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Chapter One
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I held in my arms the woman who could end the world.

With a thought Envy could open a door back to where the old gods lived. But for now they had returned back home. And if their mad father was left alone, there they would stay.

We touched down in a lush garden set atop an apartment building near Central Park. Ferns and other potted plants with silky vines and monster leaves filled the brick-lined patio. I was exhausted, having flown Envy and myself all the way from a hospital in New Hampshire. We had taken several breaks, but I didn’t dare stop lest I give out completely. I set Envy down and she supported me, as I no longer had the strength to stand.

“What’s here?” I asked.

“My sister’s home,” Envy said. But before I could even ask, she added, “Not Mercy. Another sister. One who recently passed. Ceres.”

There was no sadness in her voice. She sounded distant. She entered the apartment through a sliding door as if she had been there before. It led to an immaculate penthouse. The furniture was spare. Marble tile lined much of the floor of the sunroom we were standing in. Short columns held busts of men and women all carved in white stone. Beyond were a bar and kitchen area and a massive living room with plush brown leather couches.

Envy got me to a bedroom. Once there I don’t remember much except hitting soft sheets and falling to sleep.
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I WOKE UP A FEW TIMES with a start.

My brain hadn’t quite come to grips with everything that had happened to me. I had superpowers. Not because of any special merit or training, but because of blood. The gods of an alien world had invaded us over the centuries and had spawned children. I was one of their descendants. Before any of that was ever explained, I had defeated and murdered the world’s most powerful man.

Revenge, I kept telling myself. My justification.

Chronos had killed my parents and tried to kill me too. In hindsight, some might give me a pass because he had gone nuts and would have murdered many more people in his rampage.

But in his own way, Chronos was a victim. Had he known when he fled his home world along with his brothers and sisters that his immortality depended on the tiny gods his sister Mercy stole from his father Phaeter? Was he aware of the madness that ran through his bloodline?

It was impossible to know how deep Mercy’s lies went.

Even as I drifted back to sleep the thoughts kept coming. Gnawing guilt lay in wait for me. I grasped for the belief that what I had done had been inevitable. According to Envy, it had been fate. She had seen the past and the present and the future while trapped in the limbo between Chronos’s world and my own.

All that was behind us now. We were safe. With the help of all the other heroes, we had saved the world. I tried to believe that as I adjusted the thick feather pillow under my head.

My eyes stayed open.

The room I was in had no clock. The curtains pulled over the windows blocked out all the light. I had no idea whether it was day or night.

Envy had gotten me to bed, but where was she? With a thought she could start the world’s problems up again.

Time to get up.

––––––––
[image: image]


I LIMPED OUT INTO A wood-tiled hallway with a soft carpet runner down the middle. My leg was still in a brace and felt stiff. Small paintings in fancy frames hung on the walls. The place was large and there were numerous bedrooms. Daylight cast a warm glow against drawn shades. The bed in the master bedroom appeared slept in, but Envy wasn’t there. I walked to the front of the penthouse. From the kitchen came the whistle of a teakettle.

Envy stood by a window with a view of the lavish apartment buildings of the Upper East Side. She looked different than before, the homespun frock she had worn for so many years while in her shadowy limbo replaced by a flowing lavender dress. Her ash-blonde hair was no longer a tangle and hung loose down to her shoulders. The aroma of a floral soap or shampoo lingered around her. She was moving a foot along a grout line between the stone tiles of the kitchen floor.

“The shadow world was all sand,” she said.

I turned the burner under the kettle off.

Her hand touched the window. “So many things to feel and see.”

The sun was up. I guessed it was midmorning. I made her a cup of tea and set it on the counter near her. “I’d offer breakfast but I don’t know what’s here.”

The kitchen was enormous. I began going through cupboards in search of cereal. I found some dry foods and a few cans, but the kitchen needed some serious supplies.

“I can boil noodles,” I said. “I just don’t know what we’d put on them.”

Envy was squinting and staring up at the sun. “So bright. I never want to be without it.”

“Pretty sure it’s staying right up there and will be back tomorrow.” I felt instantly bad. Her own blue sun was dying back on her home world.

