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Dear Reader,


I am so excited to welcome you on this new journey. The Heaven’t You Heard? guardian angels series will be filled with incredible world building, magical shenanigans, fantasy action, sassy dialogue, morally rich themes, and endearing, honorable characters that you can love, laugh, and grow with.


Just a note out the gate—though the subject matter has to do with guardian angels and the afterlife, please know that this is NOT a book about religion. The settings, premises, and so forth of this story are pure works of imagination intended to delight and inspire smiles and wonder. They are not intended to promote any finite view about the universe and spirituality, negate anyone’s beliefs, or make presumptions about what is and isn’t out there. Faith is entitled to exist uniquely in each of our hearts, and my only goal here is to bring a little extra joy to the hearts of my readers with creative and compelling fiction.


Now, without further ado, on to your next adventure!











1


MY PURPOSE


“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but you’re dead.”


The light was blinding at first. I blinked as my surroundings came into focus. A woman’s face partially obscured the disorientating glow of a powerful sun relaxed in the sky. Its rays illuminated her angelically. For a second, I thought I saw a ring of light above her head, and the faintest outline of giant wings behind her back. When I blinked again both were gone.


The late twenties woman looking down at me was unusually beautiful. My first guess was that she was Filipino, though the haircut made it harder to tell. She had a shaved head like a monk, which she totally pulled off. Her eyes were warm and shimmery like cola watered down by ice. And she wore a sleeveless top that showed off toned arms, just one aspect of a physique that was lithe and strong like an acrobat or a superhero.


She reached out a hand. In autopilot, I took it and in one smooth pull she helped me sit up.


As far as I could see, rolling hills of waving grasses and wildflowers created a lush, surreal landscape—the kind of beauty even postcards only hoped to emulate. Banana yellow chrysanthemums and vibrant purple lavender dotted my periphery. Magnolia trees boasted white blossoms the size of honeydew melons and branches full of flittering canaries. Their peaceful chirping accompanied the tranquil trickle of a nearby river.


While far to my left a crest of cerulean mountains reached for the cloudless roof of the world, miles to my right, white skyscrapers, golden bridges, and tall towers of glass glimmered. The city looked as if the architects of New York, Dubai, Moscow, San Francisco, and Singapore had joined forces with King Midas and the inventor of glitter.


The stunning, strong woman knelt beside me. Her top and cargo pants—like my simple fitted t-shirt and jeans—were white.


“The First City is a lot to absorb,” she said gently, tilting her chin toward the metropolis. “We’ll take this slow.” She offered me her hand again, this time to shake. “I’m Akari.”


Still in a stupor, I accepted the gesture, but as I did the hairs on my neck rose and my heart quickened—my subconscious trying to alert me to something.


“I’m sorry,” I said, scrunching my eyes as my brain fizzled. “Ma’am, what did you say?”


“It takes a while to adjust,” Akari responded.


“No. A minute ago. Before that . . .” My eyes darted around more warily.


“Oh, right. First, hold this.”


From behind her back, Akari produced a baby Labrador the color of coffee creamer. It had simply appeared like magic. She handed me the soft creature without acknowledging my bewildered expression. The puppy tried to lick my face. He felt as warm as fresh laundry and smelled like sweet dreams. It was distracting, but I tried my best to regain focus and reconnected my gaze with Akari’s.


“You’re dead,” she said.


I blinked. Then—


“WHAT?!”


My heart took possession of me with such fervor that its desire to leap out of my chest was single-handedly responsible for yanking me to my feet. Akari stood too. The puppy tried to chew on my hair, so I tossed the locks behind my shoulders. The shimmering sunlight brought out the dark red and gold strands in my otherwise dark brown layers. It would have been an optimal time for a selfie if I wasn’t having a complete freak out.


Panic pulsed through my veins and constricted my lungs. “Here. Take this.” I held the dog toward Akari.


She accepted the puppy and let it lick her cheek. “Hm. I thought you were a dog person?”


My hands were on my knees as I tried to breathe. I gave her a dismayed look. “I am a dog person. But how is this a time when that matters?”


“Well, in Heaven, it’s customary to give someone a puppy to hold whenever extending really bad news. It softens the blow.”


An ivory watch on her wrist flashed and the puppy vanished. It was not the weirdest thing my brain was trying to grasp.


“Heaven?”


I spun around and took in the city with fresh eyes.


My feet moved forward though my mind remained in a state of still grace. It seemed like time slowed and reality amplified. For a brief moment I felt everything—the spark of neurons connecting understanding in my brain, the breeze teasing goosebumps on my skin, the individual scent of each flower, the vibration of all the birds’ wings beating in the sky. It was like every part of me was uploading information faster and sharper than it ever had in order to make sense of the biggest, most important, most complex truth I’d ever confronted.


“I’m dead . . .”


My body felt heavy and rigid as I stopped and stared into the distance. A gentle wind hit my face and I sensed its crispness against the sole sad droplet that escaped down my cheek.


Surprisingly, the rest of my tears restrained themselves at the corners of my eyes. As if my body knew that to let them out would only let fear in. Now was not the time to cry. I had to float above that or surely I would drown under the circumstance.


Akari came to stand beside me. The wind kicked up glittery golden pollen from the flowers and it swirled around us like magic dust.


“Do you remember how it happened?” she asked.


I closed my eyes and searched my memory. I saw nothing at first. Then explosions of color danced into existence like I was walking through a cosmic storm. I remembered seeing these . . . beings, silhouetted like shadows but made of pure light. They surrounded me, mixing with the colors to form a tunnel.


Their presence made me feel warm, loved, and safe; however . . . I was being pulled away from them. I began to move backward in my memory in slow motion like someone was rewinding a movie. The feelings and beauty drifted farther away. Suddenly, a single monarch butterfly flew past me and headed toward the tunnel. The splendor of light and color was almost gone now—a speck in the distance with blackness everywhere else, swallowing me. I reached my hand toward the butterfly; its orange-and-black wings and a dot of white light were all I could see in the void. Then, with a flash, both were gone. Pure nothingness again until I heard a voice.


“You and I are going to have a serious talk when we get home, Grace,” my mother said.


I turned my head and took in her stern, tired face. I sat in the passenger seat of our car while she drove. It was dark out, but my mother’s wavy orange hair illuminated every few seconds from the streetlamps we rode past.


“How is that any different than the lecture you’ve been giving me the last ten minutes?” I crossed my arms and sunk in my seat, feeling small. “Haven’t I had enough beratement for one night?” I muttered.


“That is not a word, and I am not berating you, dear,” my mother replied. “I am trying to help you. I am always trying to help you. I just . . .” Her fingers tightened on the wheel. “I don’t know what it is going to take. Why can’t you follow my example, or your sister’s? Why do you always have to do things that are so beneath the person I raised you to be?”


I straightened a bit as my own fingers clenched with aggravation. “Mom, I’m trying. Honestly. I realize I disappointed you tonight, and I’m sorry. But do you understand that you disappointed me too? That’s the reason we’re even in this situation.”


My mom took her eyes off the road for a moment. “I beg your pardon?”


“You should have been there.”


She sighed. “Grace, I realize you veer toward a self-centered and impulsive world view, despite my standard, but take a breather from your hot-tempered tendencies to think of someone other than yourself. It’s hardly a small responsibility to manage a national charitable foundation. I had a meeting with donors that took precedence over a silly recital.”


My face heated with indignation and my fists clenched. “The recital wasn’t silly, and I am not self-centered or hot tempered.”


She shot me another quick glance. “Tell that to your face, dear. Your aggression is like a neon sign, clear and defining even in the darkness.”


A smoothie of shame, anger, and unhappiness churned inside me. It egged me to heighten my reaction, but I opted against that. Instead I forced restraint and a tempered, but earnest tone.


“Mom . . .” I sighed, pained. “I know that I shouldn’t be this way. I wish I could be a daughter that didn’t constantly let you down. But it’s not ideal for me to have a mother constantly letting me down either. I understand that you work hard, but it feels like there is always something you’d rather do than spend time with me.”


My mother huffed. “You’re being ridiculous, Grace.”


“Am I?” I leaned toward her. The glare of streetlamps dared me to blink but I refused to. “Tell me that you don’t prefer keeping me at a distance because you get tired of me failing your expectations.”


The lights flashed in my mother’s eyes. She didn’t answer.


I shook my head dejectedly. “Mom, just once I wish you’d try and see that I’m—”


A pair of headlights abruptly threw her face into harsh contrast. Fear and instinct barely had time to reach my brain.


“LOOK OUT!”


Those bright, glowing beams consuming my mother were the last clear image I had of this memory. My world became screeching brakes and metal, jarring images of a black truck and red lights. Then—


I gasped and my eyes burst open in real time. I whirled to Akari. “Where’s my mom? Is she also . . .”


Akari nodded, eyes full of sympathy. “She died in the car crash with you, Grace. I’m sorry.”


I gulped and drew away, pacing a bit to put a few feet between us before facing her again. “Where is she?”


“Somewhere else.”


A beat passed. I wasn’t a super religious person, but afterlife basics usually accounted for a good place like Heaven and a not so good place . . . downstairs. I glanced at the ground a moment, then shook my head adamantly. “That’s not right. My mother wasn’t a bad person. I wouldn’t say she was a particularly great one either, but—”


“Don’t worry, Grace. The afterlife is not that simple. Just as things in life are not always black and white, neither is eternity. Come on, I’ll explain more at our offices.” Akari reached for my hand, but I took a step out of her reach.


“Offices?”


“Yes. In The First City.” She pointed at the sparkling utopia. At my blank look, she elaborated further. “When we enter Heaven, we land somewhere that fills us with calm. You know how yoga teachers or life coaches tell you to picture your happy place? This is quite literally yours. The universe created this from the elements that inherently bring you peace.” She gestured at the majestic landscape surrounding us. “Normally, we would have more time to relax here, but our boss is eager for me to get you back to the GAs as soon as possible, given the outlier we’re dealing with.”


I shook my head and raised my hands. “You’re saying a lot of words that I don’t understand. Boss? GAs? Outlier?”


Akari held up three fingers and counted off her answers. “Boss meaning God. GAs meaning Guardian Angels. And outlier,” she pointed at me, “meaning you.”


Her form glowed and I realized I hadn’t been imagining things. A perfect golden halo appeared above Akari’s head and a second later, glorious wings emerged from her back. The feathers shimmered. I held up my hand to shield my eyes; it was like staring at a wishing fountain full of coins when the sunlight hit them.


“Holy—” I cut myself off and looked at Akari. “Do I get relocated to down below if I curse in Heaven?”


“Cursing is fine as long as it is used tastefully, has comedic value, or is an endearing part of a person’s character. Like Deadpool or Jason Statham. That being said, if you use it around children or people who don’t like that sort of thing, Heaven will intervene.”


“How?”


“Is that really the most pressing question on your mind?”


“No. Definitely not.”


Shock was giving way to my natural curiosity—or blunt inquisitiveness, as my mother liked to call it. It was in the top three qualities she disliked about me, and right now it overpowered my sea of emotion and came gushing out in a rapid train of thought.


“Questions off the top of my head—What’s the deal with Stonehenge? Are the Easter Island Heads stone aliens ready to come to life and defend Earth when humanity needs them most? How many US presidents ended up in Heaven? How many of the Boston Celtics ended up in Heaven? Is the legend about all dogs going to Heaven really true? Are giraffes—”


“Whoa, whoa.” Now it was Akari’s turn to raise her hands as I assailed her with inquiries. “There will be plenty of time for random questions later, Grace. Like I said, we need to get going.” She reached for my hand again, but once more I backed up. Anxiety twisted within me.


Akari sighed. “Grace,” she said steadily. “I wasn’t sent here to greet you by chance. I have been specifically chosen as your mentor, your guide. It is . . .” she took a moment and carefully selected her words, “an honor.” She sighed again. “And I promise to help you get through this and all that comes next. But there can’t be a next unless you take a leap of faith and trust me.”


She held out her hand. I studied it guardedly before looking into her eyes. It was so overwhelming to feel such wonder and curiosity at the same time as I tried to repress mourning and regret. My heart felt stuck as I tried to articulate the tangled emotions inside of me—resisting like a wad of hair clogged in a shower drain that someone was trying to pull free.


Eventually I managed to get the right words out in a small voice.


“I wasn’t ready to die . . .”


A moment passed and Akari’s face turned sympathetic. “I know, Grace. Hardly anyone is. However, humanity is a roll-with-the-punches deal. We work with what we’ve got. And I promise you, just because one part of your existence is over doesn’t mean you are over. In fact, this is only your beginning. So take my advice and try to focus on the here and now.”


I glanced at the city then closed my eyes a second. Following a deep breath, I accepted the advice and Akari’s hand. When I did, her whole body glowed with the same soft radiance as her halo, spreading over me too. Her wings flapped mightily. Once, twice, then—


“WHOOOAAAA!”


