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Tell me how all this, and love too, will ruin us.

These, our bodies, possessed by light.

Tell me we’ll never get used to it.

‘Scheherazade’, Richard Siken
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Pretend it’s normal. It’s what they tell you at the sentencing. Pretend you were never different. It’s not hard to do. Pretend that the boxes are too heavy, that the fire started by itself. Tell them, it was just a lucky guess – it’s not as if I’m a mind-reader. Pretend you’re just like all the others. Pretend you never even flew.

Let the very idea become ridiculous. Soon you’ll turn thirty, thirty-five. After a while you’ll forget that the world was ever anything but work and home and bed, and new friendships that are almost as good as the old. Let that earlier time fade, let it hang in the back of your mind like a fancy outfit you’ll never wear again. Be a plain person in plain sight, one among millions.

And they were right, it gets easier. As you forget, the world forgets. Today’s college freshmen were in second grade the last time I was in the public eye. Perhaps one in twenty would remember me in my professional guise, but nobody makes the absurd leap from there to the decent, mild-mannered Rick Tower. Dr Rick Tower, to give him his proper title, associate professor at a medium-sized New England college best not named.

What’s he like, this man I became in the process of reaching forty? He is tall and slender and slightly stooped. He’s charming and eccentric, kindly and ineffectual, his angular face always set in a worried frown or a wan smile. He’s popular with the students, an almost too perfect match for what incoming students have been taught to expect of an English professor. To his colleagues he’s a genial blur. Never married, no children … what does he do with all that extra time? Reads, goes for walks, often at night. Drinks a bit, but hardly to excess. Even his vices are unremarkable.

Year by year he’s passed over for advancement, one of those academic ghost ships sailing into early middle age, already at the level they’d be for the next thirty years. You wouldn’t entrust the management of a departmental fundraiser to him, let alone the fate of the planet.

‘Take thou this token,’ he said. ‘When evil arises, touch the amulet and speak the Sacred Word and its power shall be yours.’

He pressed the ancient bronze amulet into my palm, my future handed off to me like a tip to a doorman. It was still warm from his touch, thin and worn but bright with promise.

‘Fear the Dark Adversary who will strive to defeat you,’ he said. ‘Strive to be just and fair, and all that is proper to a king.’

There was more, but I was having a hard time paying attention. Something about a royal bloodline? Enough politics, bring on the superpower! The clearest thing I remember is his face, his eyes shining with faith and hope, and the certainty that I was the one. I was fifteen years old.

Crossing the departmental lounge, I nod here and there and keep moving. They know by now I don’t fraternize, and anyway there’s Dutton who is obsessed with nineties trivia. He’s given me a questioning look once or twice.

In my office I give myself the habitual once-over. Different hair, different glasses, different nose. I’m overthinking this. Nobody’s looking for me. If my name came up, they’d remember it only halfway – a scandal, drugs maybe. Was he the one that died? Was he on that reality show that ran one season? (Yes.) But the Duttons of the world would know me, if they only thought to look. Safely out of view, I can lose myself, grade papers, spend an hour revising ‘Doubleness in the Late Victorian Novel’ for resubmission.

At five o’clock, the department holds a happy hour in the faculty lounge, celebrating an award for our resident poet, with sour wine and a tray of prosciutto-wrapped melon slices. I come in to hear the speech, standing at the back, until my phone buzzes and I take the excuse to hurry back to my office, the department ghost fading, fading again into the walls.

My phone has five missed calls, all from a self-storage facility.

‘There’s a beeping, sir. From your unit.’

‘What? What beeping?’

‘Sir, we’ll have to ask you to come and open it up. Otherwise the police may be involved.’

‘I’m on my way. Don’t call the police. And whatever you do, please don’t open it.’

Cutting across the center quadrangle dusted with early autumn leaves, I take a mental inventory of that storage unit, and all the things in it that are capable of beeping, and how much trouble I could potentially be in.

‘Yo, Professor T, what’s the hurry?’ calls a C+ lacrosse player. The two girls with him laugh and whisper.

Professor Tower hurries on. I hope you’re happy not being enslaved by immortal time-travelers. You’re welcome. I think of Sinistro’s space station burning silently as it drifts from orbit, bulbous and black against the bright curve of the Earth. It tumbles as it begins the long fall.

I walk southwards. The collegiate housing gives way to auto parts stores and warehouses. The self-storage facility rises from its acre of pavement, huge and orange and white, exhaling a chilly gloom.

It’s no wonder they phoned me. I can hear it all the way down the metal corridor, a cheap two-toned melody like the theme from an old video game. I know what it is. I knew the instant they told me. I turn the key with numb fingers.

With the door open the sound blares out loud and clear from its tiny speaker. It bounces off the metal walls, making it hard to find, spills out over cardboard boxes shiny with dried-out packing tape, stretched over mailing labels for old apartments in far-off towns I scarcely remember living in.

Deedle deedle beep, it goes. Step forward, listen again. All this junk. An old mattress, an armchair I’ll never use again. A pair of rocket boots blackened from use. One half of a set of those bracelets that give you a force field when you touch them together. Why do I keep these things? Step back, step forward. Warm, cool, hot and hotter … and there it is, in a box marked ‘Kitchen’ under a red plastic colander nestled in with a bunch of expired bath products. A smooth oval, a little box the size of a lady’s compact, two flat buttons, a speaker and red LEDs.

Beep beep, goes the box. Deedle deedle. What am I supposed to do with it? I didn’t think it was even connected to anything.

I pocket it and start for home, the box beeping all the way, wailing of disasters to come or perhaps already in progress. Mutant teens on the rampage. Alien eyes looking greedily from high Earth orbit. The dead rising from their graves, demanding an explanation.

I pour a glass of wine and let the box thing chirp away beneath my couch cushions while I figure out what to do with it. Stamping on it doesn’t do anything. Knives won’t pry it open. There’s no use waiting for it to run down. The fragment of uranium inside it will last for thousands of years, long after anyone but Sinistro will remember what it was for.

A neighbor bangs on the wall.

‘Sorry! Smoke alarm! Fixing it now!’

At last I fill the sink and drop it in. It drifts to the bottom, trailing bubbles and trilling its stupid song, now successfully muted.

