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Once more, for Sam. I look forward to the day when we truly see each other, face to face and heart to heart. Until then, I write for you as much as I write for myself. 

I also want to dedicate this book to Eric. I have never forgotten the moment you, in seeing me lost in sadness and uncertainty, opened your heart to me and gave me comfort. The memory of it always comes to the front of my mind when I wonder if I have made any difference in the world. Thank you for making such a difference in mine. 

Finally, I also owe this book in part to Andy. Many thanks for that small moment in the coffeehouse where we discussed sanctification; it gave me the clarity to see the cynicism in my heart was meant to be a precious thorn in my side. 

To Get Awakening (A Special Christmas Episode of The Starlight Chronicles) as a bonus for picking up this book,

Click Here
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Download It At: 

https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening 

Don’t forget to check out Falling (A Starry Knight Episode of The Starlight Chronicles), a short story that takes place before Book 3!
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THE SMILE FLEW UP ONTO my face the moment I woke up. It was a good day to be me. 

Psh. Every day is a good day to be me, I thought with a grin. 

“Ah.” I sighed happily as I sat up in my bed and stretched. I felt happy as a teenager could be. (It was very temporary, I assure you.) 

“Ugh ... is it morning already?” The changeling dragon on my bed, Elysian—my self-proclaimed supernatural mentor—rolled over onto his scaly back, shielding his eyes from the brightness of the springtime sunlight peeking through my bedroom window. He groaned groggily, and I stifled back a laugh.

“Come on, Ely,” I quipped, shooting myself out of bed as I pushed down my brown hair from its bed-head form. “Today’s a good day.” 

“Whoa. Who are you, and what have you done with the real Hamilton Dinger?” Elysian asked, using his bat-like wings to prop himself up. 

I glanced over at the scaly dragon on my bed. I knew what he was thinking. Me? In a good mood? It was as rare as petroleum companies going green (meaning it was only done when enough people were ticked off). But there was a good reason I was happy. 

The month of April had arrived, and while it came with scholarly benchmarks and horrendous amounts of rain, it also brought a special gift: My birthday.  

“My seventeenth birthday is almost here.” I grinned as I started getting ready for the day. “That means I get to start harassing my friends for presents, and my parents for money and a party, and maybe a car this year.” 

“And you’ll pester me to start considering you mature, I’ll bet.” Elysian groaned again, this time with annoyance rather than lethargy. “Ugh, this is terrible.” 

“Just let it go, would you?” 

I lost my grin momentarily as I caught sight of the mess on my desk; I hadn’t had a chance to finish my homework from English. Oh well.

The homework didn’t matter to me anyway. It’s not like it was an important class. Really everyone (important) knows English today. Who really cares about books when you have the Internet? And who really cares about school when Mrs. Night is teaching? Her class must’ve been set up as a charity for capacity-challenged teachers. (I have to stop myself here; if there is one thing that makes me angry, it is incompetency). 

There were many, many more important things to think about anyway. I was two years away from graduating high school. I had a great girlfriend, a good, paid internship at the Mayor’s office, and a college scholarship or two lined up, with at least one full-ride. And even with all of that, there was nothing I wanted more than just more.  

And I was going to get it. After all, I was also something of a superhero, a Starlight Warrior known to the public as “Wingdinger,” and every day I was growing more in strength, power, and speed. A slight bubble of happiness swelled within my heart at the sight of the blood red, four-point star on my wrist—the mark that branded me as a defender of Earth and solidified my calling. 

Yes, I thought. Change was coming, and along with it, growth, respect, and understanding.  

There was nothing I wanted more, and I was finally okay with admitting it to myself.

“Birthdays don’t strike me as happy, so much as depressing or pointless,” Elysian remarked, drawing me out of my thoughts.  

“I’m not surprised you hate birthdays,” I replied, wrinkling my nose. “You seem to dislike anything of supreme importance.” 

“Birthdays are not that important to me,” Elysian explained, “because I don’t have one. But even a lot of humans don’t seem to like birthdays that much.  Some people even find them depressing.” 

“Just the women, I think,” I replied. “Either that or the unimportant people.” 

Elysian rolled his eyes. “What’s the point of celebrating the anniversary of your birth? It’s not like you did anything to deserve a party. Mothers do all the work.” 

“It’s just a day that celebrates the awesomeness of a person—and since I’m so awesome, my party’s going to be awesome. And I want a car, too.” 

