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For Sam. Every word I have written, I have written that you might believe, both in God and in the love and truth that sets both of us free. 

I would also like to dedicate this book to my special fans in my favorite Mrs. Wong-Johnson’s class, Kekoa and Marley. We are on separate halves of the world, and it is all wonder to me that my words can inspire you. Every artist has days of crippling insecurity, but thanks to you and your kindness and your enthusiasm, I have a perpetual silver lining in the clouds of doubt. 

To Get Awakening (A Special Christmas Episode of The Starlight Chronicles) as a bonus for picking up this book,
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https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening 
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Check out Reflecting (A Dream Episode of The Starlight Chronicles), a short story that takes place before Book 5. 
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IT WAS NOT THE USUAL matter of desperation that fueled me forward, as I ran in the rain, heading toward my favorite coffee shop. 

Don’t get me wrong; despite the early, early morning hours, I fully expected to be greeted with a steaming, warm cup of coffee, one that was perfect for warding off the chill in the air. I knew I was going to need it to get through the day, and it was likely I was going to need the second or third cup I would leave with, too. But in recent months, coffee had become the secondary reason that I loved to stop in and sit for a while at Rachel’s Café. (It was not a love easily dethroned, either.) 

Coffee had been my true love, until I’d found my true true love. 

I glanced up to see the soft light coming from the room on the second floor. She’s awake. 

I pushed open the back door to the small café and headed up the stairs, as silently as possible, and then all of a sudden there I was, standing in the doorway to her room. The echo of the rain was slightly louder, as the newly renovated wall in her room still needed some work, but the soft glow of her desk lamp was on, casting a small shadow of relief against the thunderstorm outside. 

“Raiya.”

She was sitting on her bed, her eyes glowing with wakefulness as she remained curled up in the warmth of her covers. 

“What are you doing here, Hamilton?” she asked, her voice bracing against the subtlety of the night. There was no accusation in her tone, just surprise. 

“I wanted to check in on you,” I admitted, suddenly feeling dumb. 

“At five-thirty in the morning?” Raiya asked. “I know I told you I’ve been having trouble sleeping, but it’s—” 

“Sorry.” I scratched my head, suddenly very aware of how wet and cold I was. “I had a dream about you. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 

“So you ran all the way here?” Raiya’s lips curled into thoughtful smile. “You didn’t want to call me?” 

I considered arguing with her, which I would have delighted in, but thought the better of it. She was more beloved to me than arguing, too. “No.”

“No?” 

“I wanted to see you.” 

She pushed back her covers, allowing me a good grin at her fluffy-pants pajamas, and came over to me. “I’m glad you’re here,” she admitted, “and I would hug you, but you’re all wet. Come on. I’ll get you a towel and a cup of coffee.” 

“I feel like a king already,” I said, although I probably looked more the part of the pauper. Even moments later, as my hands wrapped themselves tightly around my mug and a towel was draped over my shoulders, I felt more of the part of the humble and helpless, while I’d meant to be the hero. 

“How’s that?” she asked. “I can’t imagine you’re warmed up yet, but hopefully it’ll help.” 

“You’re the only Raiya sunshine I need,” I assured her. 

As she rolled her eyes and walked past me with a handful of creamers, I tugged on her shirt, pulling her in close. “Thank you,” I said, as I finally got to kiss her again. 

Raiya chuckled as she drew back. “It’s my pleasure.” 

“No, you’re my pleasure,” I replied, staring at her long enough to make her blush. 

She redirected me immediately; for all the brashness and boldness she had to stand up to me and my opinions, I knew and appreciated that Raiya had a modest side. 

“Tell me about the dream you had. It must’ve been pretty bad if you’re coming here this late,” she prompted, as she moved to the other side of the counter. I knew she was making some tea. She loved her espresso as much as I did, but she was more of a tea drinker in the mornings, and I loved her for it. “Or should I say this early, since Rachel won’t be here for another two hours?” 

“Letty won’t wake up, will she?” I asked, suddenly dreading the thought of Rachel’s old-lady mother coming cranking down the stairs as we spent our time together. 

