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MY NAME IS ALYX KEATING. I was almost eighteen years old when I decided to kill myself—which I totally regret, by the way. And I have to be the worst dead girl that ever lived.

I compare myself to my perfect roommate more than I should. Why do some people get all the good stuff, while other people repeatedly get kicked in the butt? I would be lying if I said I wasn't jealous of Leigh. She's pretty, she's smart, she's got a really hot boyfriend, and success keeps falling into her lap. Leigh and Taishi have been on ten missions together, and to be honest, I was a teensy bit pleased when she finally failed one. Now she's got a rating of nine out of ten. When she lost her perfect score, I never heard the end of it.

Meanwhile, here's my lazy self with a two out of five. After I completed the requisite five missions, I gave up. I'm just not that good at this spirit guide stuff. Even if I wanted to take on another mission, who in their right mind would want to work with me? A two out of five is pretty shameful. I should've tried harder, but I can't turn back the clock. 

Sometimes I'll search for myself on the LightTab just to marvel at my bad rating. 

Name: Alyx Keating

Last Mortal Age: 17

Occupation: Student

Current Rating: 4/10 (*has not completed ten missions yet)

Note: Alyx has shown little interest in guidework. Her lack of enthusiasm has been noted by multiple sources. Though she mastered manifestation early, she never successfully warped, so she will need to work with a partner who can. 

Those “notes” are the worst. After we graduated from the spirit school, we suddenly had access to a database of spirits' successes and failures. I have no idea who is in charge of writing those notes, but if I ever found out, I'd love to give them a piece of my mind. Did I want the whole world to know about my apparent “lack of enthusiasm?” 

Of course, only the most wonderful things were written about Leigh.

Note: Leigh's ingenuity and willingness to tackle difficult missions has impressed us. She is approachable, committed, kind, and has mastered every basic skill. 

Anyway, those “notes” haven't really motivated me to try harder. It's been a week since I finished school, and I've just been playing video games and listening to music. I lost track of how many hours I've logged on to Conquest of Queens. I downloaded a new match-three puzzle game on my LightTab three days ago, and I already have one of the top scores. I've been listening to so much Regal Crimson, I'm almost burnt out on their music.

(Actually lying about that. I'm not even close to being burnt out). 

There's an app you can download to connect with other spirits who are looking for a partner, but I don't have the energy to put myself out there. I don't want to give anyone a reason to pull up my file and see my pathetic score. I've accepted that I'm going to be as unproductive in death as I was in life. Bad grades have followed me everywhere. 

When I get tired of video games, I throw down my controller and manifest a new hair color for myself. I've gotten so good at it, I've been changing my hair color every day now. I sit up, study myself in the mirror, and focus on what I want my hair to look like.

In an instant, my mint green hair is gone. Now my hair is black on top and maroon on the bottom. It looks pretty awesome, if I do say so myself. 

A few seconds after my hair changes color, there's a knock on the door. It's Leigh, of course, because who else would it be? It's not like I've made any other friends here. I sometimes wonder if Leigh would still be my friend if I wasn't sharing a dorm with her. There's been talk about moving us from the dorm to our own apartments, but I hope it doesn't happen anytime soon. If Leigh wasn't my roommate anymore, I'm afraid she would disappear. My friends always disappear. I guess I'm not worth keeping around. 

I barely see Leigh as it is. She's always with Taishi, and today is no exception. When they enter the dorm, Leigh's boyfriend looks seriously bored by the sight of me. They've been together for a week now, and I've never seen them kiss. Leigh tells me it's a culture thing. Apparently, Taishi has an aversion to public displays of affection.

But it would be a small price to pay for having a really hot boyfriend. I thought Taishi was hot before Leigh did. I have no idea how she was blind to it for so long. I doubt I would have had a “lack of enthusiasm” if I was paired with a hot, young, Japanese instructor who doesn't like to fail. Instead, I was paired up with Wilma Dawes. It's hard to stay motivated when you're stuck with an old lady who smells like cheap perfume. Wilma and I clashed. Big time. I low key blame Wilma for my craptastic rating. 

“Hey, Alyx,” Leigh greets me as she enters the room.

I pick up my controller and answer her with an apathetic, “Hey.” 

“Taishi and I were wondering if you wanted to go to Hayashi's with us,” Leigh says. “We're heading there right now.”

