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Get emails full of updates and insights, and possible prizes, when you sign up for the mailing list! 
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It was always for Sam. It still is. All my love and all the best to you, my friend and muse. 

~ C. S. Johnson, 2017

I write for an audience of four—J.C., my mother, Ryan, and Chelsea.

But this is also for Sam, my favorite almost-superhero in high school, and Mr. Shoemaker, our ninth grade math teacher, who named you accordingly.

“ ... For to whom much is given,

much shall be required ... ”

Jesus of Nazareth

☼Prologue☼

Wingdinger

The winter winds were cold and harsh, laced with particles of hail and snow. The air was dry, the sun was hidden, and just from looking at it, I could tell Lake Erie was in the freezing temperatures. Apollo City, along with the rest of northern Ohio, was covered in a blanket of gray-white snow/slush, but city inhabitants were still trying to go about their humdrum lives with as little interruption as possible.

I had to say, the eela—shadow monster—rampaging all around the city wasn’t helping. Not in the least, if you can imagine it.

As he hovered in midair, today’s choice of monster giggled as he began attacking another crowd of people. He’d shown up a few times this past week, but this was the first time I’d gotten close to killing him without breaking curfew or skipping class. 

Not that I minded those things, of course; I just minded getting in trouble for them.

This sinister-ling is Daikan. He “specializes” in cruel humor, but not the kind I liked or agreed with; some of his material was really lame. He’d been nicknamed “The Jester” by the local press—anything to get sales up without infringing on Batman’s legal rights.

While he certainly reminded me of some kind of ex-con carny, there was a villainous twinkle in his eye all too reminiscent of his many demon predecessors and his fearless Sinister leaders. Not to mention there was the same cringe-worthy delusion laced in his laughter.

“Ha-ha, I told you I would have you rolling with delight sooner or later,” he cried out mockingly, as indeed, the crowds rolled over, though in pain. “Daikan always has a trick up his sleeve!”

Who knew who he thought he was talking to? Some people were snapping photos, while others were running away screaming. All of this chaos was happening, of course, while I was attempting to destroy him.

Unfortunately, this was nothing out of the ordinary. It was just a typical day in the life of the superhero known as “Wingdinger.” Me.

My fingers gave an icy snap as I clenched my fists. “No one’s laughing down here,” I retorted angrily.

Just so you know, I had a right to be angry. Daikan had largely ignored me that day, and only paid attention long enough to laugh at me. And the third-person referencing was getting old.

“Watch your back, kid,” Elysian, my “pet” changeling dragon, thundered at me. He swooped down and curled protectively around me just as Daikan slashed out his attack. 

Spindles of power trickled through the sky, swiping over us as Elysian ducked and I dodged. There was a sudden break as a nearby tree fell and I heard something—probably one of the old city park buildings—crumbling behind us.

“Let’s go,” Elysian muttered, ignoring the glare I gave him as he leaned down to let me up on his back. But I, reluctantly, climbed on. 

I wanted nothing more than to fly on my own two, irritatingly useless, wings.  

As Elysian took flight, the wind bit at my face, matching the bite in my tone. “Look who’s laughing now!” I taunted, tackling the laughing trickster right out of the air. Something puffy and squishy gooped through my gloves as I no doubt punched through a lung, knocking the wind (along with other substances) out of his body.

“Ugh ... Gross.” If only this were some kind of video game, I thought ruefully. Me and the guys would be all over it.

A split second later, I was thrust back into the fight. Several events blurred through my mind as the end of the battle became eminent.

Flinging the pus off of my fist ...

Elysian’s brief approving sneer ... 

Falling from the sky, tangled up with the demon body ...

Ah, the welcoming rush of adrenaline. I’d become quite the junkie since this started.  

I grinned to myself; I liked this trick. After several months of fighting off these monsters, I no longer had any fear of falling.

Instead of freaking out like I used to, I clawed my way on top of the evil eela, forcing my enemy down even more as we slammed into the ground.

Jolted but still standing, I victoriously wiped a spray of dirt off my face. “Ha. Got you!”

Elysian scuttled over. “Good work, kid. I think we did great today.”

We? I rolled my eyes.

Elysian had spoken too soon. Or maybe he jinxed me, because the next moment, Daikan propelled himself upright with more power than I’d thought possible, sending me flying back through the air as he roared angrily. 

“Ugh.” Of all the places to land, it had to be in a pile of frozen dog poo. “Gross.” Why did I always have to land in something completely revolting?!

I looked up just in time to see Elysian unleash an attack of his own. My dragon’s bright celestial fire hit its mark as I stood up and hurriedly tried to clean myself up. Being a superhero is not as important as looking like one, in my opinion.  

“Augh!” Daikan cried, the dragon fire slowly eating away at his colorful clothes and sizzling into his wrinkly skin. Even though I love my barbeque, it was a gruesome sight to watch him flap and burn. It probably would have been more enjoyable if he was dead. And plucked.

“Finish him!” Elysian called out.

“No one defeats me,” I murmured, letting myself smile. For once, we are going to get along all right without—

A hot, blazing arrow of light suddenly soared out of nowhere. It struck the demonic creature in the head, unleashing a small bright explosion and bombing out brain residue. I jumped back and shielded my face. When I peeked over seconds later, Daikan was gone.

I groaned. I’d thought too soon. She’s here.

Following the trajectory of the arrow, I looked up. And there she was.  

Starry Knight, skillfully perched in the trees, was looking down on me, both literally and figuratively. “I told you to stay away from this business,” she called out in a disdainful greeting, as was her per usual.

“Oh, just go away,” I stomped my way over to my supposed counterpart. “I was doing just fine until you showed up. And I was here earlier than you.”

“You are just getting in the way.” She glared back, tightening her lips, obviously irritated. “It’s clear you still don’t know much about them, do you, Wingdinger?”

Since I was pretty sure she was making fun of me in addition to insulting me, I bit my bottom lip angrily, raging for blood. That was just like her, to disregard all the effort I’d espoused trying to learn more about the different demons suddenly plaguing our city. Believe me, between the eelas, the tenwaleisks, and the bakreels, I’d had more than enough outer dimensional demon instruction.

But even so, who really cared if I didn’t know that much yet? All I really knew for sure was that I had to fight them. That had to count for a lot of it—over half of it, really. And the other stuff, well, I’d figure it out later, when I had the time and/or the inkling to care.

Starry Knight jumped down from the heights of the tree. “Since you appeared, I’ve had to save you more than I’ve had to defeat these monsters.”

“Hey! I got some of them, too,” I protested. At least two or three, anyway ... out of ten or twenty or ... Who’s really counting here anyway? “I would’ve had this one, too, if you hadn’t stolen my chance!”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t have been able to do it,” Starry Knight replied, waving me off. “You haven’t gotten any stronger in the last weeks. Just give up and leave this to me. Oh, and I’d make sure to get some stain remover on your clothes.” She flipped her long hair over her shoulder before she flew off, her stark white wings beating gracefully.

The embarrassment and anger burned, steaming hot. I thrust my fingers into my “wingdings” at the sides of my head, for which I was named, and tried not to scream. The pain of tearing at my feather-crown didn’t help.

And neither did Elysian, of course. (He never does, trust me.)

“Don’t worry about it, kid,” Elysian told me. “You’ll get the next one.”  

“What if I don’t?” I asked sharply. “What then?”

“Don’t do this to yourself. She’s not worth it.” Elysian transformed. As a changeling dragon, he had the ability to transform into any reptile, but he often just pushed back his wings, sucked in his big dragon belly, and shrunk down to the size of a small lizard or chameleon. It was handy for travel purposes, I had to admit, but more often than not it meant he was nearby. And I didn’t really like that. 

“Maybe she’s got a point. She seems to be getting more powerful.” I doubted Elysian had noticed the increasing intensity of Starry Knight’s arrows in the past few weeks. I also doubted he’d be able to refrain from making some irritating comment about it if I brought it up.

“Don’t forget, we don’t know much about her,” Elysian said, honestly and exasperatedly. “If you really think she’s getting more powerful, it could be a problem.”

“You think?” I snorted distastefully. Of course she is a problem! She’d been a problem since day one. “How do you think she does it? How do you think I can get strong enough to beat her?”

“You’re supposed to be concerned with the demons, so forget about her.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Frankly, I agree with Starry Knight; it’s your own fault you’re not getting more powerful.”

“What?!” My gaze blazed into Elysian’s, and he (wisely) shuffled back a few feet. “How can you say that? You’re the one who’s supposed to be ‘mentoring me’ or however you put it.”

“I cannot teach a know-it-all!” Elysian glared at me. “Look, you’ve accepted the task of defending the world from the Sinisters, but you’re still as arrogant and self-centered as you always were. And it’s worse since you’ve been given the powers. You still rely mostly on your guesswork to get the job done.”

I motioned to my uniform, my transformed self. “Selfish? How can you say that? Do you know what I’d rather be doing while I’m fighting off the forces supposedly bent on destroying the world? I could be on a date!”

“Ugh! You make this so hard!” Elysian sighed. “You might have accepted the truth of your destiny, but there’s more to believing than just accepting the truth. There’s more to power than strength.”

I muttered out a string of curses, probably a bit too loudly for Elysian’s taste, because he chastised me a moment later. “You could get a lot more powerful if you just had some self-control.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean you can’t even control your language, or your anger, or your actions. No wonder the demons laugh at you! You’ll bring about your own destruction soon enough with that kind of attitude.”

Before I could respond, the large clock tower in the city chimed, and I had another reason to hate my life. “Aw, great! It’s after my curfew! Cheryl and Mark are going to be upset. Can tonight get any worse?”

Almost as soon as the words were out of my mouth, Elysian piped up with a half-smug, “Here comes the press.”  

And right on cue, a desperate-looking journalist hopped out of some nearby bushes, followed by several more of his camera-wielding posse. “Excuse me, Mr. Wingdinger, sir, can we get a couple of questions?”

I immediately ran for cover. 

“Stop! We need to talk to you!”

“Come back, we want to make a deal! You’ll be rich!”

“Where’s Starry Knight?”

Anyone could tell you I was not usually shy in front of the camera. But the last thing I wanted was to do was to take financial responsibility for all the buildings and vehicles and other stuff that had been damaged in the previous months, and the blame for all of the people I hadn’t saved. These were the major reasons I ran away from the press and cringed at the thought of interviews.

“Come on, Elysian,” I said quietly. “Fly us away from these soul-suckers.”

Elysian cocked an eyebrow at the irony and smothered a laugh, transforming once more. Moments later, we were safe and out of reach.

*☼*

How did this all happen? How did I manage to get drafted into humanity’s last defense in an interdimensional war?

Truth be told, I wasn’t exactly sure how it all began. All I really know was the day this mess exploded into my life, I’d been thinking about much more important matters. Much, much more important matters ... 

☼1☼

Normalcy

Three Months Before

I was thinking about the intricacies of life, and how simple it was to control them, if handled with efficiency and precision, how there could be no surprises, no mistakes.

But I knew there wouldn’t be any mistakes; after all, there was no true right and wrong. Everything was relative, and relativity only called for adaptation. I knew this as sure as I knew the sky was blue, and Taco Tuesday at my school cafeteria was invented by cannibals. It was as real as the game device in my hands, or the air in my lungs. 

Anticipation mounted, and my heart started to skip. The last piece of the puzzle was seconds from touchdown when—

“Dinger! Put that game away!”

I nearly flew out of my seat at the sudden interruption of my Tetris game. I luckily (skillfully) remained cool, merely snapping my eyes up to meet the discerning stare of my tenth grade AP American History teacher, Mrs. Smithe.

I had to grin, because her darkened eyes were burning over the top of her thick, black-framed glasses, and I knew she was annoyed. This was not the first time, today or otherwise, she had stopped, mid-lecture, to remind me to pay attention. In her world, no matter how addictive the game was, it was supposed to come second to her teaching. “Supposed to” being the operative phrase.

“Aw, but I’m so close to beating this level.” I smirked good-naturedly.

The silent, deadly expression I received told me it was clearly not one of her good days, so I shrugged carelessly, smiled brilliantly, and tucked away my Game Pac. I even decided to graciously wait ten more minutes before pulling it out again. Mrs. Smithe seemed reassured by this illusion of obedience, and went back to teaching. She was always a bit of a control freak, but I’ve never really met a good teacher who wasn’t.

And for all her trouble, Mrs. Smithe—Martha—was probably my favorite teacher at Apollo Central High School. She was middle-aged, with short curly hair that almost stood on end when her teacher-senses were tingling. I supposed it was her glasses that really gave her an authoritative demeanor, since her short height and tiny bone structure did not. And she always had coffee nearby. I once figured out while I was bored in her class that she could support a small company stock all by herself. You have to admit that’s impressive. If I had any problems with her, it was that she just didn’t seem to understand that Tetris was the ultimate meaning in my life.

I’d played the game for years, and it was the key to unlocking the secrets of all life—that we were all just players, some of us winners, a lot more of us losers. That there was nothing more to life than filling it with fun, and working to fit all of the pieces together cohesively, in order to claim glory and the right to brag. It was a beautiful, meaningless thing, the epitome of my preferred existence.

Plus having the title of Tetris King was a nice touch—I’d thought “Tetris Emperor” was a bit much.

“Psst, Dinger.”

I turned toward my friend, Evan von Ponce—whom I nicknamed “Poncey” awhile back and everyone, of course, universally accepted—to see he was wearing a pair of glasses he’d no doubt pilfered from a nearby nerd. “What is it, Poncey?” I grinned. I knew what was coming.

“Put that game away—now!” Poncey mimicked Martha almost exactly, with his own bit of dramatic flair added for effect.

I attempted to keep my chuckles in, but to no avail. A matter of seconds later, the inevitable reprimand came.

“Dinger! Ponce! Do I need to separate you?” Martha scowled at us, reminding me of a time when my mother actually used to act like a mother to me. All the other students in the class glanced over at us, and I played it cool, but the tension was thick. A few of my classmates wore smiles of smug superiority, while others tried not to be the next ones to giggle.

It was really nothing different from the norm. Every day it was something else. Class stopped because of someone talking or playing games, and the intellectual lecture was traded in for a behavioral one.

But there was never a day when Martha punished me or any of my friends with a detention. Which, in all fairness, she was supposed to do. She’d always been fond of me and my cronies.

Despite that, however, Martha tightened her lips in irritation; she had to put on some show of authority. “May I continue?”

“Sure, Mrs. Smithe,” I assured her, though my laughter was still trying to poke its way out of my mouth. “What was that about the American colonies?”

“That was ten minutes ago. We’re discussing the new country disputes now. Pay attention, Hamilton Dinger!”  

Ugh. I hated it—and still hate it—when people use my full name. Or even my first. Trust my parents to come up with the weirdest name in all of history and give it to me. I was a victim of bad parenting and awkward social trends. My name said it all.

Martha turned with a militaristic air toward the front of the room, continuing with her presentation. “Okay, then ... In his farewell address, President Washington clearly advocated for the unification of political parties and a policy of isolationism ... ”

Her words faded as I fell back into boredom in record time. I thought about pulling out my Game Pac again as I’d essentially blown off the lecture. I was not worried; I would read the chapter later, and then I would ace the test. That’s how it was. That’s how it always was.

Not that I’d complain. Being the class genius was fun. And being popular was, too. It was nice to be a regular on the “Apollo Central High School Hot List” organized by the cheerleaders of the so-called “Social Elite.” Which was basically just the cheerleaders.

It was nice that I had more than my share of charisma, and probably more than my share of good looks, too. I was voted “Best Eyes” in the last two yearbooks.

It was great that I was, at sixteen, famous for my high school career as a football player on the Apollo Central Falcons. (I’m sure you can look up my world record.) But what I was most well-known for was my trademark smirk, the one with the power to transform me from teacher’s pet to troublemaker, to instantly irritate a saint or charm a viper.

There were some who didn’t appreciate my commentary, my skills, or my presence. That happens a lot when you’re popular. Someone is always ugly, or jealous, or both, and they take out their insecurity on you. But I figured someone had to be popular, and I had to say I was very good at it. So it was my duty, my curse and blessing, to be so. And frankly, that’s the way I liked it.

“Yo, Dinger.”

I turned to see Jason Harbor, a member of my inner circle of friends. Jason was on the football team like me, and one of my most competitive rivals for MVP each year. But considering I’ve been playing sports practically forever, that really wasn’t as much of a compliment as it seemed. “Yeah?”