She turned and looked me over as if finally noticing I was there. “Wrath...”

“Yeah, about that. My name is Lily. And we’ve got to find something else to call you besides Envy.”

She nodded absently and began to walk through the penthouse. I followed.

“Look, I don’t pretend to know much about mental health. But you’ve been locked inside some shadow dimension for longer than most people live. Maybe we should get a few phone numbers and see someone. You know, talk things out. Get a handle on what’s happened to you.”

She had paused at one of the busts. It was Chronos. I recognized the square jaw and hard eyes instantly. The likeness was startling. It made me wonder whose home we were in. Envy had said something about a sister.

“This place...are we safe here?” I asked.

Envy nodded. “My sister passed away. When it all started. Right after our father arrived.”

“Who was she? How did she die?”

She moved from bust to bust, considering each in turn, until she stopped in front of the last one near the corner of the room. It was the New York hero Maid of Honor. Close to Chronos in the strength department and had been on the hero scene for decades. She lived a semi-public life and had been involved in numerous construction projects, including the sea gates along New York and New Jersey. Supposedly attended school and held advanced engineering degrees while somehow keeping her identity a secret.

Maid of Honor had gone missing right after the Norfolk meteor strike.

And now I was inside her home.

“You know she’s dead?” I asked.

Envy nodded. “I felt it. Heard the echo of her voice after it happened. Knew it would happen but was helpless to stop it.”

I thought she was about to cry but instead she offered a weary smile.

“Look, if we’re safe here, then there’s no need to rush in processing all of this. Are we free to stay? Is there anything I need to know?”

As if on cue, an elevator I hadn’t noticed before dinged. Someone was coming.

“Expecting anyone?” I asked.

But Envy only looked at the elevator as if it were some foreign thing she had never seen before. I moved towards the polished brass doors.

Two men were standing inside. One wore a doorman’s coat and white gloves. His eyes narrowed.

“Intruder detected,” he said.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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The doorman lunged for me.

I stepped aside, but my bad leg wasn’t ready to move so quickly. I stumbled. He caught my arm and tried to wrestle me down to the floor. He was stronger than a normal man. Using his body for leverage, he pushed to get an arm behind my back. I fell to one knee, reached behind me, and caught one of his legs. With all my might, I pulled and twisted him off his feet. We tumbled and I got my arm free.

I had his head pressed to the ground when the second man cried out.

“Threat level zero!”

The doorman went limp. I leaned on his head but the fight had left him. The second man had a toolbox in one hand and was dressed in a light blue jumpsuit with a tool belt. He had a baseball cap on and earbuds in his ears.

“Who are you?” the man asked.

I kept the pressure on Mr. Doorman but watched the other guy carefully. “Hands where I can see them.”

He put the toolbox down and showed his palms. “How did you even get in here?”

“Envy?” I called. “I thought you said they knew you.”

Envy was standing nearby but appeared confused. With each passing moment my worry grew that we were trespassing and squatting in a penthouse we had no business being in. The guy with the toolbox must have been the building manager or superintendent. But the doorman was strong and strange enough that I wanted to keep him on the floor.

“Look, there’s nothing much to steal in here,” the manager said. “If you leave now, there won’t be trouble. But I’ve triggered a silent alarm and there will be police here soon.”

I hadn’t seen him trigger anything and didn’t hear any sounds. It was always possible he had activated a hidden device, though.

“So what do you say you ladies let the doorman up and take the elevator down and see yourself out?”

“Pretty strong for a doorman,” I said.

“He works out,” the manager said.

I got slowly up and stood back. The doorman got to his feet quickly but didn’t look like he was going to try anything. What kind of weird command had the manager given? Threat level zero?

“This is my sister’s home,” Envy said. “I wish to stay.”

The manager offered a friendly nod. “Let’s get you out of the penthouse and downstairs to the lobby and I can provide you with a list of shelters taking in women.”

The doorman looked at Envy. “Identity confirmed.” The doorman’s voice suddenly assumed a normal tone with the slight pitch of a city accent. “Ma’am, is there anything I can do to help you and your guest settle in?”