We shot straight up spaceship style. Although Akari held my hand, it didn’t feel as though she was carrying me. I felt almost weightless, like a balloon Akari held by a string and pulled along with no effort at all.


With the speed and grace of an eager falcon, we soared toward the beautiful city. As we flew, I acknowledged three things with absolute certainty:


1) When someone asks you whether you’d like to have the power of invisibility or flight, always pick the latter.


2) I don’t think angels can be afraid of heights.


3) Maybe even the cloud of death could have a silver lining.


I meant that last part figuratively, but as we drew closer to the city, I noticed that many buildings had literal silver lining edges. The fluffy clouds we passed, meanwhile, fluxed with a rainbow of colors. It reminded me of when my sister Gaby and I would put multicolored lights inside our pillowcases when we camped in our backyard. An image of us laughing as our dad came out with a bowl of popcorn filled my mind.


Gaby . . .


Dad . . .


I cleared my throat and searched the skies for anything to distract me from the sudden heartache. Thankfully, there was plenty to work with.


“Hi, Akari!” a winged boy called as he whizzed above us.


My guide waved back and then zigzagged neatly through giant inbound floating lanterns. The Tangled-esque things decorated many parts of the sky, bopping tranquilly in the breeze.


Suddenly Akari adjusted course, zeroing in on the tallest building in the center of the city, a cross between the Seattle Space Needle and the Oriental Pearl TV Tower in Shanghai. The massive vertical construct was interspersed with large spherical offices and flat, disc-like expansions at various floors.


Coolest. Office building. Ever.


The top of the tower held the biggest sphere, but I was only able to take in its glimmering color for a second before averting my gaze. A weird, involuntary instinct made my eyes dart away. I tried to look again, but felt the same sting in my corneas. On my third attempt, my head panged with pain and I cringed. “Ow.”


Akari glanced at me. “If you’re trying to look at the top office, don’t,” she said. “You can’t. It’s a reverence thing.”


“Sorry?”


“That’s God’s office. This building is Angel Tower, where the most important departments of Heaven are kept. There is where we’re going.” She pointed at one of bulbous extensions in the middle of the tower; a glass balcony rimmed it. Akari’s wings pulled in and we descended fast, then they stretched, slowing us, and we alighted there. She released my hand and her wings, halo, and our glow vanished.


Akari lifted the face of her wristwatch to a scanner on the glass door. Both shone then a neon yellow light lit up over the entry, indicating it was unlocked. She held the door open for me. My eyes widened as I took a step into a command center like no other.


In the middle stood an amazing Southern live oak tree, so large and beautifully branched that it appropriately reminded me of the famed “Angel Oak” in Charleston. Though there was one very specific difference. This fifty-foot-tall tree featured flat screen TVs of all sizes stemming from its mighty branches and decorating its trunk. The screens showed constantly changing images and videos of people and places and maps.


Desks encircled the base of the tree and expanded outward in larger and larger rings like ripples in water. Each desk came equipped with floating hologram screens and gold-and-silver computer monitors. It was as if Iron Man and Louis XIV of France made a Pinterest board together. Add in a touch of Wall Street, à la the screens that rimmed the rounded walls displaying numbers and symbols, and you had a perfect snapshot of the place we’d arrived in.


Hundreds of employees in white suits or dresses filled the room, busy but not frantically so. For a moment they all blurred together. It was a lot to take in. My senses of wonder, curiosity, and nausea only multiplied when I saw my face and the notation 98% flash across one of the tree’s larger screens. My two thoughts in reaction were:


1) When was that picture taken? It certainly beats my high school ID photo.


2) What is the deal with that number next to my picture?


“Hey, it’s Ninety-Eight!” called out one of the desk jockeys. He stood and pointed at me. All working stopped. Every face in the room pivoted to look at me.


Good God, I feel uncomfortable.


I wondered if it was inappropriate to think that since God was right upstairs.


“Okay, okay, nothing to see here,” Akari said. She grabbed my wrist with one hand and waved off the gawkers with the other. “Back to work.”


A few continued to stare as Akari led me around the perimeter of the room. One girl even dared to poke me in the arm, as if to make sure I was real.


Opposite where we’d entered the command center, we stepped into a corridor with a crystal floor. The wall on the right was one long waterfall. On the left stood a row of doors to different offices. Akari and I made our way down the hall until we stopped at an office with the following nameplate mounted to the door:


AKARI BROWN
Senior Guardian Angel
Long-Term Assignments
12:1


“What do the numbers mean?” I asked as she opened the door. I kept my gaze on her, trying not to be distracted by the gorgeous view of the city offered by the glass wall on the other side of her office.


Akari paused. There was a slight shift in her expression. She waved me inside and shut the door behind us. “That’s not the number you most want to understand, is it?”


She was right.


“Ninety-Eight,” I said. “That’s the number that guy called me out there, and it was by my picture when it flashed on one of the tree screens. What does it mean?”


“Sit down, Grace.”


Akari gestured to a hot pink velvet armchair in front of her desk, a replica of the larger one that she settled in. Her watch glowed and a file appeared in her hands, which she splayed open on her desk and read over for a moment.


I made my way to my assigned chair, pausing when I noticed the cat tower made of bamboo in the corner. Instead of a cat, a baby panda was playing on the structure. It somersaulted down a slide, then—BAM—tiny silver wings spouted from its back and the creature flapped back to the top of the tower.


“That’s a panda,” I stated. “A baby panda. With wings.”


“What?” Akari looked up. “Oh, that’s Chaz. My pet angel panda. Don’t pay him any attention.”


“Right. Don’t pay any mind to the baby panda with wings,” I said with an air of sarcasm.


I sat down and wrung my hands with nervous energy. I would say this had been the weirdest, most overwhelming day of my life, but my life had already ended so I didn’t know how I would describe this exactly.


I took a deep breath and focused on the woman in front of me. “Ma’am, if I could ask a few more questions—”


“Grace,” Akari cut me off. “You saw my name on the door. It’s just Akari. And before we get to the questions you have for me, I have one for you.” She folded her hands over the open file and looked at me sternly. “What do you think are the most important qualities a human being can have?”


The query was surprising, but I’d had my share of college interviews in recent months; I could think on my feet. I certainly was not about to look like a dumb-dumb in front of an angel.


“Empathy, perhaps? Understanding? The ability to drive without being distracted?”


That last one came out as a nervous joke. I did that sometimes to lighten the mood. My mother didn’t care for the tendency. Thankfully, Akari smiled a little.


“The first two are definitely high on the list, and guesses most angels make. The truth is there are several key characteristics to living up to humanity’s potential, Grace. But one quality most people overlook is purpose. True, fulfilling, individual purpose. Without purpose we drift, we wander, and we feel incomplete, like our lives don’t have meaning because, well, they don’t. Purpose to the soul is butter on bread—a complement so intrinsic that existence with them separated wouldn’t seem right. Purpose is the reason people get up in the morning. Purpose is the thing that pushes people to evolve into something greater. And purpose is what keeps you from feeling empty, being useless, and becoming a burden to humanity—a person that doesn’t give, only takes from the world. As such, purpose can prevent people from falling into the clutches of the folks down there.” She pointed a finger firmly at the floor.


“The lobby?” I jested.


Akari raised an eyebrow. “This is no joking matter.”


“Sorry.” I fidgeted in my chair.


Akari walked over to the window and beckoned for me to follow. I joined her as she stared out at the cityscape.


“Heaven is paradise, Grace. It is everything people would like it to be and more. It just may look different to our residents, and be experienced differently. Depending on personal beliefs and religion, what each mind processes here changes. After all, if you earn a place on this side of the afterlife tracks, it is meant to be your nirvana. But it can hardly be that if what you see conflicts with what you’ve spent your life believing. So this world looks like what your innermost heart and faith hoped it would, and aims to meet and exceed those expectations. Individual experiences are tailored further from there. This city is only one trillionth of Heaven’s real estate. People spend their afterlife in the areas designed to make them happiest. For example, we’re hardly going to place a saintly farmer in a bustling city, or an angelic Eskimo on a tropical beach. And there are areas for all eras in Earth’s history to suit souls who don’t wish to move forward with the times. In sum, in Heaven we give people what they want. Make sense?”


“Uh-huh,” I said, my eyes wandering to Chaz. The baby panda was now turning somersaults around the ceiling—floating on his own it seemed, and just using his wings to change directions.


“That being said, all versions of Heaven share a few commonalities,” Akari continued. “The first is embracing purpose. People love paradise—no stress, no mortgages, no future to worry about. Here in Heaven, you can cuddle with a litter of puppies while eating calorie-free cake for breakfast, ride a unicorn, go ziplining with Benjamin Franklin, then change into a ballgown for a pizza party at Walt Disney’s house. The thing about paradise, though, is that it can get old. Even people who have awesome vacations on Earth want to return home after a while because, as human beings, we have a deep need in our soul to do something. If we don’t—if we just partied in perpetuity—we’d all end up like those loser kids of celebrities who live off their parents’ coattails and never accomplish anything for themselves. So in Heaven, there are jobs.”


I gave her a severe look. “Jobs?”


“Don’t say it like that.”


“How am I supposed to say it?” Emotion bubbled inside me like bursts of magma in a volcano, causing my voice to heighten. “I’m seventeen. I’m a kid. I had years before I had to pick a career on Earth; now you’re telling me that five minutes after dying I am getting a job in Heaven?”


I tried to swallow through my constricting throat. Now was also not the time to cry. Too many questions needed to be answered, and I could hardly ask them with a face full of tissues and vocal chords clogged by sorrow.


“I can understand your disinclination,” Akari said carefully. “But these aren’t nine-to-five, Monday-through-Friday occupations. There are no HR departments, no taxes, none of that boring stuff. When people get to Heaven, they are usually given five years to do absolutely nothing and simply relax. Then they get to pick a job of their choice from our extremely long list of amazing options.”


Her watch glowed and an enormous book the size of three Oxford dictionaries appeared a meter above her desk, then dropped with a thud. Akari motioned me over.


“Jobs can be pretty basic,” she said as we resumed our seats. “For example, if you were a chef on Earth, you could open a restaurant here. The difference is, in Heaven it’s all for pure enjoyment. You would have your restaurant without ever having to deal with inventory, affording rent, or anything else annoying. It’s the same with all straightforward career paths in Heaven; you get your dream job without any of the traditional worries that accompany the role on Earth. Plus, you can change jobs at any time. There are millions of possibilities in here.” She patted the book. “Conventional, unconventional, and community service.”


I tilted my head slightly, fascinated by the concept. “Volunteer work? In Heaven?”


“Technically it’s volunteer work on Earth.” With some effort Akari opened to the middle of the hefty text. “Here’s an example.” She planted a finger on a paragraph. “You know how penguins huddle together to keep warm in the middle of a frigid tundra? Maybe you’d like to be a part of the team of angels that redirects some of the frosty winds to make the creatures more comfortable.” Her finger drifted. “And you know how sea turtles hatch on the beach and have to crawl all the way to the ocean on their own? You could assist the angels who flip upside down baby turtles right side up.”


Akari continued turning the pages, stopping periodically to reference an entry. “You could use angelic magic to make flowers sprout through the concrete of sidewalks, be a part of the sunset and sunrise painting teams, help pandas find each other in the jungle so they can mate.” She paused and glanced at me earnestly. “You know, those silly creatures usually live on their own in the vast jungle, but the females only ovulate for a few days a year. So when it’s time to mate, the female pandas and male pandas have to traverse the jungle to find each other with an absurdly limited timeframe!”


I blinked, startled by her passion.


Akari paused, then she sat back. She’d been so collected since our introduction; this was the first sign of impromptu emotion she’d shown. It surprised us both. And I don’t think she felt very happy about it.


“Sorry. I promised myself I would be professional. I just get a bit passionate with animals. That’s inappropriate though.”


“Passion is inappropriate?”


“More like ill-advised. Not in general—it’s just how I have decided to approach my role as your mentor. I’ll be more effective at the job with a reserved disposition. Getting back to jobs . . .” She gestured at the book tactfully as she redirected the subject. “The summation is that in Heaven they’re all wonderful. They come with zero worries and you can essentially do whatever you want. Universally it’s a win-win. Jobs here have nothing but positive side effects in Heaven and on Earth. And having a fun role gives you purpose and thus prevents you from going what we call ‘paradise crazy’.”


“That does sound . . . good,” I ventured. I tilted my chin toward the book. “So is that why you brought me to this office? To help me find something that interests me?”


“Actually, no.” Akari shut the text and it vanished. “The book was just to help illustrate the concept. Your case is more interesting and unusual. You see, most people can pick any job they want, but there are some people who have a higher calling. One of the most important jobs that a person can hold in the afterlife is Guardian Angel. That job isn’t listed as an option in the book because it is only available to certain people.” She drummed her fingers on the desk as if she was figuring out how to proceed. Then she sighed and leaned back in her chair.


