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A DEAD GIRL AND A SAMURAI: CHAPTER ONE
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My name is Leigh Riley. I'm seventeen years old. I'm standing in front of a church at half past midnight, looking at my corpse.

Yeah, that's right. I'm dead. At least, I think I'm dead. If I'm not dead, I'm having the weirdest out of body experience anyone's ever had. I can't really think of another reason why I would be staring at my broken, twisted, bloody body.

Death has terrible timing. In three weeks, I was going to be a high school graduate. Everyone always said I had a bright future ahead of me. I busted my ass to get into Yale, but none of that matters now. As soon as I was hit by the truck, everything I've ever done was for nothing.

I turn my attention to the idiots who hit me: Aidan and Geoff. They're both drunk—not that it makes a difference. With or without alcohol, they're awful human beings, and there's no excuse for what they did to me.

“Shit, man... do you think she's dead?” Geoff squawks. The sound of my bones crunching under his truck's monstrous tires seems to have sobered him up a bit. He moves a bit closer to my motionless body and leans over my face. “Oh shit. I think she is!”

“Do you think we should call someone?” Aidan asks. He looks a little less panicked than Geoff, but he's no less pale. He probably thinks he's less culpable because he wasn't the driver, but I blame them both.

“Are you kidding me, man? Hell no!” Geoff shoves him in the direction of the truck. “We've got to get out of here!”

“Seriously?”

“Uh... yeah. Or do you want everyone to find out we killed a girl?”

“You killed a girl,” Aidan corrects him—but like I said, he's responsible too. Aidan was the one who started pestering me, and Geoff joined in.

Long story short: my best friend wouldn't give me a ride home, so I left her party at midnight. My parents would have been livid if I got home much later than that, but walking alone in the middle of the night was a huge mistake. Geoff pulled up to me, Aidan begged me to get into the truck, and I refused. When I heard the vehicle revving up, I ran into the church parking lot, hoping to escape.

But I didn't escape. Obviously. When I swerved, they swerved, and before I knew it, I was standing over my lifeless body. I was killed by two of the biggest jerks in high school.

“Dude, just go!” Geoff insists as he gives his idiot friend another push. “We need to leave. I'm serious. I don't want to spend the rest of my life in prison, bro!”

As I watch them climb into Geoff's truck, I can feel my nose puckering. In my opinion, he deserves to spend the rest of his life in prison. Being dead hasn't really cooled my rage. I thought it would make me more forgiving or loving—or something—but it hasn't. Now, more than ever, I'd like to punch those douchebags in the face.

“What now?” I whisper to myself as the truck pulls away. I don't see any white light and I don't hear a choir of angels. There's no pearly gate, god, or friendly family member to greet me. I'm not surprised by the last one, because I'm actually the first in my immediate family to die. Believe it or not, all of my grandparents outlived me. I even have a great-grandmother who's still alive. I genuinely don't know any dead people. None. Does that make me lucky or unlucky right now?

“Leigh?”

When I hear someone say my name, I heave a lengthy sigh of relief. I don't care who it is, I'm just glad I'm not alone right now.

“Leigh Riley,” the female voice repeats my name. When I turn around, I'm staring into the golden brown eyes of the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. She looks about thirty, give or take a few years. Her skin is deep mahogany, her smile is warm and welcoming, and her hair is a chaos of delightful black coils. She even smells lovely, like vanilla and lavender, but sweeter. No pun intended, but I'm dying to know her.

“Yeah. I'm Leigh,” I introduce myself, then I ask a question with an obvious answer. “Am I... dead?”

“I don't like the word dead. It suggests an end to your existence, but the fact is... you're still very much alive,” the woman tells me. “You've taken on a new form. A new frequency. You're existing in a different dimension. It's nothing to be afraid of, and it's nothing to mourn. I promise.”

“O... kay.” I know I sound doubtful. If she wants to convince me, she'll have to try harder, because I'm feeling pretty bummed about this. I don't want to leave my friends and family behind! This is terrible!

“I suppose I should introduce myself.” The woman suddenly thrusts out a hand. “I'm Amber. The angel, Amber.”

As I shake her hand, my mind is stuck on a single word. “Angel?”

“Yes, dear. I'm an angel.” Amber's smile broadens, suggesting a pride in her role.

“But don't angels have... wings?” I ask.

“Indeed. I do have wings,” Amber assures me. “But most of the time, I don't have them out. They're a bit of a burden, if I'm being honest. They're large and cumbersome, and I rarely need them.”

“Really?” My forehead crinkles at the thought. “But... I always thought it would be pretty awesome to have wings?”

“Oh, it is. For the first ten minutes,” Amber laughs. Her laughter is one of the most pleasant sounds I've ever heard. It's gentle and smoky. It's exactly the sort of laugh I'd expect from an angel. “You'll eventually have a chance to earn your own wings, and when you do, you'll see what I mean. The novelty wears off.”

“I can become an angel?”

“Of course. But you shouldn't get too far ahead of yourself. First, you'll have to become a spirit guide... which, naturally, you'll want to do. Oh!” Amber suddenly points over my shoulder. For the first time, I notice the bald, middle-aged guy sitting on the church steps. For some reason, he's crying. “You should meet your spirit guide, George.”

“Nooo!” George wails. “She shouldn't meet me! I don't deserve it! I failed!”

“Umm...” Amber nervously nibbles her lip. “That's George. You're not seeing him at his best right now, I'm afraid.”

“Uh huh.” I scratch my head as I watch him sob. “Why's he having a meltdown?”

“I think he believes he's let you down,” Amber explains. “It was his job to protect you and... well...”

“I failed!” the bellowing George repeats. “I failed, I failed, I failed! I'm a complete and total failure! I hate myself!”

“He, uh...” Amber's teeth clench as she struggles to explain my spirit guide's self-loathing. “George hasn't been on his own for very long. In fact, you were his first solo mission, so... I think he's feeling pretty bad about your death.”

“Bad? I feel awful!” George attempts to clear his blocked nose with a tremendous snort. “I'm so sorry, Leigh! I'm so sorry!”

I don't want to make George feel worse, so I decide to change the subject. Lowering my voice to a whisper, I ask, “So... those guys who killed me... will they ever be punished for that, or will they get away with it?”

“On earth or in the afterlife?” Amber asks.

“Umm... both?”

“I'm afraid I can't answer that.” Sensing my disappointment, Amber gives me a pat on the shoulder. “But you shouldn't worry about them. Not yet.”

“How can I not worry about them?” I'm wrestling with a strong need to gouge out their eyes. They've taken away everything. They stole my future. Thanks to them, I'm a sad, dead virgin who never had a boyfriend. Is there anything more pathetic than that?

“Oh, I don't know. Just... try not to be too upset.”

My eyes roll at Amber's remark. “Seriously, how can I not be upset? What about my family? Will I ever get to see them again?” My little sister is going to be wrecked by this. I'm her best friend. She doesn't really have anyone else.

“Yes. You'll see them again... but you'll have to wait. I know how it feels. Trust me. When I died, I had to leave my husband and child behind. It devastated me. But... now I'm with them all the time.”

“I guess that makes me feel a little bit better.” My shoulders pop into a slight shrug as I try to accept my fate. Behind me, I can still hear George's sobs. I think my spirit guide is taking this way harder than I am.

“Well then...” Amber begins, “if you have no more pressing questions, it's time to take you away.”

I try to guess our destination. “To... Heaven?”

“Indeed. That's one name for it. If Heaven is what you call it, that's perfectly acceptable.” Amber smiles at me. “Our destination has many names. Heaven, Nirvana, Elysium, Paradise. The Other Side. We usually refer to it by whatever name makes people comfortable.”

“What do you call it?” I ask, hoping for some insight.

“What do I call it?” As she repeats my question, Amber's smile morphs into a cheeky grin. “My dear... I call it Home.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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As soon as Amber touches my arm, we shoot into the sky. You know that feeling you get when you go down a roller coaster, and your stomach does a little tumble? That's exactly how I feel right now, but we're going up instead of down.

At the beginning of our ascent, we're engulfed in a blur of white, warm light. The light gradually changes color, from white to gold.

“Amber!” I gasp. “Amber, where are we going?”

“You'll see. Just try to stay calm, Leigh.” Amber gently squeezes my shoulders. To be honest, I wish she'd squeeze me the entire time. I keep thinking I'm going to slip through her fingers and fall to my death—which is a silly thought, since I'm dead already.

A few seconds later, we're drifting up a golden elevator shaft, where we pass some of the most enormous quartz crystals I've ever seen in my life. The crystals make a high-pitched, reverberating sound as we glide up the shaft.

When the elevator shaft ends, we're suddenly soaring through space. Everywhere I look, I'm surrounded by endless oceans of stars. In the distance, I can see smoky nebulas in every imaginable color. It's a beautiful sight, but I'm more scared than awed.

Amber must sense my fear, because she suddenly says, “Don't be afraid. Just relax. We're nearly there.”

At the end of our journey through space, I find myself in Heaven. Literal Heaven. Seriously, this is exactly how I've always imagined it. It's storybook Heaven. When Amber and I finally stop flying, our feet touch down on a blanket of woolly white clouds. Flocks of doves are swirling around us. I'm surrounded by towering gold pillars, and at the top of each pillar, there's a meditating angel. Unlike Amber, these angels have wings. I feel a little dizzy when I look up at them, so I grab Amber's arm to steady myself.

“Are you alright?” she asks.

“Uh-huh. I'm just feeling a little woozy, I guess.”

“That's alright. That happens to many people when they reach Home for the first time,” Amber  tells me. “The flight can be overwhelming to one's senses.”

“Uh... yeah. I'm feeling pretty overwhelmed.” Not too far in the distance, I see a silver-white castle with massive, soaring spires. It looks kind of like the castle in Disneyland, which is probably a lame way to describe it, but that's the best comparison my muddled mind can make. Or maybe it looks a little bit like Valhalla from the Thor movies? Either way, it's a pretty awesome sight.

“You're looking at your new dormitory,” Amber calmly informs me.

Unlike her, I'm anything but calm. “The castle? Seriously?”

“Indeed. I'm sure you'll find it quite agreeable.” Amber gently caresses my shoulder as she steers me in the direction of the fairytale castle. “You've arrived at a good time, by the way. School begins tomorrow.”

“Wait, what? School?” I shriek. Amber's news hits me like a punch in the gut. Not having to go to school was going to be one of death's best perks.

“Indeed. But it's nothing like school as you know it.” When we reach the castle's towering gate, it opens automatically for us. “There won't be endless notes and pop quizzes, but you will be tested.”

“Great...” I groan. “I love tests.”

