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For my family

—R. V.

For my mom, for reading to me when I couldn’t, and for taking me to the bookstore when I could

—D. H.



PROLOGUE


NO ONE KNOWS WHERE HE came from or how he came to be.

Some claim he’s the result of a top-secret experiment. Others believe he’s a guardian angel. Still others say he’s an alien from a distant planet (or at least Roswell, New Mexico).

There’s only one thing they know for certain: One October day in 1956, he appeared, a dazzling blur streaking from the sky to stop a holdup at First National Bank in Buckhead. He was like something out of a comic book: fast, strong, invincible, and able to fly. Men were awed. Women swooned. The bad guys fought to no avail. Then he was gone as fast as he’d arrived, the gang of robbers tied to a lamppost the only evidence he’d ever been there at all.

A reporter called him “Gilded” because of the way his gold-colored costume glinted in the sunlight, and the name stuck. From that day forward he has appeared regularly to foil crimes, thwart disasters, and do all the things that comic-book heroes do to save the day.

Except he isn’t a comic-book hero. Sure, there are comic books about him. Regular books and TV shows and movies, too—all unauthorized, of course, since he’s never agreed to a single interview, and nobody knows how to contact him.

But make no mistake: He’s real. He’s the Halcyon Hero! The Golden Great! The Twenty-Four-Karat Champion!

In other words, he’s the complete, 180-degree opposite of Miles Taylor.



CHAPTER


1

AS MILES TAYLOR WALKED THE halls between fifth and sixth periods, it suddenly dawned on him that he was having a good day. A good week, even. It’d be an understatement to say the past two months had been rough, but he was starting to think being the new kid at Chapman Middle School wasn’t going to be as bad as he’d feared. Maybe—just maybe—he was going to survive. He approached his locker and slipped his backpack off his shoulders, congratulating himself on his streak of twenty-one consecutive class changes executed without incident, and counting.

That’s when he saw the Jammer.

In the world of big-time Georgia youth football, Craig “the Jammer” Logg was known as a prodigy. Legend had it that he registered his first tackle at eleven months of age, when he knocked down a toddler at daycare who mistook Craig’s mini Nerf football for a teething ring. Craig had been hitting people ever since. It was his calling. As for Craig’s parents, Coach Lineman, and all the Chapman Raiders faithful, their calling was to chant “Logg Jam! Logg Jam!” every time Craig stuffed a running back charging up the middle.

Off the field, Craig’s new favorite pastime was making Miles’s life miserable, and he excelled at that, too. More important, he knew it, and the Jammer wasn’t the sort to let talent go undemonstrated.

Miles stopped dead in his tracks, his mind screaming with alarms like a luxury car dealership caught in a baseball rainstorm. The good news was his locker was only a few feet away, whereas Craig was farther down the hallway. The better news was Craig hadn’t noticed Miles yet because he was talking with some of the other kids from the football team. If Miles was quick, he could weave his way through the crowd of loitering students, get to his locker, swap out his books, and head back the way he came without Craig ever knowing he was there.

Miles took a deep breath and made his move.

27-9-39, combination lock opened. Did he see me? Miles thought. Backpack unzipped, morning books deposited. Is he coming over here? Afternoon books retrieved, backpack zipped closed. Should I look? Don’t look! Backpack slid onto shoulders, mission completed.

Miles wasn’t positive, but he might have set a new record for fastest locker stop. Rushed as he was, he never noticed the paper cup sitting on top of his locker. It was positioned at the edge, so it would tip over the side if the locker door was shut with just the right amount of too hard. Which was exactly what Miles, in his effort to make a clean getaway, did.

splash!

A torrent of warm Coca-Cola fell on Miles’s head, followed by the hollow sound of the empty cup hitting the terrazzo floor.

Consecutive class changes executed without incident: Zero.

“There’s where I left my drink!” someone called out.

A hushed silence fell over the hallway, and Miles sensed dozens of pairs of eyes watching him. Wishing he could crawl inside his locker, he instead slowly turned around to find Craig towering over him.

