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Chapter One: Brock
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“HEY BABE,” I MUMBLE into my phone. “What're you wearing right now?”

The girl on the other end isn't my girlfriend, but I wish she was. She's a redhead, and I've always had a thing for redheads, especially the ones with freckles.

After a short pause, she answers, “Um... nothing that'll get you excited, Brock. It's just sweatpants.”

“Just sweatpants?” I repeat, my eyebrow raising. “No shirt?”

“Of course I'm wearing a shirt, you dork!” Tucson exclaims. That's literally her name—Tucson, like the city. It's a dumb name, but I can live with it. She could call herself Atlantic City, for all I care, and it wouldn't make her any less hot. “If this is about tomorrow, I don't know why you didn't just text me. No one actually calls on the phone anymore, Brock. And especially not at, like, 2 am.”

I look at the clock, surprised by what I see. It's actually 2:33. “Sorry, babe. I didn't realize it was so late.”

I can hear her chewing something on the other end. If she's eating, I doubt she was even in bed yet. This girl is a night owl, like I am. I always see her Twitter posts at, like, three o'clock in the morning.

“So, when do you want to get together tomorrow?” I ask.

“I don't know. When do you get off of work? Five o'clock?”

“Yeah. Five,” I confirm. Tucson and I are supposed to grab a bite tomorrow, but we've yet to work out the details.

“Well, I'm free tomorrow, so any time is good for me,” Tucson says. “How about... six o'clock?”

“Six is good,” I reply, but I change my answer a split-second later. “Actually, can we make it six-thirty? I need to pick up some—”

In the middle of my sentence, a book flies from my shelf and soars half-way across the living room. I stop speaking and stare at the book, slack-jawed. After a long silence, I whisper into the phone, “What the hell...”

“What is it? What happened?” Tucson asks.

“I dunno. It was weird. This book suddenly, like, jumped from the shelf,” I tell her. “I don't even touch those books! I don't know how that happened.”

“You're not much of a reader?” she asks.

“Nah, not much.” I slide across the couch and poke the flying book with my bare, big toe. “You ever hear about a book flying out of a shelf before?”

“Only on the internet,” Tucson says. “Maybe you have... a ghost?”

As soon as she says that, a door on a nearby cupboard flies open. I'm so startled, I almost drop my phone.

“What it is?”

When Tucson asks that, it takes me a moment to remember the shriek that flew out of me. I've made myself sound like a wuss, haven't I? Hoping to rectify that, I answer coolly, “It was nuthin.”

“Are you sure? Do you need me to come over there and save you, Brock Horton?” she asks. “Do I need to save you from the big, bad ghosts?”

The cupboard flies open a second time, and I feel something brush my shoulder. I accidentally scream into the phone, “What the hell was that?”

“What was... what?” asks the confused girl on the other end.

“It felt like something just touched me!” I whine, rubbing my tingling arm. “Do you know that feeling you get when you accidentally run into a cobweb?”

“Uh... no. Not really.”

“Well, whatever. It felt like that,” I explain. “One minute, everything was normal, and the next minute... aaaaah!”

This time, I do drop my phone. Something touched me again! Shivering, I run across the room and grab a jacket. This poltergeist can't brush my bare arms if they're buried in a jacket, right? Maybe?

I shouldn't have moved into this house. It was my grandpa's house. He died three months ago, and my mom inherited it. I was still living with her, but a twenty-six-year-old living with his mom isn't cool, so I begged her to let me have grandpa's place. Well, that was a big mistake, because I'm pretty sure Tucson is right about this place. It's haunted, that's for sure.

I can hear Tucson squawking, so I collect my phone from the floor and return it to my ear. “Sup?” I mutter. “Sorry 'bout that. Things were getting weird.”

“Brock, do you want me to come over there? I'm seriously a bit worried about you.”

“Nah, I'm good.”

Wait, did I really just say that? A hot girl offered to come over, and I just... told her no? What an idiot!

“Well, whatever. I'll see you tomorrow at six-thirty,” Tucson says, putting an end to the conversation. As soon as she takes off, the cupboard swings open again, so I hold up my phone and start recording the strangeness.

“Hello!” I cry out. Like a paranormal investigator at a haunted location, I try to play it cool. “If, uh... if there's someone in here, make another book fly off the shelf.”

Nothing happens.

Nearly a minute later, I chuckle and say, “What, now that I'm off the phone, you've decided to quit? Or maybe you're out of power? Maybe you're just a weak, little ghost after all, huh? I... waaaaaah!”