“Yes, how wonderfully mature and humble you are,” Elysian muttered sarcastically. “Why do you even want a car, anyway? If you really need to go somewhere, you can ride on my back.”

“I can’t just ride you to school or take Gwen out on a date on your back,” I retorted. I hoped he wouldn’t push anymore on the subject. People don’t make careers out of being superheroes—not really. What was I going to do when Elysian and I were no longer needed to take down the bad guys in Apollo City? 

For good measure, I pretended to ignore the rest of my thoughts on the matter and focused on preparing for the day. “I’m supposed to meet Mikey and Gwen after work today, so I won’t be home for a while.”

“You have work? It’s the weekend.” 

I rolled my eyes, irritated at Elysian. He’s supposed to be my mentor, but he doesn’t even remember my schedule half the time. He’s worse than my parents. 

While I’m not one for giving credit, I could at least admit my parents had proper excuses for not paying attention to me, much as it was still inexcusable. My parents, Mark and Cheryl, had their own jobs and my three-year-old brother, Adam, to look after. From what I could tell, Elysian only had to watch the news, slink around the city looking for our enemies, and ... Well, that was about it, actually. And apparently even some of that was not necessary, since more often than not the monsters managed to find me anyway.

“Yes, I have work now. Remember, Cheryl got me that part-time job at the Mayor’s office?” 

Some part of me figured Elysian just didn’t like to recall it. My job with the Mayor’s office did not impress him in the slightest; I still got ticked off with him as I thought about his reaction. He was upset that it could interfere with my so-called superhero duties. 

I was, even though I’d never admit it to Elysian’s face, starting to understand where he was coming from on the issue.

Last fall, a meteorite landed in the middle of my home, Apollo City, smashing up a bunch of buildings and leaving a massive hole in the ground. I considered this an excellent symbol for what its arrival meant for my life. 

It wasn’t long after the meteorite struck that things started happening. Elysian had shown up, along with my previously-unknown superpowers. Elysian tried to convince me of my destiny to be a fallen Star, something he called an Astroneshama (in “Star language,” no less), and to use my abilities to fight off the other new arrivals to the city, the villainous Seven Deadly Sinisters, and their leader, Orpheus. 

Somehow, I’d gone from all-around all-star high school student, top athlete, and class genius (not to mention charmingly irresistible and good-looking), Hamilton Dinger, to Wingdinger, the superhero of Apollo City, who was half-loved, half-hated, fully determined, and slightly irritated—a fallen Star on a mission to destroy evil and save the world (also still charmingly irresistible and good-looking). 

It was a classic case of boy meets destiny. Or something like that, anyway. 

Elysian rolled over and nuzzled into my now-empty bed, looking like a scaly dog of sorts as he wriggled around. I was half-tempted to rub his belly as a joke, but before I could, he snarled, “Oh, is that the job where you more or less file stuff for three to four hours a couple of times a week?”

“Shut up.” I swatted at him. He dodged my blow and catapulted himself to the window, where he settled down like a huge lizard-cat. 

“It’s raining today,” Elysian murmured as he glanced out the window to see the thunderclouds. 

“It’ll stop by the time I’m out of work.” I shrugged it off easily enough. 

“Would be a good day for our enemies to attack, too,” Elysian observed. 

“Seriously? What stops them from attacking any other day?” What did rain have to do with anything? “Wasn’t it just once? I could think of tons of different attacks that didn’t affect the weather.” 

“I guess you’re right.”

Of course I’m right. 

“You might as well stop worrying about it.” I grabbed the last of my English homework and stuffed it into the small briefcase I used for work. Glorified file boy or not, I was still getting paid good money and gaining good experience in the government sector; I was also largely unsupervised, so getting the rest of my English homework done wouldn’t be a problem. “You might jinx us or something.” 

“I don’t believe in jinxes.” 

“Good for you.” 

“I believe in being prepared–” 

“Yeah, sure. You know, you worry too much.” 

“I wouldn’t worry so much if you were more serious about this.” 

“I don’t have to be serious about this,” I argued, pulling on my shoes. “The bad guys have been really slacking off in the last couple of months. Ever since that sword was given to me—” 

“Even though you haven’t learned to use it properly—” 

“—there haven’t been that many attacks. Maybe they’ve given up—” 

“Or maybe they’re just biding their time—” 

“—and have realized that they can’t beat us—” 

“Us? You mean you’re sharing the credit all of a sudden?” 

