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As always, this is for Sam. 

But also this is for a new friend, Satori, who helped me see this with a renewed vision. 

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

https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening 
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“HE’S MORE AWKWARD THAN a vegetarian in a meat factory!” 

“He’s more awkward than a democrat lowering taxes!” 

“He’s more awkward than a lactose-intolerant ice cream driver!” 

“He’s more awkward than a sumo wrestler trying to ice skate!” 

“He’s more awkward than Tim Ryder trying out for the football team!” 

I put my fingers to my chin thoughtfully, striving to look pensive. As I pretended to think over my decision, my friends began arguing about whose answer was the best. 

“Come on, Dinger, mine’s perfect!” 

“No way, Poncey! Can you just imagine how hard it would be to be allergic to what you’re selling?” 

“Jason, being lactose-intolerant isn’t the same as being allergic. Gosh, you are just dumb sometimes ... ”

Finally I spoke up. (The moment of truth ... ) “All right, guys. Simon, sadly, has a valid point. I’m going to go with his answer.” 

As the rest of my friends let out the last of their chuckles and/or groans, I smirked in satisfy action. “Good one, Simon!” I reached out a fist bump, and my humble sap of a friend vied for it like Olympic gold. “It’s a great description for Apollo City’s new mayor.” 

It was more than appropriate, too. Mayor Stefano Mills had taken office only a few days before and already he’d been hailed as a “Politician’s Politician” by already going back on his campaign promises and seeking a lot of bipartisan agreements—or “settlements,” depending on which news network I happened to be overhearing.

I felt sorry for Mayor Mills more than anything else, to be honest. Our last mayor, under increasing pressure, had resigned and no one really wanted to take his place. The town council had instated Mills after a lengthy debate followed by a quick election.  

“I knew you’d like mine, Dinger,” Simon grinned knowingly. 

“Yeah, you probably spent all week thinking of it,” my sidekick, Evan von Ponce (more affectionately known as “Poncey” to us), spoke up, the teasing evident in his tone. 

“Come on, mine was much better,” my friend Drew McGill harped. “Can’t you just see a sumo wrestler slapping the ice over and over ... ” 

Aw. Jealousy can be so cute. 

I sighed happily to myself. “Come on guys, let’s start a new round. Simon’s the judge this time.”

While Simon tried to think of a topic for the next round of the Awkward Game, I surveyed the room much like I imagined the president did when he walked into the Oval Office. After all, it was all because of me more or less that people were here, at Gwen Kessler’s surprise Sweet Sixteen. 

True, my best friend Mikey Salyards had volunteered his house, since his grandma and mother were out of town for the weekend, and all my friends had invited pretty much anyone who was even decently popular. But I’d been the one who had thought of having the party in the first place. 

The familiar faces of my friends and frenemies were paired around poor Mikey’s house, looking like some sort of bizarre clique collection, laid out in no particular order. With the mountains of pizza boxes, the music of our favorite video games, TV shows, and movies, and the rush of getting together outside of school hours, it was like being in a second sort of home. A home I didn’t have to worry about cleaning after everyone left.  

Yes, I decided. It had been much too long since our last blowout. 

There were good reasons for that, surprisingly none of which involved my parents. The sad lack of parties was mostly due to the last time I was at a party, when my life had inexplicably and irrevocably changed for the worst. 

But I wasn’t really going to think of that while I was at this party—I had much more pressing concerns, as usual. I was focusing all my brainpower, all my available skills, on winning the next round of the Awkward Game. 

The Awkward Game is where a bunch of friends get together and make fun of people or ideas in a more intelligent way than just saying they’re stupid, dumb, or ugly. 

Here’s how it works: One person is the judge, and the judge will call out a familiar topic. And you can pretty much call out whatever you want, whether it’s the drama nerd you wish you’d never met last fall, the latest bill passed or passed over by Congress, or the latest celebrity who’d walked out of their house “accidentally” wearing leeches. Then everyone goes around and makes an awkward comparison. For example, if you pick your school librarian, you could say she is more awkward than a fruit bat sucking blood or a bald man trying to get a haircut. Finally, after everyone puts in their answers, the judge makes the decision on who has given the best response. After so many rounds, you tally up who has the most wins and that person is the winner. 

I won the game a lot, needless to say. But I also relished being the judge. 

Simon looked thoughtful for a moment. “Okay! I got one!” he cheered. “How awkward is Wingdinger?” 

The rest of the guys laughed as I felt the fun flerb out of me. I faked a grin as the guys all began to snigger at the mention of Apollo City’s “superhero.”