Are the others hearing it, from their transmitters? Stefanie in her Malibu mansion? Cat in whatever Eastern European nation she’s holed up in? I text Jack but, as usual, he’s nowhere to be found, probably partying with twentysomething tech-lords he calls friends nowadays.

I know what the box wants me to do, and it’s going to keep beeping until I do it. I press transmit and it goes quiet.

‘This is Prodigy, responding,’ I say. ‘Please acknowledge.’ I press the receiver.

There’s a buzz and hiss of static.

‘It’s Prodigy,’ I repeat. ‘Who is this? What’s the emergency?’

Nothing. The beeping has stopped, although the little LEDs still flash. What is it? The world in peril? Has Doctor Optimal gone bad again? My fated adversary arriving at long last to menace the world, a peril from which only I can save us?

Every three months I report to the Department of Metahuman Affairs office for a polygraph test. They ask me if I still have it, if I’ve taken it out of the box, if I’ve worn it, if I’ve even thought about it. I say no, usually truthfully. The last time I took it out was three and a half years ago, a drunken night after a breakup.

I should check, shouldn’t I? Just to be sure. If enemies are abroad, they might want to steal it. I used to have a safe built of lab-grown diamond to keep it in but those days are long past. I should be grateful they let me keep it at all. ‘For emergencies,’ they said, although none ever seem to happen.

I pull out the top drawer of my dresser and dump out the socks and T-shirts, and a little cardboard box falls out with them. It rattles when I shake it. Right where I left it. I should look, though, shouldn’t I? Just to be sure.

It looks like it always does. A metal disk two and three-quarter inches across and a quarter inch thick, pierced near the edge with a tiny hole for the chain to pass through. The material is bronze, like an ancient coin or statue, or the medal for third place. On one side there’s an indistinct outline, perhaps a head in profile or the outline of a country. The other side shows a simple pentagon etched into the metal.

Now what? The communicator light is still flashing. Danger still awaits. It won’t stop until I report to headquarters. Take your time, it says. It’s only the fate of the world.

What if the amulet doesn’t work anymore? There’s that to be considered. It’s what the Wizard said would happen, if I strayed from the path of justice. Never for evil, he said, and only in times of greatest need, or else the power will be taken from you.

Sure, I said. Makes sense. It did at the time. Over the years there emerged some gray areas. Like if I really needed to show up somewhere on time, or get into a party, and then there were other things, like do I need to meet Tom Cruise? And is that a ‘greatest’ need? Because it seemed pretty great at the time.

I shall be there to guide you, but the path will be dark, the wizard Michael Ferris said. The burden will be heavy.

That’s fine, I said. I can totally manage. Even at that moment, I couldn’t help thinking there had been a mistake on somebody’s part. They were looking for another kid. A brave and true-hearted kid who would dare great things and make smart life choices.

I could have stopped the proceedings right there. The rightful owner was out there and I could have humbly stepped aside. I thought of it; I knew it.

Then I thought, No. I don’t care, just choose me. Make me whatever this is. Make me this prophesied thing I’ve never heard of. Make me anything as long as it’s not fifteen-year-old Alex Beekman.

And then I was the Chosen One, the Prophesied Champion, heir of kings. It would be my task to save the world. I would fight a hundred battles and win them all, and never particularly deserve it.

I should check, right? Just to make sure? The chain slips over my head. Its trifling weight settles on my chest, where it once lay, day and night. I turn the lights out – as if that would fool any of the people capable of watching me.

Touch the amulet and speak the Sacred Word. Here, I shall whisper it to you. He put a warm finger against my lips to make sure I didn’t repeat it aloud. He whispered it in my ear, the word of power, spoken key to the ancient miracle, just as I whisper it now.

‘Raeclun.’

It comes out in a voice like a little boy’s. Two meaningless syllables I have carried with me for decades: trigger and battle cry. I know it looks like ‘nuclear’ backward. It’s not, and I’m tired of having that argument.

The change happens in a moment. The room seems to drop slightly. Colors grow brighter, shadows clarify. I’m seeing them from Prodigy’s height, through his eyes. The floor creaks under my added weight. My great heart beats just thirty times a minute. I feel lighter, awake, free of the lingering aches and nausea I carry without thinking. Invincible again.

Prodigy. Stab it, shoot it, drop a piano on it, it’s all been tried. Acid, poison, the vacuum of space, the pressure of the ocean depths, swords and knives, lasers and lava and lightning bolts. In the whole world, there is only one person and object that can damage me, and I don’t expect to see either of them ever again.

The bathroom mirror shows me its face and it’s better even than I remember. God, I’m handsome. The face is still like the old one, but it never looked like this. It’s how I look in daydreams, with classic cheekbones, a full expressive mouth, and the skin of a man twenty years younger, with better living habits. It’s aging, yes, but like how movie stars dream of aging. Grizzled and sexy. The eyes still display an intelligence and firmness of purpose and a hint of leashed ferocity. Only the blade of a nose saves it from an overly generic handsomeness, but even that is somehow perfect. It even has a good haircut. Don’t ask me how that works.

What exactly is it? It’s supposed to be ancient, but I don’t know if it’s magic or alien technology or psychic powers or what. I’ve looked for the secret in books and manuscripts in the libraries of a dozen countries, across two decades and three graduate degrees. No clue, no record of it even exists. Maybe it doesn’t matter. I lived with it for twenty-five years, knowing there’s a part of me that was never weak, never tired, never broken. Even harmless, tame, educated Rick Tower knows it’s still here, only a word away.

Motionless in the darkened living room, I can feel its smooth loose-limbed perfection. The night air outside has gone crystalline, every leaf in icy-sharp focus. I can hear my neighbor breathing, hear a boy laugh a block away, a delivery truck passing on the freeway a quarter of a mile away. I could tear this place apart. Let them stop me. Let them try.

Should I? More than once, Doctor Optimal asked me to turn evil. Join me, he used to say. And we can rule the world. Maybe I should have. I could have worn a black trench coat instead of the blue and white bodysuit this thing comes in. I would have looked amazing.