“Huh?” I looked up, a bit surprised. I’d gotten used to the broken, fragmented arguments between Elysian and myself, but it was always jarring to hear a completely different subject thrown into my train of thought (not to mention one I didn’t particularly appreciate). 

Elysian smirked. “You mean that you did that unintentionally? Goodness, what is the world coming to?” He giggled into his claws. 

I frowned. I hated to be mocked—particularly by someone who wasn’t supposed to be real. I was just about to say something (something especially vile, no doubt) when Elysian sighed, quickly losing the joking demeanor.

“I suppose,” he said, “Starry Knight and SWORD have both helped us quite a bit lately.”

Heat flushed through my face and I turned to the side, hiding my gaze at the mention of Starry Knight, my mysterious, most-of-the-time ally. “I don’t think it matters that much,” I muttered. 

I knew I was lying, but there was nothing else I could do. Why Starry Knight was helping us, who she really was, and why did it matter at all were questions I desperately wanted to know the answers to myself; I could empathize with Elysian in this matter. But unlike him, from the small conversations and the time I’d spent with her, I knew it was going to take a lot of work and patience before she trusted me enough to give me answers.  

“You never seem to think much at all where Starry Knight is concerned,” Elysian huffed. “Why do you think SWORD is helping us?” 

SWORD, the Special World Operations and Research Division, was a secret agency, from what I could tell, investigating the world of the paranormal and supernatural, and possibly the extraterrestrial. The reality that such a task force existed would not have bothered me at all if my best friend’s estranged, runaway dad didn’t happen to be in charge of the case file with my name on it. 

“Well, Mikey’s dad told us that SWORD came in to more or less gain control of the situation,” I recalled, thinking of the one time they had captured me and Starry Knight. “And they’ve been doing a lot of clean-up work.” I wrinkled my nose. “Chatty Patty, that obsessive anchorwoman for the city’s cable news network, has less to report lately than I know she’d like.”

Patricia Rookwood had her spies popping up closer to the battlefields lately, but SWORD agents had been getting good at turning several away. Ratings for her show have been down lately, too, I recalled. Ever since my last big standoff with Orpheus and the Sinisters, actually. The event had been hailed from the press as a severe “gas leak” that caused “hallucinations” in the central northern district of the city.

Thinking of that battle in particular, I glanced at the small, crystalline orb on my desk. I’d told my parents, and the maids as needed, that it was a paperweight. But that wasn’t the full truth; it was actually the remnant of a Sinister, Meropae, I’d sealed away with my own sword a few months ago. (I did use it as a paperweight sometimes, though.)

It was almost proof I was capable of holding off the Sinisters on my own, without anyone else’s help. 

It was also an irritating memory, because the other Sinister I’d managed to seal away, Alcyonë, had been taken from me. Starry Knight laid claim to it the moment I showed it to her. 

Irritation briefly shot through me. While I did want to work with Starry Knight, I was also upset with her on a regular basis. And it was mostly her fault. 

“Why is Starry Knight helping us?” Elysian muttered. “That’s the question that’s been bothering me for a while now.” 

“What about Starry Knight?” I asked, trying my best to keep my tone neutral. 

“I’ve heard of fallen Stars coming down to Earth before,” Elysian said. When he saw the surprised look on my face, he snarled. “What? You didn’t think you were the first, did you?” 

I frowned. “Dante mentioned it,” I admitted, “when I was in the SWORD’s black site. But you’ve never mentioned it.” 

“It’s not supposed to happen very often.” Elysian shrugged. “Anyway,” he continued, “I’m not surprised SWORD is well-versed in their situations. There are many things in this world not everyone is willing to accept. You can be the prime example in that one, kid.” 

“Shut up.” I threw a pillow at him as he laughed. “Just stop,” I muttered. “That’s not who I am anymore.” 

“Definitely,” Elysian agreed. There was enough of a pause in his words where solemnity had sneaked in, so I forgave him for his previous slight. 

“Why are you so fixated on Starry Knight?” I asked again.

“I’m not the only one,” Elysian said defensively. “You’ve always seemed to have a soft spot for her. I just realized too late that it was a soft skull.” 

“Are you really still angry I made you let her go at the end of that big battle with Orpheus?” I bristled. “Get over it. I told you I talked with her quite a bit in the prison at the black site, and ... we came to an agreement, and that’s really all there is to it.” 

“I doubt that.” Elysian snorted, letting out a small stream of smoke through his dragon nose. 

