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I

Part One


For Liz and Zion, who first heard these whispered tales by lamplight and starshine.







  
  
  Chapter One - The Starlight Child

  
  




The two colossal figures perched atop the spiky edge of the glass tower, bathed in moonlight. Their massive white wings hovered half open above their heads, shielding them from a rain they never felt.




The Nordic warrior’s golden hair gleamed beneath his helmet, while his Arabic companion’s bronze skin caught the reflected glow of the city lights.




“Until when shall we wait? Till when must we hinder? Why don’t we smite the aberration ourselves?” The Arabic warrior tightened his grip on the hilt of his ornate, crescent-shaped scimitar, its blade etched with golden arabesques that shimmered like captured stars in the moonlight.




As the last raindrops faded into silence, a restless flag snapped in the wind. The Nordic warrior raised his helmet, and his golden hair settled over his broad shoulders. “We ought not to question our orders, my friend—our charge is to protect the princess and let the prophecy unfold as ordained by the Eternal, not to wield the blade ourselves,” he said, his brow furrowing over his deep blue eyes as he spoke.




The Arabic warrior thought about that for a moment, letting the thought sink in. “Thou art right, as usual, my liege. My apologies!”

The Nordic warrior’s deep blue eyes scanned the sprawling landscape. “Not to worry. I know thy heart is in the right place,” he said as the city lights glittered like jewels scattered on black velvet. “She’s here!” He placed his golden helmet back on. “Come, brother. It’s time.”

In a ballet of motion, the two figures launched themselves off the glassy tip. Their immense white wings, like giant sails, engulfed the aether around them and propelled them into a swift dive, plummeting toward the city lights like silver hawks through the dark sky.

A flash of yellow light sparked on the crowded sidewalk. In its place stood a young girl with fiery red hair, her hooded cloak covered in shimmering gold dust. She scanned the scene with sapphire eyes.

Princess Ariana stomped her boot on the concrete as a breeze rustled her curls and tugged at her cloak, revealing a sleek black messenger bag.

Ariana ran two fingers over the bag, opening it. She peeked inside. The baby’s fingers curled around hers. The infant gazed up at her with mismatched eyes—one blue, one red—and giggled. Golden script shimmered across his arms. She closed the bag.

She marched forward, her cloak floating in her wake as she muttered a protection spell. Glancing back, she hurried through the crowd.

A red double-decker bus roared past, swallowing her form. When it passed, she was gone.

On a bustling train platform, an Asian young man with a perfectly round shaved head floated in deep meditation. He wore black robes with a saffron prayer shawl draped over his shoulders, sacred symbols embroidered along its edges. Sleek matte-black Ironhide covered him from neck to toe.

On his lap rested a matte black double-bladed sword. A crowd gathered, filming and tossing coins.

At the platform’s far end, reality rippled as Ariana materialized.

The monk snapped his eyes open, a knowing smile curling his lips. He grasped his blade and landed with grace, sliding the sword onto his back. He marched up to Ariana and bowed. “Honour and—” he began.

Ariana couldn’t contain herself. “Yoshio!” she shrieked, launching herself at the little monk and engulfing him in a hug that sent them both tumbling over. Pulling back, she held his arms at a distance. “I’m so glad to see you!”

Yoshio straightened and bowed again, this time with a hint of formality. “I’m glad to see you safe and sound as well, Your Highness.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Ariana?” she scolded.

“Yes, of course, Your Highness,” Yoshio said, his silliness unwavering.

Ariana took Yoshio by the shoulders. “Let me have a good look at you!” Her gaze fell to the broad blade on his back. “New Axium sword?”

“Yes, well, not so new anymore,” Yoshio said. “It’s got some miles on it.” His eyes then fixed on the messenger bag tucked beneath her cloak. “Is that…?”

“Yes,” Ariana confirmed. She ran the tip of her fingers over the bag’s surface. With a soft whisper, the bag opened as if it were alive, revealing a sleeping baby nestled inside.

“Did you have any trouble getting here?”

Ariana closed the bag and pulled it back under her cloak. “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she said, her gaze sweeping over the crowd on the platform, buzzing with the energy of the late night.

Two colossal figures plummeted from the sky, landing with a heavy thud just as a train roared into the station.

The Nordic warrior and the Arabic warrior straightened to their full height. Ariana dipped into a low bow. “Honour and Glory,” she uttered.

“Honour and Glory,” echoed the angels in unison, their voices imbued with a celestial resonance as they mirrored her respectful bow. The Nordic warrior, a confident glint in his celestial eyes, took a step forward with purpose. “I am Turias,” he said, his voice tinged with an accent that hinted at faraway lands. “This by my side is Myriad, my loyal second.”

He gestured toward Myriad, the Arabic warrior angel, whose beige robes billowed in the night breeze, revealing a bronze breastplate.

“Mighty Turias,” Ariana said, inclining her head in a respectful bow. “I have heard whispers of your legend for years. It is an honour to meet you.”

Turias inclined his head. “The honour is mine, princess. Your reputation also precedes you.”

Yoshio turned to the colossal figures. “Turias, my man!”

He trotted up to the warrior. Yoshio launched into a complex handshake, weaving in hand slaps, fist bumps, and a one-legged hop. Turias tried to keep up and failed, his movements slow and timing off.

Yoshio groaned with theatrical flair, shaking his head. “Come on, Turias! You’re supposed to know our secret handshake by now.”

Turias inclined his head. “Apologies, my friend. I promise I’ll have it perfected next time.”

From the side, Myriad exhaled with sharp disapproval, crossing his arms. “This is undignifying, my liege,” he muttered.

Yoshio shot him a look. “Chillax, Myriad. Not everything has to be about orders and solemn proclamations, you know?”

“Nay, I know not such folly,” Myriad retorted.

Turias nodded. “Permission to speak with freedom, my liege?”

“Always, my friend.”

“With all due respect, I believe thou giveth too much attention to the useless habits of mortals.”

“I heard that, Myriad!” Yoshio said, pointing a finger at the bronze angel. Myriad humphed and turned away, showing his lack of concern with Yoshio’s opinion of him.

Ariana noticed people filming them. A wave of amusement washed over her as she watched Yoshio entertaining the crowd. Two kids stood beside her, snapping selfies.