“Human beings are measured in terms of good and evil, Grace; their percentages determine where they end up in the afterlife. Because the actions of Guardian Angels affect the whole of humanity, only the purest souls qualify—people with goodness at the helm of their hearts and a moral compass that always points true. As a result, we only accept those who are 90% good and up. That, Grace, is where you come in.”


Akari glanced at the open file on her desk and picked it up, reading aloud. “Grace Cariño Reyes Cardiff. Sassy but not mean-spirited. Overdeveloped sense of justice. Genuine ability to understand human behavior. Always looking to help others. Loyal. Protective. High sense of honor. Fierce in her commitments. Always gets back up when knocked down. And unquestionably good.”


I gulped. I didn’t see myself that way. A lot of people didn’t see me that way. Was I supposed to tell Akari that? Maybe she had the wrong file?


“That’s a heck of a self-esteem boost,” I said with nervous jest. “I think I need a towel after being showered with so many compliments.”


Akari crooked her head. “You don’t already know this about yourself?”


Chaz the panda abruptly rolled through the airspace between us, blocking my view of Akari. After he passed, I found her still looking at me expectantly. My nerve shrunk. I’d never felt so on the spot in my whole life. I didn’t want to disappoint Akari, but I didn’t want to lie either. I sighed and put my fears in their holster. I needed to be honest here, even if it was frightening and embarrassing.


“At the risk of creating an Eleanor Shellstrop situation . . .” I rubbed my hands against my pant legs. “I think you misunderstand what kind of person I am. There are plenty of people on Earth who wouldn’t think of me that way, Akari. Myself included.”


My angelic mentor closed the file with a minor shrug. “People are frequently unfair to each other on Earth because their own biases or flaws warp how they perceive the actions and intentions of others.”


“But—”


“Grace.” Akari looked at me with a serious gaze. “This isn’t a mistake. This is you. And you are more powerful than you realize. The average Guardian Angel is 93% good. That’s what I am. The highest ranked Guardian Angel to ever work here was 97% good. You are 98% good. That’s what the number you saw on that screen means. You are the purest soul to ever walk through these offices and as such, we are going to ask a lot of you. Guardian Angels don’t typically get the five-year vacation period I mentioned; our services are too valuable and our numbers aren’t as high as we’d like. Usually we start training after one month of adjustment and then get an assignment within weeks after that. Unfortunately, with you we don’t even have that time. There’s a serious Guardian Angel case emerging on Earth, and God wants you assigned to the task immediately. What do you say?”


I stared at Akari, my eyes wide as taco tortillas. Shock was too mild a word to describe my reaction. Terror was too tame. And the dozen or so other feelings inside of me may not have even had a name.


Chaz the panda passed between us again, chewing on his own foot as he floated by. When he moved out of our eye line, I guess I had the afterlife equivalent of a stroke because all that escaped my lips was one giant “HA!”
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THE BIG QUESTIONS


I anxiously twirled my spoon on the table—index finger pressed on top of the handle as I swiveled my wrist, pretending the spoon was a ballerina.


The ice cream shop we sat in had plenty of happy people enjoying treats. The teal walls and ceiling were a pretty contrast against the checkered red and white tiles. My eyes wandered to the menu board. The eatery’s name was printed in sparkling silver letters at the top: Your Perfect Ratio (Downtown Dessert Bar).


“Here you are,” said a slender waitress as she placed a towering sundae in front of me and another in front of Akari. The dessert would’ve made Willy Wonka tip his hat.


“Thanks, Edith,” Akari said. “And may I say, your smile is electric and your ponytail looks particularly perfect today.”


“Aren’t you sweet.” Edith fanned her face and blushed before stepping away.


“In Heaven, we don’t use money,” Akari explained as she picked up her spoon. “We pay for everything in compliments. You can’t lie here, so everything we say is sincere. That makes all compliments mean something.”


“Sweet,” I said. “The concept and the dessert.” I took a big bite and felt some of the apprehension I’d been carrying melt away as the ice cream dissolved in my mouth. I couldn’t help but smile. “This is . . .”


“Perfect?” Akari guessed.


“Yes. Yes, exactly! Normally sundaes skimp on the fudge; I always have to ask for extra. And there are usually too many nuts, and some weird maraschino cherry that almost nobody eats.”


“Your Perfect Ratio is the most popular chain restaurant in Heaven,” Akari explained. “You know when you eat or drink something and you wish for a slight adjustment—a pinch more salt, less onions, extra sauce? Whatever you order at these restaurants always has the exact ratio of flavors and ingredients to make you fully content. This is a dessert location, but there’s one of these restaurants for every kind of food—Mexican, Italian, and so on. Speaking of which, are you sure this is all you want for lunch? I have to cram about a week’s worth of orientation into one day for you. If you thought this morning was a lot, I’m afraid there is still a ton more to go over.”


I took another spoonful of ice cream and my insides melted again. I’d have said the dessert was sinfully good, but that adjective seemed oxymoronic here.


“Apologies if it sounds a bit crass, but unless you want to see a girl upchuck, this is about all I can handle right now, Akari.”


“Good to know. Though it’s worth pointing out that angels can’t actually throw up in the traditional sense. Fun fact.”


“Sorry? Angel?”


“That’s what you are, Grace. An angel. It’s not just a job title. Guardian Angels have powers that normal people who live up here don’t. However, anyone fully assigned to Heaven in the afterlife is classified as an angel.”


Angel . . .


I mulled the label over. It didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel earned.


“That’s neither here nor there,” I said, changing the subject quickly. “At the core, I’m a teenager and a Capricorn. You just told me I have the purest soul you’ve ever seen and I have to use that to guard some person I’ve never met on Earth.” I swallowed more ice cream to calm me. “That’s a lot to digest without adding salsa or spaghetti to the mix.”


“I can understand that,” Akari said.


“And then there’s processing the whole ‘I’m dead’ thing,” I added. I took a breath and averted my eyes as another wave of loss washed over me.


“I definitely understand that . . .” Akari nodded. She folded her hands on the table between us as the sparkle in her eyes faded. “I died a week before my twenty-eighth birthday,” she said with a sigh. “I’d recently married. We had so many plans. I had so many plans. It took months for me to come to peace with losing that life I’d envisioned. The thing that helped me the most though was being a Guardian Angel. There is no better medicine for the soul than helping someone else and spreading goodness.”


“I believe you,” I said. “I mean that.”


“I know you do. We can’t lie here, remember?”


“Oh, right.” I realized that I was already halfway through my sundae. I ate quickly when I was stressed. I self-consciously put the spoon down. Then I paused. “Wait. You said nothing has calories here?”


“Correct.”


I huffed. “That’s going to take some time to wrap my mind around too.” I picked up my spoon and scraped some fudge from the side of the glass. “I’ve always had a slow metabolism and have had to adjust accordingly. My mother has been packing salads in my lunchbox since I was six. I’ve never tried Alfredo sauce because of the fat content. In my house we only have muffins on the last day of—”


I stopped as embarrassment flooded me. Welcome to my mother’s second least favorite thing about me. When I was overwhelmed, I had a tendency to vocalize my stream of consciousness a.k.a. babble. That was before Heaven’s magical honesty filter. With that in play, I really had to watch myself.


I cleared my throat. “When am I going to get answers to all of my other questions? The list in my mind keeps growing, you know.”


“One thing at a time, Grace. Like you said, you already feel nauseous from everything I’ve thrown at you. It’s policy to ease new arrivals into the afterlife. I don’t want to break your brain, even with the time crunch we’re under to get you started on the new job.”


“Tell me about the things that matter most then. Start with my mother. I’ve been patient enough, Akari. If she’s not here and not . . . down below, what’s the deal?”


“I think it’s better if I show you.” She stood from the table. “You done?”


“I guess so.” I got up and we exited the shop. Though we were in the middle of a city, there were no traffic lights or cars. The walking area had the feel of a small town—one giant strip of sidewalk people could mosey down without fear of being run over. It was abundant with cherry blossom trees, flower gardens, cute fountains, and grass beds that swirled over the ground in beautiful shapes.


Everyone seemed so happy. Each person I made eye contact with gave me a smile. A man was making balloon animals for children. A woman with a cart of red roses offered them to couples holding hands. Hummingbirds stopped to snack on honeysuckle flowers that spilled off balconies.


“Not everyone is wearing white,” I commented.


“Heaven doesn’t have a dress code, Grace. This isn’t private school. When you arrive here, you appear in a white outfit that suits your personality. You can wear whatever you want after that, although some jobs may involve uniforms when you’re on duty. Guardian Angels do have a tradition of wearing white to work, as you may have noticed at the office.”


I nodded thoughtfully, my eyes taking in the sights. Some of the towers stretched pretty high and I saw a couple angels soaring above, their wings catching the light.


“Why does anyone bother walking when they can fly?” I asked, watching as an angel disappeared around a skyscraper.


“Because not everyone can fly. There are plenty of magical experience centers around here that give people amazing abilities temporarily. Like that one over there.” Akari pointed to a hotel-sized building with a sign out front that read Superhero Experience Center. “Want to temporarily fly through the air? Have telekinetic powers? Super speed? Places like that offer ways for us to enjoy those abilities for a short amount of time so we can live out superhero fantasies. But the way you and I flew earlier is not something most angels can do. The majority of people in Heaven travel by teleportation. Angels with certain jobs can borrow loaner wings, but only fully realized Guardian Angels earn permanent wings.”


“So when do I get mine?”


Akari raised an eyebrow. “No clue. Do you feel fully realized?”


“No.”


“Then I guess today is not that day.”


Suddenly the entire city experienced what I would describe as a magical hiccup. A radiant, soft light started at ground level before spreading upward through every tree, lamppost, and building—travelling skyward so quickly that in less than three seconds it had passed the top of Angel Tower and vanished with a twinkle like a winking star.


Everyone had paused when the hiccup started. They held still a moment longer after it’d gone, staring up with wonder. Then the people of The First City resumed their normal activities.


“Akari, what was—” I glanced around and saw that she’d continued walking. I jogged a few steps to catch up with her. The second I did, she came to a stop and gestured ahead.


“Here we are.”


We stood in front of two buildings. The marble one on the left looked like an embassy. Enormous pillars à la the Lincoln Memorial held up the roof. Three flags flew over the crystal double doors—one with a golden H over a background of blue sky and fluffy white clouds, another with a black H over a background of orange and yellow flames, and a third between them with a sparkling silver M over a plain tan background.


“The flags represent Heaven, Hell, and Middleground,” Akari explained. “These are the three planes of the afterlife. This marble building is the Afterlife Assignments Bureau. We’re going next door.”


The building she directed us to was the same tan color as that center flag and made of adobe. It was over thirty stories tall with a plethora of windows and cube-shaped offices sticking out. The metal sign at the front read: Middleground Viewing Center.


“In the afterlife, every person is assigned a caseworker based on the plane of existence where they’ll spend most of their time,” Akari enlightened as we climbed the entry steps. “Like how sororities match new members with older members who can show them the ropes. Typically afterlife caseworkers only stay with their assigned souls for a short while, helping them adjust to the new surroundings, occasionally doing check-ins. Since you are a Guardian Angel, your caseworker—me—will serve as an ongoing fixed mentor in your life providing guidance, hands-on training, and support.”


We pushed through the main door into a busy foyer where Creeping Charlie ivy climbed the walls. We approached a desk where a pleasant man with a crew cut greeted us.


“Good afternoon, ladies. Who would you like to check on today?”


“Darla Cardiff, please,” Akari responded. “She just arrived. This is Grace Cardiff, her daughter. ID number 21722CA781HA. Can you put Grace in the system as a regular visitor so she can check-in online next time?”


“Of course.” He typed something into his computer then nodded to a lady across the room wearing shorts and a ruffled blouse. She neared us with a smile, clipboard in hand.


“Howdy. I’m Angelica from the Middleground Management Team. Room Twelve is available. Would you like me to show you the way?”


“No thank you, I’ve got it,” Akari replied. She beckoned for me to follow. My mentor moved fast. Did Heaven have a gym? Her toned calves and speed certainly suggested so.


“Hey, Akari?” I said, catching up. I glanced around, hands in my pockets. “Not that I can’t appreciate the suspense of a slow-burn reveal, but I’ve had an intense day. Pardon the directness, but can you cut to the chase? What is this place?”


“Remember how I told you that people are measured in terms of their good and bad percentages based on their time on Earth, and that tells us where to put them in the afterlife?”


I nodded.


