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TO GET Awakening (A Christmas Episode of The Starlight Chronicles) as a bonus for picking up this book,

Click Here
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Or Download It At: 

https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening 

FOR SAM. FINDING YOU was no accident, and befriending you was a miracle. 

This is also for Ryan, for your faithfulness to me. That was a miracle as well, but one, miraculously, that I was able to choose. 

Finally, this is for Gummy Bear. Your momma said you would be a fan, so I write in the hope you will one day read this and smile. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dear Reader, 

Those of you who are familiar with my work know that there are rare exceptions when I write a letter at the beginning of the book rather than at that the end. In this book, I fully intend on making a further exception, having one at the beginning and one at the end. This is really only because I’m having a moment where I am “Magician’s-Nephewing,” which is my term for writing the book of a series that takes place before the series, and only doing so after the rest of the series is published. C. S. Lewis and his influence on my life strikes again, and I am more amused at how surprised I am at it than I am surprised at it. 

I started writing Slumbering at the end of high school. It would take many rewrites and many years before I had the courage to share it, and even more to willingly promote it, and then to finish the series. Almost as a birthday gift to myself, or maybe more as an early 10-year-high-school-reunion gift, I finished the series with Everlasting in the early part of 2017.

But as the audio books and the graphic novel for Slumbering began, I felt a creeping feeling, one that I almost loathed to admit: The series was still not complete. 

In rereading the books for their respective adaptations, I found that I had a lot to explain yet when it came to Starry Knight, and even more so, there were things she wanted to explain. So, if you are picking up this book, and it is the first book of the Starlight Chronicles you are reading, you might find several spoilers for further along down the way, and you might be better served in starting with Slumbering first. 

I guess that’s an easy enough way of saying, “Spoilers ahead,” and “you’ve been warned.” 

Thus, my duty to you as author and entertainer is fulfilled, and it is now up to you, to choose your duty to your heart. I can assure you, either way, it’s a good story, and whether you are new here or not, I hope you will stay on until the end. After all, the beginning has very little merit on its own if it goes nowhere, right? 

Until We Meet Again, 

C. S. Johnson

☼1☼
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The Beginning I Want to Begin From
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I WAS VERY YOUNG WHEN I first learned the power of a broken heart. 

Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, it was not my own heart that taught me this truth. My heart, after all, was already broken. 

And that’s why I’m here, I thought wryly, glancing up from the all-too-familiar patient room floor at Apollo City Hospital. 

Between the tarnished sense of sterility, its ash-colored tiles, and the dulled-white walls, I almost felt at home. In the last six years, I’d come here at least once every couple of months. Between all my visits, I had counted the cabinets along the wall countless times, even if I always forgot how many there actually were in the end. 

That wasn’t the only thing I’d forgotten, either. I frowned at the sudden, overwhelming scent of iodine. 

How long have I been sitting here, to have forgotten that? 

I hated that smell. It wasn’t just unpleasant in itself; it also brought up a wide array of unpleasant memories.

“What is it, Raiya?” 

Despite my discomfort, a small, reassuring smile was already on my lips as I looked over at my grandfather. Through the loose tresses of my coppery hair, I saw him watching me with a concerned look on his face. 

My grandpa was a thin man, with a bushy, white beard and kind, ageless eyes. Every day since I’d finished elementary school, it seemed as though he was getting shorter as I was getting taller. As I gazed at him, taking in his plain clothes and his oversized coat, I thought how easy it would be for the average person to dismiss him, to see him as harmless and old, barely indistinguishable from any man walking in the street.

Grandpa would never be that to me. No—to me, he was my hero. 

Grandpa was the one who brought me back to the United States after my parents died in a car crash in Norway when I was seven years old. After nearly dying in the crash myself, and losing what seemed to be my whole world at the time, he was the one who kept me going.

He was my hero then, and ever since, he had become a friend, a mentor, and a confidant. 

“I’m fine, Grandpa Odd,” I said, letting his dark chameleon eyes meet my own blue-violet ones. As I held his gaze, I felt a world of unspoken trust pass between us, and I saw his concern visibly lessen.

Of course, that still didn’t stop him from asking the inevitable question. 

He crossed his arms and leaned back against the faded medical poster on the wall behind him. “Do you want to talk about it? We have a few moments before Dr. Dinger comes in.” 

It was as if he knew I was desperate to hide the truth from him. But then, I supposed Grandpa already knew some of what happened. The school officials would have had to tell him something when they asked him to come for me. 

My fingertips tightened against my cot, pressing into its smooth plastic and crumbling the overlying paper. Beneath the brown and white colors of my Rosemont Academy uniform, I felt the back of my legs tingle with alarm. 

“If you tell me exactly what happened, I might be able to tell you what went wrong. We will need to figure it out.” 

I went still for a long moment—long enough to make it seem like I was thinking over his words. But I already knew what went wrong. 