All the books in my shelf—every single one—topple to the floor at once. I'm so freaked out, I spring from the couch and dash into my bedroom. I try to hold my phone steady, hoping to catch any paranormal activity. I'm scared as hell, but maybe this video will go viral? Then I can make tons of money.

“Why are you messin' with me?” I call out. “Why are you... oh my god oh my god oh my god!”

The light flickers on and off, escalating my panic. I throw down my phone, pull up my blankets, and whisper a prayer. I'm not even a religious person, not really, but Grandma used to drag me to church on Sunday, so I remember a few prayers.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask the ghost—or whatever it is. “Why are you trying to torture me, huh? Is this how you get your laughs?”

I swear I hear laughter. I guess that's my answer. It sounded soft, like an echo of an echo, but I definitely heard someone laugh.

“I, uh... if you have evil intentions, I'm gonna hafta ask you to leave!” I shout. If Tucson could see me now, I'm sure she wouldn't be impressed. Quivering under the blankets, I feel like a frightened child.

A soft voice whispers, “a frightened child...”

As if that's not terrifying enough, something yanks the blankets from my bed, wrenching them from my fist.

Okay, this is officially the scariest thing I've ever personally experienced. In fifth grade, my friend and I faced down six bullies and got beat up for it, but that was nothing compared to this. I'd take bullies over ghosts any day.

“Go away!” I scream. “Go away, please! J-J-Just... leave me alone... unless you're Grandpa and you're trying to prove your existence or something. If you are Grandpa, just... stop.”  

I hear more quiet laughter. The lights flicker again. The walls crackle, as if the house itself is possessed.

I bury my face in a pillow and pray for this haunting to stop.
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Chapter Two: Orias
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A BOOMING GUFFAW ERUPTS from the depths of my belly as I double over with laughter. It wouldn't be quite so funny if this young man didn't deserve his misery. He most certainly does. He represents everything I hate about humanity. He's a former frat boy, he's vain, he's self-indulgent, and he's cheated on former girlfriends. Worst of all, he uses words like “babe.” Any man who calls a woman “babe” deserves to be haunted, if you ask me.

“Alright, that's enough!” declares my accomplice, Penemue, as he pushes me from the room. “I think we've tortured the poor boy enough for one evening, eh?”

Naturally, I beg to differ. “Have we? I don't know about that. I don't think we've done enough until Brockie wets the bed.”

“You're so bad,” Penemue says. “You're even worse than me, and that's saying a lot.”

“Well, we are fallen angels,” I remind my friend with a wiggle of my eyebrows. Of course, “fallen angels” is no longer the politically correct term. The higher-ups refer to us as “earth angels” now: those of us who turned our back on heaven, choosing to exist on the earth plane instead. And honestly, who wouldn't choose the earth plane? You get to have fun, you can mess with humans, and you don't have to listen to the contradictory rubbish of Archangel Michael. Even the term “dark angels,” has fallen out of fashion. A few centuries ago, that was the popular term for former angels who fell from grace.

Penemue and I leave the young man's house and warp to the Birdcage Theatre in Tombstone, Arizona. It's one of our favorite haunts, and by “haunts,” I mean that literally. We periodically haunt the place, along with a half-dozen other earth angels. I've been coming here for as long as I can remember, since the days when Doc Holliday and Wyatt Earp used to frequent the place. I even remember the shootout at the O.K. Corral.

Ah, those were the days! As exciting as they were, I prefer “modern” times. Personally, I love the invention of cameras, coupled with the connectivity of social media. My cronies and I are responsible for at least half of the hauntings that are featured on various “Top Five Scariest” YouTube channels. We've learned to manipulate the physical world so well, we can move almost any object, and frighten almost anyone. The internet is great, because it means a lot of people get to appreciate our work. In a recent viral video, my dastardly friend Penemue made a pinata spin like a top at a nine-year-old's birthday party. Was it wicked? Yes. But did I laugh? Of course! Humans get so terrified when they don't understand what's happening, and their reactions never cease to amuse and amaze me. (For the record, the little boy's dad obliterated the pinata and prayed over its remains as if it was possessed by the devil himself!)

“I'm not finished with him yet,” I suddenly say, earning myself a confused expression from Penemue. To be fair, Penemue always looks confused. With his wild white hair and big, bulging eyes, he looks perpetually perplexed. Sighing, I explain, “I'm talking about Brock. I need to plan something really special for our next visit.”

“I don't think we should waste any more time with him,” Penemue objects. “He's not worth it. There are better targets.”