Craig sported feet the size of bread loaves and a head as hard and large as a football helmet—even when he wasn’t wearing one. In between was a body huge enough to make neither look awkward. Whenever another football mom asked Mrs. Logg if Craig had been a big baby, she’d reply, “Honey, I thought I was going to die.”

Craig bent over and picked up the cup. “It was full when I put it up there,” he said. He looked down into the space where sixteen ounces of soda used to be, but now only a few drops remained. “Looks like you owe me a refill.”

One of Craig’s teammates chuckled. Miles wasn’t sure which one—it could’ve been any of them, since the only thing that seemed to differentiate them from one another were their jersey numbers. Several other kids joined in, and soon everyone was laughing in unison, as though a Coke falling on someone’s head was the pinnacle of comedy. Soda found its way under Miles’s collar and trickled down his back.

Among the gathered students were popular kids, like Craig and his pals, who laughed at Miles because that’s what popular kids do when one of their own pulls a prank. There were regular kids, too, who laughed because it was what the popular kids were doing. Lastly, there were unpopular kids, who laughed out of relief because it could just as easily be any one of them about to spend the rest of their day sticking to their clothes.

It was a standard post-prank scene, and Miles took it all in stride. He was used to it. Thanks to the Jammer, he’d been in this position many times before, and he was sure he’d find himself in it again. The only thing that would bother Miles was if he saw . . .

Josie Campobasso.

Hers didn’t sound like the name of a person, but like the name of a faraway place Miles would only ever see on a map. She was a legend of her own, the girl with chestnut hair and hazel eyes who Miles had heard tales about even at his old school. His first day at Chapman, he spied her at her locker, and Miles knew who she was even before her friend called Josie by name. Georgia just wasn’t big enough to have two girls that beautiful.

Josie looked every bit as beautiful now—even surrounded by the pretty, popular girls she was friends with—and Miles wanted nothing more than for her to not see him standing there with soda soaking into his sneakers. But there she was, hair pushed back in a headband, so he could look directly into her clear, bright eyes. A small hummingbird brooch was pinned to her sweater, as if she were letting Miles know that, like a hummingbird, she was always on the wing. Something to gaze upon, but never touch.

Josie didn’t laugh with her friends. She didn’t shrug indifferently and walk off, the way girls sometimes do when boys are being boys. No, what she did was much worse: She blushed. Her cheeks bloomed red, as though seeing Miles drenched in Coca-Cola had somehow embarrassed her, or rather made her feel embarrassed on Miles’s behalf. She felt sorry for him.

The thought of it brought the red out in Miles’s own face. Not because he was embarrassed or sorry. He was furious.

“Well?” Craig sneered. “Pay up.” He wiggled the cup, beckoning Miles to drop the cost of a refill inside.

What happened next surprised everyone, most of all Miles. One moment Craig was holding the cup, and the next it was sailing through the air.

The hallway fell silent. An unpopular kid wheezed. Craig stared dumbly at his hand, stunned by the cup’s sudden disappearance. Miles could relate. If his palm hadn’t been stinging from slapping the back of Craig’s hand, he would’ve sworn the cup had gone airborne all on its own.

“Dude . . .?” one of Craig’s teammates said expectantly. He nodded in Miles’s direction, an invitation for Craig to dispense punishment. Not that the Jammer ever needed an invitation.

Craig balled his hands into tight fists. He glared at Miles and growled through gritted teeth. “You little—”

“Mis-ter Tay-lor!” a voice boomed, with stern emphasis placed on the first syllable in each word.

Assistant Principal Harangue was standing in the middle of the hallway. Mr. Harangue was a squat man not much taller than many of Miles’s fellow seventh graders, but what he lacked in height he made up for in bulk. He was thick and barrel-chested, and Miles had never seen him without his shirtsleeves rolled up. He probably kept them that way even during the dead of winter, Miles guessed, because the dark hair matting his Popeye forearms would keep them warm enough. Mr. Harangue was the kind of guy whose five-o’clock shadow arrived every day at ten a.m. sharp.

