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				To those trying to leave the world a little better than they found it

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				Mazunte, Mexico

				Why must there always be a body?

				Death: what a trap to fall for. We want to know who and how and why, even if we know nothing else.

				Fine, a glimpse.

				Respectfully, though. Let us not gawk. Not that there is much to see in these depths. Swirls of blue-tinged dark, occasionally shot through with a beam of light landing on exposed, death-paled skin. A creature approaches to nibble, drawn in by some tiny organism on the flesh. Around the left ankle: some rope-like tendril. The cause of death? Hard to tell without an autopsy, without seeing if the water is in the lungs, without seeing what kinds of bacteria are on the skin, in the organs. How life sticks around even after death.

				All right, enough for now.

				Instead: the Pacific. The waves pounding down, glinting like a huge steel drum in the late-afternoon sun. Tourists bobbing in the water, English- and French-speaking. A nearly nude Argentine couple walk along the beach, selling bracelets and necklaces and home-baked cannabis muffins, all of which they leave, carefree, on the sand to take a dip and make out in the strengthening tide.

				Mexican families play reggaeton from tinny Bluetooth speakers near coolers overflowing with beer. Other tourists order margaritas and guacamole; they read books and watch their children dig holes in the sand, connected by finger-width tunnels.

				And then a couple of friends, Sam and Chío, awaiting a third: Isabel.

				They’re sitting on the sand, just beyond the reach of the waves, atop damp and stained hostel towels Sam has taken in direct defiance of a sign posted over the mirror in the shared bathroom, and also in the hall, and by reception. Isabel is late, but that is nothing new. It’s almost comforting that she hasn’t changed, at least not in this one way. It would have been jarring to watch her stroll up the beach toward them at the agreed-upon time.

				They’re on the verge of their future lives, these two. They’ve made decisions for which colleges to go to, what the first few years of their independent lives will look like. Only a few weeks left of senior year to get through, and then those metaphorical open doors. Isabel is not joining them, because she took a side exit a year early. None of that is on their minds, though. They sit and wait, silence between them, even though there’s plenty of noise around.

				The minutes pass and they do not worry. Sam runs back in the water for another bodysurfing session, getting beat up by the waves and loving it. His light brown skin has already darkened a shade or two. Chío pulls out her book—a murder mystery—and lies back, but fails to read past the same paragraph, instead going over in her mind the speech she’s been wanting to give Isabel since she left. So, she closes her eyes and tries to draw pleasure from the sun, tries to soak up her senior-year spring break.

				She feels a twinge of panic, but she hides it beneath assurances that it’s normal. That Isabel is always running late. There are reasonable explanations for most events, Chío lectures herself, though part of that lecture is intended for Isabel, is part of the speech she’s been practicing.

				Sam and Chío maintain their quiet insistence that everything is okay even as they have to push back from the encroaching tide. Even as they grow antsy and restless, forget to play with the sand, get up to walk the entirety of the beach to make sure they’re sitting in front of the right hotel. They brush their elbows off and the sand falls like delicate Michigan snow. But Isabel herself pinned the spot on their phones a year ago, and they confirmed it just a few days earlier in their group chat, so of course they have the right spot. Sam makes a joke about Isabel running off to fight crime, but neither of them laughs.

				This is fine, they maintain, even as the sun starts to dip beneath the ocean and Chío’s parents call to ask her where she is. Even as the beach empties out, the only other group a trio of older Americans floating beyond where the waves break. Chío wonders about the wisdom of being so far out. Chío’s parents insist that they come over for dinner at their hotel. Still, they convince themselves that this is fine. On the walk to the resort, the last of the daylight reflecting on the vast, unknowable ocean and whatever it hides, they believe that Isabel will come. She will appear at any moment, at long last, and she will be okay.

			

		

	
		
		
			1

			Dearborn, Michigan

			No one believes Isabel when she says she’s going to travel the world to hunt superheroes. For perhaps obvious reasons.