“Have you made yourselves visible to these humans?” Ariana blurted out to Turias, a touch of both confusion and surprise lacing her voice. She glanced at the crowd filming and taking pictures, then back at the towering angels.

Turias glanced down at her and shook his head. “No, they can’t see us.”

A girl with short purple hair and black lipstick cut through the murmur. “Are you guys going to Comic-Con or something?” she asked. A boy with a backpack chimed in, “Your costumes are awesome, dude!”

“Yeah, Comic-Con, sure,” Yoshio replied, winking at Ariana. “Wanna take a selfie?”

“Yeah, man!” the boy with the backpack exclaimed with boundless enthusiasm, positioning himself next to Yoshio, phone held high with a peace sign flashing. The girl with the purple hair joined them, eager for her turn.

“We are running out of time, my liege. If we linger here too long, the enemy will find us,” grunted Myriad, his voice tight with urgency, his amber eyes narrowing as he scanned the horizon.

“Myriad is right, princess. We must go now,” said Turias, his voice filled with urgency. He placed a hand on her back, guiding her toward the edge of the platform where the moon cast long shadows.

A shrill screech tore through the night air, sending a flock of pigeons scattering in a flurry of wings. Ariana turned with swift instinct, her gaze drawn to the distant rumble that grew louder with each passing second. Two blinding beams of white light appeared in the darkness, carving a path toward the platform.

Ariana, her blue eyes reflecting the cool moonlight, turned to Yoshio. “Come on, Yoshio, time to go,” she said, pulling him by the hand.

“I will be back,” Yoshio promised, mimicking Arnold Schwarzenegger’s accent, his feet fumbling under him as Ariana pulled him away. He waved farewell to the crowd.

“Are you still watching those Terrean movies?” Ariana chuckled.

“Yes!” he grinned. “Terreans make the best movies in all the Nine Realms!”

A loud announcement crackled through the speakers: “The next train does not stop here. Please keep away from the platform.”

A long, bluish blur roared past them along the tracks, whipping Ariana’s red hair across her face.

Myriad, silent and watchful, guarded their backs, his crescent scimitar glinting in the moonlight. Ariana felt Turias’s touch behind her back as he guided both her and Yoshio with a push toward the approaching train.

Turias raised his hand. Light cracked across his fingers like breaking starlight. Behind him, the air erupted with a radiant golden sigil—shifting polygons and angelic glyphs rotating in perfect harmony. A smaller disc of luminous energy materialized in his palm.

At the sight of the fractal sigils, Yoshio whipped around to face the crowd. With a flourish and a bow worthy of theatre, he boomed, “And for our grand finale, a vanishing act. Right before your very eyes, we shall disappear. Goodbye!”

Yoshio’s words were still echoing when Turias’s fingers curled, grasping the luminous wheel like a doorknob. The world stuttered, then stretched into slow motion. The air thickened as a low hum filled the space. People froze mid-gesture. Even the colossal train inched forward with crawling slowness.

“Wow, I love it when they stop time, man! It’s like Hiro Nakamura!” Yoshio exclaimed.

“Hiro Naka-who?” asked Ariana.

“Mura! You know, from the Heroes TV show,” Yoshio elaborated.

Ariana shook her head. Turias flicked his wrist, opening the train doors. They entered. He flicked his wrist again, releasing time. The doors hissed shut, and the train entered a tunnel. When it emerged, the carriage was empty. Two emblems of glowing gold dust twirled where they once stood.

Far away, on a desolate mountain peak, they materialized. Disoriented, Ariana stumbled.

“Are you okay, Your Highness?” Yoshio asked.

“Yes, I’m fine.” She took his hand. “Too many translocations on the same day, I guess.”

Ariana placed the sleeping baby on a flat rock. The cold wind didn’t seem to bother him.

Tears blurred her vision as she raised her golden Soul Blade. Her fingers shook. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. She raised the blade, then stumbled back. “I can’t do it. He’s just an innocent baby!” Her blade dissipated.

Myriad stepped forward. “He may be but a babe now, but this aberration was forged of dark blood as a weapon of war. They hath created him to be an indestructible instrument of death. Should they reclaim him, all Nine Realms shall perish.”

“You do it, then,” said Ariana, stepping back and wiping tears from the corners of her swollen eyes.

“Thou needst not ask me twice.” Myriad stepped forward, drawing his crescent scimitar.

“No!” Turias roared, surging forward, his massive form a barrier between Myriad and the baby. “We can’t harm the child.”

“Why dost thou stop me, my liege? The aberration must be smitten!” Myriad bristled, his scimitar still drawn.

“That’s not our mission, old friend. We were sent to protect the princess, not to kill the baby.”

“His mother believed he was the Starlight Child.” Ariana’s voice shook. “Look at him!” She pointed at the infant. The baby gazed back with his mismatched eyes—one blue, one red—sucking on his fist. “That’s why she gave her life to save him from the Neburah. Master Wade believes it too. That’s why he placed the book with the prophecy in his bag. What if they’re right? What if the council is wrong?”

Yoshio stepped forward. “With all due respect, Your Highness, how can the prophecy be true if it says that the Starlight Child will be anointed by the Last Essene?”

“What’s the problem with that?” Ariana asked.

“Well, everybody knows that the Last Essene was Master Wade, princess,” Yoshio said. “And everybody knows that Master Wade is dead.”

Turias and Myriad exchanged a silent, knowing look—a fleeting glance that neither Ariana nor Yoshio caught.

“So how can this baby be the Starlight Child if Wade is not alive to anoint him?” Yoshio continued.

Ariana looked down, defeated. She had no answer.

Yoshio pulled his Axium sword from his back, the golden blade humming to life. “We have our orders, Your Highness. So, with your permission,” he stepped closer to the altar, placing the blade above the child, “I’m going to fulfill your mission and promote the baby to Heaven. Let the Eternal decide what to do with him when he gets there.”

Ariana nodded and stepped back. Yoshio sighed, looking down at the infant one last time. The baby gazed up at him with innocent trust. “I’m sorry, little guy,” Yoshio whispered. He held his sword above his head, tears swelling in his eyes. Ariana covered her face with both hands and turned away. “I can’t watch this.”

Yoshio pressed his lips together and shut his eyes before bringing the sword down with a whooshing sound.