“You coming to the Falcons’ party tonight?”

I nodded. “Sure am. Still gotta tell Mark and Cheryl though.  Supposedly, she’ll be home early tonight, but I’m not going to hold my breath or anything.”

I honestly can’t remember how long I’d been on a first-name basis with my parents. It wasn’t that I didn’t love them or anything, because I supposed I did (sort of). It’s just that their years of parenting, the parts which didn’t come with a bill or some kind of other payment attached to them, were well over with.

“Sweet.” Jason cautiously glanced back at Martha before telling me, “Poncey’s coming over early to help set up. You wanna come? Simon can pick you up.”

“Nah, it’s okay. It’s not too far to your new house.”

I’d lived across the street from Jason nearly all my life, ever since I moved to Apollo City with my parents. But Jason’s dad had recently lost his job, so Jason and his family moved away from our ritzy, upscale neighborhood to the northern slums of the city, where it is considered “more cost-effective to live.” (That means it’s for poor people, but I wasn’t going to make discriminating judgments like that on a friend; I was content to save those for other people at school.)  

Because of the awkward subject, I focused on a more substantial concern. “I still can’t believe Cheryl and Mark aren’t letting me get my license until I’m eighteen.”

“Well, you were caught trying to break into your own house at two in the morning,” Jason reminded me with a smile.  

If you knew the story, you’d think my parents should have been turned over to social services for excessive punishment. But after it was told so many times and exaggerated in so many ways (to legendary status), I was quite bored by it. “I forgot my key at Poncey’s. It was a simple mistake.”

“Breaking down the back door and setting off the indoor sprinkler system was a simple mistake? I’m still trying to figure out how you managed that.”

“Ah, shut up,” I said, glaring. I must’ve had this rage-fueled look on my face, because when Poncey interrupted the conversation, Jason’s expression involuntarily looked relieved. (It’s well known people who argued with me usually ended up being hated in some form or another; whether I encouraged it or not was another matter, of course.)

“Did I hear you’re coming to the party, Dinger?” Poncey asked, his expression pathetically eager.

It was always endearing to me to know my friends depended on me as immediately as they did food and water, so I humored them. “Sure am.”  

“I hear Gwen’s going to be there.”

At the sound of her name, I felt my heart give a happy jolt. I’d never thought, at that point in my life, that there was only one true love for me. It seemed like people who thought there was only one person for them out there were narrow-minded, and kind of shallow. Or really picky.

I really just wanted someone who would love me and fit well into my life. And I didn’t think this would be too hard for me to get. (I never had a problem getting them—it was always getting rid of them that was the problem.)

I was Hamilton Dinger, after all. I was smart, strong, and hot. Who wouldn’t love me? Who wouldn’t change her whole life around to fit into my world?

But I was sublimely happy, nonetheless, at the thought of Gwen. There was no girl in the world who could compare with Gwen Kessler, in my own humble opinion. I’d searched and compared enough girls to know she was the perfect girlfriend for me. She was cute, and smart, and athletic, and she agreed with me on mostly all the right things. She had been the one who had nicknamed me “Hammy,” saying it went well with my “cocky, devil-may-care attitude.”

And on top of all things, I was more than happy to ask her out. I contentedly leaned back in my chair. “Cool.”

Mrs. Smithe effectively ruined the chance for my friends to rag on me about Gwen; I was able to tell by their expressions they were looking forward to it, too. I didn’t blame them. Let’s face it, it wasn’t often they got to do it.

“Okay, class. Before we go, our first history exam is coming soon,” she announced.

Everyone groaned. Immediately, whispers and concerns were voiced without appreciation. I refrained, but only because I knew I’d pass it without a hitch.  

Mrs. Smithe ignored the complaints. “It’s on everything covered in the book, lectures, and notes I’ve given you. It’s worth fifteen percent of your grade this marking period.” Then she looked down her nose at all of us, eyes narrowed. “And this exam is not curved, so bribing Dinger to stay home will not help you.”

Half of the kids in the class rolled their eyes, while the other half snickered. Hoshi Tokugawa, the exchange student from Japan, groaned. “Darn, I was saving my money for that, too.”

All of this happened while I basked in a sea of my own satisfaction. It was well known that I had the highest grade in the class.

“Hey, Jase,” Drew McGill spoke up. “What time are you going to be ready for the party?”

“Around seven. Don’t forget to bring your video games, okay?” Jason sat back, relaxed. “After all the arguing over which ones to bring, you can’t forget them. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

“Yeah,” Poncey agreed. “Nothing says, ‘Let’s go Apollo Falcons’ like a stack of pizza, buckets of ice cream, and hours of playing Death Raiders III: Alien Slayer.”

“Parties, girls, and school-wide fame. Ah, I’m glad to be a football player,” Drew sighed happily.

“Not to mention all the trophies we get,” I added, trying not to sound too smug.

“You mean you get,” Jason shot back. “You’re the best player on the team. The rest of us suck, man.”

I knew that, but I liked to hear it as often as possible. “Well, there’s no denying I can smoke you guys on the field. But I’m not as good as all of you at other things. Even though I can’t really think of anything at the moment.” Attempting to be humble was hard, due to my insincere tone and the large smirk on my face. “Still, football’s fun.”

“Very true,” Evan agreed. “And it’s cool to watch the cheerleaders. Some of them are pretty fast, if you know what I mean.”  

Before we could laugh, a classmate of ours, Guy Fitch, butted into our conversation. He was tall and lanky with glasses, and hung out with uncool people a lot. I couldn’t help but pity him sometimes. Fitch tried so hard to be popular, it’s really a shame how bad he was at it. I sighed inwardly, preparing for the usual misplaced Fitch comment.  

It came as expected. Fitch smiled. “Yeah, I’ll say. One time, I saw this girl start running down the track, trying to tackle this kid who’d stolen her hot dog.”

The guys and I gave him a weird look before laughing awkwardly. It was clear Fitch didn’t understand Evan’s statement. Really, it’s no surprise, I thought pityingly. Fitch didn’t seem to get anything. I sometimes wondered if he just acted stupid, or if he really was that dimwitted.

Oh well. Either way, it didn’t really matter. He’d never be popular like me, so I didn’t have to worry about him.

The bell rang, and everyone headed out of the room. 

“Dinger!” Mrs. Smithe called. “Come over here a moment.”

I walked over to her desk, pausing for a moment to wave to my friends. I watched as Evan waved back. His elbow hit Brittany Taylor in the process, causing her books to go flying all over the floor as she fell. Evan was too busy laughing to help her pick up her things.

I had to literally choke down a chuckle at the scene. Mrs. Smithe wasn’t a good person to go to happy, when you were pretty sure a reprimand was coming. And I was pretty sure it was coming. “Yes, Mrs. Smithe?” I put on a charming, eager face, wide-eyed with innocence. “Do you need me to run an errand for you?”

“Dinger, I understand you aren’t impressed with my class.” Her tone had some bite to it, so I knew I needed to tread carefully.

“That’s not true,” I argued. Not completely true.

“Put your lips in park, Dinger,” she snapped lightly. “I know you’re capable of learning. You have the shortest attention span, yet the highest grades. You must’ve been born under a lucky star.”

I grinned. “Thanks.”

“You know that’s not a compliment,” she replied. “Luck and miracles can’t get you through life unless you die young. I can’t have you being a distraction in my class. You want more work?”

“No.”

“Fine.” She paused here momentarily. I saw the hardness on her face leave as genuine concern replaced it. “Your mind is a gift,” she told me. “But if you don’t start to use it, you’re going to lose it.”

“I thought I was,” I replied in my best non-confrontational voice. It was good that I was an exceptional student, because otherwise I don’t think she would’ve bought it.  

“Not in the way of common sense,” Mrs. Smithe huffed. She scrunched up her nose and added, almost as an afterthought, “Or manners, come to that.”

I smiled shyly, giving her the goody-goody face. “I understand, Mrs. Smithe. I’ll be a better example.”

“Good. I’ll hold you to that.”

“Cool. Well, I got to go. See you later!” I waved good-bye, closed the door, and a victorious sneer crawled across my face. Another one bites the dust!

Semantics are wonderful. It wasn’t for nothing was my mother one of the most influential lawyers of Apollo City—probably the whole state of Ohio, too.

I’d set a better example, all right—next year, when time just seemed to be more convenient than it was at the moment. After all, my life was absolutely perfect—except for a few minor things, like my parents, and my brother, and all the unpopular people who thought I was just awful so they could sleep better at night. Why bother risking a change?

*☼*

At the time, I didn’t really believe that anything outside my control would change my life. Or at least, not in a significant, substantial way. My life was all about myself, and I figured I had complete control over that. Anything that happened outside of my control was more or less because I let it happen, and didn’t feel like stopping it.

It’s funny how one disaster of epic proportion can really make you change your mind.  

☼2☼

Irritation

My groans echoed loudly throughout Jason’s small play room as Poncey, Drew, and I all wrestled with Jason’s old couch. “Man, Jase, what did you do to this couch? It smells like a fart factory exploded on it.”

The guys beside me half-chuckled but that did nothing to improve our situation. It was close to party time, and we had to get everything set up, despite the obstacles we faced—namely, the large, oversized, over-smelly couch.

“It’s perfect for gaming.” Jason grinned as he made his way into the room, hopping over the big blue couch stuck halfway in the door. “You guys can put it over by the window.”

Drew, Poncey, and I all looked at him as if he had five heads. 

Jason smirked. “Oh, all right, I’ll lend you weaklings some muscle.”

A few shoves, a lot of heaving, and some inappropriate comments later, the couch was in perfect position for maximum television interaction. “This is really going to be big with the gamers coming,” Drew said, pumping his fist into the air triumphantly. “And I’m going to beat all of you!”

“Doubtful.” I laughed. “You know I’m the reigning champ.”

“Yeah, yeah. Enjoy it while it lasts.” Drew smiled widely, almost eerily. “I’ve been practicing.”

“Speaking of practicing, I told Mikey to come early,” Jason spoke up.  

“Why did you tell him to come at all? It’s not like we need him,” I scoffed.

A moment of silence passed in its usual awkward fashion. Everyone knew Mikey was not my favorite person at the moment.

“Well, he’s stuck in detention today, so I thought it would be good for him.” Jason’s soft-spoken response was weak. Really weak.

Poncey jumped up from his seat on the couch, suddenly inspired. “Dinger, you gotta hear what he did to Elm’s student teacher today!”

“You mean the short, skinny, underfed German girl, Poncey?” My face broke out into a large smile as I conjured up a picture of the latest eyesore in my biology class, Ms. Nolte the Dolt. “Oh really now? Tell me about it.”

“Mikey decided that it was wrong to dissect animals this week—”

“Probably because he failed the dissection quiz on Monday,” Drew interjected from the floor as he untangled the game controllers.

Poncey laughed. “So Mike decided it was only appropriate for him to help other students learn the parts of the frog’s anatomy—”

“Because he was just so concerned for the other students and all—”

“And what he ended up doing was, he took all the frog’s innards and laced them together, and then he strung them all around the room,” Evan said. “It was so hilariously funny, too, because at first, Ms. Nolte didn’t even know what it was.”

“He’d hung them like Christmas tree lights,” Drew explained. “With some randomly thrown here or there. Ms. Nolte was having puppies by the time that class was over. She kept finding organs in odd places. Can you imagine her finding stray pieces of dead frog months from now? Awesome. Mikey’s a genius.”

“I heard a cockroach was even chewing on a frog lung,” Evan added.

“Cockroaches don’t eat meat, Poncey.” I shook my head. “That’s absurd. How did Ms. Nolte find out it was Mikey?”

“That know-it-all Brittany said it was you, me, and Mikey.”

I cocked an eyebrow, hinting at my non-surprise. “Oh really? So Mikey took the fall for us, huh?”

“Well, it’s not like you did it, right?” Drew asked. “We know goody two-shoes Poncey here wouldn’t be caught dead in detention. You wouldn’t do anything like that either, would you?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” The rest of them just rolled their eyes, and for some reason, it made me more than a little ticked. But I graciously laughed it off. For once.

“Well, anyway,” Poncey spoke up, “Mikey’s serving detention today with the drama students. They were there till five today, doing set work.”

“Poor Mike. Detention with the drama students ... ” I feigned sympathy for him, though I suspected some of it was real. Between the awkward director, the poor selection of plays, and the limited special effects, drama was the worst to deal with. Our school drama department, Apollo Central High Entertainment, was abbreviated as ACHE for good reason.  

The front door barked open, and I turned to see another one of my friends, Simon Gangel.

“Hey. You’re late, man,” Drew scolded.

“He was probably in detention for checking out the math teacher again.” I laughed.  

Simon put on his lopsided grin. “Guilty as charged, Dinger. But I’m way behind in Ms. Darlington’s class, and my parents will kill me if I fail again. Plus I’ll never get into med school.”

“They’ll also probably kill you if you get arrested for sexual harassment,” Poncey pointed out.

I nodded uninterestedly in agreement, as we all got back to setting up the room. Simon wasn’t the brightest crayon in the box; he’s actually probably the blackish-gray one. He might’ve been a senior, but he was finishing up his high school career with a lot of sophomore-level classes. Simon getting into med school would only happen as a miracle—and I didn’t believe in miracles.

*☼*

Half an hour later, the Harbor’s house was packed. The music was booming and loud, and it was a wonder the neighbors hadn’t called in to complain. (As far as I’d heard, anyway.) The sound of teenagers laughing and yelling to each other, and even the particularly gruesome and exaggerated violence of Death Raiders III, was lost to the ocean of hardcore rock n’ roll, our freedom song of choice.

There were close to forty teenagers at the house, though it sounded more like four hundred. There had to be a couple party crashers—that happened a lot when I was at parties—but Mr. and Mrs. Harbor didn’t have the time to worry about it; they were too busy washing the dirty dishes stacking up in the sink, like all good parents would be. Last I’d checked, Mrs. Harbor had a sour, determined look on her face (she wasn’t happy, but she was going to attempt to be as pleasant as possible until everyone went home—then she would unleash the monster within) while Mr. Harbor was more upset he had to help with the dishes. He kept it to himself, probably aware that if he bothered his wife, he’d get the majority of her wrath.

The party hadn’t been going on long when I found myself in the middle of beating Jason at a video game involving a savage, bloodthirsty battle for all mankind and the pursuit of personal glory. (So it was kind of like high school.) A rush of adrenaline bolted through me as Jason’s character finally fell over, wriggling and shaking the last of the animated blood out from his severed head.

I let out an excessively loud and obnoxious celebratory, “Ha! Beat you!” before I succumbed to the overwhelming desire to laugh hysterically. I loved having witnesses to my personal successes.

“Way to go, Dinger!” Simon cheered. “I’m next!”

“Sorry guys, I already called it,” Poncey declared, tearing the game controller out of the hands of a disgruntled Jason.

“Poncey!” I smirked to see such a willing victim.  

Shouts of “Poncey!” “Ponn-cey!” and “Pon-eceya!” echoed through the room. I smiled. My friends would often imitate me. It was highly amusing, if not sad for the lack of originality.

“You got it coming, Dinger. I’ve figured out the perfect fighting strategy,” Evan bragged.

“Oh, really now? Well, I doubt it’ll work, but what the heck? When you’re declared the loser, I promise I won’t rub it in your face for more than a week or two.” Or three or four. It really depends on my mood.  

The match started, and the guys gave encouraging support with an orchestra of armpit noises. Jason, still upset at losing to me, led the cheering for Evan with a “Poncey” whoop.

My smirk grew wider as I landed a costly blow on Evan’s fighter. “Ha, got you!” I boasted. “Looks like your theory of how to beat me isn’t working quite yet, unless it’s to not do any hard work and hope I beat myself."

Poncey just grinned. “I haven’t applied it yet,” he replied, before his head suddenly turned toward the door. “Oh! Hi, Gwen!”

My head whipped around, only to see an empty doorway. It took me less than a moment to realize I’d been duped, and it was even quicker that anger and frustration set in. “Oh, man!”

In the seconds of effective distraction, Evan had managed to land numerous blows on my guy. I cursed loudly a moment later when Evan won the match.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” Drew guffawed. “You got served, Dinger! Sweet move there, Poncey. Genius!”

Poncey wallowed in the glow of his triumphant victory as my face was no doubt hot-coals red. “Yeah, I won!” he bellowed uninhibitedly, like some screeching balloon that popped.