“Not likely,” Raiya said, effectively putting my shallow fears to rest. “I’ve been taking the morning shifts here at the café, since I dropped out of school. Aunt Letty doesn’t usually wake up till noon anymore. Unless, of course, she hears me when I wake up in the middle of the night. But the rain should provide some cover tonight.” 

“I can’t tell you how lucky you are, getting to drop out,” I said. “Even if AP Gov is not the same without you to argue with.” 

“I imagine it’s much more peaceful,” she said neutrally. 

“Peace might seem like an attractive offer,” I said, “but I’ll take arguing with you over semantics and historicity and context any day of the week.” 

“How is Mrs. Smithe?” Raiya asked. “Has she said anything else to you about SWORD lately?” 

“Not since January,” I said. “Almost two months later, and nothing in all that time.” 

“She’s not the only one who’s gone quiet,” Raiya said as she sat down across from me. Her eyes fell to the seat that her grandfather, the esoteric and elusive Grandpa Odd, would sit in, and my reasons for scurrying over to see her immediately jumped to the forefront of my mind. 

I reached out for her hand. “Everything will be alright,” I said. 

She squeezed my hand in return. “I’m not sure you know that,” she replied easily enough. She sipped from her own mug with a peace I envied.

Raiya had a point, as she usually did, and it was a big one. If I truly believed things would be okay, why did I come running to see her before daybreak? 

I shoved that thought aside. I loved her. I wanted to be with her. I knew we faced a considerable challenge. So, there was nothing inherently wrong with running through the rain and the dark of the night to see her. 

“I’ll admit, I’d feel better if we knew where Draco was hiding,” I said bitterly. “I guess it didn’t matter if he had his dragon skin or not. He’s still terrible to try to locate.”

“Agreed.” 

“He hasn’t been here, has he?” I asked. 

“No,” Raiya said, shaking her head. I watched, transfixed, as some of her gingerbread hair broke free from the loosened bun at the back of her head. “Rachel and Aunt Letty were surprised to hear he went missing after the last attack near Rosemont. They haven’t made much of a thorough investigation, but that’s more because of the ‘police’ jurisdiction than anything else.” 

I snorted. “SWORD’s going to have to think of a better cover soon.”

“They’ve gotten away with sillier explanations,” Raiya pointed out. “They’ve done more clean-up around the city, as far as damage goes. That’s probably the reason that the assistant mayor’s willing to let it slide for now.” 

I shrugged. “Assistant Mayor Dunbrooke doesn’t seem as interested in the supernatural stuff as Stefano did.”

“That’s probably because he hasn’t been taken over by a Sinister or a demon monster,” Raiya replied. 

“So far as we know.” I frowned, thinking of the small, wiry man who seemed more machine than man, especially when it came to running what he referred to as “his domain.” Which included me, for the three or four days a week I would go into work at City Hall. 

I didn’t mind that much. At least he was smart enough to leave me alone. 

“True.” Raiya smiled. “You have me there.” 

“Did I tell you that he’s ordered the judiciary council to give Cheryl a deadline to produce the city superheroes?” I asked. “She has ten days to find them or the case is getting dismissed. Dunbrooke says it’s costing the city time, money, and manpower.” 

“I’ll bet your mom didn’t like that.”

“No,” I said. “She didn’t, putting it mildly. Blowing up ballistically when she got the report is more accurate.” 

Raiya laughed. “I would’ve loved to see her face. It’s not often that the famous Cheryl Thomas-Dinger, the Queen of Apollo City Courtrooms, doesn’t get her way.”

“I’ll try to get a picture of it when her time’s up and she’s left without us to fight in court.” 

“I’m assuming that your dad hasn’t told her the truth about us?” 

Thinking of my dad made me flinch. I shook my head. “No. He wouldn’t. He knows how to keep secrets. And he’s mandated to do so, with healthcare laws as they are. Or so he says. I can see him working around them if he wanted. Or,” I added, “if Chery wanted.” 

