktie, a bead of sweat dripping down the side of his face. “Actually, she is my niece.” He averted his gaze, looking just beyond my shoulder. “Looks like a break in the weather. All may turn out well yet.” 

I stepped closer to him, so close I could smell Katherine’s cloying perfume on his starched collar. “Don’t be so sure of that.” 

The doctor adjusted his tie again and cleared his throat before attempting to step past me. “Good day to you.” 

I refused to move. 

“Aedan,” my wife said in that condescending tone I’d come to loathe. “Let the man pass.”

I backed up and then stepped aside for Dr. Straw. Leaning against the porch post, I stuck out my boot, tripping the doctor as he went by, sending him sprawling down the stairs. I laughed when he landed face-first in the road. 

Katherine raced down the stairs. “Dr. Straw,” she cried as she helped him up, “are you all right?” 

The doctor answered with a succinct nod as he brushed sand off his pants. He said nothing else as he turned and quickly hustled down the street. 

Hands planted on her hips, Katherine marched back up the stairs, her riotous head of blonde curls bouncing across her back. Her golden hues dazzled while catching the last rays of the evening sun. God, how I had loved her hair. It was so much fairer than her sister’s. Add to that high cheekbones, full, sensual lips, and luminous green eyes, and no wonder so many Galvestonian men were eager to toss up her skirts. Still, I would have gladly traded Katherine’s beauty for Marie’s loyalty and kindness.

I slammed the door after she followed me inside our home. Though I suspected my neighbors already knew of my wife’s indiscretions, I would not confront her outside for all the world to see. Katherine deserved no such discretion, but for the sake of her parents, I choose not to call her out in public. 

“Aedan, what’s gotten into you?” She threw her hands in the air, her eyes widening. She took my injured hand, turning it over in her own while examining the cuts and bruises with her gentle, feminine touch. It was the most compassionate thing Katherine had ever done for me. “What happened?”

“I struck Callum.” 

She released my hand and stepped away, flinching as if I would strike her next. “Why?”

“You tell me why. Why, Katherine?” I was unable to mask the hurt in my voice. The pain of her deception was too much. “Why would you betray me with my own brother?”

“I betrayed you?” She snapped her head back as if she’d been hit with a verbal slap. “You goddamn hypocrite!” Her voice rose several octaves. “I know why you close your eyes when we make love. It’s my sister’s face you see, not mine.” 

Thunderclouds blurred my vision, and I stared down at my pretty wife as if seeing her for the first time. “You would use your jealousy of a ghost as a reason to break our vows?” 

“This is your fault for making me your bride and then sticking me in this shack!” She waved wildly around her at the simple furnishings I had paid for with honest, hard labor.   

My internal temperature soared along with my ire. “I bust my back to give you fine things. The soles are falling off my boots so that you may have satin drapes and fancy teas.” 

She stomped her foot like a petulant child. “I deserve silks! I deserve a grand home on Broadway Avenue. I will never have these things as your wife. Never, unless I earn them myself.” 

Her gaze flitted to her new tea set sitting atop our weathered credenza.

For the first time, I got a good look at my home. Katherine said she’d gotten the tea set for a bargain. The brocade sofa I’d feared set me back a month’s wages, but that, too, Katherine said she’d found used for half price. Now I realized her gentlemen callers had paid for this finery.  

Flaming pyres of rage shot through my skull as I bore down on her with a roar. “You earned these things as a whore!”

She did not even have the decency to flinch as she stood on her tiptoes and jabbed me in the chest. “And what are you, but a rich man’s dog? At the docks from dawn till dusk, earning barely enough to put food on our table while your employers profit off your blood and sweat.”

I stepped back, feeling as if her censure had shot an arrow of venom straight to my heart. “Who are you, and what has happened to the woman I married?”

She advanced upon me, biting her lower lip and batting thick lashes. Smiling seductively, she smoothed a hand down my chest. “I am that same woman, Aedan, only wiser.” 

I shrieked back, sickened by her touch. “You are a damned fool, and so am I.”

Ignoring her cries, I hastened out the door, needing to put some distance between us. Never before had I struck a woman, but I was sorely tempted now to beat my bride within an inch of her life. It would do neither of us any good. My Jezebel was rotten to the core, and no act of heaven or hell would change her. A blustering wind had picked up outside, nearly sweeping the cap off my head. Horses whinnied and dogs howled. I squinted at the darkening horizon. A storm was brewing for sure. If only there was a wind powerful enough to sweep up the pieces of our shattered lives.  
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Purgatory Level Thirteen

Present Day

Ash MacLeod

I’M A GOOD GIRL NOW. I’m a good girl now. 