“It's fun, I promise! Well... most of the time, it's fun.” A tiny giggle slips from Amber's lips as she escorts me down the castle's violet hallways.

“This is... really weird,” I murmur.

“You'll get used to it.”

“Yeah... I'm not sure I will,” I politely object. “Does everyone have an experience like this when they get to Heaven, or is mine unique?”

“Oh, yes. Everyone has a similar experience... although... most souls aren't quite so lonely.” Amber's plum-colored lips dip into a pout. “Most are greeted by their departed loved ones, which, as you might guess, is quite comforting. When I passed away, my mother came to greet me, and it was a beautiful reunion. Unfortunately—or fortunately, perhaps—you never lost anyone. There was a great-great-grandfather who expressed an interest in meeting you. I should warn you, though... he's nearly the same age as you, so it might be strange.”

“My great-great-grandfather died young?”

“Oh, yes. He was only eighteen,” Amber shares the information with a pitying sigh. “A young soul coming Home is always an unfortunate thing. You have so much more to learn, and you often require more guidance than most.”

I shake my head at her remark. “I don't think I'll need that much guidance. A lot of people said I was pretty wise for my age.”

“Good. I hope they're correct.” When we reach our destination, Amber throws out an arm, halting my advance. “We're here.”

“Where's here?” I ask.

Amber directs my attention a plain, white door. “This is it. This is your new room. If it's not to your liking, you're welcome to tell me. You'll have a roommate, of course. We've been looking for an appropriate roommate for Alyx for the last three days, and I think you'll be perfect. We usually try to pair up spirits of a similar age.”

Before I can ask any questions about my new roommate, Amber throws open the door. When I peek inside, I see a young girl with earbuds. It takes me a few seconds to process that. How does she have earbuds in Heaven? Her hair is short, blue and shaved on the sides, and she's got tons of tattoos and piercings. In other words, she looks much cooler than me.  

“Alyx!” Amber calls to her in a singsong voice. “Alyx Keating, we finally found a roommate for you!”

Alyx pops the buds from her ears and takes a few seconds to assess me. After a long pause, she eventually says, “Cool.”

“Her name's Leigh.” Amber gives me a gentle push through the doorway. “You girls are the same age, so I'm sure you'll get along great!”

Oh, Amber. Really? For an angel, she seems pretty naive. Being the same age as someone doesn't make you instant friends. Alyx is probably going to think I'm a huge geek.

“I'm very busy,” Amber tells me as I saunter into my new room, “but I'll be back later to tell you more. You and Alyx should get to know each other. Remember... always be kind!” Amber's smile stretches as her gaze snaps back and forth between me and my new roommate. “Goodbye, girls!”

When the door closes, my stomach drops. Now we have the awkward responsibility of trying to get to know each other.

“So, uh... what are you listening to?” I try to make conversation with her. She's listening to her music on some kind of divine iPad. It looks like she's holding a piece of square, white light.

“My favorite band. Regal Crimson,” Alyx says.

I've never heard of them, but I don't tell her that. They're probably popular, so I don't want to look like an idiot. I just nod and say, “Cool.” After a short pause, I ask a question that's been gnawing at me since I entered this room. “So, like... you can listen to music in the afterlife?”

“Oh, yeah. Totally. You can even watch tv and shit.” Alyx points to a big, white screen in the corner of the room. “I've been catching up on all my favorite shows for a few days now. It's been an epic binge. I have zero responsibilities. It's awesome.”

“Yeah. It sounds awesome,” I agree.

“I don't know if you'll have as much time to kill, though. We have school tomorrow.”

“Yeah...” I sigh. “That's what I've heard.” I decide to ask another question, and I don't know if this one's appropriate or not. “So, um... how did you die?”

“Suicide.” Alyx answers my question with a shrug, as if it's not a big deal. “I shot myself in the head with my dad's gun.”

“Uh... wow.” My reaction makes me cringe, but what else was I supposed to say? “Do you regret it?”

“No. Not really. My dad was an ass, so I'm glad to get away. Besides, it's not so bad here.” Alyx sticks one bud in her ear, as if to suggest our conversation is nearing its end. “How did you die?”

“I got hit by a couple of idiots in a truck.”

“Oh, shit. That's not good,” Alyx attempts sympathy. “So... are you pretty bummed about it?”

“Well, I'm definitely not happy.” I glance around our shared bedroom, which is already wallpapered in Regal Crimson posters. I guess Alyx is a pretty rabid fan.

“Seriously, it's not so bad!” my roommate tries to reassure me. “There's a lot to like. Seriously, the food is amaaaay-zing!”

“There's food?” I ask. I didn't think my intestines would still require sustenance.

“Oh, yeah. I mean... you don't need to eat, but you can if you want to. It's not paradise without pizza, am I right?” As we chat, Alyx starts bobbing her head to Regal Crimson, which she's currently blasting into a single ear. I hope she doesn't ask what music I like. If I tell her I like classical, I'll solidify my position as a total nerd.

“You can get pizza? For real?” I have a lot of questions. I hope she's not too annoyed. So far, she seems friendly enough.

“Oh yeah. You can get all kinds of toppings, too.” Alyx chuckles at my shocked expression. “Oh my god, wait until you try the chocolate here! It... is... insane.”

I'd love to have some chocolate right now. If Heaven chocolate is even better than chocolate back home, at least I have one reason to get excited.

Still—amazing chocolate hardly makes up for the fact that I won't be seeing my family anymore.

Until I can hug my little sister again, my sadness won't go away.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“You're late, ladies!”

Unfortunately, Amber's reprimand is for Alyx and me. It's our first day of class, and we're almost five minutes late. It's Alyx's fault. She wanted to teach me how to manifest. Apparently, if you concentrate hard enough, you can make anything appear. But it takes practice. So far, I've only manifested a stick of chewing gum.

“Sorry, Amber,” I mutter the apology to our frustrated teacher as Alyx and I search for empty seats. There are about twenty students, and we're easily the youngest in the room. As the only late arrivals, we're poor representatives for our age group.

“Take a seat, please.” As she waits for us to sit, Amber moves behind her desk and dons a pair of glasses. Can you still have bad eyesight in the Spirit World? If so, that kind of sucks. “Before you arrived, I was telling everyone what to expect from the next few days. Oral lessons—lessons that take place within a classroom—will only last for two days. After that, you will be paired with a seasoned spirit guide. We encourage you to take advantage of their knowledge. With your veteran guide at your side, you'll tackle various field tests.”

In the classroom's front row, a fifty-something Asian man throws up his arm. “Excuse me, Amber?”

“Yes, Christopher?” Amber sits down and pushes her glasses to the bridge of her nose.

“Will we all have a different spirit guide, or will we be working in groups?”

“Every student will have their very own guide,” Amber explains. “The guides will be your teachers. They will assist you in learning our methods, and through them, you will hopefully discover your purpose. Ultimately, your goal is to become a spirit guide yourself.”

Alyx blurts out a question without raising her hand. I don't know if it's against rules, but it makes her look bad. “What if we don't want to be a spirit guide?”

“Oh, you will want to! It's very fulfilling work!” Amber exclaims. “I've never met a single soul who wasn't enriched by the process.”

“But seriously...” As she leans forward in her chair, Alyx is chomping on the piece of chewing gum I manifested. “What if I'm the first soul who just isn't into it?”

“I encourage you to give it a chance, Alyx. There's nothing more fulfilling than helping a human in need.”

Alyx leans closer to my chair and whispers, “Is it just me, or is she basically avoiding my question?”

I answer her with a nod, then my eyes drift around the room, studying the students' faces. About half of them are over the age of seventy. A few students look like they're in their fifties or sixties. One guy looks like he's about thirty, which makes me wonder what happened to him. Every race is equally represented, but there are more males than females.

“Throughout your mortal life, whether you knew it or not, you were always assisted by your guides and angels,” Amber tells us. “These beings were your greatest fans. They loved and admired you, and they wanted the very best for you.”

“Bullshit,” Alyx whispers to me again. “I wasn't feeling very loved when I blew my own head off.”

“A guide's job is to steer every human toward their ideal life path. You must discover what your human wants and help them achieve their goals. However, it is not your job to judge their goals. Regardless of your personal feelings, it is your duty to help them succeed.”

Alyx speaks up again. She's obviously the rebel of the class. “But what if you've been assigned to, like... Charles Manson? You have to help him be a dick?”

Amber's eyelashes flutter. I don't think she was expecting a question like that. “W-Well... only a few humans are truly wicked, Miss Keating. If you happen upon one, use your own judgment, and try to set him on a different path. We mustn't give up on anyone, even the wicked.”

“So basically... if you're a rapist's guide, you just have to stand there and watch him rape, and then keep on helping him?”

“Your human's mistakes are his to make, and every human makes them.” Amber is still smiling, but she's clearly struggling with Alyx's questions. “If you're truly unhappy with the human you've been assigned to, you can always request a transfer.”

“But someone's going to be saddled with the rapist, right? Or can you leave him guideless?” Alyx flashes a grin in my direction. I think she likes to see Amber flounder.

“No one is left... guideless.” Amber sneers at Alyx's invented word. “And no human is truly without hope. As I said, you should try to set them on the appropriate path, and—”

“I dunno,” Alyx shrugs. “I think Hitler seemed pretty hopeless.”

“Alyx!” I hiss at my roommate. “Behave!”

Amber chastises her—which is totally a surprise. Apparently, even an angel's patience can be tested. “For now, Miss Keating, keep your ears open and your mouth shut.”

Judging from Alyx's smug smile, the reprimand doesn't faze her.

“By now, some of you have probably discovered the joys of manifesting,” Amber continues. “In the Spirit World, we want your life to be as easy and joyful as it can possibly be. Everything is quite literally within your grasp. Jophiel?”

All of a sudden, a second teacher appears in the room. And... wow. He's easily the most beautiful man I've ever laid eyes on. His hair is literally the color of sunshine, and his blue eyes make oceans look dull. He's got the longest eyelashes I've ever seen on a guy, and his face is splattered with freckles. He's adorable.

“This is Archangel Jophiel,” Amber introduces him. “He will assist me in teaching the manifestation process. If you want to be a successful spirit guide, this is one of the most important lessons you'll ever learn.”

I can't stop staring at Jophiel. I didn't know men could be that beautiful. But he is an angel, so I guess it makes sense.

“Oh my god...” I whisper to Alyx. “He's too gorgeous.”

“He's cute,” my shrugging roommate apathetically agrees. “I think Amber's hotter, though. But uh... I think I probably pissed her off. Oh well.”

Jophiel looks older than me. He's got the face of a twenty-something, but I don't think it matters anymore. If he's an angel, for all I know, he could be a million years old.

When Jophiel finally speaks, I swoon. He's got a British accent. Why, God, did he have to have a British accent?

