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Again, for Sam. I still remember you. 

This book is also for Marsha Smith, who made History unforgettable even as she made unforgettable history in my own life story. You were among the first people in my life to show me what the evolution of a hero looks like, and I cannot thank you enough for it. 
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Don’t forget to check out Seeing (A Wedding Episode of The Starlight Chronicles), a short story that takes place before Book 4!
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IN THE CHILL OF THE early morning air, I was no longer my ordinary self. 

I had transformed; I was ready to fight. Power flowed through my veins, purging all weakness from me, and giving me a rush similar to consuming twelve cups of coffee after being asleep for twenty years like Rip Van Winkle.

Energy inside of me twisted, building up and trickling the warmth of my supernatural energy down toward my fists. I lashed out punches, the heat of my power scorching the dew-covered grass.

“I have to be stronger!” A kick lashed out next, breaking hard against the trunk of a tree. I used it to propel myself up the trunk and duck around the branches. 

It’s perfect. “Okay, Hamilton,” I murmured to myself. “Time to fly.” 

I glanced down just in time to regret it. The ground was a good eighteen to twenty feet away. A lump coagulated in my throat; I had severe doubt my wings would hold me. They were, nearly a year after accepting my destiny as an Astroneshama, or Starlight Warrior, still rather flimsy and small. Especially when I compared them to Starry Knight’s. 

My so-called co-defender might’ve had a zero personality, but she sure had nice wings. Starry Knight’s wings were like angel wings—white, long, graceful, and strong. 

Meanwhile, mine were stubby and dark, with a blood-red base and fiery red tips.  

If I didn’t hate Starry Knight, I might’ve admired her. 

There was a loud snap, and quickly I was called back to reality. Holding my breath, my eyes squeezed shut as I jumped, just as the tree began to tilt. 

And then I hit the ground, simultaneously moments and seconds later. 

I tried to keep my yelp in, but an awkward “Ow ... ” escaped as I landed hard; first on my feet, and then on my butt. 

“Look at the bright side. No dog poo or demon blood this time.” 

I groaned at the sound of that voice. If it weren’t for the pain screaming at me from my legs, I would’ve screamed in frustration at the unwelcome interruption of my training session.

But then Elysian—my changeling dragon/part-time mentor/roommate—never did seem to listen to me, screaming or not.  

“You’ll never learn how to fly like that, kid,” Elysian asserted as he appeared by my side. 

“What’re you doing here?” I was slightly surprised to see Elysian transformed into his life-size dragon self.

“I can tell when you transform, idiot.” Elysian frowned. “I’m your mentor, and we are connected by a bond not easily broken.” 

“Uh-huh, right.” I rolled my eyes. “You could tell I transformed, but not that it was for practice? That bond we have ... it’s not by chance a government savings bond, is it?” 

“No, but I didn’t sense any trouble, either, so I thought you might be trying to show off.” He narrowed his gaze. “Or maybe you were telling that girlfriend of yours about your secret.” 

I sighed. “I wasn’t going to tell Gwen.”

“You’ve thought about it.”

“Of course I’ve thought about it,” I snapped. “But I haven’t done it. And every time I think of it ... I don’t know, I just don’t want to.” Gwen Kessler was a woman worthy enough to keep a secret like my superhero identity. But somehow the timing never seemed quite right. 

After nearly eight months of dating her, I was beginning to wonder if there ever really was a right time. 

Elysian’s hurmph brought me back to our conversation. “Good. We don’t need her being a liability.” 

Seeing him too happy with my decision made me argue against it. “Hey, don’t be like that. Mikey’s been doing okay with keeping the secret.” 

“Yeah, sure. You say that while he’s writing a blog about it.” 

“He doesn’t mention Hamilton Dinger. Just Wingdinger,” I argued. “There’s a big difference between my real name and my superhero name.” 