“I don't disagree with you... and yet, he was so hilariously petrified, I couldn't possibly deny myself another round of Are you Grandpa?” Chortling, I light a cigarette—a vice that's frowned on by Michael and his Archangels—and approach my friends, who are in the middle of a poker game. They immediately deal me in. I expect Penemue to join us, but he doesn't. Regardless, I continue my discussion with him. “Did Brock really think we were his grandfather playing tricks on him? Unless his grandpa was really twisted, I doubt he would ever—”

“Sandalphon,” Penemue suddenly says—and it's a name I haven't heard in many, many years.

“What about him?” I dare to ask. The mere mention of Sandalphon's name has a few of my fellow “fallens” shifting in their chairs.

“He's here,” Penemue says. “He's standing outside. I, uh... I think he's heading this way.”

“Great.” I manifest a ten-gallon hat and slam it onto my head. I love hats like this. They remind me of Tombstone's glory days. I do love this city. It's a tourist trap now, but my memories are too fond to be soured by an influx of gift shops and triviality.

When Sandalphon enters the building, his glorious golden locks are practically glowing. All Archangels seem to possess a luster that “fallens” have long since lost. That head of hair, as glorious as it is... I hoped I would never see it again. I can practically read the lecture on Sandalphon's face as he saunters toward me.

“Orias.” As soon as Sandalphon speaks, the others scatter from the table like roaches scattering from a burst of light. “I should have known you would be behind this.”

Unlike the others, I'm not scared of Sandalphon. He could drag me back and force me into servitude under Michael again, but I doubt he'd do that. We were friends once, after all.

With an innocent flutter of my eyelashes, I ask, “You should have known... what?”

“I was summoned to this place because it was supposedly overrun with shadowlings,” Sandalphon explains. “But it's not shadowlings causing problems, is it? It's you and your... accomplices.”

“I prefer to call them friends, not accomplices,” I correct him. “Accomplices implies we've done something wrong, doesn't it? We're just a bunch of good boys, I promise! We've been very well-behaved.”

“I've never known you to be well-behaved,” Sandalphon says. “I assume you've been... haunting this place?”

“Something like that,” I admit. “But Penemue is as guilty as I am! If you're going to punish me, you have to punish us both!”

I thrust a thumb at my friend, who has been watching from the door. Ever since Sandalphon entered, he's been frozen. Like the others, Penemue is scared of what Sandalphon might do. At least he hasn't fled.

“Do you actually enjoy being an earth angel?” Sandalphon asks. “You know, some earth angels are actually ashamed, and for good reason! It's not honorable.”

“It's not?” I exaggerate a pout. “Aww, you're hurting my feelings, Sandy!”

“I don't think you have feelings... not anymore.”

“Well, that's just rude!” I exclaim. “And what have you been up to? You're as boring and pompous as ever, I assume?”

“I'm not... boring,” Sandalphon objects. “I have a girlfriend now, actually, and she's great. She's really—”

“Good for you!” I exclaim, cutting him off. “If you've got a girlfriend, surely you don't have any time to waste with me? Go on. Go back to her. Shoo.” I try to wave him away, like a pesky gnat, and he doesn't look amused by it.

“Actually, I'm taking you back with me,” Sandalphon declares. “Don't struggle, Orias. It'll be easier if you don't struggle.”

Of course, I do try to struggle, because I don't want this! I want to be free to do as I please! I don't want to live under Michael's thumb! I want to be—

Warm, white chains of light suddenly appear around my body, constricting everything from my ankles to my arms. The same thing happens to Penemue, who shrieks and pleads, “No no no no noooo! Sandalphon, doooon't!”

Penemue's pleas are worthless, however. Despite our adamant protests, Sandalphon drags us Home.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Kate
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AT THE TENDER AGE OF eighteen, I was the first in my family to die, but I won't be alone for long. Grandma was moved to a hospice care facility today. Her liver is failing, her kidneys are shutting down, and she's barely coherent. I was in the room when the doctor told my uncle she would probably be gone in a matter of days. I stood at Uncle Sean's side, squeezing his shoulder as he cried. I didn't know Uncle Sean as well as I could have known him, but it's always sad to see someone cry.

Of course, it's not entirely accurate to say I'm the first to die, I'm just the first one in my immediate family to make the trip to the afterlife. When I went Home, I was greeted by my Great-Grandfather, a man I never knew. It was an awkward exchange, and I haven't heard from him since, but at least he tried.