Hayashi's is a Japanese restaurant. They've been there a few times. Leigh's been trying to learn about Japanese food and culture, and I think that's kind of cute. 

“Nah. I manifested a pizza about an hour ago, so I'm not hungry.” 

Leigh chuckles at my answer. “Hungry? But we're never hungry here!” 

Eating is totally unnecessary in the afterlife, but people still miss their favorite foods. I can eat pizza every day now and never gain weight. I can get extra cheese and extra sauce with a snap of my fingers. Home—as Amber calls it—has its perks. 

“Thanks for inviting me, but I'm sure Taishi wouldn't want me crashing your date,” I reply. When I glance at the man in question, his straight lips are totally unreadable. 

“Taishi wouldn't mind!” Leigh insists.

“Are you sure?” Turning my attention to Taishi, I ask, “Would you be annoyed if I went with you guys?”

“Not at all,” he says, but his flat tone isn't convincing at all. He's wearing one of his kimonos today, which is so hot, I could cry. I hope Leigh knows how lucky she is. Of course, he's lucky too. Leigh is one of those girls who has no idea how pretty she is. Man, I wish I was her. 

With a grunt, I drag myself out of bed and agree to go with them. I don't love being the third wheel, but it's not like I have anything else to do. Sometimes, I think about tagging along on one of their missions. I could just ride their coattails to success. 

“Have you ever had Japanese food?” A few seconds after she asks the question, Leigh warps us to Hayashi's front door. I wish I could warp. My life—or afterlife, rather—would be so much easier if I could.

As we pass through the sliding front door, I reply, “Nah. I can't say I have. Not gonna lie, though... it smells pretty good in here.”

“I'm trying to work up the courage to try Tako Su.” Before I can ask, Leigh quickly explains, “It's an octopus salad. It's one of Taishi's favorite things, so...”

Taishi says, “You don't have to eat anything you don't want to eat, Riley-chan.”

“I know. But if you really like it, I should probably try it eventually, right?”

“Mmm. Octopus,” I chime in. “Yum yum. Sounds de-lish. I'm not that familiar with Japanese food, so... what should I order if I want to eat something that doesn't have tentacles?” 

We're cross-legged on the floor around a small table, and we're served something called “oolong tea” as soon as we sit down. I've never tried it before, but it's got a really powerful smell.

“Try the noodles,” Taishi replies to me. “You can't really go wrong with a bowl of udon noodle soup.”

Our food is manifested no less than three seconds after we place our order. Anyone can manifest food here, but I guess the point of afterlife restaurants is to manifest stuff you've never had before. I got the udon noodles, as recommended by Taishi. They're spicier than I expected them to be. Leigh tries the Tako Su, which she claims she doesn't hate, but I can tell she's lying. She must really be in love with him, because she eats way more of it than I would've.

“So, Taishi is still on track to becoming an Archangel,” Leigh reports. “After their battle, Jophiel was trying to get him barred, but it was overturned.”

I nod along as she talks but I don't offer any input. My own afterlife is boring. I don't get hit on by womanizing Archangels. I haven't seen battles. I'm not dating a gorgeous samurai guy. Maybe I'm envious. The most exciting thing that's happened to me so far is my top score in Dragon Egg Squash. 

“If anything,” Leigh continues, “Jophiel is the one who's going to get in trouble. Taishi told Archangel Gabriel about how Jophiel interfered with our mission. He wasn't supposed to do that.”

“Yeah...” I use my chopsticks to scoop up a pile of noodles. They miss my mouth and plop into the soup with a splash. 

“Personally, I think Jophiel should get busted for his history of trying to seduce girls,” Leigh says. “He's so slimy. Ugh.” 

“He's still hot, though,” I point out. For some reason, all of the Archangels are hot. I almost think it's a requirement.

Leigh's eyes roll at my observation. “He might be hot, but he's a jerk. Seriously. I can't believe I ever liked him.”

“Maybe he deserves a second chance?” My answer surprises me, but I know why I said it. I wish I had a second chance. My four out of ten rating is really dragging me down.

“Are you kidding? Jophiel's had a lot of chances!” Leigh exclaims. “I've chatted with a few other girls he targeted. It needs to stop!”

Taishi says, “I wish you'd stop talking about him.”

One of Leigh's eyebrows shoots up. “Huh?”