When Raiya’s grandfather revealed himself to be not only Elysian’s rebellious brother Draco but also the mysterious Ogden Skarmastad, the founder of Apollo City, he gave us quite a surprise. And an unwelcome one, at that. 

But finding out my father had known about SWORD and my secret superhero identity smashed through me. Since then, it was as if a chasm of secrets had suddenly pushed itself between us, damaging the ideas we had about each other irrevocably. 

Mark usually came home late, left for work early—which really wasn’t out of the norm—and our interaction was limited to the raw food dinners my mother’s latest chef, a sushi master named Ayako, was making for us. We didn’t talk much.  

Raiya nodded. “I guess if he didn’t tell her about me, he wasn’t going to tell her about you. He loves you very much.” 

“Psh.” I finished my coffee. “Coffee and intellectual levels, that’s really all we have in common. And even with that, I’m pretty sure I’m smarter, and he likes his coffee darker.” 

“You really think you’re smarter than your father?” Raiya arched her brow at me. 

“I’m not the one who’s best friends with a SWORD operative,” I reminded her.  

“Good point. You’re making a lot of good points, despite being up this early,” she observed. 

“I know you’re trying to get me off the original argument because you can’t win,” I told her, “but I’ll humor you because I love you.” 

“I know you’re just charming me because you’re afraid I will come up with something better,” Raiya responded. “But I’ll humor you, because I love you, too.” 

I grinned. “Intellectual banter is so much fun with you.” 

“It always was for me,” Raiya said. “Although I do miss you getting ticked off with me for winning before you knew who I was. That was pretty amusing.” 

“Ha, ha.” I laughed drily. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll start getting more angry when you attempt to win. But anyway, there are good reasons I’m awake and I’m here.” 

“Yes, you should tell me those.” Raiya sipped her tea thoughtfully. “You mentioned the dream. Is there something else? Is Elysian bothering you?” 

“I wish,” I admitted. “He’s been pretty alert and disciplined since Draco’s reappearance. He probably sleeps less than you do.” 

“A considerable feat,” Raiya said with a laugh. “Although I probably sleep more than you realize. I take naps after Letty relieves me, before you’re out of school and swim practice.” 

“Thankfully the season’s over now.” I shook my head. “No new records this year, but still a lot of wins.” 

“Maybe you’ll break some records next year,” Raiya said. 

“Will we be done with this mission by then?” I asked. That would be super. Absolutely perfect, actually. The sooner this is over, the happier I will be. 

She shrugged. “I don’t know. But there’s no harm in hoping.”

“I’m just hoping that I’ll stop having these premonitions in the middle of the night.” I sighed. “As much as I love you, and I love seeing you, Mark’s already not exactly happy with me, and Cheryl’s passive-aggressive enough to make me worried. I don’t want to be punished for feeling like I need to come to your rescue.” 

“Couldn’t have been that bad, even if you did run all the way here, and in the rain, no less.” 

“It was bad enough.” I tapped my empty cup on the counter. “In my dream, I just saw you looking sad, like you were upset, so I wanted to come and rescue you.” 

Raiya pursed her lips. “I know that when I was in the hospital and attacked, you were scared,” she said carefully, “but there’s no reason to believe I was in immediate danger.” 

“Attacked” was the tidy way to summarize Raiya getting her heart smashed and her soul ripped out of her body just weeks ago. I clenched my fingers together, trying not to shout at her for her flippancy. 

I calmed down enough before replying with, “I know.” 

I know, but I couldn’t help it. Maybe I wanted to come more for me, than you. 

“Are you sure you weren’t the one who wanted me to comfort you?” 

Hearing my own thoughts echoed back to me just made me more frustrated. “No,” I insisted. 

Raiya was smarter than that. “I know you better than you realize, you know.” She laughed. “I still remember that whole issue last year with your birthday cake.” 

“I can’t believe I apologized to you for that. I take it back.” 

She smirked. “It’s too late, I already took it.” 

I stuck my tongue out at her, before sinking into silence. 

“I know it doesn’t help you any with Mikey still in the hospital,” she added, after a while. 