Yoshio’s hand trembled as he held the Axium sword poised, eyes squeezed shut, unable to look at what he had just done. Then he heard it—a soft, wet raspberry sound that pierced the tense silence. His gaze snapped down to find the baby looking up at him with sparkling, mischievous delight, giggling as if teasing him for his failed attempt. The response surprised everyone, even the mighty celestial figures, as they all noticed the baby lying unharmed despite the Axium sword’s strike.

“He’s… alive?” Yoshio stammered. “How can he still be alive?” He stared at the smoldering gash his Axium sword had left on the rocky altar right below the baby.

“The blade went right through him,” Turias said.

Myriad let out a low huff. “He hath phased as we do!” he rumbled, sheathing his scimitar.

Ariana opened her eyes. Tears of relief ran down her cheeks. “The prophecy—” She sighed in relief. “It says that no weapon forged against him shall harm him!”

“Right, so, we can’t kill it, and dragging this little anomaly back to Lumina is out of the question. What are we supposed to do with him?” Yoshio asked.

Turias’ voice echoed on the mountaintops around them. “One thing I know, the Neburah can’t lay their hands on this child.”

“Then we find a home for him, here, in Terrea,” said Ariana.

“Here, on Earth?” Yoshio questioned.

“Yes, the Neburah has eyes and ears in most of the Nine Realms, but not here on Terrea. They won’t be able to find him here.” Ariana walked up to the baby and scooped him from the altar, cradling him in her arms.

“What’s his name?” asked Turias.

“When his mother placed him in my arms, with her last dying breath, she called him Sean,” Ariana paused, gazing down at the infant’s peaceful face. “Sean Harper.”

“I’m sorry, princess, but we can’t leave him here on Earth,” Yoshio said.

“Why not?”

Turias nodded. “If the prophecy is right and he is the Starlight Child, only the Eternal knows what kind of powers he’ll have.”

“That’s right, if we leave him here on Earth, Sean Harper will be more famous than Harry Potter!” said Yoshio, pointing at the baby, who laughed and threw raspberries at him.

“Harry who?” Ariana asked, looking confused.

“Never mind,” Yoshio shook his head. “My point is that, if the idea is to hide him, I don’t think being a famous superhero is going to help it, is it? The Neburah will be all over him in the blink of an eye.”

“His angelic powers won’t manifest until he reaches the age of twelve,” said Turias with a look of certainty on his Nordic face.

“Maktub!” said Myriad with a firm nod and a frown, his amber eyes catching the dawn’s light.

“Maktub? What on earth is Maktub?” Yoshio asked, looking confused.

“It meaneth ‘it is written’!” said Myriad.

“Interesting,” said Yoshio, scratching his head, “I wonder why the Universal translator didn’t translate that.”

Ariana sighed. “It’s decided. Here, now go find a good home for him.” She walked up to Yoshio and placed the baby into his arms. Yoshio held the infant with an awkward grip, an elbow sticking out, unsure how to cradle the tiny bundle. “Make sure you find him a good home,” she continued, “and keep an eye on him until he turns twelve.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?”

“Let the Eternal guide you, Yoshio.” Turias took a step back. “His still small voice will be a compass in your heart.”

Ariana nodded, a look of stern resolve on her face as she started to vibrate, and the ground under her trembled. “I will see you back at the fortress.”

“But princess, wait—” before Yoshio could finish his sentence, there was a blast that rippled through reality and Ariana was gone again, leaving behind her swirling emblem of gold dust, flickering and fading a few feet over the ground.

“Godspeed, my friend. I’ll see you again when the time comes,” said Turias, and with a flap of wings powerful as thunder, he was gone, jumping into the air and disappearing into the clouds above, followed by Myriad, whose beige robes billowed like desert winds.

“Wait,” Yoshio shouted, “You better get that handshake right next time I see you!” His voice faded as they disappeared into the clouds. He scanned his surroundings, a search born of desperation in his eyes. “Right, the still small voice,” he mumbled.

The baby in his arms began to wail. “Shh, shh, it’s fine, it’s okay, all good,” he soothed, rocking the bundle. He retrieved the messenger bag from where it lay near the altar and placed the baby inside, the biotech material conforming to cradle the infant.

Yoshio pulled the hood of his saffron robe over his shaved head and secured the messenger bag across his chest. He took a breath, and with another boom that shook the mountain, he vanished, his fading golden emblem swirling two feet above the snow-covered ground.

A few miles away, Kathleen drove through the rain. Dark clouds smothered the sky. The leather seat creaked beneath her.

At a red light, she pulled a pregnancy test from her bag. Negative. A sob escaped her lips. The wipers swept across the windshield, clearing the rain in steady strokes. “Why, God? Why can’t I have a baby?” She glanced at the empty car seat in the back.

The light turned green. She drew a breath and eased onto the gas pedal, pulling forward into the rain-slicked darkness.

Through the downpour, a dark silhouette materialized—a hooded figure in a saffron robe.

Kathleen slammed on the brakes. The car skidded on the wet asphalt, stopping an inch from his legs.

She stared through the windshield, gasping.

The figure didn’t move. He just stood there, rain streaming off his hood.

She lowered her window. “Are you insane?” she shouted into the rain. “I could have killed you! What are you doing standing in the middle of the road?”

The figure stepped to her window. Up close, she saw Asian features beneath the hood and graphite arms extending from his sleeves. He pushed the bag through her window.

“His name is Sean Harper. Take good care of him,” said the young man’s voice, thick with emotion, the rain concealing his tears.

Kathleen took the bag on instinct, and as she looked down at it, there was a muffled boom, and a gust of wind slammed against the car, whipping her hair around her face. “Who… who are you?” she stammered, turning back to the window, but there was no one there. Kathleen could smell the scent of ozone in the air as a twirling sigil of bright gold dust faded on the spot where the strange young man had once stood.

Kathleen sat there, stunned, for a moment before closing the window. She ran her fingers over the smooth, foreign fabric of the bag, and to her surprise, it opened like petals. She gasped. Inside, nestled in a purple plush blanket, was a baby. He looked up at her with his mismatched eyes, then let out a little giggle.

