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            NO FREAKING WAY

          

        

      

    

    
      A shadowy fog clung to my body. Except, how could I stare down at myself? Strange. Where am I? Definitely not my bedroom. You could see my neon-striped comforter from outerspace.

      Something tugged at me like a giant vacuum cleaner. A blinding light made it impossible to see. I rubbed my eyes. When I opened them I was standing in an enormous plaza surrounded by mile-high skyscrapers. Everything sparkled and glowed so brightly I had to squint. I swallowed hard when a message appeared between two thunderclouds:

      Taylor N. Anderson. Departed Earth:  August 20, 4:30 pm. Current Level:  Junior Heaven.

      I read the sign one more time. Did the words really mean what I thought? Nah. I didn’t remember boarding a celestial plane.

      The message flickered for a moment, then changed:

      We are pleased to inform you that you are eligible for our rehabilitation program. Congratulations and good luck.

      I wiggled my fingers. Nothing bruised or broken. No blood. All my scars were still there—a map of my clumsiness and a few bad decisions. Other than an obnoxious low buzzing in my ears, and a sketchy memory, I was fine. Alive.

      On shaky feet, I walked into the empty square plaza. The thick, humid air felt like Florida in the summer. Most people would have broken a sweat. I loved the sauna-like heat. My gramp always joked I must be part iguana.

      My eyes strained under the perpetual glare of Junior Heaven. I walked deeper into the plaza, and my foot caught the edge of an uneven gold paver. The massive mirrored buildings that lined the plaza were chipped around the edges.

      Everything was slightly flawed—like me.

      Could I really be dead?

      Jumping jacks. I needed to wake myself up.

      One-two-three-four…

      In mid-jump, a fragrance hung thick in the air. Roses. I turned around and the smell grew stronger. Something glowing descended on an invisible silk cord like the acrobats in Cirque Du Soleil. The object moved toward me. I blinked hard. A mass of platinum blond hair framed a china doll face. She looked like a young Christina Aguilera. No way! An angel.

      “That’s not going to work, you know.” A playful glint shone in her blue eyes.

      I stopped jumping.

      The angel extended her hand from a billowy sleeve. “My name is Sabrina. I’m your guardian.” She flashed a celebrity smile. “Guess you think the Boss’s timing’s a bit off. I bet you thought you could screw up for years.”

      Guardian angels really existed? I didn’t expect them to be so snarky. My CSI brain kicked in. Things weren't adding up. This had to be some kind of weird dream. If this were Heaven, my grandparents would be here to greet me. My heart skipped a beat. What about my almost-boyfriend Ryan? He died just a week ago saving his brother’s life. Was I having this dream because I missed him so much?

      Sabrina gave me a smile. “You’ll be with him again.”

      Did she just read my mind?

      “Yes, I did.” The angel put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Sorry.” I peered over Sabrina’s wings at the Pearly Gates sign. “I don’t remember what happened before I got here. Am I really dead?”

      “You're an unusual case. Most children remember how they passed.” Sabrina patted my hand gently. “We find some teens need extra guidance. Things will be clearer after you attend orientation.”

      Ugh. Sabrina was treating me like a kid. “Wait a sec. I’m almost eighteen. Don’t I qualify for Adult Heaven?”

      She stuffed back a laugh. “It’s called Senior Heaven. You need to be twenty-one.”

      “Okay. So is this a stepping-stone to Senior Heaven? Are there only kids and teens here? What about dogs?”

      Sabrina smiled the way Grandma Allen always did when I asked too many questions. A bad habit I’d had ever since I learned to talk. The smile quickly faded when a silver disc the size of a large trash can lid darted out from between the clouds. A little man with a shaved head and a ridiculous handlebar mustache emerged from the disc. He pointed a tiny finger at me. “Miss Taylor Anderson. You need to stop talking and proceed to orientation. Understood?”

      I hunched my shoulders just like I always did in the principal’s office. Yet questions still flooded my mind. “I don’t understand…”

      The man on the disc held up his tiny hand like a stop sign. My mouth closed tight. How could I be intimidated by something so small?

      He smirked. “Enjoy your stay…while it lasts.”

      What the heck did that mean? So many questions and no answers—for now. I’d figure things out. Always did.

      The angel gave my hand a squeeze. “You’re strong. I like that about you.”

      She read my mind again.

      Sabrina led me around a corner and onto a stately boulevard. We ran into a group of equally dazed and confused kids dressed in everything from jeans and T-shirts to Halloween costumes, to Taco Hut uniforms. I searched wildly for any sign of Ryan’s tousled blond hair and crooked smile. Nothing. Strange, just like me, the kids showed no signs of how they died. Not a drop of blood on anyone. At least the dream I was having could be rated PG.

      Funny, I’d expected to be given some regulation gossamer robe. Instead, I still wore my short black leather skirt and matching top with its plunging neckline. Must have been out with my boy-crazy best friend Julie. Had I known my day would end in Heaven, I would have picked a different outfit.

      My wrist felt naked. The woven leather bracelet I wore to hide my lopsided birthmark must have fallen off somewhere. More proof. I’d never let that happen in real life.

      A girl dressed in a Catholic school uniform glared at my outfit. She pointed at my wrist. “Hey, ginger girl, what’s up with the gross tattoo?”

      What kind of Heaven had I conjured up? Instinctively I hid my arm behind my back. “I see the nuns forgot to teach you not to talk to strangers.”

      She sneered at me.

      Sabrina walked over to the schoolgirl. “Keep that up and you’ll end up with horns.”

      The girl’s face turned white as she pushed past Sabrina and ran. Overhead, the storm clouds vanished and a group of angels flew in formation. They fluttered in all directions and spelled out the word Welcome across the faded blue sky.

      “Wow, that’s amazing. They must practice for hours.” I rubbed my eyes. Behind the heavenly display, I sensed a bit of a horror show.

      “Actually, they usually suck. The squad is made up of new angels learning to fly.” She smiled. “You caught them on a good day.”

      Now I knew I’d dreamt up the whole thing. Of all the things I’d ever read about Heaven, nobody said it was funny. My adrenalin kicked in to hyper drive. I needed to figure out how to survive in this dream until I woke up. Sabrina might be my ticket out of here, so I better do what she said. I followed behind her until she stopped in front of a huge marble neo-classical building. An orange neon sign above the majestic columns read:  Jump Start Your New Life. She led me to a gilded door. “Go right in. Your afterlife coach is waiting for you.”