He’s the one I miss, not the heroes and government operatives. If he were here he would understand. We’d have a drink and I’d ask him to tell me his theories about weather control, about the diabolical nature of the Gold Standard. Tell me about 1980s anime, I’d say, like you did back in high school. At least tell me how we’re still not so different, you and I.

The phone rings, an unknown number.

‘Is everything all right, Professor?’ Soothing and friendly, my case officer from the Department of Metahuman Affairs.

‘Fine, fine.’ I try to sound like Rick Tower, higher and breathier, but it’s hard to conceal the resonance of Prodigy’s voice.

‘We detected a subspace transmission from your approximate location. With whom were you communicating?’

‘Oh yeah, just a glitch. Mysteries of subspace, right? Unless there’s something going on?’

‘Nothing’s going on,’ the voice says. ‘There’s no emergency. Go to bed, Professor Tower.’

He’s right. Put it away, put it away before this goes any further. I’ll think about this tomorrow, and if the world ends before then, well, problem solved.

I say the word and become the mild-mannered shell of a professor again. If you try, you can bury anything deep inside yourself, even a being of unimaginable power.
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Newcomers Mansion is a high breaking wave of concrete and glass above the big box stores and condos, the mixed-use land at the edge of town. Empty now, since 1995 or so. We built it as a calling card to announce ourselves to the world, to stand for justice and daring and youth. It looks ridiculous.

Everybody hated it. The neighbors and the planning board tried to keep us out but we were young, with superpowers and destinies to fulfill. The Princess had endless money, and Jack could design and construct just about anything. We built it high – three stories, not counting the tower and sky lounges – with more sub-basements than anyone will ever find (I hope). Its triumphalist modernism owes (a critic noted) a certain amount to Eero Saarinen and considerably more to Mussolini.

The setting sun puts the glass facade in shadow and warms the concrete curve of the roofline, smooth and massive like a whale breaching the New England soil. I stand on the far side of the street, hidden in the shadow of a spreading oak, as a trio of German art students take selfies in front of it. I wonder if they even know what it used to be.

They wander off toward their next ironic photo op. I watch them from my concealment, feeling a bit stupid, but who knows? Evil lurks where it lurks. In the breast pocket of my blazer, the transponder blinks and blinks, silently urging me across the road, back to my absurd former life. What are you waiting for? The world is probably in peril.

Deep breath. My new shoes clatter on the marble walkway. The sun subsides behind the mansion’s roofline. Step by step the narrow, stiff figure of Professor Tower is swallowed up in its shadow. What would a passing co-worker say if they spotted me, their eccentric colleague, in the act of infiltrating the former headquarters of a defunct teen crime-fighting quartet? Would they finally put two and two together, realize who and what was living in their midst? Doubtful. Rick Tower was my home for too long.

Does the system remember my voice? It does. The armored doors slide open and the twilight is reflected off a wedge of white marble floor.

I was twenty, the last time I walked through this door, then with a mild hangover, a duffle bag full of underwear and T-shirts, plus a prized Calvin Klein sport jacket pillaged from a Sassy photo shoot. The Newcomers were gone but the future was bright, with endorsement deals and prospective team-ups. Johnny Atomic had a place in Allston where I’d crash for a few days until I figured out a plan, and anyway I could sleep anyplace. It’s not like Prodigy feels the weather.

Stefanie and I were the marquee faces (everyone thought we’d be a couple – never happened). Jack was the funny one, and Cat brought the bad-girl energy that played so well in the early nineties.

Behind me, a car revs its engine and startles me back to the present. The government’s watchers? Somebody else’s? I hop through into the cool darkness. Twenty years since I turned out the lights.

Jack’s futuristic design for the entranceway was to give off a minimalist nineties cool, but to my eye it resembles the seat of a dystopian world government. I cross the sea of white marble to the reception desk, a long curved slab of blond wood. When I drop my weekend bag, the sound pings off the marble floor and bare walls and echoes up toward the high arched ceiling.

‘Hello?’

Am I the only one who thought this thing was mandatory? I’m a little relieved, to be honest. It would be nice to have a moment to take this in before the rest of them start rummaging around in here. I find the controls that bring the great starburst chandelier to life.

The hallways are hung with awards, newspaper headlines and photos of us with politicians and celebrities. And villains. Loremonger, Martinet. We put Foulmouth away, but then who didn’t? And there, grinning away, black eyes shining, is Sinistro. Barrel-chested, long hair slicked back, impeccably dressed. We all had our personal destinies and arch foes but Sinistro was our group’s nemesis, a time-traveling world-conqueror, intelligent and brutal. The most implacable of our foes by far and, it has to be admitted, the sexiest.

Doors swish asunder as I approach, circling back through two living rooms and a briefing room. The gymnasium, custom-built for our altered physiques, still smells of our unnatural sweat. The laboratory is colossal, exuberant; the helicopter pad doubled as a basketball court. We spent so much money.

The headquarters itself was meant to be a beacon of hope and justice, and was in practice more of a halfway house, inhabited by four teenagers too dazzled to really address the trauma that got us here. It was a fortress against a lot of messiness we churned up in our wake; a perennial crash space for a mixed-up batch of almost-heroes at the edge of the powered spectrum, vigilante conjurers and off-brand samurai, Ivy League vampire kids, semi-deities dodging as long as possible the fates set down for them. We held extremely good parties.

‘Is anybody here?’

The gas is off in the oversized kitchen where empty refrigerators stand among shoals of useless steel countertops and the beautiful stoves that we never used because none of us except Jack ever learned to cook.

What if they’re not coming? What if I have to face whatever this is alone? Maybe the others threw their transmitters away, or lost them, or they just stopped working. Jack said it couldn’t happen but people say a lot of things. Sinistro said he would live forever.

The electricity still works – powered by an off-the-books fusion plant which is one of many reasons we can never sell this place. I try the house computers but Jack is the only one who knows how to get them started again.

I text him. Where are you? Are you coming? I can’t get into the system.

Are you getting these? What if there’s a giant meteor?

Where is everybody? At a rough guess: Prague, Dubai and Fairland, which means it could be tomorrow or next week before they get here.