That was true on many levels. Hamilton likely wouldn’t have acknowledged Wingdinger at all, unless it was to make fun of him. Especially if it had been a year ago, when the meteorite struck Apollo City and unleashed a whirlwind of evil.

“You’re sure your friend wouldn’t accidentally let it slip?” 

“Not intentionally.” I shrugged and sighed, tired of this argument with Elysian. It wasn’t the first time he’d brought it up, and it wasn’t the last time I would fall for it. “This is so hard sometimes.”

“It doesn’t help that you haven’t been sleeping well. And how the last few attacks have been ... complicated.” 

“You don’t need to remind me.” 

The last several attacks—including one at Rachel’s wedding this past summer—were easy, but my abhorrence for Starry Knight’s presence left me angry and tasting bile by the end of our battles. More than once, Elysian had caught me working out my frustrations by training harder. Or yelling out tirades when my parents and brother were conveniently out of the house. Or something else satisfyingly destructive. 

Elysian slinked back into his smaller dragon self. “I know you’re frustrated by this whole situation. But you have to realize, this is not just about physical force. Waking up this early is not helping you work through your heart issues.”

I snorted disdainfully. “I happen to like practicing at this time of day.” 

“I’d laugh if I was sure I’d be able to stop.” 

“Shut up,” I growled. “I like the colder morning air. And practically no one is up yet.”

“I guess you must, because you’ve been getting up early for weeks now.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I have a lot on my plate right now, with Gwen and the SATs coming up this year.” 

“I don’t think those are the reasons you’ve been unable to sleep well,” Elysian said. “And it’s not the reason you haven’t been fighting well, either.” 

“What do you mean? I’ve been just fine when it comes to fighting off evil,” I snapped. 

“There will still be battles of the heart you must face, not just the ones you can dress up as Wingdinger and go around shooting energy beams or waving your sword around.”

For a long moment, I said nothing. I knew all too well of the “battles of the heart” Elysian was talking about.  

The very last thing I wanted to do, however, was talk about it. Especially with Elysian. Especially when he was right. “So ... I’m not going to get stronger by practicing like this?” I asked, deciding to play the fool. 

He sighed, snarling out a small puff of smoke. “You still don’t get what I mean, do you?”

“Does it really matter?” I muttered back.  

Elysian huffed and crossed his small dragon arms. “You’ll see progress in how you act and in what you say. You won’t find a very good view of the complete picture this side of the River Veil, but you need to be aware of what is really happening before you can do anything.” 

I used to never care about the stuff he talked about. It’d largely been like that ever since we met. When I didn’t want to hear anything about his other worldly realm, he would more or less blackmail me into doing this superhero stuff anyway, by saying if I didn’t protect the world or whatever, Gwen and all my friends would die or get their souls stolen. 

But even though I laughed it off at first, I finally came around to see it was true. I’d seen the monsters attack, and how the demons ravenously devoured the souls of their victims and forced them into a coma-like state. And I’d even seen the power of Time and all the beauty and ugly it carried inside of it. 

Dubbed the “sleeping sickness” by the delusionary media, the demon epidemic in the city had been dismissed by most of the mainstream outlets as hardly “newsworthy.” Since the attacks were also casually linked to foreign and domestic bioterrorism at one time, I was willing to bet they’d been paid off. Although SWORD, the Special World Operations and Research Division, also seemed to be a likely candidate for providing the right kind of incentive for their silence. 

The rest of the world thought it just miraculously cured itself. But I knew the only known cure for the “sleeping sickness” was to kill the demon, which really only me and my comrades—Elysian, Aleia, and Starry Knight—knew how to do.

Thinking of Starry Knight burned pure pain into my already raw heart. I knocked out another punch, hitting a nearby tree hard enough to leave significant damage. The forestry service would think Smokey went postal. 

“Hey!” Elysian flinched. “Watch what you’re doing. You almost hit me.” 

“Sorry. Trying to work out some of my extra energy,” I murmured back, only somewhat apologetic. In truth, I felt worse for the tree than I did for Elysian, but I also felt sorrier for myself than anything. 