Kathleen looked up and around to see if anyone was looking, then checked on the baby again. She noticed something sticking out from under the blanket, and she pulled it out. It was a leather-bound book, its cover embossed with intricate, swirling patterns. The title, etched in gold that seemed to whisper secrets, read: The Collective Contemplations of Sir Locksley Simmons. She picked it up; it felt ancient, heavy with age. She opened it, noting the print date: 1888. As she flipped through the yellowed pages, her brow furrowed. The book ended halfway through—the entire second half torn away, leaving only ragged edges where pages once were.

Her hand flew to cover her mouth, eyes wide in disbelief. Tears welled up again, but this time, her shoulders relaxed a fraction. She glanced around through the rain-streaked windows, seeing nothing but the empty road stretching before her. A ghost of a smile touched her lips as she lifted the baby from the bag and secured him in the car seat.

With the baby nestled safe and sound and the mysterious book resting on the passenger seat beside her, Kathleen pulled back onto the road, her grip tight on the steering wheel, thanking God for answering her prayer.
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Chapter 2 - The Golden Flames

Eleven years had passed since Kathleen’s prayers were answered that stormy day. Eleven birthdays, overshadowed by the looming presence of Tony, his drunk stepfather.

Sean grew up to become a handsome boy with broad shoulders, black hair and a dark fringe that he styled to one side. Beneath that fringe lay the source of years of torment—a striking crimson left eye that paired with his bright blue right eye. The cruel nicknames from classmates echoed in his memory: “Devil Boy,” “Freak Eyed Willie.” Sean was happy that his tormentors couldn’t see the glowing angelic symbols that shimmered on his arms. That would make him a bona fide freak of nature.

Kathleen had always been honest with him—a stranger had stopped her car in the middle of the road on that stormy night, placed a baby in her arms, and vanished into the rain, she said. After that, she’d changed her last name to Harper to match his, packed up her life, and moved to Emerald Falls to escape the curious neighbors and their endless questions. A fresh start. She wasn’t his birth mother, but his “heart mother.” Sean appreciated her honesty, but it didn’t stop the ache. Who were his real parents? Why did they abandon him? The mismatched eyes. The glowing symbols. Whenever Sean brought it up, Kathleen’s face would go pale. “Better leave it alone,” she’d say. “Some stories are better left untold.”

Rain lashed against the windows. Sean watched Tony from the doorway, a hulking shadow on the couch, mesmerized by the flickering blue light of the TV. Tony nursed a beer, his breath heavy with alcohol.

“Sean?” Kathleen whispered. She appeared beside him, holding a small cupcake with a single candle. “Just for us, okay?” Her voice shook. “Happy birthday, honey. Don’t let Tony see.”

Sean ached at the familiar mix of gratitude and dread. He took the cupcake.

“Make a wish!” she chirped.

“No, thank you,” Sean grumbled.

“Oh, come on, don’t be like that. Today’s a special day, you’re turning twelve!”

“Big deal,” he muttered.

“Please?” she begged.

He sighed and blew out the candle.

“What did you wish for?”

“To disappear from this world!” he snapped.

Kathleen’s expression tightened. “Careful what you wish for.”

“Yeah, sure.” Sean scoffed.

“C’mon, open your gift,” she said.

Sean pulled the wrapping to reveal a worn, but beautiful, baseball glove and a ball. His eyes widened.

“Thank you, Kathleen!” he whispered.

“Now you can practice your pitching.” She squeezed his hand.

He placed the glove on the table and tossed the ball. He wanted to try one small throw. He bounced it off the wall. He caught it. Again. A little harder. The ball sailed off-target and struck a ceramic vase. CRACK. Shards exploded across the floor.

The sound tore through the quiet like a gunshot.

Tony pushed himself up from the couch.

“Sean!” Tony’s voice was low, dangerous. “I told you not to play ball inside the house.” He unbuckled his belt.

“Tony, no!” Kathleen cried, rushing forward.

Tony shoved her hard. She stumbled backward, her cheek striking the corner of the coffee table as she fell to the floor.

“Stay out of it, woman! I’m gonna teach this little rascal how to be a man!” Tony snarled. “I’m gonna make you pay for it!” He snapped the belt.

“No, Tony. Stop!” Kathleen shouted.

But Tony never listened. Sean shut his eyes. Each snap of the belt echoed like a hammer. Tony beat him until he was satisfied, then sent him to his bedroom, confiscating his gift.

Sean sat on the edge of his bed, grabbed his pillow, and screamed into it, letting out all his anger. He tossed the pillow aside and stared at his trembling hands. Wrath bubbled up inside him. Tiny golden flames danced across his clenched fists.

I hate him, Sean thought. I could burn him. I could make him pay—

But then he remembered last time, when Kathleen had found him like this, fists glowing, tears streaming down his face. She hadn’t screamed or backed away. She’d just knelt beside him and taken his burning hands in hers, not even flinching at the heat.

“I know you hate him,” she’d said softly. “I don’t blame you. But we have to forgive him, Sean. The prophets say we must forgive, or we can’t be forgiven ourselves. Remember, our angels are always watching.”

“I don’t believe in angels, prophets, or prophecies,” Sean had muttered. “That stuff’s just mumbo jumbo.”

Kathleen had smiled with sadness in her eyes. “Maybe. But hate only hurts the one who carries it. That part’s true whether you believe or not.”

He knew exactly what she meant. And her voice had been so gentle, so sad, that the flames had died on their own.

Now, alone in his room, Sean tried to hear her voice again. Calm down. Count to ten. Smell the flower, blow out the candle.

But the rage was too strong. The flames flickered brighter.

Sean lay on his bed, wincing as he pulled up his PJ leg—purple welts bloomed across his thighs. Tony always aimed for the legs.

Sean scanned the room for Super Berrie, his teddy bear. Then he remembered—Tony had torn it from his arms and flung it out the car window.

Sean screamed again. All of a sudden, his body shook. The mattress trembled. The air shimmered, and the room began to ripple.

A crack of lightning split the sky. A second boom erupted from within the room.

The air hummed. His vision blurred, the room dissolving into gold dust and black smoke. Then, with a jolt, the world snapped back—cold asphalt beneath him, rain stinging his skin.

Sean blinked. One moment, he was in his room; the next, he was lying on wet asphalt. Rain hammered down.

He got up. At his feet, in a puddle, was a sodden teddy bear.