Miles noticed a splatter of soda on Mr. Harangue’s pressed white shirt and looked down to see the empty cup on the ground at his feet.

“Young man, you will deposit that cup in the trash where it belongs,” he bellowed, pointing to a trio of nearby garbage bins. Miles wondered whether the wax-coated cup belonged with the recyclable paper or the general waste, but he didn’t think this was the best time to ask. “Then you will report to my office and sign up for detention.”

•  •  •

Miles was no stranger to Coach Lineman’s after-school detention. If asked, Coach Lineman would describe Miles as a troublemaker in desperate need of the discipline one acquires only through the dedicated pursuit of organized sports. In his defense, Miles would say that life was like one of Coach’s games, where the referee never sees the player who pushes first but always seems to get his head around in time to throw the flag at the player who pushes back.

School hadn’t always been this way for Miles, but it’d been this way since his first day at Chapman Middle. Miles was dealt the hand of being the new kid when his mom fell in with a rich CPA and ran off to start a new life in Hollywood (Florida, that is). Miles’s dad held on to the family home for a few months, but he didn’t earn enough as an electrician to cover the bills, so he and Miles had moved during the summer between sixth and seventh grades. Just like that, the house where Miles had lived since birth was replaced by a cramped, two-bedroom apartment located in the next school district over.

The distance from old school to new was only a few miles, but for a kid too young to drive it might as well have been the other side of the state. Gone were the friendships he’d nurtured since his first day of kindergarten. In their place were new faces and a new social ladder to climb, starting at the bottom rung.

The familiar surroundings were gone, too. It had taken him days to memorize the layout of his new school. He’d spent weeks learning the hard way which menu items the lunch staff was particularly bad at cooking. Chapman even smelled different, more ammonia-on-steroids and less the soothing, piny aroma that wafted through the halls of his former school.

Not that he’d ever been the big man on campus. But there was a time when he at least recognized the kids at the bus stop, a time when someone would save him a seat in the cafeteria if he got stuck at the end of the lunch line. At Chapman he was alone.

Miles glanced at the clock above the multimedia screen and slumped back in his chair. Ten more minutes, and he’d be paroled. Looking around, Miles sized up some of the other kids in detention and tried to guess what had brought them there.

Seated in the desk to his right was Jeff Jeffries, with his long stringy hair and wearing a faded black T-shirt. Head of the school’s metalhead faction, Jeff had flunked two grades in elementary school, so he was one of the oldest kids at Chapman—old enough for his parents to let him ride the MARTA downtown with his nineteen-year-old brother to see whatever death-metal band was playing, even if it was a school night. Probably got busted for sleeping in class, Miles thought.

To Miles’s left was Trisha Brevard, the bubbly captain of the Raiders cheerleading squad. Her shrill voice was a constant, and not just at football games. She always had something to say about nothing in particular, even during class, when the only person who’s supposed to be saying anything is the teacher. Detention had seemed to quiet her, though. With no one in the room worth talking to, she instead texted her friends for news from the outside world.

Travis Bramlett was at the back of the room, twirling his pencil like a hunting knife. A scrappy kid with a mean streak, Travis didn’t care much for music or sports. He didn’t care much for authority, either, an attitude that more often than not landed him in detention. Not that Travis cared. The only thing Travis cared about was making sure the boys didn’t try to date his little sister, a pretty sixth grader named Trina. As long as Travis shared a school with her, Miles doubted anyone would go near her.

It surprised Miles how much he knew about the others. He supposed that was what reputations did—outline the necessary details that made each kid different from everyone else, kind of like social cheat sheets. But there was one kid in detention whom Miles had never seen before.

Miles could tell from the textbooks on the kid’s desk that he was enrolled in seventh-grade classes, but he looked too young to be in the sixth grade, never mind the seventh. Small wasn’t the word. He was tiny, as underweight as he was undersized, like a full-sun shrub that had spent its whole life in the shade. The only large thing about him was his glasses, which must’ve been too heavy for his face because he kept pushing them back up his nose.