“You talk about him a lot,” Taishi tells her. “I wish you wouldn't. He doesn't deserve a place in your mind.” 

My thoughts drift to Regal Crimson, as they often do. They've got a new album coming out soon. I wonder if they've updated their release date?

As slyly as I can, I turn on my LightTab and check my favorite Regal Crimson fansite. 

I read some news that I did not expect. 

Kerry Turner, leader singer of Regal Crimson, dead from overdose at age 27.
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“OH MY GOD, LEIGH, YOU have to go with me!” I cling to her arm as we exit Hayashi's. Ever since I found out about Kerry's overdose, it's all I can talk about. I know my obsession can be a little annoying, but this is huge news. “Please? I don't want to go by myself.”

“Do you even know where he's going to be?” Leigh asks.

“I assume he'll appear where everyone else appears when they go Home for the first time,” I surmise. “You know... the place with the weird pillars and the meditating angels?”

Don't get me wrong, I'm not happy that he died. I think it's sad, terrible news, especially if drugs were involved. But that doesn't mean I don't want to see him. 

Leigh asks, “How do you know he isn't here already? How do you know he isn't in one of the dorms, listening to Amber's speech about spirit school?” 

“Because this is breaking news. It just happened. Pleeeease go with me.” I need her moral support, but more than that, I need her warping skills. It's too far to walk from Hayashi's. “Taishi can come too. I know you guys are attached at the hip, so—”

Leigh shrieks, “We are not attached at the hip!” 

I don't believe her, especially when Taishi agrees to come with us. In fact, he's the one who warps us to the appropriate spot. When we get there, I'm stunned. I'm not the only fan who decided to wait for Kerry Turner's arrival. There are so many people here, a bunch of angels have to rope us off. I didn't realize there were so many Regal Crimson fans in heaven. Now that I know, I'm going to have to start a fan club or something. 

“I'm nervous,” I whisper to Leigh. When I glance in her direction, I catch her holding hands with Taishi. If they weren't so cute together, I'd be tempted to gag. “I'm even more nervous than when we went to the concert together. Do you think I'm being silly? I mean... there are like, a thousand people here. It's not like he's even going to notice me.” 

“You never know,” Leigh says.

“If I even make eye contact with him for a millisecond, I'll consider myself lucky. Wait... do I look like crap? I just changed my hair color about an hour ago. Does it look good or does it look ridiculous?”

“I think it looks really cool.” 

I manifest a Regal Crimson graphic tee as we're standing there. I probably shouldn't try to manifest clothes outside of the dorm. I've heard horror stories about people who try to manifest clothes in public and they end up naked instead. I would die if that happened. Die again. 

And then I realize something. It hits me like a ton of bricks. “Nooo... Leigh!” I whine her name. “I just thought of something awful. If Kerry's dead, there won't be any new Regal Crimson music!”

“That's true,” Leigh says. “Maybe he can start a new band here? Is that even possible?” She glances at Taishi, who answers her question with a nod.

“You can start a band here. You can create anything here,” Taishi says. “Archangel Haniel's in a band.”

“Seriously?” My voice squeaks. 

“Seriously.” Taishi repeats my word and nods again. “She's got quite a fanbase.” 

We've only been here for a few minutes, but it feels like an eternity. I can feel the anticipation in the air. When someone starts playing a Regal Crimson song on their LightTab, I have to hold back a squeal. “I wish I would've died, like... two weeks later,” I muse. “Then maybe I could've been in the same class as Kerry.”

“If that happened, you never would've met me!” Leigh says. “Am I not worth it?”

There's no good way to answer this question. Fortunately, I don't have to answer it, because Kerry arrives, flanked by Archangels Gabriel and Uriel. They must have thought he needed extra protection, and the deafening squeals of a hundred girls confirms they were right. 

To say he looks hot would be a massive understatement. He's wearing skinny jeans and a ripped, white t-shirt. I'm not the biggest fan of skinny jeans, but he's British, so I'll let him get away with it. His curly black hair is so beautiful, I would give anything to touch it. He's got a bunch of girls screaming his name, including me, and he's successfully ignoring us all. That's typical Kerry.

“Kerrrryyyy!” Fruitless as my attempts may be, I try to get his attention. “Kerry Turner, I love youuuu!” 

In the corner of my eye, I can see Taishi sneering at me. I can't blame him. Even I know it's ridiculous to scream I love you to a celebrity who will never know my name, but I'm not the only one doing it. At least we can all look crazy together. 