I inhaled deeply, and then shrugged my shoulders, like it was nothing—which it was. “You got lucky,” I remarked scathingly. “Cheater.”

“Hey, don’t be a sour-butt, Dinger,” Poncey teased me. “Just because you’re jealous of me and clearly vulnerable to the opposite gender, that’s no reason to be all cranky. In fact, it’s perfectly natural.”

“Oh, shut up, Poncey. You and your delusions are enough to make me sick.”

Drew grabbed the controller out of my hands and bumped me away. “I’ll give you a real challenge, Poncey.” 

Ha. I doubted it. I’d just beat him before taking down Jason. “You guys suck,” I announced. “I’m going to find more appreciative company.” 

On my way out, to make things even worse, I bumped into Via Delorosa, the head cheerleader at Central.

Via instantly frowned and snapped, “Watch where you’re going, Dinger!”

“Sorry,” I muttered as I ducked quickly out of her way. Apologizing was the best thing to do in this case, and since I actually was truly regretting running into her, it was not even a fake apology.

I was ashamed to admit it, but I had dated Via during the previous year. We were a power couple in the ninth grade, before I broke it off. Via had hated me ever since. (Even though she would still occasionally hint at me to get back together with her.) She was still especially mad because others really played it up as being her fault. In reality, I was more than willing to agree—there was no way I’d ever consider loving someone so shallow and superficial. I’d dated her for four months before telling her I “didn’t know what I wanted.” (Meaning, of course, I knew she wasn’t what I wanted.)

I was even kind enough to do it during summer vacation, so she would only have to face the prospect of initially being embarrassed at cheer camp instead of school. You’d think after all my kindness to her, she’d go easier on me. But no, she didn’t.

I involuntarily shuddered at the memory of kissing her; it’d been like tasting raspberry-flavored dirt.

I made my rounds throughout the party, talking and laughing with my fellow football players, mostly about how our chief rivals, the Rosemont Raiders, were so lame. I grabbed some grub, flirted and winked at the pretty girls, told some stories, and compared Tetris notes with some of the guys. Everything was going well.

I should’ve known up to that point something was going to go terribly, terribly wrong. Later I would think that if I could pinpoint a moment in time where all was well with the world, and then all of a sudden went awry, it would be around the time I first met him.

I wasn’t five steps away from re-entering the game room when I heard Jason call out, “All right, Tim! Beat him!”

“Who’s Tim?” I muttered as I walked into the room. There was no Tim on the football team. It crossed my mind that it was probably some loser from school who was hoping to name-drop me later in a conversation where he’d be trying to impress a girl. Again, that was one of the few problems with being popular.

“Hey, Hammy!”

I lost all trace of eminent disgust and suspicion as Gwen’s honey-colored eyes jumped up to meet mine. “Hey, Gwen,” I called, trying to contain the wave of happiness spouting up inside me.

Gwen was sure pretty today, I noticed. She always wore make-up and styled her hair, but she seemed to be extra-pretty today; she must’ve known I’d been angling to ask her to be my girlfriend.

Before I forgot, I nodded courteously to the girl standing next to her. “Hey, Laura.”

“Hi,” Laura replied tentatively.

Laura Nelson was Gwen’s best friend, and before tenth grade, had been one of mine as well. But she was still one of Via’s lackies, unlike Gwen, and she knew the rules. The cheerleaders had a ban on talking to me. (Not that they all followed through on it, but social code was sacred.) This was another reason there weren’t a lot of girls in my inner circle of late.  

“How’s cheerleading going?” I asked Laura. It was fun to watch her squirm.

“Oh, it’s ... going okay.” Laura awkwardly glanced away. “Hey, I’ll see you guys later, all right?”  

I watched with satisfaction as she left. Mission accomplished. At last I was alone, more or less, with Gwen.

Gwen snickered as Laura edged her way out of the room, excessively careful to not even bump into me. “I guess Via is still angry.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said. “Frankly, I’m surprised I’m still popular. It’s a rare person who dumps the head cheerleader and walks away unscathed, even four months later.”

“You have a point there. Please don’t hold it against Laura, though. She’s trying so hard to make Vice Captain before the Spring State Tournament.”

“I’ll consider it, just because she’s your friend.”

Gwen giggled again, so easily charmed. “So, how’re you tonight?”

“Oh, you know.” I shrugged. “Had a fight with the parentals. They didn’t want me coming here tonight, no surprise. Cheryl and Mark are so ridiculous sometimes, I just can’t believe it ... ” I went on to explain how I’d arrived at my house after school to find, surprisingly, both parents home. Cheryl was running around trying to get ready for a business dinner, one of the very few ones where she was allowed, and actually wanted, to bring her family with her. Mark, fresh from a sixteen-hour shift at the hospital, was brewing coffee. And Adam, my three-year-old brother, was mostly ignored, playing “doctor” to couch pillows, various stuffed animals, and curtains.

Between my mother trying to guilt trip me between threats, my father calling for me to be “rational” between cups of coffee, and Adam humping my leg, crying, “Hammonton,” and blah, blah, blah-blah, blah, it was a wonder I’d gotten out alive. I vastly enjoyed telling this to Gwen; she would appreciate me making it through my mess of a family just to see her.  

Can you see why I didn’t like my family? They were all so concerned with their own lives that they just didn’t seem to care enough about mine.  

As I recounted this story to Gwen, I watched, mesmerized, as her expression glazed over. I was thinking how cute she was, trying so hard to vividly imagine what I was saying, that I hardly noticed when she interrupted me halfway through. 

“That’s fascinating.” Gwen smiled, the focus coming back into her eyes. “I don’t know where you get your energy for all that, Hammy.” She yawned. 

“Coffee.”

“Is that it? Gross. I’m a tea drinker.”

I cringed, slightly. “Switch.”

Gwen laughed, an enchanting sound I found as energizing as my beloved sugar and cream coffee. I decided my first job as Gwen’s boyfriend would be to convert her into a coffee drinker like me.

“Ah, man. This sucks!”

I, along with everyone else, suddenly snapped attention back to the game, where some guy—Tim—successfully vanquished Drew’s character in a horrific display of graphic violence.

“Wow, that’s gotta be a record!” Evan squealed. “Drew, you sure are having some bad luck. First Dinger and now Tim? You’re losing big time.”

“Oh, shut up, Poncey.” Drew glared at him, more than a hint of indignant humiliation in his voice. “Shut your big fat mouth.”

Before I could step in and assure everyone Drew felt rightfully sorry enough to let Tim win, Tim stood up.

“I’m sure I just got lucky,” he assured Drew with a coddling smile. He gave Drew a friendly punch on the shoulder. “Or maybe you just felt sorry for me and let me win?”

Drew caught on, pathetically grateful, and I was instantly super annoyed. “Well, I was going easy on you,” Drew gallantly admitted. “I’m getting some more soda, anybody want some?”

Not bad, I thought. I didn’t know much about Tim, but I knew two things for sure: One, he was almost obsessively, single-mindedly willing to kiss up to my friends, and two, he was certainly not a football player.

It was written all over him, frankly. Tim was tall, with spikes in his hair, and a wide, crooked smile on his baby face. He wore a flannel shirt under a leather jacket. The ugliest, dirtiest cowboy boots imaginable stuck out like clown shoes. The “tough-boy” look was lost on Tim’s heart-shaped face; it was more bunny than human. Puberty had certainly not been kind to him, either, I thought privately, a smug satisfaction rising.

I was just thinking about graciously asking what on earth Tim thought he was doing here when Gwen interrupted me.

“Tim, over here!” Oh, crap. Gwen had invited him.

I thought briefly how vomiting in my mouth would be the most appropriate response to this, but I held it in. If only Martha could see my manners now.

“Hey, Juliet,” Tim said, smiling kindly at Gwen. He turned to me. (How appalling—he wasn’t even addressed by me first!) “Hey, Dinger,” he said. “English was tough today, huh? I saw you beat out your old Tetris record halfway through class.”

“Oh, you have Mrs. Night, too?” I asked, surprised. I should pay more attention to insignificant details like that, I mused.

“Yeah. Her English class is ... well, it’s okay. Don’t you think so?”

I shrugged, uninterested. “Her name’s ‘Night’ for a reason, since everyone sleeps. I usually play Tetris the whole time.”

Tim laughed. What a suck-up. “I heard you had the highest rank for Tetris scores.” 

I nodded, uninterested. I certainly knew how good I was. 

“Gwen told me you almost got in trouble with Mrs. Smithe today.”

“Martha’s cool. She knows I’ll ace that history test coming up, no matter how much I play.” I shrugged again, bored. “So, how do you know Gwen?”

“Gwen and I are both in the school play,” he told me.  

“Play?” Huh? What?

Gwen hit me playfully on the shoulder. “I’ve told you the school’s performing Romeo and Juliet a million times already. I’m Juliet.”

Ah, that play. Whatever. (Please, it’s not like it’s football.)

I winked at her. “So you’re Juliet, huh? They need a Romeo still?”

“No. Tim’s Romeo.”

Ouch, that burned. “I know that.” I sighed. “I just like to annoy you sometimes, Gwennie,” I admitted. And then I caught her eyes with mine, allowing her to almost see past my outside antics to my deep, sensitive thoughts. She looked down a second later, a faint blush on her cheeks. Ah, yes ... Girls love that kind of mush.

“I think the play’s going to be a hit this year,” Tim spoke up, interrupting my calculated moment with Gwen. “We’ve got some students coming from Rosemont to help put the set together; it’s going to look amazing when it’s finished ... ”

I soon decided that if I acted like Tim was of no importance, maybe Tim would realize he was of no importance and go away. (You laugh, but it’s worked before.) I turned my full attention to more appealing matters.

“Speaking of Rosemont, Gwen, you going to the football game tomorrow night?” And I focused back on Gwen and only her. (It is hard work to ignore a freak show.) “That’s who we’re playing.”

Gwen giggled. “Is that all you ever think of, Hammy?”

“Yes,” Evan quipped, coming in from nowhere. He had a tendency to do that. “Football, girls, and Tetris. That’s all Dinger ever thinks about.” 

There were several chuckles and a couple of unsure looks.

“Do you think you’ll come to the play, Dinger?” Tim asked.

“We’ll definitely win,” I cantered on confidently. “The Raiders are due for losing, since they are a loser school.”  

“Hey, you didn’t answer Tim’s question,” Gwen said.

“Huh?” I widened my eyes in mock surprise as I reluctantly allowed myself to look at Tim. Gwen apparently wasn’t picking up the cue; I was beginning to doubt her acting skills. (This did not bode well for an already-doomed play.) “Oh. Hey, Tim,” I said. “Didn’t see you there. You really should loosen up. Standing like that, I thought you were a lamp or something.”

A wave of laughter came up from the guys around the room. 

“I’m serious!” I insisted, noticing Gwen was not smiling. “Look at him, he’s not even moving.”

Tim rubbed his neck nervously.  “Well, I did get the part of Romeo for something,” he agreed after a long moment.

“Oh, right,” I continued. “You’re Romeo. You must be one of the best actors in school, huh?”

Gwen broke into grin, like she was happy I was being nice to this freak. “He sure is,” she exclaimed happily.

I was suddenly trying to process how sick Gwen’s face was making me when I heard myself remark, “Hey, Tim. Why don’t you try acting like a football player, then? You know, since this is a party for football players?”

“Hammy—” Gwen started to say something before I cut her off.

“It’s not like this is Broadway central,” I explained.

“Hamilton—”

“I’m just saying this party was specifically for the athletes of Apollo Central High, and prancing around in tights on a stage playing a suicidal-lovesick fool doesn’t exactly sound like a qualifier,” I went on, relentlessly. Gwen obviously needed to be reminded of social order.

But rather than be grateful for this, Gwen frowned. She suddenly grabbed me and pulled me after her. “Excuse us for a moment.” She smiled up at Tim, who had this hurt, confused look on his bunny face that was clearly overdone for extra sympathy. What a fake.

As Gwen nearly ran over Drew when he was returning with all the sodas, Drew caught the look on my face. “What did I miss?”

☼3☼

Awe

At that point, I realized the party was not going as well as I’d hoped. But if Gwen getting a little bit angry at me had been the worst thing that happened, I know now I would have been okay with that. Compared to what actually happened, I would have been thrilled, even.

Here’s what should have happened:

Gwen should’ve realized I’d done her a favor, swooned into my arms, and begged me to never let her go. We would’ve then proceeded to dance the night away or sneak out early for our first unofficial hang-out date at Frosty’s Ice Cream Parlor down the street. Then she would’ve agreed to be my girlfriend, we would’ve had a nice time, and no one would’ve ended up at the hospital in pain.

And then there’s what actually happened:

“Hamilton Dinger, what’s wrong with you?” Gwen angrily whispered—hissed—at me. “You can’t talk to Tim like that.”

“Why not? It’s not like he’s a girl or anything.” I defended myself. Although he acts like one, I added maliciously to myself. “It’s a guy thing, Gwen.”

“No it’s not! I don’t see you talking to Drew or Jason or anyone else in there like that,” Gwen argued, a pout starting to form on her pretty face.

Ugh. First of all, I hated it when girls would pout; it was too much of a reminder of Via’s manipulative tactics. And second, Gwen clearly did not understand the complex nature of the male mind.

“Come on, Gwen. Relax,” I tried to reassure her. “Look, if I just let him into the group, then it’ll only be because of you. Do you really want that? He’ll have no respect from any of the guys.”

“What? How can you justify your awful behavior?”

I had to roll my eyes. My mother was a lawyer; I’d known for years how to get around nearly everything with circumstantial, circular logic.  

“I want this to stop, right now,” Gwen pleaded, apparently tired of waiting for my response. “I don’t care if this isn’t how you do things. You know I like him!”

“Well—” The full impact of her words hit me like an eighteen wheeler, and for the briefest moment, the earth was flung from beneath me.

Then it passed like gas, and I looked at her curiously. “You like him?” That was going to make my proposal for her to be my girlfriend difficult for her to accept.

And there went my evening. All of it was effectively, irreversibly, and utterly ruined. I can’t think of enough adjectives or adverbs to describe how completely it was trashed.

“Yes ... yes, Tim ... ” Gwen nearly choked as she admitted it. Her cheeks flushed red. “Listen, Hammy—”

“Wow.” I shook my head, sadly. She was obviously lying. Or she’d watched too many chick flicks lately where the girl ends up with her Romeo. “Look, I’ll start being nicer, but whew, you really should really watch what you say.”

“I’m not kidding,” Gwen insisted, still red but not interested in recanting her stance. “I’ve liked him for a while now.”

“Oh, really? When did he ask you out then?” I crossed my arms and leaned against the hallway wall.

I was not surprised, since my instincts had told me earlier I was not going to like Tim. He was a merciless social climber, willing to throw poor Gwen under the bus so he could skip up a few rungs. Willing to seduce Gwen and break her heart, just so he could hang out with me and the guys.

Admirable strategy, but it crossed the line. (Now, if it had been someone like Laura, I wouldn’t have minded as much. But this is Gwen, not some preppy-go-lucky regular girl.)

“He hasn’t asked me out yet,” Gwen said. “But I don’t want you scaring him off.”

A dark look came into my eyes. “I told you, I’ll start being nicer to the guy. I’ve better things to do than worry about him anyway, like the big game tomorrow, the Homecoming game next Friday, the history exam coming up, hot girls ...”

Gwen huffed indignantly.

And then I knew how to handle the conversation. “I’m sorry if you’re jealous, Gwen, but I have a life outside of you.” My tone was highly sarcastic, sweet enough to spit sugar.

I guess I should’ve explained Tim’s social takeover plan to her, rather than call her out on her jealousy, because she entered into full fighting mode before I could stop her.

“Hamilton, I’m sorry you think that,” Gwen snapped, her face getting even more red. “You know, I’m not jealous of you and your little fan club; I might have been once, but not—”

“So you admit that you do like me,” I remarked calmly enough. I knew it all along.

“I don’t like you that way, anymore!” Gwen practically shouted. “We’re supposed to be friends.”

“Sure, we’re friends. That’s why I’m protecting you. Tim’s just using you to get to me,” I shot back.

“Is it really impossible that a guy would like me?”

“No, but it’s just all of a sudden. Now that he’s met me and the guys, it’s ‘Oh, I think I’ll hang out with Gwen and her friends?’ Come on, you’re smart enough to see through that!”