      “What? Who…”

      Sabrina just smiled, pumped her wings and disappeared into the sky. I peeked through the massive half-open paneled door. The walls were lined with paintings of angels flying through different heavenly settings. Then I turned the corner and couldn’t believe my eyes. Mrs. Schwartz, my horrifying fifth grade teacher, sat behind a desk the size of a Volkswagen. I must have turned the corner and wound up in Hell. I shouldn’t have stolen that fabulous black lace skirt from Macy’s last summer.

      My stomach churned as I stared at my grade school nemesis. Strange. Why would I want to face Schwartz again in a dream? Except, there she sat, ramrod straight in a velvet throne chair, sorting through a stack of papers. She still wore the same ratted out blond hairdo the class nicknamed “Helmet.”

      My former teacher caught me peering through the door. “Stop gawking, Taylor. Get in here now.” She gestured for me to sit in a swan-backed chair in front of the desk.

      Still stunned, and barely able to move, I managed to keep my skirt at a decent length as I sat down. I couldn’t believe Schwartz was wearing her favorite retro 80s bright purple power suit with linebacker shoulder pads. The kids lovingly used to call it “Grape Hurl.”

      She cleared her throat, giving me a familiar chill. “Well, I wish I could say I didn’t expect to see you for at least twenty years, but I knew your life would be short.”

      “I’m not dead. I’m dreaming!”

      More like a nightmare with Schwartz as the star.

      The Helmet tilted forward as Schwartz snorted. “Really? No buzzing or weakness in your legs?”

      My legs seemed okay. My ears were another story. A whole colony of whispering bees flew around in my head. I didn’t like where this conversation was going. I couldn’t be dead. That would mean I’d never get any more kisses from my beautiful collie Lucy. “I feel fine. Plus I don’t have any blood or bruising.”

      “Everyone here looks the same as they did the day they died. Before the fatal moment, of course.”

      “Of course,” I repeated. Schwartz always hated it when I parroted her words.

      She thrust back her linebacker shoulders. “Nice try. Are you ready to start taking responsibility for your actions?”

      My suspicions were confirmed. I’d moved into Hell—one hell of a nightmare.

      Schwartz shuffled papers on the desk like a veteran poker player. “We’ll have time to go over your bad decisions in our upcoming sessions.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to change the dream to a trip to Disney World. Nothing. I let out a deep sigh that caused a major wardrobe malfunction.

      “Young lady.” Schwartz jumped to her feet and almost lost her wide-rimmed red glasses. “Your attire is totally inappropriate.”

      She waved her pointer and a shimmering light floated around me. My sexy top vanished. It was replaced with a XXL dull grey T-shirt, so big it almost covered my skirt.

      “There, now we can get down to business.” Schwartz snapped her fingers and a paper appeared. “Look over this contract, and if you agree, we can get started.”

      I stared at the paper, faced with the smallest type I’d ever seen. Tracing my finger around my lopsided birthmark, I formed invisible Saturn-like rings. Usually thinking of my favorite planet helped calm me. Didn’t seem to work in this dream.

      My former teacher hovered over my shoulder and handed me a magnifying glass so I could read the microscopic type. “You, the undersigned, will follow all instructions and complete every test so you can move on to the final level, Senior Heaven. If you do not complete the tasks to your coach’s satisfaction, you will become your worst nightmare for eternity. By signing this paper, you agree to have Mrs. Schwartz as your afterlife coach.”

      Wait a sec. If this is a dream, then I can finally grow a backbone and tell Schwartz off. I threw the contract down in disgust. “I’m not signing. This can’t be real.”

      The familiar scowl returned to Schwartz’s plump face. “You are not dreaming. This is your one and only chance to avoid an unpleasant end.”

      “Back to your old scare tactics, eh, Mrs. Schwartz? Isn’t there an Angel Appeals Court?”

      The Helmet listed forward as she hovered over the edge of the desk. “No. You either accept me as your afterlife coach for the next two weeks or end up as your worst nightmare. Simple as that.”

      Two weeks with Schwartz was like an eternity. Funny, I couldn’t think of my worst nightmare—I’d had so many. Although, this one was quickly shooting to the top of the list. My parents always thought it was the time I almost had my leg amputated by a vending machine. Who knew kicking the machine to free a stuck bag of chips could be so dangerous? After I recovered, my friends christened me “The Cat.” Another confirmation this was a dream. I’d only blown through seven of my lives.

      I decided to push the dream version of Schwartz’s buttons. I put my hand to my forehead. “Sorry. I don’t have a worst nightmare. My life’s been pretty horrifying with all the accidents.”

      Schwartz cleared her throat. “I see you haven’t lost your passion for the dramatic.”

      “Nope. Just like your passion for ridiculous hairstyles.”

      She stroked the Helmet. “Insults will get you nowhere. But, if you work hard, I promise you will be rewarded. Not only with the answers to your questions, but you’ll earn the chance to move forward to Senior Heaven. It’s such a beautiful place. Worth all the studying and tests.”

      What am I doing? If I don’t fight the dream, maybe it would end faster. “No problemo. You know me. I love hard work.”

      “Good.” She sucked in a breath. “Now, it’s mandatory you remember your last moments. Don’t worry. I’m certain after a few sessions in my capable hands I’ll get you on track.”

      “What if I don’t pass?”

      “Not an option.” She turned toward her desk. “You’re my last student. I’m ready to retire.”

      “So that means I’ll have to remember my death?”

      “Yes, but the reward is far greater than the pain.”

      Goose bumps formed on my arms. Pain? Could I have been murdered? Stop freaking out. This was just a dream. “Sorry, Mrs. Schwartz, I’m still not convinced.” I pushed away a nagging thought I might be experiencing the first stage of grief—denial.

      She walked over to her desk. A large glass jar full of green goo popped up out of nowhere. She reached her hand into the jar and came up with a dripping khaki-colored spongy mess. “Fine. If you’ve made up your mind, there’s nothing I can do but move on.” She shoved the disgusting blob inches from my face. “Welcome to your worst nightmare.”

      I shrunk away from the slimy mess dripping all over the floor.

      Schwartz stood with way too big a grin on her face. “You chose the fate. How many times during your life did you joke about reincarnation? I’m your afterlife coach and I pick what you come back as. I choose pond scum. It’s emotionless, like you.”

      “No way. I’m feeling pretty angry right now.”

      “Taylor, you know you stuff down your emotions any chance you get. The only reason you are talking back to me now is because you are in denial.”

      “That's because you’re not real!” I’d had enough of this crazy nightmare. I turned my back on her.

      “You should make the right decision before you step out the door.”