The manager had his phone out, looking confused. I almost pulled it from his hands, but then I saw he was scrolling down a screen filled with lines of code.

“What are you talking about?” the manager asked. “Who is she? Who are they?”

“Welcome, primary user,” the doorman said. “How may I be of service?”

––––––––
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THE MANAGER WAS AS dumbfounded as me.

“Groceries for two, please,” Envy said “And I’ll need a summary of all assets. Also a security clearance for Lily.”

“Of course, ma’am,” the doorman said.

“Now hold on!” the manager said. He moved towards Envy but I blocked him. “Did you hack the system here?” He grabbed something from his belt that looked like a steel ball. Before he could do anything further I grabbed his wrist. “Ow!” he said as I took him down to the floor. The steel ball rolled from his hand.

Oblivious to me or the manager, the doorman asked, “Are there any dietary requirements for either of you? Will you be cooking or will you be requiring my services in meal preparation?”

Envy looked at me as if she didn’t know the answer.

“Some breakfast cereal and coffee would be nice,” I said. But then I looked down at the building manager. “First we need to sit down and find out who everybody here is.”

I brought the manager into the kitchen and got him sitting. He had a number of gadgets on his belt I didn’t recognize. Envy followed as if nothing was amiss and even picked up her tea and took a sip. The doorman strode along behind her.

The manager still looked perplexed. “Pssst,” he hissed to the doorman. “Define primary user!”

I shook him. “Knock it off and keep quiet.”

But the doorman said, “Primary users as defined by core program. Identity: visual, biometric, and genetic sampling confirmed. As designated by Ceres, Primary Alpha.” And then in his natural voice, “What shall I call you, ma’am?”

Envy thought about it for a moment and then looked at me. “You’re right about my name, Lily. Call me Persephone.”

“Lady Persephone, welcome home.”

The manager was shaking his head. “No, no, no. You can’t be in here. How did you even get into the penthouse?”

“We flew,” I said. “Look, no one hacked anything. Just calm down.”

“Stop telling me to calm down! You have no idea what you’re dealing with! Being here isn’t safe for you. You’re in danger being in here. You’re messing with things you don’t understand!”

Envy, or Persephone, took him by the hand and led him into the main room. The manager was jumpy and I thought he might bolt for the elevator. I’d have to tie the man up if he tried anything. They walked together to the busts, Persephone as calm as if she were taking a stroll.

“These are my siblings,” Persephone said. “Each one I raised as one of my own when my mother and father were otherwise occupied.” They passed by Chronos and the other faces I didn’t know, each one regal, beautiful, handsome. I couldn’t help but wonder how many were dead. At least Mercy wasn’t immortalized there. Then she paused by her own bust. A perfect likeness.

The manager gaped. “You’re...you’re...Maid of Honor’s family.”

“She was my sister Ceres. She built this place. Each corner holds part of her personality like a signature. Do you serve her?”

“I...yes, I do,” the manager said. “I do whatever he can’t.” He nodded towards the doorman, who walked silently behind us. “But where is she? When the meteors came down, she left. I kept waiting for any news.”

“Alas, my sister has perished. Fighting for this world, as always. She held it dear.”

“But no one has heard anything. The city needs to know. We have to tell people what happened. Don’t we?”

“There will be time for that. What are your duties?”

“I help care for the building. It’s old. I didn’t know anyone was coming. I wasn’t expecting you. I’m sorry.”

He bowed.

“Please don’t,” Persephone said. “I saw in my sister’s banking data an employee. You must be him. I trust you are being adequately compensated for your work.”

He nodded. “She pays really well.”

“What do I call you?”

“I’m sorry. Call me Bryan. Or Shadow. Whatever you prefer.”

She stopped in front of the elevator and pressed the button. “Bryan. Please continue in your duties, if you decide you can continue. I’ll be sure you continue to receive your wage.”

He hesitated as the elevator opened. “But how did you get into her banking information? There’s no computer here.”

Persephone smiled. “See to it that we’re not disturbed.”