I still said nothing. Mikey had been my best friend, like my brother at one point. Now, he might as well have be permanently planted in the hospital bed where we could occasionally go to visit. As swim season dwindled down, I had a harder time not telling him he was going to pay for just lying around all day and night. At least the poor quality hospital food was keeping him from getting fat.  

His mind and heart had seemed to heal more. He was, apparently, doing better with the tutor Central had sent over, and he seemed more like his old self when we went to see him. 

Sometimes. 

Then Mikey would remember he was supposed to hate me and I’d been the one who’d caused the demise of his true love, or whatever he wanted to call her, who just happened to be my ex-girlfriend. 

I didn’t think it was my direct fault that Gwen got her Soulfire stolen by Taygetay, one of the last of the Seven Deadly Sinisters we’d captured. If I had to make a case for it in court, I could probably make it convincing. But sometimes, when I did present the case inside my mind, it went back and forth enough between the “innocent” and the “guilty” verdict. It made me uncomfortable.  

The best thing I could do, as far I as could figure­—and Raiya agreed with me on it—was work to free Gwen’s Soulfire. 

It was probably going to take some time to destroy Draco, and that was of no comfort to Mikey, especially since he’d witnessed Gwen’s pain. 

I still had trouble seeing his PTSD diagnosis, but I did know that part of the reason for it was true, and the other reason was for his protection. 

His estranged father, Dante, my less-than-agreeable and less-than-amicable, most-of-the-time contact from SWORD, was keeping him there. And I could appreciate it, because he was keeping him from my mother interrogating him about the identities of Wingdinger and Starry Knight—me and Raiya, respectably. 

“Maybe he’ll get out once the timeline on the case is over,” I said. “Stefano said before only Cheryl could get to him now. Maybe once she’s out of the way, the statute of limitations will be over, and Dante will allow Mark to give him a clear discharge.” 

“Maybe.” It was Raiya’s turn to shrug. She glanced outside the windows, where the rain was picking up, pitter-pattering down as it washed the world clean. 

She picked up my empty cup and poured me a new one. “Let’s not worry about it now.” 

“What?” Incredulously, I looked at her as if she’d gone crazy. “How can we not worry about this?” 

“Talk to me about other things,” she said. “Tell me stories of all the other girls at school terrifying you, thinking that you’re not secretly in love with your coffee barista. Tell me about the swim team drama this semester.”

When my mouth just dropped open, appalled at her appeal to the meaningless, she smiled. “I can tell you about some of the daytime soaps that Aunt Letty leaves on upstairs, if you can’t think of something more interesting.” 

“Don’t we have to worry about this?” 

“We’ve worried about it for a long time,” she said. “I need a break. Just a small one.” She came around and sat down next to me.  

Tentatively, I nodded. “Okay. I can think of more interesting things than Letty’s soap operas. If you’re sure you want to.”

“I do,” she said. “We’ll go crazy trying to figure out everything right now. Let’s just be normal for a bit.” 

“I can’t argue with that,” I said, and then I obliged her with stories of Poncey’s latest pranks, the swim team’s gluten-free swim-ghetti disaster, and Via’s constant attempts to push her new boyfriend in my face, despite my eternal apathy. 

I watched in wonder as she made faces and comments and more coffee. 

It was a good two hours I got to spend with her, on a cold, rainy, late March morning, with nothing else to look forward to, except coming back to her at the end of the day. As Rachel came in, and customers soon after her, I wondered if I would have a “normal” life like that, where I wouldn’t have to say good-bye to the “normal” parts and slink back to into the dread that accentuated my day. 
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TO BE FAIR, MOST OF my day was still “normal.” It just wasn’t any real fun. 

To be really fair, I don’t suppose eleventh grade was really supposed to be fun. There’s good reason the proverbial “they” have a special category for “angst” when it comes to teenagers. 

“What do you think, Dinger?” 

I glanced up from my computer screen to see Evan, better known as Poncey to me and my friends, looking at me expectantly. “What do I think about what?” 

“Come on, man, were you listening at all?” Poncey sighed. “I was just telling you that Jason totally failed at asking Laura Nelson to the prom.” 

“Prom?” 