Part of me cringed; he was right. There was much more to it, but I couldn’t even admit a lot of it to myself. I still hadn’t told him about how I kissed her. 

Memories of kissing her rushed through me, as if I’d suddenly crossed paths with a waterfall of warmth. My lips tinged with the sudden sensations of spices, prickly and perfect all at once. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it. But I knew it was futile on some level, and reluctant on others. 

“She’s hiding something,” Elysian declared.

I snorted, glad he’d been so caught up in his own thoughts that he didn’t seen mine had been derailed. “That’s pretty obvious. Congratulations on your stunning logic.” 

Elysian narrowed his yellowish-green eyes at me and flicked his tail. “You were the one I was meant to find,” he said. “So why is she so intent on doing the job you were meant to do?” 

“I don’t see the big deal about that. I mean, you just said SWORD had helped us, too.” 

“What’s her motivation, though?” He began to pace, which, considering he was a small dragon, was pretty hilarious to watch in my bedroom, but the sense of seriousness involved was unnerving. “It can’t be to protect this world. After all, she’d just tried to destroy it to get them captured in her power that time ... ”

“My duty was to capture the Sinisters and protect the other people,” I asserted. “Maybe hers was just to destroy the Sinisters. That’s enough of a difference to make a difference, right?” 

“Your mother would congratulate you on your lawyerspeak,” Elysian muttered. 

It was at that moment my mother, Cheryl, as though she knew we’d mentioned her, called up from downstairs. 

“Hamilton! It’s time for breakfast. Your turkey dumplings are going to get cold if you don’t hurry.” 

“Ugh, not breakfast.” 

“What’s wrong this time?” Elysian asked, more out of duty than desire to know. 

“Cheryl’s still on her meat-heavy, sugar-less diet,” I explained. “I don’t think I’ve actually eaten anything in this house since Helga came to cook for us.” A mental image of my mother’s heavyset Russian cook flashed across my mind, and I felt scars form instantly at its graze. 

I might have liked her better if she didn’t remind me so much of Mr. Lockard, my old, idiotic drama teacher. Helga was Lockard’s unibrow twin, and that was no simple matter to just overlook. It was enough that it made me wonder if they were related, but I doubted it. 

After getting his soul stolen and eaten last semester—the thought of which earned my mind another couple of scars—Lockard had been moved to hospice care, according to the gossip grapevine at the school. Helga, on my mother’s pay, could afford better care than that. Some of the Sinisters’ other victims had recovered quickly enough, after all. 

Personally, I would think all the bloody, fresh meat of my mother’s diet would be enough to disgust anyone out of a coma. 

Cheryl called out again. “We have to get going soon. Stefano’s expecting us at nine.”

My stomach grumbled, angry it would be missing another meal. It was distracted along with me, however, when Elysian said, “Ugh, I still can’t believe you took that stupid job. It’s already getting in the way of our mission.” 

I gritted my teeth. There was just no end to the parade of irritation and idiots in my life. Between Elysian, the parentals, my brother, or the many minions of evil who want me dead or worse, I was beginning to think life was supposed to be hard. 

But Cheryl was also right; the mayor, Stefano Mills, was nothing short of inspiring, and I hated the thought of letting him down or looking bad in front of him. And the sooner I got through work, the sooner I could meet with Gwen and Mikey to plan my birthday party. What could be better than getting a few hours in on the government’s dollar, and then getting coffee with my girlfriend and my best friend, discussing my upcoming birthday party? 

I’d have to argue with Elysian another time; it was no doubt likely to happen anyway. “You’re one lucky dragon, Elysian, or I’d make your species extinct. I’ve got to go.” With that remark, I hurried out the door and down the stairs. 

“I don’t believe in luck either!” Elysian called after me. “Besides,” he added, no doubt more for his measure than mine, “there’s still my brother that you would have to contend with.” 

Even though I was briefly intrigued, I shook my head. I let it go. After all, I had more important things to worry about and more interesting things to look forward to.
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THERE IS SOMETHING magical about getting paid money for a job you enjoy. 

I smirked to myself as I finished the last paragraph for my English class homework. “That’s the last I’ll have to worry about your selfish monologue, Holden Caulfield,” I muttered, not surprised to find out he was just as miserable at the end as he had been in the beginning, and throughout the middle. If I’d been the one talking, I wouldn’t have worried at all about how to get through life. I would just live through it. 