“Super Berrie?” Sean whispered. He picked up the toy. He registered the black highway and dark trees when a blinding light erupted in front of him.

A horn blast ripped through the night. The headlights of an 18-wheeler bore down on him. Sean froze.

Right before impact, his body shook again. A muffled boom, and he was gone.

The 18-wheeler screeched to a halt. The driver jumped down, scanning the road. “Oh no, oh my dear Lord, no, no, no,” he muttered. “What is a kid doing in the middle of the road on a rainy night like this?” He looked under the truck, finding nothing.

Shaking his head, he walked back to his truck. “Santa María, madre de Dios,” he whispered, crossing himself.

Back in his room, reality rippled. With another boom, Sean reappeared, soaking wet, clutching Super Berrie. He stood dripping on the carpet before vomiting on the floor.

“Great,” he muttered. He had to clean this up. He slipped downstairs, tossed his PJs in the wash, and fetched a bucket.

After scrubbing the floor, he went back to bed. He drifted off to sleep, dreaming of a red-haired princess and a samurai boy.

Sean woke to a raspy voice.

“Happy Birthday, Sport! Happy birthday—Kraa!” cawed Duck, his pet raven.

“My birthday was yesterday, you goofball,” Sean grumbled. He pulled on his jeans, a long-sleeved black hoodie, and his worn sneakers. December in Alberta meant most kids bundled up like snowmen, but Sean had never understood why. He never really felt cold—not even on the coldest days. Still, he grabbed his winter coat from the hook. Kathleen would worry otherwise.

Duck had been with Sean since he was two. Kathleen had let the name stick.

Sean sighed. “I shouldn’t have taught you how to open that window,” he muttered. “Now get! You know Tony hates you in here, and I don’t need another reason for him to lose it.”

Duck darted out. Sean grabbed his backpack.

He found Kathleen in the kitchen. She smiled, though a bruise darkened her temple.

“Hey, birthday boy,” she said. “Want some cereal?”

“Sure,” Sean mumbled.

Kathleen reached for the milk. Her hand shook, and the bottle crashed to the floor. “Oh, gosh! Me and my clumsiness!” she said, flushing.

Sean glanced at the clock. 7:50. “I’m late for school,” he said, grabbing his backpack.

“What about the cereal?”

“Never mind, I’m not hungry.”

“Here—don’t forget your lunch bag.” She handed it to him, then frowned at his open coat. “Sean, zip up. It’s freezing out there.” Her eyes dropped to his feet. “And sneakers? In this weather? Go put on your boots!”

“I’m fine,” he muttered, zipping the coat but ignoring the boot comment. He didn’t have the heart to tell her he never felt the cold.

Sean reached for the door, but Kathleen’s hand brushed his arm. He turned. She stood there, clutching her apron, her eyes searching his face. Her mouth opened, then closed. She took a breath.

“Sean.” Kathleen’s voice was a whisper. “Do you think… You could ever get used to calling me Mom?”

Sean turned away. “No. I—I don’t think so,” he said.

“Wait!” Kathleen called. “Can I get a—”

Sean slammed the door. “Kiss,” she finished with a sigh, leaning against the door, holding her hands against her face to hide her tears.

As Sean pedalled down the street on his rusty bike, his thin summer tires slipped and skidded on the icy patches. His breath should have fogged in the December air, but it never did. Snow dusted the lawns and clung to the bare branches of the maples lining the street. Other kids hurried past in puffy jackets and scarves, their cheeks red from the cold. Sean barely noticed the chill. He tried not to think about the hurt in Kathleen’s eyes. She was kind to him—kinder than anyone had ever been. But no matter how hard she tried, this had never felt like home. Not with Tony’s shadow hanging over everything. Not with the questions about where he came from burning in his chest.

He spotted a figure standing on the sidewalk ahead. A man in an immaculate black suit, a green scarab pin gleaming on his tie. He stood motionless, one hand holding a lit cigar, smoke curling into the morning air. His pale face turned toward Sean, ebony eyes locking onto him.

A faint hum rose in Sean’s ears. His hands trembled on the handlebars.

Sean looked away, pedalling faster. When he glanced back, the sidewalk was empty.

The golden markings beneath his sleeves burned.

Who was that guy? Why was he staring at me? Sean wondered.

Near the crosswalk, an old man stood motionless—cloaked in earth-toned fabric. A saffron prayer shawl draped over his head. He gripped a staff crowned with a white crystal.

Beneath the hood, Sean saw silver-gray hair and brown eyes. The man stared at Sean.

Sean pedalled faster.

The man didn’t move. Just watched.

Sean turned his head for a heartbeat. When he looked back, the man was gone.

Was it just a vision?

Sean shook his head. The school came into view—the old brick building dusted with snow, the rusty flagpole, the pine trees behind the gym where he sometimes hid when Chad came looking for him. The sharp scent of pine needles carried on the cold December wind.

He forced himself to focus on the familiar. But his hands still trembled as he locked his bike.

Sean parked his bike, walked inside, and headed straight to the lab for chemistry class. He settled into his desk, feeling a burning on the palm of his hand. As he looked at it, he saw a small flickering golden flame dancing on his palm. He shook his hand, but it reappeared brighter.

“Are you alright, Mr. Harper?” Mr. Gladwell’s voice sliced through the hum.

“Huh? What, sir?” Sean stammered, pressing his palms together under his desk.

“You’re fidgeting more than usual this morning,” Mr. Gladwell said.

“Sorry, sir,” Sean mumbled. He brushed his fingers over his fringe to make sure it was covering his red eye. “Didn’t mean to.”

Mr. Gladwell stood at the front, his grey hair cropped short. He checked his pocket watch. “Open your Greek Mythology books to page forty-nine,” he instructed. “Today, before we start our chemistry lesson, I want to review our talk on Greek mythology from yesterday, the Chimera from Homer’s tales.”

Sean flipped to the page. His eyes landed on a vivid illustration: a beast with a lion’s head, a goat’s body, and a serpent’s tail. Wisps of smoke curled from its nostrils. Sean swallowed hard. It was a myth, but something about it felt too real.

A creak of the desk beside him broke his trance. Carl slid into the seat. “You know, you shouldn’t cover your eye like that,” he said. “That red eye of yours is cool. You should be proud of it.”