“Uh, yeah, that huge party that we’re all going to next month, remember?” Poncey reached over and poked my forehead. 

I frowned at him before turning back to my work. 

“It’s that party you said you would even cancel your birthday party for since it’s the same weekend.” 

It was very clear, at this point, I knew what he was talking about. I didn’t know if he was doing this shtick to get me angry or not. It seemed that of late, my friends had been more determined than ever to get on my bad side. 

“I get it, Poncey,” I snapped. “I’m just trying to work. Give me a break.” 

“Calm down, dude. Anyway, Laura was flirting with him like she was just hoping that he would ask, and he did—”

“Yeah, that’s nice,” I grumbled. 

“Hey, Mr. Gallows is out talking to the principal. You don’t have to worry about getting in trouble.” Poncey gestured toward the front of the computer lab, where I could clearly see Poncey was right. “Besides, it’s Mr. G. He wouldn’t punish us at all. He’s too nice.” 

“Uh-huh,” I muttered. “I’m working on my project.” 

Poncey shuffled himself in front of my screen. “No you’re not. You’re reading the local news!” 

“You say it like it’s a bad thing,” I replied. “And I need some info for my project. That graphics project’s not going to make itself.” 

“What do you need to know about”—Poncey peered closely at my screen—“the Flying Angels case?” 

“I was looking for a picture,” I lied. 

“Well, you’re going to get an A anyway. I don’t know why you worry about it.” 

“Because I actually have to do the work to get the A,” I answered. I was tempted to remind him of all the times I’d been the one who did his work so he could get an A, too, but I decided against it. I had more important things to worry about. 

Such as the Flying Angels v. Apollo City case. The D. A., my mother, had filed for an extension. The courts would decide in a few days if she could have more time to produce the suspects in question. Other than that, they didn’t give much information. Not that there would be a whole lot. Still, I nearly laughed at it. The media was clearly trying to appease the new mayor, since they’d taken out a lot of their commentary (they hadn’t held back any chances to blister about Wingdinger and Starry Knight before, when Stefano was sane and still in good health.) 

“So who are you taking to prom?” Poncey asked. 

“Um ... what?” I turned back to face him after skimming through the rest of the article. “Oh, prom. I don’t know. I might not take anyone.” 

“Come on, Drew’s taking Simon’s younger sister, Phoebe, and I’m going to take Felicia,” he said. “Jason’s been shot down, and Mikey’s not likely to come, being hospitalized and all—”

“I don’t know who I’m going to take,” I said blandly. “I’ll worry about it later.”

Poncey frowned. “What’s wrong with you, man?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You’re just acting weird lately,” Poncey said. “I mean, you don’t seem that interested in what’s going on with all of us. Drew and Jason, and me, and all of us—we’re your friends.”

“Hey, I come to your parties,” I objected. “I was just at Jason’s last week, when he had that video game party all-nighter.” 

“And you sat there and just played and commented about half as much as usual.” Poncey leaned back in his chair. “It just seems like you’re not really paying attention to us anymore. Don’t you care?” 

“Of course I care,” I snapped. “But I have a lot to do.” 

“You can tell us that,” Poncey said. “We won’t get upset with you for being busy, man.” 

“Well, I’m busy right now. I’m not going to worry about getting a prom date. Especially since it’s a whole month away.” 

“All the good girls will be gone,” Poncey warned me. 

“I’ll survive,” I assured him. “But first,” I said, trying to soften my tone some so it didn’t seem like I was being so defensive, “I have a few things to take care of.” 

“That’s right,” Poncey declared, the rush of remembering in his voice making me instantly suspicious, “we have the SATs coming up.” 

I nearly groaned before I realized that was the perfect excuse for my moodiness. “Duh!” I said. “Why else would I be so on edge lately?” 

“Yeah, I can’t blame you. I signed up for that SAT class and I’m just totally freaking out,” Poncey said. He continued talking to me about this while Mr. Gallows came back into the class. 

When Mr. Gallows glanced my way, I gave him a rueful smile and shrugged. Mr. G was a good guy. He was one of those teachers that didn’t ask for much; he didn’t expect you to change the world with his imparted knowledge. He just helped you out as much as you wanted, and then let you be on your way. 