I had accepted the truth about my destiny, and I had even joined in the fight to stop evil, save the world, and sacrifice for the good. But it didn’t seem to offer much in return. 

“I doubt that,” Elysian countered. “You haven’t slept well in weeks now, remember? You just admitted that not five minutes ago.” 

Another reason for me to hate him. He loved to remind me of everything I wanted to forget. 

“Aren’t you supposed to wear lipstick if you’re going to act like my mother?” I retorted. I caught sight of the Apollo Time Tower, the only building visible from practically anywhere in the city, in the distance. It was getting close to six in the morning. “I’m going to Rachel’s for coffee.”

Elysian folded back his wings and curled up in the hood of my winter jacket. “Do you really think it’s a good idea if you can’t sleep? Maybe you should take the day off.” 

“I’ll need energy to get through the day, Elysian. School started again last month, remember?” I rolled my eyes. “And it’s not like I’m actually going to sleep if I take the day off.” 

“I think you should.” 

“I don’t. The last thing I want to do is to be left alone with my thoughts all day long.” 

“Are you still afraid of thinking about Starry Knight?” 

Murderous thoughts and various vile threats instantly consumed me. I choked him around his small, scaly neck and spat out, “Don’t say her name in front of me.” 

Elysian spit out a flame in response, singeing my arm. I allowed it to hit me, even though it stung. The fire on my wrist felt better than the ache in my chest. “You know, you’ve always needed to watch your emotions,” he told me. “But I think, in this case, ignoring them isn’t working any better.” 

“I’ll work on thinking of another plan, then,” I shot back. “Until then, this is the best one I’ve got. Deal with it before I have to choke you again. Or before I decide to use my sword on you.” 

“That’s part of the reason you’re having issues, you know.” 

“What?” 

“Your sword.” 

“Nothing’s wrong with my sword,” I muttered. 

“No, there’s something wrong with you.”

“What’s wrong with me?” I had to watch the volume of my voice, as I almost found myself hollering loud enough to wake the dead. 

“You see your sword as a weapon.” 

“Swords are weapons.” 

“They can be used to protect people.” 

“They are used to harm the enemy,” I argued. 

“You’re too keen on revenge and causing the Sinisters pain. You haven’t been doing that good of a job lately because of that.” Elysian’s tail wrapped around my arm, almost comfortingly. “Hurt people hurt people,” he told me, “and you are hurting people with your pain.”

“Just stuff it.” I bristled at his compassion. I’d take his rebuke over his pity any day. “I guess you would know,” I finally replied. “Since you’re a hypocrite who couldn’t get past his own pain at being tricked into committing crimes for his brother.”

Elysian frowned at me. “Alright, alright. Fine, I don’t want to talk about that, either. Let’s just go, okay?” He sighed wearily before curling around my neck. I didn’t say anything, and I never would, but I was grateful he didn’t get too upset at me for my temper. It was a strange way of being loyal, and I needed it. 

As we walked in preferable silence, I glanced at the moon, the small crescent still out and blazing in the late October sky like a warped sword. 

The bubbling swirl of colors just hinting at the horizon made me recall another time when a blazing light had scratched up the sky. 

It was little over a year, I thought, since the meteorite came crashing into Apollo City. The meteorite that carried the Seven Deadly Sinisters and their leader, Orpheus, right into my hometown. 

A grim smile formed on my face. If only that was all it had done, I thought. 

It wasn’t the first time I’d thought that. I was with Gwen when the meteorite hit, and as the city reeled from its blow, and I found out—albeit gradually—I had supernatural powers. 

In addition, there was the matter of everything else that came right along with it: A super-irritating, familiar-like dragon, who could morph into different reptiles; dangerous enemies, who were often just as focused on fighting with each other as they were on attacking the humans of Apollo City; and an eternal overlord, too powerful and humble for me to properly contemplate, who called me out of my reluctance to face a destiny greater than I could ever imagine. 