I had to keep repeating my new mantra; otherwise, I might forget it. I’m a good girl who does what she’s told and doesn’t step out of line. A lot of things have changed since my “ghosting incident” on level one, aka Earth, aka the land where weird is actually weird, and people don’t walk around with hammers lodged in their heads and parking meters sticking out of their chests. Did I mention I saw a guy carrying his head the other day? How the hell was he supposed to work his shitty Purgatory job and earn enough credits to get into Heaven when his head kept rolling off his neck? That seriously had to be a distraction.  

Anyway, back to the changes. First off, my dog Jack and I were forced to leave my ghosting squad friends at Delta House and go live with the snooty Alphas. And by forced, I mean my boyfriend Aedan enlisted the help of my grandma and uncle to guilt me into transferring to a more “secure” team. Oh, yeah, my Grim Reaper boyfriend has practically got my family eating out of his hands now. My grandma thought it was just wonderful that her wayward granddaughter had finally found a nice man who could look after her. My uncle said he only wanted to see me safe. My grandpa has yet to meet my new boyfriend. I refused to bring Aedan down to level ten until Grandpa promised to put on some clothes. And, no, his faded cotton bathrobe didn’t count. It hardly wrapped around his bulging belly, sometimes exposing his rocks-in-socks, aka, black leather thong, especially when he had an itch, which unfortunately, was at least every ten minutes.

I guess I couldn’t pin all the blame for my new assignment on Aedan. My new squad leader, Shadow, who just so happened to be the big boss over all of the ghosters, stepped in after Aedan and I had a huge, unnecessary blow up and told me I either transferred to Alpha House, or I’d be fired. That left me with no other options. 

Even though my Delta Squad friends sort of let me down by not following me and helping out with those demons at our last assignment, in their defense, they were following orders, and I was breaking them. Oh, yeah, and speaking of breaking the rules.... Even though I’d risked my eternal soul and battled scary demons and a freaky witch to save a child’s life, Shadow informed me I hadn’t earned any credits for that job. Zero, zip, nada, nothing, all because I broke orders to rescue a child. So not fair.   

Back to my new assignment at the Alpha House, it sucked. It sucked big fat donkey balls. Alpha House was comprised of fifteen ghosters, and they were supposedly the crème de la crème, and, yeah, they knew it. In addition to fifteen ghosters, the Alphas also had three full-time Grims at their disposal. Oh, and there just so happened to be an opening for a new Grim, and guess who got the job? That was one of the “conditions” of me staying on as a ghoster. So I went from being a lonely loser who had to rely on C batteries and a latex wand for excitement, to having the boyfriend from Hell, or in this case Purgatory, who shadowed my every move. 

Of course Alpha House had its perks, such as I had my own maid who made my bed every morning and cleaned the toothpaste residue out of my sink. And then there was the perk of having my boyfriend live in the suite across the hall from mine. I usually found myself in his bed around ten each night, and we’d screw each other’s brains out for the next few hours before I snuck back to my bed. Thank God Alpha House had thick walls. 

Aedan always begged me to stay with him, but I refused, and, no, it wasn’t because I feared he’d choke on my morning breath or he’d hear me rip a loud fart in the middle of the night. I couldn’t stay because I refused to leave my black Lab, Jack, alone all night. I already hated the way he whimpered when I tip toed out the door. I got the feeling he waited by the door while I was with Aedan. Apparently, dogs were a special rarity in Purgatory, and because my childhood best bud had waited all this time to be with me, I couldn’t leave him alone at night. Aedan had told me to bring Jack to his suite, but I didn’t want my dog staring at us while we were breaking in Aedan’s new mattress. Talk about a major mood killer. 

Since Aedan decided to give up the apartment he’d been living in for the past century and, as he put it, step outside his comfort zone, we still hadn’t finished moving all the stuff to his new apartment. Seemed like a guy could collect a lot of shit when he’d been dwelling in Purgatory for over a hundred years. 

So that’s how we found ourselves at his old apartment, gathering the remainder of his things and saying goodbye to our neighbor, Inés. She’d practically cried a river when Aedan told her he was moving out. Though she’s made it no secret she had a major crush on my guy, I couldn’t help but like Inés. She had been so helpful during my transition to Purgatory, even though she nearly caused my colon to implode after feeding me gluten. I felt like the awkward third wheel as Inés crushed Aedan against her padded bosom, her Adam’s Apple bobbing wildly as she choked on a deep, masculine sob and ended with a girly sniffle. 