He’s still one of my all-time favorite teachers.   

Mr. Gallows seemed to get my message that Poncey was hopeless, and there was no point in trying to get him to stop talking. 

After class ended, and Poncey was still talking to me, I almost wish I’d advocated harder for Mr. Gallows to come and stop him. 

“Drew and I are rounding up some people to get another season of Ultimate Frisbee up again,” Poncey said. “You want to play with us more this time?” 

“Well, I do love Ultimate,” I agreed. “I’ll pencil it in. Text me when you’ve gotten a time locked down.” 

“Sure thing, Dinger,” Poncey said with a grin. “We’re going to meet up next week after school, in Shoreside Park.” 

“Oh, cool.” It was on the way to Rachel’s at least. It was possible I would be able to stop by when I went to go see Raiya after school. 

“Hey, Poncey, Dinger, wait up!” Jason, another one of my best friends, skipped up from behind us. “Can’t believe it’s not the weekend yet.” 

“I know, really.” Poncey shook his head. “Not that this one counts for most of us, right?” 

“Huh?” Jason looked confused. 

“SATs, man. Where’ve you been?” 

Poncey joined Jason in arguing over plans for the week, while I slipped out of the conversation. 

The Flying Angels case’s extension would be decided soon. If it was denied, I would be free of Cheryl’s likely torture in court as of next week, even if I had to put up with her resulting tyrannical outbursts at home. 

I prayed that it would be alright in the end. I was getting tired of that particular threat. Wanting to be a lawyer and getting caught up in the very system you want to learn how to manipulate didn’t sit well inside of me. 

A sudden movement caught my attention; I saw a sliver of light flashing off a coffee thermos. It was Martha. 

A sudden impulse struck me, and I was unwilling to let it go. 

“Hey guys, I’ll see you later,” I said, waving while I was already sliding away. “Gotta talk to Martha. 

Martha—or Mrs. Smithe, until I graduated (got to be proper about these things, you know)—had admitted to me she knew about SWORD, and she’d used to work for them. I knew that she knew about other things, too, not the least of which was that I was Wingdinger and Raiya was Starry Knight, and that we were dating. 

Maybe, I thought, maybe I can get her to help me. We need something to go on, after all. 

Raiya and I were not going to succeed just waiting around for Draco to come crawling out of his hiding spot and announce himself. He’d been hiding out as Raiya’s half-ancient grandfather for decades. Who knew how long it would take him to show his creepy, scaly, demonic dragon face around Apollo City again? 

If anyone would know, it would be SWORD.

Maybe Martha was my ticket to finding SWORD. 

“Mrs. Smithe,” I said, as I inserted myself into her path. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

“What is it?” she asked, stepping around me and indicating that I should follow. “Speak quickly, because I have another class in three minutes.” 

“I was wondering if I could talk to you in private?” 

“No.” Her dark eyes were hard as steel as she looked at me. “I told you, I have a class in three minutes.” 

I sighed. “It’s about SWORD,” I said softly. 

I should’ve known better than to ask her about that and expect her to be surprised. She narrowed her gaze even further, but her voice dropped its volume as she spoke. 

“I’ve been expecting you to ask me questions for a while,” she said. “It’s about time. I would not have expected this long of a wait from you, Dinger.” 

I blushed, flustered. “I’ve been ... ” 

“Distracted, bored, or busy?” she asked. “It’s always one or the other with you lately. I can’t believe Raiya dropping out of school has affected you this much.” 

“It’s not just that,” I told her. “We’ve been ... ” My voice trailed off as I realized we hadn’t been doing that much. We discussed things, Elysian and I took turns at patrol, and Raiya kept an eye and an ear out for any whispers from where we knew we could get answers. But we were at a dead end. “Okay, we’ve run out of options.” 

“Waiting is generally the safe option,” Mrs. Smithe said, not in agreement, but more out of default. “What it is you want to know?” 

“Can we talk about this later?” I asked. “We both have class.” 