Kerry's face is expressionless, as if the adulation has no effect on him. It probably doesn't. He's been famous for awhile now. He's probably immune to screaming girls.

“Taishi... you're almost an Archangel, right?” I ask.

“Yeah.” I have no idea how he heard me over the mess of fangirl screeches, but he did.

“You probably have access to information the rest of us don't have access to... right?” I try to tempt him with a smile. “Like... maybe you would have access to Kerry Turner's dorm number?”

“I would,” Taishi replies. “But I'm not going to do that for you.”

I figured he would say that. He's such a stickler for the rules, after all. But Leigh likes me, and Taishi likes Leigh, so I'll keep trying. It's worth a shot.

Kerry breezes through, and less than a minute later, he's gone. I feel the crush of his absence in the pit of my stomach. I might encounter him later. It's probably unlikely, but I try to console myself with that thought. 

“Well,” Leigh speaks up, “was the moment as amazing as you thought it would be?”

“Um, even more amazing.” I'm pretty sure she was being sarcastic, but oh well. “Didn't you think he looked hot?”

She doesn't reply, but I don't blame her. After all, her boyfriend's standing right next to her.

I feel a slight vibration from my LightTab, so I turn it on and check it out. I never get any messages, so I assume it's an alert about Regal Crimson or Kerry.

It's not.

It's a message from Amber.

Alyx, please return to the classroom for a special assembly. We need to speak about your future. 

Uh oh. That looks ominous. And who exactly is “we?” 

“Hey... Leigh?” I show her the message on my LightTab. “Did you get this message from Amber?”

“I don't think so?” Leigh checks her LightTab to be sure. “No, I definitely haven't been contacted. I wonder what that's about?”

“I dunno.” I throw a glance at Taishi, hoping he'll shed some light on it, but he's silent, and his stoic face gives me no hint. “I kind of have a bad feeling about it, though.”
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I RETURN TO THE CLASSROOM for the first time in over a week. So far, there's only one other guy in the room: a middle-aged bald guy who introduces himself as “Dave.” After our initial introduction, we sit as far apart from each other as we possibly can. I'm in the back of the classroom on the far left side, and Dave's in the front of the classroom on the far right. I'm definitely not feeling the love from him.

After a short wait, the angel Amber glides into the room with a familiar smile on her lips. She's almost always smiling, so you never know what you're going to get from her. It could be praise, or it could be a lecture. Considering my poor rating, I'm going to assume it's a lecture.

“Hello! Miss Keating and Mr. Corbin, it's lovely to see you again! How have you been since the last time I saw you?” Amber asks.

Dave answers first. “Depressed.” It's a good enough answer for me, so I give a nod, accepting it as my own.

“I'm very sorry to hear that, Dave. Is there any particular reason for your depression?”

While Dave is answering Amber's question, I search for his name on the LightTab. There are four matches for David Corbin, so it takes me a moment to find him. 

Name: David Corbin

Last Mortal Age: 50

Occupation: Salesman

Current Rating: 2/10

Note: David is unwilling to work with others and shows little interest in his human charges. His apathy for guidework is a concern.

Oh, wow. Dave's rating is even worse than mine! I wonder if that's why we're here? Amber realizes we're crap, and now she's going to give us an epic pep talk?

“Miss Keating?” 

When Amber calls my name, my eyes snap up from the LightTab. “Huh?”

“You should pay attention while Mr. Corbin is speaking. Put your LightTab away, please.” 

Somehow, Amber even manages to make a lecture sound sweet. With an unaffected shrug, I store my LightTab in my bag and give my full attention to Dave. I missed his first complaint, but I'm totally checked in for the second one.

“If I would’ve known you could change your age after fifty missions, I would've worked harder!” Dave says. “Do you think I want to look fifty years old? No! I would want to look twenty-five again!”

Amber says, “I understand. And in order to shift your age and appearance, you need a minimum rating of—”

Dave interrupts, “Five out of ten. I know. That's why I'm pissed that no one told me sooner!”

“And I believe I've explained this before.” Amber's voice goes slightly sharp, but the smile stays on her face. “Here, we like to give an advantage to souls who work hard without a need for incentive. We like to give rewards to those who genuinely care.”