“Hammy, I’ve liked him for a long while now. Tim’s sweet and kind and would never use me to further some hidden agenda—” She stopped in mid-sentence as we suddenly saw Tim standing in the doorway. “Tim!”

“Uh, excuse me,” Tim said, his awkward tone clearly indicating he’d heard at least half of the conversation. “My mom just called. She wants me to go home now.”   

“But—”

“No, no. Don’t worry about it.” Tim gave her a nice smile. “She said it was urgent.” He took her hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze, probably just to annoy me since I’d called him out on his trickery. “You stay here and have fun, all right?” He nodded to me. “Thanks for letting me come,” he said, before he headed out.

Gwen stood in shock as she watched him go. I jerked her from her emotional flood as I laughed. “What a loser,” I remarked. “Has to lie about his mom calling him to get away. And left you here, too! That was hardly what I’d call potential boyfriend behavior.”

Gwen stared at me incredulously before she frowned. “You’re just jealous!” she yelled, before storming away, heading toward the exit to, no doubt, hurry after Tim. She looked back briefly enough to add, “Tell Jason we said thanks for the party, please. Good-bye!”

And I was appalled. After all, I was the one who was supposed to be her boyfriend. I shook my head sadly. Women. “Well, she’ll come crawling back to me sooner or later,” I assured myself as my cell phone rang. Ah, that’s probably Gwen now. I smirked.

“Ham? Can you hear me?” It was my father.

Disappointment flooded me like water through a broken dam. And this was another sign I should’ve seen indicating more trouble was coming.  

“What do you want?” I sighed loudly, clearly communicating my irritation.

“Ham, your mother and I want you at home,” Mark replied in a calm voice.

In the background, I heard Cheryl grumbling and complaining to herself. I wondered once more how in the world I’d gotten such lame parents. “How do you know I’m not at home right now?”

“Please, son, give me some credit,” Mark answered. “I know you better than you think. Are you at Josh’s house or Dave’s?”

“Do you mean, am I at Jason’s house or at Drew’s?” I huffed. “You know me better than I think, but still can’t get my friend’s names right? Come on. You’re going to have to give more realistic evidence to support your claims.”

“Ham? Hamilton Alexander Dinger, are you listening to me?”

I rolled my eyes at my mother’s voice. It figured she wouldn’t just sit by while Mark called. The expected rebuke came easily enough.  

“You are in big trouble when we all get home, if you don’t listen to me now,” Cheryl bit out. She unleashed her verbal discipline over the phone, but it was muffled; an interruption of static fragmented the one-sided conversation, and I was grateful, for once, that cell phone reception was still bad sometimes.

“Cheryl, just tell the boy to get on home, we don’t have the time for this now. You can battle this out as long as you want later.” Mark had no doubt reached over and tugged the phone out of Cheryl’s hands, a dangerous act in itself. Now he was putting himself in deeper jeopardy by attempting to tell her what to do.

“Hamilton! Your father—” Cheryl nearly spewed out the words; she’s miffed by the interruption. “Your father insists we settle this later. Honey, you must leave Jason’s house right now!”

“What? Why should I?” I retorted easily enough.

“Because there’s a meteorite heading straight for Apollo City!”

A moment passed in silence. Not a word was spoken on either side of the conversation.  

Then I laughed hysterically.

Mark and Cheryl must’ve had too much to drink at dinner. “Well, thanks for the info. See you later. Oh, watch out for flying pigs on your way home.” Without a second thought, I hung up.

I was about to share my parents’ delusions with my friends when I noticed the party music had ceased.

It was the first true sign of the many horrors to come that night.

*☼*

I walked into the living room, now full of my other friends and fellow partiers. We’d all crammed in there, staring at the television or pushing others out of the way to see the television. I saw the emergency report flashing through someone’s armpit hole, and it was then that another sense of dread tingled down my back.

The news anchors began giving their report, and we were all transfixed enough that we weren’t talking or whispering or even texting.

“ ... Sources are confirming a red-level, city-wide natural disaster,” the news anchor reported. “The expected time of impact is within the next several minutes ... ”

“What? What impact?” a girl yelled. I was glad someone else was willing to look like an idiot and ask, so I didn’t have to.

“I bet it’s a bomb,” one of the guys whispered, but not quietly enough. “It’s about time for the next world war, right?”

“Listen up, everyone,” Mr. Harbor spoke up. “We need to hear this.”

The television newscast continued, although some fuzziness started to break up the reception. “Mapping of the intended destination of the meteorite is ... once it has made it past Earth’s atmosphere ... scientists believe it has an unusual course ... ”

I was certain the anchor had switched languages at that point. I didn’t understand. Others around me were asking questions as well.

“A meteorite?”

“Like an asteroid?”

“A meteorite is smaller, I think.”

“Do you think it will cause a lot of damage?”  

“Oh, no! With my luck, my house will be destroyed.”

“Hey, maybe the school will be crushed! Wouldn’t that be great?”

There were several comments on the nearing disaster—no one was apparently too concerned, thank goodness. As Mr. Harbor went to answer the ringing telephone, Mrs. Harbor (no doubt secretly glad for a reason to terminate the party) happily announced, “Kids, if you can make it back home in less than ten minutes, get going now. The rest of you can stay here.”

There were a number of moans, but there was enough of a somber overcast that most teenagers immediately started picking up their things and heading out the door.

While this was happening, I wasn’t really sure how to process the news; after all, how on earth could my parents be right? It didn’t make any sense.

Suddenly the world seemed a lot scarier than ever before.

Also a lot more tragically hilarious. After all, Apollo City was largely founded by a “controversial” astronomer. (Crazy, but super rich, somehow.)

A hundred or so years ago, Dr. Ogden Skarmastad bought off the northern part of the city and founded several astronomy-based research projects. He was obsessed with the idea that he could find the secrets of the universe by studying the stars. He was one of the reasons we had Lakeview Observatory. And why the northern section of the city eventually became the city slums.

How ironic was that? A town founded to discover the “secrets of the universe,” only to be dilapidated by one of its small, deadly projectiles.

I could imagine the meteorite relentlessly pelting down on the people of the city, unleashing fate’s revenge. It looked a lot funnier in my mind than I’m sure it would be in real life.

That’s when all of a sudden, realization struck. “Gwen.” Chasing after her fleeing nerd of a turd, there’s no way she knew what was happening. She was in danger of being one of those people getting hit by shooting star pebbles.

Before I could talk some sense into myself, I headed for the door. I had to go catch up with Gwen. Nothing had ever felt so certain and so right. I barely noticed I’d almost tackled Jason on the way out.

“Dinger, wait!” I could sort of hear Jason call after me as I lunged out his door. “You’ll never make it home—just stay here!”

But I hopped off the porch, and scampered down the sidewalk, finally breaking into a full run once I hit the road. I glanced back briefly, wanting to tell Jason I was rescuing Gwen, when his mother interrupted me.  

“Come on inside, Jason,” his mother called. “I’m sure he’ll be all right.”

I saw Jason as he shook his head. “All right, Mom,” he said with relieved reluctance. “I’m coming.”

*☼*

Weeks after the meteorite hit Apollo City, I climbed to the top of the Apollo Time Tower, a strikingly-white clock tower built after the death of Dr. Skarmastad to “honor” him. (It was a condition of his will that his estranged son had to fulfill to get a hold of the Skarmastad fortune; it was also part of the will to have the tower washed and repainted every three years, or so the rumors went.)

From the top of the crystal-white tower, I could see the extensive damage from the meteorite. Ashes and pebbles of dirt were caked in the wrinkled skin of the city, and the crater left in the city was still obviously waiting for government funding. There were several rows of broken windows; I could see them even far into the distance, blinking at me like broken eyes. New construction had started on the crackled metal bones of the tallest buildings.

Only the Time Tower was spotless, a striking white nose planted on the bruised, sunken face of Apollo City.

I’d come up to think and to brood about my fate. It was the only place I could go where I felt like I would be able to concentrate on my situation properly.

After running away from change since the day the meteorite came, it was hard to want to take my new life seriously, or to even believe that it was for real.

Here’s the thing about beliefs—real beliefs. They change you.

My life had always been about me, and anything that I felt was missing in my life was able to be found at the local grocery store, or in breaking a new sports record, or by dating another girl. Believing anything else about my life would leave me helpless, and I would need to sacrifice something.

I didn’t think, even when the meteorite struck the earth, that I would ever change, or ever believe in the truth that began to stalk me.  

*☼*

It wasn’t for nothing that I held the honor of being the fastest runner on the Falcons. Within mere minutes of running, I’d spotted her. Gwen was just up ahead, standing at the end of a street, waiting for the pedestrian lights to change on the other side.

Relief and gratitude poured through me—relief because Gwen was alive, and gratitude because Tim was nowhere in sight.

I glanced around, recognizing my surroundings immediately; this was where Rosemont’s district border met with Apollo Central’s district. There were usually a lot more people and cars here, but the streets were more or less deserted now. Even the building windows seemed dark and foreboding.

I had to tell myself to stop this train of thought. It was no time to be panicking or overreacting. Really, it wasn’t the movies.

I called out to Gwen, and she turned. 

I smiled and waved.

My smile was lost as Gwen turned back around and started walking away, this time with an air of defiance and indignation.   

I grumbled silently. Why did she have to act like a brat now, of all times? I was the one who should be angry! I mean, here I was, coming to rescue her, and she was being such a kid about our argument, which was clearly her own fault.

The sky was already glowing brighter though, so I knew I would have to deal with her attitude later. I sighed and sped up. “Gwen!”

Gwen finally (finally!) stopped, though I figured it was more due to her tiny-heeled shoes than my rescue.  

“Look, Gwen—”

She cut me off quickly enough. “Dinger, I’m ashamed of you,” she started. (She never called me “Dinger” unless she was really upset with me.) “And appalled you would even try to come after me, even to beg for mercy, after what you said in there.”

“What?” I hadn’t come to apologize. Normally, I would’ve laughed at the very notion of it, if not for the more pressing concern of the up-and-coming death-by-meteorite. “I’m not—”

“I know you’re not good at apologizing,” Gwen interrupted me again. “But there’s a little saying, ‘practice makes perfect—’”

“No, wait—”

“No, you wait!” Gwen gritted her teeth in anger. “I’m not finished.”

“Stop!” I had to wave my arms to get her to actually stop. “We’ll discuss this later. We have to go. We’re in danger.”

By then, the fiery sky was an ominous, bleeding red. Sirens in the city started going off. Fire trucks were off in the distance, their alarms emitting a high-pitched bell. This wasn’t good.  

But Gwen apparently didn’t hear. (Or didn’t care.) “In danger of what? You really—”

“Gwen, run!” All at once, there was lightning in the clouds, fire beginning to fall on the horizon. I grabbed her arm as we ran, trying my best to keep her from tripping. Though I was forgiving of her slowness, I mentally berated her fancy-pansy shoes. Why did girls wear those things? And why did they have to wear them at the most inconvenient times?

Gwen struggled against my grip, but for her own good I held on. My grip tightened as a thundering boom blasted across the region.

It was very shortly followed by a crash. And a scream. A huge building in the distance caught fire. Then there was another loud boom, and another building burst into flames; this time, closer. “Ham?” Gwen asked weakly. “What’s going on?”

I was about to tell her NASA had taken a group coffee break when I saw the meteorite itself.

Just above the horizon, there it was. 

It was awing, humbling ... beautiful yet terrifying, entrancing me even as I wished to run away.    

The meteorite doesn’t look big, I thought as I stood there, watching as it came closer. Time seemed to still as the sight held our eyes captive; with its colorful tail fluttering behind the death-black core, it assured a worthwhile way to die, and impending death has a way of being mesmerizing.

I glanced over at Gwen as she choked on a scream. Then she gaped at the looming boulder of fire above her. It was at that moment I snapped out of my trance and started running again.

A city subway station was just around the corner; it would protect us, and it was close enough that we could just make it.  

“Augh!” I cringed as I felt Gwen fall and heard her cry. Blood speckled onto the cement in small streaks. Gwen’s shoe had caught on a crack in the sidewalk.  

I scrambled to pull her up from the ground, but she started wailing in pain. (Right into my ear, naturally.) “Come on!” I said. “We have to hurry!”  

I glanced back at the meteorite. It was close; I felt the burn of its hot, metallic fire. I glimpsed over and saw an arched doorway, and then I ignored Gwen’s tearful cries as I picked her up. I couldn’t tell whether my mind was reeling with thought, or if I’d stopped thinking altogether.

All I knew was that seconds later, it hit.

There was a sonic boom as the broken space rock crashed into the ground. Every window within a two-mile radius shattered as the array of heat and flame exploded into the ground, upheaving a hundred years’ worth of life and city living.

I thought I could hear others crying out as the shockwaves tumbled through. Maybe it was me ... or Gwen ... it was probably Gwen.

The lights of the city flickered and went dark as the electrical current was interrupted, but I could still see. The tallest buildings in the distance were blazing with licks of fire even as the structural integrity was compromised. The meteorite had splintered as it neared the surface.  

Blocks away, as the earth trembled and buildings crumbled, I huddled up in the corner of the steel doorway, with Gwen close to my chest. I was protecting her from the falling glass and the accompanying heat wave when I felt my consciousness fade, not into darkness, but into a warm, beckoning light.

I was confident, as solace overtook me, that it had been the worst night of my life.

There have been many times in my life since then, where I had wished it had all been over after the meteorite ransacked my hometown.

☼4☼

Lunacy

I felt the tingle of coldness; a drop of warmth was in me, but that was all. Where am I? I wondered, as I curled my legs up to my chest, hugging the warmth to me as well as I could. I opened my eyes to find I was surrounded by darkness.

Little beams of light and the twinkling of stars began to catch my attention.

I was floating, sort of ... looking down. I didn’t see anything below, and looking up, there was nothing above me. Stars and lights and colors flickered all around, blossoming out, backdropped against a shroud of night.

What’s going on? I wondered again. Obviously, I couldn’t really be in outer space. My breathing was regular; there was no air being crushed out by the lack of gravity.

I felt lightness all over.

Am I dead? Suddenly I was strangled by fear.

“He’s been stable for hours ... ”

I heard voices. They sounded far away, but I was pretty sure they were close. I thought about saying something when I heard them.

A string of notes, beautifully and meticulously arranged ... music soaring out to me from the far reaches of the surrounding heavens.

It was only a small, small whisper against the emptiness of the outer space I was in, but I heard it, and I knew it. And I knew it was for me.

I recognized the familiarity of the strange notes, and the foreign atmosphere suddenly seemed less unknown and more comforting than home.

Where was the music coming from?

“Huh?” A bright star, huge and shimmering, suddenly sparked my attention; it was unlike any other star I’d ever seen. But strangely enough, I felt like I’d seen it before, which was possible. After all, there are many stars capable from being seen from earth. Why would this one be any different?

Yet this logic failed. How would I know it was different if it was the same as all the rest?

“Did he lose any blood?” A new voice was talking now. But it was not the one I found myself waiting for.

My fingers twitched; the endless horizon of the universe curled up in my hand. Weird, I thought, studying the new wrinkles in the backdrop. It felt like cheap cotton.  

“He didn’t lose too much blood, Doc, but he has a small fever ... should recover nicely.”

I didn’t know who was talking that time, but I wanted him to shut up so I could hear the music. It was fading. But I didn’t want it to go.  

Then I heard it.

“I will save you, no matter the cost.”

The voice—a soft whisper, one tugging at my very core. And then I could almost see ... and I could almost call out a name ...

But an explosion ripped through the bright star, my star, expelling all the wonders of colors and light locked away inside. I disintegrated into blinding light and accompanying pain.  

“Stop!” I shot up out of bed, wide awake and covered in sweat. My breathing was irregular. I glanced around and saw the IV in my hand, and heart monitors on my chest. I was wearing an ugly hospital nightgown and smelled like iodine.

“Hamilton.” Mark’s voice crested over me like a bucket of ice cold water.

“Dad?” I asked, looking around.

And there he was. Mark was standing by the door, decked out in his hospital scrubs. He must’ve come to see me on a break, I realized.  

It was sometimes hard for me to believe we were related. With his black hair and brown eyes, Mark didn’t actually look much like me. We didn’t have much in common outside of intellect and a shared coffee addiction. Still, there were times I admired him. He was a cardiologist at Apollo City Hospital—not only one of the best doctors, but one of the best paid. And it was nice that other people liked him a lot.  