She stopped by her door, and then swiveled around. While she was shorter than me by a good deal, her gaze was sharp enough to make me straighten up. “Listen to me,” she said, “and listen well, Hamilton. SWORD has a lot of resources, and they know of my position here. It’s better if you don’t actively seek my company quite so much, or they’ll suspect you.” 

“They probably already do,” I argued. 

“That doesn’t mean I want to make it worse.” Martha huffed. “Now, we have a minute before class begins again. Ask your questions.” 

“I need to find SWORD,” I said. “They’ve been hired by the city under the name Otherworld, Inc., but the Skarmastad Foundation is footing the bill. While I know where one of the agents is, I can’t always go to him, either.” 

“You want to know where the business is?” 

“Sort of. I’m not sure what kind of information would help.”

“Those are poor research skills right there, Dinger.” 

“I know.” I shrugged. “I’ll fix it before college.” 

“Ha! That’s a riot. But for SWORD, there’s no reason I would know where they are now,” she said. “I’ve been decommissioned, and for over a decade now.” 

“Do you know anything that would help us?” I asked. 

“I don’t know where their base is now, but I can probably find out,” she said slowly. “But I need you to tell me something.” 

“Anything,” I agreed. 

“What is your goal with all of this?” 

I looked at her, dumbfounded. “What do you mean?” I asked. I felt like I’d been asking that question a lot since I’d found out about my superpowers. 

“I mean, what are you doing? I’ve seen what you and your friends do.” 

“We protect people.” 

“But what else?” 

“What else?” I echoed the question like it was in a foreign language. 

“Yes, what else?” 

“What else do we need to do?” I asked, my tone now exasperated. “We do plenty.” 

“You’re on the defensive. It’s a losing position.” Mrs. Smithe shook her head. “You need to start going on the offensive.” 

I suddenly understood what she was saying. “You’re right,” I admitted. “We don’t have much of a game plan. We don’t have a long-term plan, either.” 

“Tell you what,” Mrs. Smithe said. “If I can get you the location of SWORD and its branches, then you have to do something for me.”

I sincerely hoped it had nothing to do with AP Government or Mock Trial. She was already mad at me for not signing up this year. But I nodded. “Okay. What is it?” 

“You should never promise something that you don’t know you can fulfill,” Mrs. Smithe told me in her most serious voice. I balked at it, and I was wondering if that was what she wanted me to do when she said, “I want you to stop asking me about it after this. Like I said, they might suspect you. Or me.” 

“Then why did you tell me about working for SWORD in the first place?”  

She ignored the question. “Come back to me in a few days, just like this, in between classes when the hallways are full, and I’ll let you know what I’ve found for you.” 

“Thank you,” I said. I smiled up at her, grateful. “Raiya says thank you, too.” 

“Oh, really?” Martha smirked. “And I guess your dragon does, too?” 

“Oh, yeah, you know it,” I replied with small laugh. 

“Is he here to deliver that in person?” Martha gestured toward the window. I leaned over, peeking through the door of her class, and saw she was right. Climbing up the waterspout was my stubborn and belligerent changeling dragon. 

“If he is,” I said, “I’m going to intercept.” 

“Good idea,” Mrs. Smithe agreed, before she brushed past me, and turned her attention to her blissfully unware and waiting class just as the bell rang. 

Well, it looks like once more, I will be missing my last period class. 

Who was I kidding? I didn’t mind. 

But I did mind Elysian sneaking around the school, and I was determined to remind him of that as I headed out to meet him. 

It was getting easier to cut out of class, I noticed, as I walked through the hallways toward the locker rooms. There was an entrance I knew of from my swim team insider knowledge, and the upside to using it was that it was close enough I didn’t have to circle back around much. 

That alone was probably the reason I managed to sneak up behind Elysian without alerting him to my presence. 

“I’m going to kill you for this one of these days,” I said, picking him up by his lizard-neck. 

“Ha!” Elysian looped his tail around my arm and clung to me; he knew that drove me crazy. “Sometimes you don’t even see me, you know. I was wondering if I was going to have to go inside today or not.” 