			She has been forming her plan for months now, but its seeds have been there much longer. Late at night, in front of her computer, the conviction strengthening the way convictions do best: alone in the dark, unchallenged. There are no questions in her mind that she’s going to do it. That she is right to do it. Her friends, however, have a lot of questions.

			Mainly: Say that again?

			Mainly: What?

			She has gathered them at Roys’s, the frozen custard shop that is full even now, during spring break in Michigan, the temperatures still flirting with the twenties. The others have nowhere else to be, but even if it weren’t break, they’d meet at this table most afternoons. She’s kept this plan to herself for long enough, and now that she’s officially booked her flight, she wants to share it with the two people closest to her.

			“But superheroes aren’t real,” Sam says, as if it needed to be made clear. Isabel says nothing.

			“And even if they were,” Chío jumps in, brushing light brown hair out of her eyes, “how are you qualified to hunt them? And, like, why?”

			“I said hunt them down. Of course I wouldn’t be qualified to hunt them. Also, I don’t like hunting.” Isabel is undeterred by her friends’ so far unsupportive reactions. They will come around, they always do.

			“I don’t get it,” Sam says.

			“I’ll take follow-up questions.”

			There is a silence at Roys’s, or at least at their particular picnic table. The wind pushes Chío’s empty custard cup to the ground. She stands to chase it and toss it into the nearby bin, then rejoins the table, biting her lip.

			“No questions, then?” Isabel spoons another key-lime-pie bite, shuddering at both the cold and the explosion of flavor. She isn’t sure what she was expecting from telling them. The confusion isn’t entirely surprising, but she thought there might be more excitement.

			“Too many, is the thing,” Chío mutters. Isabel sits, waiting for them to come. Especially from Chío, who questions everything, who uses the scientific method to decide which pizza place in Dearborn is best, who will not allow a statement to pass as a fact unless it can be measured as such.

			“And you’re not messing with us?” Sam asks.

			“No. I know how it sounds, okay? I get it. But it’s what I’m going to do. So, let’s just move past the whole ‘Is she high?’ phase and ask any logistical questions you may have. Where I’m going, how I plan to find them, that sort of thing.”

			Sam laughs and hunches his shoulders against the cold. “I think we need another minute to chew this over, Izzy.”

			Then Chío, who everybody could tell was working herself up to this, says, “I mean, seriously. What? You can’t expect us to just accept what you’re saying. It’s decidedly bonkers.”

			Isabel rolls her eyes and blows a raspberry. “You guys are so boring.”

			Another silence follows, during which Sam pulls his phone out and starts googling superheroes. Little does he know it was this exact move that led Isabel to where she is now. For different reasons, sure.

			Sam picks at his ice cream as pages load, and Chío studies Isabel’s face. Isabel decides to grant her friends the time they need to process. Meanwhile, she daydreams about the journey to come, the adventures she’ll have. She pictures the first time she will meet a superhero, and her heart swells at the thought. It is almost too much to take, so she eats some more ice cream instead.

			This is what she’s been doing with every spare moment since she stumbled upon that very specific corner of the internet, since she came up with the plan. A weird corner, yes, but the only thing that eased the despair that had been growing in her chest since she was thirteen or so, and her awareness of the wider world increased.

			“Maybe you can clarify what you mean by ‘superheroes,’ ” Chío says, her brow furrowed hard enough to form three deep wrinkles.

			“Finally, a good question!” Isabel raises her hands up to the heavens. “I mean people with superhuman abilities. Not necessarily crime fighters, Batman or whatever. Though there’s evidence that some of them do become crime fighters.”

			“Batman doesn’t have any superhuman abilities,” Sam cuts in, unable to help himself. “He’s just a fit dude with lots of resources. So, either way, you wouldn’t be going after Batman?” he asks, hopeful, as if ruling out Batman makes this all easier to swallow.

			“Correct,” Isabel says.

			At the same time, Chío shakes her head and mutters, “What the hell are we talking about? You’re not even into superheroes.”

			Oh, right. There’s a lot her friends do not know.