“Well, the fact is that most people aren’t overwhelmingly good or bad. Most people spend their lives struggling between the two. We can’t look down on them for that. Life is hard. Often, people don’t even realize they’re doing the wrong thing. However, just as it wouldn’t be fair to put your average person who recycled in the same group as someone who built prosthetic limbs for three-legged dogs, we can’t have a person who regularly cut others off in traffic spend eternity with serial killers. That wouldn’t be reasonable. So the afterlife has a timeshare system.”


I frowned. “My friend Bitsy spent two weeks every spring in Cancun because her parents had a timeshare there. Are you saying one plane of the afterlife is like Mexico?”


Akari paused. “Not exactly. Why don’t we sit for a minute?” She gestured to a cushioned wooden bench. As soon as we sat, a pair of robins carrying lollipops flew over and landed on the bench between us. The bird next to Akari held an orange lollipop in its beak; the bird closer to me carried a red one.


“Thank you,” Akari said, taking the orange sucker.


I blinked in surprise but accepted the red candy. “Um, thanks. Cherry is my favorite.”


The birds tweeted and took off.


“Only people who are more than 76% good are admitted to Heaven full-time,” Akari explained, pocketing her candy. “Only people who are less than 25% good earn a permanent place in Hell. Depending on their ratio, everyone else splits their time between here, there, and what we call Middleground—a third realm where everything is pretty mediocre. Your mother was 62% good. I checked out her file and she is going to be spending four days a week in Middleground, two days a week in Heaven, and one day a week in Hell.”


My lips parted to ask a trillion questions and express a zillion emotions, but nothing came out. My mouth was as dry as the Sahara.


“Eat the lollipop,” Akari suggested, alluding to the candy clenched in my fist. “It’s not cherry flavored. May I?” I loosened my hand slightly and she plucked the sucker then read the label. “This has the flavor of ‘the first award you ever won.’ That’s a good one. It’ll help.”


She offered me the sweet. I was reluctant at first, but then unwrapped it, pocketed the foil, and popped the lollipop in my mouth. When I did, I instantly felt a deep sense of contentment and relief.


“We don’t want anyone we love to suffer,” Akari said, leaning forward as the candy somewhat pacified me, “but the afterlife is fair this way. Spending time in Heaven is a reward for doing good. Time spent in Hell is punishment for doing bad. Middleground is an earned average existence because that’s what most people are—average. All timeshare people have jobs too. Either here, there, or down below, depending on what they’re eligible for. And if people prove themselves over time, they can alter their afterlife sentences; their timeshare plans can be rewritten. For example, your mother could someday earn more days in Heaven and maybe even eliminate Hell from her schedule entirely.”


I drew the lollipop from my mouth with a moderately loud SMACK. “Is there anything I can do to help with that?”


“I’m sorry, Grace. Nothing specific comes to mind. But I urge you not to dwell on your mother’s fate too much. She is her own person, just as you are. You have to focus on being a Guardian Angel and embrace the afterlife that your soul earned.”


“Kind of a paradoxical thing telling someone who is apparently now an angel not to care about someone who may be suffering,” I said, pointing my lollipop at her.


“I suppose, but I didn’t write the welcome manual or the rules of the universe.”


“I didn’t write the rules of the universe either, but I did write a lot of well-received English papers in school and no offense, as a guide who is supposed to offer me support, I think your word choice could be better. This is my mother we’re talking about, Akari. You read my file—loyal, protective, and so on. Those are your words, not mine. The relationship between my mother and me may have been . . . less than ideal. But she matters to me. I don’t want her to be miserable.”


Even if she has a tendency to make me miserable.


Akari scratched the back of her head and fidgeted a moment, then nodded. “Noted.” She paused briefly before releasing a breath of vexation. “Look, I’m sorry if I am not being as delicate as I should. To be completely honest, it’s been a while since I mentored someone. I am getting my sea legs back.”


“Aren’t you some big shot Senior Guardian Angel? That’s what the plaque on your office door said.”


“You could look at it that way.”


“You don’t?”


Her expression grew exasperated. “You ask a lot of questions, Grace.”


“Yes, I do. And if we’re stuck together, you should know that’s never going to change.”


“Fantastic.” Akari rolled her eyes and stood. “Let’s keep going.” She continued up the hall so I followed, sticking the lollipop back in my mouth.


Mmmm. I can taste the praise and satisfaction. This is my new favorite flavor for sure.


We arrived at Room Twelve and Akari held open the door for me. The place was set up like a living room with a navy couch, indoor plants, white beanbag chairs, a coffee table, and a giant TV. Akari went over to the number and letter pad beside the screen.


“You can come to the Middleground Viewing Center any time to see what your mother is up to or chat with her. This is a special experience that anyone in Heaven can use so long as the person in Middleground they’re contacting has at least one day of Heaven on their timeshare plan. Your mom’s ID number is 21722CA780TW,” she said as she punched the corresponding buttons. “Use that code when you come back here.”


The screen powered on and there she was. My mother.


She was sitting at a kitchen table in a small, unfamiliar house with an open floor plan—stirring her teacup with a spoon. Some of our family photos hung on the wall above a beat-up wooden piano in the corner. A couch with one of the cushions missing resided next to a fish tank with various goldfish. I noticed the ceiling was a tad low for her taste. Our house on Earth had grandiosely tall ceilings, which made her feel dainty despite her 5’11 height.


“Can she see me?” I asked.


“No. You’re looking at her by magic means. If you want to engage with her, press this green button.” Akari pointed to it. “A holographic screen will appear wherever she is. Do you want to talk to her now?”


I took a deep breath. Our last moment together had been filled with conflict and disappointment. Most of our times together were characterized that way, actually. But that didn’t deter my instinct.


“Yes,” I decided.


“I’ll be outside,” Akari said. “Press the red button on the pad when you’re done.” Once the door clicked shut, I stowed the lollipop in the wrapper and shoved it my back pocket. Then I pressed the green button.


“Mom?”


My mother was so startled that she almost dropped her teacup. A slosh of liquid did spill on her hand though, and she winced as she put the cup down and dried the angry red mark with a napkin.


“Grace?” She blinked at the screen in amazement.


“Hi . . . Sorry to scare you.”


My mother got up from the table and made her way front and center. “My caseworker said there was no way for me to contact you. People on Middleground can only accept calls; we cannot make them.”


“Oh.” I glanced at the floor for a second. “So, um, you already know the whole deal about what’s happening?”


She sighed sadly. “I’m afraid so.”


A lull hung between us. My mother tried a couple times to say something, but each time held back. I didn’t blame her for being unsure how to proceed. We’d just been in a car together hashing out deep wounds in our relationship. Now literally everything was different. Except her and me unfortunately. We’d never been able to understand each other or connect openly on Earth; woefully the afterlife appeared to be no exception.


Eventually she did speak. “Are you handling it, dear? Are you doing okay?” Her words reflected caring though her tone was brusque.


“As well as can be expected,” I ventured, going for a more reserved response to mirror hers, lest all my feelings spill onto the floor.


I hated that. I wished we had the kind of mother-daughter relationship where we could just speak our truths without her holding back and me feeling like I’d be judged.


I rubbed my arm sheepishly. “How’s it going with you? What’s it like in Middleground?”


“It is . . . moderately acceptable,” my mother replied. “But I suppose that is the point. It reminds me of that time we stayed at the Best Western when our flight home from Florida was delayed.” She nodded at her teacup. “They don’t have Splenda here. Just Equal.”


“Tragic,” I said.


We stood in silence—our gazes shifting from each other to the floor to absentmindedly looking around. My mother and I always had difficulty maintaining eye contact—like a bull with a bullfighter, it seemed to increase the likelihood of conflict, so we shied away from it.


Feeling awkward and weighed down by the emotions I struggled to keep at bay, I sat on the edge of my couch. My mother did the same on hers.


I sighed as heaviness deflated my heart. My mother was not a hugger, but I could sure use that kind of affection at the moment. Never underestimate the power of a parental embrace. Of all the miracles Heaven had to offer, it seemed cruel that the thing I needed most wasn’t possible. I’d gladly settle for one of her annoyingly withdrawn side hugs right now, but the woman wasn’t even on the same plane of existence.


“When do you get up here?” I asked.


“Normally I’ll be in Heaven on the weekends, but they are having me stay in Middleground this weekend. I will start my regular rotation on Monday and remain here until Thursday. On Friday, I go . . .” Her face tensed.


“Down below,” I tried. I gulped and fidgeted. “Are you scared?”


My mother gave me one of her classic, tight-knit frowns. “That is a foolish question, Grace. Shame on you.”


“I don’t know a better one to ask,” I protested, my voice tweaking to a higher octave.


“Then don’t ask one. You don’t always need to fill the silence.”


But I do . . .


I crossed my arms. “Can we not fight, please? I’m sad, Mom. We died. We left Dad and Gaby, and our friends, and our lives.” I felt my previously restrained tears welling up and my emotion start to snap open. “This sucks! We had so much left to—”


“Grace,” my mother interrupted, severing my feelings before they could reach fruition. “I know, dear. And right now, I can’t talk about Gaby or your fath—” She cut herself off and I saw her eyes turn glassy.


My mother took a deep breath. “You need to be strong. You can’t complain either because you’re in Heaven. You should be grateful, and in terms of moving forward I want you to be brave and carry on. Best face forward. It’s what Cardiffs do.”


“Mom, I—” My voice cracked.


“My caseworker tells me you were chosen for a special job?” she inquired.


I swallowed roughly and nodded. “I’m a Guardian Angel.”


“Sounds like a lot of responsibility. Focus on that.”


I took a deep breath and re-centered. “Yes, ma’am.”


A beat passed. I tapped my shoe against the floor. “At least we can see each other in person when you visit next weekend.” I said decidedly, thinking out loud. “Given everything that’s happened, our latest argument hardly matters now, don’t you think? Maybe we can let all that go and spend some time together and really talk. Like you and Gaby do sometimes.”


She sighed. “We’ll see what happens when I get there.”


It took me a second to process the surprising statement. I’d really tried to make myself vulnerable for a moment—extend the olive branch even though in that car ride I’d been just as angry at her as she had been at me.


“Sorry?”


“Grace . . .” My mother’s tone was crestfallen but her eyes were stern. “Considering how we ended up here, it’s challenging for me to talk with you right now. I love you, dear, but to use your rather crass turn of phrase, this does in fact ‘suck’ and I need to be alone for a while to compose myself and accept our situation. The circumstances of us dying together in that car accident . . . It’s a terrible thing. Blame and regret are difficult for a mother to digest.”


My arms crossed tightly around my diaphragm so that I was hugging myself. “Yes, Mom. I understand.”


And despite my initial shock to her response, it was partly true. I hadn’t thought about how blame would be affecting her. She must be racked with guilt over the accident. I still thought it would be better for us to address it directly, but what I thought didn’t matter. I had never been able to force my mother to think outside her perspective and see things from mine, and I doubt that was going to change.


“So . . . does that mean you’d prefer I didn’t call you for the rest of the week?” I said sadly. “Not even to speak casually?”


I already had a pretty good idea of the answer. What would we even talk about casually? My mother and I had nothing in common but shared frustration with one another.


“I believe that would be good for both of us as we find a way to deal with what has happened,” she responded.


“Okay, Mom. Whatever you say.” My fists clenched, instincts fighting against the decorum my mother favored. Emotion built up too much for me to stop it. “Can I just say one more time though that I don’t think—”


“Grace. Take a moment. Take a deep breath. This is no time to lose control.”


Fierce emotion flared inside of me even deeper, despite my mother’s wishes and example. “I disagree, Mom. I disagree strongly.” My body tightened. Suddenly I wasn’t just sad about being dead, I was angry that my mother even made my feelings about that seem unwarranted and extreme.


“But you know what, fine.” I slapped my hands against my legs. “I couldn’t make you talk about your feelings or hear me out on Earth, so I’m not going to try and make you do it here. I just thought we could try for a fresh start and be real with one another. Sorry if it goes against the dignified, reserved airs you’d prefer that I put on. Forget I even said anything.”


My mother shook her head. “Oh Grace . . .”


The disappointment in her tone doused all my inner fire. It was amazing and tragic. With just two words my mother could make me regret my instincts and reexamine my character. It was too bad that I had to let her if I wanted us to even have a semblance of a relationship.


We remained in silence for a slow, uncomfortable pause—me sitting in my own embrace while my mother fiddled with the napkin in her hands. Finally, I rubbed my hands against my pant legs and stood up. I couldn’t take the quiet condemnation any longer. “I should probably get back to my mentor.”


“Very well. Good luck, dear.” My mother rose and went to reclaim her tea. When she picked up the cup, she nodded at me solemnly. “Be safe, Grace. I love you.”


“Uh-huh,” I said absentmindedly. “Bye, Mom.” With a heavy heart, I pressed the red button and the TV clicked off. I stayed still for a bit, then went out to the hall in a zombie daze.