And a maddening, yet stunning, archer-girl who pushed me away even as she pulled me in, the girl I loved with a depth that made me wonder how life could go on without her—even though I’d yet to recall her name—even as she was the girl who resided right next to the hatred in my heart.

The one who had betrayed me in order to save me. 

My fist clenched as I un-transformed from my superhero self. 

I just had to become stronger, I decided. I could get rid of the Sinisters, and I would never have to worry about Starry Knight again. I could focus on work and school and Gwen and going to college and getting my law degree and getting a job and then traveling the world and running for president. 

I didn’t need to fall in love. 

Just like any normal kid. 
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here so early?” 

I almost grinned as Raiya opened the door. She was bleary-eyed with broken sleep, but I knew she was up before I arrived. There was a light on, shining out into the darkness from the second-story window of the small coffeehouse, and I knew from my other visits it was her room. 

“I’m hungry,” I told her, half-honest about it. My mother had gotten a new chef recently, in order to fulfill her latest fad-diet requirements (something called the “Builder Regime,” or something like that). 

She rolled her eyes, yawning as she turned away. “You want the usual?” she asked.  

“If you teach me how to use the espresso machine, I can get it myself.”

“You’ll need to ask Rachel.” Raiya shook her head, allowing several of her long, brownish locks to fall free of the loose bun at the back of her head. “She’s the one in charge of that, and she has rules.” 

“Okay,” I said with a laugh. 

She glared at me. “How come you’re so cheerful this morning? Don’t you realize it’s only six o’clock? Rachel’s not even going to be here for another hour.” 

“Where is she?” 

“Since she’s married now, she moved in with Lee and his brother. They live closer to the marina where Lee works.” 

Rachel had gotten married over the summer to her one true love, Lee. 

“How is Logan?” I asked. I was shocked to find out at the wedding that Logan was a brother to Lee; I’d met Logan before, as he was one of the workers at Lakeview Observatory, and one of the many people I’d more recently rescued from a demon monster attack. Seeing him show up as the brother of the groom was one of the things that made Rachel’s wedding memorable, to say the least. “I mean, living with newlyweds must be sickening.” 

“I doubt he notices. He’s going to college, so even if he does notice, it’s cheap rent for him.” 

I wondered if Logan was feeling better since Rachel and Lee had moved in with him; I had a strong suspicion it was mostly a charitable move on Rachel’s part. 

“So Aunt Letty and Grandpa and I all take turns opening for Rachel,” Raiya finished, calling my attention back to her.  

I grinned. “Neither of them seems to be here when I come.” 

“You’ve been coming early in the mornings for only a few months, and only a few days each week.” Raiya pulled out the milk from the small fridge behind the counter as she began to set up the coffee bar for the day. “And I happen to like taking the early shift, so I can get it over with for the day.” 

“You’re not going to open your own coffee shop one day with that attitude.”

“This place is Rachel’s. Why would I want to copy her dream?” Raiya shook her head. “I have different ideas in mind for myself.” 

“You don’t want to work here?” 

She arched her brow at me. “Serving you at six in the morning isn’t as grand as it seems.” 

“There are some girls who would sell their souls to serve me coffee, I’ll have you know,” I bit back. 

“I’ll refrain from making my thoughts on that particular topic known.” She pushed the coffee cup toward me and poured one for herself.

“No, enlighten me,” I wheedled. 

Raiya narrowed her gaze at me from over the rim of her cup. She licked a small sliver of foam from the top of her lips, as I watched, strangely transfixed. 

“Waste of a soul,” she finally replied, jerking my attention back to her slanted eyes. 

“Probably,” I agreed. “Some of those girls had probably already lost theirs for some other silly reason. Like concert tickets or makeovers.” I glanced at her. “Come to think of it, that’s probably more your style there.” 

“What do you mean?” It was Raiya’s turn to huff indignantly. 