Sean heard his words, but they didn’t click.

Carl’s brow furrowed. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he whispered. “Are you ok?”

Sean hesitated, his palms warming. “No, dude,” he whispered. “I’m not okay. I’m freaking out.”

“Why? Did Chad bully you again?”

“No, not that,” Sean muttered, glancing at the Chimera’s image.

“Then what?” Carl pressed.

Sean leaned toward Carl. “Last night, I was in my bedroom, sitting on my bed, and then my whole body started to shake, you know, as if it had a mind of its own. The shaking turned into violent trembling and then puff… next thing I know I’m standing in the rain on the highway.”

“What?”

“Right?” Sean checked on Mr. Gladwell. “Then this huge truck shone its headlights on me.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing. I froze. But then I shook again, and poof, I’m back in my room.”

“Dude, how do you know it wasn’t just a dream?”

Sean paused, then parted his hands, revealing a vibrant golden flame dancing on his open palm. “Because of these,” he whispered.

Carl’s eyes widened. “Whoa, that’s wicked!” he breathed.

“It’s not wicked,” Sean hissed, snuffing the flame. “I can’t control it. Sometimes it happens when I get angry or scared. I want it to stop.”

“Have you told Kathleen about it?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

Sean’s shoulders sagged. “She taught me to breathe and count to ten when I feel it starting. She says anger is like fire—it burns everything if you don’t learn to control it.”

“Does it work?”

“It helps, but I’m afraid, Carl. What if someone else sees it? What if I hurt someone by accident?”

Carl thought about it for a moment, then looked back at Sean with a wide grin. “It would be nice if you scorched mean Chad at least a little.”

“Stop, Carl, I’m serious,” Sean admitted. “Things are getting worse.” He leaned closer. “This morning, on the way to school, I saw this creepy guy in a black suit just standing on the sidewalk, staring at me. He had these weird black eyes—like, completely black. When I looked back, he was gone. Then, near the crosswalk, I saw this strange wizard-looking old man with a staff and a white crystal on top. He just stared at me too, like he was trying to see right through me. When I looked back, he was also gone.” Sean pulled up his sleeves, revealing glowing golden angelic writings. “And then there are these.”

“I wouldn’t worry about them,” Carl said.

“Why?”

“Because whatever they are, nobody can see those. Just you.”

“That’s even worse.”

“Why?”

“Because if I’m the sole one who can see them, that means that on top of everything else, I’m also going crazy.” Sean pulled his sleeves down. “Do you think that maybe it’s because I turned twelve yesterday?”

“Wait, yesterday was your birthday?” Carl whispered. “Dude, why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve—” He paused. “Oh. Tony.”

Sean shook his head. “Yeah, Tony. So no party. No celebration. Just another Tuesday.”

Carl leaned closer. “Maybe you’re hitting superhero puberty,” he said. “Like Spider-Man after the spider bite, or the X-Men when their powers kick in.”

“Superhero puberty?” Sean muttered. “Where do you get this stuff?”

“Right here, dude,” Carl whispered, pulling a comic book from his backpack. Sean picked it up, seeing a superhero hurling fire from his hands.

Sean looked up to find Mr. Gladwell looming over his desk. “Would you like to share your thoughts with the class, Mr. Harper?”

“No, sir,” Sean stammered, shoving the comic book under his textbook.

Mr. Gladwell’s eyes narrowed. “Were you paying attention, or were you lost in childish comics?” He snatched the comic away. “Interesting choice, Harper. Perhaps you’d care to share your findings with the class?”

“No, sir,” Sean mumbled.

“Can I share, sir?” Carl’s hand shot up.

Gladwell scoffed. “Well, Mr. McNab. Enlighten us.”

Carl stood up. “The Chimera was a creature in a book called Homer’s Iliad,” he said. “Some say it’s a myth, but others think aliens gave ancient people tech to mess with animal DNA, creating hybrids like the Chimera.”

Sean sniggered. The class erupted in laughter.

“Silence!” Gladwell barked. “Utter nonsense, Mr. McNab. Sit down.” He confiscated the comic book and shoved it into a drawer. “Enough mythology—let’s get to our chemistry sets.”

Sean and Carl retrieved their chemistry sets. Carl nudged him. “It’s true, though, I saw it on this YouTube channel, you know?”

“Be quiet, Carl,” Sean snapped. “You’re gonna get us both in trouble.”

Mr. Gladwell’s gaze snapped back. “Since your attention is fleeting, Harper, demonstrate today’s mixture. Show us you’re not hopeless.”

Sean’s palms tingled. The class’s stares burned into him. He grabbed the flasks, hands shaking.

Then he saw it.

Movement in the corner—a shadow detaching itself from the wall.

The man in black. The same one from this morning.

He was immaculate in a three-piece black suit. A green scarab pin gleamed on his tie.

But something was wrong. His skin was too pale, almost grey. And his eyes were black—no whites at all—like polished obsidian.

Sean’s hands trembled. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He walked up to Sean with a curious look on his face as if trying to understand something.

“Mr. Harper!” Mr. Gladwell’s voice cracked like a whip. “We’re waiting.”

The man in black glided closer. The green scarab pin on his tie seemed to pulse. His smile widened, too white to be normal.

The class giggled. Sean froze.

“I… I can’t…” Sean stammered.

“Can’t?” Gladwell’s tone dripped with contempt. “Or won’t? Perhaps you’d prefer detention to demonstrate your incompetence in private?”

The man in black moved again—closer still. Three feet. His head tilted, those obsidian eyes never blinking. When he moved, it was too smooth, too fluid.

The pressure built in his chest.

“Now, Harper!” Gladwell barked.

The well-dressed stranger reached out one pale hand, extending toward Sean’s face.

Sean felt something building up inside, something he could not control, and then…

BOOM!
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A blinding flash erupted. Raw golden flames burst from Sean’s hands, sweeping across the classroom like a living tide, scorching hair and eyebrows. The fire alarm shrieked, sprinklers drenching the room in cold spray. Mr. Gladwell bellowed, “Out, everyone, now!” but his voice drowned in the chaos of screaming kids scrambling over chairs, slipping on wet tiles.

The man in black dissolved into shadow, as if he’d never been there.

