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One: Jophiel
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“IT'S BEEN A LONG TIME since I've felt this way about anyone, Cosette.” I repeat the words that have worked for me a hundred times before. “I've been celibate for three thousand years, but you make me want to be... something different.”

I have to wait for my LightTab to translate my speech into French. It's a shame I don't speak the language, because it's one of the prettier modern ones. I'm fluent in Latin, Aramaic, Sumerian, Spanish, Chinese and English—among others—but my knowledge of French is limited to bonjour, amour, and au revoir.

And there's also boudoir, of course. Now that is an important one!  

Cosette mutters something in French, and my LightTab translates: “Why would you break your vow of celibacy for me? I'm not special.” 

Her response is nothing out of the ordinary. I've heard it many times before. Humble replies and modesty are common. 

Of course, the celibacy part is rubbish—but to be fair, it's been a long time since I've admired a young lady enough to invite her to my private quarters. The last one was Leigh Riley, and that was weeks ago. She chose another, and I think it scarred my heart. 

“But you are special,” I whisper to the flame-haired beauty. She's exactly my type. Nineteen, wide-eyed and innocent, with very little experience with men. She's a shy, gorgeous young woman who has been tragically overlooked. Some of the other Archangels think I'm a cad, but is it really so bad if I make her feel special for awhile? The poor thing deserves some attention. “No one else has caught my eye in ages. Only you.” 

My eyes roll as the LightTab translates my reply. The stilted robot voice nearly destroys the mood. 

Cosette's leaning toward me, which is usually a good sign. She's sitting on the end of my bed, and now she's inching closer to the middle. Leigh Riley was a tragic failure. Cosette will be the balm for my wound. 

“May I kiss you, Cosette?” I whisper the request, but the LightTab doesn't understand the concept of softly spoken words. The robot voice is as jarring as ever. Tucking one of her red curls behind her ear, I tell her, “I've wanted to kiss you since the moment I saw you.”

The celibacy thing might be a lie, but my desire to kiss her is very real. The French beauty has delectable lips, and they've been calling to me for days.

Somewhere in her reply, I hear a “oui,” so I assume it's safe to kiss her. Just as I lean toward her, there's a knock on my door.

Bloody hell. 

“Pardon,” I mumble to Cosette as I rise from bed, nettled and grumbling. “Just... wait here, love. Give me a moment to answer the door, and I'll return as soon as I can.” 

Most of the time, only Archangels are permitted to enter Archangel Tower. There are exceptions, of course, if one of the Archangels grants special permission to an outsider. Cosette is just an ordinary girl, but the note I gave her let her sail through the gate.

When I see Amber standing on the other side of my door, I'm surprised. She's what the Archangels refer to as a “low level angel.” It sounds rude, but it's honest. There are angels, Archangels, and “Ancients” who've been around since the world's creation. I'm one of the latter. 

“Am... ber,” I utter her name slowly, because she rarely comes with good news. I want to tell her I'm busy, but a lie rolls from my tongue. “What a pleasure.” 

“Is it a pleasure?” Amber raises an eyebrow. I don't think she likes me. Ever since I tried to foil one of Leigh and Taishi's missions, Amber's been giving me odd looks.

“Of course!” I catch her looking over my shoulder to steal a glimpse of Cosette. Seeing the disapproval on her face is oddly satisfying. “It's always a pleasure to see you, Amber dear.”

“Well, you might change your mind in a moment. I have... unfortunate news.” Amber's expression is suddenly sympathetic. “Starting today, you are currently on probation.” 

“What?” My throat squeaks. It's been decades since an Archangel was put on probation. The last one was Azrael, twenty years ago, for setting fire to one of the classrooms. The Angel of Death is even more of a rebel than I am. Surely I committed no offense that could rival his? 

Probation would be terrible. I would no longer be able to choose my own missions. I would lose access to classified information on the LightTab. And, worst of all, Archangel Michael would be monitoring my every move. 

I demand answers. “Why am I being put on probation?”

“We've received some troubling reports about you, Archangel Jophiel,” Amber says. “Recently, a few girls came forward and said you tried to seduce them.”

“Oh, did they?” I want to laugh at that claim. I've never forced myself on a woman. Believe me, these young ladies were quite happy to be seduced. “It's Leigh who started this, isn't it? I know it is. It was her and Taishi.” 