I wander for a while, down halls, past a billiards room, two swimming pools I’d forgotten about. It’s still hard to believe how much money went into this place. The tower library is all blond wood, curved reading nooks nestled under high windows looking out toward Boston and the Atlantic. I was the only one who ever used it. I’d spend whole days here, reading or watching the snow or rain, more and more often, before things ended. The closest thing I had to a college education, snatched between missions and press conferences and celebrity galas.

How could I be this lucky? I thought it every day for the almost four years we lived together, traveled together, solved mysteries, fought weird implacable foes in city streets and tropical islands, and the rest of the time held marvelous parties for the bright young powered kids. We were always together. I can remember what Stefanie’s lipstick tasted like and being kept awake by Jack’s snoring and the solid shock of a headbutt from Cat.

What happened, exactly? It was the early nineties and the Champions couldn’t keep going forever. Their boomer appeal was waning even if their powers weren’t; echoing haymaker punches and boilerplate speeches, and moral codes that were growing stale like an overplayed classic rock album. We were glossy, wisecracking, edgy (although that was mostly Cat). We were talking to MTV about a Real World spinoff. The Web was fizzing into life. Justice belonged to the kids now – and that was us.

Only it wasn’t, and I never even read the signals. Perhaps I’d misunderstood all along how important we were supposed to be, how cool we were. In the end we were there to save the world but never told how, or what ill-defined threat menaced a generation with no particular interest in being rescued. Then the lights came on and I was the last party guest, lingering by the drinks table.

Brilliant as we were, two decades later we have little to show for our early promise: a notorious lawsuit, two felony convictions, three bankruptcies, a divorce, a world of bad decision-making and a legacy that persists almost exclusively in sociology dissertations and bar trivia nights. It’s no wonder none of us can stand to live here anymore.

For an hour I sit and grade just enough papers to keep Rick Tower’s job going. The house is so silent I can hear it when the front doors open again and footsteps clump inside and on up the stairs. Stefanie would be in heels and I wouldn’t hear Cat at all, so that only leaves one person. Who I last saw flailing at the controls of the candy-colored GalactiCar III that spun out over the Washington Mall trailing smoke and stolen documents into the wind.

I wait, not unlike a man chained to a doomsday machine, for the world’s greatest inventor to arrive. I wonder what he looks like now, and I wonder if he’s mad at me and if we’ll fight. I wonder how he knows I’m up here, but then he’s the world’s fourth smartest man and knows all kinds of things. I hope he knows what to say. The footsteps stop just short of the doorway for a moment, then Jack, once known as Doctor Optimal, leaps sideways into view.

‘X-ray fuckin’ eyes!’

It’s been six years since I last saw him. He’s not in costume, thank god. He’s wearing a dark turtleneck and an expensive leather jacket, styled to look like the Silicon Valley mogul he’s supposed to be now. Even with his black hair going salt-and-pepper he still manages to look like Jack Angler, World’s Cleverest Boy.

He’s wearing a distractingly ugly pair of goggles: a pair of silver-dollar-sized lenses and the rest of it mostly wire and duct tape and what looks like a bent-up coat hanger.

‘Jack! I thought you weren’t coming.’

‘How would I not?’ he says. ‘Come on, do you see these? X-ray eyeglasses!’

‘Those look incredibly bad,’ I say. ‘Is that the new start-up?’

‘Nah, Samsung bought and killed it. Still got paid.’

‘What do you even see right now?’

‘Bones, whatever,’ he says. ‘It’s not that great.’

‘Jesus. Take them off already.’

His face underneath looks puffy, like he’s been eating lousy food and hasn’t slept. But the quality of attention is there. A man thinking at twice the rate I do, or four or ten times.

‘Did you hear from anybody?’ I say. ‘Any idea who died?’

‘Nah, nobody talks to me.’

‘Yeah, well.’ I fake-consider the next words. ‘So this whole thing isn’t – you know –’

‘What?’

‘One of your things. Like, a trap? A diabolical plan?’

‘Fuck off. No,’ he says. ‘Nice face, by the way. I like the nose.’

‘Shut up, it’s good.’

‘Let’s check the perimeter,’ he says. ‘This whole situation is weird. If somebody’s been here, I want to know.’

The first stop is the War Room, massively overdesigned. A conference table with the sweeping lines of a stealth bomber, holographic display, individual cup holders. Jack built the computer system himself, the most powerful cybernetic brain of 1992. Twenty years ahead of its time, he told us. Twenty-three years ago.

Text floods the monitor, streaming past faster than I can follow, but Jack’s gaze flicks up and down. There’s a barely audible whirring sound that I eventually realize comes from Jack’s left eye. It’s been replaced by a tiny transparent sphere that shuffles between different lenses.

‘Shit, what the hell happened?’

‘Saudi yacht, some fucking thing. This one’s better anyway,’ he says.

The blue eye, I remember. The other is green.

When he bends over the keyboard his hair falls forward to show the shaved patch around a domino-sized slab of white plastic set flush with the skin. The latest version of the Thinking Cap, the onboard cybernetics he’s been upgrading since he was ten years old. The earliest version looked like an upside-down colander threaded with green, red and white wires.

‘I like the new Cap. Sleek.’

‘Twelfth gen, best yet. The guts of it are in the cloud,’ he says, still working. ‘So what’s the latest? Did Michael Ferris ever turn up?’

‘Yeah, whatever. Heard from any alien fleets?’

‘They’re coming, don’t worry about that. Shit, this is going to be a half-hour at least. Let’s check the house.’

‘If we run into anything …’

‘You better believe it.’ He opens the jacket to show the old matte-steel plasma pistol in his belt, the seams hand-welded, the aperture blackened from use.

‘You really should not have that. How did you even get it here?’

‘Honorary Sky Marshal.’ He flashes a badge. ‘Come downstairs, I want to see the lab.’

He put his laboratory in the basement. He liked to build big, and the upper stories wouldn’t support the stacked data banks and generators and the other great engines of science – quiet now, but once they blinked and glowed like a carnival midway. Every flat surface is cluttered with tools and half-built scraps of genius.

‘Look at this old stuff,’ he says. He paws through the jumble of cables and odd bits of hardware, then plucks out a compact chunky bracelet. ‘Wrist-mounted grappling hook, remember that one? Foosh!’ He grins.