I’d broken my best friend’s heart.  

Grandpa sighed, seeming to step back. “Everything will be alright, Raiya. This is part of growing up.” 

“I’m just ... still processing it all,” I lied. “It doesn’t help that I feel guilty.” 

“Guilt misapplied is an abuse of the heart.” 

“Well, I would know something about abusing my heart,” I replied jokingly, glancing around the room. “After all these years coming to see Dr. Dinger.” 

Grandpa Odd smiled, knowing my humor was as much a way for me to protect myself as it was to reveal myself. “It is true that in the last couple of years since we’ve started to come and see him, you would know matters of the heart inside and out. But the heart often has a mind of its own, and a realm all to itself.” 

Again, I said nothing. I knew what he said was true; Grandpa didn’t have to remind me of that. 

If there are any reminders I need, Reggie is the one offering the more important one today, I thought bitterly. 

Reggie was the reminder that it was dangerous to let people get close to me. 

Wasn’t that the reason I was sitting in a hospital room in the first place, waiting for my practically on-call cardiologist to come and order another round of blood testing and chest x-rays after one of my full-blown, so-called panic attacks? 

At least Dr. Dinger is a nice guy, I told myself. 

Of course, that hardly made dealing with this stuff any easier. 

“You cannot ignore the truth, Raiya,” Grandpa said quietly. “You know the truth about who you are, and why you are here. It does not help hiding it, either.”

I shot a quick glare at him before turning my attention to the window. Outside, it was a bright August summer day, perfect for northern Ohio. The cerulean sky and the shining sun reminded me all over again that school had just started. 

Seventh grade was already going to be the worst year of my life, I thought.  

“I know my destiny,” I heard myself say, my voice steady even if my resolve was not. 

“Then you know why you cannot run from the truth.” 

Exasperated, I held out my hands. 

In the twinkling of an eye, my palms were overflowing with a bright violet light. It soared out from my heart, over my hands, and then burst across the room; it scattered like lightning, crinkling with power and light, both lovely and frightening. I held steady, letting my gaze follow the elegant, ragged lines of energy, watching each ray as it glimmered all the way down each stagnant end. 

I marveled all over again at the power I held inside of me, the small things that distinguished me from being just a normal human being. 

A rueful smirk curled onto my face; Grandpa wasn’t the only one who was more than he seemed. After six years, I knew the truth, and there was no mistaking it.  

I was a fallen Star, an Astroneshama, a Starlight Warrior and a defender of Earth. I was born in this realm to protect it, to correct my previous life’s mistakes, and to die for a purpose that was both my own and the furthest thing from my own.

Grandpa had taught me about my origin, telling me who I was and where I came from, guiding my morality and affirming my dignity, all which in turn shed light on my ultimate destiny. 

My Starlight power, innate and inseparable from myself, confirmed Grandpa’s insight. 

Every Star has power, and every Star has a wish. My power was among the most dangerous; inside of me, I could both heal and destroy, and the difference between the two came down to my own judgment. 

My wish, I knew, was gone. But since there was nothing I could do about it, my power was the more pressing issue, and rightfully so.

If someone were to ask me about it, it would have been hard for me to explain. How do you really explain something like that to someone who can’t see the truth of your experience? It had to be similar to explaining what color was to a blind person, or what music sounds like to a deaf person. 

I just knew, deep down, with the truth penetrating into my whole being, what I could not ignore mattered, and it mattered more deeply than I could ever explain. 

I knew that. 

So the idea Grandpa thought I was being flippant about this, this situation I found myself in, was more than a little insulting. 

I watched as he flinched at my power’s outpouring, feeling more than a little self-righteous. 

The spindles of my power blinked brightly, bringing me back from my wandering thoughts. 

“I know I cannot run from it, Grandpa,” I finally said, pushing the waves of my power around the room into a quick spiral, before my fingers stretched and I pulled it back into me once more. A rush of welcome warmth broke across my heart as the light dispersed inside of me and flickered away. “It’s part of who I am.” 

“Your control is back, I see,” Grandpa noted. “That’s a good sign. Do you want to talk about what happened to that boy now?” 

I blushed at Grandpa’s soft rebuke. But I shook my head; I wouldn’t tell him about Reggie. It was the least I could do for Reggie, anyway, since we would never be friends again. 

*☼*

Reggie had been my friend since my first day at Rosemont Academy, just over four years before.

Back then, Grandpa and I had recently moved in with my cousin, Rachel Cole, and her mother, my Aunt Letty, who was my father’s ex sister-in-law, or something like that. I didn’t care about how we were related; I was just relieved to have some semblance of a family again, even if it was not the one I longed for. 