You can’t blame a kid for his physical shortcomings—having small parents with bad eyes wasn’t his fault—but the way he dressed himself only made things worse. His yellow polo shirt was belted into khaki pants that, amazingly, were too small even for him. Sitting down made them ride ridiculously high on his ankles, exposing crisp, white tube socks and a pair of off-brand sneakers so white and shiny that they must’ve just come out of the box. He dressed the way cool kids dressed back in the days of . . . Actually, there was never a time when cool kids dressed that way.

Worst of all—the absolute worst—the kid was reading a comic book. No, not reading. Studying. He was hunched over, face close to the comic and his lips moving silently as he recited the word balloons to himself. Its pages were worn and bent from countless readings, and the whole thing looked as though it were on the verge of falling apart altogether.

And it wasn’t a cool comic book, either, something science fiction or crime. It was an issue of Gilded Age, the sappy superhero monthly about Gilded’s latest heroic deeds. Sure, Gilded was awesome. He was the only for-real superhero the world had ever known. But if you wanted to know what he was up to, all you had to do was catch thirty seconds of news. Just this morning, Miles had eaten toaster waffles while the TV aired the previous night’s highlights of Gilded in action. He’d rescued a family caught in a burning house, then blown out the fire with one puff of air. Miles remembered having a tougher time blowing out the twelve candles on his last birthday cake.

The kid was setting off a major nerd-alert. He was so harmless to look at, Miles couldn’t imagine him doing anything bad enough to merit detention. Then again, the only thing Miles had been guilty of was not having a single friend to testify on his behalf in front of Mr. Harangue.

Coach Lineman glanced at his stopwatch, the same stopwatch he frowned over in PE whenever someone failed to finish their half-mile run in less than five minutes (something Miles was always guilty of). He folded his sports section, tucked it in his armpit, and stood from his chair.

“Time!” he announced, clicking the stopwatch with his thumb.

Everyone made their way toward the door. Jeff Jeffries strolled past, iPod blaring loud enough for Miles to hear screaming guitars. Trisha Brevard dialed her cell phone. Travis Bramlett yawned.

Miles thought he was the last one to leave the room, but on his way out he looked back and saw the tiny kid with the glasses still hunched over his comic book, absorbed in every detail.



CHAPTER


2

MILES’S BUS HAD LONG SINCE loaded up and gone by the time detention let out, so his dad was waiting in his work truck at the curb.

Hollis Taylor had started working for Atlanta Voltco as an electrician’s apprentice right out of high school. Over the years he’d advanced to master’s status, and one of the perks that came with the title was a white Ford pickup from the company motor pool. The truck was battered and scratched, and the upholstery was torn from years of electricians—Mr. Taylor included—sitting down with screwdrivers still in their back pockets. But Mr. Taylor had earned the right to drive it, and he couldn’t have been prouder.

Miles tossed his backpack onto the middle seat and climbed in. Mr. Taylor dropped the truck into gear and circled through the parking lot. “How was school?”

“It was school.”

“Right.” Mr. Taylor rubbed his beard with one hand, a gesture Miles knew meant his dad wasn’t sure what to say. Miles’s mom had always handled the heart-to-hearts. “You might not mind it so much, if you steered clear of detention. Shorten the school day a little?”

“It wasn’t my fault, Dad.” It was a lackluster defense, one Miles had grown tired of repeating.

“It never is. All I’m saying is, it’d be helpful if I could stop ducking out of work to come get you.”

“I could ride my bike to school. It’d be safer than the bus, anyway.”

Mr. Taylor scoffed. “Not with the traffic in this town.”

“Traffic doesn’t stick chewed Bubble Yum on your seat.”

Miles glanced over at his dad, and for a moment they locked eyes. Both sets were the same bright shade of blue, a source of family pride that Mr. Taylor said went back four generations.

“You know, I was the new kid once,” he said. “We had to move because your grandpa changed jobs, so I started high school in a different county than my buddies. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but your grandma made me wear a tie on my first day.” His expression soured, as though he could taste the bad memory.