      “Like I’m going to believe if I don’t sign the stupid contract, I’m going to become some green, globby slime.”

      I paced the floor like Lucy did when she needed to go outside. The dream had spun out of control.

      Schwartz blocked my path. She held up a pretty gold necklace with a clear glass amulet. The glass vial was filled with a strange thick liquid. “Maybe this will make your decision easier.”

      I took the necklace from her hand. “What is it?”

      “The amulet will help you see when you’re stuffing down your emotions.”

      “I told you, I don’t stuff down my emotions.”

      Schwartz let out a grunt. “Really?” She pointed to the amulet. “Touch it.”

      With an unsteady hand, I tapped the glass with my index finger. The liquid inside turned a gross yellowish green, then the glass grew hot. “What the? The thing looks like it’s full of snot!”

      “Ever the drama queen. The color is moss.” Schwartz dangled the glass vial in front of my eyes. “Look closely. The amulet is filled with a tiny bit of pond scum. When you’re beginning to suppress your feelings, it changes to the color of moss. If you stuff your emotions down, it turns a dark khaki. When you’re getting close to letting your emotions go, it turns a pale mint green. The scum will disappear when you set your emotions free.”

      “I don’t believe you. Gotta be some trick.”

      “This is very real.” To make her point, she reached back into the big glass jar and shoved the stinky spongy mess in my face again. I’d heard of words coming back to haunt you, but this was too much. I pushed her hand out of the way. Why did my worst nightmare have to be being reincarnated? “Why would you want me to be disgusting scum?”

      “Like I said before, it’s the perfect example of something that has a total lack of emotion. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted to make your mother happy?”

      Crap. How could she know that? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The scum in the amulet bubbled away, turning the liquid a dark khaki green, the color of sewer water.

      “Taylor, emotions shouldn’t be something you dread. They should be something you embrace.”

      Easy for her to say, she wasn’t raised by a Cruella de Vil of a mother. I could hear her now. “Taylor, I don’t care if you’re dead and in Heaven, you know the rule. No crying—ever!”

      I instinctively bit my lip. “Pets love you unconditionally. Caring about people is so painful.” I’d learned about love the hard way. I thought I was going to die when Ryan said he only wanted to be friends. “Love hurts. I see why my mother taught me to stuff my feelings down.”

      “Taylor, your mother was wrong.”

      Damn, I’m proving Schwartz is right about me. “It doesn’t matter anyway. This whole thing is one crazy nightmare.”

      “For the last time! This is real. You’re in Junior Heaven, but not for much longer.”

      Chewing on my nails like they were dinner, I needed to prove more than anything this was a dream. An article in the newspaper flashed into my mind. “No, Mrs. Schwartz, you’re not real. I have proof!”

      My former teacher’s brown eyes bored into me. “Really? What is it?”

      “You look exactly the same as you did when you taught fifth grade six years ago. You told me everyone looks exactly the way they did right before they died.”

      Schwartz smiled. “That’s true for children but not for privileged adults like me.”

      I tossed the amulet on her desk. “I’m done. This dream is over.”

      I ran toward the door, but Schwartz clapped her hands and the door slammed shut in my face.

      “Nice try.” She waved her pointer in a circle. “Maybe this will convince you.”

      A purple glow filled the room. My body tingled as my skin turned a strange color of green. Something made my nose itch. I reached up to touch it and a gross dark khaki mass was in place of my hand. What the hell? This couldn’t be happening. My legs suddenly grew wobbly. They dissolved into a Jell-O-like goo. I tried to stop them from liquefying, but my fingers were gone. I had kitchen sponges for hands. Schwartz tried to tell me something, but I couldn’t hear her. My ears quickly filled with a gelatinous slime.

      The nerve! She was really turning me into pond scum. She didn’t even give me a chance. I opened my mouth to scream. To tell Schwartz she couldn't go through with her threat. Nothing came out.

      Silence.

      My mouth—everything that used to be me, Taylor Anderson—gone.
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      A purple light illuminated the room as bits of my former self reemerged. First my brain, then tiny legs and arms. Schwartz smiled down on me as she waved the pointer back and forth. Her massive body cast a dark shadow, which made it hard to see. I’d never felt so insignificant—or more terrified.

      A burst of energy ran through me. The ground grew farther away. In an instant, my familiar human body returned. The dark khaki goo on my arms and legs vanished, along with the sewer stench. So did the low incessant buzzing in my ears. I could hear clearly for the first time since I arrived. Then a lump formed in my throat. I fought not to throw up. In my heart, I could no longer deny the obvious. “Shit, I’m really dead!”

      The distinct taste of Ivory soap hit my tongue as my mouth filled with suds. I spit them into my hand. “Yuck. What the he…”

      Schwartz beamed. “Every time you curse in Junior Heaven will be the same.”

      Talk about old school. My mom had told me stories of her German great grandmother washing her mouth out with soap. “Message received.”

      “Good. Hopefully you’re convinced about the contract as well.” Schwartz pushed me into the chair. “Sign. Then we can move on.” She shoved the document at me, along with a silver pen and a magnifying glass.

      My mouth went dry. I had run out of options, for the first time in my life—make that death. I ran a hand along my arm, remembering the emptiness of being pond scum. Any doubts I’d had about signing on the dotted line vanished. I picked up the magnifying glass and read the tiny letters before me. Signing this contract waives all rights for eternity.

      The pen shook. Could I really sign myself over to Schwartz?

      My former teacher tapped her foot on the floor. “You don’t have all day.”

      With a wobbly hand, I scribbled my name. Goose bumps formed on my arms. Now what?

      “So tell me, Taylor, what did you learn from being an emotionless mound of goo?”

      “How would I know? I didn’t have a brain.”

      “I had higher expectations of you. After all, my retirement’s in your hands.” Schwartz handed me the necklace. “Take this. Put it on now.”

      With shaky hands, I placed the amulet around my neck. The scum floated on the clear liquid at the top of the glass vial. As soon as it touched my skin, the scum began to bubble on the surface. The glass felt hot to the touch, as the scum continued to multiply. “Do I really have to wear this thing? The snot-colored stuff is growing!”

      “Yes. I explained this to you. It grows larger when you stuff your emotions down. It’s a tool to help you learn to let your emotions go free.” She tapped the amulet with her pointer. “Don’t even think about taking it off—I’ll know. Punishment will be swift.”

      I held up the amulet. “But it’s alive. This thing creeps me out.”

      “Taylor, you’re obviously not taking my role as your afterlife coach seriously. Mr. X can deal with you.”

      I fidgeted in my seat. “Mr. X? Who’s he?”