			“I’m not looking for actual comic book characters or anything. I know that’s fiction.” Isabel cracks a smile, as if now they’ll all fall in line as she expects. As if this clarification is the only one they’ll need.

			“Just people with comic book powers,” Sam deadpans.

			“Yup!”

			“And what makes you believe they exist?” Chío is trying to keep her voice nonjudgmental, but even she can tell she’s failing. She shoves her hands into her coat pockets, looks around at the other tables. There are a few kids from school she recognizes, plus a few she doesn’t. She wonders if this could be a prank Isabel is organizing with someone else, but Isabel doesn’t have friends outside of this group.

			Isabel knew the question was coming, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy to answer.

			Her first instinct is to lie. The problem is that the ridiculous part has already been said out loud, and she can’t take it back. No amount of reasoning will make them feel better about it if they can’t handle what’s already been said.

			Telling the truth would only make her friends worry more, try harder to talk her out of it. “I found evidence on the internet” is often a wild thing to say, but when it comes to believing in superheroes, the statement compounds in its ridiculousness. Nothing can justify believing in superheroes. Even the scientifically plausible theories of genetic mutation, or of a subtle variation in evolution, sound more like science fiction than science. All her friends on the forum warned her as much. Not even religion can excuse believing in them (and Isabel, in her late-night internet scouring, has tried to find one that would).

			“I just have a feeling,” Isabel says.

			“That superheroes exist and you have to find them,” Chío says, the inflection in her voice aiming to shake Isabel into realizing how delusional she sounds.

			“It was a dream,” Isabel pivots, improvising.

			But no. That doesn’t feel right. She cannot lie to her friends. Well, she has been lying. But only by omission. She’s hidden this plan for months, but it really goes back years. Not just about the superheroes but about the whole reason she stumbled onto them in the first place. The growing, gnawing sense that the world was more evil than good. The desperation whenever that thought entered her mind, and the urgent need to do something to counteract it. Not just turning the TV on for a light distraction the way people do after too much doomscrolling, but an actual antidote.

			She used to spend her time on her phone seeking out evidence that people were good. Videos of strangers coming together to rescue dogs in rushing water. Cheesy stories about people paying for each other’s coffee. Heartwarming articles about post-disaster helpers.

			And those had worked, for a while anyway. The problem was they weren’t big enough in their kindness. When it came down to it, it was just that: kindness. Isabel needed evidence that humanity could counteract evil. Because there was no doubt that evil people existed, or that at the very least people did unthinkably evil things. And it seemed like evil was often winning its war against good.

			The despair in Isabel’s chest would not go away unless she found evidence that there was balance to the world. That something existed that was unthinkably good. Random acts of kindness were great, but they did not cancel out evil.

			Now that Chío’s prying, that Isabel’s truth is starting to come out, lying—outright or by omission—feels wrong. It is tempting to open the faucet fully and let it all pour out onto the table, into the world. Or at least into these two people who love her.

			Her friends can tell that the thing about a dream is bullshit, and they stare, waiting for more. What will it be?

			Isabel takes another spoonful of custard, begging the tart dessert to imbue her with the strength to withstand judgment. To just say the rest out loud. It would be freeing.

			But she’s been so safe in her secret all this time. Safe from ridicule, from others telling her that her idea is flawed, which would simply land her back at despair. As exciting as it is to think of her plan in action, to share it with others, it is hard to step outside the secret’s comforting embrace. She swallows, thinking that feeling free can wait until summer.

			Chío’s hand lands on top of Isabel’s. They meet eyes, and Isabel feels the faucet turning a little more. “I had this theory,” Isabel says. “Well, it’s one that other people have had on this forum I found. I’ll tell you more about that later, but the important part is that this theory, that there are people with superpowers out there, it helped me feel…” She reaches for the right word, but can only land on “okay.”

			“Okay with what?” Sam asks.

			“The world.”