Of course he’d go with Wingdinger. And of course, I have to sit here and take it. Nothing is going to save me from this unless by some miracle—

Splintering pain slipped around my right arm like a shackle. 

Ah, there it is. Supernatural calling. I grimaced. 

“Hey guys,” I spoke up. “I’m gonna duck out this round. Gwen’s over there and I want to give her my present.” A round of “Oohs” and “Awws” and “Go HD!” and other unintelligible comments ensued. 

Oh, what I would’ve given to be telling the truth. 

I headed out of Mikey’s house as quickly as I could. I didn’t have a lot of time before Gwen headed home, and I hadn’t actually had a chance to give her my present.  

But my other problem, still winding its way up my right arm, had more serious potential consequences at the moment. 

Keeping this at the forefront of my mind, I slipped around corner of the stairs and tiptoed towards the front door. 

Why did I, the great Hamilton Dinger, the pride of Apollo City Central High, suddenly have to leave? What reason called me to sneak out away from the only bright spot of my life since winter vacation ended, jumble my way through the backstreets of the city, and head off in the direction of certain unpleasantness? 

The same reason I didn’t like to think of Wingdinger as awkward. 

For one thing, he’s me. 

For another, I had a monster of some demonic nature to battle. 

And then there was—

“Hammy?” There was a hand on my shoulder. 

I turned around to see none other than Gwen Kessler staring at me, looking so pretty it just made the ugliness of my situation even more awful. “Gwen!” My voice went up at least an octave pitch, as if I’d swallowed Mickey Mouse and he suddenly wanted to pop up and say hi. I cleared my throat hastily. “Gwen. There you are. I was just ... ”

Gwen’s honey brown eyes warmed and I felt part of me melt. “Looking for me?” she ventured a lure, and I grabbed onto it. 

“Yes! I was just looking for you,” I agreed. “I have to ... ” I have to distract her. “You look amazing tonight,” I said. 

She giggled. “Thanks.” 

I laughed easily, trying to force my body to relax. Get a grip, Dinger!

“I was just going out ... side. For a moment. It’s warm in here. Don’t you think it’s warm in here?” 

Gwen’s eyes lost their sparkle. “Are you going home already, Hammy?” 

I wish. “Oh. No, I just forgot to bring your present, and I wanted to go get it really quick,” I assured her. 

“But you’re not going home? Where is it then?” Gwen looked charmingly confused. 

I was getting there myself, frankly. “Oh, uh, it’s at Rachel’s Café,” I lied. “I was there this afternoon, and I must’ve left my backpack there, and that’s where I put your present earlier.” 

Gwen’s brow wrinkled. “Are you doing okay, Ham? You’ve been acting weird lately.” 

“Weird? Huh. Doesn’t sound like me.” 

“Really?” Gwen held up her hand and began counting off on her fingers. “First, you miss meeting me at Christmas, and call up the next day with some strange excuse of getting lost. Second, at New Year’s, you and Mikey come over on your way to Jason’s, and you leave me and Mikey hanging as you suddenly have to run home for your homework?” She giggled a bit. “I heard you’ve been sick during swim practice a lot too, to the point where even Coach Uzziah is getting on your back. And then, you’re just so forgetful lately, it’s almost like you’ve been avoiding me.” 

“Um ... ” I guess Gwen had noticed my rather poor run of excuses. 

Ugh. I mentally slumped over in some kind of defeat. If it had been possible for time to stop for several moments, I would’ve spent all of it complaining about how irritating it was to be running constantly from battle to battle. ‘Wingdinger’ might have been needed on the interdimensional frontlines, but ‘Hamilton’ had a string of present obligations to fulfill. And I could only get so sick, forget so many things, or have my grandmother die so many times before people caught on. 

Pain bit through my arm again, like a shackle shrinking around my wrist. I looked down to see the familiar mark on my wrist glowing. Trouble was brewing. I had to go. A cringing shudder went through me. I had to go, and that meant I had to leave Gwen.

“I’m sorry, Gwen, I just have to go. Sorry,” I stammered. “I’ll be right back soon!” Dreading the thought of the accusing look on her face, I intentionally turned away from her as I scooted out the door, nearly tripped down the porch stairs, cursed Mikey’s grandmother for needing so many safety railings, and ran away as fast as I could. 

As I approached the end of the driveway, I looked to see Gwen being pulled back into the party by her best friend, Laura Nelson. The music blared out one last time, seeming to give me an extra push as I hurried away. The comforting lights of the fun-filled house diminished with distance, as did any control over my burning anger. 