      “He runs the Temple of Truth. He'll get what I want out of you.”

      My fingers clutched the chair. “You make it sound like I’m going to be tortured.”

      She flicked her pointer at me. “To the temple, now!”

      My body ached like someone had folded me into an origami animal. Like being transformed into scum wasn’t enough for me to go through. Standing on shaky feet, I faced an exact copy of the Khufu pyramid in Egypt. I rubbed my eyes. Was my vision affected by whatever happened? A bronze sign above the enormous entrance doors declared “Temple of Truth.”

      A bald man the size of a WWF champion wrestler stood by a large Sphinx statue. He wore a robe covered with Egyptian hieroglyphics. He waved, trying to get my attention. “Please come in.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      The man ignored my question and signaled for me to follow him.

      I searched the temple for any other signs of life. None. I planted my feet firmly on the ground. Since I’d been two, I’d never followed a stranger anywhere. “I’m not going with you until you tell me what’s inside.”

      Levitating a foot off the floor, the man tapped a large gold bracelet and a surge of energy raced through me. At the same time, a red slip of paper with a big black X materialized in my hand. He pulled me into a chamber with the ease of a fisherman reeling in his catch. The harder I tried to free myself, the worse my situation became. I needed to find a way out. Could there be a doorway hidden amid the scenes of royal life depicted on the walls? I scanned the enormous painted courtyard in search of the slightest break in the paintings. Whimsical animals strolled through the foliage; their eyes followed me as I floated by. I made one more attempt to find an exit. Nothing. Then, just as quickly as the energy swept over me, it fled, leaving my body exhausted.

      The bald man pointed to a door carved into the shape of a scarab beetle. “Wait in there.”

      My hand reached for the doorknob, but then I hesitated—for a second. What was on the other side? An ancient tomb? I opened the door and faced a long line of people that rivaled the ladies’ room at the Pacific Theater. Kids of all colors, shapes and sizes, just like when I first entered Junior Heaven, pushed each other toward a large bright blue room. The sound of so many kids grunting and groaning filled the hall with an eerie, almost tribal chant.

      The walls were rimmed with long, white overstuffed benches that resembled large rectangular clouds. Just like in a game of musical chairs, the kids all raced to find an empty spot. A few of the girls glared at me. Crap. The frumpy T-shirt from Schwartz made me look like an idiot. Wanting to look cool, I quickly tied the top into a knot so a bit of stomach showed.

      I stood by a sliver of a bench at the far end of the room, next to a pretty girl dressed head to toe in gold. Her eyes were lined with heavy black makeup; she made a beautiful modern day Cleopatra.

      I touched her shoulder. “Do you think I can squeeze in next to you?”

      The brunette moved over a few inches.

      “Love your costume.”

      “Thanks.” She held out her hand. “Name’s Isis. I’m trying out for the Cloud Nine Contest.”

      “Taylor.” I shook her hand. “Sorry, never heard of the contest.”

      She glanced at me and smiled. “Guess you’re a newbie. It’s the biggest event in Heaven. A huge scavenger hunt that’s broadcast everywhere. The grand prize is awesome.”

      “Is it getting out of here?”

      She laughed. “Better. You get to go back to your old life.”

      “Wow, that’s awesome!”

      The amulet turned a pale mint green, sensing my excitement.

      She pointed to my neck. “That’s a cool necklace.” She touched the glass vial. “It’s changing colors. Is it like a mood ring?”

      I put my hand around it and smiled. “Kind of.”

      Then she spied my red paper and bit her lip. “You’re the first person I’ve met with a red slip.”

      I shrugged. “Lucky me.”

      She laughed. “You’ve got the right attitude.”

      I gave her a weak smile. “Thanks. Do you know anything about Mr. X?”

      “I think the scary stuff is all hype.” She squeezed my hand. “You’ll do fine. I’ve heard he just asks stupid questions about your time in school on Earth.”

      School, my least favorite subject. “Oh, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “You’ll be fine.” She ran her fingers through her long, wavy hair. “As long as he doesn’t put on the headset.”

      Huh? “What do you mean?”

      Isis opened her mouth just as a loudspeaker clicked on.

      “Will group C exit out the west door.”

      She glanced down at her orange piece of paper. “That’s me. This is my audition. The contest starts soon.”

      Great. She left me with more questions and no answers. “Good luck.”

      Isis smiled as she darted for the door. She disappeared along with a bunch of kids all carrying orange slips. Why couldn’t I be one of the lucky ones? I moved over to Isis’s empty spot, next to two guys about my age, one sandy blond and the other dark-haired. Total skater dudes dressed in black skinny jeans and matching hoodies. They clutched yellow pieces of paper. Not wanting them to make fun of me, I stuffed my red slip in my skirt pocket.

      They ignored me and continued their heated conversation. The dark-haired guy’s face turned bright red. “Dude, I didn’t know. Someone said the place was rad.”

      The blond punched him in the arm. “Rad? Because of your stupid idea to try out State Street, we’re dead. Thanks a lot, a-hole.”

      They knew how they died. I still couldn’t remember a thing. I leaned forward, wishing I wasn’t wearing the dumb grey T-shirt. “You guys remember how you died?”

      The dark-haired guy turned around and glared at me, revealing a ying-yang tattoo on his neck. “Can’t you see we’re in the middle of something?”

      The blond elbowed his buddy and then leaned over and held out his hand. “Ignore the idiot. I’m Austin. He’s Blaine.”

      Blaine, the guy with the tattoo, punched Austin in the arm again.

      Austin ignored him. “What’s your name?”

      “Taylor. Are you guys newbies too?”

      Blaine’s eyes moved toward my wrist. “Hey, what’s up with the lame tattoo?”

      Great. How could I forget to hide it? The amulet turned the gross snot color. My nerves must be more frazzled than I thought. I quickly tucked the necklace under my shirt so the guys wouldn’t notice. I didn’t need them teasing me about one more thing.

      Austin moved next to me. “I think it’s kind of cool. What does it mean?”

      “Um...it doesn't mean anything. It’s a birthmark.”

      Blaine’s eyes grew large. “Dude, that sucks.”

      I gave my pat answer. “I think it makes me special.”

      “Sure you are.” Austin’s eyes drifted away from my mark. “You know, we’ve been here for a week and never met someone who didn’t know how they died.”

      Goose bumps formed on my arms. “Really?”

      Blaine snorted. “Wanna bet you’d get the same answer from everyone here.” He gave me the once over. “You must’ve been hacked up. Or worse.”

      I shuddered. What could be worse than being mutilated?