Moral lapses aside, you have to admit Jack has always liked being Jack. He takes a delicate metal circlet off a shelf and fits it around his wide forehead. Lights run up and down the delicate frame.

‘Hey, you found your tiara,’ I say.

‘It’s a multiphase sensor array. You are so far from understanding what I do, you’re like an ant – but like the other ants, never give him anything important to do. The worst ant.’

On the mezzanine Jack leans over a railing to scan the main dining room below, big enough to double as a ballroom.

‘You learning anything?’ I say.

‘Nothing. It never did much inside the house – all the leftover magic is still scrambling the sensors. I wish Stefanie were here to straighten this out.’

‘Really?’

‘Fuck no,’ Jack says. He kicks a red plastic cup across the floor from who knows what long-ago party. ‘My god, look at this place.’

‘I know.’

On a long-ago night we danced until we dropped, then played a make-out game with the guests on the front lawn, laughed ourselves silly, and watched the sunrise from the GalactiCar’s landing pad that we used for cookouts on summer evenings. I think that was when I asked Jack whether we’d always be friends and he said he loved me. I wonder if he remembers it. Maybe the Thinking Cap does.

Upstairs, Stefanie’s mysterious tower sanctum is just a circular room now, with white plaster walls, all mystery gone.

Cat’s room never had furniture, just a bare mattress mounded over with a nest of skirts, underwear, T-shirts, shoes, condom wrappers, bits of make-up on the floor, bags of potato chips, vodka bottles. She barely slept at all and her metabolism was hangover-proof.

‘Quit gawking. It’s depressing to watch,’ Jack says. ‘Are you seeing anybody now?’

‘Nobody much.’

‘You’re not still hung up on that Meg person, are you?’

‘Please stop thinking about my dick.’

‘Then get laid already. I’m the one who gets your sad-sack drunk texts once a year.’

Back in the entrance hall he walks in a final slow circle, letting the sensors take it in.

‘Fuck it, the house is clean. Let’s get a drink.’

‘Doesn’t the Cap hate it when you drink?’

‘It’s not the boss of me.’

We scrounge a pair of plastic cups and an ancient bottle of Scotch Jack stashed in a corner of the lab and wander up to one of the living rooms. After a few sips it starts to feel a little like old times, a thin skin of something like joy that I don’t want to touch or even look at for fear of breaking the surface tension.

‘You should have seen it after ’06,’ Jack is saying. ‘The VCs were on their knees begging me to take a meeting. Bidding wars, private jets, London, Dubai. The New Yorker did a piece.’

‘“A Boy Genius Arrives in Silicon Valley”. I read it.’

Susan Orlean did a good job of capturing Jack’s whiz-kid swagger, the one-off leaps of innovation that seemed to defy the laws of physics. She also wrote of an almost unconscious impulse to self-sabotage. The boy who wished for fewer wishes.

‘Hey, is ESOC still on your ass?’ he says.

‘Yeah, Class C Restricted. Limited travel, surveillance, polygraphs, the works. I’ll have to tell them I was here. You?’

‘I do a little national defense work, and they give me a psych screening once a year.’

‘That’s it? Are you fucking kidding me?’

‘Hold that thought,’ Jack says. He claps the goggles back onto his face, stares at the wall, or through it.

‘Okay, who’s this now?’

The plastic strip above his ear flashes incandescent white, then he’s off the counter and across the room and out the door almost faster than I can follow, moving like a puppet yanked along by a wire. His nervous system must be jacked up even worse than last I saw it.

Footsteps, the front door slams, a cry of alarm. I’ve been away so long, I almost forgot what this is like.
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‘Looky what I got.’

In the front hall, Jack is gripping a man by his short blond hair. He’s so tall, Jack must have had to jump to grab hold but now he has the man bent half over, his weird pistol jammed against the man’s temple. I can hear the turbines inside the weapon whining, crawling up the scale.

I can’t see the stranger’s face, only that he has beautiful floppy hair and he’s wearing a royal-blue blazer with brass buttons. He’s got both his hands up in debonair surrender.

‘Hello, there,’ I say. ‘Do we know you?’

‘I’m terribly sorry,’ he says. He sounds, somehow, more British than actual British people. ‘I was told I would be expected.’

He doesn’t sound angry. It’s more of a genteel weariness. Like we’re all just having one of those days.

‘Hands on the wall,’ Jack says as he lets go of the man’s hair.

The newcomer straightens up to comply. He is in his extraordinarily handsome middle forties. Prince Charming slightly past his peak.

‘Is everything quite all right?’ he asks.

‘How did you get the door open?’ I ask.

‘Stefanie gave me the bypass code,’ he says over his shoulder. ‘Didn’t she tell you?’

Aha.

‘You’re Stef’s husband,’ I say. ‘Finbar.’

The second husband, from the wedding I wasn’t invited to. I remember now, a collateral noble from the same kind of pocket kingdom as Stefanie, a literal Prince Charming. Or Duke Charming, I remember. They probably met on a dating app for fairy-tale characters. He can probably knock Jack across the room anytime he pleases.

‘Call me Barry. And you must be Alex, er, Rick. The teacher. I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Professor. And thanks.’

‘And this would be Jack?’

‘Maybe,’ Jack says. ‘Maybe not.’

The gun hasn’t moved.

‘It’s wonderful to finally meet you,’ Barry says. ‘I was sorry you couldn’t come to the wedding. You were missed. Both of you.’

‘I had a thing,’ Jack mumbles. He lowers the pistol and Barry fixes his cuffs.

‘Is Stefanie not coming?’ I ask.

‘She’s on set all month, couldn’t possibly get away. When she saw the alarm, she asked me to go see what’s afoot.’ He has a remarkable gift for getting a conversation moving again, post-gunplay.

‘You mean Her Highness didn’t make it a priority,’ Jack says. ‘Okay. Welcome, I guess.’ He gives a sardonic little half-bow.

‘Do you suppose one might find a drink hereabouts?’

‘First living room on the left, sideboard,’ I tell him, and point. ‘We’ll be there in just a second.’

When Barry’s gone, Jack says, ‘Do we have to have this guy?’

