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For everyone who guided me along the way

—R. V.

For Kahlan and Asher

—D. H.



PROLOGUE

ALL LIVING THINGS, FROM ANT to elephant, share the same primary goal: survival.

In his long and decorated career as an officer in the Unites States Army, General Mortimer George Breckenridge had become convinced of this undeniable truth. It’s the reason alligators have sharp teeth, cheetahs fast legs, and eagles wings that carry them to the sky.

Survival is also the reason nations since the dawn of civilization have built armies, and it’s why men and women have always volunteered to join them. The very best of those men and women—exceedingly skilled individuals like General Breckenridge—are picked as leaders because the rest of civilization understands it will require the very best to ensure their survival in the most desperate of moments. George Washington at Valley Forge during the American Revolution. George Meade at Gettysburg, the battle that turned the tide of the Civil War. And, of course, the legendary George S. Patton, who charged to the rescue and beat back the Germans at the Battle of the Bulge.

General Breckenridge’s father, a military man himself, had designated the very general-ish moniker “George” as the middle name of all three of his sons. Mortimer, the eldest, asserted he was named after Patton, whom his father had served under during World War II. Randall, the middle brother, claimed as his namesake George Washington. Chester, the youngest, hadn’t the foggiest clue who George Meade was and joined the navy instead. Mortimer, Randall, and Pa Breckenridge never spoke of Chester again.

Anyway, desperate moments.

Every generation has one, that point in history when civilization teeters on the verge of destruction . . . then rejoices when one hero steps forward to snatch survival from the forces of evil that would otherwise cause the death of everything.

General Breckenridge had always believed—knew down in his marrow—that he was destined to be that person. (Not the death-of-everything causer. The other person—the heroic snatcher of survival.) He had waited his entire life for his desperate moment to come. When extraterrestrial creatures had attacked the city of Atlanta last fall—yes, you read that correctly; aliens had, in fact, attacked one of the largest metropolitan areas in the United States—the General was sure his moment had arrived at last.

Much to the General’s chagrin, however, it proved to be another’s time to shine.

On the occasion of his sixtieth birthday (the same age Patton was when he died), the General began to worry that he would end up the most unfortunate type of hero—the kind with no desperate moment to triumph over. Oh, how he worried. Desperately, you might say.

Finally, the General realized what he should have known at the start. All those years spent searching for his desperate moment, and it had been right before his eyes the entire time. As he watched the mechanized infantry he’d built load crates filled with state-of-the-art surveillance equipment into an idling military truck, he knew that his lifetime of waiting had been worth every second. He would not fail.

“The hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you,” the General announced. “So calibrate your weapons, infantry. Then calibrate them two times more. We’re hunting the biggest game there is.”

“Calibrating,” the infantry responded in unison.

The General permitted a tight-lipped smile to fall into line beneath his thick, bottle-brush mustache. Washington, Meade, and even the legendary Patton himself had never faced a moment as desperate as this. He was about to embark on a campaign against nothing less than the greatest threat the United States of America—and the world—had ever known.

He was declaring war on the wearer of the golden cape.

The General was going to destroy Gilded.



CHAPTER

1

    RRRRNNNG!

Miles Taylor was a superhero, but he still had to wake up for school.

Miles dropped his hand heavily onto his alarm clock. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, his mind filling with thoughts of what the new school year had in store for him.

If eighth grade was anything like seventh, he wasn’t particularly excited. Rising with the sun. A slapdash breakfast of cereal or toast. Trudging downstairs to wait in front of Cedar Lake Apartments for the bus that was too hot in the summer, too cold in the winter, and too smelly year-round. All for the privilege of spending the next nine months at Chapman Middle School, taking tests, getting homework, and dodging run-ins with local football god and scourge of nonathletic kids everywhere, Craig “the Jammer” Logg.

Ugh.

But at least he was a superhero. Hard as it was sometimes for Miles to believe, he really was. Not a dress-up-for-Halloween-and-pretend superhero. A living, breathing, pound-bad-guys-into-the-dirt superhero. He was the Golden Great. The Halcyon Hero. Atlanta’s Twenty-Four-Karat Champion. He was Gilded, the only for-real superhero the world had ever seen.