She finally released him and wiped watery mascara off her eyes with a tissue. “I have to get to my next appointment, Mr. Delicious.” Inés scowled at me before flashing Aedan a dazzling smile. “If this chica doesn’t treat you right, you know you can count on Inés.”   

Ugh. I refrained from rolling my eyes. Inés still hadn’t forgiven me for breaking Aedan’s heart, and I guess I deserved it. In my defense, I’d been confused. Our relationship had gone from painfully awkward to hot and heavy without an adjustment period in-between. Actually, I still hadn’t adjusted to my new crazy afterlife, but of one thing I was certain. Aedan was a good man, a damn good man, and I wasn’t about to lose him again, even if I didn’t deserve him.

Inés offered me a half-hearted hug before whispering in my ear. “Treat him right this time.”

“I will,” I said, but her answering scowl wasn’t reassuring.    

She blew Aedan a kiss before sashaying her hips out the door, slamming it behind her. 

I worked hard not to roll my eyes. I didn’t know who I was more annoyed with, Inés for giving me a hard time, or myself for walking out on my boyfriend in the first place. Oh, well. No use dwelling on regrets. I’ve dealt with enough of them since I’d accidentally electrocuted myself and ended up on the thirteenth level of Purgatory. So far, meeting Aedan hadn’t been one of them. 

I followed Aedan into his bedroom and helped him wrap an antique vase in tissue before setting it inside a crate. Yeah, cardboard boxes were a luxury in Purgatory. I was fairly certain Aedan had brought this crate with him from 1900. As I got a good look around the room, from his ornate mahogany bed with its intricately carved headboard, to the huge oak cabinet he’d referred to as a “wardrobe,” I realized Aedan had collected a lot of memories here. Too many. I wondered, not for the first time, why Aedan had chosen to live out his eternity on the top level of Purgatory, working a dangerous job as a Grim Reaper when he’d already earned enough credits to get into Heaven. I’d asked him more than once why he hadn’t ascended, but he always found a way to distract me with passionate kisses or mind-blowing orgasms.  

“Are you sure about this?” I asked my boyfriend for like the umpteenth time. “I feel bad uprooting you.” 

“You’re not uprooting me.” He shrugged before flashing a sheepish grin. “This was my decision.”

I grabbed a wad of packing tissue off the table and squeezed it in my fist. “Yeah, but you’re doing this for me.”

He pried the tissue away before clasping my hands in his warm, calloused grip. “You’re my woman, Ash. It’s my duty to protect you.” 

I wanted to tell him weren’t in the 1900s anymore, but if it hadn’t been for his protection, I’d be some demon’s bitch right now. My knees weakened when I stared into those bright blue eyes, his strong gaze ever steady, just like him. I still didn’t know what I’d done to deserve his loyalty, but I was lucky to have him. With the exception of my sweet uncle and loyal dog, all of the other asshole men in my life had abandoned me. Plus, as an added bonus, Aedan sure made me horny. Very horny. No matter how many nights I spent in his arms, I just couldn’t get enough of his rock-hard body and sweet, soulful lovemaking. Since the first time Aedan and I made love, I’d realized all my other relationships before him had been nothing more than casual flings.  

When his eyes darkened, and he wrapped a strong arm around the small of my back, pressing me into him, my worries were forgotten. He cupped my chin and planted a tender kiss on my lips, making my girly parts tingle with need. When he finally broke the kiss, my knees weakened at the smoldering look in his eyes, and then I bit my bottom lip when he nodded toward the bed. Good thing he’d left the sheets on, although I suspected they’d be thoroughly rumpled by day’s end.

He wordlessly eased me onto the mattress before unbuttoning my clothes. I loved the way Aedan took his time undressing me, slowly removing my shirt and unclasping my bra, squeezing each breast before lavishing them with kisses. He carefully unzipped my jeans before easing the denim down my hips. 

I almost imagined we were back in 1900, and he was removing my corset and pantaloons. I giggled at the thought. When Aedan shot me a questioning glance, I shook my head and smiled. I wasn’t about to divulge my little fantasy. 

He responded with a nip on my hipbone, then another on my stomach. My boobs perked like a double scoop ice cream sundae with hard little cherries on top as he crawled up the length of my body, nipping and licking. I sucked in a sharp hiss when his teeth scraped one pebbled nipple, then the other. He shot me a sinister smile before biting the swell of each breast, leaving red marks on my skin. A shiver raced up my spine when he took my nipples in his mouth again, this time tugging at the tender buds. He stretched them until I screamed, and then he stretched them again. 