“I care!” Dave growls. I'm a little embarrassed for him. He's making a fool of himself. “It's rude for you to suggest I don't care!” 

“You failed your first four missions, Mr. Corbin. According to your instructor, you barely participated,” Amber says. “You graduated with the lowest rating of anyone in your class... and Alyx, you have the second lowest rating. That's why you've both been summoned here today.”

The second lowest rating. Ouch. Reality hits like a punch to the gut. I guess I should have been trying harder.

“Every other student completed at least three missions,” Amber says. “However, we—”

My arm shoots up. When Amber calls on me, I confess, “I wish I had a better rating. I want a higher score, but I'm too embarrassed to look for a partner. I hate that my rating is available for anyone to see.” 

“That is precisely why you're here, Miss Keating. We're offering you a second chance,” Amber says. “We hate to see anyone fall behind. You can think of this as secondary school, if you'd like. It's your final test. We're going to pair you up with a special instructor who will hopefully inspire and encourage you to try harder, and guide you toward a brighter future.”

Before we can ask for more information, the door opens, and three very different people walk into the room. There's an old lady with a sweet face and snow white curls. There's a black girl, about my age, with a sword sheathed at her hip. She has really short hair, and she's wearing a leather coat. Lastly, there's a snooty-looking guy in a suit coat and an ascot tie.

“These three are angels,” Amber tells us. “It's very rare for an angel to be an instructor. However, these three have generously volunteered their time and are dedicated to working with difficult students.”

Difficult students. The words stick in my mind like a bad odor. Is that officially what I am, now? A difficult student?

The three angels—whose wings are currently hidden—line up in front of the classroom and introduce themselves one at a time. The old lady goes first.

“My name is Claudia. I've been an angel for the last four years. Before that, I was an instructor, and many of my students were at the top of their class.” When her eyes land on me, she smiles sweetly. “I am a mother of four, a grandmother of twelve, and much of my family is still with me.”

She's still talking, but my thoughts start drifting. If she's an angel, I'm going to assume she can “shift.” If she wanted to, she could change her appearance. I'll never understand why anyone with that ability would choose to look old. To each their own, I guess.

The badass black girl speaks next. “My name's Kaylene. I'm Amber's daughter, and I'm training to be an Archangel.”

Archangel. I guess that explains her sword. Taishi usually carries one too.

My eyes jump back and forth between Amber at Kaylene. The mother looks ten years older than the daughter, at most. Maybe that's why someone would choose to look older? I guess it might be a little weird to look the same age as your daughter.

“I have a rating of nine point six,” Kaylene boasts. “If you're my partner, we will complete our missions. No excuses. I won't tolerate laziness from any of my students.”

Her eyes are lingering on me, as if she can sense my laziness. If that's the case, she's not wrong. 

The ascot guy speaks next. He's a bit short, but he's really cute. He's tan and slim with honey brown hair and one of the squarest jaws I've seen. His eyes are permanently narrowed and his nose is stuck in a sneer. He might be cute, but he doesn't look friendly. At all.

“My name's Phineas,” he tells us. “When you become an angel, you give up your other names, but it's worth noting that my full name used to be Phineas Castlereigh, Earl of Oxbridge.”

This guy has one of the poshest British accents I've ever heard. Like, wow. He sounds so haughty, it's like he's trying to fit a stereotype. 

“I am not here to be your friend,” Phineas continues. “I will never be your friend. I am here to make you work hard, to bring out the best in you, and to ensure your success.” 

He sounds like a jerk. He's already sneering, so I sneer back at him. For the next few seconds, we're shooting sneers back and forth at each other. I bet it would be a real pleasure to work with this clown.

Amber clears her throat and announces, “You will now choose which instructor you would like to work with, and starting tomorrow, you'll be taking on missions together. Please note, this is entirely optional. While missions are no longer required, I strongly encourage you to take advantage of the opportunity we're presenting you with.” 

I might as well do it. I doubt I would have another chance to work with an angel, and this might be my best chance to put a patch on my crappy rating.

“Mr. Corbin, as you have the lowest rating, you get to choose first,” Amber says. “Which instructor would you like to work with?”

Dave doesn't hesitate, not even for a second. “Kaylene.”

I don't blame him for not hesitating. That's exactly who I would have chosen. Kaylene looks like a lady who can get the job done, and her super high rating would have guaranteed my success. She could have been my Taishi.
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