      A clank came through the loudspeaker. “Group K, please exit out the east door.”

      Blaine stood and grabbed Austin’s arm. “Dude, that’s us. Hope we get picked. The contest prize is crazy cool!”

      “You coming too?” Austin shook off Blaine’s grasp.

      “No. I better stay here.”

      “Don’t worry, Taylor. I’m sure you’ll remember soon.”

      I gave up talking to any more kids. Instead, I grabbed a magazine someone had left behind—a copy of Teen Magazine from 2001. Reminded me of sitting in the waiting room at the dentist’s office. More and more groups of kids were called. Soon I sat in a half-filled room. They all headed off to audition for the fun contest while I sat waiting for some guy named Mr. X. Tired of waiting, I marched up to a vacant reception desk and pounded on the counter. “Can anyone help me?”

      A voice crackled through a speaker. “Have a seat, Miss Anderson.”

      I didn’t move.

      “Your appointment isn’t for another five minutes.”

      My blood boiled, but who could I be mad at, the wall? The amulet heated as the scum multiplied. I needed to get out of here. To the left, a boy half my size, dressed in a silver robe covered in purple hieroglyphics guarded a gold door. I raced for the door and the boy tried to block it. It was pretty funny when his head only came up to my waist. With one shove, I pushed him aside and grabbed the handle.

      Inside, gilded walls glowed, illuminated by two brass chandeliers the size of a Smart car. The space could easily have been used for a movie theater. Instead, only a lone chair stood in the center of the room. The red velvet chair had large gold sphinxes carved on each side. Somehow I’d been expecting something more menacing. In the movies, truth got extracted in some very unpleasant ways. The room was filled with impressive hieroglyphic panels and a mural depicting an ancient river. The sound of rushing water echoed all around me while I scanned the room for a crack of light that might mean a chance for escape.

      Nothing.

      I walked over to the harmless-looking chair. Could it be something far more sinister? I sat in the deep cushions. Trumpets drowned out the peaceful rushing water. A man as tall as a basketball player, wearing a loose gold robe, materialized out of thin air. What the heck?

      He drifted closer to me. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. I’d expected some sort of Egyptian Pharaoh, not this tall, strange, distorted creature. His skin, as pale as onionskin, was so translucent, the map-like network of blood veins running across his arms showed through. He floated down until his sandal-clad feet touched the stone floor. “Welcome to the Temple of Truth. Seems you can’t wait to get started.”

      Crap. He knew I broke in.

      “The kids call me Mr. X, but my name is Xavier.”

      Xavier. Too nice a name for this scary person.

      I gripped my chair like it could transport me out of here.

      I bit my lip. “Um…I’m Taylor. Nice to meet you.”

      He walked closer on his squeaky leather sandals. “Don’t be nervous. We’ve taken centuries to perfect the process.”

      The little hairs on my neck stood up as the amulet heated to a low boil. “How long will it take?”

      “I assure you this will be over quickly. If you follow my directions and answer the questions correctly, of course.”

      My skin grew hot and my vision blurred. “I’m not answering any questions until I know what you want from me.”

      Xavier ran his long, cold fingers over my forehead. A slight woozy feeling filled my head, reminding me of the time I rode Space Mountain three times in a row. I tried to open my mouth to speak but couldn’t. A snap of Mr. X’s fingers and the lights went out. Sandalwood inundated the room like a giant blast of air freshener. I fought to keep my eyes open. My arms felt cold and moist. Was I going to turn into scum? I concentrated on one of the lotus flowers in the mural so I wouldn’t lose consciousness. The flower shrunk smaller and smaller.

      My trick failed.

      A second later I woke up. When I opened my eyes, Mr. X sat in front of me on a chair exactly like mine. His long fingers stroked the top of the carved golden sphinx. He dropped his head to the side and put something in his ear. Then he pushed a clear plastic tube in front of his mouth. A high-tech headset.

      Ah crap. Didn’t Isis say something about the head-thing?

      “You will answer all questions truthfully. You are no longer able to lie or hide your true feelings.”

      Why was everyone so interested in my feelings? I gripped my chair and stared at the shimmering object on his head. Why hadn’t Isis told me what it meant?

      Mr. X sat with a round device glowing in his hand. He adjusted his headset before speaking. “Where did you live on Earth?”

      “In L.A.”

      “Yes, the city of angels. Did you like the school there?”

      I might not be able to lie, but he hadn’t said anything about sarcasm. It wasn’t lying, right? I ignored the warmth radiating from the amulet. “Of course. They picked me as prom queen.”

      A white light shot out of a medallion in the ceiling. My vision blurred. I held up my hand to shield my eyes. Better lay off the sarcasm. Besides, there had been no rhinestone crown in my former life. I’d been the opposite of popular—an outcast.

      He whispered into the long, clear, plastic mouthpiece before speaking. “No. That is not correct. Concentrate. If you answer all the questions correctly, you’ll get a reward.”

      Mr. X had just tortured me and he wanted straight answers? “I’m trying.”

      “Try harder. Once again, did you like high school?”

      My arms couldn’t move. Were they pinned to the chair by invisible chains? I kicked at the wooden paw foot. “No.” I mumbled. “I couldn’t wait to graduate and head off to college.”

      Mr. X turned his back to me and spoke into his headset. This time a man’s voice sounded, but I couldn’t make out what he said. Mr. X turned back to me. “Why didn’t you feel like you belonged?” A light suddenly turned on. “This is your last chance.”

      “Okay! I’m a freak. Just like the kids said.” The heat from the amulet receded.

      A leer crept across X’s creepy face. “Good! Now, do you love your mother?”

      What did that have to do with school? “Of course I love her.” The second the words came out of my mouth, the light from the ceiling began to glow.

      Mr. X pointed at the ceiling. “You can no longer lie about your feelings.”

      I wriggled in my chair, trying to not look at the light. “Why aren’t you asking me more questions about school?”

      He sat stroking the orb in his hand.

      The orb turned from white to blue. I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “All right. Maybe I didn’t love everything about her.”

      Mr. X nodded. “Go on.”

      The light in the ceiling grew brighter as it began to move closer to me. Which device would get to me first?

      “She drove me crazy! Too strict and always uptight,” I shouted, as if trying to scare the beams of pain away. “I planned on ditching mom’s house as soon as I could.”

      Mr. X clasped a hand around the orb and whispered into the headset. He took orders from someone. Were there hidden cameras inside the elaborately painted walls?

      The room fell silent. The beam stopped moving closer. “What about your father? Did you want to escape him as well?”

