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      To Dave: Thanks for being the guardian angel in my life.

      

      To Sammy: You have a long way to go before you reach angel status. Get back home now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Here We Go Again!

          

        

      

    

    
      I ran my fingers through my bed-head hairdo. Sabrina picked me up at dawn and I didn’t even have time to brush my hair. Straightening out the rings on my costume, I let out a sigh of relief. Although I’d rather still be snuggled in bed at the cottage, at least I was standing in front of the familiar humpbacked studio of the Cloud Nine Contest, instead of back in detention—or worse.

      Sabrina pulled a strand of hair off my face. “Go out there and kick some butt.”

      I waved good-bye to the best guardian angel ever. Somehow she’d managed to get me a reprieve. Or so I thought. Mr. Palmer came toward me with Celery in tow. I tried to read her face, but she hid it behind a curtain of green hair.

      Mr. Palmer shoved Celery aside and practically stuck his pompadour up my nose. “If I had my way, you’d both be disqualified, but I’ve been overruled. Someone with a much higher authority wants you to remain in the contest.” His green eyes bored right into me. “Seems you two actually have fans.”

      What a smug a-hole. The amulet turned a dark khaki as my anger grew. I’d show him. “Bet it sucks to be you.”

      Palmer clenched his fists then released them. Too many eyes were on him. He reached up and grabbed my necklace. “No jewelry, remember?”

      I reluctantly handed him the amulet. “Make sure you take good care of my necklace.”

      He stuffed it in his pants pocket like a piece of trash. “Better get moving. We air in five minutes.”

      All four members of Team Force strode onto the stage in their Darth Vader glory.

      Celery flipped Palmer off. “The jerk. Makes me even more determined to kick the Vaders’ butts. They’re his favorites.” She ran her fingers along the rings of her costume. “Can’t wait to put this baby through its paces.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Forgot you haven’t had a chance to read the instructions. I’ll fill you in. You’re going to be super stoked.”

      I hoped she was right. “So, what do you think we’ll do next?”

      “Every session they step it up a notch, so just be ready for anything.”

      Team Force stood in position behind their podium. Somehow even though their faces were covered with masks, I knew they were grinning. The team had reason to gloat—they beat us. Because of my “accident” our team had to default.

      Skater Boys’ eyes practically bulged out of their heads. Austin pulled me next to him. “We’re stoked you guys are here. There were all these rumors going around that you were kicked out of the contest. Palmer practically told us as much.”

      Palmer. No doubt now. He was our enemy. “I wouldn’t pay much attention to what he has to say.”

      Celery chimed in. “Yeah, he’s got little dick complex.”

      We laughed hard until the back doors flew open and the audience streamed in. Did I just see Schwartz with a jar of pond scum painted on a giant sign? I closed my eyes. I didn’t need the amulet to know the stress of winning the contest must be getting to me. Let alone the cameras watching my every move. My fifteen minutes of fame were lasting way too long. But I’d put up with it a while longer. I wanted to go home so badly.

      When I opened my eyes, I stared down at over fifty girls with Go Celery & Taylor and Girl Power signs packed into the front row.

      “Palmer was right about one thing—we do have fans. Maybe one of us will win Fan Favorite.”

      “Me.” Celery waved at the girls.

      They jumped up and down, screaming her name.

      That was all it took for Palmer to react. “Save your energy for when the cameras are on.”

      Blaine turned red. “Why don’t we have any signs? We rock too!”

      Celery laughed. “I think you mean suck.”

      I gave her a high-five. “Yeah, remember, we were the ones that found the fuel rods. Plus, we snagged a clue. We didn’t win, though, ’cause you guys didn’t come through.”

      Austin leaned toward me. “We’ll do better this round. Especially if you don’t hog the computer device.”

      The announcer strolled onto stage and the audience went crazy. Mr. Palmer stood between the podiums. “And now, our master of ceremonies, John Tribble.”

      The crowd roared even louder. Then they chanted his name. “John, John, John.”

      He held up a hand. “Thank you. First off, I want to announce that the Fan Favorite so far is Team Force captain, Spencer.” The crowd applauded, except for the girls in the front who booed. Tribble glared at them and then cleared his throat. “Now, let’s begin round two of the Cloud Nine Contest.”

      The audience cheered.

      “You’re in for a treat. We’re going to try something new this show.”

      The audience quieted down.

      Celery’s face glistened under the lights. Her nerves were probably getting to her just like mine were to me.

      Mr. Tribble paused. “We’re going to take the scavenger hunt to the streets of Angel City.”

      The audience took a collective breath before they began to scream.

      Celery grabbed my hand. “T, this is huge. No one’s ever been allowed to go anywhere near the city. It’s strictly for adults.”

      Skater Boys stood speechless for a moment, then Blaine said, “Dudes, I can’t believe they’re letting us run loose on the streets. Totally awesome.”

      Celery nodded. “And scary.”

      [image: ]

      True to its name, Angel City had every imaginable type of angel flying through the sky. There were chubby cherubim, statuesque Archangels and beautiful Guardian angels. The sky also held strange giant glowing wheels and flames that would look a lot more at home in Hell.

      “Hey, Cel, what are those things next to the cherubs? They’re hovering so close they’re making me nervous. ”

      “Oh, those guys are cool. They’re Virtues and Dominions.”

      Miss Know-it-all. “You must have aced Sunday School.”

      She gave me a smile. “Well, you obviously didn’t.”

      “Nope. Too busy playing Nintendo under the table. So, what are those things?”

      She laughed. “Not all angels take human form.”

      I pointed to a large creature that flew nearby. It sported six sets of wings with eyes peering out from between the feathers. So many eyes staring at me made my mouth go dry. “I suppose that scary beast is an angel too. Total horror film material. You sure we’re not in Hell?”