Carl grabbed Sean’s arm, eyes wide with shock, pulling him toward the door as the flames flickered out. Sean gasped. Through the chaos, one thought burned in his mind:

That thing had been reaching for him.

And it knew he could see it.

The alarm blared as Sean and Carl stumbled out, shaken by a frantic tide of students. They made their way to the gym, the smell of smoke and singed hair clinging to them. Heat flushed Sean’s face—not from the explosion, but from the raw frustration of his lack of control. At least it happened so fast that nobody noticed the fire came from him.

Two fire trucks arrived within minutes, sirens wailing. Students huddled in the gym, some crying, others showing off singed eyebrows like battle scars. Teachers moved through the crowd with clipboards, checking names.

Principal Mavahill’s voice crackled over the PA. “Students, please remain calm. The fire department has cleared the building. There are no serious injuries, but as a precaution, school is dismissed for the rest of the day. Lunch will be served here before dismissal. Parents have been notified.”

A cheer erupted from some students. Others groaned about missed tests. Sean’s hands clenched. Would they investigate?

“Dude, we’re getting out early!” Carl whispered, elbowing Sean. “And we still get lunch!”

Sean and Carl sat cross-legged in the middle of the gym, surrounded by other kids more interested in their friends’ lunches than their own.

“What you got today?” Carl asked.

Sean opened his old Star Wars lunch kit and wrinkled his nose. “Tuna. You?”

Carl pulled out a pre-packaged ham lunch box with a purple, smiling cartoon monster on the front. He noticed Sean staring at it. “I love tuna sandwiches. Wanna swap?”

“We can’t swap, remember?”

Carl looked around. “No one is looking!”

Sean shrugged and passed his sandwich to Carl, then picked up the colourful box with a smile.

“Man, you’re lucky,” Carl said, chewing. “Kathleen makes these awesome sandwiches for you. All I get is this lunch box my parents buy at the supermarket.” He took another bite. “This is good stuff; she even puts raisins and corn in it.”

Sean ate in silence. For a moment, he thought of Kathleen. Maybe he should try to be nicer to her.

“How’d you manage to blow up Mr. Gladwell’s class?”

“How did you know it was me?” Sean stammered, face burning.

Carl grinned. “Well, let me see. First, you showed me fire dancing on your hands, then there was a big explosion, and after that, you were the only one with eyebrows left.” He pointed to his own scorched eyebrows.

Laughter bubbled up from both of them.

“I don’t know,” Sean said, voice quieter. “Strange things are happening, man. Sometimes I wish…” He paused.

“Wish what?” Carl pried.

Sean opened his mouth, but a loud taunt echoed across the gym. “There you are, my favourite loser!”

Humiliation burned in Sean’s cheeks as Chad Briant and his gang swaggered over. He slapped Carl hard on the back of the head, sending him lurching forward. The tuna sandwich tumbled from Carl’s hands, scattering across the polished floor.

“Sheesh!” Carl muttered. Chad laughed, shoving Carl’s shoulder.

“Leave him alone, Chad,” Sean said, voice tight.

“Or what? What are you gonna do about it, eh, Harper?” Chad sneered, puffing out his chest. He leaned closer, voice dropping to a cruel whisper. “Gonna stare me down with that freaky red eye of yours?” Chad laughed, looking around at his gang.

Sean’s hand flew to his fringe, making sure it covered his left eye. He was ashamed to fight back, afraid to stand out.

“That’s right, hide it,” Chad laughed, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Freak-Eyed Willie is embarrassed of his devil eye!”

The kids around Chad exploded in cruel laughter.

Then sunshine stepped into the scene—Grace, Sean’s golden-haired, blue-eyed crush. She was fourteen, two years older than Sean, and in his twelve-year-old eyes, as beautiful as they came. She slipped her hand into Chad’s, and Sean looked away. Her gaze flicked toward him, lingering on the eye he’d tried to hide, and her lip curled.

“Ew, is that the weird kid with the creepy eye?” she asked, not bothering to lower her voice.

The shame cut deeper than Chad’s taunts. Grace went to the same school, but their paths never crossed. She’d only heard the rumours. Now she was seeing him for herself.

“Let’s go, Chad,” Grace said, glancing at Sean with disgust before turning on her heel, pulling Chad away.

Chad slapped Sean behind the head. “Catch you later, Harper,” he said, walking away followed by his giggling gang.

An hour later, buses began pulling up. Students walked out, buzzing about the explosion. Sean and Carl walked toward the bike rack.

“Why don’t you use your powers on them?” Carl asked, voice low. “Just a little flame, you know? Scorch them up a bit, enough to make them think twice.”

Sean shoved a stray strand of hair back over his red eye. “I told you I can’t control it, Carl. How am I supposed to do that?”

Carl went on about his favourite superheroes. “You need a mentor, like Master Yoda or Morpheus, you know?”

“Who is Morpheus?”

“You’re kidding, right? Morpheus, man, from the Matrix!”

“Oh, Kathleen won’t let me watch the Matrix yet, but I’m a big fan of Superman!”

“So you’re a DC guy, eh? I like Marvel better.”

“Oh, no, not a DC guy, I just like Superman and Batman, that’s all, the others—” Sean stopped. His jaw dropped. “A brand-new cherry red Aerobuster? You’ve got to be kidding me! Can I take it for a spin?”

Carl swatted Sean’s hand away. “Na-ah! Sorry, man, no can do! My mom would kill me if I let anyone touch it.” Carl said. “I’m sure one day you’re gonna have a nice ride too.”

“You think?” Sean asked, pulling his rust bucket from the rack. He glanced at Carl’s fat winter tires, then down at his own thin summer tires, still caked with slush from the morning’s slippery ride. “Tony could at least put winter tires on this thing.”

“I’m sure!” Carl said as they took off.

“Well, Kathleen can’t afford a new bike, and Tony would never let her buy one even if she could.”

“You know what this is?” Carl said, rubbing his index finger against his thumb.

“No, what?”

“The world’s smallest violin playing only for you,” Carl sniggered.

Sean couldn’t help but smile. “Stop it, you jerk!” He elbowed Carl. “Can I come over to play video games with you today?”

“Sure, but first you have to bite me!”

“Bite you?”