      I bit my lip. The amulet began to heat up again. “No. Dad was okay. He worked hard to make sure we had a nice life.”

      The light descended from the ceiling and touched my head. The smell of burning hair filled my nostrils. I held back a scream as Mr. X spoke briefly to the headset. The light suddenly retracted and he turned his attention back to me. “Drop the well-rehearsed answers. Give me the truth.”

      Like I ever gave anything but a politically correct answer whenever someone asked about my pleasant but distant father. In my household, honesty wasn’t the preferred policy. I ignored the heat building from the amulet. “He’s the best Dad ever.”

      The light touched the top of my head and the smell of burnt hair filled the air once again. The pain made me fight to stay conscious. I blurted out my answer. “All right! He worked a lot. I know he tried to be a good father, but he lived under my mom’s thumb. Just like me.” I gripped the arms of the chair. My body felt lighter than air. I should have told the truth a long time ago.

      “One more question. What thing do you miss the most from your old life?”

      Without thinking I said, “Lucy.”

      Mr. X spoke into the headset. His lips moved so fast they were almost a blur. Then he stopped and cocked his head. “Interesting. Why not your best friend Julie?”

      Did I dare admit the truth again? The heat of the light radiated from the ceiling. I had no choice but to answer. “Because my mother taught me to never show affection toward people, only pets. I could cry when my goldfish died but not at my grandparents’ funerals. Not even at Ryan’s. Pretty screwed up.” The amulet lay cool against my skin.

      The man spoke loudly enough in the headset I could hear him. “You have my permission to proceed.”

      Mr. X nodded and then snapped his fingers. I held my breath as the blue light radiated out of the orb. Just like in a magic show, Lucy, my beautiful collie, materialized before my eyes.

      She barked three times and put her paws in my lap. This couldn’t be happening, even here in Junior Heaven. I must have lost my mind from being tortured.

      Mr. X got up and stood beside Lucy. “Your reward for completing a good session. Five minutes with your dog.”

      Lucy covered me in kisses. My face was soaking wet. “I’m so glad she’s here. My mother never wanted a dog. She’s better off here with me.” To have Lucy by my side would make Junior Heaven so much easier to bear. Letting my feelings out had been worth it. “This is the best reward ever.”

      “Taylor, you must have not heard me. You’ve only been granted a brief visit.” He frowned, but it seemed more like a smile. “I must send her back.”

      “No!” I got down on my hands and knees and hugged Lucy tight.

      Mr. X spoke into the headset. His boss’s response came through clearly. “Give her fifteen minutes.”

      I hugged Lucy tight, as if she could transport me back to my old life. The fragrance of cinnamon and apples filled the air. Mom must have just taken her to the groomer. She hated that Lucy actually smelled like a dog. I gave Mr. X my best give-me-what-I-want look. “Can’t I have more time?”

      “No. Be grateful for that. I think this reward is too generous.”

      Guess it only worked on my dad. “Can I be alone with her?”

      “All right. If you must.”

      Mr. X left the room and I knew my time was almost up. No way could I lose my baby again. I grabbed hold of Lucy’s collar and ran for the door. Alarms blared and lights flashed as I threw open the door and sped across the temple chamber toward the front entrance. Several temple guards tried to block my way with huge spears. Being with Lucy again made me feel invincible. Thanks to my three Karate lessons, I kicked the spear out of each guard’s hand. I patted Lucy, signaling her to stay close as we ran through the entryway.

      I broke through the front doors. A loud gong rang out through the speaker system. “This is a Heavenly alert. Taylor Norberta Anderson has escaped The Temple of Truth.”

      I raced toward an alleyway when Lucy stopped in the middle of the street. She barked at the sky. “What is it, girl?”

      A glint of silver flashed between two angry clouds. I tried to calm Lucy down, but she jumped in the air, trying to grab the disc like a Frisbee.

      Mustache Man appeared. “Tell your stupid dog to heel.”

      Lucy kept jumping and barking. “Why don’t you leave? You’re scaring my dog.”

      “Stop her right now!” He twirled his handlebar mustache before he aimed a light at Lucy. Some kind of powerful tractor beam tugged at her. My fingers turned bright red as I slowly lost my grip.

      Lucy yelped as Mustache Man’s light beam held her high up in the sky.

      “Return her immediately or she’s toast!”
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      “Stop at once!” boomed a voice from the sky.

      Mr. X?

      My heart thumped. Poor Lucy still hovered in the air.

      “Drop the dog at once!” Mr. X ran his hand over the crystal globe. It turned a pale shade of lavender. Mustache Man quickly let go of Lucy. She glided down until she sat right next to me.

      Mr. X floated next to me. “Taylor, you must say good-bye now.”

      Lucy whimpered with her tail between her legs. I petted the top of her head. “Give me a chance to calm her down first.” Strange. Why couldn’t he make her disappear? I eyed the alley just a few feet away. We weren’t going to stick around to find out. I bent down and stroked Lucy under her chin, her favorite spot. She wagged her tail like nothing had ever happened. “Let’s play our game. Run-as-fast-as-you-can.”

      I bolted for the alleyway with Lucy right behind me.

      Mr. X said, “She won't get far.”

      My collie’s beautiful silky fur glistened in the sun as she raced in front of me. I grabbed her collar and pulled her in between two enormous brick buildings. Nothing but a small patch of sky overhead. Even Mustache Man couldn’t see us here. I rubbed Lucy’s belly like old times. “I’ve missed you so much, girl. You’re worth whatever punishment I get.”

      We had better keep moving. I tapped my leg and Lucy heeled next to me. I led her to the end of the narrow alley. Overhead something sped toward us. Angels. They fluttered around until they formed a T-formation. Instead of spelling out a message, their silky smooth voices rang out in perfect harmony, “Taylor Anderson, return to the Temple. All will be forgiven.”

      I stroked Lucy’s fur, trying to figure out what to do next. We needed a safe haven, but where? The amulet turned a darker khaki as I tried to stuff down my fear. The collie licked my hand until it turned red. She always knew how to calm me. Tears formed at the sheer joy of holding my dog again. The amulet grew cool to the touch and turned a pale shade of mint. Could I ever reach the point where it would turn totally clear? Stuffing down my emotions for years made it hard to set them free. With Lucy by my side, maybe I could become whole like Schwartz said. Then a twinge of panic hit me. I’d just broken a major Junior Heaven rule. Could they make Lucy disappear as quickly as she appeared?