I'm not the only spirit in the room with Grandma. It's occupied by a pretty black lady named Javonda, one of Grandma's spirit guides. Javonda called herself a “psychopomp,” but I don't know what that means. It has the word “psycho” in it, so... is she crazy? That can't be right, because she seems pretty mild-mannered to me.

“It means I'm the one taking her Home,” Javonda interrupts my thoughts, having apparently read my mind. “I'm an angel of death. I work with Archangel Azrael.”

I assumed I would be taking Grandma Home, since I'm the closest dead relative. It makes more sense that the job would fall to someone else, though. I'm a recent spirit school graduate, and I can barely warp. Heck, I can barely manifest. Still, I was the only one in my class who managed to complete five out of five of my missions.

It's been three weeks since I graduated from spirit school. Since then, I've done nothing. No one wanted to be my partner, despite my perfect record. My roommate moved out last week, and I haven't heard from her since, so she's not an option. I wish I had a partner, but I don't know how to find one. I could use my LightTab to meet new spirits, but I've never been good at meeting people, even when I was alive. I've never been popular, and I'm not a social butterfly.

“Kate,” Javonda suddenly says my name, recapturing my attention. “Would you mind satisfying an old woman's curiosity?”

Javonda doesn't really look “old,” but I guess she's not as young as I am. She looks sixty, at the most. I wonder if she's chosen to look that age, and if so, why? I guess I'm curious about her as well.

Before I can reply, Javonda asks, “How did you die? I'm just wondering because... you look so young, and Celia's your grandmother, so you must have died young.”

“I did die young,” I confirm. “It was an accident... sort of.”

She doesn't ask me to elaborate, but if Javonda can read my mind, she'll know the truth, because I spend the next few minutes thinking about my “accidental” death. Officially, they called it a suicide, but I didn't think I would actually die. I'd taken too many sleeping pills before, but it never actually killed me. This time, I guess I went too far.

To be fair, at the time, I was trying to die. I hated myself, and still do. After my high school graduation, I barely left the house. I didn't want to go outside because I always thought people were staring at me and thinking, “who is this hideous girl and why did her mother even let her step outside?”

I thought I would feel differently in the afterlife, but I don't. I really don't. I still see the same double chin when I look in the mirror. I still fixate on my super-thick eyebrows and my stumpy, fat fingers. I had BDD—body dysmorphic disorder. I still have it, because I still see the same flaws when I look in a mirror. I always figured you would die and become a ball of light or something. Honestly, I would rather be a ball of light. I don't like to be stuck in this form.

After fifty missions, you can allegedly change your appearance. Amber, my spirit school instructor, called it “shifting.” If I ever have the ability to do that, I'm going to change everything about myself. I'm going to make myself skinnier, prettier, and generally less detestable. A pretty face isn't everything, but it's hard to enjoy anything when you despise yourself.

I only have five missions under my belt, though. To get to fifty, I'm going to need a partner. Ugh.

“Well, I think you're a lovely girl,” Javonda says, so I assume she's still reading my mind. “We're our own harshest judges, don't you think?”

My only answer is a shrug. Maybe she's right, but I think most of my self-criticism is justified.

“Did someone make you feel this way, honey?” Javonda asks. “Did someone make you feel bad about yourself?”

Suddenly, I feel like she's my therapist or something. My Grandmother's death angel is trying to help me through my eighteen years of trauma. I wouldn't even know where to begin.

“I've just been... bullied a lot,” I tell her. “Somewhere along the way, I guess it broke me.”

“Oh, bullies are the worst!” Javonda exclaims. “I went to high school in the fifties, and that was a long time ago, but... I was called all sorts of things by all sorts of people.”

“Racist people?” I try to guess.

“Unfortunately... you guessed it.” Javonda shakes her head and groans. “I carried their hate with me for the rest of my life, believe me!”

“I'm sorry,” I say, frowning. Suddenly, I feel like a fool for complaining about the hate I got. Everyone has their struggles, and I know that, but my struggles landed me in a mire of self-hate. I tell Javonda, “I used to get bulled for being... fat.”

I don't even like to say the f-word out loud. It hurts that much.

“Girl, you aren't even fat!” Javonda exclaims. “Did someone say that, because they're off their rocker!”

I'm not as fat now because I starved myself throughout my junior and senior years of high school. I lost so much weight, one of my teachers pulled me aside and asked if I was ill. I wasn't ill, I just skipped too many meals. People kept telling me I looked good, but on the inside, I sure didn't feel good.