Glancing around, I found myself alone in my small cubicle. I was in charge of filing a lot of memos, court orders, records, and other things. Sometimes I would answer the phone for the city clerk, and once, when they were short, I got to sit in a meeting with Apollo City’s Sanitation Department and take notes on the meeting for the mayor. They also had free coffee. 

Although, I sighed as I looked at my own half-empty cup, it was nothing compared to Rachel’s. I was glad I only had a few more minutes before I could leave. Then I would be able to get some real coffee, I thought to myself, once more cursing the government’s poor choice of blend. 

In fact, I could probably skip out now, I thought. While I was watching the phone until the city clerk came back, it wasn’t like the city didn’t have voicemail. 

It didn’t take me long to convince myself I was right. I dumped the tasteless coffee into the small kitchenette sink, before I picked up my briefcase and started to head out. 

“Oh, Hamilton, is that you?” 

I didn’t have to fake the smile I immediately put on my face, although the reflex was common enough when I thought I was going to get in trouble. “Mr. Mills.” 

Apollo City’s new mayor had taken office at the beginning of the year, and while I was uncertain of working for the man leading the charge against Wingdinger and company, my unease had immediately been put to rest when I first met Stefano Mills.

He was a bit short and a bit round, but always impeccably dressed; I never saw him without a coffee mug in hand, including at press conferences. He had a salt and pepper beard, while his hair, though all still in place, was more black than gray. But what sold me on him was his kindness. He was always talking about helping the poor, getting more funds to the city schools, and raising awareness for those who were society’s outcasts. He was even seeking a pay cut to help redistribute some of the funding for the city budget and to help grow a program for at-risk juveniles.  

It also helped that he told me in secret he wouldn’t get anything done if he wasn’t projecting an image completely set against Wingdinger and Starry Knight. I figured out after my “trial by file,” as I’d called it in a joke, that he was using a lot of the emergency funding to redistribute wealth in the city economy. I had to admire a man who found such an easy way around bureaucracy. 

“Hamilton, please. Call me Stefano,” he said, adding a little laugh at the end, like we were old chums from Harvard or Oxford or something. “Are you heading out?” 

“Uh, almost. I was just doing a walkthrough,” I said. I gave him my suck-up smile, still not wanting to get in trouble for heading out early. “I want to work in government one day, and this is a nice building.”

That sounded lame, even to me. But sometimes, you have to sound lame. Especially in politics, I reminded myself. 

“I know. Your mother has told me you have ambition.” Stefano brushed his arm aside, beckoning my attention toward the row of pictures with the past councilmen and Apollo City mayors. “You keep up your good work and you’ll get on here one day, too.” 

“I hope so,” I lied.

No, I didn’t really hope so. I wanted to move somewhere more important than Apollo City. It was a smaller city by many standards, and while we had some interesting tourist attractions, thanks to the city founder’s crazy stargazing superstitions, the main business in town was still shipping off Lake Erie’s marina. 

“You’re able to stay on during the summer months coming up, right?” Stefano asked. “I was thinking of asking you to take on some more responsibilities this summer. You’ve been doing such a good job with all the filing and managing in the clerk’s office, not to mention your help with your mother’s case.” His warm brown eyes crinkled with what I suspected to be a paternal sort of pride, and I felt a reciprocated appreciation, although it was weird to think of him as a male, Latino version of Cheryl. 

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” I lied again, as I thought of how much Elysian was going to flip. 

Stefano leaned forward and whispered, “Between you and me, I think the city clerk’s getting concerned with how well you’ve been doing. He’s been stepping up his game since we brought you on last month.” 

I laughed. “Cecil doesn’t have to worry. I have two more years of high school, and then college to worry about first.”

We started walking and chatting a bit on this and that while we headed for the exit. As nice as Stefano was, it wasn’t long before I hoped he would leave me alone. I wanted to go meet my friends. As easy as government work was for me, it was pretty boring. I wanted stimulation.

Loud, blaring noise broke out as I reached the front of the building. I frowned a bit at first, and then I remembered the protest was going on. I didn’t want that kind of stimulation. 

“I can’t believe they haven’t gone home yet,” I muttered. 

“Oh, there are some people who will protest anything,” Stefano assured me. “I’ve lost track of their exact demands, but I do hope they go home soon. It looks like the rain, while it stopped for a bit earlier, will start again soon. I wouldn’t want them to get sick.” He sighed and frowned, his eyes reflecting a true sadness for the people he was in charge of leading.