“I mean what you did at Rachel’s wedding,” I said. “I barely recognized you, with all your makeup and hair done and your dress.” 

She flushed. For a moment, I wondered if it was because she was embarrassed or insulted, but I took a quick assessment of her face, and I knew she was more embarrassed because I was giving her a compliment. 

And it was well worth it, I thought, recalling how pretty she was at Rachel’s wedding. As the maid of honor, she had been forced to wear something lovely and formal; with the sunlight streaming through her hair while the silk folds of her dress billowed around her, Raiya was absolutely gorgeous. “It was probably a good thing Gwen wasn’t there or she would’ve hit me for looking at you so much.” 

“Gee, thanks,” Raiya muttered, surprising me. I hadn’t realized I’d said that aloud. “Good to know I could fool you if I was in a police line.” 

I frowned. “It’s just such a departure from your usual, with that ugly Rosemont Academy uniform and all,” I said sarcastically, angry she was quick to assume I’d been teasing her. 

“Is that why you’ve been coming in here so often?” Raiya asked, as she began to pull out the morning reserves of doughnuts, croissants, muffins, and other breakfast items Rachel’s Café served. “Checking to make sure I’m not wearing my old school uniform anymore?” 

“I was hoping you wouldn’t find out ... ” I sighed dramatically, before giving her a wink. 

She smiled and went back to her tasks. 

“Why did you wear it so much last year?” I asked. 

“Believe it or not, Rachel doesn’t make tons of money in business,” Raiya said. “I’ve been living with her long enough to know that. I didn’t want to buy new clothes just because my school had been demolished.”

“I like your new clothes,” I said. Immediately, I felt awkward. 

“Thanks, I guess.” She didn’t seem to notice my embarrassment and took it in stride. “I’ll make sure I wear my uniform on game days for the Falcons and the Tigers this year, just for you.” 

I laughed a bit at that. “I’m not on the team this year, so it would be a needless gesture.” 

“You’re not playing football this year?” 

“No,” I admitted. “Cheryl’s case with those superheroes and working down at the Mayor’s office has eaten up a lot of my time. And this year, we have to worry about SATs and other testing. I thought it would be a good move. You know, time-wise.”

“Priorities are good,” Raiya agreed noncommittally. 

“Yeah,” I agreed. I smirked over my empty cup. “I guess you’ll have to find other ways to annoy me.” 

“AP Gov will give me some opportunities, I’m sure,” she replied. “Especially since we have the same seating arrangement as last year’s APUSH class.” 

“Mrs. Smithe gave us a warning about that,” I reminded her. “So even though you’re still sitting behind me, don’t get any ideas about being annoying.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Raiya laughed. “Did you notice that after she made us sign that peace treaty pledge, Mrs. Smithe pinned it on the classroom wall?” 

As I watched Raiya move around as I sat at the bar, I marveled at the sense of peace I felt. 

Starry Knight might have managed to divide my heart and mind into madness, but sitting in the coffee shop, talking with Raiya, there was a settled feeling inside of me that I couldn’t fully explain. I barely noticed that time had passed. 

The arrival of a text message to my phone set fire to that illusion.

I glared at the screen as I read through Mikey’s text message. Best friend or not, I thought, he could be irritating. And it was even more irritating than usual, considering he was asking if I was getting coffee. And if I was, he wanted some.

Needless to say, I didn’t reply. 

“Is that Gwen, or is she still mad you forgot to invite her to Rachel’s wedding?” 

Raiya’s tone was light and teasing, but I decided I suddenly hated it. Probably because I sort-of hated myself for the summer incident. 

I’d been so upset about Starry Knight and all of our problems, and all the pain she caused me, that I had completely shut down. I didn’t even want to work on any of my superhero skills or do any real work. I barely managed to get through work at the Mayor’s office. Good thing it was government work, or I might have been written up for my lack of diligence. 

It was by sheer luck that Elysian forced me out of bed on the day of Rachel’s wedding. And in all the turmoil that was my life, I forgot to pick up Gwen. Although I wasn’t even sure if I had invited her. 