Damn, that hurt, and damn, I didn’t want him to stop.  

I wondered what had gotten into my gentle lover that he was experimenting with torturous foreplay, but I wasn’t about to complain. In fact, if he wanted me to flip over so he could spank my ass a few times, I’d be more than happy to oblige. Oops. Guess my she-devil was showing. And they said demons weren’t allowed in Purgatory.   

Much to my satisfaction, Aedan nipped and licked my breasts until they were sore and tender, and I was fairly certain my panties were soaked through. After a bit of swearing and coaxing on my part, he finally got down to business, pulling my jeans and drenched undies off. And that’s when the real torture began. Aedan didn’t just give good oral sex. He practically worshipped my girly shrine with lots of long, languid licks and the perfect amount of pressure as he stroked my swollen pearl before pinching it and rolling it between his thumb and forefinger.  

I arched my back, bucking my hips against him as I sucked in sharp gasps. The pleasure was so exquisite, I never wanted it to end. Oh, but I did want that orgasm, so damn bad I had to beg for it. 

And beg. And beg... until Aedan finally climbed up my body and seated himself between my thighs. I wrapped my legs around his back, so ready to welcome his thick erection. I loved the look on his face, a cross between pure bliss and agony, as he slid deep inside me, burying himself until our bodies were joined at that sweet, swollen spot that made the little heartbeat deep inside my sex start thumping. And the more he pumped, the more I thumped, until that thumping turned into a full-scale orgasm, a magnitude ten on the climatic scale. I cried out and stilled, but Aedan kept tunneling into me until my G-spot was pounding so wildly, I swear it reverberated throughout every fiber in my body. And when his ragged breathing turned into a grunt and he stilled, the head of his cock thrumming against the center of that tight bundle of nerves, my orgasm crested anew, squeezing him with erratic pulses and milking his seed deep inside me. After several glorious hammering heartbeats, Aedan rolled me over in his arms and kissed me senseless. Our chests were still heaving and sweat was dripping down our brows, but hot damn I felt good. And to think, I used to hate working out. 

Seriously, with sex this good, who needed Heaven? 

After our breathing returned somewhat to normal, I stretched my sated body, turning to snuggle in his embrace. That’s when I noticed my boyfriend’s eyes were shut and his lips were hitched in a sexy, satisfied smile. His look of pure bliss warmed my heart, and I couldn’t help but lean up and kiss him. He mumbled something, but I didn’t quite catch what he said. 

“What was that?” I asked. 

He mumbled again, and that’s when I realized our hot sex must have knocked him out good, because he was obviously talking in his sleep. As much as I wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of the afternoon sleeping in my lover’s arms, I knew we had to finish packing and report back to Alpha House. Ghosters were only granted a few hours off each week, and Alpha House ghosters were allowed even less time. One of the downsides of our job; we never knew when we’d get called to a ghosting emergency.

I reluctantly sat up and shook his shoulder. “Aedan. Wake up, sweets.”  

“I don’t want to.” He made the cutest pouty face ever. “Five more minutes, Mar.”

Mar. Who’s Mar?

I shook him again. “Aedan!”

He made this weird snorting sound, and his eyes flew open. “Wha-what?”

I pulled a thin sheet over my breasts and scowled down at him. “Who the hell is Mar?”

“Mar?” He scrunched his face as he struggled to sit up. 

“Yeah, you called me Mar.”

He stifled a yawn as he leaned against the headboard. “I did?”

I let out a frustrated groan. So much for my orgasm afterglow. Nothing pops a girl’s ego faster than when her boyfriend calls her another name in bed. “Who the hell is Mar?”

Scratching the back of his head, he averted his gaze. “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”

Liar, a little voice screamed inside my head. Little did Aedan know I’d had enough dealings with his gender to know when a man wasn’t telling the truth, which, unfortunately, had been most of the time in my previous relationships. 

I narrowed my eyes to slits, envisioning my gaze was a heat lamp, melting the lying flesh right off his dishonest bones. And the more I glared at him, the more his cheeks reddened. Luckily for him, there was a knock on the front door. He flew out of bed as if the sheets were made of hot coals, and though I wanted to follow him and continue my interrogation, I had to slink into the bathroom and freshen up.