“I'm afraid I cannot disclose that information,” Amber replies. “In addition to the usual probationary period punishments, you will no longer be instructing the Archangels-in-Training. That task will now fall to Haniel.” 

“Haniel...” I grumble the name. At least they chose well. Haniel is nearly as skilled as I am.

“Additionally,” Amber continues. I assume she's going to drive the knife even deeper, and I'm right. “You will be expected to teach spirit school until Archangel Michael decides that you've—”

“No,” I interrupt her. “There is no way I'll stand for that! I need to address this with Michael!” 

I push past Amber and storm into the hall, leaving Cosette behind. With any luck, she'll still be waiting for me when I return. 

“It is pointless to disturb Archangel Michael!” Amber says as she follows me down the golden, torch-lit corridors of Archangel Tower. “He's very busy, and he'll only end up reiterating what I've already told you!”

“I don't care,” I croak. “I want to hear it from him!” 

Spirit school. That's the biggest insult of all. I'll be working alongside spirit guides with laughable ratings and the most basic skills. 

“An Archangel teacher? Isn't that a little unfair?” I ask her. “I have a 9.9 rating, for goodness sake! I haven't failed a mission in ages. Pardon me for boasting, but it's a ridiculous advantage to give to any new student!” 

“Teachers are assigned to students based on karma. Newly-deceased students with exceptional karma are paired with exceptional teachers.” Amber is only repeating what I already know. “Naturally, your student will be an exemplary person who deserves a good teacher.” 

“This is rubbish!” I growl, and when I reach Michael's door, I kick it. At this point, it would be too kind to knock.

Archangel Michael answers the door with a sword in his hand. That figures. I don't think I've ever seen him without a sword. If this probation was his idea, I wouldn't be surprised. I'm the only Archangel who can match him with a blade, with only half the effort. I think he's jealous. 

“Jophiel,” he says my name in his haughtiest voice. “I can guess why you're here. I assume you're unhappy with the punishment you've been dealt?”

“Of course I'm unhappy!” I exclaim. “Did you expect to see me skipping down the hall in delight? No. I'm furious.” 

“It doesn't matter.” Michael sheathes his sword and exchanges glances with Amber, who's hovering behind me. “The decision has already been made. It cannot be undone.” 

“Who made the decision. You?” I ask. “I assume it wasn't the Council of Archangels. I have too many friends.”

Only the Council of Archangels or Michael himself can dole out a punishment like this. 

“It was me,” Michael confirms. “And I believe it's for the best. Too long, I have overlooked your bad behavior. Jophiel, you lie to young women to entice them to your bed. Such actions are beyond reprehensible, and it must end.” 

I shake my head and heave a sigh. I can't really deny it, and I can't think of anything to say in my defense. 

“I'll be keeping an eye on you,” Michael warns me. “This isn't the only recent complaint I've received. You interfered with Nakamura's mission as well. You acted like a child!” 

“As if your behavior is above reproach!” I fire back at him—and I immediately regret it. Any outbursts from me will only make this worse. 

“Accept your punishment, Jophiel. Accept it, be on your best behavior, and prove you're still worthy of your title.” With narrowing eyes, he asks, “Do you think you can do that?”
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Two: Chris
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“TELL US ABOUT YOURSELF, Chris,” Grandma says. “I want to know more about you, sweetheart.”

That's funny. No one's ever called me sweetheart before. I'm not sure how I feel about it, but I guess it's kind of nice.

“Okay.” For the sake of the old woman sitting across from me, I make myself smile. I was never too good at smiling, especially when the smile is fake. “What did you want to know?”

When I died two days ago, an angel named Amber told me I could choose between living in the dorms, or living with the grandparents I never knew, who were the parents of the father I never knew. I chose the dorms. Despite my choice, they were still interested in getting to know me, so that's why I'm here, muddling through this awkward conversation.

My grandmother asks, “What are your hobbies? What do you enjoy?”

“Not much,” I admit. She looks disappointed by my answer, so I try come up with a more satisfying one. “I like to watch movies and play video games. I guess I like to read sometimes.”

“What do you usually read?”

Somehow, I don't think she's going to appreciate my answer. “Uh... graphic novels, mostly. Sometimes horror.” I glance behind her, where my grandpa is looming in the background. He still hasn't said a word. 

“How were your grades in school?” Grandma Mei was born in China, so her English is slightly accented. That's all I know about her. I know where she was born, but everything else is a mystery. I don't know anything about my father's parents because he went to jail when I was a baby. I never met him.