Awkward games indeed, I thought bitterly to myself. 
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THE EVENING STREETS of Apollo City were minimally populated, I noticed. The small city sitting on the edge of Lake Erie seemed dark, as though encouraging its inhabitants to indulge in a night in. That was good, I decided. I didn’t need people tripping me up. 

After a moment of quick reconnaissance, I headed off for a nearby community sports field. I smirked as a slight, deadly-colored aura surrounded the area; not only was it (thankfully) close by, I was getting better at finding the battlefields. (The first time I’d seen the deadly shadows of supernatural trouble, I thought I’d needed to go to the eye doctor. Now that I knew what it was, it was the first thing I looked for as I barreled into action.) 

“Kid!” the deep, familiar voice resounded through the treetops as I scuttled through the darkened alleyway leading to the recently renovated Central City baseball field. 

I sighed. I’d recognize Elysian anywhere; then again, how many talking dragons could one person possibly know? Especially one as irritating as Elysian. It had been the right move, as hard as it was, to leave the party, I thought. Recalling the various times he’d come close to being discovered, I had little doubt my self-proclaimed “mentor” would have had the common sense to stay out of Gwen’s party. 

Elysian swooshed down beside me, his long, scaly, fully-transformed body gliding effortlessly through the air. “Transform,” he ordered, his voice deep and rough. “We are getting close.” 

“I know,” I bit back. Glancing down, I saw the black, four-pointed star on my seething wrist peeking out from under my sports wristband. This mark, seared into my skin as much as the power it symbolized branded my life, was key to my power. Pressing it released a surge of energy, scattering lightning across my blood, changing my clothes, sprouting my distinctive wingdings out of my head. Despite the interruption to my life, I grinned. “You know, I’m not stupid. I know how to do this by now.”

Elysian rolled his glowing, yellow-green eyes at me. “You could still speed it up a bit,” he muttered. “Our enemies don’t—”

The park ground suddenly began tunneling underneath me. “Run!” I ordered Elysian, momentarily forgetting that in his full dragon form, Elysian could fly. 

No sooner had I yelled when the dirt and grass twisted away from my feet. The ground caved away from itself, as though a giant underground blender had suddenly sucked it through a vacuum. I would’ve sent me spiraling into the earth if it hadn’t been for Elysian’s quick-clenching jaws. 

A quick scream flew out of me as I felt the world drop from underneath me. (Hopefully no one heard me.)

“Itz zunderground!” Elysian barked with me between his closed bite. 

“No kidding,” I muttered. Elysian underestimated my ability to think clearly quite frequently. Which was a big part of the reason I thought he was annoying. He also thought he was in charge; that did him no favors in gaining my favor, let me tell you. 

Elysian dropped me onto a tree branch nearby, and then proceeded to breathe his celestial flames at the ground. When the ground only caught fire, I groaned; not only was that going to make it hard to see the monster, the park rangers were going to be sending a bill to the mayor’s office—again. 

“Watch the collateral damage, Ely!” I screeched the stern instruction, anger on my flame-lit face. If, by some unlucky instance, the government did manage to find out my identity, I would get stuck working off more than two lifetimes of debt.  

Elysian shrugged, and I rolled my eyes. I would’ve called him on his stupidity if I didn’t need to think of something quickly to stop the demon monster. 

“Okay,” I muttered to myself. “I need a plan.” 

Watching the former baseball field burn, I felt ready to give up. I slumped against the trunk on the tree, my wings bristling at some of the wayward branches. 

Life had certainly changed drastically for the citizens of Apollo City last fall, I surmised, thinking for the hundredth time just how galling it was to find myself where I was. 

When a meteorite had struck the town last October, I had no idea it would’ve brought so much trouble along with it. In addition to causing general city-wide panic, some broken buildings, and even earning me a trip to the hospital, a number of what could only be termed as supernatural creatures had appeared: eelas, bakreels, even some tenwaleisks. Demonic monsters, seeking power by stealing the souls of humans, suddenly rampaged through the city streets under the charge of the Seven Deadly Sinisters and their supposed caretaker, Orpheus. 

You can see where it gets complicated to follow along. If I hadn’t happened to have some kind of superhero type powers—apparently, I was some kind of “fallen Star,” some kind of warrior for “good,”—you can be sure I wouldn’t have believed any of it. Just even saying it like that makes me cringe. 