Miles rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom mirror. He frowned at his reflection. It’d be nice if looking back at him was Gilded, the barrel-chested, six-foot-plus exemplar of good. Instead, all he saw was an average eighth grader from suburban Atlanta who presently had a particularly painful zit asserting itself on his nose.

Miles would’ve liked to tell the world that he was the hero who, for the past year, had kept Atlanta safe. It was Miles who’d foiled robberies, doused infernos, and even flown apart a tornado. It was he who’d saved the greater Atlanta area—and the rest of humanity—from planetary annihilation at the hands of Lord Commander Calamity and his horde of alien, lizard-monster warriors called the Unnd.

(Seventh grade had been a busy year.)

But Miles couldn’t let anyone know those things. Letting anyone know was the ultimate no-no. An old man—the man who’d clandestinely served as Gilded for decades; who’d captivated the minds of every man, woman, and child; who’d been the focus of newspaper articles, TV reports, and comic books beyond number—had told Miles so. He’d warned Miles with his dying breath, imparting that one piece of wisdom before giving Miles the golden cape and changing his life forever.

The golden cape. The source of all of Miles’s powers. Miles smiled as he remembered the way he’d felt the first time he’d clasped the cape around his neck. It had transformed him from a nobody into the ultimate somebody. It allowed him to fly, run faster than the eye could see, and lift . . . Actually, he wasn’t sure how much weight he could lift. He’d hoisted a full water tower once, but he hadn’t been able to find anything heavier to test himself against.

He’d definitely tested his toughness, though. He’d been punched, hit with a baseball bat, and shot by an alien death ray without shedding a single drop of blood. With the cape, Miles could do anything.

Anything good, at least.

Miles brushed his teeth and spat a glob of toothpaste into the sink. The Gilded cape came with a catch. A safety feature. It granted powers to him only if he used it for good.

Simple enough. Like everyone else, Miles wanted to be a hero, didn’t he?

Sure, but also like everyone else, Miles wanted to be rich, famous, and have a packed social calendar. Too bad the cape didn’t let him use it to acquire any of those things. Miles had learned that through trial and error (mostly error) and with the help of his best friend and confidant, Henry Matte.

Miles walked to his dresser. He took socks from his sock drawer, jeans from his jeans drawer, and a T-shirt from his T-shirt drawer. (Collared shirts were hung in the closet, where they wouldn’t get creased from being folded. Like everything else in his life, Miles liked his clothes to be just so.)

Whenever Miles saw his organized clothes, he was reminded of Henry. Probably because Henry had never organized anything in his life. Miles thought of how he’d tried to keep secret that he’d become the new Gilded. He’d almost made it one whole day. But he had figured out very quickly that he needed help. Henry, a super-genius Gilded fanatic whom Miles had crossed paths with in a school bathroom, turned out to be just the kid to give it to him. Together, they’d figured out how the cape worked, and they’d been a team ever since.

It was because Miles understood what the cape would and wouldn’t allow him to do that he combed his mouse-brown hair and pulled on his socks, jeans, and T-shirt at the same speed as every other kid ever. It was also the reason he didn’t use the cape to dash to Vermont for a stack of those flapjacks with fresh maple syrup he’d heard about and was instead going to start the new school year with an ordinary breakfast of Cheerios and milk drunk from a glass. Because why bother with having to wash a spoon?

Miles grabbed his backpack and opened his bedroom door.

The glorious sounds and aromas that greeted him indicated this morning was going to be anything but ordinary. He heard the popping of bacon frying in a pan, accompanied by the cheery whopwhopwhop of eggs being whisked in a mixing bowl. And he’d eaten enough Southern breakfasts to recognize the scent of biscuits baking in an oven.