Needless to say, Gwen was pretty upset. Especially when I didn’t even let her know what had happened. (I’d been hoping she would not find out, but thanks to Jason’s social media posting, that was not the case.) 

“No, she’s not mad.” I sniffed in reply. “Not that it’s any of your business, anyway.” 

Raiya shrugged. “Mikey said she had forgiven you, but she’s still upset about it.” 

I could understand that, I supposed, thinking of Starry Knight once more. I still loved her, but I was extremely angry with her. I suddenly wondered if Gwen felt similar to the way I did?

I sighed. If Gwen was as upset as I was, I supposed I could expect a long thawing period; not much had changed for me since eleventh grade began, and I didn’t expect it to anytime soon. 

“Since when do you talk to Mikey?” I retorted. It was really the only thing I could use to hide my own confusion and dismay on the matter. 

“Oh, he doesn’t talk to me so much as Grandpa Odd,” she assured me. 

“Why?” I scoffed. I rolled my eyes at the mention of Raiya and Rachel’s grandfather, who had to be over a hundred years old. 

“I don’t know,” Raiya said with a shrug. “But when you’re not here, and Gwen’s not here, he likes to talk to him. Maybe Mikey’s thinking of playing matchmaker. His grandmother is single.” 

“That’s weird,” I muttered into my coffee.

“I don’t suppose you would understand,” Raiya finally replied. “Grandpa Odd has a way with helping people who need it. He was the one who brought me here to live with Rachel after my parents died.” 

I nearly choked on my coffee. Before I could reply, Raiya opened the door to the café, and business began to flow in. I just stared at her for a long moment as she ignored me, tending to her customers. 

While I was fully expecting a rebuke from her, I was still surprised at her response.

I tried catching her eye, hoping to maybe ... I don’t know. Make amends? Offer sympathy? 

The bell chimed as the door opened, and Rachel’s voice called out in greeting. “Hamilton! Back again?” 

“Hello, Mrs. Reynolds,” I greeted, making a smile blossom on her face. “How’s married life treating you?” 

“Great!” she replied with a glowing look. “I might miss the easy early-morning commute to the café, but it’s been nice living with Lee and his brother.” 

“Logan, right?” I asked, trying to be inconspicuous. “I remember him from the wedding.” 

“Yeah. He’s a sweet kid.” Rachel chuckled. “I know he’s close to my age, but he’s so caught up in his work at the observatory, it’s precious.” 

I just nodded, pretending not to care. But I knew all too well of Logan’s role at Lakeview Observatory. That was where the meteorite was kept. The one that slammed into Apollo City, and several people that I knew of, including Starry Knight, had all seemed to decide to keep tabs on it. Aleia warned us the demons might use it to attack again, although I doubted it. Evil forces or not, they didn’t seem to be terribly creative.

Of course, that might be the reason they would use it, I thought. 

“Rachel, if you’re ready, I’ll head out now.” Raiya appeared behind the counter once more and handed me another cup of coffee. 

“What’s the rush?” I asked. “We have time. School doesn’t start for another thirty minutes. And I’m not ready for another cup yet, but thanks, I guess.” 

“I’m not going to school today,” Raiya informed me. “The extra cup is for Mikey.” At my confused expression, she added, “I know he likes it when you bring him some.” 

“Oh,” I murmured, finally replying. “Why aren’t you going to school today? Martha’s AP Gov assignment finally got you scared?” 

She smirked. “No. I have a doctor’s appointment today, if that’ll convince you I’m being sincere. Will you take notes for me?” 

Before I could insist I would never willingly make her life easier, I felt it. 

The mark on my wrist—the one that held the power to transform me from Hamilton Dinger into Wingdinger—blazed with pain. Supernatural power was wreaking havoc on the city somewhere. 