* * *
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THE WOMAN STANDING inside Aedan’s bare living room made me stop in my tracks. She was wearing a long white dress that had to have been from last century, her shiny auburn hair piled neatly in little ringlets on her head. She clutched a wide-brimmed hat in one hand while daintily sipping a water bottle with the other. She and Aedan were murmuring to each other. He clearly looked uncomfortable as he fidgeted with a half-empty water bottle, his face the brightest shade of crimson I’d ever seen.   

Her cheeks were flushed, too, and as she tore her gaze from him and flashed me a subtle smile, she colored even more. I had no idea who the heck this woman was, but as I stared into a familiar pair of bright green eyes, I got the sickening sense I was looking in the mirror. 

I blew a strand of wayward hair out of my face and backed up a step. This woman looked too much like me, minus the frizzy mop. In fact, I could almost imagine myself her identical twin on a very good hair day, maybe after I’d ascended to Heaven.  

I got this strange tingly feeling in the pit of my stomach as she approached me with an outstretched hand. “Ashley MacLeod, so good to finally meet you.”

I took her hand, still so stunned, I was only able to mumble “Hello.”   

“Marie,” she said with a dazzling smile. “Marie Murphy, but you can call me Mar.”

“Uhhh.” I pretended not to notice that Murphy was also the last name of my infamous deadbeat dad, the name, which I happily discarded in favor of my mother’s maiden name once I got to college. 

I pulled out of her grip, which was surprisingly strong despite her delicate, satin-smooth hands. I shot a questioning glance at Aedan, who was now as white as a sheet. He had this culpable look in his wide eyes, reminding me of a kid who’d gotten his hand caught in the cookie jar. 

Marie flashed my boyfriend an accusatory glare before plastering on another smile. “Hasn’t Aedan spoken of me?” 

Now was my turn to flush as I recalled Aedan mumbling “Mar” in bed. “I don’t recall.” I shrugged, averting my gaze. “Maybe.” Like the time he called me by your name right after sex, I thought wryly.

“Believe it or not, I’m your great-aunt, several times removed.”

“Uh-huh.” I trailed off as a jumble of thoughts swirled in my brain. What the hell was my great-aunt doing in Aedan’s apartment, and why did it seem like she knew him? Other than the fact that he’d just called out her name after sex.  

“You are descended from my brother’s children. I understand your father died when you were an infant, so you never learned of the Murphys.”

My head snapped back as if I’d woken from a trance. Guess it was the mention of the asshole who’d broken my mom’s heart by leaving the family because we were too much work. “He didn’t die. He abandoned us.”

“Oh, dear.” She placed a hand on her cheek, her lips turning down in what appeared to be a staged pout. “I’m so sorry to hear that.” Then she shot me a sideways smirk. “It’s uncanny our similarities, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, uncanny.” My chest tightened as I thought back to the night Aedan and I had met. How he’d flirted with and kissed me, even though he was on duty. Now I understood the instant attraction. I looked like Mar. I plastered on a smile, pretending to be pleasant while fighting the urge to plant my fist in Aedan’s face. “We could pass for sisters,” I said with perhaps too much cheeriness in my tone. 

Her hand flew to her chest as she emitted a strange, guttural sound. It took her a long moment to compose herself. She cleared her throat. “Indeed. Sadly, though, my sister is burning in the fiery pit of Hell.”

I cringed. I needed a valet in Purgatory just so he could help me keep my mouth shut. “I’m sorry.”

Mar pulled a pair of satin gloves out of her pocket and slipped them on, her mouth drawn into a deep scowl. “So is she, I’m sure.” There was a flash of anger in her eyes as she tossed a glance at Aedan.

Last week, Aedan had told me he’d failed to save a woman from hell. Somehow I got the feeling he’d been talking about Mar’s sister. 

“Mar, Ash and I need to get back to Alpha House.” Aeden moved to Mar’s side and placed a hand on her shoulder in a too-familiar gesture. 

Yeah, why would he want to get touchy-feely with his frizzy-haired freaky girlfriend when he could be with Miss Prim, Proper, and Perfect Mar-y Poppins? I had the sudden urge to rip his hand away, and maybe pull his arm out of socket in the process.

“So sorry I’ve intruded on your time.” She pulled away from him, her shoulders almost as rigid as her ever-deepening frown. “When I heard my niece had arrived in Purgatory and, coincidentally, was acquainted with my former fiancé, I just had to see her for myself.” 

Former fiancé? O-my-freaking-gosh! Yeah, I had been working really hard on NOT calling His name out in vain. It was part of my new good girl persona. Although, at the moment, there were a few other choice words I was sorely tempted to scream while I was bashing Aedan’s face in.