Miles chuckled. He couldn’t remember ever seeing his dad wear a necktie. Even his parents’ wedding photos showed them standing on the banks of the Chattahoochee River, both of them dressed in T-shirts, shorts, and sandals. The pastor wore canoeing attire, too, and after the ceremony they all went downriver together. “Did you get made fun of?”

“Shoot, yeah.” Mr. Taylor let out a long, slow whistle. “Fashion back then was faded jeans and hunting jackets. It didn’t last long, though.”

“How’d you get it to stop?”

“I busted Jimmy Grant’s nose playing dodgeball.” Mr. Taylor tapped his nose with one index finger and grinned. “Bull’s-eye.”

“I don’t have much of a throwing arm, Dad.” Miles slouched in his seat, hopelessness settling in. If sports were the only way to get the Jammer off his back, he was doomed.

The truck slowed to a stop at a red light, brakes squeaking. Mr. Taylor turned toward Miles. “I know life isn’t the way we want it right now. If you’d told me a year ago that we’d be where we are, I’d have called you crazy. But here we are, right?”

Miles shrugged.

“We’ll get things sorted out, son. You’ll see.”

The light turned green, and the truck shuddered as Mr. Taylor eased it ahead with the traffic. “Did you at least finish your homework? Or did you sit in detention like a bump on a pickle?”

“I got hung up on the math.” Truthfully, Miles hadn’t tried to do the day’s math assignment yet. Fractions drove him nuts.

Mr. Taylor raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “Well, you can take another crack at it while I work. There are some things that still need doing.”

Miles watched the city pass by outside his window. It was late October, the start of his mom’s favorite season. Every autumn, usually in mid-November, she’d pack a cooler with sandwiches and drinks, and they’d all drive north on I-75 to Chattanooga and back. She’d “ooh” and “aah” at the changing leaves, splashes of yellow and red and orange amid the evergreens lining the highway. Miles and his dad would scan the tree line to catch a glimpse of turkey or deer. He doubted he and his dad would make the drive alone this year.

Last time they’d talked on the phone, Miles’s mom had told him that in Hollywood coats were optional during the winter months, and the swimming pools stayed open year-round. Miles hadn’t thought to ask if the leaves that far south ever changed color at all.

•  •  •

They pulled into the downtown construction site just after five o’clock. A chain-link fence surrounded the site, and workers toting loaded tool belts and empty lunch buckets were filing through the gate and heading home for the night. Mr. Taylor drove up to the wooden security booth and rolled down his window.

Out of the booth stepped a security guard with a tarnished silver badge pinned to his shirt and a handheld radio clipped on his belt. He bent down and rested an elbow inside the truck’s window. “What’re you doing back, Hollis? I thought you knocked off already.”

“Tough job,” Mr. Taylor said. “I decided to bring in an outside expert.” He jabbed a thumb at Miles.

The guard looked over at Miles and smiled. “Going to help, huh? From what I hear, Hollis needs all the backup he can get.”

“Be nice, Cliff, or the power in your little house there might not be on tomorrow.”

Cliff laughed and waved them through.

Ever since he was little, Miles had been coming to work with his dad. Usually it was just a quick stop to install a new wall socket or replace some faulty wiring. Once, when Mr. Taylor was sent to change a ceiling fixture in a downtown high-rise, Miles got to sit in some big-time CEO’s chair.

Other times, like today, they went to construction sites, which were much more fun. Miles enjoyed exploring the skeletons of buildings before the drywall was hung, and there were always scraps of board and lengths of pipe for him to mess around with.

This particular site was a nearly completed concrete parking garage. Not as interesting as some of the other sites he’d been to, but Miles was optimistic he’d find some way to entertain himself until it was time to leave. He jumped down from the truck and bounded off, his eyes scanning the discarded building materials scattered over the ground for anything worthy of closer examination.

“Forgetting something?”

Miles turned to see his dad eyeing him sternly. His tool belt was already buckled around his waist, and in one hand he held his flashlight. With his other hand, he held forward Miles’s backpack, waiting for him to come take it.