Akari was studying a little holographic screen projecting from her watch but powered it down when she saw me. “You look terrible,” she said with dismay.


“Maybe death doesn’t suit me.”


She bit her lip. “Talking with family usually helps the recently deceased.”


I stared at my white sneakers. “My mother and I have always had a complicated relationship. Add to that, it seems she blames herself for our car crash and is having some trouble speaking to me because of the guilt. She could barely look at me.”


Akari’s face filled with sympathy. “That’s sad but understandable. Perhaps I should have prepared you for this. When family members or friends die together, one of them usually holds themselves responsible, and that guilt can be crushing. For a parent to be culpable for the untimely death of their child—”


“Let’s not talk about it.” I held up a hand. “I am going to take my mother’s advice and stay strong by focusing on something else. I’m ready to hear more about my job.”


Akari studied me a moment. Sympathy sparked in her expression. “You know what? Forget about that. We can discuss your Guardian Angel duties tomorrow. For now, I have the best thing to cheer you up.”


I raised an eyebrow. “What is it?


“An answer to one of your initial questions and a reconnection you’ll love.”
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“It’s real,” I marveled in awe.


Akari and I stood on the edge of a cumulonimbus cloud, the texture of the footing something like a stale marshmallow. A huge rainbow bridge sprouted from the far edge of the cloud and extended up to vanishing in the sky—glittering mist obscuring the far end and floating along the sides.


My mentor and I had been waiting in line with other recently deceased angels and their guides for twenty minutes. I knew it would be well worth it. Anticipation rose inside of me like an inflatable mattress being pumped full of air.


The next man in line, just ahead of us, moved to where the bridge met the cloud. He waited anxiously for a few seconds and then threw his hands up with joy when he saw a creature galloping down the rainbow bridge. It was a horse-sized Great Dane with dove-sized wings.


“Barney!” the man shouted. He raced forward as the dog leapt off the bridge to embrace him. They toppled over and Barney licked his owner’s face. Everyone in the crowd melted like gelato on a South Carolina summer sidewalk.


“I can’t believe the stories are true,” I said to Akari in delight. “Our pets really are waiting for us in Heaven.”


Akari nodded. “Pets have their own version of Heaven. When they die, they cross their first mystical Rainbow Bridge to reach a peaceful realm with wide-open fields, oceans, lakes, food galore, and plenty of warm places to sleep and nap. Animals that died sick or old are restored to their prime years and imbued with perfect health. They all play and frolic until their owner on Earth dies too. When that happens, the pet senses that a human they have been missing is close. The pet grows wings and knows to approach this second Rainbow Bridge to be reunited.” She nodded toward the bridge as the man moved off, dog at his side. “It’s your turn now, Grace.”


I moved to the foot of the Rainbow Bridge. Just seconds after I raised my gaze, a silhouette came into view through the fog atop the rainbow. The form started to move down the bridge with an excited, playful gait. The white and brown basset hound that approached had enormous, uncontrollable ears and moderate-sized, shimmery blue wings that flapped incessantly, allowing the creature to only touch the ground every few steps.


“Droopy!” I raced forward with arms wide and fell to my knees as my dog bounded into my embrace. This creature had been my best friend all through childhood. He’d died three years ago, and it had taken my heart a long time to heal. Feeling how full it felt now, I wasn’t sure if it ever truly had.


The drool that had built up in Droopy’s jowls got all over me but I didn’t care. I rubbed his loose-skinned face and hugged him tightly before scooping him up like a package. He wasn’t light, but the weight felt right in my arms. He clung to me, his deep brown eyes full of trust, affection, and warmth.


“Are you happy?” Akari asked me.


“If you’d asked me that question earlier today, I would’ve told you I didn’t think it was possible to ever be happy again. Now . . .” I kissed my dog’s head. “Love has a funny way of destroying sadness.”


“God wouldn’t let pain exist without giving us a chance to counteract it,” Akari said as we walked toward the brim of the cloud.


The sky was fading into sunset. Pinks, purples, and humpback whale blue tickled the edge of the afterlife. The luminescent paper lanterns and dazzling clouds above The First City were becoming more pronounced. Everything felt radiant, calm, and hopeful.


“Flying with the dog could be tricky,” Akari said. “Let’s travel by magic teleport instead.” She took me by the elbow and her wristwatch flashed. A moment later, we stood in the middle of a suburban street lined with innumerable quaint houses. The city’s skyscrapers glowed brilliantly in the distance.


“Welcome to your new home,” Akari said. She gestured at an adorable cottage in front of us. It was powder blue with a triangular roof. A cute little chimney fashioned like a spire branched from the left side. An orange tree grew on the front lawn next to a swing set with two seats. And a simple brick path led to the red door.


I set a wriggling Droopy down and he clomped off to smell the lawn, ears dragging on the grass. He sniffed for a second, let out a big “AAWWWHOO!” howl, then went back to sniffing. I stared at the house—processing—before pivoting to Akari.


“Your file says you enjoy the excitement of city life, but love of your suburban childhood home is stronger,” Akari explained. “You once told your sister your dream was to live in a cottage within short distance of the city. So, here you go.”


I approached the house, turned the knob on my front door, and pushed inward.


The interior was fully furnished to my exact taste. Seriously. Things I hadn’t even realized I favored or cared about, like the blonde wood floors and the stone fireplace with flickering candles on the mantle, set the cozy mood that I loved. Stepping into the living room, I was impressed by the flatscreen TV, gawked at the exposed wooden beams along the ceiling, and ran a finger along the blue-gray walls. Even those LED hanging light fixtures that I’d coveted on Etsy for a couple years had made their way here. They looked like storm clouds and were lit from within as if pulsing with thunder.


The most incredible decorations in the space, however, were silver-framed photographs of me with my family, friends, and Droopy. The real copies were on Earth in my former home, or on my phone, or scrapbooks I’d made. Seeing them here struck a vibration of emotion through my body like the deepest chord on a piano.


Entranced, I walked up to a particularly large frame on the wall featuring the four of us—my mother, father, older sister Gaby, and me. It was a vacation photo from last year. Gaby wore sunglasses; my mother, a floppy hat. I remembered that moment, all of us alive and together. Seeing it felt . . .


In reflex I reached for my chest. My fingernails clawed at my shirt over where my heart resided.


How could a person hold such fear, anger, and sorrow in the face of so much wonder, opportunity, and goodness? How was it possible to have your old life feel so close but know you could never go back? How was anyone able to make someplace paradise if loss couldn’t be unwritten and would forever be a part of your soul?


I took a breath and steadied. Still not the time to cry.


Droopy clip-clopped inside and immediately nestled in a plush, crème colored dog bed near the fireplace. That’s when I noticed a gift basket set upon the coffee table across from my puffy white couch. I approached it with Akari shadowing my footsteps.


“Your Welcome Kit,” she announced as she watched me unwrap it. Once I had, she reached in and pulled out an ivory watch identical to hers.


“We don’t have cell phones in Heaven—I feel like the reasons for that are self-explanatory—but we do have what people on Earth may compare to a smart watch. We call it a Soul Pulse. It works as a phone in terms of calls and texts, and it grants you admission to different parts of Heaven. Yours allows access to Angel Tower and the Guardian Angel floor for instance. Above all, it is the keeper of Heaven’s magical fringe benefits. Let me see your wrist.”


I extended my arm and she latched on the watch. The second it clicked secure, I felt a tiny zap like I’d gotten shocked by static electricity. The charge visibly traveled up my arm, through my chest, and out my other arm. It made my organs feel tingly.


Akari held up my wrist and placed her palm over the watch face. Five icons appeared: a halo around a globe, a conch shell, a gold coin, a folder, and a glowing W.


“This is our version of the Internet, only without the dark side,” Akari explained, pointing to the halo globe. “It can tell you about anything happening on Earth, Heaven, Middleground, or Hell that’s public knowledge. The conch is your communication icon. The coin will keep track of your miracle balance. The folder is for your job-related files. The last icon is our version of an app store.”


She pressed the W on my watch screen and then a sparkly W the size of a grapefruit floated six inches above my wrist. “Welcome to Wonder,” announced an automated female voice. “Currently available for download: 8,347 apps.”


A menu of icons representing different types of apps popped up. My eyebrows raised. I could spend a solid month scrolling through that.


“This is where Heaven gets even more enjoyable,” Akari said with a reserved smile.


It seemed I could attach the word reserved to almost every way she spoke and behaved. There’d been a few cracks in that during the day—moments of sympathy, moderate grins at my jokes, her passion about animals—but overall she was taking her role as a professional seriously. I wondered if she was putting on that face for my sake or hers though. Personally, I could’ve used a bit more emotion from my guide during this incredibly emotional time.


Akari began clicking icons for me. “To start with, you’ll want Dang, That Sounds Good, which makes any food or beverage you desire; Fam&Friend Flix, which allows you to view what the people you care about are doing in real time on Earth; and Traffic is 4 Suckers.” The trio of icons she’d pressed immediately started downloading. She powered down my watch by placing her palm over it again.


“You’ll note how my watch was flashing throughout the day. Soul Pulses are uniquely connected to our souls; hence the energy link you saw and felt a moment ago when I latched yours on. Any downloaded app on here is tuned into you. All you have to do is think what you want, and feel what you want—and it will be so. That’s as best as I can explain it. It’ll make more sense when you try.”


I blinked, totally stunned, staring at my new Soul Pulse. It wasn’t comparable to a smart watch; it kicked the smart watch in the keister. I wondered if Steve Jobs was in Heaven and had a say in its design. If so, I bet he was out there somewhere wearing a white turtleneck.


Akari reached into my gift basket again. There were two other items in there: a dainty fern in a small pink planter shaped like a long-neck dinosaur, and a remote. She grabbed the control and turned on the TV. “Heaven has a bunch of its own channels, which you can browse on the guide. We also have a pair of video libraries synced to Earth and your tastes.” She gestured at two icons on the screen. I read their names aloud.


“Your Favorite Shows and Stuff You Haven’t Seen, But Will Love. Hm . . . neat.”


“Lastly, we have Memory Prime.” Akari gestured to the other option on screen. “This will let you rewatch moments from your life. Everything is on-demand and controlled with this remote.”


“Like streaming services,” I commented.


“Sort of.” Akari huffed, minor amusement seeping through. “Actually, there’s an ongoing debate in the Afterlife Assignments Bureau about whether or not the creators of streaming services should go up or down when they die. They have a live council meeting about it every Thursday morning on Heaven’s local access channel. You should check it out some time if you want a giggle.”


She powered off the TV.


I picked up the dinosaur planter, turning it over in my hands. “Let me guess, this is some sort of magical plant that will provide the freshest air I’ve ever inhaled?”


Akari scrunched her nose. “That’s just a fern. It’s polite to gift a person a plant when they move into a new home.”


My brain fizzled. “Oh. Thank you.”


I stared blankly at the planter for a long moment.


“I know this has been a big day, Grace,” Akari said. “You’re feeling overwhelmed, I’m sure, so let’s regroup tomorrow.”


“I still have so many questions.”


“Another time. We have a solid chunk of eternity ahead of us, after all.”


“Right . . .”


“Meet me in my office at Angel Tower at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.” She turned toward the door.


“But I don’t have wings,” I replied, setting the planter down and pursuing her. “How am I supposed to get there?”


“That third app I downloaded for you,” she replied, pivoting. “Remember how I said that all versions of Heaven share a few commonalities? One thing that all humans hate, which no part of Heaven will ever have, is street traffic. We don’t use vehicles to get around. It’s either magical teleportation or wings.”


Akari tilted her chin at my watch. “With that app, you can think of any place in Heaven you know the location of and you’ll be there. Instantly. Any place you don’t know you can look up first with a search app.”


“This really is Heaven. I’m never going to be late again.”


My mentor opened the door, letting the night in. We stood silently for a few seconds. In that lull, I felt heaviness in my soul again. Deep and consuming like the dark sky.


Akari must’ve sensed it because she wavered from her professionalism enough to show real warmth for the first time, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Everything will be okay, Grace. Just take a deep breath.”


For a moment, I really believed her.


She smiled at me softly and then drew the gesture back as quickly as she’d extended it. I stayed in the doorway and watched Akari walk down the brick path. The evening was coming in strong. So many stars gleamed in the sky.


Had God added more since the last time I saw the night?


When Akari reached the sidewalk, her form glowed. Her glorious wings and shimmering halo appeared. They shone so much brighter post twilight. Before taking off, she turned back to me. “By the way, everything about that cottage is designed to make it your perfect place. So if you want some of your ‘special private time,’ press the button under your fireplace mantle. Don’t worry. It’s programmed to leave you and Droopy alone.”


“What?”


She winked and launched into the air.