The first day of school was hard for me, especially in that expensive, uncomfortable Rosemont uniform; I remember it well, because as much as it helped me to blend in, it still made me feel like even more of an outsider. Rosemont was a proud and lovely school, sitting in a small, protected area near the heart of Apollo City. While Grandpa assured me that the school was a good place for me, I knew he had called in a few favors to get me in. 

That was probably the only reason I relented in going at all. 

Walking through the nearly empty halls on my first day, I allowed myself to have some hope. The building’s strong columns and the high ceilings, slanted windows and open hallways, gave me a sense of curious wonder and somehow inspired courage. Looking back, I know that the school’s atmosphere enchanted me; when you are seven years old, and you have no home of your own, you tend to think that you can easily find a new one if you try hard enough.

No one talked to me as I headed toward my classroom. I saw some teachers and a few other students, some of them very loudly chatting with their friends. I wondered at their ease, envious of their comfort. The first time I spoke myself, it was to correct my teacher when she called my name for attendance. 

“It’s Raiya,” I insisted, probably sounding ruder than I’d meant. “Not Astraiya.” 

My teacher, Ms. Keller, glanced down at me, her innocent eyes blinking in surprise. “But your name is so lovely,” she said.

“I don’t answer to it anymore,” I insisted. 

I had a feeling my teacher knew of my past, because her eyes watered before she nodded and slowly agreed Raiya was just as suitable and lovely. 

Either that, or she was unable to stand up to a child. 

Still, I got what I wanted and with very little fuss, so I thanked her. As she smiled, for the quickest second I saw a small bubble of light appear between us, shimmering beside her heart. It was a strange ball of fire, one with several colors and wispy strands. I blinked and it was gone. 

This wasn’t the first time this had happened; I had seen those lights many times, and it always called me back to that moment when I nearly drowned alongside my parents in that terrible car accident. 

It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that seeing those heart-lights was a special skill I alone had; it was one of the reasons that when Grandpa told me the truth about being a fallen Star, I had no qualms about believing him. 

I never knew anyone else who was able to see the little bubbles sparkle between the spaces and seconds between us. 

Because I saw Ms. Keller’s heart-light was cheery and somehow eager to please, I looked away in shame at my brusque assertion, before finding my seat in the back of the room. 

That seat made all the difference in the world. 

A tall, skinny boy, one whose hair was curled into short dreadlocks, sat in front of me. I was surprised when he turned around and met my gaze. 

It was hard not to stare. His eyes were a smooth and dark brown, like the baking chocolate Rachel was always experimenting with at our small house. But even more than the color, I liked the kindness I saw reflected in them. 

“Hey,” he said, greeting me warmly. 

It was never hard to see that Reggie was a gentle soul, always ready to take the bad and make it good, always ready to take the good and make it better. Even from that first moment, I knew that was true. 

“Hi,” I murmured, still staring at him. I was unsure of what he was doing and how I was feeling. Why is he talking to me? I wondered. 

He cocked his head toward the teacher. “Ms. Keller give you any trouble?” 

I shook my head.  

“That’s cool, that’s cool. I didn’t think she would. I don’t like my full name either,” he said. “That’s why I tell people to call me Reggie.” 

“Oh. What is your full name?” I asked, unable to help myself. 

He wrinkled his nose, irked but not deterred. “Reginald. Reginald Banks.” 

“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say to that. 

“My pops named me after a baseball player,” he explained. “I think he was hoping I’d play.”

I didn’t say anything. Ms. Keller began talking, but I just sat there and listened to Reggie talk. He seemed like the kind of kid who wanted to talk, even if it meant trouble, and I liked that about him, especially considering how I barely wanted to talk at all. 

“But I’m not going to,” he continued. “I’m not good at it. And I don’t wanna be a ball player. I want to be an artist.” 

“An artist?”

“Yeah, you know, like a painter or a street artist. One day I’m going to move to New York City or LA or somewhere big, and I’m going to make a name for myself with my art. But not Reggie, and definitely not Reginald. I want a new name for myself.” 

“What name were you thinking of using?” I asked, still curious. 

He shrugged his shoulders, making his hair shake, too. “I don’t know yet.” 

“Well, I guess you have some time to search for a new one,” I said.  

“True, true.” Reggie smiled at me, a lazy smile showing white teeth against dark lips. “What about you? What do you wanna do?” 

That was the moment I decided, from the lilt of his voice and the kindness of his face, that I genuinely liked him. 

Suddenly, that spark of light came up between us, the one only I could see, and I gaped at him for a long moment, watching the power of the light as it held steady and settled against his chest. He didn’t notice it, and he didn’t seem to mind that I was staring at him, my mouth hanging open like a deranged lunatic. 

I was used to seeing the heart-lights flicker and wink at me, before folding back into nothing but air. But Reggie’s light held constant, and for the first time, I was able to get a good, long look. 

Soulfire. The word came rushing at me from the back of my own heart, and I trembled at the madness mixed in with my memories. 