These were things Miles hadn’t enjoyed since before his mom had traded in him and his dad for a moneyed accountant and moved to South Florida. After that, meals had been handled by Mr. Taylor, the innovative culinary mind who’d invented the concept of cereal served in a drinking glass. Not that Miles blamed him. A master electrician at Atlanta Voltco, Hollis Taylor worked long hours to keep the roof of their cramped, two-bedroom apartment over their heads. That left little opportunity for playing chef. Nevertheless, maybe he’d found time to up his game.

Stomach growling, Miles bounded down the hall toward the kitchen. “Dad? Do I smell country ham?”

When Miles saw who was doing the cooking, he stopped short. It wasn’t his dad at the stove. It was the next-door neighbor, Dawn Collins.

“Good nose,” Dawn said, beaming. “Big day today, Mr. Eighth Grader. I told your dad I thought you could stand to start your morning right.” She tipped a mixing bowl full of beaten eggs into a frying pan coated with a rich sheen of melted butter.

Mr. Taylor looked up from setting the table—Dixie plates and folded paper towels arranged with care. He rubbed a hand through his trimmed beard and shifted his feet. He seemed to get fidgety whenever Miles saw him and Dawn together, an increasingly common occurrence of late.

“I finally took Dawn up on her offer to fix us a meal. Isn’t that neighborly of her?” Mr. Taylor locked eyes with Miles and nodded at Dawn, as if to prod Miles into giving a proper show of thanks.

Miles didn’t need the prodding. “Absolutely.”

Even before Mr. Taylor had become friendly with Dawn, Miles had liked her. She had a generous smile and made the best sweet tea he’d ever tasted. She was also the only person who’d welcomed Miles and Mr. Taylor when they’d moved into Cedar Lake Apartments the summer before Miles started seventh grade.

Up until a year ago, Dawn had been married to a no-account named Tom Collins. The last time Miles had seen him was the morning he’d overheard Mr. Collins berating Dawn for botching his breakfast. Worried for Dawn’s safety, Miles had put on the cape for the first time and burst into apartment 2G as Gilded. He’d explained to Mr. Collins in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t to be mean to Dawn ever again. Mr. Collins had lit out that afternoon, Dawn happily went from Mrs. to Ms., and Cedar Lake Apartments was all the better for it.

Watching Dawn drain bacon, stir eggs, and pull biscuits from the oven with ease, Miles couldn’t help wondering if her treatment of Mr. Collins’s breakfast had been a show of defiance. She definitely knew how to drive a stove.

“You two sit,” Dawn said, turning off the burners. She carried the frying pan to the table and spooned eggs onto the plates.

You didn’t have to tell a Taylor twice. Miles plopped his backpack on the floor and was reaching for his fork even before his butt hit the chair.

“Everything looks great, Dawn.” Mr. Taylor smiled hungrily, pushing bacon and two biscuits onto his plate. He raised his plastic cup of orange juice. “A toast. To a breakfast that isn’t toast.”

Miles clunked his cup against his dad’s. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Wait!” Dawn shrieked.

Mr. Taylor jolted and dropped a forkful of eggs onto his lap.

“I forgot the finishing touch.” Dawn hurried to the freezer. She reached in and pulled out an ice cube tray. She cracked a pair of cubes shaped like peaches into each of their drinks. Dawn’s prized collection of novelty ice cube molds was ever growing, and she seemed to have one for every occasion. If she was keeping her trays in Mr. Taylor’s freezer, things were getting serious.

“Peaches?” Mr. Taylor asked, plucking the eggs from his work pants.

“August is National Peach Month,” Dawn said with a grin. “We do live in the Peach State, after all.”

Every occasion.

Mr. Taylor shrugged. “Good enough for me. Sit down and join us. Miles and me can’t polish off this spread by ourselves.”

Dawn looked around hesitantly. “Um . . . where should I sit?”

Mr. Taylor had purchased their tiny dinette set for fifteen dollars at a garage sale because the full dining table from the old Taylor homestead was too big for the apartment. The set had come with only two chairs. This was the first time they’d ever needed a third.

“Shoot,” Mr. Taylor said, frowning. “Here, take my spot.” He started to stand.