“Everyone start by trying to manifest something simple,” Jophiel instructs us in a voice that practically melts my ears. “Attempt to manifest something as trite as an apple. Open your hand, hold out your palm, and focus. You need to visualize it in your hand. Imagine how it looks, and imagine how it might feel.”

Alyx is the class' first success. She easily manifests a Royal Crimson poster and holds it up for everyone to see.

“Show off,” I snort. I keep staring at my open palm, but nothing's happening. I'm hopeless. I can't even squeeze out a stick of gum this time.

“I've manifested, like, a hundred of these posters,” Alyx brags. “I guess I'm a natural.” She raises the poster to her lips and kisses the band's lead singer.

All of a sudden, a banana peel appears in my hand. Not a banana—just the peel. “Oh no...”

When he hears me whimpering, Jophiel practically runs to my chair. “Were you trying to manifest a banana?”

The way he says banana is so cute, it makes me want to cry. “Uh huh. But I failed. Obviously.”

“Try again,” Jophiel encourages me. “If you're struggling, try to remember how a banana tastes. Try to visualize it with a few spots. If you visualize the banana with as many details as you possibly can, it's easier.”

“Yeah. He's right,” Alyx, my cocky friend, agrees. A few seconds later, she manifests a pillow shaped like a poop emoji.

“Oh my god, Alyx!” I exclaim, chuckling at her choice. “Why would you want to manifest that?”

“I don't know. Why not?” Alyx's head crashes into her new pillow. “I should probably shut up, though. I'm killing your concentration.”

“Indeed. Manifesting does require a great deal of concentration,” Jophiel agrees. “What's your name, love?”

Holy crap. The ridiculously hot angel just called me love. Even though I'm dying on the inside, I'm trying to look cool on the outside.

“I, uh... I'm Leigh.”

“Take a deep breath, Leigh. Relax your shoulders.” When Jophiel leans over me, I catch a whiff of his heavenly body. For some reason, he smells like mint. “Is your banana curved or straight?”

“Curved,” I reply.

“Is your banana—” Before he can finish his question, a small, spotted banana suddenly appears in the palm of my hand. “Aha! You did it. Well done.” Jophiel flashes such a gorgeous smile, I would probably die if I wasn't dead already. “Keep practicing, and I'm sure you'll master it in no time.”

“Thanks for helping me...” I whisper as he walks away. After my encounter with Jophiel, I'm pretty sure my cheeks will be eternally blushing.

“I bet you wish you could manifest his banana,” Alyx teases me. “The banana in his pa—”

I have to interrupt her. “Oh my god, please stop! I swear, if you finish that sentence, I'm going to manifest a mallet and whack you on the head!”

“Hey, I'm only speaking the truth,” Alyx says with a wink. “You want his body. It's okay. It's nothing to be ashamed of.”

As soon as every student has performed a successful manifestation, Amber moves on to the next part of our lesson. She teaches us how to see auras. Apparently, mine is pale green and Alyx is red. Jophiel's aura is a bright golden yellow, while Amber's is brownish-orange. I have no idea what any of this means, but it's pretty cool to see.

“Now...” Amber speaks up, “It's time to introduce your potential spirit guide partners. Give them a warm welcome, please!”

When our teacher claps her hands, twenty very different people shuffle into the room. Oddly enough, most of them are in period clothing. There are only a few guides in clothes from the twenty-first century, including an old white woman with wacky red hair. There's a handsome guy dressed in Victorian clothes. There's a black girl dressed up like a 1920's flapper—and she looks pretty amazing. There's a middle-aged guy dressed up like a railroad engineer. There's a cowboy, a geisha, and a samurai. The samurai looks really young.

“Whoooa...” Alyx whispers to me. “I wasn't expecting that. I feel like it's Halloween up in here.”

“Yeah. Totally.”

“Which one do you want?” Alyx asks. “If you got to choose your spirit guide, which one would you pick?”

“I... don't know.” My eyes dart from the flapper to the cowboy to the samurai. They all look like interesting people.

To be honest, though, I wish I could choose Jophiel.
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On the second day of school, another guest teacher graces us with his presence. It's none other than Nikola Tesla, the famous inventor. As he walks around the classroom, I'm a little transfixed by how long and skinny his legs are.

“When I was in the mortal world, I once said... if you want to know the secrets of the universe, think in terms of energy, frequency and vibration. This is still true. If you want to connect with your human charges, you must endeavor to match their vibration.”

I'm trying to take notes, but my eyelids feel heavy. I don't know why. Without the burden of a physical body, I no longer require sleep. I think there's something about Tesla's accent that relaxes me. If he was one of my high school teachers, I'd probably fall asleep on my desk.

“As you already know...” Tesla continues, “it will be your job to figure out the wants and needs of your charges. If you're lucky, their desires will be obvious. If you aren't lucky, you'll have to get in their heads. To do this, you and your charge must be a vibrational match. There are many ways to succeed at this. Crystals are one way to facilitate the communication process. All of you will be provided with a quartz crystal wand. Holding the wand will occasionally result in a glimpse of your human's thoughts.”

I take notes, even though Tesla's lecture makes no sense to me. When I look over at Alyx, her eyes are closed. She's not even trying to make sense of it.

“If your human charge prays or meditates, that may also assist communication,” Tesla continues. “The process alters their brain waves, and you'll be able to hear their thoughts more clearly.”

“Ugh,” Alyx quietly complains—in a voice only I can hear. “This is so boring. I'd rather be playing a video game right now.”

“You can play video games here?” I whisper the question.

“Yeah. Why's that surprising? You can get anything, remember? I just manifested a copy of Soul Dragon 4 the other day. I can't play the online mode, but I'm still enjoying it.”

When Amber clears her throat, it takes me a moment to realize she's clearing her throat for us. I don't want another reprimand, so I clap a hand over my lips and focus on my notes.

“If your human reaches a state of deep meditation, you can even communicate back to them. They can hear your voice,” Nikola Tesla tells us. “Unfortunately, this is quite rare, so don't expect it to happen anytime soon.”

I wonder if it would be possible to contact my parents? Could I tell them I'm alright? Could I tell my sister I miss her? It's an interesting thought, but my family's not into meditation, so I guess I'm out of luck.

Amber rises from her chair and continues Tesla's lesson. “Every now and then,” she begins, “you will want to remind the mortals that you're watching over them. When times are terribly difficult, you want to let them know they're not alone. There are many ways this can be achieved.”

Tesla gives us our first example. “If you're in a time when radio exists, you can manipulate audio. Through white noise, you might be able to speak to your human charges. If an opportunity presents itself, your veteran spirit guide will show you this process.”

“You can also communicate through signs and synchronicities,” Amber says. “For example, one of my charges was a teenage writer. She was writing a story about a witch. I wanted her to know I was enjoying her story, so I manifested a witch on her television screen. Whether or not she understood the message... I can only guess. But synchronicities are one way you might reveal yourself to them.”

“You might encourage them to check the clock at 11:11,” Tesla suggests. “This is a sign we often use.”

“Or you can make their ears ring,” Amber adds. “A gentle ringing in their ears can alert them to your presence.”

My hand flows across the page as I scribble some notes. It's a lot of information to absorb, but at least I'm trying. Alyx isn't.

“There is one more thing you should bear in mind...” Tesla begins. When he comes to a sudden halt in front of my desk, my eyes bulge. “To borrow a quote from my dear friend Albert Einstein... the distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion. In our eyes, time appears to flow like a river. In actuality, every era exists simultaneously, and each one affects the other. Allow me to give you an example...” When Tesla's dark eyes land on mine, I feel intimidated for some reason. I want to slink under my desk and disappear. “What's your name, young lady?” he asks.

“Uh... Leigh.” My voice sounds tiny.

“Leigh, at some point, you might visit the year 1770,” Tesla says. “You might be the spirit guide of... let's say... Louis XV of France.”

“Really?”

“Perhaps. Bear in mind, this is merely an example.” When Tesla leans over my desk, I can feel my shoulders shrinking. “However, when Louis XV crossed over, he could have been your spirit guide as well. You affected his world in the perceived past, and he affected yours in the perceived present. In reality, it was all concurrent, and neither event could have occurred without the other. Do you understand?”

“Um...” I should give him an honest answer, right? “Not really.”

“Does anyone understand?” When Tesla glances around the room and sees a few nodding heads, he looks a bit more satisfied. “In time, I hope you will understand the concept.”

I don't think I'll ever understand the concept, and I definitely know Alyx won't. Oh well.

At the end of our long lesson with Nikola Tesla, Amber steps forward with important news.

“And that concludes your classroom education... for now. If you successfully complete five field tests, you will return for a final oral exam. Does anyone have any questions?” When no one raises a hand, Amber gathers a stack of papers from her desk. “Good! Now it's time to meet your spirit guide instructors. On this page, 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.”

Amber drifts around the room, handing out papers to her students. When she lays a sheet on my desk, my hands tremble as I reach for it. Apparently, I'll be spending a lot of time with this new instructor. What if I can't stand them?

Oh god. I'm almost afraid to look.

Name: Taishi Nakamura.

So... it sounds like my spirit instructor is Japanese. That's interesting.

Last Mortal Age: 19

Taishi was nineteen when he passed away. Like me, he died young. I wonder what happened?

Occupation: Samurai

I think I remember seeing a samurai the other day, but I don't think I paid much attention to him.

Previous Experience: Taishi Nakamura has been a spirit guide for over 150 years. He has been an instructor for 53 years. He has successfully completed 3,174 missions and has guided 334 mortals. He is 159 credits away from Angel status. His current rating is 9.86/10.

Rating? We're going to be rated? That stinks.

“Who'd you get?” I whisper to Alyx. Judging from the sour look on her face, she's not happy with her instructor.

“I got some eighty-year-old lady named Wilma Dawes,” Alyx groans. “Oh god... was that the old lady with the flaming red hair? Kill me now.”

“Maybe it's not so bad?” I try to reassure her. “Maybe she'll be a really nice lady?”

“Uh huh. Or maybe she'll bore my ass,” Alyx grumbles. “Who did you get?”

“Taishi Nakamura,” I answer with a shrug. “He's a samurai, apparently.”

“Oh my god... you got the samurai? No fair!” Alyx's elbow jealously jabs my arm. “I remember him. He was hot.”

If he was hot, why can't I remember him? At the time, I must've been too obsessed with Jophiel to notice anyone else. “Sorry,” I murmur.

“You get to hang with a hot guy, and I get stuck with an old ass lady. How and why did this happen?” Alyx drags her hands down her face in despair. “Is it because of my crappy behavior yesterday? It's because I was bad... wasn't it? Amber screwed me over.”