“I have to go,” I remarked, not entirely sure Raiya would let me leave without a real reply. Oh well. I had more important things to worry about at the moment; especially since I was probably going to need someone to take notes for me in AP Gov as well. 
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TURNS OUT, I DIDN’T have to go far to find the battle. I hadn’t even transformed before I saw Maia and Celaena, the Sinisters of Sloth and Gluttony, respectively, hanging out in the alleyway beside Rachel’s. 

“Come on,” Celaena was saying, “I want some.” She rubbed her plump belly and sighed. “It smells amazing.” 

“Can’t you wait until we see if Orpheus is here first?” Maia’s reproach was surprisingly angry. “We’ve been looking for him for months now, and this is the first time we’ve caught traces of his energy.”  

Here? What would Orpheus be doing at Rachel’s? 

I ducked out of sight and headed toward the next building over, trying to find a safe place to transform.  

Orpheus was the leader of the Seven Deadly Sinisters before he was “purified” by my Soulfire a few months before. All of the darkness’ hold inside of him had been purged, to the point he even looked much better. His gloomy gray skin had transformed into a translucent white, and his power had been rendered obsolete. 

At least, that was according to Aleia. As the Star of Memory, she would be the one to know such things, I assumed.  

Was it possible Orpheus had managed to hold onto his power? I still had power, and from what I knew, Orpheus and I shared many similarities in our situations. And then, there was the question of whether or not he was actually using his power at all, if he indeed had it. 

Finally, I found a dumpster to duck behind. I pressed into the mark on my wrist, and just as I had felt earlier this morning with my coffee, I felt the world spin away and bring me back to a point where I was overflowing with power. 

I grinned involuntarily as I felt the tug behind my heartbeat. Adonaias, the Prince of Stars and the force behind all the good in my power, had called me, and I answered. It was time for me to protect what was mine. 

Considering how much I considered Rachel’s mine, I was more than certain of this.

A muffled roar called out from inside Rachel’s, and I knew Elysian was on his way out to help. 

My thoughts turned to Starry Knight. Would she be there as well? I wondered. 

The dull ache resounded inside my heart once more as I slowed. I didn’t want to see her, I thought bitterly. Seeing her just made it worse. 

And yet, there she was, peering around the corner, her eyes focused on Celaena and Maia. As I watched her, she turned to face me; I sometimes wondered if she could sense me, the way I could read other people’s emotions. 

“Shh ... ” Starry Knight placed a fingertip over her lips, and I stopped running. I slid up behind her, reluctantly happy and willingly frustrated at having to be so close to her. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

“They’re arguing about sending in one of their minions,” she reported. “Celaena’s got the munchies.” 

I nearly smiled. “Let’s get them.” 

“Wait.” 

“What? Why?” I snapped. 

“Because,” Starry Knight argued, “they are here looking for Orpheus.” 

“So? He’s not here. And Aleia’s supposed to be the one watching him. She’s already told me he’s impotent as far as power goes.” 

“Yes, I know.” She sighed. “But the Sinisters are without a leader, and that could be trouble for them. They might be looking for a replacement.” 

“Why would they look here?” 

“Because, if you would stop talking and actually listen to them, you’d know that Orpheus had been talking with another Leader Star about Alküzor.”

Alküzor’s name was a newer one, but it carried more weight than the others. He had managed to get Orpheus to follow him, and like an evil “Paying It Forward” system, Orpheus managed to get the Sinisters to betray Adonaias as well. They were thrown here to Earth more or less to destroy it and remake it in their own power.  

Even though my fists clenched at the thought, I focused my frown on Starry Knight. “I’d be able to listen better if your wings were out of my face.”

She scowled, but scooted over in silence. I congratulated myself as the victor in that argument, before turning my attention back to the conversation in front of us.

“—he didn’t tell us,” Maia was saying. 

“Yeah, I know he didn’t tell us who, but we need help to gather the Soulfire now that he’s not here to help us with it,” Celaena muttered. “Asteropy’s hogging it. With her in charge, it’s no wonder I need more and more sweets for energy.” 