			“Why do you need to feel okay with the world?” Chío asks. She says it not judgmentally, but with her scientist brain, digging for information, wanting to connect the dots. But she needs more dots than Isabel can provide. It’ll never make sense to Chío.

			Isabel takes too big a bite of ice cream, causing not a brain freeze per se, but a cold that digs in too deep. She shivers and stands to throw the rest away. When she comes back, they are still looking at her so expectantly, and she realizes how much she has to explain. Not just the despair, but what led the despair to turn into a plan. Her dad, her grandmother, the stuff at school, the pandemic, so much more. It feels daunting. “I just do,” she says.

			Isabel finds that the new tone of the conversation is pressing down on her, and she looks away from her friends, hoping to return to the half-joking mood from just a minute ago.

			“Speaking of which, guess where I’m going first,” she says once she’s overcome the tightness in her chest. “You’ll never believe how much I found the ticket for.”

			They stare at the itinerary on Isabel’s phone, dumbfounded as she passes it around, the delusion now made real. Detroit to Shanghai, Shanghai to Tokyo. Isabel Madeline Wolfe, seat not yet assigned. August 30.

			“I can’t believe that’s the price,” Sam says. He’s marveling at the distance represented by the plane ticket, at how much of the world his friend will be traversing. It no longer feels like a joke, no longer feels as if summer will arrive and the only talk of superheroes will be those relentlessly attacking the silver screen. Senior year will arrive and Isabel will not be here.

			Chío has been staring daggers into Isabel, and the silence only makes them sharper. “I’ve been really exploring the world of cheap travel, and the money I’ve saved is gonna go so much further than I would have ever imagined. There’s a rumored Super in Tokyo, and I found that one-way ticket, so it made sense to go there first. I don’t even need a visa for Japan.”

			“Izzy. Please. What the hell are you doing?”

			Isabel pretends she didn’t hear. “We think his name is Hatori, and he goes around different train stations in Tokyo saving people who need him. He doesn’t dress up or have, like, a persona or an alias or anything like that. Most of the real ones don’t.”

			“Right.” Sam has more follow-up questions, but Chío is so sullen that he starts looking stuff up on his phone instead.

			“Why are you guys acting like I’m dumping you?” Isabel says, joking.

			“Oh man, that is what it feels like,” Sam chuckles.

			Chío shakes her head. “Dumping us would be more understandable,” she says. “You’re leaving us for a delusion.” When Isabel says nothing, Chío feels herself soften. She’s in shock, but attacking Isabel won’t change anything. “Can’t you do this after high school? Why go now?”

			“I’m taking my GED over the summer,” Isabel says. The hurt of being called delusional dulls quickly, smoothed by the relief that she doesn’t have to delve into Actually Super quite yet, doesn’t have to reveal everything behind the trip. She can’t believe she thought this would go well. “I wanted to go right away. I only waited because it’d be too hard traveling underage without my parents’ permission.”

			“Do you even know when you’re coming back?” Chío hurls the question as if it’s a right jab, as if she wants it to bruise Isabel’s eye. So much for not attacking.

			A minivan parks nearby, and half a dozen nine-year-olds come pouring out, all uncontainable excitement and shrieking. It is Friday afternoon, and it seems everyone in Dearborn is craving custard despite the cold. There are working professionals and soccer moms, college kids home for spring break, children everywhere. Not a single superhero in sight.

			“You’re not coming back, are you?” Sam says, his voice taut with both wonder and heartache.

			Another silence. Isabel wishes she could tell her friends something that would make them more okay with all of this.

			“We still have the rest of the school year,” she says. “Summer too.”

			That makes neither of them feel better, and the air between the friends grows heavier and heavier, despite the laughter from other customers, and the few leaves in the trees rustling gently in the breeze. Isabel wishes she could make them understand how it feels to know she’s chasing this dream, wishes she could convey the excitement she’s been feeling since she booked the flight and made it real for herself. How it’s already helped ease her despair.