“I don't think it was intentional. I think it was supposed to be random.”

“Random my ass!” When Alyx's fist bangs her desk, a few students turn around to give her a nasty look. “Amber wasn't happy with me, so she stuck me with the old bag. I guarantee you, that's what happened.”

Under Taishi's stats, there's a map. Apparently, I'm supposed to find him in the Archangel Training Garden. It's over a mile away, so I'm glad I'm wearing good shoes.

Wait—can I even get blisters anymore? I don't think I can.

“Well, I guess I'm heading off to find Wilma frickin' Dawes...” Alyx announces with a groan. “Wish me luck.”

When class is officially over, I leave to find Taishi. It's a long way to The Garden, but at least I can do some sightseeing along the way. This world is still extraordinarily strange to me. On the way to my destination, I pass an old guy riding on a winged horse. It doesn't get much weirder than that, I'm sure.

I have to pass through a tall, silver gate to enter the Archangels' Garden. The entire gate is covered in thick, red vines. When I step into the garden, I try to suppress my awe. The garden is a riot of color. The roses are redder than usual, the pink sweet peas almost knock me over with their honeyed scent, and there are cherry blossom petals tumbling in the breeze. I'm not sure I've ever seen a more beautiful sight.

Judging from the size of the map, the Archangel Training Garden is huge, and I have no idea where to find Taishi. I guess I'll just wander around and hope I bump into him eventually. To my surprise, my feet actually can ache. After over an hour of walking, I sit on one of the benches, slip off my sandals, and rub my overused feet.

As I stroke my heel, I hear commotion in the distance. The loud clang of metal striking metal sends a shiver down my back. Taking a deep breath, I rise from the bench and follow my ears to the source of the ruckus.

I head down a cobblestone path and eventually reach a large clearing, where six men and two women are training with swords. My eyes are drawn to Jophiel first, and then to the flaming blade in his hand. He looks beautiful—and deadly.

His opponent, I assume, is Taishi Nakamura. His blue kimono is tatty and dated, while his hair is short and modern. When he draws his katana from its sheath, he does it so quickly, the blade looks like a blur. Flames scurry along the sword's sharp edge. With flaming blades, these guys look even more impressive.

Taishi slashes at Jophiel, who pivots away from the samurai's sweeping blade. Jophiel counters with a lunge, which is deflected by Taishi. As I watch them fight, I'm mesmerized. I've never watched a real sword battle before.

When Jophiel's elbow slams into Taishi's nose, the samurai staggers backward. The blow actually draws a little blood.

Blood? I didn't realize it was still possible to bleed. I'm always learning something new in this crazy, unfamiliar world.

A few seconds later, Taishi gets his revenge. He sticks his sword through Jophiel's stomach. At first, I'm horrified—and then the wound instantly heals.

“Well done, Taishi!” exclaims Jophiel, who offers a hand to his smug, smiling student. “You're always improving. I'm impressed.”

Taishi doesn't respond. He just nods.

“You're certainly well on your way to becoming an Archangel.” Jophiel glances over Taishi's shoulder and catches my gaze. He gives me a tiny nod, then turns his attention back to his student. “You're already better than me.”

“No, I'm not,” Taishi quietly objects.

“You are. And if you aren't better than me now, you'll be better than me soon,” Jophiel says. When he sheaths his flaming sword, the fire is immediately extinguished. “You'll have to teach me Iaijustu.”

“I can...” Taishi softly agrees, “if you want.”

“I believe that's your new student over there,” Jophiel tells him. “You should probably greet her.”

“Mmm. I guess.” With a bored shrug of his shoulders, Taishi turns in my direction. His expression is stony as he shuffles forward. “Are you... Leigh Riley?” he asks. His English is heavily accented, but pleasant to my ears.

“Yep. That would be me,” I reply. I can totally understand why Alyx thought he was hot. His eyes are intense, his cheekbones are chiseled, and his ebony hair hangs over stern, pinched eyebrows. For some reason, he doesn't look too impressed by me. “And you're Taishi. Obviously.”

He gives me a slight nod, but he doesn't say a word. When I try to stick out my hand, he doesn't accept it.

“You're not going to shake my hand?” I ask.

After a brief pause, he finally replies, “No.”

Wow. How rude! He's single-handedly obliterating my foolish belief that all spirits are nice.

As I retract my hand, I ask, “Do you have a problem with me?”

“No.”

His answers are irritatingly terse. I'm so annoyed right now, I wish I had Wilma instead.

“So, I guess we'll be working together for awhile, huh?” I note. “That should be... interesting.”

“Maybe,” Taishi answers, shrugging again.

I have nothing left to say to him, and he apparently has nothing left to say to me, so I decide to dismiss myself. “Well, uh... I guess I'll see you tomorrow?” I ask.

This time, he doesn't even bother to speak. He just gives me another one of his bored, obligatory nods.

“Okay. Uhhh... bye then.”

As I head off, I expect him to say something. Even a single word of farewell would have been better than total silence.

I stomp away from the clearing with an exasperated huff. This is basically the worst case scenario.

My instructor is a jerk.
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The next time I see Taishi, he looks totally different. I blame his clothes. Instead of a kimono, he's wearing a modern white t-shirt and black pants. The v-neck shirt is little bit tatty, and his brown leather boots look like they've been worn a thousand times.

“Whoa. I barely recognized you!” I exclaim. “That's a good look for  you, Mr. Nakamura.” It doesn't feel right to call him Mr. Nakamura. Even though he's a veteran, he looks like a peer.

“Are you ready to go?” he asks me. Apparently, my new instructor doesn't waste time on small talk.

And that's too bad, because I'd like to get to know him better. “Should I call you Mr. Nakamura?” I ask. “Or should I call you something else?”

“Sensei?” he suggests with a chuckle. “No. Just Taishi is fine.”

“How'd you get your clothes? Is there some kind of Heaven store I'm not aware of, because I've been wearing the same outfit since I got here... not that it matters. At least we don't stink anymore, right? The other day, I asked my roommate about deodorant and soap, and she laughed at me for, like... three whole minutes.” I know I'm rambling and I know he's annoyed, but I can't stop myself. Rambling is what I do when I'm nervous.

“You acquire clothes through manifestation. Obviously.” Taishi tries to look away, but I catch him rolling his eyes.

“Like... how?”

“It's like any other manifestation. It's easy.” Before I have a chance to blink, Taishi changes back into his blue kimono. A split second later, he's wearing the pants and t-shirt again. He's trying to show off, and it's totally working. I'm really impressed.

“I'm not that good at manifestation, though,” I admit with a frown.

“Then you'll have to get good at it. It's the most basic skill for a spirit,” Taishi tells me, sounding bored. “If you can't even perform a simple manifestation, you won't be good at anything.”

“Wow. You don't have to be rude!” I exclaim. “I just got here a couple days ago. What do you expect from me?”

Taishi crosses his arms. “I expect you to practice, I expect you to get good, and I expect you to not make excuses for yourself.” Without warning, he grabs my wrist—and suddenly we're floating through space, drifting back down to the mortal realm.

“I'm not making excuses! I'm just reminding you I haven't been here that long!” I'm so engrossed in our argument, I barely notice the sea of stars that surrounds me.

“And that is an excuse, Riley-san. I was a master of manifestation within hours of my arrival,” Taishi boasts. “Try harder.”

I want to defend myself, but I'm already tired of fighting, so I bite my tongue and keep my thoughts to myself.

“We've almost arrived,” Taishi informs me. “I'm finishing an old job. Unfortunately, I have to take you with me, but you won't get any credit for completing it.”

“Okay...” I'm a little lost, but I just nod my head and pretend that everything makes sense. All of a sudden, we're standing in the middle of someone's cluttered bedroom. There's a woman, probably in her thirties, kneeling on the bed.

“She's in the middle of a prayer, so I thought this would be a good time to teach you how to hone in on her thoughts.” Taishi shoves a large chunk of quartz crystal into my hand. “I already know what she wants, but try to listen in.”

“How?”

“Hold the quartz, clear your mind, and be silent,” Taishi coaches me. “I know that last part is difficult for you, but you have to try.”

“Oh my god... are you telling me I can't be quiet?” I'm tempted to chuck the crystal at his head. “You've barely known me for three minutes, and you're already insulting me? Why?”

“Be silent,” he repeats. “You need to listen more than you talk, Riley-san. That's what good students do.”

Ignoring his criticism, I close my eyes and hold the quartz crystal against my chest.

Of course, nothing happens. So I quietly tell him, “it's not working.”

“You're a beginner, so you might need more than six seconds.” I catch him rolling his eyes again. “Give it a moment.”

I take a breath and try to focus. Maybe I'm just crazy, but I swear I can feel the crystal pulsing in my hand.

And then it happens. In my mind, I can hear the woman's thoughts. They're so clear, it's as if they originated in my own head.

Bring my dad back to me. Please, God, make him well again. And if you can't, give him a quick death so he doesn't have to suffer. It was an honor to take care of him, and I miss him.

I'm so stunned, I almost drop my piece of quartz. “Whoa... I heard it.”

“Good.” My instructor gives me a satisfied nod. “What did she say?”

“I guess... her dad's sick?” I try to summarize. “She's asking God to make him better.”

“What else?” Taishi presses me for more. “What was the second part?”

“She, uh... she doesn't want him to suffer.”

“Right.” Taishi gives me another nod.

“What's wrong with her dad?” I ask. Taishi seems like a quiet guy, so I'm sure my curiosity is getting on his nerves.

“Dementia. Advanced stages,” Taishi tells me in as few words as possible. “His health is poor, so he'll be dying soon.”

“Oh.” I can feel my lips falling into a frown. “And... there's nothing we can do to help?”

“To heal him? No. His mind and body are too far gone. The best I can do is give them time with the father they used to know.”

Taishi grabs my elbow and whisks me to another location. I'm getting a little annoyed, to be honest. I wish he'd warn me first.

Now we're in a nursing home—at least, I think it's a nursing home. There are a lot of old people, so I'd say it's a pretty good guess. The praying woman is sitting with her father, and she's flanked by two tearful sisters. Their old dad looks pitiful. He's sitting in a wheelchair, his back is hunched, his lips are sealed, and he can barely feed himself.

“Give me a moment,” Taishi says, then he presses his palm against the old man's forehead. Taishi's intervention seems to make a difference. The old man's fork picks up its pace, his face lights up, and he suddenly remembers his daughters' names. The difference is so obvious, even I feel like crying.

“Wow... you fixed him!” I exclaim. “I want to learn how to do that!”

“It's an advanced technique. You won't be able to do anything like this for a long time,” Taishi bluntly informs me.