“That’s the doorman’s job.” He stepped inside and the doorman followed.

“Consider it both your assignments,” Persephone said. “And we will need foodstuffs.”

“And neither of us cook,” I added. “Don’t forget the cereal, coffee, and milk.”

When the elevator closed, I busted up laughing. Envy, the queen of the shadow world, had just set us up in a penthouse and sent someone on a food run.
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We had groceries. Lots of them. I barely recognized any of the brands and labels. It was as if Shadow and the doorman had gone to a supermarket on another planet.

As I examined a jar of sun-dried tomatoes and wondered what we were supposed to do with them, the doorman waited demurely by the entryway to the kitchen. He was staring. Persephone was in the master suite taking a bath and Shadow hadn’t returned, leaving me alone to deal with the doorman.

He had icy gray eyes.

“Thanks for the food,” I said. “Uh, do I tip you?”

“No material compensation is required or accepted,” the doorman said, his voice stiff.

“Then why are you just standing there?”

“It’s your physical condition and your injuries. I wish to have a physician attend to them. She is Ceres’s personal doctor. She is well trained, well paid, and discreet. I would like to summon her.”

I touched the patch over my eye, suddenly self-conscious. “I’ve been to the hospital.”

“Of course, as I ascertained from the bandages and the brace on your leg. But your injuries are substantial enough that ongoing care will be in order for your well-being.”

“You said she’ll come here? Like a house call?”

The doorman nodded as if this was the norm for doctors.

“Is she...by chance trained to deal with mental issues?”

“She’s an internal medicine specialist and trauma surgeon. Her medical profile indicates she has also performed as a neurologist. But she isn’t a psychiatrist.”

“She helped Maid of Honor before?”

He nodded.

“Okay. Maybe it’s time for a checkup.”

––––––––
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DR. MAY CAME THAT AFTERNOON. She was Indian and spoke with a hint of a British accent. Her long dark hair was tied back in a ponytail and she wore thick glasses. Her manner was unassuming and kind, and she didn’t ask any of the nosy questions I had anticipated. She had a catalog case full of medical equipment and supplies. If I had needed surgery, she would have been ready.

I introduced myself as Jade and we went into one of the smaller bedrooms. With gloves on, she took my blood pressure and gave me a once-over before checking my eye out. It hurt like hell when she shined a light in them for a better look.

“It’s a bad corneal abrasion,” Dr. May said. “I’d have an eye specialist look at this immediately. You might be facing irreversible damage if this isn’t treated.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“I’ll make an appointment for you. You’ll have to go see him.”

“I’ll think about it.”

She leaned away from me, her face growing stern. “This isn’t optional. You may have permanent damage already. It’s urgent that you follow through so you don’t lose sight in the eye. There’s also the possibility of infection. Now about your leg.”

“It’s in a brace. I hobble around okay. The pain level is manageable.”

“Just because the pain is manageable doesn’t mean it’s healing properly. When was this set?”

“A few days ago.”

She took some electronic notes on a tablet. “Then you’ll need fresh x-rays. I’ll be making two appointments.”

There was no arguing with her. I’d have to go to a doctor.

“So you helped Maid of Honor out, like as her doctor,” I said.

“You seem to know that already.”

I shrugged. “Doctor-patient confidentiality and all that. I get it. But there’s a good chance she’s dead. I don’t know how much you knew about her. Probably more than you’ll share with a stranger like me. But I hope you can answer at least one question. Did she have any...episodes?”

Dr. May peeled the gloves from her hand and disposed of them in a wastebasket. “As in seizures? Or are you hinting at more of a mental breakdown?”

“Mental.”

“I recognize you. You’re the one the news calls Red Wrath. You were at the bridge with Chronos. And later in Virginia and Maryland fighting with the others at the disaster site. I assure you that my arrangement here includes discretion at the highest levels. I will never pry unless it’s a matter of health. But the more information you give me, such as your medical history or a physician I can contact, the better I can serve you.”

I flushed. She hadn’t answered my question about Maid of Honor. But I had so many of my own. My fugue. My losing control when fighting Chronos. The possibility of my powers ebbing away along with my life. But I couldn’t get the words out.