I decided not to say anything. Stefano was a nice guy, feeling sorry for the people who made his job harder.  There had been a bunch of protesters coming up to City Hall’s porch trying to advocate for something that had to do with taxes, the media, and government regulation for some time now. I didn’t really care. There were between fifty and a hundred people out there, and I still didn’t know exactly what they were there for. 

Most of them were probably incapable of doing anything but protesting for a better life. On some level, I did think Mayor Mills wasted sympathy on them. They should have just gone out and gotten better jobs. 

“You think the rain will come back?” I asked, looking up at the sky. 

“Most certainly. I’ve lived here for a long time,” Stefano replied. He gave me a boyish grin and pointed in the direction of the marina. “I got my first job working at the docks in the North District when I was a teenager. Knowing the signs of coming change, especially potentially deadly change, is the mark of a conscientious worker.” 

Don’t I know that. I nodded, but I appreciated the wisdom behind it. After all, change was coming. I could tell that myself. “Well, I’ll see you later this week.” 

“Yes, please come in anytime you can.” Stefano flashed another smile in my direction. “It’s good to see some of the younger generation getting in on politics. It’s not an easy task, you know.” He shook my hand, and then said his goodbyes. “Have a good day, Hamilton. I’m actually late for a meeting with your mother at the moment.” 

“Well, don’t keep her waiting. Even talking to me won’t get her off your back,” I said. 

He laughed, and I smiled. Stefano had a full-bellied laugh, something like I would imagine Santa Claus having. 

Still, as much as I liked the guy, I waited until he left my sight before I headed out the staff door. I didn’t want him to notice I was still cutting out about twenty minutes early from work. Not that I thought he’d have an issue with it anyway. He got along with Cheryl well, so he wouldn’t get very far crossing her. That more or less meant my job was safe. Mostly safe.

I managed to poke my way through the crowd of protesters and make it down the street in one piece. None of them really bothered me, but I couldn’t help thinking of ungrateful children, too upset to do anything until Mayor Mills, the city’s resident fairy godfather, came out to let them swarm around his head as they made incessant, unnecessary demands. Probably in their loudest voices, too, I thought with a smirk.

“You look happy. What are you thinking about?” 

“Huh?” I looked up to see Gwen Kessler smiling over at me. She was sitting on a bench by the bus stop, relaxed and cheery, her auburn hair twisting in the small springtime breeze. “Oh, hi, Gwen. I almost didn’t see you there,” I said with a slight apology. Seeing the disappointed look on her face, I instantly added, “I was too busy thinking about you.” 

“You were too busy thinking about me to notice me?” Gwen asked, a small smile playing on her lips. 

I was just relieved she didn’t seem insulted anymore. “Yeah, you know it.” I laughed. “I’m looking forward to my party. You and Mikey have any good news for me today?” 

“Rachel’s is our last stop,” she promised. “She’s good on the food, but we still need to order the cake.” 

“I’m sure she’ll have something special for that. Jason mentioned she was looking to expand on her catering services.” 

“That’s true,” Gwen agreed. “And I guess that makes sense. I heard Jason talking about trying to help her.” 

“You mean helping to bake my cake?” I felt just a bit slightly horrified at the thought. 

After a small giggle, as much at my expression as my expense, Gwen leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “I’m not sure, really.” Then she reached her hand out and took mine as we headed up the street. 

I gave her a smile and squeezed her hand, thinking about how great Gwen was. She was kind, and she was smart, and she really cared about me. 

I glanced over at her and took the sight in. Her dress, with the pretty flowers and bold colors, clashed charmingly with her hair, and while she wore some makeup, the growing heat of the oncoming summertime had smudged some of it off. I liked her like this. She was real. 

She was real, she didn’t yell at me for being incompetent, and she didn’t think I was a glory-hog or a show-off or insecure or selfish. And she didn’t kiss me passionately in one moment and then break it off in the next, leaving me to wonder for weeks on end if she liked it or even remembered it.  

That was why I liked Gwen. 

I was about to compliment her again when a voice called out to us. “Hey guys!” 

We looked over to see Mikey Salyards closing in on us from the other side of the block. Instantly, a sense of dread and anticipation drippled through me, but I squashed it down guilt as much as I could. 

“Mikey!” 

Mikey had been my best friend for a long time. He wasn’t just any friend, or one I had for more political than personal reasons. He was like a brother to me. Mikey even knew I was Wingdinger, and I didn’t feel the need to worry about him knowing.  