Mark walked over and put his arm around my shoulders. “It’s been hours since you’ve been awake.”

“Why am I shaking?” I asked, as I realized I was shaking.

“Just a side effect. Don’t worry. We’ve been monitoring your heart regularly, and you’re doing just fine. So is your friend. She checked out of here last night. It’s possible you’re having a post-traumatic reaction from your recent act of bravery.”

“Bravery?”

“Yes. Don’t you remember what happened?”

I thought only about the dream first; I didn’t feel very brave there. Actually, I’d felt something vaguely like failure and searing pain ...

The sweet melody I’d heard resounding in my heart before was already disappearing, as memories of what happened earlier swarmed through my mind. The meteorite, and Gwen ... someone lifting me into an ambulance, someone checking my pulse ...the sandpaper feel of my body, sunburned beyond summertime ...  

I slumped over, putting my head in my lotion-smelling hands. So it had been a dream. “You said Gwen’s okay?” I asked slowly.

Mark smiled. “Yes. I spoke with her earlier. She explained how you saved her life, risking your own in the process.”

I grinned, my smirk coming back quick enough. (It was a reflex, after all.) “Oh, well. Just doing what’s got to be done,” I remarked. “Gwen is one of my close friends.”

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better. You had a few cuts, and received a nice tan, but no burns, no permanent damage.”

“I feel fine now,” I said. “Just hot.” I didn’t mention that I could feel my heart pounding in my throat.

“Well, I’m sure if you rest a while, you’ll be fine. Your mother will be relieved to know you’re up. She was really concerned last night.” And then, as though it was timed to help dodge my biting reply, his beeper buzzed and he left.

I’ll bet she was, I thought sarcastically, as I decided to drift back into sleep. Cheryl was probably traumatized at the thought of what my death might do to her business partnership.

*☼*

After a few hours of napping, I heard a soft knock at the hospital room door. I had to smile when I saw who it was.

“Can I come in, Hammy?” Gwen asked politely.

I immediately had to decide between playing the charming invalid or unshakeable war hero; it was difficult because I’d seen the movies where both had worked out.

To be safe, I went with the hero one. I didn’t want to downplay my role in saving her life and all that. And I could use the invalid bit later if I needed to.  

“Sure.” I smirked. I could tell she was in a much more agreeable mood today than she was at the party. “All my company has been my family and a bunch of nurses—mostly men, too. I could use someone I’m genuinely happy to see.”

“That’s not like you,” Gwen said. “You like the attention. Admit it.”

“No, actually, I can’t wait until they let me leave,” I told her sincerely. “I hate hospitals. They’re so cold and deathlike.”

Gwen chuckled warmly as she walked over. “I heard from the gossip grapevine that you didn’t have any serious injuries,” she said.

“No, just a nice tan, I was told, and some broken-glass scrapes. The nurse thinks I have a fever.”

“Yeah, I had my knees taken care of,” Gwen replied, pointing at her white bandage tape. “And a couple of cuts, too. But I’m okay. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“Me, too.” I smiled.

“Well ... ” Gwen bit her lip. She was so cute, I thought appreciatively. “I came by today to ... well, I wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me for what?” Then my eyes widened along with my smile. “Oh, you mean for saving your life? It was nothing. I’d do it all over again.”

“Yes. Thanks for saving me ... ” She sat on the bed beside me, patting my hand. “You’re such a good friend ... sometimes.”

I grinned. I was just about to assure her I could be an even better boyfriend when there was another knock at the door.

I looked up to see my so-called best friend, Mikey Salyards.

“Hey there, Dinger,” Mikey greeted me cheerfully. “Heard you got mangled up, and I wanted to see it for myself.”

At this point, I would’ve loved nothing more than to throttle Mikey for ruining my big moment with Gwen, but I let it go. There’s going to be enough time later to ask her out, I decided. After all, I’d just saved her life. What reason would she possibly have for saying no next time? Gwen could move on from Mr. Bunny-face Tim. We all could.

Mikey walked up closer and shook his head. “You don’t look as damaged as I’d heard.”

“I’ll try harder next time.” I grinned. “Maybe I’ll make a quick stop at Rosemont; I am the Falcons’ ace player, huh, Mike? That would get me really mangled.”

Mikey scratched his head. “Well, I guess it would be dangerous there, but not for that reason.”

“What? Is the game canceled? They didn’t bench me for the season, did they?” I started to freak out a bit there, I’ll admit. It’d be social suicide if I was benched or if football was canceled. It figured. My big chance to get on more-than-favorable status with Gwen, and it cost me my star role as wide receiver.

“Well, they did cancel the game,” Mikey admitted, halting my spiraling. “Last night the meteorite hit right smack in the middle of Rosemont Academy. The school was devastated in the blast—it looks half-melted, if you see the pictures.”

“Oh. That stinks for the game,” I said, more relieved that it was their school that was destroyed, not my reputation and the opportunity to increase said reputation. “And well, Rosemont was a death trap, anyway. No one will miss it.”

“That’s horrible, Ham!” Gwen remarked, quietly disgusted. “Rosemont was still a lovely school, even if it was a prep school. We had students from there come to help with our play.”

“Huh?”

Mikey came up to my other side. “Gwen’s talking about the volunteers we had from the art and wood-shop students. They were much better than our school at everything.”

Gwen gave him a smirk. “Yeah, you’re just saying that because you like that Courtney girl,” she teased. And I suddenly felt irritated, like I was left out of this conversation.

Mikey grinned. “Don’t you know me so well, Gwen Kessler?”

“I take it you learned nothing from stringing frog guts around Ms. Nolte’s room, then?” I asked, switching the topic to something that had my direct input available.

“Who?” Mikey laughed. “If Courtney keeps coming to the play stuff, I’m going to have to think of new antics to get into detention.” He looked out the window. “You’d like her, I think, Dinger. She’s tall, skinny and blonde. And pretty.”

“Geez, you don’t sound shallow at all,” Gwen huffed.

“It’s alright, Mike, you can have her,” I dismissively remarked. The tall, pretty, skinny blonde sounded a lot like Via, except for the hair. “Tell me when you’ve changed your mind ... you know, the day after she agrees to be your girlfriend.”

Gwen snickered. “He’s got a point, Mikey,” she agreed. “You give up as soon as you’ve got them.”

“If cars were girls, you’d have a new model every week,” I added.

“One day, you’re going to find a girl you like, and she won’t even look at you,” Gwen warned him playfully.  

“Well, if Courtney keeps volunteering, that won’t happen this time.” Mikey grinned back.

“You know you could just volunteer to help out, right?” I asked. 

“I can’t have anyone thinking I’m some drama-maniac. I have a rep to protect, you know.”

I was just about to ask what was going to happen to the Raiders, when Mikey turned the conversation to the window and pointed in the direction of where the meteorite had (mostly) fallen. 

Wanting to see if I could get a good look, I headed over to the window. My hands grew warm as they touched the cool window glass. “What’s going on over there?” I asked, beckoning towards the crater.

“I can’t see anything happening.” Gwen shrugged. “But I did hear they were collecting the remains for the astronomy program at the college. You know they wouldn’t miss an opportunity like this.”

“Do you think ... ” My voice trailed off as a strange feeling took hold of me—and not in the stomach, either. Something was nagging at my mind; something was wrong over there, terribly wrong.

Wait, I scolded myself. Stop this!

And then I really started freaking out. Is something wrong with me? Am I delusional?

Maybe that blast altered my brain more than my body. After all, there was no way on earth something would go wrong just because—

“Look!” I cried.

A sudden quake, and my train of thought ran over small, imaginary children and into oblivion.

“Augh!” Gwen screamed as black light shot out from the crater and a small explosion tussled the city streets.

As Gwen hid her face and Mikey looked away, the newly formed, turbulent, ominous clouds dispersed and flew up. And then I froze.

The clouds. They were glaring at me. With seemingly real eyes.

I gaped, dumbfounded. The feeling transported me back into that dream, where the star had burst, and a similar cloud had taken form ...

“Dinger?” Mikey asked me, waving his hand in front of my stricken face. “What’s wrong? You look sick.”

“Did you see that?” I asked, horrified. “The ... cloud and all?”

“You mean the explosion?” Mikey looked too confused for me to have any hope he had idea what I really meant ...which was, “Did you see the monster face in the sky?”

Gwen startled me by taking my hand. “You’re so pale all of a sudden. Are you in pain?”

So the answer to my subtle, disguised question was “No.” Neither of them had seen it. And the question of my sanity, or my health, or just my general shock was suddenly being taken into account.

“I’m fine.” I blinked as I cleared up my head and my thoughts. I tried to shake the weirdness away. I’m going insane, I thought. There was no other possible explanation.

*☼*

In the days following my slippery slope into seeming madness, there were several incidents throughout the city which were of great concern to the police.

There was a man, for instance, who had apparently been mauled coming home late from work. Police were certain he’d been attacked because of the large burn marks around his wrist and shoulder. But they were confounded as to the reason why. His wallet was still in his pocket, and his briefcase had fallen underneath him; no sign of robbery. No personal vendetta could be found, save the one the man had out for his boss. No drugs were in his system, and he’d been physically healthy.

Less than a day had passed before another incident occurred in a dental office. All the workers were found looking lifeless, with rashes on their arms and necks.

Some said it was a new epidemic. Others said it was bioterrorism. There was a couple who believed it was a space virus, brought down to Earth on the meteorite. No one really believed them, but I found out later they were the ones with the closest guess.

A meteorite, a new epidemic outbreak, and a possible sociopath, all in the same week? The media was having a field day. That was probably the worst part of it all. They sensationalize everything.

All the “illness” victims had fallen comatose, stiffening as the days passed by. They were not dead, but they weren’t alive, either. There was no way to transmit the disease, and there was no way to cure it. But it was small, and the CDC believed they could contain it, so we had reason to hope, and reason enough to largely ignore it.

Which is what I did, and more than gladly. I ignored it, until I couldn’t. And when I couldn’t, that’s when everything really started getting scary.

☼5☼

Comfort

I would like to digress here briefly and say that while pretty much everything that happened once the meteorite crashed into the city was bad, there were some good points about it as well. (Which makes it hard for me to completely regret everything; it is easier to regret something if nothing good comes out of it.) But still, I believed if it had never happened, things would have been much better off. Or at least more pleasant and convenient.

I returned to my right state of mind almost instantly after leaving the hospital. The reversion to the normalcy of everyday life was a relief for me. The panicky feeling I’d felt in the hospital was short lived, as the logic and reality of the outside world squashed any real concern to the back of my mind.

After all, if I was insane, logic stated, I would not be able to realize the absurdity of my thinking. Clouds, looking at me. Ha. Insane.

And reality stated that, since school was canceled, my time was better spent playing video games all day long at Jason’s (without consulting my parents, of course), than worrying about being insane.

“Yes! I beat you again!” My bragging bounced off the walls. Death Raiders III: Alien Slayer was center stage for Monday’s entertainment, as Jason and I battled it out.

I was feeling much better now that I was free of the hospital—so much so, that I believed the hospital was my source of insanity. I didn’t know how Mark could work in one. It took a special kind of person, I supposed.

I personally looked forward to the day when I would become a lawyer like Cheryl, or maybe some type of political analyst for foreign countries. That sounded cool. I could travel then.  

“You got lucky,” Jason muttered as he angrily pushed the “restart” button. “Come on, this time I won’t lose.”   

“I’ve beat you ten times already. Let’s do something else,” I complained, slightly irritated. Doesn’t Jason get that he isn’t a challenge anymore, and therefore it’s only half as fun to beat him? 

Sheesh. And I was the one in the hospital thinking my thinking was going down the tube. Looks like I at least had some to begin with. “Let’s go outside and practice football or something.”

“I don’t really want to,” Jason remarked. “It’s getting colder, or haven’t you noticed?”   

Strange, I hadn’t noticed. I had forgotten that it was getting closer to winter, and if anything, the past few days seemed warm to me. “All right, Jase, let’s get some food. I’m hungry. Cheryl’s goofy chef made egg whites substitutes and asparagus for breakfast today. That doesn’t hold up after hours of playing video games.”

Another annoying thing about Cheryl—she’s constantly on a diet and doesn’t believe in eating out unless business calls for it. I am the only person (well, guy, anyway) I know who remembers life in terms of diet periods. (This was the “Veganite” period.)

“All right. I’ll see if Mom has anything out in the kitchen. Just a warning, there isn’t much since Friday’s party.” Jason put down his game controller, and I followed in suit.

“It smells funny in here,” I announced as we walked into the kitchen. I noticed a pile of pizza boxes and sandwich wrappers from the doomed party still near the garbage can. “You going to throw those out before they rot?”

Jason huffed. “You can take them outside if you’d like, Dinger,” he said as he opened the fridge. “Eh ... ”

“What is it?” I asked, peeking over Jason’s shoulder. “Ah, I see what you mean.”

There was nothing in the large fridge but a half-empty jar of pickles, a slice of what appeared to be moldy cheese, and a blackened banana.

“So, you want to eat out?” I asked, reaching into my pockets. “I have some money on me.”

“Well ... ” Jason fumbled for words, and I briefly recalled Jason’s lack of proper funding at the moment.

“My treat—since I beat you so many times at Alien Slayer.” I smiled. “Come on. We’ll have to walk, but there are a couple of places around here, right?”

Jason nodded. “All right. Sounds fair to me, since I let you win all those times.”

“Yeah, sure you did. Oh, it looks like it’s going to rain gumdrops.”

Jason’s brow furrowed; he looked like he wanted to hit me for my comments, but realizing that would forfeit the free food, he merely asked, “Do you want to borrow a hoodie or something? It’s chilly outside.”

“Nah, I’m good.” I waved off the request. “It’s like summer to me. Where would you like to go?”

“Let’s just go to Rachel’s Café, okay? I don’t think you’ve ever been there, but Rachel’s really cool—and hot. She’s getting married soon, I hear.”

“Oh, really?” 

Jason continued on as we headed out and down the street. “Yeah. She’s twenty-three or twenty-four. Her boyfriend, Lee, is helping my dad get some freelance work right now.”

“That ... is interesting.” Actually, I was quite bored. I just hoped the food was good.

A few blocks down and over, Jason nodded ahead just to the right. “It’s right there, see?” He indicated a small place that looked more like a two-story house than a restaurant.

It was ... okay, I supposed. But honestly, if Jason hadn’t pointed it out to me, I’d have never noticed it. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have gotten close to it without some pepper spray.

Walking into Rachel’s Café, however, I liked it almost instantly. The decorations, menus, framed photos, and the paintings that hung cheerfully on the walls, while small tables and booths were cramped everywhere. It felt warm and welcoming and real.

“Yeah, it’s cool here,” Jason remarked, seeing my expression. “They have great food and music nights ... uh, Dinger?”

I heard Jason beckoning me, but I ignored him. (Frankly, I just didn’t like the idea of letting Jason think, even for a moment, that he’d ever be able to call the shots with me.)

I saw a painting by the door of a fiery bird, surrounded by dark starlight, reaching out its wings. Later, it would hit me how odd it was that I’d found quality art in a coffeehouse of all places. Usually those places were devoid of refined elements of culture.

“Uh, Dinger? Come on, you need to meet Rachel.”

“Coming,” I muttered, catching up at my own set pace.

“Hey there, Jason,” a chipper voice called out in greeting. I assumed it came from the pretty redhead with gold-speckled eyes looking at us from behind the counter.

Wow. Jason was right (for once). Rachel, assuming that was Rachel, was absolutely gorgeous.

“Hi, Rachel.” Jason nodded toward me. “This is my friend, Hamilton Dinger. He’s never been here before.”

Rachel’s eyes lit up. (No doubt at the thought of a potential new customer.) “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Rachel. And, if you haven’t guessed, this is my café.”

I returned the smile. It came easily enough. “I like it here. You have a nice place.”

“It’s a small coffeehouse, but it houses big dreams. At least I think so.” She giggled, instantly reminding me of an older version of Gwen. “Hey, would you guys like to try something new? I’m trying out a new recipe. It’s an apple crumble, kind of like a tart-turnover pie.”

“Sounds good,” Jason replied. “I’ll try it. Has Lee had it?”

Who’s Lee? Oh, right—Lee was the guy Rachel was going to marry, and Jason was all upset about it and stuff ... right.

“No, I just made them this afternoon,” Rachel promised. “So you’ll be the first.” She hurried—practically skipped—off to the kitchen.