I jogged over the brick path to the street, staring up at the sky as Akari’s wings reached the heavens above Heaven. I spun around slowly, admiring the beauty. The sky was so clear, crisp, and electrifying—only enhanced in enchantment by the luminescent clouds and romantic lanterns floating over The First City, twinkling in the distance.


Suddenly, that magical hiccup occurred again. Everything shone with soft golden light, beginning from the ground and quickly rising through every non-human thing it could touch. I watched the light move past Angel Tower, ending with a spark as bright as the stars.


I’d have to ask Akari what that was when I wasn’t distracted by a million other pressing questions.


I returned inside and closed the door then paused, noticing an idiosyncrasy.


“No lock,” I thought aloud.


I supposed it made sense. Heaven wouldn’t need locks. Everyone up here was good. No crime. No bad guys. No worries. That would also take a minute to get used to.


I meandered back into my perfect living room.


How many times had I thought, heard, and used the adjective perfect today? Probably too high a number to guess at.


Droopy snored on his fluffy bed. I smiled fondly at him and went to the fireplace mantle. Running my hand along the bottom with curiosity, I found a small button and pressed it. Flickering light lit up my peripherals and I turned to see a swirling portal—like a white black hole—appear in the center of my living room floor. It started to suck away my furniture as the lights dimmed.


My smile reemerged.
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DYING DOESN’T GET YOU OUT OF GYM CLASS


“Ninety-Eight is late.”


An angel directly to my left caught me coming through the GA balcony doors. Like everyone in the bustling command center, he wore a smart white ensemble. This guy was as tall as a college basketball player, with thin hair and pale blue eyes. His comment had been loud enough that a number of angels pivoted at their desks to look my way.


I felt my cheeks turn hot with embarrassment and was about to offer some lame excuse when he put an arm around my shoulder and ushered me forward. “Don’t worry about it. Even Heaven has an adjustment period. Let’s get you to Akari.”


He strode away, motioning for me to come with him. I struggled to keep up with his lengthy gait; my stomach swirled with nerves. I hadn’t been this on edge since my first day of high school. Fresh starts were great, but difficult when you weren’t sure where or how to start.


“I’m Gentry, by the way. Gentry Stein,” said my guiding angel, extending his hand in greeting as we walked. “I’m a Senior Officer of the Guardian Angel IDS.”


I shook his hand. “What’s the IDS?”


“Immediate Deployment Squad. There are several divisions within the Guardian Angel department. You’ll get the lowdown on your tour with the rest of your class.”


“I’m in a class?”


Akari emerged from her office, raising her wrist to check her watch but stopping when she saw me coming. “I thought you were never going to be late again?”


“The alarm clock in my room was . . . jarring,” I responded.


Gentry laughed and elbowed Akari like it was an inside joke between old friends. My mentor only mildly quirked a lip.


“Thanks for getting her to me, Gentry,” she said.


“No problem.” Gentry rubbed the back of his nicek. “Hey, maybe later we can meet for lunch or something? It’s been such a long time and I’m really glad you’re back on duty.”


“Perhaps when things calm down, Gentry.” Akari gave me an awkward glance before returning his gaze. “We have to run now.” She grabbed my elbow and started leading me away.


“Good luck, Ninety-Eight,” Gentry called.


“Thank you!” I waved back.


My mentor escorted me to a bank of cylindrical glass elevators. “Have you been taking some time off?” I asked as we stepped into a lift. The panel inside easily had three times the numbered buttons as the elevators at the Empire State Building. Akari selected a floor and we started descending through Angel Tower.


“I requested a leave of absence a while back,” she replied brusquely.


“Why?”


The elevator dinged and we stepped into a small lobby. Akari strode to a set of silver double doors and pushed them open without answering. Perhaps she knew that the setting beyond would call my attention away from following up on my question.


It was a gym. Not the worn high school kind that smelled of sweaty shorts and melting makeup. This place was sleek and spotless with air as crisp as freshly fallen snow.


Obstacle course materials, mats, and shimmering gymnast equipment were scattered throughout. The angels utilizing the area were harnessing their halos and wings in various forms of advanced combat and skills training. Several flicked their halos like discuses at hanging targets—cutting the ropes they dangled from as if the halos were razor-sharp blades. Others created portals and fired beams of energy at objectives. One angel flew through a series of large hoops hanging from the far away ceiling, body lithe as he adjusted to soar through their centers. Above him, the tiled ceiling was all white except for a message set in gold:



THE ASSIGNMENT COMES FIRST


“This is our training center,” Akari said. My eyes drifted back to our level and she glanced sideways, indicating for me to look. “Now I’d like you to meet your training class.”


Akari motioned at four people walking toward us—three boys and a small girl. “There are several sectors of the Guardian Angel department,” she explained as they drew near. “You and your two GA classmates are new recruits for Long-Term Assignments. That means each of you will protect and focus your energy on one person on Earth at a time.”


The group joined us and Akari proceeded with introductions. “Everyone, this is Grace Cariño Reyes Cardiff. For the two of you who are new, I am her mentor Akari Brown. Grace, this is Leo Wells and his mentor Anahita Ayad.”


Leo touched a spot on the bridge of his nose with his index finger then stuck out his hand, which I shook. He was roughly my height with a bashful smile and cobalt eyes pronounced by dark eyebrows and fair skin. Most notably, he seemed a few years younger than me. That was . . . tragic. Here I was, feeling cheated for tapping out on life at seventeen. Did this kid even have wisdom teeth?


His mentor Anahita was even younger. Maybe ten, eleven?


“Pleasure to meet you,” she said. “Call me Ana.” The young girl looked of Middle Eastern descent. She was cute with long eyelashes, deep dimples, and tousled chocolate hair. Her face was heart-shaped, like the gold locket around her neck. Overall, she seemed sweet and spunky, yet there was a mystifying seriousness to her dark eyes that made her look much older and wiser.


“And this is Monkonjae Seoul and his mentor Deckland Cruz,” Akari continued. I pivoted and got goldfish eyes—big and astounded.


Monkonjae extended his hand. He was in the neighborhood of my age—perhaps a year or two older. His dark skin seemed to glow with warmth, and the brown of his eyes smoldered, drawing me in like freshly brewed coffee. My mind went mystifyingly blank. I looked up to meet the gaze of the 6’1” angel.


“Oh my God, you’re attractive.”


Everyone stared at me as a silent beat ensued. I blinked in a stupor; then self-awareness electrified my brain and my eyes widened even further. “Did I just say that out loud?”


Monkonjae nodded.


My face got hot and I felt like shrinking into my own skin. I pivoted toward Akari with a gulp. “Well, Heaven is ruined for me. You can go ahead and send me downstairs now.”


“It’s fine,” Monkonjae said quickly, graciously. “You actually made this introduction easier for me. I was nervous about meeting the great Ninety-Eight that everyone’s been talking about. I figured whatever words I chose first would probably make me look like a dope. Now—”


“Now I look like a dope,” I finished.


“You know what, I think it’s awesome,” Deckland said, trying to add an upbeat tone to the terribly awkward atmosphere. He was in Akari’s late-twenties age group with elaborate tattoos on his muscular arms—visible thanks to his white sleeveless shirt.


He patted me on the shoulder. “You’re leaning into Heaven’s honesty filter out the gate. Most people are reluctant about that. The file did say you were special.”


“That’s me. Special . . .” I said uneasily. I flicked my gaze to Akari. “Just so we’re clear, does everyone know about everyone in Heaven, or is it just me people are super aware of?”


Akari grimaced slightly. “In the sense you’re asking about, it’s just you. I let Ana and Deckland have a glimpse at your file because we’ll be training together and I could use their input. But your Ninety-Eight status is big news in general, so I would try to get used to the attention. A lot of people know you’re here.”


“Actually, everyone knows you’re here,” Deckland corrected.


“Fantastic,” I muttered.


“Well then,” Ana chimed in. “Now that introductions are out of the way, we better get started with basic training. There’s a ton to learn before lunch. Especially considering that Ninety-Eight here has to leave tomorrow.”


“What’s that?” I perked up.


Akari rubbed a hand over her eyes. “I hadn’t broken the news to her yet, Ana.”


“Oh, sorry,” she replied with a grimace.


I frowned at the two of them. “Will someone tell me something please.”


“We usually like to train our guardians for at least a solid month before they return to Earth,” Deckland explained. “But since your assignment is a kid in high school, and his new semester starts tomorrow, the boss thinks it would be best if you begin classes with him. Less conspicuous that way.”


I spun on Akari. “You’re sending me back to Earth tomorrow? Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”


“I was trying to ease you in.”


“Like a lobster into a pot of water yet to boil,” I retorted.


“You’ll just be on Earth during the day for now,” Akari said, trying to calm me. “You’ll come back here at night and on weekends to continue training with Monkonjae and Leo.”


I huffed. Now I knew why Akari said being a Guardian Angel helped her move on in the afterlife. When you were being thrown into the fray with a cosmically important new job and practically no time to prepare, there wasn’t much opportunity to mope. Sadness always rode in back when panic and self-preservation entered the mix.


With a deep breath I did the only thing I could do: I nodded and forced myself to deal with the situation. “Okay.”


“Okay?” Akari clarified.


“Okay!” Ana declared, pumping her fist in the air. “Back to basic training then—recruits, follow me.” She led us to the back of the gym where the wall was taken up by a large mirror. I met Monkonjae’s eyes in the reflection. He smiled at me and I darted my gaze down, swaying awkwardly on my feet.


Nope. Nothing to see here. Just a girl minding her own business and not staring at the impeccably hot guy five feet away.


“The halo is the most important tool in your Guardian Angel arsenal,” Ana said, pacing in front of us like a general. “It has defensive and offensive functions for protecting you and your assignment. Your first lesson is conjuring the halo. Like the Soul Pulses on your wrists, bringing forth your halo and activating its abilities is about thinking and more importantly feeling the action with your soul. Focus on what you want with all of yourself. You can do this vocally or telepathically. Observe.”


Ana paused in front of us. “Halo.”


A marvelous glowing ring of gold formed a few inches over her head. The task looked easy enough.


“Now you try,” she said.


I glanced at Akari. She gave me the thumbs up, and I redirected my gaze to the mirror. Leo had his eyes closed—thinking hard. After a few flickers, his halo came into view. Monkonjae stared at himself in the mirror with a stern expression then—SHMING!—the gold ring shone over his head too.


Deep breath, Grace.


“Halo.”


Nothing happened.


“You need to feel the angelic power,” Akari suggested.


“And for those of us who didn’t have ‘angelic power’ on any vocab tests in school, what does that mean exactly?” I asked.


“Focus on that which makes you feel most alive,” Deckland replied.


“But I’m dead.”


“Your soul isn’t. Souls never die; they just change forms or move on to other planes of existence. So think, Grace. What makes your soul feel alive?”


I took a moment then refocused on myself in the mirror. I locked eyes with that reflection as my heart filled with vitality. Halo.


“Yipes!” Ana exclaimed.


My halo flared into existence above my head so brightly that it would’ve shamed a lighthouse beacon. My classmates and mentors had to shield their eyes.


After the initial effect, the halo normalized, radiating the same gleam as the others.


Leo turned to me. “Geez, what were you thinking about?”


I gave him a smile. “I’ll tell you when I know you better.”


“Well, Grace, good show,” Ana said. “I guess I know who is going to be top of the class. Come on, kiddies, let’s move on. Who’s ready for a crazy-awesome training montage?”
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So here’s the thing. I wasn’t the kind of kid who was acing eight honors classes and spent her weekends studying nonstop with nary a movie on the to-do list. But I was smart. Whereas I shied away in other areas of life, I was used to feeling confident in a class setting, impressing teachers, and assisting other kids who needed help to keep up.


After my halo performance, I had hoped I could utilize these skills to shine at Guardian Angel training and get the others to forget about my slip with Monkonjae. Between the halo trick and the Ninety-Eight reputation preceding me, everyone already expected me to be amazing and I planned to fulfill that expectation.


Sadly, I proved them all wrong.


“Grace, just throw it like a frisbee.”


“Grace, you have to concentrate on the consequence of the action, not only the action.”


“Grace, it’s a small movement; you’re not meant to dislocate a shoulder.”


My crazy-awesome training montage ended up being a medley of epic flops, frustrations, and frisbee fails.


I released an aggravated breath and tried again, making my halo reappear over my head. We’d been working on one task—treating the halo like a magically sharp discus. I simply had to grab the thing from my head, aim, and throw. Simple.


Or so it seemed.


Across the room, Monkonjae gripped his halo and flung it with a purposeful flick of his wrist. As it left his hand, the ring changed into a solid glowing discus that jettisoned across the space and sliced through a metal chain holding up one of the punching bags. The bag fell. The halo boomeranged back to Monkonjae’s waiting hand.