“You’re disgusting,” Maia retorted. “If we didn’t need this so badly, we wouldn’t even be here.” 

“You’re one to talk,” Celaena spat back. “You’ve barely moved at all this whole time. It’s only since Orpheus hasn’t been around to hound you that you’ve actually started caring.” She folded her purplish arms across the ivory of her gown. “In fact, I think you miss him.” 

I could hear Maia’s teeth as she grinded them together in frustrated irritation. “Once we find out how to break the curse placed on us, I’ll be more than happy to be rid of your company.” She rubbed her fingers meaningfully against the bottom of her right eye, where a jewel-like shard was embedded in her blue skin, partially hidden in the bags under her eyes.

“Let’s get them now,” I whispered to Starry Knight, pulling out the Sealing Sword. 

“We should probably—”

A scream from inside the café cut her argument off. 

Starry Knight and I exchanged knowing glances. “I’ll stay here,” I said, wanting to take care of Maia and Celaena myself. 

I was surprised when she didn’t argue. “Fine,” she said. “Be careful.” 

I waited until she was gone before I muttered back, “I will.” 

“Do you want me to follow her?” Elysian slithered up from behind me.

Reflexively, I jumped. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

“I came to find you,” he told me. “I’d just slipped back to the kitchen for a bit to see if Rachel had any leftovers she didn’t want, and then the Sinisters showed up, so—” 

“How long have you been out here?” 

“Long enough to see you still can’t help arguing with Starry Knight whenever the opportunity presents itself.” 

“Shut up.” I sighed. “Stay with me. We’re going to rush Maia and Celaena, and hopefully seal them away.” 

“Got it.” Elysian ballooned up to his larger size, and I climbed up onto his back. I ducked down low and had my sword ready to strike as we headed around the corner. 

Only to see Maia and Celaena had gone.

My fists slammed into Elysian’s back. “Where did they go?” I cried in frustration and disbelief. “They were just here.” 

“Up there,” Elysian murmured. “Looks like something’s moving.” 

“Go!”

As he swerved upward, I felt my legs grapple into the spikes on his back, trying to ensure I wouldn’t fall off. Before I could tell him to pull up some, a shield of power overtook the building, forcing us back to the ground. 

“Ouch!” I muttered, my butt hurting as I fell over onto the cement. “What was that?” 

“Sorry about that.” Aleia came out from behind me. She was wearing her white dress and tunic, and in her one hand was her time bubble, an orb which she used to center her power. “It was me.” 

“What did you do?” I asked. “Explode a bomb or something?” 

“I stopped time,” she explained. “Only creatures born out of time will be able to move.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s good,” I said. “Elysian saw something up on the roof. Let’s go.” 

“Starry Knight’s taking care of Celaena’s minion inside,” Aleia told me, as she jumped up behind me on Elysian’s back. 

Once she said it, I was suddenly very aware of the several small smash! and crash! noises, indicating a fight was going on.

Before I could reply, voicing my hopes she would leave the building standing and open for business, Elysian jerked to a stop on the roof. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, hopping down and looking around. “Where are they?” 

The door to the roof snapped shut as I turned toward it. “There!”

Aleia and I hurried into the door and pushed at it. It was locked. Together, we charged it, again and again, before Elysian roared. 

“Here!” he cried, unleashing a swarm of celestial fire onto the door. 

Instantly, it broke through, and we hurried in. 

My footsteps slowed as I found myself in Rachel’s old home. It was hard for me to remember all the time that the second story of the building was a small apartment, and people actually lived here. People I knew. 

I saw Letty’s form as she was frozen in time, her spinster mouth half-open in a silent scream. From the look of it, she’d been running out of her room when Aleia’s power kicked in. 

Part of me was glad Raiya had left earlier, even though I was just a bit disappointed I wouldn’t get to see her frozen by Aleia’s power as well. Curiosity struck me; I wondered which door in the hallway led to her room. 
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