That made me feel all the worse when it came to his dad. A few months ago, Mikey mentioned to me, very briefly and very tersely, that he knew his dad was back in town. And normally, that wouldn’t have bothered me at all. But since finding out in the most inconvenient way possible that his dad, Dante, was working with SWORD to track down me, Starry Knight, and the other Sinisters, I had refrained from letting Mikey know of just what had drawn his dad back to Apollo City. 

Thankfully, SWORD didn’t seem to want Dante to connect with Mikey anyway. But I still felt weird about not telling Mikey.  

Mikey joined us at last. “You guys are not going to believe it, but—”

My stomach clenched. There’s a good reason I don’t like surprises. 

“—I got Kyle Lancaster’s band to sign up for live entertainment.” 

I felt a long sigh of relief expel itself from my lungs as Mikey went on talking about the details, and Gwen interrupted him every so often, gushing about their music and asking about specific songs. 

Even I had to admit, that was pretty cool. Kyle and his band, Caution: Hot Contents, had played a couple of the middle school dances and some of the seniors’ parties. How could I not like a band whose name was inspired by coffee cup warnings? 

“So as long as they can play outside, I think we’ll be good to go.” Mikey turned to me. “Do you think it’ll be okay to have them outside, Dinger?” 

“Uh, yeah. Shouldn’t be a problem,” I heard myself mutter. I squeezed Gwen’s hand again, recalling something important. “But they need to be out by ten,” I reminded him. “Everyone’s got to leave by ten o’clock.” 

Mikey rolled his eyes. “Your mother’s curfew is ridiculous,” he grumbled. 

“Yeah, it sucks, man,” I agreed, even though Cheryl didn’t have a problem with the party running later. 

The truth was, I—or should I say Wingdinger—had somewhere else to be that night. And Elysian wouldn’t let me miss that particular meeting for the world. Even though I secretly, desperately wanted to be there, too. 

“Well,” Gwen spoke up, “at least your mom didn’t tell you when the party had to start. We can just get the party started earlier to make sure there’s enough time for everyone.” 

I grinned. “There’s a reason I like you, Gwen Kessler,” I schmoozed. “And it’s for that smart, sexy brain of yours.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mikey roll his eyes again. I let the matter go, especially since Gwen blushed, but also because we’d reached our intended destination. 

Rachel’s Café was the small coffeehouse and bar I’d adopted as my main source of caffeine and my only consistent source of comfort. It was a small place, but it harbored a huge talent in Rachel Cole, the owner, manager, and main barista of the café. 

She was working as we came in, and I could tell from the bright pink-and-white striped apron she had on that she had been baking recently. I could feel the anticipation inside of me start to bubble up like an opposite of heartburn. “Hi, Rachel!” 

Rachel’s long red hair was braided back, and it whipped around as she turned toward us. “Oh, hey you guys! Go grab a seat. I know we’ve got a meeting.” 

Mikey, Gwen, and I all headed over to a booth, one of our usual locations, and sat down. 

While Gwen and Mikey began talking about their math class homework, I did a cursory glance around the room. A moment later, I relaxed. There was no sign of any of Rachel’s crazy family members who, in their own ways, just made me feel uncomfortable. There was Grandpa Odd, Rachel’s senile-and-a-half grandfather, her male-bashing but desperately dating mother, Leticia-called-Letty, and her cousin Raiya, who was in my class and determined to make me mad every chance she had. It spoke volumes of my love for Rachel’s cooking and coffee that I still came anyway. All of them just made me cringe too much.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.” Rachel popped out of the kitchen with a tray in her hands. As she came around to our table, my anticipation turned into satisfaction. I could see she was bringing us cookies and cake samples. 

“Now,” she began, “I understand you’d like a cake for your birthday, Hamilton.” She gestured toward the tray full of samples and a small plate of cookies. “Go ahead and see what you like best.”

“I’d eat anything if you made it, Rachel,” I assured her as I made a grab for the cookies, while Gwen and Mikey went for the slices of cake. While I was interested in the samples, it wasn’t often Rachel made the gingerbread chocolate chip cookies I liked. Ever since Christmas, I’d been hoping for another batch of them.  

Rachel went through the various cake samples she’d made, as Mikey, Gwen, and I all sampled them. Rachel was prepared for the presentation, I noticed. From watching her, I thought it seemed like she’d taken a lot of time to prepare. 