My hotter-than-Hell classmate placed the halo back over his head. Deckland patted Monkonjae on the back proudly and his watch glowed. Magic shimmered around the punching bag and it returned to its initial position.


I took another breath and gave myself a small pep talk.


Come on, Grace. If Sailor Moon can do this, you can do this.


I took the halo in hand and flicked my wrist to release it. It transformed into a solid disc, but the aim went nuts the moment it departed my fingers. Despite starting off as a straight shot, my halo veered left and then abruptly careened right.


“Hit the deck!” Ana yanked Leo to the ground by the collar. My halo sped by mere inches above them before swerving off and colliding with a punching bag—not cutting or slicing it; just anticlimactically getting stuck.


I clenched my fists and focused, which made the halo vanish and reappear over my head.


Great. So far, the only part of being a Guardian Angel I am good at is making a magic accessory appear.


I started to reach for it again, but Akari touched my arm. “I think that’s enough for now. Why don’t we break for lunch?”


“You just don’t want me to embarrass myself any further.”


“It’s your first day, Grace. There’s no need to be embarrassed.”


“All these people expect me to be some epic angel of pure goodness.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I got this high ranking and I look like a fool.”


“This isn’t The Hunger Games, Grace. No one around here is going to come at you because you have a high ranking or make you prove that you deserve it. On this turf, we’re all good people. In Angel Tower we are the best people. You are safe here. As long as you’re in this building, there is literally no chance of anyone judging you, making fun of you, or making you feel bad about yourself.”


I studied Akari. “That’s so . . .”


“Wonderful?” Akari suggested.


“Different,” I replied. “I am not sure there is a single place on Earth where that’s true one hundred percent of the time. People kind of have a way of making the world Hell for other people.”


“Ain’t that the truth,” Deckland said as he and the others joined us. “Ana, Akari, and I have a meeting to attend,” he continued. “We’ll drop you guys off at the Angel Tower cafeteria and then come back to get you in an hour for your tour of the department. Then more training, individual meetings with us, and a surprise dinner planned for each of you.”


“It’s not much of a surprise if you’re telling us about it,” Leo pointed out.


“Or is it more of a surprise because you already see it coming?” Ana countered, her eyes sparkling mysteriously. “Let’s go.” She turned and our mentors began to follow her out of the gym.


Leo pressed that same spot on the bridge of his nose and frowned. “I don’t think that makes sense.”


I leaned closer to him. “Does any of this make sense?”


We shared an elevator down forty floors to Angel Tower’s bustling cafeteria. It was an impressive dining hall featuring a grand domed ceiling and a school-bus-sized chandelier adorned with glittering strands of peridots. All the round tables in the room were made of a shimmery, moss green marble whereas the chairs were basic, unassuming white wood. Or so it first appeared.


When our mentors motioned for us to sit, each of our chairs transformed. Leo’s became a black desk chair with wheels and a navy cushion. Monkonjae’s changed into a comfy seat that one might see in a magazine editor’s office. Mine morphed into a straight-backed armchair woven from natural fiber—identical to the chairs I had in my backyard on Earth.


“Whatever seat you choose in the Angel Tower cafeteria is always your preferred seat,” Akari enlightened as I nestled in. “You can use your Soul Pulse powers to get food, or if you don’t have anything specific in mind for lunch, the Infi-Buffet is that way. I think today’s featured cuisine is Japanese.”


“Yep. That’s where I’m going.” Leo got up quickly, causing his seat to revert back. “I’ve had bupkis to eat all day, and I smell tempura and sukiyaki. Be back shortly.” He hustled off, scratching the back of his head as he went.


“Leo watched a lot of TV cooking competitions on Earth and got really into all kinds of cuisine,” Ana explained. “He didn’t have a lot of opportunity to act on that interest, but he has the soul of a super foodie.”


Something he and I can bond over, I suppose.


“Anyway, see you guys in a bit,” Deckland said enthusiastically. “Be good.”


“Like we have a choice,” I jested.


He laughed and our mentors departed. Monkonjae and I sat in silence for a moment. When I glanced at him anew, his eyes were closed. Then a flash lit up the table in front of him and a steaming plate of shrimp étouffée and a glass of ice water appeared. He gave the meal a once-over.


“Amazing. It looks exactly like my favorite dish back home.” He picked up a fork that’d also appeared, and took a bite of his food. “Tastes like it too.” He pivoted to me. “Do you have the Dang, That Sounds Good app downloaded?”


I nodded. “Yes, but I haven’t tried it yet.” I glanced at the accessory on my wrist. Then I closed my eyes and concentrated. I sensed a bright flash and opened my eyes. A big bowl of lobster macaroni and cheese with a glass of nonfat milk had materialized.


“Sweet.”


We exchanged a smile, but inevitably my natural awkwardness got the better of me. Monkonjae and I ate quietly for a minute. I stole a couple of quick glances at him when he was distracted by his delectable stew dish.


Say something to him, my subconscious urged.


I can’t.


You can.


“So, um, Monkonjae,” I tried. “Where are you from?”


He lowered his fork. “Well, I was born in Liberia, but when I was six my parents immigrated to France. We lived there for about five years then when I turned twelve, we moved to America—New Orleans. What about you?”


“Well, I was born in Greenville, South Carolina. When I was ten, we moved to Spartanburg, South Carolina. Then when I turned twelve, my family moved to a slightly nicer street in Spartanburg, South Carolina. So you and I are basically the same person.”


I gave him a smirk and he laughed good-naturedly.


Monkonjae swallowed another bite of his food then alluded to the whole of the place. “So how are you adjusting to all this?”


My mouth twitched and suddenly I felt queasy, like my macaroni had morphed into trout pudding. “I died less than two days ago and was just told I have to go and save some random person on Earth starting tomorrow. So things aren’t great . . .”


I stabbed a noodle, emotion tensing my hand. “When Akari told me yesterday about the general role of a Guardian Angel, I was already wary. Add in the hastiness of beginning the job so quickly, and I guess you could say I am adjusting as best I can. Heaven is a lot to handle.” I took a bite of my food and swallowed roughly, deciding to change the subject to a more upbeat trajectory. “I did get my dog back, so at least there’s that. Do you have a pet up here?”


“Yes and no. I had a cat that died a couple years ago, but we haven’t reconnected yet.”


“Let me guess—most cats are in the bad place?”


“No, there’s a cat Heaven. But apparently most cats don’t care if their owners live or die, so they don’t meet you at a Rainbow Bridge for some grand reunion. They show up if they feel like it.”


“That checks out.” I took a sip of milk.


After another lull, curiosity outflanked my restraint.


“If you don’t mind me asking . . . how did you die, Monkonjae?” His expression turned sad. “Saving someone, actually. It was in the middle of my first year at university, and I was walking home after a late class. I saw some guys following a girl and I followed them. They tried to attack her in an alley. I went to help her. She got away, but one of the guys got me with a knife and . . .”


A terrible pause passed.


“I’m sorry I asked,” I said eventually.


“Don’t be. You’re the first person who has. Despite the shared reason we’re all here, most people in Heaven don’t like to talk about death. It dampens the mood, I guess.” He gave me an understanding look. “Do you want to tell me how you died?”


“Car accident,” I replied. “Nothing quite so noble.” I glanced around the room, taking in the demographics. “I wonder how many people here died because of accidents or murd—” I glanced at him. “Having their lives taken from them,” I corrected. “Most people in our department seem pretty young.”


“Deckland told me it’s because goodness is harder to hold onto the more you age. Cynicism, pain, and the general harshness of life tend to whittle away at souls. It’s rare for adults to be over 90% good. The likelihood decreases with every birthday.”


“I suppose that makes sense. Though it’s sad.”


“What’s sad?” Leo asked as he sat down with a tray loaded with tempura and enough sushi to fuel a Japanese swim team.


“Life,” I said.


He shrugged. “Only if you let it. Life is like a plate at a buffet.” He nodded to his platter as he picked up his chopsticks. “It’s as full as you want it to be.”


I stared at him a moment then nodded. “I like you, Leo.”


“Now I know I’m in Heaven,” he joked. “That’s the first time


a cute girl has ever told me that.”


I blinked. “Sorry?”


“You’re a looker, Grace Cardiff. I mean just take a gander at that round punim.” He gestured toward my face. “Adorable. Like if a Disney princess had a healthy appetite.”


He put a big slice of raw salmon in his mouth, and it took him several chews before he noticed my mouth ajar in stupor.


“What?” he said through his mouthful. “I can’t be super awkwardly honest too?”


[image: Image]


“Welcome to the Immediate Deployment Squad, kids,” Gentry said as he guided our group around the outermost ring of the room. “Watch the magic for yourselves. Shouldn’t be more than a half minute before the next call to action.”


I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I did know that “magical” was only one of the many magnificent adjectives I would use to describe this place. The latest stop on our GA tour had me second-guessing if we were still in Angel Tower or had somehow been transported to a really strange secret intelligence agency.


The entire level of Angel Tower dedicated to the IDS was contained within one gigantic room. Its centerpiece was an epic series of eight tubes that began from a common base then splayed up in different directions toward the ceiling like human-sized hamster cage tubing. Rings of desks filled the rest of the room, each equipped with five screens that angels in suits monitored vigilantly. Beside each desk sat a stool for a second angel dressed in athletic attire—white zip-up jackets, running shorts, tracksuits, etc. All angels wore a headset.


I was about to ask Gentry several questions when a blaring red light like a police car signal went off at a desk across the room.


The moment the siren sounded, the desk’s second angel leapt from her stool and raced for a tube that lit up. As she moved, her halo appeared. A panel in the tube’s side slid open. When she bounded in, a pair of silvery wings shimmered into existence behind her, straps attaching the feathers to her shoulders like a backpack.


The tube snapped shut and a magic force sucked her up. I thought for a second she was going to smash into the top of the room, but a glowing light formed where the tube connected to the ceiling and she phased out of sight. Her counterpart angel—still seated at the desk—typed speedily while he spoke into his headset.


Not five seconds later the process repeated with a pair of angels seated right in front of us. This runner angel went for a different tube. I rose on my tiptoes to peer at the desk angel’s monitors as his partner bolted. I heard him say something about miles per hour, and street intersections, and wind velocity. Maps, targeting systems, and street views lit up his screens. A countdown clock was ticking away in neon numbers on his upper right monitor.


Then I saw it. On the top left monitor, a semi-truck ran a red light. The screen below showed a view of a navy sedan driving along a forest-lined road. My eyes darted between the various vantage points and I realized what was about to happen.


“Watch out!” I blurted. It was pointless, as the inbound victim couldn’t hear me, but my chest was too seized with panic to accept that reasoning.


The truck was seconds from T-boning the sedan when suddenly a blinding light appeared between them. The angel that’d just left had sandwiched herself where the vehicles would have impacted and projected an energy shield that acted as a buffer. As a result, instead of getting demolished, the sedan spun out into the street—a bit dented, but the driver was okay. Fascinatingly, though I watched this happen on one monitor, the screen beside it showed the exact same scene minus the angelic being. On there it looked like the truck had simply bumped the car into the intersection without destroying it by pure luck.


“You okay?” Akari whispered to me.


I nodded, though I wasn’t sure.


Gentry pivoted toward us. “In your GA sector, half your staff is in the field with one Guardian Angel protecting a single important individual for years, while the rest of the workforce monitors the world around those selected humans—keeping track of things that could influence them, scrutinizing choices, exploring ripple effects. You guys are all about the long game. In this sector, we operate on pins and needles. We monitor everyone. Everywhere and all the time. The IDS scans the globe and the zillions of things happening each millisecond in search of imminent danger that one of our angels can prevent.”


“That’s incredible,” Leo marveled.


“It’s also stressful,” Ana replied. “The IDS is the most demanding job in the afterlife. Our work in Long-Term GA Assignments has higher stakes because the humans we look after can make a significant impact on the world, but all lives matter, and in this department, angels have the chance to save any number of them.”


“The problem is that there are over seven billion people in the world across seven continents,” Gentry explained. He gestured at the grand scale of the operation. “We can’t save everyone because there is just too much to keep track of.”


Our guide sighed. It was strange to see such melancholy in the eyes of an angel, especially one who—until now—seemed to have it so together.


Maybe no matter how in control or naturally high-spirited you were, you couldn’t completely escape the darkness.


“When bad things happen, people of faith wonder why they happened—how God could let them happen,” our host continued. “The fact is, God and the angels do everything we can to prevent bad things, but we don’t always find you in time, or know they’re about to occur. At the end of the day, it’s timing and luck; we get to some people while others slip through the cracks. Our GAs in this department go through years of extensive psychological prep before they can serve so they can learn to deal with the losses. Because believe me, we’re at risk to take them as hard as the people on Earth do. The key thing to remember is that while we can’t save everyone, we can save some people. That alone is plenty of reason to keep trying. Saving even one person is enough motivation.”