“Good day.” She held out a gloved hand and dipped down into a gentle curtsy. “It has been a pleasure.”

I took her hand, again surprised by the strength. This time she gripped me even tighter, squeezing so tight I wondered if she meant to hurt me. 

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, too.” I smiled and pretended she wasn’t crushing my fingers while fighting the urge to fall down and cry “uncle.”

Aedan mumbled something about sending her off as he slipped out the front door behind her. Raised voices echoed in the hallway. Though I couldn’t hear what they said, I imagined Aedan making apologies to his former fiancée for dating her great-niece. I also imagined him telling her she meant more to him than I ever could, I was just a casual fuck, and he’d never love a girl with frizzy hair. Oh, and I crapped my pants last week, too. Okay, maybe he wasn’t saying all those things, but of one thing I was certain. All this time I’d thought Aedan liked me for my clever mind, cute ass, and loyal disposition, but it turned out he was just pining over a ghost. 
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Chapter Two
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TO SAY THE RIDE BACK to Alpha House was awkward would have been the understatement of the century. Aedan offered no apologies or excuses, and I didn’t ask for them. Not that I didn’t want him to lie to me and tell me he’d fallen out of love with Mar decades ago, because it was clear he hadn’t. He’d already confirmed he still had feelings for her when he called me by her name in bed. Now what to do with this whole uncomfortable situation. He’d just moved out of the apartment he’d been living in for over a century to be with me. Could I end it with him now because I was jealous of a ghost? A ghost, I reminded myself, who was Aedan’s former fiancée. It still made my blood boil when I remembered how he told me he hadn’t the foggiest idea who Mar was. So not only was he disloyal, he was dishonest, too. Damn. And here I thought I’d found one of the few decent guys in Purgatory. Guess the only decent guy left was my dog.

I didn’t wait for Aedan when the taxi dropped us off. I slammed the door behind me and raced toward the backyard. My boss, Shadow, said my black Lab had to stay in a kennel when I was away. Poor Jack hated his cage almost as much as I did, whining when I left him in there and looking at me with those big puppy dog eyes that were like two neon strobe lights flashing BAD MOMMY, BAD MOMMY. When I’d been a ghoster for Delta House, Jack was free to come and go as he pleased and sit on the furniture. I was afraid to leave a butt dent on the pristine Alpha House furniture, let alone allow Jack anywhere near it.  

Once I ducked underneath the branch of a tall pine and raced down the hill toward Jack’s kennel, he started barking. I couldn’t help but feel resentment toward Shadow for sticking him under this tree away from the house, as if his cage was too unsightly to sit beneath the expansive porch that shaded the entire backside of the old Victorian mansion. Jack was doing his happy, spinny dance by the time I reached him, and as soon as I let him out, he mowed me down with sloppy kisses while his tail slapped the metal bars of his prison. 

I had no idea why he stayed loyal to me, why he loved me and continued to be my dog even though he could have reincarnated as a human years ago. He didn’t deserve to suffer this kind of neglect, and damn me for not standing up to Shadow and insisting he get better treatment. I clung to Jack’s neck and cried into his soft fur, hating myself even more as he licked the tears away. Though I kept telling myself I wept for my doggie’s unfair treatment, I knew a few of those tears were reserved for Aedan O’Connor. Damn that man for stealing my heart and then breaking it. Damn me for letting him do it. 

* * *
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ONCE I GOT TO MY ROOM, I locked the bolt and fell into bed, snuggling with Jack for the rest of the afternoon, trying to hold myself together and failing miserably. Aedan never came to check on me. I figured he was too ashamed to face me after today, or maybe he just didn’t give a shit. I set my neurosis on overdrive, as I replayed every aspect of our relationship in my mind from the night we’d met until now. Aedan had been instantly attracted to me, breaking protocol and kissing me when he came to collect my soul. Then he gave me thousands of credits so I wouldn’t get stuck on the shitty bottom level of Purgatory.   Apparently, it was a rare thing for a person to part with credits, although since he’d already made it clear he had no intention of moving up to Heaven, it wasn’t like he needed those extra credits, anyway. So why did he give them to me? To keep his promise that my afterlife would be better than the one I’d left behind? Or maybe because I looked exactly like his former fiancée, and he was using me to play out some sick fantasy that I was her? I had no idea, but the longer he stayed away, the more culpable he looked, and the more my stupid tears flowed.
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