      I didn’t plan on finding out. I hugged the crumbling brick buildings along the alley, with Lucy right on my heels. It dumped us out onto a broad tree-lined boulevard. Kids sped down the street, covering their ears as the Heaven alert continued to blare. One of them pointed toward the sky. “What the heck is going on? Who’s missing now?”

      I darted between a group of girls and headed toward an empty storefront. Lucy jumped on a girl with big freckles and gave her a big kiss.

      “Yuck! Thanks a lot, dog—wait a sec, you’re not a hologram. I can’t put my hand through you.” The freckled girl ran her hand along Lucy’s back. “Holy moly. You’re real!”

      The other girls squealed with delight. They raced up to Lucy like kids in a schoolyard discovering a puppy. Not now. Why did she have to be such a friendly dog? I cut through the girls. “Sorry. She loves people.” I snapped my fingers. “Here, Lucy.”

      A girl with strawberry blond hair stroked Lucy’s fur. “Your collie’s beautiful.”

      A blond dressed in a cheerleading outfit sped toward Lucy. Wonder if she snapped her neck doing one of those crazy pyramid stunts. Seemed like a common death for a cheerleader. “How did you get this dog?

      I patted my leg, hoping Lucy would heel. “She just appeared when I was at The Temple of Truth.”

      “I haven’t seen an animal since I’ve been here. What makes you so special to get a pet?”

      That word again—special. Strange that no one else had a pet visit them in Heaven. There had to be something different about me, but what? “Uh…nothing. I told you she just appeared.”

      The blond glared at me. “You think I’m going to believe that? Why would you deserve such a reward?”

      The redhead pushed the blond aside. “You’re just jealous.”

      I had to get out of here. The angels were closing in. I pulled Lucy away from the group. “Sorry. Got to get going.”

      Before the cheerleader could do anything to stop me, I raced for the storefront at the end of the street. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the girls weren’t following. The blond stood, waving down an angel.

      Crap. My legs kicked into high gear. The heat of the scum multiplied. It almost burned my skin as I pushed down the fear forming a knot in my stomach. Calm down. I just needed to run one more block. When I reached the store, I took a quick glance over my shoulder—the angels were right behind me. Panting almost as hard as Lucy, I reached for the doorknob. With one enormous shove, the door sprung open. Lucy trotted in and I slammed it behind me.

      With my adrenaline in hyper drive, I speed-walked right into a pile of boxes and fell on my ass. Lucy jumped on top of me, thinking the whole thing was a game. She licked my face all over. Thankfully, the amulet grew cooler. Lucy had worked her magic. “Enough, girl.” My face was soaking wet. “You’re grossing me out.”

      Pushing myself up, my hand broke through a box. Something cold and metallic brushed against my palm. I pulled out a space-age-looking silver gun and pushed on the handle. A blue laser light shot across the room. A “zip, zing, zip,” sound echoed off the walls. Lucy barked and ran to chase the light as it danced around the room. I stared at the large windows by the door. Why didn’t I think to close the blinds? People on the street could see me. I darted up to the front of the store and pulled the blinds down.

      The ray gun’s light continued to dance on the walls. How could I make this thing stop? Might as well signal for the angels to come and get me. Fiddling with the gun, I flicked a tiny switch on the trigger. It stopped. I picked up one of the boxes. The label read, Model 15 Super Duper Ray Gun. Space toys in Junior Heaven? Then I spied a neon orange sign on the wall. Mr. Pollor’s Out of this World Emporium. Below the sign sat several rows of shelves and a case full of all kinds of space-age toys any boy would love to own.

      Next to the boxes where I’d fallen stood a case full of Alice in Wonderland dolls and several dainty tea sets. I smiled when I spotted a pink floral teapot. So much like the one I had when I was five. On the far wall hung a selection of Mad Hatter hats and astronaut helmets. Strange. Why would Mr. Pollor abandon such a cool place? Another thing in Junior Heaven that just didn’t add up. Footsteps clambered up the steps to the front door. Lucy barked as the doorknob rattled and shook. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. I put my hand on the amulet as it bubbled away. Now what?

      I grabbed Lucy’s muzzle. “No, girl.” Taking hold of her collar, I pulled her toward the back of the store. A large green metal door with the words Wonderland in gold above it, sat off in the corner. Could this be the way out? With a big shove, I pushed open the heavy door. To my surprise, nothing exotic or mysterious stood before me, just a cavernous empty warehouse.

      “Wow, this place is huge.” I covered my mouth as my voice ricocheted against the walls. Lucy’s head dropped to the side, confused, like her master had an identical twin. I petted her head. “It’s okay, girl. It’s an echo.”

      At first I didn’t notice when the walls changed color ever so slightly. The walls quivered and, in an instant, they vanished. I closed my eyes and held on tightly to Lucy as if the act would stop what was happening. The air filled with the fragrance of newly mowed grass. Birds chirped happily off in the distance. Lucy broke loose from my grasp.

      I opened my eyes and gasped. “No way!”

      Lucy raced straight for the huge green lawn, which seemed to go on forever. Strange, it looked exactly like my favorite park on Earth. I walked out into the grass, following the gravel path to the wooden bench I loved. I sat down and took in the amazing expanse of green. No angels in the cloudless blue sky. Could I finally be safe? The amulet changed to a pale mint green, answering my question. It felt wonderful to be free, even if for only a moment. Lucy returned with a purple Frisbee just like the one I bought her for her second birthday. I rubbed my eyes. “This can’t be happening. I’m in Griffith Park.”

      The biggest park in Los Angeles somehow managed to fit into the empty warehouse. It reminded me of the Holodeck on the Starship Enterprise. Could I be sitting in some kind of giant hologram? Hadn’t the freckled girl thought Lucy was one as well? Maybe this was real? Was I somehow back on Earth?

      The park was empty, except for Lucy and me. She gave me a nudge and dropped the Frisbee on the grass. She didn’t care if what we were experiencing was real or not. She only wanted to play. I scanned the park for any signs of temple guards. Nothing. My shoulders relaxed and the scum turned a translucent mint green. I reached down and grabbed the Frisbee and tossed it high into the air. “Okay, girl, fetch.”

      Lucy sped across the lush green lawn and jumped high in the air like an Olympic athlete. She caught the purple disc and landed on the ground with a cute little gazelle-like hop. Lucy raced back to me, eager for another toss. After several more rounds, we both collapsed on the ground exhausted. Time with Lucy was an amazing gift. Did Sabrina have the power to make such a wonderful moment happen?