“Aww. That stinks.” I stick out my bottom lip. “If I could do what you're doing, I'd be tempted to stand there and touch his head all day.”

“You can't. It drains you,” Taishi coldly informs me.

“Okay...” When one of the sisters starts crying, I tear up too. It's easy to share in their joy as they reunite with the father they thought they lost. “How long will you be able to fix him?”

“Ten minutes. Maybe twenty. If I was an angel, I'd probably hold out longer. Unscrambling a brain is difficult work.”

Taishi actually lasts for thirty minutes, and by the end of it, he looks depleted. When his hand finally leaves the old man's forehead, he staggers backward.

“Al... alright,” Taishi's voice cracks as he regains his footing. “Are you ready for our next destination? Your first field test finally begins.”

“Great. Sure. Let's go.” I know I sound less than enthusiastic, but I don't know what to expect. I never know what to expect anymore. My life—if you can still call it that—has gotten too weird for words.

A split second later, we're in someone's living room. There's a girl on the couch, mindlessly thumbing through pictures on her phone.  

“There's your first charge, Riley-san. Her name is Cynthia White. She's twenty-seven years old, and she's a bookseller,” Taishi's face is blank as he shares the information. “What do you think you should do?”

I suddenly feel like running away. I want to escape, find my family, and refuse to do this. I desperately want to go back to my old life. Seeing Cynthia with her phone makes me miss the things I used to take for granted. I miss modern comforts. I miss everything.

Taishi is watching me with expectation in his eyes, so I give him an apathetic answer. “I'm supposed to find out what she wants, right?”

“Precisely,” Taishi answers with a nod. “Do you still have the crystal?”

“Yeah, yeah...” I produce the clear quartz from the depths of my pocket, then I close my eyes and try to hear her inner voice. It feels so intrusive. It makes me wonder how many times Amber listened to my thoughts.

God, he's so hot.

When my eyes snap open again, I lean over Cynthia's phone. I want to see what she's seeing.

It's a picture of Colton Crane, one of my favorite actors. Apparently, he's also one of Cynthia's favorite actors.

“Focus, Leigh,” Taishi coaches me. “Keep listening to her thoughts. We need to know more about her.”

With a sigh, I close my eyes and try again.

I want to meet him. I want to meet him so bad. I can't believe I'm actually going to see him. And in London, of all places. I never thought I'd go overseas. God, I'm so nervous.

When my eyes reopen, I update Taishi on the latest news. “I guess she's going to see Colton Crane in London.”

“Who's Colton Crane?” Taishi couldn't possibly sound more disinterested. His apathy makes me want to laugh.

“He's an actor. A British actor. He's really hot.” Colton's no Jophiel, but he's still pretty gorgeous.

“Did you learn anything else?”

I tighten my grip on the quartz and listen in again. This time, her thoughts aren't quite as clear.

Will I get to... theatre... he looks sexy in this shirt... he's so... I wonder what he smells like...I should order a pizza... she tweeted me... got the...

“Umm...” I give my lip a nervous nibble. “I was hearing lots of snippets, but I couldn't make sense of any of it.”

“I wouldn't expect you to. It's more difficult to hear your charge's thoughts when they aren't meditating or praying,” Taishi says. “You seem to be a natural at it, though. You might be a terrible manifestor, but at least you're good at this.”

“Aww. That's so nice of you!” I sarcastically thank him for his half-assed praise. “You know... you've been kind of a jerk.”

“And I don't care what you think.” Once again, Taishi's arms are crossed over his chest. “My job is to teach you, not to impress you. Let's just do what we have to do, and then you never have to see me again. Sound good to you?”

“Yeah.” I answer with a firm nod. “It does.” I don't hate him, but I don't like him either. So far, he's been nothing but discouraging.

“So, Leigh... how should we proceed?” Taishi asks. “How might we assist Miss White?”

“Well, she's going to London to meet her favorite actor,” I reiterate. “But... that seems kind of pointless. Surely she doesn't need our help for that.”

“If that's her greatest wish, that is what we'll help her with. It doesn't matter how pointless it is.” Taishi looks a bit disgusted, but he doesn't complain. With a heavy sigh, he apathetically concludes, “I guess we're going to London.”
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Name: Ronald Silverton

Last Mortal Age: 67

Occupation: Truck Driver

Current Rating: 6.71/10

Name: Padma Koval

Last Mortal Age: 82

Occupation: Teacher

Current Rating: 7.8/10

Name: Rosita Padilla

Last Mortal Age: 77

Occupation: Air Traffic Controller

Current Rating: 7.74/10

For the last few hours, I've been obsessively flipping through random spirit guide profiles, looking for a rating that compares to Taishi's 9.86. So far, I haven't found anyone who ranks as high as he does. He might be a pain in the ass, but I'm feeling pretty impressed right now. My instructor seems pretty elite.

With Alyx's help, I successfully manifested a LightTab, which is basically Heaven's version of a tablet. It's bright white, ovular, and lighter than air. It's a pretty awesome device.

Alyx, who's been listening to her music all day, suddenly pops out one of her earbuds and requests, “Look up Wilma Dawes!”

“Okay.” Within a few seconds, I pull up the appropriate spirit guide profile and read aloud, “Wilma Dawes... eighty... housewife... six point six out of ten.”

“Oh man. That's not a very good rating, is it?”

“It's not too bad. It seems about average.” I'm telling the truth. Most spirits seem to cap out at a six or seven. I haven't found too many nines yet, let alone, a nine-point-eight-six. Taishi's truly in a league of his own.

“So your guy is hot and he's good at what he does?” Alyx sneers at me. “That's totally not fair!”

“He's kind of a jerk, though.” I'm stricken with a sudden craving, so I manifest a bag of sour cream and onion potato chips. I'm getting a lot better at manifesting. Taishi's insults must have motivated me.

“Oh well. I'd rather have a hot jerk than a nice old lady. Is that bad?”

Ignoring her question, I suddenly shout, “Oh my god... look at this one!” With giant eyes, I show her the profile on the screen.

Name: Jim Stone

Last Mortal Age: 47

Occupation: Gunsmith

Current Rating: 3.8/10

“Three point eight?” I exclaim. “That's the lowest score I've seen. Poor Jim. What happened?”

“I have no idea,” Alyx apathetically replies as she pops her earbud back in. Apparently, she wasn't as shocked as I was.

So, am I going to be rated someday? What if I'm the next Jim Stone? What if, somewhere down the line, some new girl is staring at my profile, wondering how I tanked? That's a terrifying thought.

I wonder if Jophiel has a profile? He's not technically a spirit guide, but maybe he's listed?

It takes me less than three seconds to find my answer.

Name: Jophiel

Last Mortal Age: n/a

Occupation: Archangel

Current Rating: 9.97/10

Aha! Finally, there's someone better than Taishi! 9.97 sounds pretty amazing, but it's kind of funny to think a high-ranking angel would get anything less than a ten out of ten. How in the heck does someone get a perfect score?

I start to search for Amber, but a knock on the door interrupts my fun. I already know it's Taishi. We're heading to London to keep an eye on Cynthia.

When I answer the door, he looks as straight-lipped and smug as ever. I wonder if he ever smiles?

“Are you ready?” he asks.

“Yeah.” When I glance back at Alyx, she's watching my instructor with a predatory grin on her lips. If she thinks he's hot, she can have him.

All of a sudden, we're drifting back down to earth. As usual, Taishi never warns me—he just whisks me away. When we reach our destination, we're in a crowded capsule on The London Eye. Cynthia's standing nearby, reading a book called Best London Eats.

“Oh, wow!” My eyes swell to an abnormal size when I see Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament for the first time. “That's amazing!”

“It's alright,” Taishi blandly responds.

“I always wanted to go to London... or anywhere in Europe, really. Paris, Madrid... anywhere. Being dead makes travel easier, huh?” When I see him nodding, I ask, “Do you travel a lot?”

“Only when I'm on a job,” Taishi answers with a sneer. He sneers a lot. I'm starting to think a sneer is his nose's natural state.

“Do you ever get excited about anything?” I ask.

He gives me a one word answer. “Rarely.”

“So, what's the deal with Cynthia? What are we supposed to do now? Are we supposed to... follow her around the city or something?”

“That shouldn't be necessary. She seems fine.” Taishi crosses his arms and closes his eyes. He's so bored by London, he doesn't even care to see it. “She might need a helping hand when she goes to meet that Colton fellow, though.”

“So, like... we're supposed to help her meet him?”

“Precisely,” Taishi answers with a nod. “It shouldn't be too difficult.”

Good. I hope it's easy. I'd like to start off with a 10/10 success rate.

When our capsule descends and the tourists shuffle off, Taishi and I trail behind them. In the corner of my eye, I see a little boy waving to us, so I ask, “Umm... Taishi? Can that kid see us? Is he a medium or something?”

“No. That's Jack. He's a spirit guide too.” Taishi increases his pace and motions for me to follow. “Don't pay attention to him. If you show interest, you won't be able to get rid of him. He talks too much.”

“Oh my god! He's just a little kid, though! Why are you being so mean?”

“Little kid,” Taishi repeats my words with a disgusted snort. “Don't be deceived by his appearance. Jack might look small, but he's centuries old.”

“Oh.”

“Cynthia doesn't need us yet. What do you want to do?” Taishi drags a hand through his glossy black hair. “I can either take you back to Home, or we can do a little sightseeing of our own.”

“Oh my god... sightseeing!” I cry. “Would you really go sightseeing with me, Taishi?”

“Sure.”

To be honest, I'm shocked. This seems a little out of character for him. I thought he'd want to ditch me as fast as possible.

When we reach the busy street, Taishi effortlessly manifests a motorcycle, as well as a change of clothes for himself. Apparently, he thinks motorcyclists should wear black leather coats. If I could, I'd wear one too, but I can't. I'm still wearing the outfit I died in. Until I can manifest new clothes, I'm stuck with a painful reminder of my last night on earth.

“Get on,” Taishi commands as he mounts his new bike.

And then it dawns on me. In a few seconds, I'll be straddling the bike, squashed against Taishi's back. I'll probably have my arms around him too. Why did he have to choose a motorcycle, of all things? Why not a car or a truck—or a lorry, as the British would say.

As I climb on behind him, I try to suppress my groan, but a tiny grumble slips out. As my arms reluctantly engulf his waist, I ask, “Where are we going?”

He fires a question back at me. “Where do you want to go?”

“Maybe... Buckingham Palace or something?” I suggest.

Taishi doesn't respond to my suggestion—he just speeds away without warning. With a surprised squeak, I tighten my grip on his waist. I've never ridden a motorcycle before, so it's a little unnerving. Still, I need to chill. Even if we crash, it's not like I could die a second time.