Dawn placed a hand on his shoulder, easing him back down. “Nonsense. I need to leave for work anyway.”

Dawn had recently earned a coveted waitressing spot during a shift with better tips at the Biscuit Barrel just down the street. Sinking his teeth into a piping-hot, scratch-made biscuit, Miles wondered how long it’d be before the manager wised up and had her switch aprons with the cook.

“You’re on your own for cleanup,” Dawn said. Then she leaned down and pecked Mr. Taylor on top of his head. With that, she was out the door.

Miles and his dad sat in uncomfortable silence. Mr. Taylor wouldn’t look up, but Miles could tell his cheeks were burning red enough to fry eggs over easy. Mr. Taylor was embarrassed, like a kid caught smooching his girlfriend beneath the gym bleachers. Hollis and Dawn, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.

It was kind of awkward, Miles seeing his dad dating. Like he was peeking through a window at something he wasn’t meant to watch. But it was kind of awesome, too. “It’s okay, Dad,” Miles said. “She’s really nice. She’s amazing, actually.”

Mr. Taylor sat back in his chair, relieved. “She is, isn’t she? Heck if I know what she wants with me.” He smiled a bemused smile that Miles understood meant he was kidding but wasn’t kidding, too. “Wooing girls has never been my strong suit. Just ask your mother.” He leaned over his plate and forked a hunk of country ham.

“Think she can make corn bread?”

Corn bread was a Taylor favorite. Miles’s mom had tried to make it once, but she’d baked it dry as a clay brick.

It wasn’t that Miles’s mom was bad. She was his mom, and he loved her. She and Miles’s dad just weren’t good together. No one was to blame—things just worked out that way sometimes.

Last Friday, when Miles had had his weekly phone call with his mom, he’d told her about Dawn. It had felt weird to talk about it with her, like he was telling her that her replacement had been hired.

Everyone deserves to be happy, she’d said.

Part of Miles wished her idea of happiness wasn’t married to a CPA seven hundred miles away.

“I think Dawn can do just about anything,” Mr. Taylor answered.

Mr. Taylor was entitled to happiness, too, and Miles truly hoped he’d found it. Sitting at their tiny table with a heaping breakfast between them, Miles thought about how far they’d come together. For the first time in a long time, everything seemed right with the world. Miles had a genuinely positive feeling. About himself. About life. About everything. The Taylor boys could take their lumps, but you couldn’t keep them down.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” Mr. Taylor said. “About school.”

Positive feeling: gone.

“Summer break is over. I gave you a lot of leeway these past three months, but it’s time to get back to focusing on your studies. The days of being a superhero all the time are over.” Mr. Taylor glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. “Eight twenty-two a.m., and I’ve already said something completely ludicrous. That might be a new record.”

Right. In addition to Henry, Miles had also revealed to his dad that he was moonlighting as a superhero courtesy of the golden cape that—literally—could do no wrong. Miles remembered the stupefied expression on his dad’s face the first time he saw Miles transform. It was the total opposite of the way his dad looked now, talking matter-of-factly about Miles’s one-of-a-kind pastime over breakfast. Miles probably wasn’t supposed to let his dad know, but he didn’t beat himself up about it. Who was to say the old man who’d passed the Gilded mantle on to him hadn’t ever told anyone? Sure, he’d instructed Miles not to, but grown-ups were notoriously espousing the do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do philosophy.

Besides, Miles hadn’t had much choice. It was either let his dad know on the spot, or be forced to head for the hills with him and Dawn when the Unnd had attacked the city last fall. And anyway, there were more than seven billion people in the world, but Miles had told only a measly two. All things considered, he had a pretty good average. He hadn’t even told Josie Campobasso. If that wasn’t a heroic show of restraint, what was?

Josie. If there was one person Miles wanted to let in on his secret, it was Josie. She was the most perfect girl to ever set foot—

“Miles? Are you listening?” Mr. Taylor asked.

“Hm?”