“It’s Persephone,” I said. “She’s Maid of Honor’s—Ceres’s—sister. She was trapped in a dark place for years. Maybe decades or longer. I need you to check on her. Make sure she’s cared for. She might be the most important patient you’ve ever treated.”

Dr. May nodded. “I was planning to. Thank you for the extra background. Now is there anything else I can do for you besides make the appointments?”

“That’ll do it, doc.”

––––––––
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WHILE THE DOCTOR SAW Persephone, I lamented the condition of my remaining clothing. Superheroing was hard on my outfits. The jacket Princess Pike had given me was toast. The only thing that had survived was Chronos’s cape, which Persephone had returned to me.

The doorman had left a bag of toiletries for Persephone and me containing a pair of electric toothbrushes, floss, and fennel-flavored toothpaste. He had included a couple of sticks of vanilla-scented antiperspirant.

I’d need other things as well. Going out to get my own stuff was a new priority.

And there were other things I was ignoring. Like every other part of my life before literally picking up Chronos’s mantle. I needed to reach out to Carter and let him know I was alive. My phone needed a charger. I wasn’t sure it would even work after everything that had happened.

But I had been dead for a month. Sifting through the remains of my own life was nothing that couldn’t be put off for another day.

I saw Dr. May was heading for the elevator.

“Done already?” I asked.

She hit the call button. “She politely declined me examining her.”

“But she needs help. You can’t just give up.”

“I’m not giving up, Jade. But sometimes a person just has to be ready for help, and Persephone was insistent. I’ll call by at another time. I’ll send a message for you about your appointment. I’ll also send a referral to a therapist.”

The elevator dinged and the doors opened.

“Help yourself first,” she said. “Go to your appointment. Ceres’s sister will come along in time. Call me if anything comes up.”

I listened to the elevator descend and waited for a moment before checking in on Persephone.
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Sound blasted throughout the penthouse. Shrieking. Screaming. Horns. Violins.

I scrambled to rise, almost falling over a side table next to one of the giant couches. I had fallen asleep on the couch sometime in the early evening after a slow day of getting Persephone acquainted with her new surroundings. It was dark out. The penthouse had dim lights around the outer walkway and in the patio garden. Bright lights burned in the kitchen, and that was where the racket was coming from.

Opera was playing and it was turned all the way up.

“What’s going on?” I asked loudly as I hobbled into the kitchen.

Persephone was eating grapes and sitting on the counter by the sink. She had been listening to the blasting music with her eyes closed, her head bobbing up and down. She smiled when she saw me and ate another grape.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked.

“Super. Can you turn it down?”

“Volume down to two,” she said.

Whatever music system was listening complied. The dueling vocalists and the blaring orchestra were now soft enough that my teeth no longer rattled. According to the screen on the fridge, the time was 5:45 a.m.

“Did you sleep?” I asked.

“No. Maybe a little. I found my sister’s library and I read for a while. Then I discovered her music collection.”

“Yeah. I heard.” My stomach growled. I went through the now-stocked cabinets and got down a box of something I hoped was cereal. I didn’t trust any brand that sounded like a Swedish death metal group. But I opened the box anyway.

“How about some coffee?” I asked.

“I’ve never had it before.”

“Trust me. You’ll love it.”

The brew I made in the coffee machine was as strong as mud. I couldn’t tell if Persephone was just being polite, but she drank it black, even though I offered her some creamer or milk. I followed her into the chilly air of the garden. She stood amidst the plants and sucked in air like she was drawing her first breath.

“The air tastes so good,” she said.

“It’s a little smoggy. It’ll be a lot better when we catch a rain shower.”

“But the music, the sounds of life, the voices from the city...” She trailed off and walked to the end of the garden where we could look out at the scant traffic on the streets below.

“This is all normal,” I said. “This is what life is supposed to sound like. The place you were trapped in is behind you.”

It was like I wasn’t even speaking.

“Everything is now.”

It took a moment for me to understand what she was saying. But then I nodded. “That’s how we’re meant to live.”