      A group of puffy cumulus clouds crept across the sky. How did they know my favorite game in the world was tracing clouds? Lucy licked my face as my finger followed the outline of a cloud shaped like a hippopotamus. A stratus cloud drifted by shaped like a rabbit. I took particular pleasure in tracing the large ears. Just as I moved my finger around the cute fluffy tail, I stopped and blinked twice. A familiar face glared at me.

      Mr. X.

      Crap. I wasn’t on Earth. The amulet scum quickly multiplied as I tried to get control of my fear. I jumped to my feet. Lucy barked at the apparition in the fake sky as his voice rang out, “Playtime is over. You must return the dog at once!”

      “You don’t have the power to make her disappear?”

      “No.”

      Terrific news, but now what? I signaled Lucy to heel and ran blindly through the park toward the train museum. We could hide out in one of the cars. That hope quickly faded when a flurry of feathers filled the air. I stopped dead in my tracks—Sabrina.

      “You must do as Xavier says.”

      “Why should I? He’s just going to torture me again.”

      For the first time she frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s what happens at the Temple of Truth. They don’t just ask you questions. They torture you to get the answers.”

      She turned an even whiter shade of porcelain. “Xavier, is this true?”

      The face in the sky glowered. “The answer is above your security clearance.”

      Sabrina’s wings hung by her side. “Taylor, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      The pain etched on her beautiful face made me feel bad I told her.

      “I never thought you did. I know you care about me. You created the park. I’m so grateful.”

      “I wish I did. I’m your guardian angel, but I don’t have the power to do such a thing.”

      I stared into the angel’s crystal blue eyes. “Who would do this for me?”

      “I don’t know. This has never been done before.”

      Now I was more confused than ever. Someone higher up than even Mr. X must have made the park. “Whoever it is, I wish I could thank them.”

      She patted my shoulder. “I’ll try to find out for you.”

      Mr. X cleared his throat. “It’s time.”

      Lucy sniffed Sabrina’s sandal-clad feet. “I’m sorry, but you must take Lucy to Xavier. Your dog needs to go back home where she belongs.”

      Home. A place I’d never see again. The amulet grew hot as I struggled to control myself. Mr. X’s face vanished from the sky. The walls quivered and my beautiful gift dissolved back into the empty warehouse. I snapped my fingers and Lucy followed me out of the storefront back onto the boulevard. Sabrina flew overhead.

      A group of kids about my age stopped and turned when I walked by. One of the guys shouted. “Hey, aren’t you Anderson?”

      Had I suddenly sprouted a nametag? “How’d you know my name?”

      The guy pointed to the building at the end of the block. There stood a huge billboard with a picture of me that took up the front of the two-story building. I had a big stupid grin on my face and a pimple the size of a dessert plate. My horror only grew when I read the electronic banner that scrolled under my face, Taylor Norberta Anderson. Wanted. Reward Offered. Eternity pass to the Pavilion.

      A guy wearing a biker jacket laughed. “Hey, TNA, I’m look’n for some action.”

      I fought the urge to cry. The scum in the amulet grew so fast it almost bubbled over.

      Two boys dressed in Boy Scout outfits pushed him aside. “She’s ours.” They tied me up with one of their belts. They paraded me in front of their friends, shouting, “We caught the prisoner. We get the reward.”

      Sabrina flew down next to me and the kids parted like the Red Sea. “Release her immediately.”

      The boys reluctantly let me go. Lucy barked like crazy as her enormous wings flapped.

      “It’s okay, Lucy. She’s our friend.”

      Mr. X floated out of the temple’s massive front doors. “Children, thank you for your service.”

      A collective gasp came from the kids.

      “You will each receive the handsome reward.”

      The Boy Scouts pumped their fists in the air. “Eternity passes to the Pavilion. Totally awesome!”

      A guy dressed in a Taco Hut uniform held his hand up. “I helped catch her too. Can I get special privileges at the Pavilion too?”

      What was the big deal about the Pavilion? Could it be some kind of amusement park?

      Mr. X held his elongated hand up like a stop sign. “Enough. Leave us!”

      The kids scurried away like roaches. I had no chance of escape with the facilitator floating next to me. “Ms. Anderson, you’ve broken several Junior Heaven rules. Escaping from the temple is a capital offense.”

      The ground seemed to give way underneath me. Capital offense? I clutched the amulet like it could save me. Instead, the scum turned a dark khaki and burned my hand. A lump formed in my throat. “What are you going to do to me?”

      He pointed at Lucy. “I gave you a wonderful gift, which you abused.”

      I threw my arms around my beautiful collie. The amulet turned translucent mint green as my eyes filled with tears. “Please don’t hurt her. It’s all my fault.”

      Mr. X floated over next to me and reached out for Lucy.

      She snarled at him.

      Sabrina gave me an encouraging smile. “Let her go. Lucy’s only here because your will to keep her is strong.” She put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s time.”

      I hugged my best friend one last time. Tears pelted Lucy’s fur as the amulet almost turned clear. “I guess this is good-bye, girl.”

      Mr. X floated back toward the giant pyramid with Lucy gliding right behind him. Soon my dog’s fluffy tail disappeared behind the large temple doors.

      “I’m going to miss you, girl.”

      Could I ever learn to show my true feelings with someone I loved? It had been so easy with Lucy. Now she was gone.

      Sabrina held a small object in her hand. “Please take this.”

      A ceramic collie dog stared back at me. “Thanks, but I don’t think this will make up for losing Lucy.”

      Sabrina gave me one of her celebrity smiles. “It’s special. Pet it.”

      I stared down at the figurine. Why did she act like I was twelve? “What’s this supposed to do?”

      “Concentrate on Lucy.”

      It seemed a strange request, but I stroked the miniature collie like a real dog. My hand grew warm and tingly. The hard porcelain transformed into real fur. “Wow! How’d you do that?”

      “Whenever you miss Lucy, you can pet the figurine. Lucy will feel it back on Earth. You’ll never lose her again.”

      Could this figurine help me learn to be a whole person? Then I could win the contest and go back to Earth and be with Lucy. We’d never be separated again. “Thank you. What an awesome gift.”

      “I know how important Lucy is to you.”

      I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist. “You’re the best guardian angel ever.”

      Sabrina’s wings covered me in a giant hug. “The feeling is mutual.”

      Our wonderful moment didn’t last long when a familiar voice rang out.

      “Time to pay for what you’ve done.”

      Sabrina stepped away.

      I sucked in a breath. “No. It can’t be.”

      Schwartz stood in front of me with her hands on her hips. “Taylor, you’ve been a very bad student. I have no choice but to put you in detention.”

      My heart beat against my chest. “Where?”

      “My house.”
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