“I said, when seventh grade ended, you and I made a deal. I’d lay off and let you have the summer to practice with the cape. Get more comfortable with the heavy workload of looking after the city, so you could be ready when something really bad happens. Tell you the truth, I couldn’t be prouder of how you’ve done. But you’re in eighth grade now. Your last year before high school. I want you focusing on your schoolwork first and foremost. Let the police and fire department handle what they can. Your job is to handle what they can’t. And only what they can’t.

“You do that, and when the big things come up, I’ll cover for you missing school. Which, unless I’m mistaken, makes me the only dad in America who’ll help his thirteen-year-old cut class. Remember that come Father’s Day.”

“I know it’s not easy, Dad. Dealing with me being Gilded. So thanks.”

Miles meant it. When it came to fatherhood, this was seriously uncharted territory. It wasn’t like Mr. Taylor could go to the library and check out The Single Parent’s Guide to Raising a Superhero.

Mr. Taylor set down his fork. “I understand you have important boots to fill—Lord, isn’t that an understatement—but I want your word it won’t get in the way of school any more than it has to.” Mr. Taylor held forward his hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

In the Taylor household, shaking hands sealed an agreement tighter than a presidential signature.

Miles clasped Mr. Taylor’s hand. “I promise, Dad.” He felt a pang of loss. A few months ago the summer had seemed to stretch out in front of him like an endless highway. Now all that road was in his rearview. How had it gone by so fast?

Mr. Taylor went back to his breakfast. “Good man. After eighth grade comes high school. After that, college. Not a bit of that is negotiable. Because, unless there’s something you’re not telling me, being Gilded isn’t ever going to put food on your table.”

Another truth. For all the cape’s abilities, making money wasn’t one of them. Using it for personal profit was another no-no. All the comic books, toys, and other merchandise based on Gilded were done without consent. Henry had explained the legalese of it to Miles. Something to do with Gilded being a public figure like the president, so his likeness wasn’t protected. It sounded fishy, but what was Miles going to do about it, file a lawsuit?

“But what if—”

“I don’t want to hear it. My tax bill hasn’t gone down, so I’m guessing that means there’s still cops and firefighters in this town. Let them do what they get paid to. You think dispatch sends me out every time someone needs to replace a lightbulb?”

“No.”

“Darn right, no. I handle the big jobs. Everyone else can pitch in on the rest. That’s what I expect of you.”

“All right,” Miles said glumly. “I will.”

“I expect so. Don’t forget you gave me your word on this. A man doesn’t have his word—”

“—he doesn’t have jack.” A tried-and-true Hollis Taylor proverb. Right up there with “Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it” and “If you don’t like Johnny Cash music, I don’t want to know you.”

Miles pushed his half-eaten breakfast around on his plate. All this talk of not being Gilded had ruined his appetite. He stood from the table. “Speaking of school, I’d better get going. The bus will be here soon.”

“You sure?” Mr. Taylor looked surprised. “No telling when we’ll eat like this again.”

“Yeah. I’m not hungry.”

“You go on, then. Have a good day. As for me”—Mr. Taylor reached for Miles’s plate—“I vow to not let this good bacon go to waste.”

Miles picked up his backpack. The backpack that went everywhere he did. The backpack that held far more than books and notebook paper. He settled it onto his shoulders, feeling the soft hum of its contents against his body.

All his worries vanished. No matter what else happened, he was Gilded. And as long as that was true, nothing could ever go wrong.



CHAPTER

2

AS MILES STEPPED OFF THE bus, he thought about his summer adventures. Was Mr. Taylor honestly all that surprised Miles had spent the months tackling every mess in Atlanta, no matter how small?

The plain, simple truth? Being Gilded was fun.

No, county fairs were fun. Getting pulled in an inner tube behind a pontoon boat on Lake Lanier was fun.

Being Gilded was spectacular. Way better than being just another thirteen-year-old filing into his first day of school.

What a difference a year made.

When Miles had arrived at Chapman Middle for his first day of seventh grade, he’d never felt more abandoned and out of place. He was the new kid. He didn’t have any friends, and no one was lining up to change that. His life would’ve continued that way—maybe forever—if not for the cape. Now here he was one year later. Whether the rest of the kids realized it or not, Miles Taylor was their hero.