A DING! went off in a side extension of the room with a glass wall overlooking the command center. The angel who had just prevented the fatal accident reappeared. She used the connecting door to reenter our space. Upon doing so she removed her strapped-on wings, hanging them on a hook next to the door. A moment later they sparkled to vanishing and the angel resumed her seat beside her partner.


“Those are the loaner wings I was telling you about,” Akari whispered to me.


Three more sirens went off.


“Thanks for having us, Gentry,” Akari said. “We’ll get out of your hair now. Looks like a busy day. Come on, everyone.”


The six of us exited the high-tension room and continued with our tour, which spanned several more floors.


“And here we have our Theoreticals Department,” Deckland said as we journeyed through a corridor with glass windows that looked into various rooms. “Angels in this sector hash out potential scenarios based on upcoming decisions in our assignments’ lives.”


One room had two angels writing complex equations on chalkboards. In another, angels in silvery hazmat suits went in and out of pulsing portals. A third housed angels working over foaming cauldrons like they were witches in a classic Halloween movie.


Our group loaded into another glass elevator. Though hundreds of numbered buttons populated the inner panel, only a few had actual floor titles.


Ana pushed the up arrow and a rectangular button near the bottom labeled TOUR MODE. The lift began to rise at a slow rate—the names of the floors illuminating at the top of the elevator as we passed them. Ana narrated while we ascended.


“This is our GA Records Department, where you’ll find info on every GA case ever taken on. Then comes the Review Board,” we went by a new level, “for GAs in the field to discuss progress and plans for our assignments. Next is the Impending Interference floor.” Another department went by. “When GAs foresee high impact events coming and need help, they can assemble a team to take coordinated action. After that there’s the Counterthreat Department; we’ll come back to that later.” The floor flew by. “Then our GA private library where you can research tactics for guiding assignments, synergy options with different angels in Heaven, and so on. Lastly we have our museum.”


Ana hit the stop button. The elevator door slid open.


I stepped out first. The floor was solid amber and branched into three paths. The left led to an arched entryway with a plaque that read Fully Realized, the middle archway was labeled Gone Too Soon, and the final hall was simply titled Lost. Each entrance was concealed by silky mustard curtains with tangerine tassels, and featured a podium out front with a glowing white orb mounted on top like an enchanted volleyball.


Deckland motioned us to the left and we stopped in front of the Fully Realized podium.


“These halls stretch on for a really long time, but if you just want to see one specific exhibit, all you have to do is speak the name of the person you’re looking for, or the angel who protected them. There is also a shuffle function if you don’t have a preference and want to learn about someone random. Watch.” He put his hand on the white sphere. “Podium: Show me one of Akari Brown’s assignments.”


“Deckland, I don’t think—” My mentor’s protest came too late.


“Akari Brown has twelve fully realized GA cases,” said an automated voice, the sphere blinking in sync with every syllable.


“Podium: Shuffle Mode of those cases,” Deckland responded.


A shimmery flash went off behind the curtains. Deckland pulled back the drapes and waved for us to proceed. The room beyond had dark red carpet, regal white columns, and gold molding. It held all sorts of historical memorabilia—statues, paintings, documents in glass cases. At the entrance was a large marble bust. I didn’t need to read the nameplate to recognize the man it depicted. His face was in plenty of history books.


“Winston Churchill,” I said in awe. I spun around to Akari, who looked uncomfortable. “You were Winston Churchill’s Guardian Angel?”


She gulped before responding. “He was my longest and most difficult assignment.”


“Difficult?” Monkonjae repeated.


Akari rubbed her arm, reluctant to share.


“Yup,” Deckland replied on her behalf. “This guy was one of the most important people to live in the twentieth century and he helped shape and save the course of humanity when Hitler tried to decimate it, but he was SO hard to keep alive. Go on, tell them, Akari.” He nudged her encouragingly.


My mentor hesitated again, but finally acquiesced and sighed. “When Winston was in his twenties, he got captured during the Boer War. I had to help him escape a prisoner-of-war camp. Years later, he got hit by a car on a lecture tour in New York and almost died. He had a taste for cigars, fine alcohol, and fatty meats that should’ve ruined at least three major organs in his body and yet . . .”


“Yet somehow Akari kept calm and carried on, as the Brits say,” Ana finished. “She was able to keep that wily fellow alive through adulthood and multiple terms as prime minister. He did everything his soul had the potential to do and that is why he is in the Fully Realized section of the museum.”


Monkonjae and Leo wandered around the space with their mentors pointing out the historical significance of different objects. I stayed at Akari’s side. My mentor’s hands were on her hips as she absentmindedly glanced over the exhibit.


I tilted my head at her. “You were reluctant to answer Monkonjae. Are you not in the mood for questions?”


Akari flicked her gaze to me. “No. I just don’t like talking about my past assignments.” Her face darkened as she took in the exhibit again. Then she crossed her arms and addressed me in her normal professional manner. “I’m your mentor, Grace. One of my main jobs is to help you understand the afterlife. If you have questions about the GAs, Heaven, and so forth, fire away.”


I shrugged. “All right then.” I tipped my chin at Winston’s bust. “How many years were you assigned to him?”


“Over five decades. We actually became really great friends and still meet every Tuesday for breakfast.”


“Are all assignments that long?” I asked, stunned.


She shook her head. “The individuals we’re assigned to are all different. Souls are stable things, so from birth a lot of people are on our initial radar—individuals of interest, you might say. However, people are not stable, so a soul’s ability to impact the world changes.”


“Aren’t souls and people the same thing?”


“Not at all. The soul is your core—your inherent personality, skills, intelligence, and strength. How those things develop is dependent on outer influences—family, friends, media, teachers, enemies, environment, even chance. You’ve heard of the nature vs. nurture argument? Well, the truth is that both matter. Think of your soul or nature as a ball of clay. The nurture is the hands that shape you. So while nature may put you on the GA radar, we monitor the nurture until we can tell whether or not your final shape will be someone with the potential to achieve greatness and have positive impact on Earth on a grand scale. If you’re recognized as such, our department assigns a Guardian Angel to protect you in a hands-on way until you can reach your peak—until your potential is fully realized. That could be in your twenties, forties, even your sixties. Again, each assignment is different. Most of my cases have lasted five to ten years, but some have been very short. Winston was my longest by far because his value became apparent to the GAs early on in his life and he had a lot to accomplish throughout it.”


I bit my lip in thought.


Akari gave me a sideways glance. “You’re quiet. Don’t tell me you’re out of questions.”


“Actually, I have so many I’m having trouble deciding which to ask next.”


“Of course you are.” She rubbed her temple. “You know what, on second thought do me a favor. While I am committed to being there for you, Grace, my lunch meeting today was a bit draining. So if you could just pick two more questions for now and give me some time to regroup before your next batch, that would be great.”


I nodded, then took a moment to decide what thoughts were pressing most heavily on my brain. “Okay, number one: We didn’t pass any kind of assignments department on our tour. Where are the angels who decide which people are on your radar and who is deemed worthy of a Guardian Angel?”


“The department for that isn’t on our tour because the information is so delicate,” Akari explained. “We’re talking fabric of the universe. The angels who work in that sector deal directly with God and are located on what you might call a hidden floor. I’ve only been there twice.”


That spurred at least a dozen new questions, but I restrained myself and stayed the course. “Second question. The sphere out front said you had twelve cases that’d been fully realized. Your office door had the numbers 12:1. What’s the one?”


Akari’s expression soured significantly, also emanating hints of sadness and surprise. Maybe some resentment at me for having broached the subject . . .


“What did you say to Leo earlier? I’ll tell you when I know you better.”


“But—”


“Let’s go, team!” Akari called to the rest of our group. She turned to exit the room and pushed past the silk curtains.


When the five of us followed her out, we found my mentor standing by the elevator. She addressed Deckland and Ana. “You two mind finishing the tour without me? I have some paperwork to complete in my office.” She slumped slightly. “And I just—”


“Yeah, we understand,” Deckland interceded, a depth of caring and empathy in his tone I didn’t understand. “Meet us in the training center later.”


Akari nodded. The elevator arrived and she stepped on without looking at me. I’d clearly touched a nerve. A glob of guilt squirmed inside me as I watched her fall below the floor line as the lift sunk out of sight.


Typical, Grace. This woman is an angel and you literally caused her to flee. How are you 98% good?


Deckland headed back toward the archways, calling our attention to the one marked Gone Too Soon.


“Eyes over here, you three. This part of the museum pays tribute to great souls who accomplished many amazing things in their lives but died before they could do everything they had the potential to.” He put his hand to the sphere. “Podium: Shuffle Mode. Show me someone who impacted culture.”


A flash occurred behind the curtains, and we proceeded through to discover an exhibit dedicated to Freddie Mercury.


“I love Queen,” Monkonjae said.


“Same,” I seconded, delighted to have something in common with him.


“Freddie and the band produced amazing work that impacted a generation and will continue to influence people for the rest of time,” Deckland explained. “He’s one of the greatest artists in the history of rock music. Sadly, he died of AIDS in his mid-forties. With his talent—his soul—our department predicts that he could’ve released another six amazing albums. But he didn’t get the chance.”


We bowed our heads in silence for a moment—out of respect and also remorse. I hoped Mr. Mercury was out there rocking with the angels right now.


“The world is lesser for having been denied the full scope of what he, and the others honored in this part of the museum, had the potential to do,” Ana said. “Vincent Van Gogh, Marie Curie, Abraham Lincoln—they achieved such amazing things. Humanity is left to wonder what else such exceptional people could’ve accomplished with a little more time. We pay tribute to them here, for what they did do and who they were.”


Our group spent a while longer in the exhibit before Deckland and Ana escorted us out to the final curtained corridor, the one entitled Lost. Leo’s mentor placed her hand on the sphere.


“Podium: Wide View Mode.”


After the familiar flash, we ducked around the curtains to enter a long hallway. The walls on both sides were decorated with one framed headshot after another. There were so many of them and they seemed to stretch on for infinity. I stepped closer. I didn’t recognize any of the faces or the names engraved on plates beneath their frames.


“Who are they?” Leo asked, moving beside me and scratching his head.


“People who never got a chance to be,” Ana said sadly.


“I don’t understand,” I replied.


Ana joined us and pointed at the portrait of the young Asian girl we stood in front of. “This is Ariel Woo,” she said. “My friend Ronnie was her Guardian Angel. Ariel had the potential to cure cancer, but she died in a train crash last year.”


The small angel shook her head dejectedly. “She was the nineteenth soul born with the ability to cure that disease. Right now, we have seven souls on Earth with the same potential—five on the GA’s initial radar and two with active Guardian Angels already assigned. But they keep dying before they’re able to achieve their breakthrough.”


“By accident?” I asked, astounded.


“You could say that.” Deckland huffed with vague annoyance, crossing his arms. Ana eyed him, then noticed the distress in Leo’s expression as he stared at Ariel’s picture. She put a kindly hand on her mentee’s arm for an extended moment.


I wandered off to give them some space. Monkonjae accompanied me in the exploration. The enormity of what the hallway of portraits represented sunk in deeper with every step and every pair of eyes I locked with in those photos.


Deckland and Ana eventually migrated off to the side to discuss something in whispers. When I noticed Leo hadn’t moved from Ariel’s picture, I went over to him. “Hey, are you okay?”


“I’m verklempt.”


“Pardon?”


“Never mind.” He shook his head.


“So all these people . . .” Monkonjae got his mentor’s attention as he approached the front. “They were all supposed to do something as important as cure cancer but got killed before they could?”


His face was a marvel of shock and furrowed with pain. While you never wanted to see a handsome person in this much distress, it was nice to be reassured I was not the only one feeling overwhelmed.


“That’s the gist of it,” Deckland said with a sorrowful sigh. “Invent a clean form of energy, raise the consciousness of a nation, create art that inspires countless people, and so many other important acts of science, writing, revolution, government, music, and so on. All these people’s lives mattered, of course, but had they reached their full potential they could’ve mattered on a grand scale by impacting humanity in really meaningful ways.”


“There’s so many of them,” Leo said. The kid looked positively shook. “How many have there been? Lost souls, I mean.”


“That answer won’t help you, so I’m not going to give it,” Ana replied frankly. “We don’t want to scare you, but all mentors bring their new recruits here at the start of their GA journeys. Let this museum be a reminder of how important your jobs are, and how greatly your work can affect the world. You are the difference between a breakthrough in humanity and another picture on this wall . . .”


I gazed around as the expectations, the stakes, and the huge responsibility crushed my shoulders. Monkonjae and Leo did the same. We were a trio of kids who’d just been tasked with the fate of humanity. It was a lot.


“Now then,” Ana said, clapping her hands together with an abrupt enthusiastic turn. “Who’s ready for more halo training?”


Ugh, kill me.


Again.
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