      She cringed at the vision in the sky. “Yikes. So that’s what a Seraphim looks like.”

      The eye’s swiveled in between the feathers, honing in on me. “What…do they do?”

      “They’re the guardians of Heaven.”

      Blaine tugged on Celery’s sleeve. “Dude, look, something’s glowing between your tits.”

      She shoved Blaine’s hand away. “Perv.” Celery reached down the front of her dress and held up the small tablet computer she found on the spaceship set. “Wow, look at this.”

      We huddled around the device. Different colored markers spread out over a map like a grid.

      Austin shouted, “It’s a GPS!”

      Celery took a few steps forward and we watched the purple mark as it moved across the screen. “O.M.G he’s right. Man, did we score. This is going to show us where to find everything on the list!”

      Several of the cute little cherub angels formed a circle above us and applauded. Gold confetti showered from the sky. A Frisbee-like object with a high-tech camera zoomed directly toward us. My answer as to how they were going to broadcast the contest.

      Blaine waved at the camera. “Hey, everybody, we’ve got this in the bag.”

      I wished I had his confidence, but I’d learned Junior Heaven always managed to suck the joy out of moments like these. “Look, guys, we better head out. Even though Team Force doesn’t have a GPS, they found a clue too. Maybe something even more valuable.”

      Blaine punched me in the arm. “Do you have to be such a downer?”

      Austin unrolled the scavenger list Palmer gave him. “We better read the directions.”

      

      Instructions for the Angel City Scavenger Hunt:

      Each item is worth ten points. Ten bonus points to the team that brings everything on the list back before the time is up.

      1. Collect Marilyn Monroe’s signature.

      2. Find a Celestial Medallion.

      3. Pluck two foot feathers from a Seraphim Angel.

      4. Find a devil bobble head doll.

      The whole team must be present when you return with the items. You have exactly two hours—starting now!

      

      Before Austin could finish, a loud gong rang out. “Bong.”

      Once the loud noise died down, a robotic male voice filled the air. “T-minus one hour and fifty seconds.”

      A large digital watch materialized on Blaine’s wrist. “Being the captain rules!”

      Celery held up her fist just inches from his face. “Oh, get over yourself. We’ve got to make a plan and fast. This stuff is going to be impossible to find. Even with the GPS, we could still lose.”

      I remained stuck on the first item. “I can’t believe Marilyn Monroe is here. I watched all her movies growing up. My gramp adored her.”

      A puzzled look crossed Austin’s face. “Think I might have seen pictures of her. Sort of fat actress from the fifty’s?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Blaine waved me away. His watch beeped, letting us know another ten minutes had gone by. “I don’t care about some old lady. We’ve got this.”

      Austin gave him a shove. “Right. Like finding a devil bobble head doll will be a cinch in Heaven.”

      I flashed back to my time with Lucy in Mr. Pollor’s Out of this World Emporium. “Maybe not. Celery, can I have the GPS?”

      Maybe Mr. Pollor had a chain of stores all over Junior Heaven—even in Angel City. I scanned the markers blinking on the grid. A red dot had the initials PWE underneath. “I’ve got an idea. Follow me.”

      Skater Boys grumbled, but Celery cut them off. “I’ll trust T’s instincts over yours any time.”

      I’d be taking a risk becoming the team leader, but someone had to. Blaine was useless. If I wanted to make it back to Earth, I needed to do everything I could to make sure we won. Luckily for me, the odds were looking good. The GPS red dot showed we were just a few blocks away. A camera disk materialized and followed right behind us. We raced down a boulevard lined with expensive shops just like Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills. Strange. Everything seemed untouched by the decay that had taken over the rest of Junior Heaven. The store windows were mirror perfect—crack free.

      The angels had expensive tastes. Luxury items filled the displays. Channel purses, Coach shoes all made of exotic high-tech materials—and gold—lots of gold. It seemed odd the angels would be shopaholics. Yet the city told me they needed a twelve-step program.

      Skater Boys did nothing but fight the whole way. Austin punched Blaine in the arm. “Why did we leave our boards behind at Mrs. Schwartz’s house? We could get there so much faster on wheels.”

      “Dude, you were the one who said they were too heavy.”

      So I wasn’t the only one to leave something precious behind at Schwartz’s.

      Celery covered her ears. “And they say girls gripe a lot.”

      Blaine nudged her shoulder. “Dude, did you just call me a girl?”

      Had I suddenly been transported back to third grade? I moved between them, trying to block the camera from getting a close-up. “Look, guys, we just have one more block to go. Can you keep it together until then?”

      “Sure.” Austin hooked my arm. “Let’s find the Devil doll. Still can’t believe what angels find cool. Worse than my sister and her Hello Kitty collection.”

      I waited for a squadron of angels to fly down and cart him away for making fun of them. The sky remained feather free. I held up the GPS but the signal kept fading in and out. “Guys, I think we should go this way.” I instantly regretted my choice when I faced a brick wall.

      Blaine pointed out the obvious. “Dude, that’s a dead end.”

      The GPS blinked to life. “Sorry, my bad. I meant this way.” The team reluctantly followed my lead. I’d better step up my game if I wanted to stay team leader. We turned the corner and the store loomed large—almost taking up the entire block. A huge bronze sign declared:  Mr. Pollor’s Out of this World Emporium. I pointed to the brick building. “If there’s a devil anywhere in Angel City, I bet it’s in there.”

      Celery trotted up next to me. “The place looks like something from another time. Like the eighteen eighties.”

      Austin and Blaine ran inside right behind us. We sucked in our breaths. Endless shelves packed full of everything from the latest bestsellers to picnic baskets stuffed with goodies for the perfect getaway filled the first floor. My vision blurred, totally overwhelmed
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