“My grades were pretty good.” My reply is humble, considering what I could have said. I never got anything less than an A. With my grades, I probably could've gotten into Harvard or some other Ivy League school, but with my condition, I didn't see the point. I always knew I was going to die young. I just didn't know I would die this young.

“Did you have a favorite subject?”

“Yeah. Science.” 

Grandma Mei suddenly manifests a plate of white chocolate macadamia nut cookies. They even look steamy, as if she just got them out of the oven. Manifestation is something that fascinates me. I learned about it from a guy who lives in my dorm, but I haven't figured out how to do it yet. Supposedly, it's one of the talents I'll be learning in school—which starts tomorrow. 

Gooey white chocolate melts in my mouth as I take my first bite. For the first time ever, I actually feel like I'm in heaven, because these cookies are out of this world. I've got to learn how to do this!

“How did you die?” Mei asks. 

I was afraid this topic was going to come up. I wish I'd had a glorious death. I wish I could tell her I died saving a baby from a fire or something equally heroic. That would have sounded more impressive than the truth.

“I had a rare heart disorder.”

“Ah.” Her smile flips into a frown. “I'm sorry to hear that. I'm sure there are a lot of people who are missing you right now.” 

Actually, there aren't many people who'll miss me. I was raised by my other grandma—Grandma Lori. Mom had me when she was a teen, but I was too much for her to handle, so she left me with Grandma. My father was considerably older and got locked up for sleeping with a minor—he never cared about me. A few months after I was born, Mom ran away with another guy. It's been a long time since I've seen her, so I barely remember what she looks like.

I had one friend I knew since kindergarten, but we drifted apart over the years. My cat probably misses me, and to be honest, I'm not sure there's anyone I miss more than Cuddleworth. He was a good boy. 

“And how old are you?” Mei asks.

I don't know why she's asking that. If she wanted to, she could search for my age on those cool LightTab things we have. “Eighteen.”

My answer makes her sigh. “Eighteen. So young. What a tragedy.” 

I don't really know what else to say. I've never been that good at making small talk. When I was growing up, people used to say things like, “he's such a quiet boy,” but I don't think I was that quiet. I guess I feel like most words are a waste of breath. 

I make an excuse about needing to get ready for school and leave my grandparents' house with a  few white chocolate cookies in my hand. My grandfather still doesn't say anything. He just gives me a slow nod as I walk past him. Maybe words are a waste of breath to him too?

I head back to my dorm, where my roommate is reading something on his LightTab. Karan is a big guy, dead at twenty-four, with the most muscular arms I've ever seen. His graphic t-shirt is about two sizes too small for him, so his biceps are bursting from the sleeves. When I enter our shared bedroom, he scowls at me behind a curtain of greasy black hair. The first time I met him, I told him Karan sounded like a girl's name, and I don't think he liked me after that. I'm not sure there's a way to get back on his good side. I'm not sure I want to try.

“So... school's tomorrow, right?” I attempt to make conversation, despite his scowl. 

Karan grumbles something under his breath and swipes his LightTab's screen.

“I don't know what to expect,” I say. “Do you?”

“No,” Karan mumbles. “Now... can you be quiet, bro? I'm trying to read something.”

I give him an understanding nod as I collapse on my bed. So much for making new friends! You know, I always hoped people would be nicer in the afterlife.

I guess I was way wrong.

*          *          *
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“IF YOUR HUMAN CHARGE prays or meditates, that may also assist communication. The process alters their brain waves, so you'll be able to hear their thoughts more clearly.”

As I listen to Tesla's lesson, my eyes couldn't get any wider. I can't believe I'm in a classroom with Nikola Tesla. The Nikola Tesla. I'm such a fan. Now, if I could bump into Stephen Hawking up here, my afterlife would be complete.

It's my second day of school, and at the end of class, I'll be assigned to an instructor. I haven't figured out how to manifest yet, unlike some of the students. I hope my teacher won't be too disappointed.

Tesla and Amber talk to us about quartz crystals, synchronicities, and ways to make contact with our human charges. I'm not sure I understand any of it, but I scribble down a bunch of notes, hoping I'll make sense of it later. 