But there was no doubt it was all true, much to my displeasure. And when Elysian had shown up, there was much more displeasure to be had. His instruction, while it had given me the basics of defeating each type of demon, and limited insight into what he called the Celestial Kingdom, or the Immortal Realm, it did nothing to comfort me on the loss of my normal, teenage life. 

My less-than-critical thinking was interrupted as the monster finally broke free from its muddy sheath. 

“Grum!” A ring of endless teeth eclipsed my line of vision. It was the framework of a mouth ten feet wide, which was followed by a burbling body of a monstrous mutant worm. I sighed. Another bakreel—a spirit demon. That made three just this week, I thought, annoyed again. 

The only bright side I could think of to this was that at least they weren’t the worst to deal with. In fact, spirit demons were the lowest on the rating of demons for me to kill. They were simple monsters who’d taken up a vengeful residence in some of the silliest places, although there have been a few exceptions. They didn’t seem very bright to me. After all, what could a bakreel really hope to do in the form of worm? 

True, this one was an enormous, evil, flop-happy worm with a huge set of chompers, but still, I’d dissected one of its smaller counterparts in Biology last year. I wasn’t afraid of it, even as giant and mutated as it was. 

I smirked as I called forth my own stream of energy. A warmth sparked from my heart and poured out into my palms. “You won’t worm your way out of this!” I cried. (I could hear the familiar whirr of a news helicopter coming in from behind me, and for showmanship’s sake, it was the only real pun I could think of.) 

My punch’s power, like cackling energy, latched around its neck and tightened, trapping it; Elysian let out another burst of celestial flames as we held it down. 

“Yes!” I cheered as I saw the monster struggling to scurry back underground. I’d learned if it tries to retreat, it usually means it’s been weakened enough for me to go in for the kill. 

And that was when, all of a sudden, my cell phone, tucked in a shoulder pocket of my armor, vibrated and let out a loud ring. 

Unable to help myself, I swiped it up to see Mikey Salyards, my best friend, was calling. Right as I was trying to polish off the gardener’s work (He just had to call right then, didn’t he?)

I groaned to myself; no doubt, Mikey had noticed I was no longer at the party (Let’s face it, without me, there really was no party.) I glanced over at the situation behind me briefly before answering the phone. I would have to think on my feet for this one, but it was best if I didn’t ignore it. 

I launched myself behind a nearby bush, squirming at the prickly leaves. “Yeah?” I couldn’t ignore it, but I had to make it quick. 

“Hey, Dinger, where’d you go?” 

“Ugh ... Cheryl called me and wanted me to come home.” I instantly smacked my forehead. Not one of my better excuses, that’s for sure.  

“Since when are you listening to your parents?” 

“Ugh ... It’s nothing. So, what’re you guys up to?” I asked. Changing the subject was imperative for me during the dark days of my dual life. I was thinking of telling people I had ADD or something so they wouldn’t bother me about it; maybe they would even feel sorry for me after hearing the excuse so many times. 

“We’re all watching the news.”

“Really? Since when is the news cool enough to watch, Mike?” 

“I know, right? I would agree but Wingdinger’s back in action!” 

“Oh really?” I rolled my eyes before glancing around for the news helicopter again. 

“Yeah, it’s awesome! Some huge caterpillar is leeching around and humping the old baseball grounds near Main Street.”  

“What’s he doing now?” At this point, having asked a pointless question, I turned on speaker phone and stepped out of the brush to finish off the beast. 

“Grum!” It howled and huffed in an awkward rhythm. I was unpleasantly surprised to see it was still just wriggling around, flopping on the topside, like a goldfish chucked out of its bowl. 

“He’s standing around doing nothing while Starry Knight just stabbed it straight between the eyes! Or at least, what I think are the eyes. You should see it man, her power is beyond anything I’ve ever seen ... ” 

Mikey’s answer was slowly silenced to my ears as I felt a growl gurgle up inside of me. So Starry Knight had arrived. 

I muted the phone and leaped into action. 

Calling forth another power beam, I aimed for the heart of the beast, knowing it would be a point of weakness for the spirit monster. “Augh! Take that!” 

A burst of light and a moment later, a gloomy cloud of dust hurricaned around the park grounds and a whimpering “Grum” settled into the ground. 

The monster was gone.  

And I was left in a whirlwind of gray snow, staring into the violet eyes of my so-called co-defender.

She was spotlessly graceful, not a hair out of place. Just as always. In the months we’ve fought and fought with the Sinisters, I’ve never quite felt as solid nor as strong as she looked. She seemed to me to be more ghost than real, but I knew from experience the extent of her power as a Starlight Warrior.  

“Starry Knight,” I muttered in greeting. 