Taishi races down the congested London street, splitting lanes as he surges forward. He knows he's invincible, so he's driving faster than most. On the way to Buckingham Palace, he takes us past Trafalgar Square, which I recognize from the movies. I wish I could get off and look around, but I already picked our destination, so I don't ask him to stop.

“Are you alright back there?” Taishi barks the question over his shoulder.

“Uh... yeah. I'm still alive.” I chuckle at my faux pas. “Well, I'm a spirit, so I'm technically not alive... but you know what I mean.”

At long last, we reach the residence of English royals, and it's just as grand and massive as I expected it to be. When Taishi stops the motorcycle, I get off and rush over to Buckingham Palace's gate.

“This is incredible!” I exclaim. “I never thought I'd visit London. I wish I was here with my family, but... it's really cool.”

Once again, my instructor shares his underwhelming opinion. “It's alright.”

My brow furrows as I spin in Taishi's direction. “Oh my god... does anything impress you?”

Taishi shakes his head. This time, he doesn't even bother with a one-word answer. He looks so bored by everything, it's starting to get on my nerves.

“Oh, look at the guard in the red coat and the fuzzy hat!” I squeal. Of course, Taishi doesn't bat an eye. Even though his lack of reaction is frustrating, I say, “Thanks for taking me here.”

“Sure.”

“Where else should we go?” I stroke my chin as I ponder my own question. “What are some other major sights in London? The wheel... Big Ben... the Palace...”

“Tower of London?” he quietly suggests.

“Okay! Yeah! Let's go there.” I'm already climbing onto his bike, so I hope he hasn't changed his mind about sightseeing. “Do you know how to get there?”

“I've been all over the world, Riley-san,” Taishi tells me as he revs up his bike. “I could take you anywhere.”

“Wow. That's... impressive.” When I catch myself resting my cheek on his back, I almost die from shame. I hope he didn't feel me getting cozy. “How long have you been doing this?”

“Doing what?”

I don't know what to call his line of work. “Spirit, uh... guidance?”

“Too long,” Taishi sighs. “If I can keep my rating up, I'll have a shot at becoming an archangel... so don't ruin this for me.”

“Wait... I can affect your rating?”

“If you fail your field tests... yes. If you fail, I fail. We're a team.” Every word from Taishi's lips sounds a bit like a groan. Sighing again, he adds, “So like I said... don't mess this up.”
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Colton Crane's play is terrible. And I mean really terrible. He's one of the hottest guys on earth, but even he can't save this mind-numbingly boring mess. There are only two actors, and for nearly three hours, they sit on the middle of the stage and talk about the mistakes of their past. That's it. That's the entire play. There's no climax or conflict. From beginning to end, it's a barrage of boring stories. Thank god I no longer need sleep. If I did, I'd probably fall asleep on the floor.

Taishi looks as bored as I do, if not more so.

“Look... the entire theatre is packed!” I whisper, even though whispering isn't necessary. It's not like the actors could hear me. “I can't believe there are so many people who wanted to see... this.”

“It's because of the actor, I assume?” Taishi asks. “He's well-liked?”

“Yeah. He's pretty popular. He might not be too popular after this craptastic play, though.”

“Craptastic?” Taishi repeats my word with a raising eyebrow.

“What, you've never heard that before?” I fire up my LightTab and do a little search. “Look, it's in the Oxford English Dictionary!”

When I show him my search results, he looks disgusted. “Language is always changing...” he says with a sigh. “Humans are so silly.”

“What were you like, Taishi... when you were human?”

“I'm not going to answer that question.”

His reply doesn't surprise me. Taishi is a quiet, private guy who doesn't seem interested in getting chummy with me. If I want to learn anything about his past, I'll have to dig around for details some other way. I wonder if I could learn anything with the LightTab?

Taishi and I aren't the only two spirit guides attending this stupid play. In fact, there are too many to count. The aisles are teeming with bored guides, dedicated to protecting their human charges.

“Is this almost over?” Taishi grumbles.

“Maybe.” My eyes are vacant as they study the stage. “Hopefully...”

After ten more minutes of awful dialogue, it's finally over. We're finally free!

As Cynthia vacates her seat, Taishi follows her with his eyes. He looks even more serious than usual. “Cynthia's greatest wish is to meet Colton Crane,” he reminds me, “so I assume she'll be standing at the stage door.”

“Alright. Sounds easy.”

The departing theatregoers are surging into the aisle. Before we're stuck in a sea of them, Taishi grabs my arm and warps us to the stage door. At some point, I hope he teaches me how to do that. Warping would make my life—or afterlife, rather—a lot more convenient.

As we wait for Cynthia, Taishi's face slips into a scowl. Why does he always look so unpleasant? Just once, I'd like to see him smiling. It doesn't even have to be a huge smile—even a wispy little grin would suffice.

After a few minutes of standing and waiting, I ask, “Where is she?”

“I don't know...” Taishi strokes his chin. “Do you think she should be here by now?”

“Yeah. Maybe. The theatre was pretty crowded, though. Maybe it took her awhile to get out?”

“Or maybe she's standing in the wrong place?” Taishi suggests. “Give me a moment.”

Taishi vanishes before my eyes. When he reappears a few seconds later, his expression has changed dramatically. He looks worried.

“What? What is it? What's wrong?”

“Apparently, Cynthia's never heard of a stage door...” Taishi reports with a disgusted snort. “She's waiting in front of the theatre.”

“No, seriously?” I gasp.

“Yes. Seriously.” Taishi's cool composure is crumbling. This Colton Crane meet-and-greet is serious business to him.

Colton's co-star already popped out of the stage door, so it's only a matter of time before Colton whizzes by. “So, uh... what do we do now?” I ask.

“I'm going back to Cynthia. I'm going to try to get her to come back here.” As he plots, Taishi shoves a small, white button into my hand.

“What's this?”

“It's a micro thoughtshare. If two guides stick them in their ears, they can remotely share their thoughts.”

“And we would want to do this... why?”

“So you can keep me updated on Colton's whereabouts, and I can keep you updated on Cynthia's,” Taishi explains as he slips the tiny device into his ear.

“This is weird.”

“Weird or not, it's necessary. Oh, and be mindful of your thoughts, Riley-san. I'll hear everything,” Taishi warns me. “So... if you start thinking about how ridiculously handsome I am, I'll hear that too.”

As he steps away from me, Taishi winks. He actually winks. I think that's the most personality I've ever seen from him.

I put the device in my ear and try to clear my mind. If Taishi could hear even half of the random crap that floats into my head, I'd probably die from shame. I'd die again.

When Colton emerges from the stage door, he's greeted by an ocean of fans. Most of them are female, and a few of them are squealing. Unfortunately, Cynthia isn't one of them.

God, he's gorgeous. Even if his play sucked, I'm still a fan. I'm not a huge fan of the cigarette hanging out of his mouth, though. Why does every actor have to be a smoker?

Now that I'm invisible, I could totally succumb to my stalker tendencies and follow Colton home. I could hang out in his house, and he'd never know I was there. Taishi wouldn't let me, though. He's such a jerk.

Taishi. Can you hear me? I put the thought out there and wait for an answer.

When I hear his reply, it's like he's speaking directly into my mind. This is officially one of the strangest things I've ever experienced. I absolutely can.

I try to communicate with my thoughts. So, uh... Colton's outside now. He's signing autographs.

Taishi's reply startles me. I know he's outside. I heard your thoughts about it. I'm sorry you think I'm a jerk.

Oh god. He heard that too?

Yes, Leigh, I heard. I also know your opinion of smokers, and I'm aware of your stalker tendencies. I wasn't lying when I said I would hear every little thought that entered your head.

Ugh. This is so embarrassing. I'm tempted to remove the stupid thoughtshare thingy and fling it across the street.

Don't do that, Leigh. Micro thoughtshares aren't particularly easy to come by. Also, Cynthia won't budge. I can't get her to move.

How can Taishi hear all of my random thoughts but I don't hear any of his?

Because, Leigh, I've gotten good at clearing my head of useless chatter.

I've officially had enough. I remove the thoughtshare device and stick it in my pocket. By the time Taishi returns to the stage door, Colton is gone.

“What did you do?” Taishi hisses as he stomps to my side. “Why did you take out the micro thoughtshare?”

“Oh, I dunno... maybe I was tired of you listening to and commenting on my random thoughts!” I exclaim.

“Where's Colton?”

“He left, like... thirty seconds ago.”

“And you just let him leave?”

I roll my eyes at my disapproving instructor. “Well, yeah! What did you expect me to do? Trip him?”

“Yes, actually. You could have done that.” Taishi's eyes narrow as he stares into the smoggy night sky.

“So... have we failed?”

“Not yet. As long as Cynthia's in London, there's still a chance of success,” Taishi answers with a sigh.

We can't fail. If we don't succeed, Taishi's 9.86 rating will take a hit, and I'll be the student who dragged him down. I don't want that on my record.

“What do we do next? Do you think... we could get her to buy another ticket? If she's a big Colton fan, she might want to see him again, right? Even though the play sucks?”

Before he answers my question, Taishi grabs my wrist and warps us to Cynthia's location. She's currently charging toward the nearest London Tube stop. “That's a possibility,” Taishi says. “Don't panic yet. I'll work something out. I always do.”

“Uh... not always!” I object. “If you always succeeded, you'd have a perfect rating. Point fourteen percent of the time, you fail.”

Taishi doesn't say anything, he just gives me the most exasperated scowl I've ever seen in my life.

The London subway is a lot less busy at night; however, the creepers have emerged. Our Cynthia has an encounter with one such creeper on the way to her train.

“Oi!” the man calls to her. “Hey, sweetheart? Would you like to come home with me, love?”

Cynthia keeps her head down and charges forward. I've been in her shoes, so I know how she feels. Getting hit on by random drunk guys is never a good feeling.

“I'm talking to you, love!” the man cries out as he swaggers after her. “Wouldn't you like to get to know me better? I'd like to get to know you better! Don't just walk away when I'm trying to talk to you, love! You're being rude!”

“Taishi...” I whisper to my instructor. “Is there any way to get him to leave her alone?”

Never one to waste his breath, Taishi doesn't reply. He does, however, take matters into his own hands.

Taishi delivers a kick to the drunk's knees, and he topples to the ground with a dumbfounded squeal.
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For two glorious hours, I get a break from Taishi. I left him in an empty hotel room and decided to head out on my own.

I'm actually hanging out with Cynthia right now. She's wearing pajamas, her toenail polish is chipped, and her hair's in a super sloppy ponytail. I can totally appreciate this look. She started the night with a pint of ice cream, which made me envious, so I manifested one for myself.

Ever since I got here, we've been bingeing reruns of American sitcoms on British television. It's after one o'clock, but she doesn't seem to notice or care.