“For now, that concludes your education,” Amber says. “If your five missions are successful, you will return for an oral exam. Does anyone have any questions? ...No? Good! Then it's time to meet your spirit guide instructors. In a moment, I will be handing you a slip of paper. You'll see your guide's name, their mortal occupation and age, as well as their previous experience as a guide. You will also be given information on where to locate them.” 

I watch Amber move around the room, passing out papers to students. She's really pretty, so it's hard to look away. So far, all of the angels I've met are gorgeous. 

Karan gets his paper before I do. He's sitting in front of me, so I can read every word.

Name: Horatio Arrington

Last Mortal Age: 89

Occupation: Ship captain 

Previous Experience: Horatio Arrington has been a spirit guide for over 50 years. He has been an instructor for 17 years. He has successfully completed 574 missions and has guided 121 mortals. His current rating is 6.7/10. 

Karan looks disappointed, but I don't know why. I think it'd be pretty cool to work with a ship captain.

When Amber reaches my desk, she leans over my ear and lowers her voice. “You're a special case, Chris,” she whispers. “Do not be alarmed if your instructor is a bit... different from everyone else.”

I'm a special case? That's weird. I wonder why.

Amber puts a paper on my desk, and my eyes absorb every word. 

Name: Jophiel

Last Mortal Age: n/a

Occupation: Archangel

Previous Experience: Jophiel is one of the Ancient Archangels who witnessed the creation of our world. He has successfully completed countless missions, and this is his first time as a spirit guide instructor. His current rating is 9.97/10. Present this slip of paper to the guards in front of Archangel Tower, and you will be permitted to enter.

Wait—what? My instructor is an Archangel? I glance around the room, wondering if anyone is as confused as I am.

I'm pretty sure I'm alone. 
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THE GUARD IN FRONT of Archangel Tower is probably the tallest, most intimidating person I've ever encountered. My gangly arms look like twigs next to his, and his fingers are curled around an electrified trident. His eyes narrow with mistrust when I hand over the slip of paper that's supposed to get me into the tower. 

“What's this?” he asks. “Is this some kind of forgery? Your name isn't on the list.” 

“I would never forge anything in my life, sir,” I tell him—and it's the truth. I've never broken any law, even a minor one. I've never cheated on a test or lied to an authority. I try to be a good, honest person. I don't even like to take too many ketchup packets at fast food restaurants because I feel like I'm taking more than my fair share. 

“This is the first I've heard about this. Master Jophiel is your instructor? What rubbish.” He opens Archangel Tower's gate, which is wrapped in red roses. “I'll need to check with someone about this. Wait here.”

“Okay.” I give him a smile, but the gesture isn't returned. In fact, he's glaring at me. According to Amber, having an Archangel as my instructor will be an advantage, but right now, it doesn't feel like an advantage. It kind of feels like a hassle.

While I'm waiting for the guard to return, I try to see the top of Archangel Tower's twisting spire. The tower is gold, wrapped in light, and it pierces through several layers of clouds. It's pretty impressive, not unlike the gaggle of fangirls that have assembled near the tower's gate. I think they're here for Archangel Michael.

Gaggle. I like that word. I think I'm going to use it more often.

After a few minutes, the guard returns with a favorable report. “Archangel Gabriel says you're allowed to enter.” Under his breath, he adds, “Dunno why, though...” 

The guard orders me to stay close. Apparently, I'm allowed to enter, but I'm not allowed to wander on my own. Together, we march down crystal corridors and opalescent staircases. The hallways are pretty empty, but we do encounter one person, and it's the prettiest woman I've ever seen. Velvety brown waves frame her heart-shaped face, and her eyes are the most stunning shade of blue. She's gorgeous. 

The woman halts in our path, forcing us to stop. “Who's this?” she asks. 

I think I've been silenced by her beauty. I'm a shy guy, but I've never had a reaction like this. My tongue's turned into a useless lump in the bottom of my mouth. 

I can't speak, so the guard says, “He's no one important.”

“Well, No One Important, I'm Archangel Haniel,” she introduces herself. “Enjoy your time in Archangel Tower.” 

She's an angel. A literal angel. I'm not surprised. I don't feel worthy to look at her, let alone, speak to her. When we start walking again, my jaw is hanging open. 

“We're almost there,” the guard informs me. “I'm taking you directly to Archangel Jophiel's office.”

“Alright.” I glance over my shoulder, trying to steal another glimpse of Haniel before she's gone. I catch a flash of her brown locks before she descends the stairs. “She's an angel... and angels have wings, right? Why don't they ever have them out?” 