Jason grinned. “Always lots of perks here. Rachel’s a good cook. You shouldn’t have to worry about her food being off-tasting.”

“Hey, I’ll try it,” I agreed eagerly. I was still hungry. And it was free food. (There is really no beating free food.)

A moment later, Rachel reappeared and handed us her treats. “So, Hamilton, was it? That’s an odd name, if you don’t mind my saying.”

I cringed. My name has always been a more awkward part of my life. It has served its purpose of scarring me, driving me to be a successful, skillful, and charismatic individual—I never wanted to be an awkward person with an awkward name. On the bright side, it made me sound like a smart person. Not everyone can say that about their name (barely anyone can these days), and it was a good conversation starter.

“My mother’s a lawyer. She has her undergrad in history. She was obsessed with Alexander Hamilton when she and my dad got me, or so they tell me,” I said to Rachel. I had the lines memorized.

“Got you, Dinger? I didn’t know you were adopted,” Jason remarked with a laugh.

“I wish,” I muttered. Although, thinking about it, those were the words my mother used, and my mother was a master of semantics.

Rachel laughed. “My mother was reading a romance novel when she was pregnant. That’s how I got Rachel.”   

“Trust me, you have it much easier,” I assured her.

The cowbell over the doorway clanked loudly, halting Rachel’s bubbly giggles. I looked up to see a woman, who could only be Rachel’s mother, walking in with a sour look on her face.    

“Men are the stupidest things on the surface of Earth,” she announced to the whole gala of people, before making her way towards the bar.

“We’re not all bad, Letty!” an older man called out from the back, sending a fury of laughter fluttering through the crowd.

“Hi, Mom.” Rachel waved. I wasn’t sure, but there seemed to be some hesitancy behind her words.  

From looking at the lady’s grim face, it was easy to see she’d just had a disastrous date. Her graying hair was messy, and her (probably) once-nice dress was windblown. “Hi, Rachel,” she greeted her brusquely before slumping down on a creaky chair.

“Bad date, I take it?” Rachel asked, getting a mug of strong coffee out for her mother.

I was bluntly amazed a woman like that could get a date at all.

Leticia—Letty—snorted. “You don’t want to know.” She shifted on the barstool and straightened out the wrinkles in her dress before sighing obnoxiously. “Oh, God! I used to be wealthy! But no, thanks to my brother and ex-husbands, I’m dashing around town in second-class clothing, living in the poor district like a welfare case, and going out on blind dates with men of the most insufferable kind!”  

Huh. Dinner and a show.

Rachel gave her mother a sympathetic pat on the hand. “Don’t worry so much, Mom,” she said, putting on a bright smile. “You still have time to find a suitable date for my wedding.”

“Ha,” Letty huffed again. “Let me just say this, Rachel. You can count yourself very lucky, now that you’ve found yourself a half-decent man to marry. Nowadays, there aren’t too many of those walking around.” She dug into her expensive-looking knockoff purse and pulled out a cigarette. “If I had it my way, no man would walk at all.”

I felt a sudden rush of gratitude for the American justice system.

“Mom, no smoking in here,” Rachel reminded her. “And the doctor told you to stop. You already have high blood pressure.”

“Life is pressure, darling,” Letty sneered humorously, and that was when I first thought I might just like her enough to be amused. “Oh, why did I raise you to be so good?” she asked as she tossed her cigarette back into her purse.

“I’m sure you didn’t mean to.” Rachel laughed. “Here, I just tried a new recipe, and I want an honest opinion—and your opinion is as honest as they come, Mom.” Rachel gave her an apple crumble tart before disappearing into the kitchen.

Letty took the tart somewhat reluctantly, but it calmed her down. (Food usually does that to overstressed women.)

“There you guys are,” Rachel said to Jason and me kindly, handing us our orders. “I’m sorry for Mom ...” she leaned down and whispered. “She’s cranky today; she was up late last night helping my cousin.”

“Is your cousin okay?” Jason asked. “Did the doctors figure out what was wrong with her?”

“No, but she’s been under the weather for a while now,” Rachel told him while I was busy concentrating on the food. That is until Letty distracted me, as she reached for some whiskey to add to her coffee.

Something timeless seemed to take hold of me. I glanced around the café again, and found myself admiring its various quirks. “I like it here,” I decided aloud. “I’ll come back.” And as I said it, I knew it was true.

Rachel grinned; she wanted to hear that, I guess. “See that you do. We’ll remember you, Hamilton. Right, Mom?” She glanced over just in time to foil another one of Letty’s attempts to smoke. 

Letty snorted and chucked her lighter across the room in reply, and I wisely swallowed a laugh at the sight.

She turned to Jason and me. “Don’t you boys date until you’ve found a good-hearted woman to please, you hear? Else you’ll be hearing from me, after I hear from Rachel.” 

We nodded as she picked up her clutch and headed out the door, coffee cup in hand.

As soon as she was out of sight, I shook my head. “It’s a nice place, but there are some weird people here.”   

Jason sighed happily, peeking over at Rachel. “There’s definitely something in the air.”

Yeah, probably marijuana.

“So, how’s business going, Rachel?” Jason asked, vying for all the attention he could get from his beloved barista. While I thought he was a bit on the pathetic side, I had to give him props for finding a girl who could whip up a mocha that was to die for.  

“It’s been growing, I think,” she answered. “I’ve had a lot of new customers today. I think it’s because a lot of places nearby are closed for at least the week. Did you guys see any meteorite damage?”

“Yeah, sure did.” I smiled proudly, about to recount to Rachel my heroic deeds.

She nodded to the television above us. “It’s been on the news almost nonstop since it happened. The crash site’s only a few blocks away from here. A lot of nearby buildings have been damaged. I guess we were lucky here. Nothing happened to us at all.”

We looked around, with slight confusion, to see Rachel was telling the truth. In fact, if I hadn’t known about the meteorite myself, coming in here, I would’ve never guessed it happened at all. “Strange.”

“Well, a lot of strange things have been happening lately,” Jason interjected. “I heard the meteorite blew up the other day when some guys tried to move it. They got a robot machine to move it to the science lab at Apollo City College.”

Rachel nodded. “That’s true. Lee’s brother works there.”

“You almost have to wonder if it’s not really a bomb disguised as a meteorite or something,” I replied thoughtfully.

Conspiracy theories make you sound cool, but only if you half believe them. If you get too excited, then people think you’re nuts. Luckily, I mastered the technique years ago.

“It would explain why NASA didn’t pick it up on radar,” Jason agreed encouragingly. “Not until it was too late.”

“Yes, it would.” Rachel shrugged. “But seeing all the good that’s come out of it for my restaurant, I can’t help but think it’s a miracle, almost.”

“That’s silly. It caused a lot of people to get hurt, and cost a lot of money in damages.” I snorted disdainfully. “Plus, miracles don’t happen. There’s always a scientific explanation for stuff like this.”

“It’s sad you don’t believe in miracles.”

“Why?” I looked up at her with my best skeptical face ready. I loved arguing about this kind of stuff.

“Because, I suppose you don’t believe in true love then.” Rachel blushed. She put her hands up to her cheeks and sighed. Jason and I exchanged glances as Rachel went off into her girly daydream, and I knew, since Jason was her friend, I couldn’t tell her what a ditz she sounded like. I settled for inwardly groaning.

True love, to me, was a nice term for the ignorant. In my opinion, true love could be reduced to a simple formula: How much money was involved (income and expenditures), and how willing a person was to communicate (also known as the X factor—motivation, is nearly impossible to predict). Of course, there were more anomalies involved (the Y—“Why?!”—factors), but those were the basics. People who believed in those “happily ever after” stories were doomed to find out they didn’t really exist.

“Hey, Dinger, did you hear anything about the play?”

“Huh?” I looked up as Jason’s off-subject question broke through my thoughts. “Oh, not really. I’m sure we’ll find out when we go back to school.” As if I even cared to know, recalling the bunny-faced Romeo.

“I hope it’s still on,” Rachel said, leaning over the counter. “It would really make the students of Rosemont happy.”

“Rosemont? Why?”

Rachel replied, “Well, the art department of Rosemont Academy was working on the set. I heard the designs were beautiful.”

“Personally, I think it’s pointless. I mean, are you kidding me? Romeo and Juliet?” I snorted loudly, randomly thinking I did that a lot when I hated something. “All our plays almost always end up in a lawsuit over faulty staging equipment. Besides, Shakespeare died how many years ago? It’s a rather awful story; Romeo’s hysterical, and Juliet’s a suicidal maniac.”

“Romeo and Juliet!” the clanging of the cowbell at the door was accompanied by a loud, passionate, borderline senile, voice.

“Oh, no.” Rachel grimaced, slapping her hand to her forehead.

We—everyone in the room—turned to see an old man standing in the doorway. He was thin as a rail, with a beard reminiscent of Santa Claus. The old man punched his fist into the air, and then began to recite: 

“Two households, both alike in dignity, /

In fair Verona, where we lay our scene, /

From ancient grudge break to new mutiny, /

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean. /

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes /

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life; /

Whole misadventured piteous overthrows /

Do with their death bury their parents’ strife /

The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love /

And the continuance of their parents’ rage /  

Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove /

Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage; /

The which if you with patient ears attend /

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.”

With that, people cheered, and he took a very ostentatious bow.

“Oh, Grandpa,” Rachel muttered as she shook her head, thoroughly humiliated.

I merely raised an eyebrow, hoping this guy was stable enough to be out in public, as he made his way through his adoring crowd. “That’s your grandfather, Rachel?” And I thought my relatives were bad.

“Yes, unfortunately,” she whispered. “Shh ... here he comes.”

“Ray, you know I have the hearing of a bat,” her grandfather said. “There’s no point in being secretive.”

“I know. That’s why I’m afraid.”

The old man sat down next to me as Rachel filled his cup.  “What are you doing?” he asked her. “Stop! I wanted coffee.”

“You know the doctor told you to start drinking tea three times a day,” Rachel shot back, still filling up the cup. “You can handle it, Grandpa, after making a show like that.”

“You know I just do it to make you mad.”

“You’re insane,” Rachel insisted, before hurrying back to the kitchen.

Deprived of his social victim, Rachel’s grandpa turned his attention to me and Jason. “So, you boys in the play, huh?”

“No,” we responded simultaneously.

“Shame ... ” he looked intently at me. “Such a wonderfully tragic story ... much like your own story, huh, young man?”

I raised my eyebrows even higher than the last time. “What are you talking about?”  

“Star-crossed lovers ... ” the old man whispered softly. “Stars-crossed ... ” Then he seemed to lose his train of thought. He took a sip of tea and bitterly swallowed it.

And then I was actually buying what he was selling, my mind uncontrollably flashing back to the dream I had in the hospital. Stars ... ?  

No, I told myself. Stop. He doesn’t know anything about you. He’s just unstable. Probably. And old.

“Would you guys like a free dessert today?” Rachel asked us, probably as a pity gift. It’s not every day you are sitting next to someone who might try to convince you toe floss is the next big thing.

“Really?” Jason’s eyes lit up, and I completely understood why Jason was so much in love with Rachel. (Food usually does that, too.)

“Don’t feed them poisoned apples, Rachel.” Her grandfather chuckled into his tea cup.

“Ugh! You can have one too, Grandpa! It’s perfectly safe. Besides, we were talking Shakespeare, not the Brothers Grimm.” She handed us a plate full of dessert samplers. “Don’t mind him. Grandpa Odd here used to be an English teacher. He’s been obsessed with the stuff since my grandmother died twenty years ago.”

Ah, so he was insane. The clarification helped.

“Wow, this is really good,” Jason said, his mouth full of a dessert heralded as Rachel’s Sweet Fruit Puffs. “Tastes like a pancake-pudding kind of combination.”

“That’s pretty close.” Rachel smiled. “I hope you come back. Here’s the bill.” She handed us a sheet of paper and left to take care of her other guests.

We exchanged a telling glance; we didn’t want to be caught alone with Grandpa Odd.

“Let’s go, it’s getting late,” Jason said. 

Nodding, I hurriedly pulled out the money while Jason grabbed his jacket.

“Hurry,” I muttered. I was in such a rush that I barely noticed when I hit someone with the door on my way out. I thought the girl glared at me, but it was hard to tell for sure because a curtain of bangs hid her face. I ignored her more out of convenience than anything else.

“That old guy’s so weird.”

“I know,” Jason agreed, as we started down the street. “I’ve only seen him a couple of times, but this is the first time I’ve ever heard him speak. Usually he sits there, quietly staring off into space. Still, Rachel’s food is the best.”

“Yeah, it was all good.”  

I groaned as the Apollo Time Tower, the city’s oldest building and biggest clock, chimed four o’clock. “Ugh. I have to head home. Cheryl’s supposed to be home soon. I hope that sandwich of Rachel’s holds up until tomorrow.” I made a face. “Estella-Louise is making organic vegetable stew tonight.” My words were composed of only the purest of hatred for the grass clippings my mother’s current chef had made for breakfast and was no doubt making for dinner.

Jason laughed. “Good luck with that one, Dinger.”

“Ha, ha, ha.” I laughed bitterly, as bitter as I was sure dinner (assuming I ate it) was going to be.

☼6☼

Grievance

The meteorite blast had been one of the most exciting and frightening events the city had seen in years. It was sad to admit that, because it wasn’t even that big. The news said it was close to twenty yards in diameter when it blasted through the atmosphere, but the biggest piece had significantly whittled away when it’d landed smack dab in the middle of Rosemont. Sure, people had gotten hurt and stuff, but really? That kind of stuff happens every day. 

Part of the reason I didn’t recognize the danger the meteorite’s arrival presented was because I believed the danger was all over after it crashed. The other part was because I didn’t care about it, except when it made me look really good—like the whole saving Gwen’s life part.  

Despite this, a big fuss went on practically all month about it—after all, something actually interesting going on was rare in Apollo City. (We usually lived vicariously through Cleveland, our sister city.) But thankfully, soon enough, everything seemed to be semi-back to normal.

That is, at least in school. True, the students were still quieter than usual, but it could just as easily have meant they had reverted to writing gossip on the bathroom walls again.

Probably the most inconvenient event was on Tuesday, when we got back to school the following week. We had to have an assembly. That wouldn’t have even been that annoying, normally. After all, I get to hang out with my friends in the auditorium—talking and ragging on teachers, unimportant students, and the like—while playing on my Game Pac.

It hadn’t been a bad idea to get everyone together to goof off while we pretended it was for something important. But it had been a bad idea to get the librarian to help.

“Guys! Shh! Trixie alert!” I nodded to the far side of the row of seats, where our least favorite person in all the school suddenly appeared. It was the librarian, Ms. Brain, commonly referred to as “Trixie” by those who dared to seek her wrath.

Ms. Brain was definitely an ironic choice for a librarian. It wasn’t really odd that she had extremely short, grayish hair (it was almost butch), with one strange curl in her bangs, or that she wore old-lady librarian shoes, which tapped the floor in an impatient, annoyed manner on a consistent basis. No, it was her voice that made her so ... unique. It cracked like a whip (an accurate comparison, too—it was often used as a weapon in the library). Poncey mimicked Trixie and Mrs. Smithe so well that if he was pushed into it, he could hold fake conversations between the two all on his own.

As my friends and I settled into our auditorium seats, we all felt the burn of her gaze. Trixie always glared down at us. We were a known group of “troublemakers,” and have been ever since Simon decided mystery meat was an acceptable substitute for a football and tossed it around the cafeteria at some of the band geeks. It turned out that one of them, the one who ended up bawling like a baby, Kenneth Parker, just happened to have a mother on the school board and friends with Trixie.

So Trixie’s black, old-lady librarian shoes rapped predictably, drumming irritation like a theme song. Even though she said nothing, I knew she was deliberate in her actions; she only wanted to intimidate us and assert her authority. Unfortunately, it was enough to effectively put a damper on my playtime.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mr. Hinnish, Central’s loveable and approachable, but scared, politically-correct principal, began, “The travesties of this past weekend have not gone unnoticed by any. I want to assure you no students in this district were significantly harmed (“Ugh!” I exclaimed angrily; my pain was nothing to these people, apparently), and no significant damage was done to this school. We are expected to have repairs completed today.”

Mr. Hinnish went on to talk about the schedule for the week and other important-sounding stuff, like how Romeo and Juliet was still going on (though delayed), bringing cheers from some and groans from others. (I plead the fifth here.)