“Wingdinger,” she nodded back. A moment passed before her eyebrow arched and she remarked, “I don’t suppose you’re ready to give up on this charade?” 

It was her big thing, ever since we started fighting against the Sinisters and all their minions, for her to convince me to quit. “There’s no charade here, unless you count your masquerade as ‘help,’” I retorted back. “I can do this just fine on my own. Why don’t you just give up? Relax a little bit?” 

She frowned. “I’m not the one who thinks this is some kind of social club,” she bit back. “You’ve hardly improved at all since you started this. Your power is still weak and unpredictable, and your focus is off while your attitude is as flippant as a child’s.” 

“What if that’s what I wanted?” I shot back. I couldn’t let her have the last word. 

“Please. It’s clear you just love the attention you’re getting from all this,” she waved off. “It’s all about you and your image.” 

Duh. What else would I fight for, if not myself? Sure, truth and justice were important. But I didn’t really need this cutting into my social life. Or the huge damage bill I was racking up. 

Before I could make my next amazing retort, my cell phone rang again; I’d knocked Mikey off the line. Groaning to myself, I hurriedly turned it off before determinedly turning back to face my co-defender foe. 

She suddenly whipped out her bow again. I was taken aback; Starry Knight and I had never gotten along (understatement of the century) but we had never physically fought each other. She usually just harangued me long enough to feel good about herself before flying off.

But all of a sudden, she was flying through the air at me, her bow between us. I felt myself pushed back, hard, and I flew back through the air. I finally landed against something hard and scaly. Elysian. 

His tail wrapped securely around me before I could counterattack. “Hey! What are you doing!?” I screamed as he jolted quickly away, my body tugged awkwardly behind him as we shot out of there. “Hey! What are you doing? She attacked me! Let me at her!” 

Elysian looked back at me curiously; before he could say anything, a huge fiery explosion blasted behind us. 

The boom was deafening, and the fire was fierce; I looked around to see the news helicopter had just fallen from the sky. A couple of parachutes in the distance skyline hovered precariously. Starry Knight had taken to the skies, guiding them away from the flames and melted metal now stuck in the ground behind us. 

Her wings fluttered; I saw her as she looked back at me. “Don’t expect a thank you,” I huffed bitterly. She seemed to expect that, because a moment later, I looked back over to see she’d flittered off. A flicker of light whistled against the horizon as she flew out of sight. 

Anger surged inside of me. This wasn’t the first time she’d saved my life. And it wasn’t the first time I was going to deny it.  

“Elysian!” I scowled over at my dragon mentor, who was sniffing the tunnels from which the giant worm had come out. “Elysian, you’re supposed to be helping me! Why can’t you keep tabs on Starry Knight and warn me about stuff like that?” I jabbed my thumb in the direction at the tangled metal mess, which would probably be in the mayor’s next propaganda campaign as a future site for a playground (“Help Helicopters give Hope,” I could hear the cheesy slogan already.) “And why don’t you ever just scare her off when we’re in the middle of an argument like before?” 

Elysian snorted. “She’s usually got a point. And I don’t think she minds arguing with you. She even seems to like it.”  

It had always bothered me that Elysian seemed to like Starry Knight more than he liked me. It also bothered me when he took her side, and that he didn’t really interact with her like it was a chore, or bother her any more than he felt he had to. What I wouldn’t have given for a life like that. 

Anger suddenly seethed at me, burning my bones, much like the helicopter crash flaming wildly behind me. “Do you want me to quit this?” I asked through gritted teeth. 

“No. But it’s clear you’re not really trying, either.” 

“What!?” I was flabbergasted. “What do you mean, I don’t even try? Of course I do! Do you know what I could be doing instead of this?” 

“Kid,” Elysian said, “Listen to me. There is a difference between knowledge and wisdom. There’s also a difference between accepting the truth and believing it.” 

“I know.” 

“Are you listening to me? Or just hearing me?” 

“Yes. Both—I’m doing both!” I put my head in my hands. “Just stop it, all right? I’m going to try to be nicer towards people and watch what I say. I’m sure it’ll make me stronger, so you can just shut up!” 

Elysian rolled his eyes. “Great way to get started, kid. Some restraint on your mouth would help, I’ll give you that. If for no other reason than to get you to be quieter. But I bet anything it’ll be two minutes before you fall back into your usual habits.” 

“You know, Elysian,” I grumbled, “Ever since you came into my life, all I am anymore is angry!”

The dragon laughed. “That’s a lie. You were angry before. One creature like me won’t change a hardheaded spitfire like you.” 