“You know...” I speak up, even though she can't hear me, “if we could actually hang out, I feel like we could be friends. You could be my cool older sister, and I could be your not-so-annoying little sister. What do you think?”

I don't get an answer, of course.

As soon as we finish our fourth episode, commotion in the next room has me leaping from the bed. There's a crazy amount of clamor coming from Taishi's room. Before I rush in, I crack the door and peek inside.

My instructor is in the middle of a duel with Archangel Jophiel.

Oh my god. Jophiel is here! With a gasp, I close the door and manifest a mirror. I need to make sure I don't look like a hot mess before I charge in there. I fluff my dark hair, pinch my cheeks, and tug on the collar of my shirt. I'm really starting to hate this shirt. Try as I might, I still haven't successfully manifested new clothes to wear. When I finally do, it'll be nothing short of a miracle.

When I'm semi-satisfied with my appearance, I charge into the room and gasp, “Oh my god, what are you guys doing? You're making so much noise! What if you wake the neighbors?”

A lofty chuckle slips from Jophiel as he ducks a swing from Taishi's katana. “Was that a serious question, Leigh?” the archangel asks. “Taishi, haven't you been teaching this girl properly?”

Jophiel's teasing irritates me, but Taishi's answer makes me angrier. “I try. She rarely listens.”

As he lunges at my instructor, Jophiel haughtily says, “Sweetheart... no one from the mortal realm can hear us! Or did you forget?”

“Okay. I get it. It was a stupid question... but you didn't need to make me feel like an idiot.” When Taishi barely evades a slash of Jophiel's flaming sword, I wince. “Can you... actually hurt each other? If Taishi got stabbed, would he actually feel pain?”

“Indeed. If I poke him, it would hurt him.” As he speaks, Jophiel lunges again, and Taishi pivots away with a split second to spare. “We cannot kill each other, of course, but I could maim him quite severely.”

“That's horrible!” Knowing what I know, I can't bear to watch. When Taishi's counterattack breezes within an inch of Jophiel's chin, I clap a hand over my eyes.

“If Jophiel stabbed me... which he won't... I would heal very quickly.”

“And I would heal even faster,” Jophiel brags.

“How fast, exactly?” I watch their fight through parted fingers. Jophiel's sword lashes the sleeve of Taishi's shirt, but I don't think the blade touched his skin. At least, I hope it didn't.

“I would heal within minutes,” Taishi replies. “Jophiel—within seconds.”

“Ahh... so there's more at stake for Taishi,” I point out. “If you got hurt, your pain would last longer.”

“I don't care. I'm not afraid of a tiny bit of pain! Hya!” When Taishi screams, my body jolts. Apparently, he found an opening. His katana zips across Jophiel's cheek, drawing blood.

As Jophiel swipes the blood from his face, he exclaims, “Well done, Nakamura! Once again, I'm the wounded one. I'm proud of you. You've gotten just as good as me, if not better.” The fight ended at first blood, so the archangel sheaths his blade. By the time his sword slips into its leather casing, the gash on his cheek has fully healed.

“Arigato, Jophiel-sama.” Taishi thanks him with a bow. “I am unworthy of such praise.”

Taishi seems like a totally different person right now. With me, he's cold and mocking. With Jophiel, he's humble and respectful. It's so strange to see the change in him.

“Anyway, Leigh...” Jophiel suddenly faces my direction. “I'm not just here to spar with Taishi. I'm actually here to check your progress.”

Jophiel's coming to check on me? Why? If there are millions of spirit guides, why is he interested in me? Did I catch his eye, or is that too much to hope for? As I stare into his ridiculously beautiful blue eyes, I accidentally heave a dreamy sigh.

Taishi dashes my hopes. It's like he's reading my mind without a thoughtshare. “You're one of the students assigned to Jophiel. He'll be overseeing your progress until the end of your course.”

“So, like...” I try to make sense of it, “you're the teacher, and Jophiel is the principal? Is it kind of like that?”

“That's not a terrible comparison,” Jophiel answers with a chuckle. He's got a sexy laugh. I've spent so much time with Taishi, I've forgotten what laughter sounds like. “To expand on the idea... Amber would be the assistant principal.”

“Okay. Now I get it. Thanks for speaking my language, Jo.”

Taishi claps a hand against his forehead. “Riley-san!” he groans. “You can't call Archangel Jophiel by a nickname! It's incredibly disrespectful!”

Jophiel lays a hand on my shoulder. “It's quite alright, Leigh. You needn't listen to Nakamura. I actually liked it. Everyone is usually so stuffy around me, so a nickname is nice to hear.”

“Oh...” A relieved sigh surges up my throat. I look relaxed, but I'm actually screaming on the inside. I'm being touched by Jophiel's hand. If I was still alive, I could totally die happy right now.  

“You may call me Jo if you'd like. You... and only you,” Jophiel says with a wink.

Oh god. That wink was easily the most swoon-worthy thing I've ever seen. Apparently, lust still exists in the spirit world.

“Since we're in London, would you like to join me for tea?” Jophiel asks. “I know it's late in the evening... obscenely late... but it's never too late for tea.”  

“Yeah. I'd really like that.” I should have tried to sound a bit less eager, but I can't help it. Gazing at his face over a hot cup of tea sounds like a dream come true.

“Would you like to join us, Taishi?” Jophiel extends the invite to my teacher, who responds with a shake of his head. “No... please! Join us! The more the merrier.”

Before Taishi can protest again, Jophiel manifests a table and three chairs. It's easily one of the most complex manifestations I've ever seen. Everything is already prepared for us. There's a teapot, teacups, biscuits, cream, and macarons. Yes, macarons. The colorful French cookies are probably the most beautiful thing I've ever seen—apart from Jophiel's eyes, of course.

Taishi sinks into one of the chairs with a frustrated grunt. For some reason, he really can't stand to be around me.

“So...” Jophiel begins as he pours his tea, “tell me about yourself, Miss Riley. Before you died, what was your life like?”

I can't believe Archangel Jophiel wants to make small talk with me. I feel blessed by his attention. “My life was pretty boring, to be honest. I was just an average student.”

“Your grades were average?” Jophiel asks.

“Oh, no. My grades were good. I got all As, pretty much. I just meant that I had a really, really boring life.” Wow. I'm making myself sound so appealing to the hot guy sitting across from me. Could I be any dumber right now?

As he samples a biscuit, Jophiel objects, “I'm sure it wasn't as boring as you say.”

“No, it was pretty boring. I really liked my family, though,” I tell him. “I miss them a lot. I wish Taishi would take me to see them...”

“You should be allowed to visit them soon,” Jophiel promises me. “Finish your first assignment, Miss Riley, and I'll try to convince Taishi to take you. Or... if he's not amenable to the idea, I'll take you myself.”

“Thanks...” I murmur. A promise of an eventual visit is better than nothing, I guess. “I can't stop thinking about my sister. I'd really like to know she's okay.”

“And you shall,” Jophiel replies, nodding firmly. “All guides eventually visit their families.”

For the first time ever, I try a macaron. As soon as the first one touches my tongue, I'm in love. I'm an instant fan of these crispy, sweet cookies.

“Has Taishi told you anything about his life?” Jophiel asks.

“Nope. Not at all.” When I glance at Taishi, his gaze is fixed on his tea.

“I'm not surprised. Fifty years passed before he finally opened up to me.”

Jophiel's lips pucker as he sips his tea. God, I'd love to kiss those lips. Is it weird to think that about an angel? Do angels even kiss? I have so many embarrassing questions in my head, and there's no way I could ask them.

“Taishi may be quiet, but he's an excellent guide,” Jophiel continues. “I don't think you'll be disappointed in him.”

“Well, I haven't been disappointed so far.” I try to smile at Taishi, but he isn't looking at me. “Not everyone is lucky enough to have a teacher with a 9.86 rating. Believe me... I feel blessed.”
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The next day, Cynthia takes a day trip to Windsor Castle, and Taishi and I join her for the ride. The train isn't too terribly crowded, so we snag the seats behind her. My instructor looks as bored as ever, but I'm thrilled. I've never been on a train before.

“How long is the trip to Windsor Castle? Do you have any idea?” I ask him.

Taishi can't be bothered to give me a reply with words. He just shakes his head and turns away from me.

“You seem grumpier than usual today, Taishi. Did I do something to piss you off?” When he shakes his head again, that's when I know he's mad. “Oh my god... what did I do?”

“Nothing!” he snaps. “I'm just trying to enjoy a moment of silence. More often than not, words are entirely unnecessary. They're just noise. Enough can be conveyed through actions and expressions.”

“Wow, you are sooo moody today!”

“Not really. I'm the same as ever.”

Maybe he has a point? I don't think I've ever seen him in a good mood. “So... you wouldn't be up for chatting with me?” Even though he's shaking his head again, I try to engage him. “You were a samurai, right? That must've been exciting.”

At first, Taishi's only answer is an inaudible grumble. After a few seconds of hesitation, he finally says, “Sure.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“No.”

“Did you have any brothers or sisters?” Why do I even try to talk to him? I know it's not going to work.

I never get an answer, but I don't care, because something more interesting is developing in front of us. A handsome, thirty-something British guy just sat across from Cynthia. He's with a little girl, so I immediately check him for a wedding ring.

Nope. He's not married.

When he sits, he flashes an obvious smile at our human charge. It's the kind of smile that says, you're cute, and I want to get to know you. His brown hair is disheveled, he's got a slight beard, and he's wearing glasses, which enhances his cuteness by fifty percent. I've always had a thing for hot guys in glasses.

“Oh my god, Cynthia... he's totally into you!” I exclaim, even though she can't hear me. Turning to Taishi, I ask, “How can I get her to talk to him?”

“If she was in deep meditation, you could easily put the thought in her head.”

“But she's not! So what do I do?”

“You could try screaming the suggestion at her,” Taishi suggests. “Sometimes, if you're loud enough, you can get through to them.”

“Okay...” Heeding my instructor's advice, I lean closer to Cynthia's ear and shout, as loudly as I can, “Talk to him! Strike up a conversation with him! Don't let this guy slip away!”

Cynthia doesn't react to my screams. She just goes back to reading her book.

“CYNTHIA, FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, PUT DOWN THE BOOK AND TALK TO THIS GUY!”

My shouting puts a familiar sneer on Taishi's nose. “Good lord, you're loud. Also, Riley-san, it isn't your job to get Cynthia with a random man on a random train. That wasn't her wish. We were supposed to put her in Colton Crane's path. That's it.”

“I know, I know...” I dismiss his objections with a wave of my hand. “Speaking of Colton... have we made any progress on that? How is she supposed to meet him if she's going to Windsor freakin' Castle?”