The best announcement by far was the next football game would be Friday night, Homecoming night, against the Clearburg Golden Tigers. That got students really cheering.

Believe me, there was nothing better than Friday night football at our high school—especially when it was the Homecoming game.

But even in the perfect teenage life of mine, I got bored easily.

Such as later, when I was sitting in drama class.

It was ninth period, and I felt my attention drooping as much as my eyelids. Mr. Lockard was droning on and on about Shakespeare and the Global Theater ...or was it Globe Theater? I wondered briefly how Gwen could lap this stuff up like cream. It left a dry taste on my tongue.  

Had time passed at all since class began? I wondered. I dared not look up at the clock for fear Lockard would use it as an excuse to call on me.  

I shifted in my seat. Immediately, I grimaced at the highly noticeable lack of legroom.

I sighed. Drama was the stupidest class ever. (Ironic I would think so, I know.) Gwen was the reason I’d signed up for it this year. Once she’d been assigned to another period, I made it my life’s mission to drop the class.

Unfortunately, the parentals were not as keen on the idea. Mark and Cheryl made me keep it to “teach me a lesson” about suffering through things I detested. I still hated them for it. My parents would never understand how the anxiety produced in this class crippled my lifetime potential.  

Not to mention my actual life was at risk while I was in the class. The drama room was located inconveniently (extremely inconveniently) underneath the stage. The wood-sanded ceiling-stage was composed of creaking boards only two inches thick. Two inches to keep people safe from falling onto unsuspecting students below, who were probably already half dead from boredom.

I was just waiting for the day when an amplifier, or microphone, or some fat kid caused the stage to collapse.

The humdrum of class slowly turned into muffles, which then twirled off into music. I was falling from consciousness, but not into sleep.  

I panicked briefly for a moment as I fell back into the world of starlight, where I was flying freely, awing over the wonders of space and time Hubble had yet to find.

But even as I felt uneasy, I let myself be eased into contentedness. I wanted to enjoy it, even as I feared I was going crazy.

That same melody, the one from the hospital, called out to me, and I felt eagerness and euphoria, as though joy and anticipation had procreated an entirely new emotion within me.

My universe started to move with the music—as though the music had become not just sounds beautifully laced together, but a dance for all time and space to follow.  

I couldn’t help it when I laughed. Joy had tickled me, inside and out, so I laughed.

“Hamilton Dinger!”

My attention was roughly jolted back to reality as Mr. Lockard (loudly) called me out. The celestial background dropped from my eyes, as though a light switch had been flipped on, chasing away the warmth and protection of darkness, and I was faced with the white-hot exposure of Lockard’s face.  

“Just what is so funny?”

“Uh ... ” was the best response I could make. I had been laughing aloud, unintentionally. “Nothing.”

“Then I don’t want to hear anything.” The unibrow on his forehead had an awkward, pointed slant to it.  

I somewhat discretely rolled my eyes. Mr. Lockard knew full well drama was my least favorite class, somehow. I assumed he was used to students acting, and that made him more aware of when people were lying to him. That, or he was a mind-reading warlock. I was really fine with either explanation, as long as there was proof to back it up.  

“Okay.” Mr. Lockard clapped his hands. “As you all know, the play is going to be performed soon. Tomorrow we will be working on the set for Romeo and Juliet. I will also give extra credit for attending the play. Doesn’t that sound wonderful, hem?”

How hilariously funny it would be to get Poncey to mimic Mr. Lockard, I thought. Lockard was a middle-aged, balding man with a bad comb-over and a unibrow, and had a tendency to say “hem” at the end of his questions instead of “hmm,” or “yes,” or nothing at all like a normal person.

Mr. Lockard, apparently using his dark magic for mind-reading, caught my eye. “Remember, drama is a good way to meet people. Don’t you think so, Hamilton? I think it would be a nice way for you to meet a few more interesting ladies, hem?”

“Ugh, sure,” I replied grumpily. As if I need help meeting girls. Lockard was an idiot. (I can’t really stress that enough.)

I practically danced as the bell finally rang. Even math class was less depressing. I felt the layers of death-like sleep peel off me as I stepped out of the classroom. Happiness settled on me like an old friend, cloaking me with the music of my own universe.

I faltered slightly as it hit me. I’d been taken away, whisked off to the otherworldliness of my subconscious. If that’s what it was.

I’d never had dreams before. Never. Not before the meteorite.

Was it possible my brain had been traumatized by my brush with death? Maybe I wasn’t crazy, but something was physically wrong with me.

No. No, surely not.

Nothing was wrong with me. Nothing could be wrong with me. And even if there was, it wasn’t my fault.

It wasn’t my fault that I was surrounded all day long by idiots like Lockard, who insisted on boring me to death, while caging me under a forest of potential splinters, or sadists like Trixie and Lockard, whose sole ambition in life was to terrorize me.

It wasn’t my fault I was born to be better than everyone else, but had to live with people who weren’t worthy of me.

It wasn’t my fault the meteorite had struck, slapping my city and branding me with bad dreams, either.

And it wasn’t my fault I enjoyed the daydreams. Anything to escape this life, really. I didn’t have time to worry about them.

That’s right. I didn’t have time to worry about it. There were a lot more important things at hand to be concerned about. So I shrugged it off.

I was sure it was nothing, and that it would go away. So what if this one had happened while I was more or less awake? It didn’t mean it was getting worse, necessarily. Lockard was just more boring than sleep, that’s all. Surely I would be safe once I escaped his class. That was more or less how it’d worked with the hospital, right? 

☼7☼

Distraction

As much as I said I wanted otherwise, it wasn’t long before the dream world came to me again, letting me know in its own way it was determined to imprint itself firmly in my mind. 

Friday’s soft morning light slowly crept onto my bed, letting the day make her welcoming introduction. I heard the quiet echoes of the house calling out to me in my half-slumber, letting me know it was nearly time to get up.

I shook it off; a few more moments of uninterrupted sleep would be good for me. I’d been up late last night, looking over my history books and chatting online. Besides, I did not want to let go of my dreams just yet.

These were real dreams, I could tell, real dreams that mattered more than any fake or imagined dreams ever could.

I was dreaming about the Homecoming game. About scoring the last touchdown just as the last buzzer rang out. Endless people came pouring out from the stands, all coming to honor my game-winning catch.

And Gwen was there, too.

With my face in my pillow, still half asleep, a grin crawled up on my mouth.

I handed her the ball, and she leaned in. My smile grew as she moved in to kiss me, to brush her honeyed lips against mine in a tender, passionate embrace.

See? I told myself. Dreams you can control. Much better.

I leaned in to kiss Gwen back, determined to garner all the intentional happiness I deserved and desired.  

Then she vanished. And so did everything else.

But a curtain of sleep remained, like the backdrop of the stars before.  

“Huh?” I looked around. A flicker in the corner of my eye stole my attention.

A glowing star, growing steadily brighter.

“Come on, why now?!” I felt myself scream. Anger plunged through me, but my eyes wouldn’t open into the real world. I was stuck.  

I liked the dream I was having before; and even if the starlight dreams are nice, I’d still much rather dream about Gwen. “Stop it! I don’t care about this! I don’t want to see this. I don’t want to experience this again!”

A noise squeaked up from behind me. I turned to see some people in the stands.

Okay, better than nothing, I thought, jogging over. “Hey!” I called, waving my arms, trying to get their attention.

No reaction.

I felt like an idiot as I walked up and placed my hand on one woman’s shoulder. She had a strange, fixed gaze in her eyes. I was about to ask her what she was staring at when she suddenly fell over.

I fumbled to fix her before I looked at the others. They were all like that! Staring into space, looking at nothing. They were all ... lifeless looking.

I was confused. I tried thinking of Gwen again. Tried hard. If I was going to have dreams, then I was going to be the one in charge of them.

But it was to no avail. I probably only made it worse.

A cold, creepy laugh splintered through the wind. Sudden pain sizzled down my back and around my right arm. “What is going on?!”  I screamed, because now I was afraid. There was no controlling this.

And then mercy came as I woke up in bed, startled and breathing heavily, but alive and alone. “That was weird ... ” I looked down to see I was drenched in sweat. “Looks like I’m getting a shower this morning,” I said ruefully. My arm was still stinging, causing me to question the reality of the situation once more.

Was I having a heart attack of some kind? Maybe a seizure?

I shook my head. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to turn into one of those crazy people—what are they called? Oh, yeah. Hypochondriacs.

“Hamilton! Are you up yet?” Cheryl called up. “Breakfast is almost ready. Estella’s just adding the finishing touches.”

Perfect. I was going to be sick today.

But there was no way I could miss out on the Homecoming game. And staying home, or even going to the nurse, would kick me off that horse quickly enough.

I wondered if I had time to stop at a gas station or a fast-food restaurant to get edible, if not real, food before school started.

*☼*

The whole school was abuzz with excitement as I arrived. With last week’s game canceled, and all the other unsettling concerns, there was twice as much excitement for Homecoming as usual. Of course, more effort was usually required for decorating the building, organizing the parade floats, and getting all the other useless annual Homecoming contests ready, too. But there seemed to be a marked increase in the amount of energy in the school, so I decided not to be completely cynical about it.

During classes throughout the day, I found it hard to concentrate; I couldn’t even seem to play Tetris. (A really bad sign.) It wasn’t until ninth period that I started to feel better—if such a thing was possible in Lockard’s class. I supposed, given the choice between flickers of my psychotic dreamland and deep, abiding hatred for drama class, I would rather focus on the latter.

Whoever said hatred was bad for you? Sometimes it is the only anchor you have keeping your world together.  

For drama, we were working on the stage today, and while it may be sturdier than it looks, I was not willing—or stupid enough—to go on faith alone.

The stage at least looked like a set for Romeo and Juliet, which, considering the limits on arts funding, said a lot about the effort of the volunteers. With a small house-like balcony, fake trees, and a couple of “ye olde doors,” it was nice enough. I gave credit where credit was due.

Still not worth seeing, though. I’d rather study for the history exam. Or go to the dentist.

“Okay, students,” Mr. Lockard called out. “Ten minutes left!”

I snorted. Even if this was Gwen’s passion and soul, I didn’t want anything to do with it.

“Hammy!”

Speaking of which—I smirked to see Gwen heading toward me. She must’ve come from her last class early. How ... cute, I supposed. “Hi, Gwen.”

She grinned back at me. “I didn’t know you were in drama.”  

“Yeah, well. I figured I needed something that wasn’t completely academic,” I remarked. It’s a safe enough comment with enough sting in it for me to still like it.

“Have you decided whether or not you’re coming to the play?” she asked.

No safe comment there.  

Maybe if someone dares me to, bets me to, or blackmails me to. “I’m still weighing the options,” I replied ambiguously. And it was the truth, too. I was weighing the options of going to the play, gouging out my eyes, or going skydiving without a parachute. I was not sure which would be the best use of my time.

“I can’t believe you’re being so difficult about it.” Gwen laughed teasingly.

“I don’t know if I really want to see it. After all, we did watch the movie in last year’s English class. Hardly worth it to go see the second-rate play version.”

“Hey!” Gwen gave me an offended look and pouted.  

“Second-rate play with only a first-class Juliet to boast,” I added swiftly, beaming at her.

Ah, charm always works. Gwen immediately lost her confrontational air and melted at my praise, biased though it was. “So you’ll come? For me?”

If it had been one of the guys, I’d have said I’d rather swim in a pool of spit than see Gwen kiss Tim, but her expression was so cheerful and happy and hopeful that I decided not to be cruel. I grinned. “What’s in it for me?”

Gwen rolled her eyes and laughed. “Well, now that you mention it, a couple of the cast members were thinking about going out for ice cream after the performance on opening night. You could come with me, if you’d like.”

I felt a rise of satisfaction brew inside of me. That was more like it. “Ice cream, huh?”

She smiled. “Tim and I wanted to go to Frosty’s down on the east side of Shoreside Park. All our friends agreed that was a great choice. Do you like that place?”

The mention of Tim sent my satisfaction plummeting like an airplane out of gas. “Uh ... well, don’t forget, the history exam is the day after,” I said. “Can’t be out too late.”  

“I’m in your class.” Gwen sighed. “I know about it. Remember? That’s me, in class, every day, just like you.”

“Hey, Gwen! You came early, too?”

The instinct to retch at the sound of Tim Ryder’s voice hit me hard. I really didn’t like that guy.

“Hey, Tim.” Gwen smiled shyly up at him. She waved and then turned back to me. “Hammy ... ” She looked between us, clearly torn in some manner of thinking or another. Tim scuttled back when she turned away from him.  

I smiled at her choice—because she’d chosen me, and that was the right decision. “Are you coming to the game tonight?”

Gwen’s eyes glittered playfully. “What’s in it for me?”

“You learn fast,” I remarked with a laugh. “I don’t know. Would you ... um, would you like to go somewhere after the game?”

“Maybe.” Gwen gave me a small, teasing smile. “We’ll have to see if there’s anything to celebrate.”

“Of course there’s something to celebrate. It’s Homecoming, remember?” I smirked, confident. “We haven’t lost Homecoming in twelve years. No way will we mess up this year.”

“Hey, Dinger, what’re you doing here?”

“Hey, Mike.” I choked down a laugh as I saw Mikey. He was actually stumbling as he carried a large, wooden case. “Having some trouble there?”  

“Shut up. It’s heavier than I thought.” Mikey shrugged. He leaned in a bit closer and said, “The girl carrying it was tiny. If you saw her, you’d never think she could carry it. Besides, at least I’m helping. You’re not doing anything at all.”

“I see you guys have become good friends again,” Gwen spoke evenly, treading softly. All the school knew Mikey and I weren’t always on the best of terms with one another.  

“Mikey’s like a brother to me.” I shrugged. “Just because he’s a little girl crazy and slightly backwards in his thinking, doesn’t mean I’m going to abandon him.”

Since Mikey had come to the hospital to see me, I decided graciously to forgive him for his stupidity. (Again.) Of course, knowing Mikey, it was bound to happen, but hopefully, he would learn one of these days that he wasn’t humanity’s prize.

“There’s Courtney!” Mikey exclaimed, waving.

I looked back to see a tall, blond, and, objectively speaking, hot girl. So this was Courtney, I thought. I had to commend Mikey on his choice if—and that was a big IF—she was able to string a coherent sentence together about something other than herself, music, or fashion trends.

“She’s so cool! I just love her hair,” Mikey gushed. Obviously, he was in his “obsession” phase.

I snorted disdainfully. “Well, that’s the test of true love, I guess.”

“Well, I’ve got to go,” Gwen said. “I’ll see you later, Hammy!”

“At the game, right?” I called after her. She just laughed in response, but it was enough for me to take it to mean yes.

Mikey grinned and poked me with his elbow. “So, you pulled the old ‘saving her life’ card?” He chuckled. “Looks like it worked. At least to the point where she’s not sure she likes Tim much anymore.”

“Really?” I looked skeptical. “She still talks about him at the wrong moments.”

“Wrong moments?”

“Yeah, you know, when she’s talking to me.” I frowned.

“Oh.” Mikey snickered. “Well, she’s been kind of awkward around him lately. So maybe she’s just waiting for you to make the move. Girls are too subtle sometimes, anyway. I would know after dating nearly all of them.”

“Well, you know me,” I replied. “I like to have them come to me.”

“Just don’t wait too long. Girls hate that, even if it does drive them crazy.”

I huffed indignantly. “What did Courtney say when you asked her out?”

“I haven’t asked her yet. You know me, Dinger. I like to have them come to me.” Mikey grinned.

I laughed. There was a reason I was friends with Mikey. 

☼8☼

Games

The buzzer sounded loudly over the roaring crowd. It was close to the end of the fourth quarter, with the Falcons winning by three points. The newly crowned Homecoming Queen, a senior girl named Brandi, screamed in support of her boyfriend, who was, of course, the Falcons’ quarterback.

I was soaked with sweat as I jogged off the field. The Falcons were lucky so far this game. Upon arrival, we discovered the Clearburg Tigers had several Raider transfers from Rosemont on their team; no doubt that was careful planning by our old rivals. But despite the new additions, I just scored the Falcons’ first and only touchdown in the whole game. 

“Great catch, Dinger.” Jason sat down beside me. “I guess I’m not going to play tonight.” The half-hearted compliment was less cheerful than a doctor’s appointment.