“Well, Raiya? What about you?” Reggie asked again, his tone patient even though he seemed a little confused as to why I wasn’t answering. 

I clutched at my notebook, recalling the doodles I’d drawn. “Well ... ” I began, trying force myself to breathe properly in between my words. “I actually like to draw, too,” I admitted quietly. 

I didn’t know what else to say. It seemed like a good place to start. And it helped that it was true; the art therapy classes Rachel had suggested to Grandpa Odd only a few weeks before were already a source of salvation for me, a respite from the pressures of living without my parents.

Reggie nodded toward my notebook. “Let me see.” 

I had already survived getting to class, so taking a chance on a stranger seemed less intimidating, even though I felt as though more was suddenly on the line. I handed him the book and held my breath. 

I watched as Reggie glanced through them, the light of his heart still glowing and shimmering in different colors and moods. He nodded a few times, letting his gaze linger over some of my sketches. I watched as he studied a picture I’d drawn only the day before, a simple line sketch of two shadows reaching out for each other as a bright star in the night exploded around them. It wasn’t bad for a first grader. At least, that was what I thought.  

“Wow,” he said. “That’s really good.”  

I felt my heart swell uncontrollably. “Thanks,” I whispered. 

He gave me his lazy grin as he handed the papers back to me. “Awesome. I’ll be able to work with you when we get to art class. None of my other friends really like it like I do.” 

His enthusiasm was catching. I finally gave him a tiny smile, one that seemed to crack my face from my recent, unrepentant neglect. “That would be great,” I said. 

*☼*

So that was the day Reggie and I became friends. He was my best friend, and I was his. 

But after I broke Reggie’s heart, everything was ruined. 

Everything. 

☼2☼
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The Consequences of Losing Control—Part 1
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“HELLO, RAIYA. IT’S always great seeing you,” Dr. Dinger said, walking into the room. He folded my files under his arm as he reached out and shook my hand. 

I shook his in return, amused by how much I liked him. I’d known Dr. Mark Dinger for a few years, starting when I first came to Apollo City. 

Back then, I would lie awake in my bed for hours, listening to my heart squeeze the blood inside of it, wishing for death even though I felt a strange desire to stay where I was—hoping beyond hope that there was something greater yet to live for. Eventually, I would fall into dreams, where all light and darkness seemed to slide into a void. 

It was as if I was searching for a reason to keep on living—a reason other than knowing my life had a price on it that I had yet to pay. 

When I finally confessed to Grandpa what was happening, he was relieved. He told me he heard me thrashing about in my sleep. 

That was when Grandpa told me the truth. 

He told me the truth about how I was born from a fallen Star, a being of power who protected Earth. I had a growing power inside of me, one that would help fight off evil and save people from harm when I was older. He said all Stars had a duty, and since my power—the Star of Justice—had fallen, I would have to pay for my fall with my life. 

I knew, partially from the way he’d said it, he actually meant that I would have to pay for it with my death. 

Honestly, it was never a hard burden to bear, even learning the truth as a child. After surviving the car crash that killed my parents, I was ready to believe I should be dead anyway. 

When I started seeing Dr. Dinger, the city’s top cardiologist, I felt better. 

Even when he told me the biological specifics behind my broken heart. 

It was broken in more ways than one, apparently. I’d been born with a heart murmur, one that hummed a persistent song throughout my blood, one that I could no longer remember clearly. 

Even though I desperately wanted to.

My mood stabilized in Dr. Dinger’s presence; it was as if he was a marker, a sign, telling me I was exactly where I was supposed to be. Despite breaking Reggie’s heart, my own came alive as Dr. Dinger predictably took my blood pressure, listened to my heartbeat, and ordered more tests. 

I watched him as he worked. He was probably in his forties, but he seemed younger than that to me. I would watch when his eyes turned into slits as he smiled and laughed with Grandpa over sports or news or stories, and widened with ease and expectancy as he looked to me for my own input into the conversation. His voice was both warm and hard, like a teacher speaking through a script even as he faced the temptation to leave it. I had a lot of respect for him. 

“Well, Raiya, can you tell me what you think brought on the pain today?” Dr. Dinger asked. 

I met Grandpa’s gaze for a quick second before I shrugged. “Could be anything, really,” I lied.

“You didn’t have a bad day at school, then?” he pressed. “I know school can be stressful, especially at the beginning of the year. My son has been complaining about it since he went back last week.” 

“School is okay for me. And my day wasn’t all bad,” I murmured. 

That wasn’t a lie. The day had started out pretty great, actually. Ms. Carmichael, my art class instructor, announced during class that Reggie and I were going to paint the new mural near the art room. All of the students in her class had submitted plans for the empty wall at the start of the school year, but in the end, the principal picked my design. Since Reggie had made suggestions for the color scheme, Ms. Carmichael allowed both of us to work on it during her class. 
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