“I doubt that,” I said. “Considering how you’ve been sitting around my house watching the news while no one is there, I’m willing to bet that’s just the story you’re telling to make yourself look good.” 

“What other kind of story would you possibly know of?” Elysian huffed. “All your stories make you look good in the end.” 

“That’s because I’m the hero,” I asserted. “And because I have a natural talent for getting out of tough spots.”

“I would only agree to that because everything that’s natural dies.” 

“Just shut up,” I grumbled, finally getting tired of our argument. “Tell me why you’re here.” 

“Your girlfriend asked that I come and get you once you were finished,” Elysian said. 

“I’m not done with school yet! I have one more period to go.” 

He shrugged. “What does it matter to me?” he asked. “You’re almost done, that’s close enough in my book.” 

“Your book must be abridged for morons.” I slapped him off my arm and tucked him up behind my backpack. “I’m already too late to get away with getting back in without being noticed. I might as well leave.” 

“See?” Elysian sneered. “You’re already trying to make yourself out to be some hero for skipping school. Starry Knight’s enjoying herself at the moment, talking with Logan at the Lakeview Observatory. She’ll be fine while she waits.”

I paused. Dare I admit it to Elysian? 

“I’m worried about her,” I said a moment later. “I had a dream about her the other night. She was alone and terrified and sad.”

“She usually is.” 

“Hey!” I whacked him over the head. “She is not.” 

“She doesn’t seem to have a lot of friends besides us,” Elysian noted. “And a member of her own family ended up betraying her.” 

I thought about it, and then I remembered what I’d seen before, what I’d heard before. “Adonaias is waiting for her,” I said. “Surely, between us and him, that’s all she needs. Raiya’s much more introverted than either of us.” 

Elysian shrugged. “I guess so.”

“She has Rachel, too,” I added, thinking of the pretty redhead who ran the café with her name on it. “And Letty.” 

“Letty’s not what I would call ideal company,” Elysian said. 

“I would’ve thought you’d like her,” I said with a grin. “She seems to smoke as much as you do.” 

“Ha, ha, ha,” Elysian grumbled. “You’re hilarious.”

“She’s got some claws, too, come to think of it,” I added, starting to laugh at my own joke as we headed out of the school and toward the hill by the marina. Elysian snarled while I snapped, as we headed toward Lakeview Observatory. 
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ELYSIAN EVENTUALLY managed to ignore me properly as we walked through Shoreside Park and then along the pier, and I promptly returned the favor with fervor, thinking of possibly asking Raiya to take a walk by the water with me in a little while. It was still early, and the sun was still out, even if it was chilly. We would have the time, and I wanted it. 

Ever since she’d come back from visiting Alora, the Star of Time, and found out the truth of Grandpa Odd, Raiya hadn’t had a lot of time with just me—or, maybe I should say, we didn’t have enough time with each other. I know that was hard to imagine, considering I would go running to her house early in the morning, but it was true. 

Raiya and I were busy, and we liked our own version of busy. She had her GED test prep and work at Rachel’s in the morning, while I had work and the SATs and school. It was part of the reason we went well together. But I was determined to make her happy, and to spend as much time with her as I could. (It was limited enough as it was, really.) Especially time when we could be normal teenagers in love. As much as I loved spending time with her, I didn’t really want to count trying to save the city as a bonding activity.  

As we walked into the shadows of Lakeview Observatory, I pressed the four-point star on my wrist and transformed into my superhero self. Logan was on good terms with “Wingdinger.” Or maybe it was Wingdinger that was on better terms with him than Hamilton. Either way, I needed to be able to get information from him, and I didn’t think Logan would just up and give it to a mere acquaintance. 

“Starry Knight’s in the telescope room, talking with Logan,” Elysian said. “Or at least she was when I left her.” 

“Does Logan know her real identity?” I asked. Raiya seemed pretty chummy with Rachel’s brother-in-law. 

“I don’t think so,” Elysian said. “Come on, she wouldn’t have told you if you weren’t going to find out, remember? Do you really think it’s likely she would’ve told Logan?” 
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