Our conversation was proof that not only was Elysian terrible to deal with, but I was perpetually unrewarded for my good deeds and my sacrifices. (I was never going to get back the moments I missed from the party!) 

Elysian sighed as he slimmed down to his smaller size. As a changeling dragon, he had the ability to change his form; I liked it when he was in his usual, smaller form, because his voice was more hilarious and less terrifying when he was angry. 

“Come on. You don’t really try to find out about our enemies, you get all huffy when I try to correct you, and you just don’t care about anyone else, except where your reputation in concerned. You try harder only after the cameras arrive.” He paused for a moment, as though weighing his options, and then added, “Or when you’re trying to beat Starry Knight.” 

“Did it ever occur to you I don’t really know why I am doing any of this?” I asked. “Why can’t the Prince of Stars just come down here and take care of it himself?” 

Elysian sighed. “There are always questions which we will not be able to answer, and even if we were given the answers, we wouldn’t understand them.” 

“That’s stupid.” 

“No, it’s not. It’s just that good judgment requires a broad perspective,” Elysian rolled his eyes. “One you clearly don’t have, since it’s hard for you to even look past yourself.” 

I turned on my heel and stormed away. There was no need to deal with this. 

“Where are you going now, Hamilton?” Elysian heaved out an irritated breath, surprising me by calling me by my first name for once. 

“Back to my party,” I huffed. “And don’t even think about following me. You’re not invited!” 

I thought I heard him sigh before he began muttering under his breath about how irresponsible I was and how disappointing I was and how I was too selfish and how I was never going to be a better fighter and how I should just be stripped of my powers and let go with some kind of Astroneshama—Starlight Warrior—pink slip. 

I felt better knowing he was not happy; it was enough to even make me smile briefly, before I caught sight of the Apollo City Time Tower. 

It was hard to tell whether I was more frustrated, angry, or disappointed to see how much time had passed. My palms grew warm with rage as I hurried through the nighttime streets. I still had to give Gwen her present. 
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WHEN I ARRIVED BACK at Mikey’s house several long moments later, the party was still going somewhat, although I was going to have some difficulties rounding up another round of the Awkward Game.

I was torn between climbing in through the bathroom window and just heading home when Gwen came out the door, carrying bags full of her presents. 

“Bye! Thank you guys!” Gwen called out, waving with her free hand as she headed out. 

A couple of them called out their goodbyes, a few jokes, and she laughingly replied. All as I just stared. 

My pulse had dulled since the end of the battle, and my body even felt like the world was slumping over. But Gwen’s presence was enough to convince me to perk up. 

“Hey Gwen, want some help carrying those home?” I asked, stepping out from the shadows as she finally made it to the sidewalk. 

“Hey Hammy,” she greeted with a hint of surprise in her voice. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come back or not.” 

“Sorry I’m so late. Um, Cheryl called and wanted me to come home. But then I realized I didn’t get a chance to really talk to you or wish you a happy birthday, so I came back.” It was cheesy, but it was all I could think of at the moment. 

She smiled, the smile I knew crinkled warmly into the corners of her eyes. “Well, you certainly picked out a great gift. I loved the sweater.” She indicated the small bag in her one hand. “I guess you didn’t forget it at Rachel’s restaurant after all.” 

“Oh, good,” I said, reaching out and taking some of the other bags in her hands. I wanted my present to be the only one she carried. “I’m glad.” Really glad, I added to myself. The cashmere sweater had been her Christmas gift, but thanks to a last-minute Christmas Eve superhero run, it had been drenched in chai. I’d needed to get it replaced. That meant waiting for the Christmas return season to catch up, and I’d only just gotten its replacement in the mail three days ago. “I think the green will look great with your hair.” 

“Thanks,” Gwen flushed. “I think it will, too. Are you sure you’re able to walk me home?”

I’d fought supernatural demons. I could handle another lecture from Cheryl about curfew. “Sure.” I grinned.

“Great,” Gwen agreed.  

We talked for a bit—well, I did, as I told her all about the trouble I’d gone to getting the sweater, which involved my mother’s reluctant personal shopper and an edited version of the Christmas debacle—before I ran out of the story details to share and we lapsed into silence. 

It was not an awkward silence—or at least, I didn’t think so. 

Gwen finally spoke up. “My house is right up here.” 

“I remember,” I assured her. 

“Thanks for helping me.” 

“No problem.” 

“I hope your mom doesn’t get mad at you for being out so late.” 