‘What? He seems nice.’

‘Yeah, but … you saw him. His stupid face.’

‘It’s not my fault you both married the same person.’

‘I’m just saying. It’s annoying.’

I get it, in a way. Certain missteps notwithstanding, people like me are on the side of rightness. We fight thieves, punish murderers and other wrongdoers. I don’t use my powers to rob or harm others unprovoked. I recycle. But we’re just doing our best, we’re the same people we would be without powers.

Barry is different, you can tell right away. Fundamentally, instinctually decent and charming, and you can’t imagine him harboring an ignoble impulse; he’s heroic at the cellular level. And he smells great. Like a rose bush wearing an old leather jacket.

We find him in one of the dens, lounging in an armchair, elegant to the point of caricature, threats to life and limb forgotten. As comfortable as if he owns the place – which, given that he is married to Stefanie, it’s possible he does.

‘What exactly did Stefanie send you here to do?’ Jack asks.

‘Maybe I’d be useful in the event of a crisis. Is there one, by the way? Are we all quite doomed?’

‘We don’t know yet,’ Jack says. ‘Not unless you do.’

‘Useful how?’ I ask.

‘Well, I fight a bit of crime myself. I called myself Gallant for a while.’

I remember. He was a kind of gentleman vigilante of the swashbuckling sort.

‘What about it?’ Jack asks.

‘Well, I was a rather good detective, you know. I pick up on things. It’s the faerie blood.’

‘Uh-huh, what things?’ Jack leans forward a little, a strain in his voice I recognize. He’s pathologically unable to bear the idea that anybody else realized a thing before he did.

‘You do know there’s a fourth person in the building, don’t you?’

Jack is dumbfounded for once. A voice comes from the kitchen.

‘Ah, shit.’

Gathered in the kitchen, we watch Cat slowly uncoil from her perch in an upper corner of the ductwork, making a performance of it, supporting herself one-handed without a tremor of effort. She wears the same leather bodysuit she did at twenty, in defiance of the workings of time. It shows every over-amped muscle on her small frame.

She lazily grabs a pipe and swings into a somersaulting half-twist, to land soundlessly on the tile floor. A Black woman with close-cropped hair, a few years shy of forty although she still looks twenty-eight at most. Does she even get old? No one knows how she works, not even the ones who made her.

‘Well. Now it’s a party,’ she says, smiling.

‘Holy shit. Cat. Hi.’ My hand checks for the amulet.

A microtremor crosses her body, the fleeting tick of a combat subroutine suppressed on the instant.

‘Is that how it’s going to be?’ she says.

‘No. It’s just been a while.’

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Let me know if that changes.’

She holds out her arms in a half-ironic way. We hug and she’s warm but still hard as rock and strung wire, like hugging an awkward fence post. She’s had more work done, a line of bumps down her spine like a dragon’s.

‘What the fuck were you doing up there?’ Jack says.

‘Gathering intelligence. Assessing any collateral danger following the initial incident.’

‘Learn anything?’

‘That’s for me to know.’

‘This is Barry. Stefanie’s husband.’

Barry offers his hand; she waves it off.

‘I know.’

‘Sorry to give away the game,’ he says.

‘It won’t happen again,’ Cat says. ‘I take it the Princess can’t be bothered to join us.’

‘She would have loved to be here.’

‘I bet.’

‘Hey, Barry, maybe we ought to go, whatever, check on that computer,’ Jack says to Barry. He gives me a look before they leave: Don’t be any stupider than you have to.

‘Well, Professor Tower? How are you?’ Cat leans back, elbows on the counter.

‘Fine.’

‘Class C Restricted Status. Lost your tenure fight a few weeks ago. Really?’

This kind of dig is new for Cat, this instinct for the verbal jugular. I guess people change.

‘I’m fine. What have you been doing?’

‘Vengeance. Europe, mostly.’

‘Right. I thought you weren’t allowed back into the United States.’

‘So arrest me. Again.’ She pops open a beer. ‘Did you have any children?’

‘No, although I guess you know that. You?’

‘None of us do.’

‘Why are you here, Cat?’ I say. ‘You said you were done with all this. You were pretty direct about it.’

‘It’s a max priority. It might actually matter for once.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’re here. Just don’t start in on Jack, okay? He’s a lot to handle as it is.’

‘Oh, I would never,’ she says. Cat smiles, the hairline-cracked smile of a person you can’t kid yourself is ever really going to be okay.

Jack bangs his way into the doorway, a little out of breath.

‘Guys? Sorry to interrupt.’

‘You’re not interrupting anything,’ Cat says.

‘Whatever you say. Alex, you need to see this. Now.’




4

I used to think the oversized War Room made us look like teenagers playing at being grown-ups. Twenty years later, the grown-ups are here. Everyone but Cat looks a bit duller, fleshier, their faces settled into their lifelong habits. And then Jack’s new eye glints as it shifts lenses. And my nose has gotten straightened into Rick Tower’s, and I can’t feel the tip anymore.

And there’s a handsome stranger sitting in Stefanie’s chair. Barry is looking around the table, avidly attentive. I wonder what Stefanie told him about us.

‘Adept, Doctor Optimal, and Prodigy, ready for onsite briefing. Glamour absent, Gallant in attendance.’ He used to love doing the briefings.

‘Can you not?’ Cat says.

‘It’s for the logs.’

‘Jack, come on,’ I say.

‘You’d better show us,’ Barry says, glancing at me.

The big hologram display lights up. A half-dozen narrow columns of text, each with a small head shot at the top, some black and white, some color. It’s a cheap-looking layout, like from a free template.

‘The AI was built to sift online sources for interesting data,’ Jack says. ‘That was back in ’92 but the code’s self-modifying. This thing figured out the Web all by itself.’

‘No one cares,’ Cat says.

‘What are we looking at?’ I ask.

‘The Pittsfield Gazette,’ Jack says. ‘This week’s obituaries.’

He zooms in a little. A smiling teenager killed in a car accident. A middle-aged man, two senior citizens. An unsmiling young woman who worked at a pharmacy.

‘Second from the left,’ he says.