“I'm working on it.” Taishi's frown tells me he's hopeless.

“How?” I demand more details. “How are you going to get them together? I'm your student, so teach me your methods.”

Taishi looks a bit annoyed with me—or maybe it's my imagination. Maybe he always looks annoyed. “Well, to begin with, I put a tracker on him. We'll know Colton's whereabouts at all times. If he's anywhere in Cynthia's vicinity, we can give her a nudge in the right direction.”

“Hmm. That sounds hard.” I turn my attention back to Cynthia and try again. “Seriously, girl, you need to talk to that man!”

By some miracle, I actually get through to her. Cynthia puts down her book and asks, “How old is she?”

She's asking about the little girl. That's a decent lead-in. I approve.

“Miranda's four,” the handsome gentleman replies.

For a four-year-old, she's pretty small. And she's still sucking her thumb, which is a little weird, but I don't want to judge.

“She's adorable,” Cynthia tells him. “She has your eyes.”

“Does she?” Hot British Guy chuckles at the observation. “That's interesting. She's actually not mine.”

Cynthia looks surprised. “Oh?”

“No. She's my niece. But I guess there could be a family resemblance.” The man's gaze drops, but only for a moment. A few seconds later, his eyes are back on Cynthia. “What's your name?”

Rejoice! He's interested in her too. I know he is.

“I'm Cynthia. You?”

“I'm Kieran.” The longer he holds her gaze, the more his blue eyes seem to sparkle. There's a connection between them. I can feel it.

“God,” I sigh, “his accent is so hot.”

“Why do you like British accents so much?” Taishi asks. “I've never understood the appeal.”

I hitch my shoulder and attempt an explanation. “I don't know. It just sounds so... so pleasant and polite, I guess. A British accent makes any guy sound sexier and more intelligent.”

“What about a Japanese accent?”

I'm surprised by Taishi's question. It almost sounds flirtatious. “Um... your accent's cool, I guess. Any accent is better than the one I've got! An American accent is so... blah.”

“So, where are you heading, Cynthia? What's your destination?” Kieran asks.

“Windsor Castle.”

“Mine too.” Kieran smiles down at his niece, whose thumb is still firmly lodged between her lips. “I thought Miranda and I could have a little day out.”

“That sounds like fun. Has she even been to a castle before?” Cynthia directs the question to Kieran's niece. “Have you ever been to a castle before, Miranda?”

The girl timidly hides behind her hand, so Kieran answers on her behalf. “No, actually, I don't believe she has. Have you ever been to a castle?”

“Nope. This'll be my first,” Cynthia says. “If you haven't noticed, I'm American.”

“Really?” A cheeky smile flashes across Kieran's lips as she teases her. “I had no idea at all! None whatsoever.”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” Cynthia leans across the table and flirtatiously jabs his arm. “My Yank-ness must be pretty obvious.”

“Yank-ness,” As he repeats the imaginary word, Kieran chuckles. “Believe it or not, every English man and woman can sniff out an American. You don't even have to speak. An alarm goes off in our head.”

“Oh? And what does the alarm sound like?” Cynthia asks.

“Hmm. Good question. No American's ever asked this before. This is top secret information, Cynthia!” Kieran's cheeky smile suddenly returns. “Actually, it sounds like Donald Trump singing along to Sweet Home Alabama.”

“While eating an apple pie?” Cynthia adds.

“Precisely. How did you know that?” Kieran gasps, feigning surprise.

This couple needs to be together. I feel like the spirit guide matchmaker right now. “Taishi...” I lightly tug on my instructor's sleeve. “I'm really enjoying their little meet-cute. Don't you think they'd be good together?”

Taishi predictably glowers at me. “Do you really expect me to have an opinion on that?”

“Nope. I guess not.” If I ever get to swap instructors, I might request one who's a little more compatible with me. Taishi's perpetual bad mood is driving me nuts.

Unfortunately, the train reaches it's destination, and my perfect couple prepares to part ways.

“It was really nice meeting you, Cynthia,” Kieran politely tells her as he departs with his niece.

“Yeah. It was really nice to meet you too.”

They shake hands, turn their backs to each other, and crush my little heart in the process.

“Awww...” I whine to Taishi as we shuffle off the train. “I really thought they had something. Oh well.”

“They're going to the same place,” Taishi reminds me. “Maybe they'll bump into each other again?”

I can't believe he just said that. Is Taishi Nakamura actually trying to give me hope? He's usually a slayer of hope, so this is a major shocker.

When we arrive at Windsor Castle, the Changing of the Guard is already in progress. I watch the grand spectacle with a goofy smile on my face. If I could see myself right now, I'd probably laugh. There are a lot of perks to being a spirit, and this is one of them. I get to do and see a lot of things I never thought I would do or see.

The castle itself is amazing. The monstrous royal residence is the biggest building I've ever seen. Of course, Taishi doesn't look too impressed. His hands are buried deep in the pockets of his coat as he shuffles after Cynthia.

As our human charge explores a portrait gallery, I feel myself slipping into boredom. I was never a huge fan of art. For once, my eyes look as tired as Taishi's.

And then I perk up again. Across the room, I catch a glimpse of Kieran and Miranda. Not wanting to miss my chance, I abandon Taishi and hurry after them.

“Kieran, wait!”

Kieran turns around and faces Cynthia's direction, but it's too soon to celebrate. I need to try harder.

“Ask her out!” I scream into his ear. “I know you want to! You liked her! You can do this, Kieran!”

Kieran grabs his niece's hand and marches across the room, catching Cynthia before she exits the gallery.

“Cynthia?”

When she hears him calling her name, she looks surprised to see him again. “Oh, Kieran! Hi. How are you enjoying the castle?”

“It's lovely, of course, but...” When he hesitates, I want to punch him in the head. His reluctance is killing me.

“Just do it, Kieran!” I holler. “She won't say no, I swear!”

“I was just wondering...” Kieran begins. “I was wondering if... if you'd like to have a drink with me sometime?”

When Taishi said words weren't necessary, he was right. Cynthia's smile tells me everything I need to know. She likes Kieran too.

“Sure,” she agrees. “I'd like that.”

As soon as he hears Cynthia's answer, Taishi gives me a round of apathetic applause. “Well done,” he quietly praises me. “You have a knack for getting through to them. You're certainly persistent.” When his eyes narrow, I realize his praise is false. “Now... if only you could perform that well on our actual mission, you might be a fairly decent guide.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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“Congratulations, Leigh,” Taishi mumbles sarcastically as we step into Kieran's apartment. “You convinced our charge to accompany a strange man to his home. That doesn't sound dangerous at all. Well done.”

My fist collides with Taishi's arm. I don't even think about it—I just punch him. I don't punch him that hard or anything, but I'm still landing a blow on my instructor. I hope I don't get in trouble for this. “Kieran's not strange! He's really nice and down-to-earth!” I vouch for him.

“Really? How long have we know him?”

Cynthia met him on the train, toured Windsor Castle, dropped off his niece and joined him for coffee. I try to guess how long it took. “Three hours. Maybe four?”

“Right. And believe it or not, even despicable men can pretend to be nice and down-to-earth for a matter of hours,” Taishi claims.

“No! I really do think he's nice. I can tell.” Cynthia and Kieran are sitting together on the couch, chatting about various topics. Hobbies. Favorite television shows. What universities they attended. For now, they seem content to gaze into each other's eyes. “You need to give people the benefit of the doubt, Tai.”

Taishi's lip curls, his nose wrinkles, and his eyes are hurling daggers. His disgust with me is painfully obvious. “Please don't shorten my name. Remember... I'm your instructor. I'm not your friend.”

“Okay. Alright. Sorry.” I try to soften him with a pout. “But... do you think we might be friends eventually?”

My pout must be effective, because his answer isn't as scathing as I expected. “I haven't ruled it out.”

Cynthia's hand flirtatiously glides along Kieran's arm. She's leaning toward him, giggling at everything he says. If she leapt into his lap right now, I wouldn't be surprised. They definitely have chemistry.

Taishi's fussing with something on his LightTab. Curious, I try to sneak a peek at his screen. When I realize he's looking at a spirit guide's profile page, I ask, “What are you doing?”

“I'm summoning Kieran's guide. I need to know he's the good guy you say he is.”

“God, you're paranoid.”

“I'm not paranoid. I'm careful,” Taishi insists.

I study the profile of Kieran's summoned guide.

Name: Carl Kaufman

Last Mortal Age: 41

Occupation: Librarian

Current Rating: 6.77/10

As soon as I finish reading, Carl appears—at least, I assume it's Carl. He's probably the most tired-looking guy I've ever seen. His shoulders are drooping, his eyes are red-rimmed, his clothes are wrinkled, his red hair is a mess, and he looks like he hasn't smiled in over a century. He has that in common with Taishi, I guess.

“Taishi Nakamura?” Carl lazily cites my instructor's name. “You wanted to see me for some reason?”

“I did. You're the primary guide of Kieran Waterstone, correct? He's your charge?” Taishi points at Kieran, who appears to be leaning in for a kiss. When Cynthia meets him halfway, I indulge in a little victory dance that has Taishi scowling at me again.

Carl answers with an apathetic, “Yeah.”

“Can you tell me anything about him?” Taishi requests. “Is he a decent man, or is he someone we should keep our eye on?”

“Oh, Kieran's cool,” Carl says. “He's not a mass murderer or anything, if that's what you're worried about. He's never done anything to break the law. Well... I mean... he downloads movies every now and then, but that's not so bad, is it?”

Cynthia and Kieran are in the middle of a full-on makeout session now, and we're just standing in his living room, having a chat. It's so weird.

“How does he treat women?” Taishi asks.

“He's okay... I guess,” Carl shrugs. “He did cheat on a girl once, but that was a long time ago.”

Taishi's interrogation continues. “How long ago?”

“Ohhh, I don't know. Six or seven years ago?” Carl sidles away. “Is that all? Can I go now?”

“Fine. Sure.” Taishi dismisses him with an impolite flick of his hand. “I think I've learned enough.”

When Carl disappears, Taishi goes back to reading his LightTab. Apparently, watching Cynthia and Kieran shove tongues down each other's throats isn't as awkward for him as it is for me.

“Well, did he pass your test?” I ask.

“Kieran seems... alright.”

“What are you looking at now?”

Taishi shows me his LightTab screen. “I'm checking Colton's location. He's nowhere near us, of course. But I have plans for tomorrow.”

I almost ask if he's going to let me in on the plan, but it's too weird to have a conversation in the middle of someone else's makeout session. I direct his attention to Kieran and Cynthia, who are horizontal on the couch. “Do you think we should, uhhh... give them some privacy?” I ask.
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