“Why would Cheryl get mad?” I asked, before abruptly reminding myself that is what I’d told her I was doing when I left the party. “Oh, I mean ... Cheryl will understand. ‘Cause it’s you, you know?” 

Gwen cocked her eyebrow at me. “I thought you were starting to listen to your parents.” 

“Gotta draw the line somewhere, right?” I laughed. “Besides, we both know I can’t hold a candle to you in that regard, no matter how much I try, Ms. Gwen Goody Two-Shoes.” I gave her a teasing smile, but the frown I received back tells me I’ve stepped over some line.

I rolled my eyes, not sure if I was irritated at her or myself as the silence resumed. She was probably thinking I had been referring to the whole Tim Ryder incident. And if so, she was right. But I’d been hoping she’d gotten over it by now. 

Gwen’s parents had finally gotten to meet Tim Ryder, a geek from school who had passionately declared his love for Gwen just as I’d been planning to ask Gwen out. Gwen had invited Tim over to her house to meet them over the Christmas/New Year’s break. I have to admit, it was the best gift I received. Some of the details were so deliciously awkward, I even almost felt sorry for him. But then, you can’t expect a man like John Kessler, a prime candidate for the county’s next school board president, to appreciate a gawky boy teenager’s dreams of starring on Broadway, no matter how well he constructs a replica of the Globe Theatre with his mashed potatoes and peas. 

We came up to the darkened house and I was just about to ask Gwen if she had her key when the lights blazed on. 

“Gwen, is that you? Who’s that with you? It’s not that pansy Shakespeare boy again, is it? I swear, if he’s bothering us again after I told him there’s no way in hell I’d let him date you, I’ll get him expelled!” 

I had the hardest time keeping in my snickers. 

“Dad!” Gwen was mortified. I could tell by her tone, but I was suddenly able to see it on her face, as the lights glared on. “Stop it! This is Hamilton Dinger, not Tim, so you can relax.”

“Hamilton?” John’s face looked funny, with the dumbfounded look on it. I couldn’t see much, but I knew I would be bursting with laughter while recounting this story to the guys later. 

“Yeah, you’ll remember Hamilton,” Gwen huffed, the bitterness in her voice not escaping me. 

“How are you, Mr. Kessler?” I asked. “Uh, just helping Gwen carry her presents home from her party.” 

“Oh. Well, Hamilton, it’s nice to see you again.” John smiled, coming over. He plucked the bags out of my hands and nodded his greeting. “Sorry about that. Can’t be too careful these days, you know.” 

“Oh, understandable,” I assured him. I smiled. “Especially with someone as pretty as Gwen here.” 

Gwen frowned some more, before abruptly turning toward the door. “Thank you for your help, Ham, but we’re here and it’s late. I’ll see you in class on Monday, okay?” 

“Gwen, let me get these bags,” John insisted. “You can say your good-byes to Hamilton properly.” 

Gwen bit her lip as she watched him head back toward the door.

“He means well,” I said. Which was more than I could say for my parents. 

“Maybe.” 

There was nothing else to be done. “Speaking of your best interests, Gwen, would you like to go out on a date with me?” 

Gwen blinked in surprise. “How is that in my best interests?” she asked, with something like suspicion laced in her response. 

I shoved my hands in my pockets. “Well, your parents like me, so it’s a start.” She glared at me, so I knew I’d best keep talking. “And there is the matter of how if you agree to go out with me now, I won’t have to keep asking you several times over the next few weeks.” 

She laughed a bit at that, so I allowed myself to breathe correctly. 

“You have Tuesday night free,” John called out from the door.

“Dad! Gosh, you are terrible!” Gwen hollered back as she flushed a shade above purple. “Go away!” 

I laughed as John went back inside the house. “Well, I was going to suggest Tuesday anyway, if that makes you feel better.” 

She sighed. “Well ... I don’t know.” 

“What?” I asked, pretending to be offended. “What do you mean, ‘I don’t know,’ Gwen?” 

“You just seem really preoccupied lately,” Gwen told me. “Remember? You’re always busy or forgetting something or running off.” 

The teasing quality had obviously been lost on her. “Well, that’s not—”

“And then there’s still the swim season, too. Aren’t you worried about how much you’ll have to do?” 

“No,” I lied, reaching out and take her hand.

Her fingers curled inside of her hands gently. “I’m just worried you won’t have the time to spend with me.” 

I laughed. “Geez, Gwen, I’m just asking for a date.” I took her hand in both of mine and held them up, pulling her closer to me. “Please? Just go out with me once. You won’t regret it. You’ll see.”