A color photo of a man, maybe sixty-five. Roy Gillespie, substitute teacher in the Pittsfield school system for the last seventeen years. Well-liked, a bachelor, leaves no family. I stop again on that picture, on those wide-set eyes, thin lips in a slight smile. I’ve seen those eyes before.

‘Well?’ Jack says.

It hits me. No. The nose has broadened but the sandy hair kept its color. He shaved off the stupid Burt Reynolds mustache. He looked better with it.

‘It can’t be,’ I say.

‘It’s him,’ Jack says. ‘It’s Michael Ferris. He’s dead.’

My first thought is, But he was so young. Idiotic. He was thirty-five when I last saw him, younger than I am now, an English teacher at Hanover High School.

Everyone is waiting for me to say something.

‘Yeah, it’s him,’ I say quietly. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I looked him up. He’s been there since 1997. His papers look legit. Nothing on his record. Won a teaching award in 2002.’

He would have. A cool teacher who could joke with the kids, assigned weird books, Sartre and Camus, and encouraged us to talk about them. He was a bachelor, sexy in a throwback 1970s way, and girls had crushes on him. He didn’t look anything like a wizard.

He took me aside one day after class to tell me I’d qualified for a special test. That was how he started it. He put his hand on my shoulder like he was really pleased with me, a thing no teacher had ever done. He pretended he was driving me to a neighboring high school but instead he took me to a magic cave and merged my life with the big magical destiny that would take everything over for the next few decades.

Of course, I never saw him again.

He didn’t show up for school the next day, or that week or ever again. Everyone assumed he’d been caught messing around with a student, but I knew that couldn’t be right. I searched for him for years and all the time, he was a two-hour drive west on the Massachusetts Turnpike.

What the fuck did he think he was doing out there? He must have known where I was. Why didn’t he talk to me?

‘What happened?’

‘According to the police report, somebody broke into his house,’ Jack says. ‘There was a tussle, he hit his head. They have no suspects. They’re guessing it was an accident.’

‘May I ask who …?’ Barry asks, not ungently.

‘Michael Ferris. He was a wizard,’ I say. ‘He gave me my powers.’

‘A worker of magic?’ Barry says.

‘Well, he said he was. I guess it didn’t do him much good.’

‘Ah. I’m sorry.’

‘So that’s all?’ Cat says.

‘What do you mean, that’s all?’ I say.

‘I risked a lot coming here. I thought there would be a real crisis. I can get all the dead wizards I need back in France.’

‘This is Michael Ferris we’re talking about,’ I said. ‘The Wizard of the Cave. You’ve heard me talk about him a hundred times. I’ve been looking for him for twenty-five years, and now he’s been murdered.’

‘Who says?’ Cat says. ‘You’re the one who told us the prophecy was bullshit.’

‘Well, I don’t know. I thought he was gone and now – whatever he warned me about, maybe it killed him.’

‘Or he’s an old guy who hit his head,’ Cat says, pushing her chair back. ‘Let me know when you figure it out.’

‘You’re going? Really?’

‘Not my origin, not my problem,’ Cat says. ‘I have business elsewhere. The Prion Corporation’s not going to destroy itself.’

‘Evil forces are rising. That’s why we’re here!’ Barry nods vigorously. At least he brings some more clarity to the situation.

‘I’m a little evil myself lately, if you hadn’t noticed.’

‘That doesn’t mean you’re not threatened. We haven’t even talked about suspects. What if it’s a Prion hit team?’

‘The Prion Corporation cares only for profit and control.’

‘Queen Juniper.’

‘It’s not likely,’ Barry says. ‘She’s not been active in the Midworld for years.’

‘Aliens.’

‘I watch the skies. Always,’ Jack says. Then pauses, before intoning, ‘It could be Sinistro.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Barry says, ‘isn’t Sinistro dead?’

‘I swear to god, Jack, if you start with the “return of Sinistro” scenario again, you will beg for death,’ Cat says.

‘Well, it’s somebody. And they could be coming for all of us. Are you telling me you haven’t noticed anything strange?’

‘Sweetie,’ Cat says. ‘Who’s “us”?’

‘Us. The Newcomers,’ I say.

‘We haven’t all been in the same room for twenty years.’

‘Six.’

‘Fine, but that was an accident.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We swore a vow. Don’t you remember?’

‘Oh my god, the vow. Of course you’d be the one to remember that.’

In fact, I wrote it. No one else seemed to want to.

‘You swore it,’ I say. ‘All of us did, that we’d help each other, and do whatever was right. I fought Prion augmented security for you. I went into nineties cyberspace to fight – what was it?’

‘Eviltron. That was a long time ago.’

‘Fucking wireframe dragon. Mr Ferris was murdered. We can’t just abandon him.’

‘Like the way he abandoned you?’

When Cat’s combat subroutines are running, she swaps into a whole different body language She enjoys it.

‘Go ahead, Alex,’ she says. ‘I’ve kept in practice. Have you?’

‘She’s manipulating you,’ Jack says. ‘You know that. It’s what they taught her.’

Her focus shifts, like a predator’s at the sound of a snapped twig. ‘Interesting observation, Doctor Optimal. He was your nemesis, after all. It would be just like you to lie low for years before striking back at your hated foe.’

‘I don’t do that anymore,’ Jack says.

‘I can see why,’ Cat says. ‘Given how many times he –’

‘That’s enough.’ Jack’s hand twitches above his blaster, and I think of how fast he went for Barry. Cat sees it, too, and we all see her seeing it, because we’ve all been driving each other crazy since I was sixteen years old.

‘Go ahead,’ Cat says. ‘I know you’re dying to.’

‘Don’t push me.’

Cat is fast as hell, newly augmented and has stayed in the field longer than any of us. Even at five foot six, she’s got two inches on Jack. On the other hand, Jack’s never gotten into a situation he hasn’t gamed out beforehand.

‘Guys?’ I say.

‘Shall we all settle down a bit?’ Barry says. ‘I believe we’re all friends here.’

He looks from one to the other, hopefully, but the two are locked in place. The room is charged with powers just aching to be used.

There’s a bang of compressed air. Cat’s hand flickers like a hummingbird’s wing and she’s holding a miniature grappling hook, still attached to the gadget on Jack’s wrist. She winds the cable once around her wrist and yanks him to her. I don’t see the slap, just Jack shaking his head, glaring, a red handprint forming on his cheek.