“I’ll do my math when I get home,” Miles pleaded. “I swear.”

“Not a chance. You burned me with that one last time.”

Miles trudged over and followed his dad inside the ground floor of the garage. Mr. Taylor set the backpack down on a makeshift table fashioned from a section of plywood set across a pair of metal sawhorses. The table was coated in sawdust, and nails and empty soda bottles were strewn about.

“You can set up here,” Mr. Taylor said. He pulled over a battered, paint-splattered stool that, from the looks of it, had seen more construction sites in its lifetime than Miles had. “If you need me, I’ll be in the circuit breaker room at the other end of this level. I won’t be long.” Mr. Taylor walked off.

Miles plopped onto the stool. The days grew shorter in the early weeks of autumn, and downtown, where the sun hid behind the Atlanta skyscrapers, the days felt shorter still. He could barely make out the circuit breaker room hidden in the long shadows at the far end of the garage.

Miles took out his math book and opened it to the day’s assignment. The page was a mishmash of numerators and denominators. He sighed and reached into the backpack’s front pocket for a pencil.

boom

Thunder? Miles hadn’t seen any rain clouds on his way to the site. Storms often rolled in without warning in Georgia, but that usually happened during the spring and summer months.

Boom

The sound was getting closer. Maybe it was a C-130 cargo plane returning to Dobbins Air Reserve Base northwest of the city. The roar of a C-130’s engines could rattle your eardrums, especially downtown, where the concrete echoed the sound.

BOOM

The parking garage shook, sending dust down from the overhead beams. There was no way thunder was making that noise. A plane engine wasn’t, either. Miles rose from the stool, curious what the source might be. Besides, who could multiply fractions with all that racket going on?

B-BOOM!

The structure shook more violently, and this time the tremor was followed by a loud, metallic clang! It came from inside the garage, from the same area as the circuit breaker room.

“Dad!”

Miles ran to the room, worried his dad had fallen off a ladder. He saw bundles of rebar toppled over, pinning the door to the circuit breaker room closed. “Dad!” he shouted. “You okay?”

Mr. Taylor’s muffled voice yelled back from the other side of the door. “I’m fine. What in the heck is going on out there?”

“Everything just started shaking. Like there was an earthquake or something.”

“This is Georgia, son. There aren’t any earthquakes. There’s probably a road crew grading the street.” Miles heard his dad shoulder the door.

wump

And again.

wump

“Why won’t the door open?” Mr. Taylor hollered in aggravation.

“There’s some rebar in the way.” Miles tried lifting one of the bundles, but it wouldn’t budge. “I can’t move it,” he grunted. “It’s too heavy.”

Mr. Taylor cursed under his breath. “All right. Don’t hurt yourself. Go to the guard shack and get Cliff. Then wait for me in the truck. I don’t want anything falling on your head.”

Miles walked back to the table and stuffed his math book into his backpack.

B-BOOOM!

The rumble nearly knocked Miles off his feet. He gripped the table to steady himself.

Miles should’ve done what his dad told him—ask Cliff for help and go to the truck where he’d be safe. But parking garages were safe, too, right? Garages like this one were built to support the weight of hundreds of cars. Thousands, even. What could be safer than that? Besides, if it was only a grader, there was nothing to be worried about. Miles just wanted to see for himself. The noise was so close . . .

B-BOOOM!!!

Miles slipped his backpack over his shoulders and stepped slowly toward the edge of the garage. He didn’t spot any road crews on the street. No graders, either. Maybe it was just a thunderstorm after all. He placed his hands on the short concrete wall and leaned out, so he could see the sky.
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Miles stared at the old man lying where Gilded was only moments before. The battle against the creature had killed him. But how? Gilded couldn’t be killed. In all the years that he’d battled crooks and fires and floods, he’d never even been hurt.

Miles picked up the golden cape. The fabric—or whatever it was made of—vibrated lightly in his hands. Even with the garage cloaked in late-afternoon shadow, the cape glinted as though it was in the noonday sun. It didn’t reflect light; it emitted its own.
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