“One time, in middle school, a boy told me to walk my fat ass down to the cafeteria and shut the hell up,” I tell her. “In my sophomore year of high school, a friend of mine said you'd be so pretty if you lost some weight. It's just... little things like that. They eventually add up and make you feel worthless.”

“Kate, honey, you don't need friends like that!” Javonda says. “A friend like that is not your friend!”

I wish Javonda would be my partner. Javonda seems nice. I need to meet more people like her—people who make me feel better about myself. Should I ask her if she'd be willing to do a few missions with me? If she's still reading my mind, there should be no reason to ask her, right?

Please, Javonda, please be my partner! In my mind, I keep begging her, but she seems oblivious. Either she stopped listening, or she's too busy to devote any time to me. I need a friend, though. I don't know anyone in the afterlife, and it's killing me!

I stare at Celia, my grandma, sleeping in her bed. We weren't especially close, but I liked her, so I look forward to seeing her again. Perhaps she can be my partner—after she finishes spirit school, of course.

“I hope she's not in too much pain,” I mutter.

“Celia? Nah, they're giving her morphine. I doubt she feels too much,” Javonda says. “And if she does, I can take some of it away.”

“It must be nice, being an angel.”

“Well, it sure keeps me busy!” replies a chuckling Javonda. I wonder if that's her subtle way of saying she's too busy to be my partner?

“I'd like to be able to heal people and take away their pain,” I say.

“Keep at it!” Javonda cheers me on. “If your record is good, and it stays good, you'll be an angel in no time!”

She finishes her encouraging statement with a wink, and that's the end of our conversation.

In my mind—my stupid, self-hating mind—I obliterate her encouraging words with a defeating thought.

I would be the ugliest angel ever.
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Chapter Four: Kate
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WHAT TO DO, WHAT TO do...

This is how my typical day always begins, whether I'm dead or alive. After years of self-induced social isolation, I've learned how to kill a lot of time. I play video games, I write, and if I'm feeling it, I paint—the only difference is, it's easier to afford my hobbies in the afterlife. I recently manifested a copy of a brand new game I never played before. An endless library of video games is now available for free.

I've recently taken up painting again, and it's... well, it's not going great. I've never been an artist, despite my interest in the arts. If this was the heaven of my dreams, I'd have skills like Rembrandt right now. At the very least, I would be able to sketch a realistic portrait of my favorite celebrity, but I can't. I'm hopeless. The best I can do is paint an abstract face, or a horse that barely looks like a horse. Even in the afterlife, I guess you can't be perfect (or, if you're like me, you won't be anywhere close to perfect).

I'm in the middle of my new favorite video game when there's a knock on my dorm room door. Who could that possibly be? I haven't made any friends here, and if someone needed to contact me, I assume they would contact me on my LightTab. Peter, my former instructor, is the only soul who sends me an occasional message. If it's not Peter at my door, who could it possibly be?

I pause my game and answer the door, surprised by what I see. It's Amber—the angel, Amber. She was the first angel I met, and she's still my favorite. If I'm not mistaken, the feeling is mutual. After I graduated, she said I was her favorite new student.

“Amber!” I exclaim. “Wh-What are you doing here?”

Amber, who has her wings out, has to walk sideways through my door. Her wingspan must prevent her from passing through the regular way. Amber never has her wings out. I wonder what's up?

“Kate!” she greets me with equal enthusiasm. “I was just wondering, dear... have you found a new partner yet?”

A bit sheepishly, I admit, “No...”

“Good. I wasn't hoping you hadn't.” Amber suddenly claps her hands together, making me jump. “Would you be interested in getting a new partner, perhaps? You were an excellent spirit guide, as I recall. You were very patient and full of bright ideas!”

I appreciate her praise, but I don't know if I've done anything to deserve it. Yes, I completed five out of five missions, but I've been idle since then. Surely my idleness deserves no praise? Shrugging, I reply, “I guess I'd be up for getting a new partner.”

“I admit, this particular partner might be a bit... difficult,” Amber says. “But I wouldn't be standing here if I didn't think you could handle it.”

Difficult? What does that mean, I wonder? I might be a patient person, but I would rather not deal with too many difficult people. In fact, that's precisely why I'm a recluse. I would rather not encounter people, especially difficult ones.

“Is there... anything you can tell me about the person you have in mind?” I ask slowly, over-enunciating every word. Amber is a smart lady, so I'm sure she can hear the hesitation in my voice. I glance at my tv, at the “game paused” screen. I stare at it longingly, wishing I could return to it.

“He's an angel... err... sort of,” Amber says.

To which I respond, “How can someone sort of be an angel?”
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