“Miles! Wait up!”

Miles turned and saw Henry trotting up to him. He was fumbling through his shoulder bag, which was already overstuffed, despite that he hadn’t been to his first class of the year yet and shouldn’t have had any papers or books to tote around. That was Henry. As neat and organized as Miles was, Henry was the polar opposite. His bedroom looked like a bomb site after a hurricane had blown through. It was a wonder he and Miles were able to function as a team at all.

Still, Miles couldn’t help but smile. After they’d spent the summer together, the two of them working to keep Atlanta safe, Miles was happy to see him on school grounds. It reminded him that even though summer was over, the good times didn’t have to be.

“Hey, Henry,” Miles said. A scrap of paper tumbled out of Henry’s bag and floated to the ground. “You dropped something.”

Henry continued rooting around in his bag, moving aside the thicket of papers, comic books, charging cords, and other odds and ends. “I know I didn’t leave my phone at home. . . .” Then he stopped and grinned, as though he’d told a joke that only he’d heard. “Oh, right.” He moved aside his bag to reveal a small pouch hanging on his hip, his smartphone nestled inside. “Check it out. I bought a phone holster. Instant access whenever I need it. No more digging in my bag. Cool, right?”

Henry Matte, the only human being under the age of sixty who’d ever used “phone holster” and “cool” in the same sentence.

“Good thinking,” Miles said, nodding. He conjured an image of Henry being as quick on the draw as a Wild West sheriff, except armed with information instead of bullets. Miles reached into his pocket and pulled out his own smartphone. “Got mine right here.”

Miles checked the screen.

No missed calls. No messages.

Miles’s phone was his twenty-four-hours-per-day, seven-days-per-week connection to Henry and, by extension, anything and everything the city might need a superhero for (which, in a city as large as Atlanta, turned out to be quite a few things). Using his phone, Henry kept tabs on the various local news outlets and social media sites that were always first to report when and where a crisis was taking place. If something occurred that needed Gilded’s attention, Henry sent an alert to Miles, and away Miles went.

There was a time not long ago when Miles had to keep his phone a secret from his dad. But one of the perks of revealing his superhero identity to Mr. Taylor was that his dad had backed off his stance against his son carrying a phone. Figuring Miles was probably the only middle schooler in creation with a life important enough to actually warrant a dedicated phone line, Mr. Taylor had squeezed the cost of the monthly bill out of the already tight household budget. Now Miles had a smartphone with a data plan, a vast improvement over the bare-bones flip-model phone Henry had surreptitiously financed in the early days when Mr. Taylor was still in the dark.

“What about the . . . you know.” Henry glanced around warily, making sure no one was in earshot. There was no such thing as “too careful” when talking about the cape.

Miles reached back and patted the bottom of his backpack. “Packed and ready to go. Just say when.”

“We’re a well-oiled machine!” Henry crowed.

Henry’s excitement level was high, even for him. He lived for school—he always said learning was his favorite pastime. Though he had other things on his mind, Miles agreed this was going to be a year to remember. It didn’t have to be just about tests and homework and smelly buses. Not for Miles Taylor. Not for Gilded.

“Let’s do this!” Miles said, grinning. He and Henry bumped fists like the teammates they were. “This year belongs to us!”

Miles slid his phone back into his pocket . . . but not before glancing at the screen again.

No missed calls. No messages.

Not entirely unusual. Mornings were always the slowest times for emergencies, particularly crimes in progress. Maybe crooks liked to sleep in, same as everyone else. Besides, Henry was standing right in front of him. If any crises were happening, he’d just tell him.

Miles glided past the kids milling about in the hall. Just by looking, he could tell the difference between the returning students bummed about another year at Chapman and the new students nervous and trying to orient themselves in such uninviting surroundings. Once he’d been the latter. When he’d woken this morning, he’d felt certain he was going to be the former. Being here now, however, he realized he was neither. He was confident and comfortable. A fighter pilot owning the sky with Henry as his wingman.
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