She introduced each flavor of cake with pomp and downplayed affection, more like they were her children than her baked goods. She told us what was in each of them, and I almost laughed at her several times, despite her care. I personally didn’t care if something was non-GMO, or organic, or homegrown. That was something my crazy, diet-obsessed mother might like, but not me. I just cared about taste. I was almost glad when some customers came in and Rachel had to go take care of them. 

“So, Dinger, what do you think?” Mikey asked a while later as we were going through another round of cake slices. 

“I like the strawberry best,” Gwen offered. “Especially with the chocolate icing.” 

“Sounds good,” I agreed. “But since there are—how many people coming now, Mike?” 

“About fifty,” he said, wiping some peanut butter icing off his face. 

“Well, since there are a bunch of people coming, maybe we should do something a bit safer? Something more agreeable?” 

“So you think the chocolate?” Gwen asked. 

“I think everyone would probably prefer the chocolate. I would like the strawberry,” I said with an apologetic sigh. “But with so many people coming, I wouldn’t want to have them disappointed.”

“But it’s your birthday,” Gwen argued. “If you really want it, get it.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure no one will really mind,” Mikey offered. “After all, all of these taste great.” 

“Still ... I don’t know. It doesn’t seem fair. I mean, they’re bringing me all the presents and everything.”

“Why don’t you just tell them your favorite is the chocolate one?” a new voice asked from behind me. 

I groaned under my breath. I didn’t even have to turn around to know Raiya had made her appearance.  I steeled myself before facing her. “What makes you think I like the chocolate one best?” 

I didn’t exactly know what it was about Raiya that made me dislike her. She was slightly shorter than me and seemed a bit scrawny for sixteen or seventeen. I didn’t think she was particularly attractive. She seemed rather plain.

I was willing to bet I didn’t like her because she disagreed with me on a lot of points, and she was good at making a case for her claims, too. Maybe she reminded me too much of my mother. 

She arched an eyebrow at me from behind the curtain of her long bangs. “You order mocha practically every time you come in here, and you’ve had two samples of the chocolate, but only one of the others. It seems logical you’d like the chocolate cake with the mocha icing best.”

“That’s mocha-flavored?” Mikey asked. “I thought it was a weird sort of milk chocolate.”

“The crumble on top is made from espresso beans,” Raiya told him, as he looked on the cake with renewed interest. 

“I happen to agree with Gwen,” I muttered defiantly. “I like the cherry best.” 

“Strawberry,” Gwen muttered. 

“Strawberry,” I corrected. 

“If you really did,” Raiya said with a saccharine smile, “then you wouldn’t mind inconveniencing the people at your party with it.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked darkly. 

“It means you usually do what you want, regardless of what other people think.” 

“I don’t always do what I want,” I argued back. 

“Oh, you mean like losing to me in gym class the other day?” Raiya gave me another syrupy smile; I swore I was going to get Diabetes talking to her. 

“Wait, what happened?” Mikey started laughing as he saw my face. “I gotta hear this.” 

Gwen spoke up. “We had an archery contest for gym class, since we’re starting on track this week. Raiya ended up beating his score.”

“By two points,” I stressed. 

It was a make-up exam for me, since the previous week I had to cut out of class due to “illness” (another supernatural attack). Coming out of the locker room, I’d been all too pleased to see my favorite Raiya sunshine heading to join us, knowing I could easily beat her. After all, from all the time I spent watching Starry Knight with her bow and arrow, I’d learned a few tricks and I had easily risen to the top of my own gym class. 

As Gwen was repeating the story to Mikey and Raiya was filling in some comments here and there, I felt my humiliation fume. 

Finally, I couldn’t take anymore. “I only lost because I was too shocked to see you wearing something other than your old, ugly Rosemont school uniform,” I huffed indignantly. “That alone would’ve given anyone a heart attack.” 

Raiya, Gwen, and even Mikey all quieted immediately. I knew at that moment I probably didn’t say quite the right thing. 

Rachel came back at just the right moment. “So, Hamilton, what’s the verdict?” 

“I’ll have a strawberry cake,” I said, glaring at Raiya, who made me even angrier by just standing there, looking amused. “With the chocolate icing.” 

Raiya shrugged and moved away, while Rachel smiled. “Great!” she exclaimed. “I’ll put it in. Jason’s coming in soon, and I’ll see if he wants to help me make it.”

“Okay,” I said, the steely smile briefly resurrecting itself as Rachel skipped off to the kitchen, her golden eyes gleaming. I sat down again and grabbed another ginger cookie. “Well, that’s taken care of.” 
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