There was a long moment of silence before Gwen sighed. “All right. Tuesday’s fine.” 

A thousand little bursts of fireworks went off inside of me, happiness dashing across all my senses. After months of carefully playing chase, I had caught my quarry with a rush of satisfaction. 

Of course, there was no way I would ever tell her that. So I played it cool. “Okay, sounds great.” Deciding to play Prince Charming, I brought her hand up to my lips and kissed it gallantly.  

The contact of her skin on mine, at that moment, had a right to make me happily unnerved. And it did. 

Though not the way I had been thinking it would. 

Little wisps of an aura flickered around her fingers, and for a moment I stared. For no discernable reason, I suddenly felt an array of uncertainty and hesitation, resignation and slight irritation. I flinched and dropped her hand. 

Gwen’s eyes widened just a bit, and I am pretty sure my mouth dropped open in the worst stupidly surprised look possible. 

“Ugh ... sorry, was that my phone?” I recovered as quickly as I could, and dove for my phone (which was still off from the battle), pretending to see if I had any text messages. “Uh, yeah. Cheryl just texted me. Got to head home now.” 

Gwen looked dubious, but said nothing. “Okay. Well, I’ll just meet you after school on Tuesday, okay?” 

“Sure. Sounds great. Can’t wait.” 

Gwen laughed. “You’re not trying to sound like a poet, are you?” 

Ha. That was a laugh right there. But I smiled, knowing girls like that kind of fluffy feel-goodness, and said, “Yeah, you’re an inspiration to me, Gwen.” And with that, because I knew I could get away with it, I leaned in and kissed her cheek.

The same spurt of aura lights—the trepidation, annoyance, and slight bitterness—leaped at me again while I touched her skin. 

Were they Gwen’s emotions? I wondered instinctively. Intuitively, that sounded about right. But it didn’t make me feel any better myself. “Happy birthday, Gwen,” I murmured, confused and angry at the same time. Why did the thing that made me different have to make me unable to enjoy something like this, now?

She flustered again. “Thank you, Hammy,” she said. “So ... see you next week in class.” 

I waved as I headed back down her driveway. “You bet,” I called back. 

And as I watched her head into her home, and the outside lights click off, I allowed myself a brief moment of self-celebration, a brief moment of reprieve from worrying about the rest of the world. Happiness bubbled up inside of me, and I rode the crest of its wave as I headed home. 

Even if there were awkward games to deal with, there was no preventing me from gaining my prize. Everything was going to be great. I had a blissful feeling that, come next week, my life would change forever. 

☼4☼
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I HARDLY CLASSIFIED myself as a superhero. There were some who would. There were also people who were staunchly convinced Wingdinger was just a super nuisance, including my own mother. I would just say I was super annoyed. There were a lot of downsides to my line of work.

I’ve already mentioned a few. Another one was that I was constantly in a state of insanity. Not the kind that gets treated with happy sleepy drugs or special attention. No, my kind was much worse. 

Flashes of another place in space or time. Dreams from another realm. Nightmares. I had learned to deal with them, tried not to let them bother me, and when I could, ignored them completely. 

After close to four months or so of it, and getting nowhere close to letting myself go see a counselor, I was getting more numb. I felt less fear, less confusion. Elysian told me the visions, these sometimes premonitions, were good, since I would be able to see more attacks coming. 

These were the type of things he said to make me hate him. And he made sure he said them at the most inappropriate times so I hated him even more. 

Like when I woke up gasping in the middle of the night. 

It’s always after the defeat of a minion the visions became most clear. I could see every hair on the heads of my foes—whether it was meticulously pulled back like Asteropy, who I would call the lead Sinister, or mussed all over the place, like Maia, who never seemed to quite willing to take her job seriously. 

Starry Knight told me once a long time ago, when we first started fighting with each other as well as fighting our enemies, that I didn’t know much about our enemies. I supposed she had a point—not that I would admit it. 

From what the Sinisters have told me while they were busy monologuing, along with whatever Elysian says he’s told me, I figured they were some kind of aliens from another world—Elysian called it the Realm of Immortality—and they’d basically come to Earth to destroy humanity and take their Soulfire, their neshamasifa, to use to fight off their old leader, I suppose. 

I wouldn’t believe any of this, normally. And I still didn’t like to even consider its truth. But I’d met the old leader, the Prince of Stars, in person. He was the one responsible for giving me my power. I couldn’t explain everything, but I’ll tell you one thing: After meeting him, there was no question about whether or not all of this was true or not. And there was no hope of ignoring it, either.  
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