She set the coffee cup down and knelt by the railing. Her eyes were closed again. A light breeze blew. She had her face lifted upward as if drinking it in. After a few minutes I left her there so she could be alone.
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OVER COFFEE AND CEREAL that tasted like mushy cardboard with coconut flakes, I pondered my powers.

Perhaps telling Dr. May so much had been a mistake. But it was time to trust someone. First I needed to know what I could still do.

Judging by my reaction to the music, my senses hadn’t dulled. I got up from the stool at the kitchen island. With a thought and a small hop, I floated above the tiled floor before touching down. Sleep had done me good. It didn’t require much in the way of concentration.

Whatever decline I had anticipated hadn’t started yet. The Dogwood foods had given me a bump, but I wasn’t dying as Mercy had threatened. It felt as if I was at a plateau, at least for the moment.

I had declined Dr. May’s offer to draw a blood sample. I was afraid of the tests and their results. While it was impossible to believe Phaeter’s descendants had never been poked and prodded by doctors, I wasn’t ready to share.

Persephone came back into the kitchen. The sun still hadn’t begun to rise.

“What’s the plan for today?” I asked.

She yawned. “I’m going to lie down for a while.”

I walked with her to the master bedroom at the end of the hallway. The double doors led to a room of gold. I marveled at how gaudy it all was—the giant canopy bed draped in shining fabric, the enormous dressers with polished handles, and several ornate upholstered sitting chairs. The entire penthouse was like some weird movie set where the designer had only a loose grasp of what a home should look like. That’s what happened when you gave a god a design budget.

She was asleep in moments among the mountain of sheets and pillows.

I left her there, but not before taking a change of clothes from the cavernous closet.
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MAID OF HONOR WAS A little shorter than me, but the yoga pants, black tank top, gray fleece pullover, and socks were a close enough fit. I refused to borrow underwear.

I rode the elevator down a level, where I had to either take the stairs or a second elevator to the lobby. I opted for the stairs. Moving felt good, even though my leg was stiff and hurting by the time I made it down to the lobby.

The doorman was at a desk by the front door. “Are you heading out, ma’am? Should I summon a ride?”

“Like hocus-pocus summon?” I asked.

He didn’t react. “We have a standing account with a few limousine services. Or Uber if you prefer.”

Did I detect the slightest sneer at the last suggestion? “Let me ask you a few questions first, Jeeves. I need to go shopping. While I appreciate everything you brought us, there are a few things I need to pick up for myself.”

He waited for me to continue.

“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” I asked.

“Ma’am?”

“I don’t have any money. And I need underwear. And bras. And a change of clothing so I’m not stealing from someone who might be my aunt.”

He gave a deferential nod. Then he asked for my phone.

“It’s dead,” I said.

He held it in his hands for a moment as if it was warming them. Then he turned it on. Before I could get the phone back to unlock it, he entered my passcode.

“How did you do that?”

He began to download an app. Then he entered some information, his fingers moving quickly along the screen. When he handed the phone back, I saw it was completely charged and I had a new bank app installed.

“You have a $500.00 credit,” the doorman said. “I trust that will be sufficient.”

“I don’t need that much underwear. But thanks. So about that Uber...”
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THERE WERE NO STORES open that early but I had the driver take me to a mall. I limped around for a while looking in dark storefronts and getting my bearings before settling in at a coffee shop to people-watch. Everything looked normal as I sipped my mocha coffee. People on their way to work were in line grabbing their caffeine fix. After an hour, kids with backpacks were everywhere. No one snapped at anyone, and I didn’t see a single person appear as if they were going to try to kill me.

I was surprised at my emotional reaction as I took it in. An older man even smiled at me as he squeezed past the line to put cream into his coffee. I smiled back. That was what normal people did. Now I just had to wrap my head around whether I could ever fit in again. I wanted to. I just needed the courage to try.

With my phone up, I could have opened my browser and waded back into whatever was going on in the world. I had to know what Loremaster was doing. I wondered about Jeremy and Angel and worried about Carter. But for the moment I took pleasure in just watching the morning unfold.
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EVERY STORE HAD FLIERS in their windows for money and clothing donations for the disaster in Virginia. There were also benefit shows at the local theaters and clubs. A candlelight vigil was planned at a Methodist church along with an all-faith march in memory of the victims.