I whisper it, just a word, but the word is ‘Raeclun’. A shock of air rolls through the room, and the scene stops. Prodigy is here.

Even if I don’t feel it, I can see it in everyone else, the way his charisma draws every eye. Doctor Optimal, who has felt the power in these hands. Even Cat, who doesn’t feel fatigue or the weather, feels this in her charged blood, and can’t look away. The tension in the room dissolves, vaporized in his presence.

I can’t believe I gave this up.

‘Stop it!’ Prodigy’s voice seems designed for command.

‘Whatever you want, Alex,’ Jack says, sullen.

‘I’ll find Michael Ferris’s murderer. Any of you can join me, or not, as you choose.’

‘Let’s call it a night, shall we?’ Barry says. ‘Let’s all get some sleep.’

Jack slams the door on his way out.

‘What a diva,’ Cat says, pleased.

She’s nineteen for twelve against him now, if I’ve counted right.
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‘Was that really necessary, Cat?’

We’ve adjourned to the kitchen for beer. It’s the only room in the house where anything feels like a normal conversation.

‘Jack needed a little shaking up. I don’t trust him.’

‘Is that why you were spying on us?’

‘Oh, are we starting already? Are you interrogating me?’ She cocks an eyebrow and her voice has a range of inflection it didn’t possess back when I knew her. I wonder if it’s part of her latest augmentation. It’s annoying.

‘It’s a reasonable question.’

‘I spy on a lot of people,’ she says. ‘I’m a spy.’

‘So why did you even bother coming back? You obviously don’t care about any of this.’

‘Don’t act like you know me, Alex. We knew each other for a couple of years, that’s all.’

‘Yeah, well, who’s fault is that? You’re the one who decided to go be a black-ops mercenary cat-burglar murderer. I hope it’s as cool as you thought.’

‘Thank you, it is.’

‘Good.’

We clink beers.

‘Still illegal, though,’ I say. ‘Just for the record. Speaking as a crime-fighter.’

‘Don’t care.’

‘So why are you here? Really.’

‘Okay. Okay. It wasn’t actually my decision.’

She turns around and unzips her catsuit a few inches to show a vivid red scar just below her right shoulder blade, small but deep. It looks like the entry point of a bullet or a blade. I can see the subcutaneous mesh.

‘Cat.’

‘This is from twenty-four hours ago.’

‘What happened?’

‘Somebody ratted me out to Interpol M, the metahuman enforcement goons. They’re deep into battle magic now. These kids half my age with fucking animal heads chased me all over Stockholm. One of them had a spear. It went all the way through and skewered a lung. I crossed the Atlantic in the wheel bay of a 747.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us right away?’

‘And show up to the class reunion looking like a loser?’

‘Oh come on, everyone knows by now I didn’t get tenure.’

‘And I’m sure you’re very proud in your own way,’ she says.

‘But this changes everything. There has to be a connection.’

‘Yeah, there is. Not many people are capable of finding me. Jack, Stefanie and you are a few of them. And then your wizard dies? Now it’s a shorter list. God, I hope it’s Stefanie but it’s probably Jack.’

‘Jack would never do something like this.’

‘Jack tried to sell the Earth to interdimensional bees.’

‘I feel like that was different,’ I say.

‘Fine. You’re my second choice.’

‘What? Me?’

‘You’re the only one who cares about any of this shit anymore. All that old business. The rest of us moved on.’

‘I didn’t do it!’

‘I know. But don’t pretend it’s not still a thing for you. You hated him.’

‘I did, it’s just that now …’ Suddenly I can’t quite get the words out.

‘I know. He was your origin.’

‘I shouldn’t even care. Michael Ferris was an asshole. Who just takes a kid, tells them they’re going to inherit the world, gives them a bunch of powers, and then disappears? Plus, the stupid mustache.’

‘But they killed him.’

‘Yeah.’

It’s been a long time since I talked to anybody like me. We’re quiet a moment, and for a moment we’re just two impossible bodies in a room.

‘I should go check on Jack.’

‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Good to see you.’

We clink glasses.

‘To absent friends.’

‘To vengeance.’

Jack is where I expected he would be: on the roof, lying back in an old lawn chair, a handful of ice in a dish towel over his face. He’s communing with the miniature dish antenna array he put up there. I sit beside him and look, too. Dust and pine needles have drifted into the corners and crevices. There are six of them, each the size of a punchbowl. One has frozen in place, and another is a bit crumpled, but the rest still sweep the skies, searching for signs of the galactic Spindrift War. Faster-than-light dreadnoughts playing hide and seek through the wormholes, one star to the next.

‘Is that Scotch?’ the dish towel asks.

I pass him the bottle.

‘How’s it going?’

‘Centauri Alliance holds.’

‘What exactly is it about, again?’

‘The Hydrogen Throne sits empty. Has done for centuries. I’ll get up there one day. That’ll be my time.’

The dish antennae whir and spin in the moment’s quiet. He inspects the dish towel then puts it back on his face.

‘You okay?’

‘She’s lost about eight percent of her speed. She was micro-stuttering all over the place.’

‘You let her hit you on purpose?’

‘Sure. Systems check.’ He nods, leans back in his chair, eyes closed. ‘I get so tired of telling people I’m smart.’

‘You know she almost got killed yesterday? Interpol M caught up to her. She says it was a set-up. Hard to argue the killing’s not linked. Funny coincidence, anyway.’

‘So I guess losing all my money in the past forty-eight hours makes it funnier,’ he says.

‘What? How is that possible? You have like twelve different companies. Aren’t you a zillionaire?’

‘Four hundred million dollars total valuation, and they went down like dominoes. They knew exactly how to do it, too. Senior research teams poached or lost their work visas. Patents got sued out of existence. I was leveraged all the way down, now my condo’s gone. They even got the cryptocurrency – there’s a whole subreddit trying to figure that one out. As of this morning I’m down to three Aeron chairs and a fifty-one percent stake in a Scrabble app.’

‘Who could do all that?’

‘I don’t know. A lot of people are
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