“Actually, she's an Archangel. Big difference,” the guard corrects me. “And if you want an answer to that question, you might as well ask me. I'm an angel.” 

I almost choke on my tongue. There's nothing remotely angelic about this brusque, beastly man. “You are?” 

“I am,” he insists. “And we don't have our wings out because they're damned annoying.”

“Oh...” His answer is oddly disappointing. “I think it'd be nice to have wings, though.”

After a long hike down a half-dozen hallways, we finally reach Jophiel's office. The guard taps on the door, sneers at me, and leaves without saying goodbye. 

A few seconds later, an accented voice cries out, “Who is it?” 

“It's, uh... Chris,” I reply. “Chris Pho. I think I'm supposed to be your new student?”

I hear a raspy, exasperated sigh on the other side of the door. I guess he isn't too happy to meet me. 

“Come in, Chris Pho,” my instructor replies—and the door opens before my hand makes contact with the knob. Apparently, there are magical doors in Archangel Tower. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. 

I readjust my glasses before I enter the room. I probably don't need them anymore, but I feel naked without them, so I'll just keep wearing them. I'm not the only one who still wears glasses. Amber does too—sometimes.

There's only one guy in the room, so I assume he's Archangel Jophiel. His hair is blonde, really blonde, and his blue eyes narrow when he sees me. He's got the physique I always wish I had. Standing next to him, I'm sure I'll look like a shapeless twig.

“So... you're Chris Pho,” Jophiel states the obvious. “When I read the name Chris, I'd hoped you'd be a girl. I should have known they would pair me up with a male... or someone old. I assume this is part of my punishment.”

My mind sticks on the most interesting word in his sentence. “Uh... punishment?” 

“Oh, yes. I'm being punished,” Jophiel says. “I don't want to be an instructor, I never wanted to be an instructor, and the fact that you're standing in my office, expecting me to teach you, makes me want to rage. Is that honest enough for you?”

“I guess so.” I take a few baby steps into the office. I feel like I'm waddling. “So... why are you being punished?”

“I don't know.” A moment later, he changes his mind. “Actually, I'm lying. I do know. But there's no point in telling you about it.” 

There's a slight creak when Jophiel rises from his chair, and I almost chuckle when I hear it. Apparently, even an angel's furniture can be rickety. 

“Well... let's get to it, then. There's no sense in wasting time.” Jophiel crosses the room and grabs one of my wrists.

“You don't want to know more about me?” I ask.

“No. I'm sure I'll learn all about you as we're forced to work together. Let's go.” 

All of a sudden, we're soaring through the cosmos. We're wrapped in a ball of fire, hurtling through space. I think we must be traveling at the speed of light, because everything around me is a blur. I want to scream, but nothing comes out of my mouth, not even a whimper. 

The experience is terrifying, but it doesn't last long. Before I know it, we're standing in some guy's living room. He looks like an ordinary guy, thirty-something, with dark brown hair. He's sprawled across his couch, looking at something on his phone.

“You look pale,” Jophiel notes. “I assume you're new to warping?”

“Is that what that was?” It takes me a moment to realize I lost my glasses while we were spiraling through space. Before I can comment on it, Jophiel manifests a new pair and tosses them to me. 

“Yes. But it couldn't have been your first time. Whoever took you Home must have warped with you.” Jophiel turns on his LightTab and swipes a few screens. “First, let's determine what our mission is. Do you have your quartz crystal?” 

“Uh... no. I don't think I ever got one.”

Jophiel shoves a shiny rock in my hand and points at the guy on the couch. “This is our charge. His name is Garrett Coyle. He's a thirty-one-year-old security guard living in St. Louis... not that his location matters much. As his spirit guides, it is our job to figure out what he wants, and no matter what his desire may be, we're supposed to make it happen. I'm an Archangel, so I'm a telepath, but you have no such skill. If you concentrate, the quartz crystal will let you hear his thoughts. You'll be able to find out what he wants.”

“It doesn't take a genius to figure out what he wants, though,” I say, pointing at Garrett's phone. “He's on Swipr.”

Jophiel's expression sours at my remark. “And what exactly is... Swipr?” 

“It's an app for dating,” I explain. “It lets you scroll through a bunch of profiles and pick people you want to meet... and if they pick you too, you're a match. I've never used it, but I think that's the basic gist.” 
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