“Yeah, perhaps I can get some of your powers, like Peter Parker, you know?”

“What am I now? A radioactive spider?” Sean shot back.

Carl shrugged. “I’m kidding. I do wish I had powers, though, that would be cool.” They pedalled for a while. “This is my road,” Carl said, signalling the turn. “See you tomorrow.”

“You know where to find me if you change your mind about the video games!” Sean called.

Carl waved. “And watch out for Chad Briant tomorrow!”

Sean pedalled toward home, the December air crisp with pine and woodsmoke. Snow crunched beneath his tires. His rusty bike creaked, each turn a reminder of the day’s humiliations—Chad’s sneer, Grace’s disgust, the flames. A flicker of heat stirred in his chest. “Not now,” he thought, clenching his fists, willing the fire to stay buried.

Up ahead, Kathleen’s red Volvo gleamed in the driveway. But something caught his eye—the mailbox flag stuck up, bright red against the white box. Sean coasted to a stop.

He flipped open the metal door. Inside lay the usual pile—flyers, coupons, envelopes for Tony.

Except for one thing.

At the bottom, wrapped in brown paper and tied with rough twine, sat a small package. Sean pulled it out, fingers trembling as he read the address in flowing, elegant script:

Sean Harper 49 Redhawk Rd Emerald Falls, Alberta.

His name. His address. In handwriting that looked like it belonged in a museum.

Sean stuffed the rest of the mail under his arm. Nobody sent him mail. Ever.

He tore the brown paper with reverence. Beneath lay an exquisite handcrafted wooden box, dark and polished, with brass hinges that gleamed in the light.

Sean swung the lid open.

Inside, on a bed of dark velvet, rested a cigar-shaped wooden baton. Its surface was etched with intricate golden swirls that seemed to pulse with their own light. He picked it up. He’d never seen anything like it.

Wait. Sean froze. The golden swirls looked like—no, it couldn’t be. He pushed up his left sleeve, revealing the strange birthmark. The patterns were identical. The same flowing curves, the same impossible geometry.

What was it? A tiny flute? He noticed a small mouthpiece on one end. But it couldn’t be a flute—there were no holes. Instead, a large golden button sat dead centre.

Sean pressed the button. Nothing happened.

He brought it to his lips and blew. Nothing—just the hiss of air.

He tried pressing the button and blowing at the same time. Still nothing.

Sean shrugged and placed the baton back in the box. That’s when he noticed a small folded note tucked into the velvet. He picked it up. The same flowing handwriting spread across the page in deep black ink:

See you there. —Rehmuel Reginus Hartlock

Sean stared at the words. That was it? No explanation. No address. Just “See you there” and a name he’d never heard.

His hands trembled as he flipped the note over—blank. He checked inside the box again—nothing else.

“See you there.” The words echoed. Where was “there”?

He looked down at the baton again, at the golden swirls that matched his birthmarks. Someone knew about him. Someone had been watching.

He placed the baton back, snapped the lid shut, and slid the case into his back pocket. It felt heavy against him—like a secret he needed to keep close.

He looked up at the house. The windows were dark. A chill crawled up his spine.

“Call 911! Call 911!” Duck’s raspy squawk cut through the quiet. Duck swooped low, landing on the Volvo’s hood, clumsy and desperate.

“Duck, what’s wrong with you?” Sean snapped. “Get off Kathleen’s car!” But his voice faltered as Duck’s warning intensified.

A figure emerged from the shadows beside the garage. The weathered cloak, the saffron prayer shawl, the silver-gray hair. The same man from the crosswalk.

The vision from the crosswalk, standing in his driveway.

In one hand, the man gripped a tall staff crowned with a large, shiny white crystal that pulsed with inner light. His sharp brown eyes found Sean with absolute certainty.

“Sean Harper,” the man said, his voice carrying the weight of ancient stone. He stepped closer, leather sandals whispering against the pavement.

Sean’s legs locked. The wooden box felt heavy in his pocket. “Who—who are you?”

“My name is Wade.” The man stopped a few paces away, planting his staff on the ground. A gentle smile crossed his weathered face. “Master Wade,” he added. “It’s time.”

“Time?” Sean stammered. “Time for what?”

Wade’s expression softened. “Time for you to become who you were always meant to be.”

Before Sean could ask what that meant, Wade raised his staff, the white crystal blazing. He descended a gentle hand onto Sean’s head. The touch was warm, almost burning.

Wade raised his voice, speaking words in a language Sean had never heard—guttural and melodic, ancient syllables that vibrated through the air.

“Qabel meshikhutakh b’shem Elaha—zīmanā d-menatakh māṭā!”

Golden light cascaded. Reality wobbled like water—

Reality shimmered with golden dust, a high-pitched ringing tearing through his ears. Something deep in his soul felt it coming. Heat erupted from his core. Everything tilted. His entire body shook, the symbols on his arms blazing through his sleeves.

“Not again,” he thought, gasping.

Then—darkness swallowed him whole. With a muffled boom, he was gone, bike and all.

To Sean’s amazement, he reappeared inside his house. Teleportation, Carl called it. But Sean didn’t even know how he was doing it.

He let the handlebars slip from his trembling fingers, the bike clattering to the floor with a metallic crash. His legs felt weak, his head spinning from the translocation.

“What just happened?” he gasped, stumbling toward the living room window.

Outside, where the strange wizard had stood, a swirling emblem of gold dust flickered and spun three feet above the pavement. Even as Sean watched, it faded to nothing.

The man’s ancient voice echoed in his thoughts: “Time for your impartation.”

But what did that mean? What had he done to him?

Nausea surged. He stumbled into the living room and dropped his backpack on the polished hardwood floor, sneakers squeaking. His golden markings burned as the red glow pulsed beyond the walls.

“Call 911!” Duck squawked, voice frantic as he hopped through the open back door, a few feathers missing, one wing dragging behind him.

“Duck, are you okay? Why are you limping? That guy in black—Did he do this to you?” Sean winced at the sight of Duck, the memory of the stranger’s red eyes flashing through his mind.

“Kathleen, where are you?” he shouted. But there was no response.

“Where is she?” he whispered.

“Call 911—Kraa!” Duck cawed from behind Sean.

“Man!” Sean jumped, holding his chest. “You’re not kidding, are you?”
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