I felt a twinge of guilt as I shopped.

Bags in hand, I returned to the apartment building by late morning. I had a phone charger, undies, and a few changes of normal clothes. There was even a little money left. I got out of the ride-share car to find the doorman waiting for me like I was expected.

He nodded a greeting as he held the door. I nodded back.

Once I got into the penthouse, I took a moment to stare at my phone. 

There were no more excuses. I had to call Carter and let him know I was alive.

He picked up.

“Carter, it’s me. Red.”

The last thing I was expecting was his full-throated laughter, which went on and on and on.
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Chapter Five
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Carter half opened the door after I banged on it a third time. I’d started to worry it was going to crack and splinter.

He usually wasn’t the best-groomed man but nowhere close to the worst. Now his face looked pastier than normal and his hair was a mangled mess. Thick stubble lined the lower half of his face. His eyes were puffy and red. He wore a white undershirt and sweats. He stared at me through the opening.

“Carter, it’s me,” I said. “I just called you. Can I come in?”

I had flown over. It had taken five minutes. A few people on the street had seen me arrive, but I didn’t have the patience for a ride and, at the moment, didn’t care that I wore no costume. Red Wrath was officially missing in action. Maybe there were other women with long dyed red hair flying around Brooklyn.

He stepped aside and I entered. He was staring at me as if I were a ghost.

Once he closed the door, I said, “It’s really me.” I waited for a hug. Even had my arms out.

He nodded, but then appeared distracted by something. He brushed past and moved into his living room. I could smell his body odor. He needed a bath.

“Carter! Hey! What’s going on?”

His apartment was as neat as ever, everything well-arranged except for the man himself. But then on the wall past his computer desk I saw dozens of yellow square notes and pinned pages of text and pictures. At least some were news articles of superhero sightings. As I got closer to read, I realized I needed more light. I went to the curtain.

“Don’t,” he said.

I made a show of not touching the curtain. “It’s dark in here. What have you been up to?”

“Working.” He switched off the computer monitor. I hadn’t seen what was on it.

“If you got a little light in here you might see better.”

“I like it the way it is.”

I got closer to the wall and squinted. Some of the stories were about what had happened down south. Others were older. He had news items about all the heroes I had worked with: Harmony and the Southern Cross, Road Rage, Shieldbreaker, and Mystic Angel. There were others about ones I hadn’t ever met. A few of the posted pages were maps with red circles and scribbled notations. More than one story was about me.

New Hero Defeats Rampaging Chronos.

It was only a matter of time before I made the news, and taking down Chronos had been the top story. After looking over the wall for a minute I realized all of the reports on the individual heroes were about them being involved in accidents, property damage, and reported fatalities during the course of their activities. Some stories were the same ones Carter had forwarded while I had been in Virginia.

With the inclusion of my story on his wall of shame, it looked like I was just another masked hazard to society in his eyes.

“Carter, I know I haven’t been fair in leaving you behind,” I said. “After we faced Envy, I couldn’t not go down south to try to help. I did some good. Me and all these heroes. We stopped something really bad from happening.”

He didn’t reply at first. “Did you get the texts I sent?”

It had been over a month for him. For me it had only been days. 

“I need to explain what happened,” I said.

I gave him the sum-up. Fighting a mad god, Reader’s Digest version. The only part I left out was where I was living now.

He listened without comment.

“I didn’t mean to shut you out,” I said. “There just wasn’t time to call or text or anything. And then when we went to Phaeter’s home world, I didn’t think we’d ever make it back. When we did, a month had passed here.”

“Did you know Harmony ruptured the eardrums of four burglars who were stealing less than a hundred dollars’ worth of stereo equipment? Two of them are deaf. And Mystic Angel put a young man in a wheelchair after crashing his car using her telekinetic powers.”

“I didn’t know that. But it looks like you’ve been checking up on everyone.” I put my hand
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