I smiled as I shrugged. “Sorry.” I couldn’t help that I was playing my best tonight. Jason, as my alternate, was just going to have to suck it up and deal with it. “Looks like Rosemont’s been taking over Clearburg since their school was incinerated,” I remarked, watching Poncey’s struggle against an ex-Raider center twice his size.

“A lot of the Raiders went there, even though we’re closer,” Jason agreed as Simon was angrily tackled. “Ooh, that had to hurt. Simon will be black and blue tomorrow.”

“Yikes.” There was a lot of adrenaline in the Tigers/Raiders team tonight; their offense was more violent than ever. Nearly twice as many fouls as usual had been called so far.

“No!” Jason screamed.

Looking up, I spewed water out of my mouth as the Tigers, fifteen yards away from the end zone, began to drive it home.

“Stop them!” I jumped up beside Jason. Both of us were yelling and cursing ferociously by the time our rival team scored.

The Tigers missed the field goal, thankfully, but there was still less than a minute for the Falcons to make a comeback.

“Offense, your turn! Show these guys what you’re made of!” Coach Shinal called as the ref’s time whistle was blown. I could tell by the tone of his voice he was tightly wound tonight; that was something, considering he’s usually a very relaxed, easy-going guy. No doubt the Tiger converts were a surprise to him, too.

It seemed that the meteorite was once again causing me undue pain and suffering. It was going to be a hard game, and all things considered, Central could really use a win tonight. Morale had been lower than normal lately.

And my own morale tanked as I was putting down my water bottle. It was at that second that I felt it—the jolt in my chest. Something was happening. An image of horrid, evil, green eyes fluttered across my line of vision.

Okay. I had definitely been awake for that one. And I had either imagined it, or someone had managed to sneak hallucinogens into my water bottle.

Why did it only take the second between two of my heartbeats for my life to change so horribly?

“Dinger! You’re up!” Coach Shinal called. “Go, get out there! What’re you waiting for?”

For a quick second, I just looked at him. Was I imagining things? I felt my blood racing, my body temperature increasing. My right arm tingled in pain again, like something on fire had hit me. But Jason pushed me off the sidelines, and Coach Shinal shouted, “Come on, Dinger. We need you!”

I shook off the déjà-vu-like feeling as best I could. I hurried to my position, the right wing of the offense. Seconds later, the game was back on, along with all the pressure.

We needed this win. Everyone needed this win. Especially after two weeks with endless hours of news coverage on the devastation of the meteorite, the plague of worry unleashed upon my city, and my own personal hell of indecipherable, incomprehensible daydreams, which threw me into a whirlwind of simultaneous contentment and confusion.

Okay, so maybe I needed this win. But I deserved it. 

The Tigers kicked off, and the ball headed down the field.

Greg Wilson, our quarterback, grabbed it straight out of the air and took off. All the Falcon banners waved eagerly as he started to run as fast and as cleverly as he could. I hurried after him, in case I needed to tackle someone.

Fifteen seconds were left in the game.

The crowd stood up, cheering as the band struck up an energetic tune, and the cheerleaders hopped up and down, waving their pompoms like crazy. Everyone was so full of hope. I grinned to myself. Greg was gaining yards, hurdling down the field like lightning. It wasn’t hard to believe we were about to win.

A second later, the Clearburg defense rushed in. Greg skidded to a halt, hurried to the left, faked right. He dodged the main line of defense, only twenty yards away from a touchdown.

“Go, Greg!” Queen Brandi yelled down the field to her boyfriend.

So close! Fifteen yards left.

Greg had just reached the ten yard line when a Rosemont-turned-Clearburg defensive player knocked him down to the ground. But thankfully, Greg, who was just as good a player as me most of the time, managed to hang onto the ball.

A whistle was blown. Time out.

Ten yards and eight seconds remained.

“We can do this!” I yelled excitedly, joining the team huddle.

“Yeah,” Greg agreed. “We’ve got time. We’ve got strength. We’ve got smarts. We only have time for one play, so let’s make it a good one. Bring home the glory! Run play Alpha-22. Ready, break!”

“Break!” the rest of the guys shouted.

Play Alpha-22. I smirked. I knew what to do.

As Greg cried out, “Ready, 42. 22. Hike!” I felt a rush of cold wind, energizing me even as it slowed me down.

I’d just reached the end zone when light flashed before my eyes again. My hands flew up to my eyes, but my helmet blocked me from rubbing them clear.

It was then the onslaught of terrified screams began.

“No, please! Help!”

“Police, help!”

“Augh!”

I gave up trying to block it all out. I stopped running and awkwardly looked around.

A man in black caught my attention. Not only had he concealed his face and body, but he had an awkward gait, like he’d stepped on something and it was causing him pain. I felt a rush of recognition as my arm sizzled with nerve-firing pain.

A name dripped through my body, but my mind wasn’t able to interpret it.

The man was just leaving the stands when I noticed all the people in his path were not moving, and they had lost expressions on their faces.

Just like my dream! Alarm sputtered inside of me, and I looked for a referee or someone who could help when—

Smack! The football hit me. Right in the head. Right before it bounced off and went flying.  

I tumbled over and recoiled, both in surprise and in pain, as the whole Falcon side went crazy with rage, while the buzzer buzzed and Clearburg fans cheered.

I looked over to see the ball five feet away from me, lying innocently on the ground. “Ugh,” I groaned. I didn’t need half a stadium of people booing to know this wasn’t the happy ending we wanted.

“What went wrong, Dinger?” Jason asked, as his face suddenly appeared, hovering over mine.

Greg was complaining loudly; I could hear him even through my helmet. “I threw it right to you, Dinger! I can’t believe you missed it!”

“Hey, lay off, Wilson!” Mikey yelled, shoving back our ticked-off quarterback. “Dinger still scored more in this game than you did! What were you doing, making googly-eyes at Brandi?!”

Greg shoved back as I watched, blank faced.  A small scuffle ensued until Coach Shinal showed up. “Stop it! Go congratulate the other team.” His lips were tight and his face was ashen white. We had good reason to listen.

The guys clearly wanted to complain some more, but they reluctantly headed over to slap hands with the Tigers. I started to follow, but I stopped short as I remembered. “Guys, we’ve got to go help! Those people need help!”

Jason turned on me. “Are you crazy? You’re the one who needs help! If you were going to fail, you should’ve let me play!”  

“Jase, come on,” Mikey interjected. “Even Dinger’s allowed to make mistakes occasionally.”

I lost my resolve as despair clutched at my chest. For the first time in twelve years, Apollo Central had lost a Homecoming game. And it was all my fault! I was so upset I barely even noticed the sound of ambulances in the background.  

As I walked into the locker room, I briefly glanced back in the direction of where the star had been in my dream. I saw nothing there.

“You think Dinger’s gone off the deep end?”

“I think he missed it purely on stupidity.”

“Maybe he was tripping or something.”

“Yeah, maybe tripping on drugs.”

“Shh, shh ... there he is.”

As I walked into the room, half the team quieted down, while the other half started throwing out insults.

“The pass was perfect! Didn’t you want to win?”

Simon even came over and spit out, “We’re not going to get into the playoffs because we lost tonight. Thanks a bunch!”   

“We lost the first Homecoming game in twelve years because of you!”

“That’s enough!” I shouted. “The reason I missed the ball, the real reason why, is because there were people in the audience who needed help!”

“Yeah, they probably needed help after you missed the ball, Dinger.”

I frowned. “No, they were being attacked!”

“Hey!” Coach Shinal appeared with a scowl on his face. “None of that. We share both blame and glory when it comes to football.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Good work tonight, Dinger,” he said.

I knew he was just being nice.

Coach Shinal cleared his throat. “Good game tonight, boys,” he started out. Everyone looked at him like he had suddenly broken out into song. “I am proud of all of you. I didn’t know Rosemont’s team members were playing with the Tigers tonight. We could’ve been better informed, but we hardly could’ve been better prepared. See you Monday for practice. Now go home.”

The team nodded glumly in response.

Coach Shinal added, “Those alluding to the idea Dinger is the one to blame for our loss should apologize before leaving.”

The team grumbled, but did as they were told. An indistinguishable choir of apologies was mumbled out in my general direction.

As we were leaving, the coach added, “And just to set the record straight, Hamilton was right. Close to thirty people were carted off in ambulances tonight so far, as I’ve heard.”

☼9☼

Dreariness

Sleep eluded me half of the time over the next few days, and the other half of the time it plagued me with dreams of a nightmarish sort. It must’ve been in cahoots with the rain, which started pummeling the ground shortly after my nightmares came, and stayed long after I’d woken up silently screaming, several nights in a row.

During those nights, while I was wide-eyed with fearful restlessness, I wondered if the nightmares came because of my failure at the football game.

They were terrifyingly vivid, even days later.  

The first one especially.

I felt curious, eager, and shocked silent and still, while the man in black I’d seen at the football game—I called him Orpheus, certain that it was his name, though I was just as certain I’d never met him—poured his own silver-light of soul blood out onto seven glowing crystals. The mix of lights was like fire made of many flames, glimmering with pride, energy, and excitement.

I knew they belonged to those in the crowd now rendered soulless.

The terror of familiarity hit me as the crystals glowed, giving birth to seven warriors as the light poured over them—Orpheus’ band of women warriors, all lovely but deadly.

The feeling of hatred and jealousy for the man himself froze me, capturing my attention like a slow-motion car wreck; awful, but I couldn’t look away. I could not free my gaze from his face as he laughed.

Confusion swirled, puddling through my cloudy thoughts, each naming a crystalline warrior, too colorfully absurd to be real. Asteropy, Taygetay, Meropae, Maia. Elektra, Celaena, and Alcyonë. Names that whisper of a different time, a different place, a different purpose. A different life.

They all glimmered with a curse, with restraint, and I was relieved about that. Somewhat.

I looked expectantly for another face, but did not find it. Then suddenly more emotions poured through me, and I could not stop them.  

Desperation. Anger. Hatred. Revenge. It all pumped through me, more than just a sensation or desire; it was a full-blown life force. It punched me out of sleep into awareness, leaving me weary, even as power charged through my veins.

No wonder sleep left me for hours after that dream. I’d walked into my dreams with some sort of Shakespearean death wish, and a tsunami of adrenaline had washed over me. Those faces were as real as my own, as though I were watching the secret unfolding of the end of the universe. The rain still wasn’t helping, either; it howled and hounded me, like a warning, like an unwelcome wake-up call.

But my terror at the truth of these things was only as strong as my denial of it.

The second dream I had was less frightening, but more confusing.

In it, there was a shadow. I knew it was a girl, but I had never met her—or so I thought. I couldn’t see her face, really; she was a silhouette leaning against the side of a brick building—one I recognized, but couldn’t seem to place. She was standing out in the rain as I watched her, the same rain that had pulsated through the skies all week.

I saw her look up, and I mimicked her gaze, blinking away the globbing droplets of rain.  

I heard her whisper something, but my mind only caught muffles. Something about clouds, I thought, but I wasn’t sure.

Then she looked down at her wrist, and on the underside of her arm, there was a glow that startled me. Eerie and ominous, she glowed as the rain spiked down on her. I remembered taking a step closer, and seeing her hair darkened by the dampening water.

A shadow hung over her eyes, but I seemed to know they were watching me.

Then I heard her words, clearly this time.

“It’s about time. I was beginning to wonder.” The words were spoken with mild relief, but there was much more feeling hidden behind them.

Then the Apollo Time Tower rang, and I woke up to find my alarm clock screaming bloody hell at me, the sky cackling with lightning and thunder.

*☼*

“Hey, Dinger!”

I have a headache. And possibly a stomach ache, too, though I am not sure if it had been brought on by Estella-Louise’s cooking or the recent near-sleepless nights I’d had. So, of course, Poncey would annoy me endlessly today. Today, while I try with every ounce of brain power I had to find a way out of believing myself to be either sick or mentally ill. (Neither were really good options.)

I guess the distraction was welcoming because I actually responded. “Hey Poncey,” I said as he sat down at his desk. 

“Nice day out, huh?” Evan grinned, but the rest of the guys in my inner circle sighed. The city streets had quickly become devoid of people this morning. The few who were out were rightly huddled under umbrellas or hooded jackets, taking what cover they could from the piercing raindrops. Meteorologists had mentioned on the news this morning that they had no clue where the storm of the last few days had come from, but they were considerate enough (this time) to admit their radar systems could be on the fritz.

I was just glad none of the guys on the team had said anything about the Homecoming game this week. I was also glad most of them had properly resumed their hero worship of me quickly enough, despite being lazy about it.

Coach Shinal was in a bad mood this week though. So were a lot of other adults. Even Martha, I had noticed, for all her coffee inhaling, needed a good nap. Her baggy eyes were mostly hidden by her glasses, but her frown was extra droopy and extra cranky today.

“Ugh, I can’t believe this!” Drew slumped over at his desk, his head hitting the surface with a bang! He grimaced. “Man, it even hurts to goof off today,” he muttered.

“When it rains, it pours,” Poncey quipped.

Jason nodded, sleepy-looking. “I wish I could just stay home and do nothing,” he agreed. “My body’s not prepared for school today.”

“Yeah, it’s usually your mind that’s unprepared.” Poncey grinned. He appeared to be the only one of us who was excited, or at least somewhat energetic. “I wish—”

“Shut up, Poncey.” The rest of us groaned.

“Where did the sun go? On a coffee break?” Jason grumbled.

“Looks like another day of review in here, too,” Drew muttered, his eyes fastened on Martha as she wrote on the board. “Man, history’s the hardest class ever. I looked at the test’s study guide yesterday during third period. Nearly collapsed looking at everything we have to know. Mr. Gallows almost had a heart attack when I freaked out over it. He was like this”—Drew made a wide-eyed, gasping expression—“and only calmed down after he made certain I wasn’t choking.”

I nodded. “Mr. G’s a good guy. He’d likely call the ambulance if you scared him enough.”

“Getting me an ambulance doesn’t help me much right now. Maybe later ... I don’t know how you manage it, Dinger. Top marks every time. I wish I had that kind of luck.”

“It’s something you’re born with, sorry.” I easily dismissed the notion as I pulled out my Game Pac. I’d flipped through the history book a few times since the weekend, but that was it. The exam was on Friday, so I didn’t really care. I had other things to worry about.

Like trying not to think about how I was slipping on the edges of the cliffs of insanity. And winning my Tetris game.

Ah, it was nice concentrating on getting all the pieces of the dropping puzzle to fit together. The rhythm of the game enthralled me. I paid no mind at all to Martha as she started on with her usual lecture. It was the week before the big test, and everybody else was furiously copying down notes. I was in my own preferred world, where I was Tetris King, and there was no one else. No faces, no duties, no hard-pressed psychotic illusions to deal with.

It was good to see things were getting back to normal at last. Nothing ever went wrong when things were normal. (Or least, nothing went wrong to where I couldn’t talk myself out of it.)

“Okay, class. Let’s talk about chapter five—” Martha suddenly stopped talking and began tapping her foot. It was at this cue I looked up and grinned as harmlessly I could. As I expected, she was staring down her nose at me again, frowning.

“Dinger, are you going to be playing games all through my class today?” she asked exasperatedly.

“Sorry, Martha—er, Mrs. Smithe. Force of habit,” I harmlessly explained.

“Put it away, if you want to keep it.” There was a slight sharpness to her voice, and I was surprised to see that she was not kidding around today. Weird, usually she was a lot nicer about being mean, especially on the first time she called me out. “Let’s get on with chapter five.”

“Ah, come on, Mrs. Smithe,” Poncey squawked up. “We went over chapter five last time. We know it already.”

Mrs. Smithe turned her angry glare to Poncey. A few snickers were heard on the other side of the classroom at Poncey’s assertion. I noticed Gwen wasn’t laughing, but Brittany and her friends were trying (somewhat) not to giggle.

“Fair enough,” Mrs. Smithe said, surprising me and probably the rest of us who were smart enough to catch it. “Instead of playing a review game for class, you are all going to study on your own. And if you aren’t studying,” she warned, “I’ll give you a detention.”

She then walked over to her desk and sat down. “Well? Why aren’t all of you studying?”

The class was just gawking at her, I noticed, waiting for the punch line. When she stared back at us, a few of us moved to get our notes out. Others began complaining.

“No way. Come on, Mrs. Smithe—”

“We have to suffer because of Evan? That’s not fair!”

“Way to go, Poncey!”

“Yeah, why don’t you just keep your fat mouth shut from now on?”
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