			Isabel picks at a crusty patch of mint green on the table, wondering how to get the silence to stop. She is going to miss her family, sure, mostly, and definitely these two people sitting next to her. She wishes she could pack them up into her bag and bring her friends on this quest; it is the one trepidation she has about leaving.

			Isabel smacks the table with her palm, pulling them from whatever rumination they were having. “You guys should come meet me! A year from now, your last spring break before you go off to college.”

			Chío perks up the slightest bit at this. “Do you know where you’ll be?”

			“Well, no. But we can just pick a place now and I’ll make my way there.” Her phone is out already, and she’s zooming out on Google Maps to see the world in its entirety. Look at that, she thinks, the whole world in my hands.

			There is some discussion about whether Sam can afford to travel, whether their parents will allow them to join Isabel, even if it’s just for a week. They make a few superhero jokes, including one about what they would each do if they had a power, but that topic feels fraught and it wears itself out quickly. Now what Chío and Sam feel most of all is the fact that they’re going to miss the hell out of their friend. So they start studying the map, and looking up articles on places to go, and checking flight prices. It almost feels like they’re simply discussing what movie to watch.

			After an hour or so, they all put their hands at the center of the picnic table to agree to the plan. It is a symbolic gesture that feels weird because they’ve never done it before, but appropriate because they’ve seen it done so many times on TV. And though there are still six whole months of normalcy to live through before Isabel leaves them and takes it all with her, they look each other in the eyes, their hands touching, and they promise to meet up in a year in a small beach town in Mexico.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Word gets out that Isabel is leaving. When she goes to bed at night, she is thankful to be away from the looks people give her, thankful to be back in the company of herself, and her bed, where she is allowed to dream of her trip without interruptions. She retreats to the internet, to the forum, where people don’t raise their eyebrows or wait for the punch line. Instead, they profess their jealousy, bid her a good trip, offer advice. They debate whether she should share evidence she finds with the world or not, which, as usual, derails into a conversation about why they believe superheroes are kept secret.

			Mathilde, a twenty-seven-year-old teacher at an international school who fell into the Actually Super community after what she calls a prophetic dream, right away says that Izzy should come visit her in Jakarta. The thought of spending time in person with someone who believes what she believes is almost more joy than she can bear, and she looks at the calendar to count down the days (though of course she already knows how many are left until she’s free to go).

			Her parents focus more on the part of her plan that involves dropping out of school than on the superhero part, at least for a little while. She reminds them how much student debt she’ll be avoiding. They say that’s not the point, but then have trouble articulating what their point is. Once they realize her plan begins on her eighteenth birthday and they will be legally powerless to stop her, their attention switches over to the more peculiar particular of her plan.

			“Can’t you find superheroes in America?” her dad asks, a whine in his voice.

			Isabel sighs. This is the part that’s hardest to explain, because the theories floated on the forum feel conspiratorial and a little kooky, even to her. “There’s no hard evidence they exist here,” she says, making sure to stress the last word so they don’t jump at the phrasing.

			The truth is, there’s a few rumored in the U.S. But who wants to go to Cleveland and Fort Lauderdale? Those two have the least backing evidence anyway, and the general consensus on the forum is that any American superheroes have been kidnapped by the government or have exiled themselves to avoid exploitation.

			Plus, getting away from the U.S. is part of the draw of the whole plan. She doesn’t make eye contact with her dad, as if he might read her mind and start another fight.

			“Honey, why?” her mom asks, trying to add more inflection, somehow, into the sentence than she has managed to convey in the previous eight hundred or so times she has asked.

			“Because I think it’s important for people to follow their dreams,” Isabel says. And for a second, just one glorious, shining, hopeful second, Dorah Wolfe believes she has finally understood. Not fully, perhaps. She has not grasped on with an entirely closed fist, but enough. Her fingertips have brushed up against understanding. Her daughter is making a point. About life, and the way people live it. About what is Truly Important.

			Isabel feels for her mom. If it were possible to leave behind a little piece of herself just to provide her mom some comfort, she would.

			Then Isabel adds, “And my dream is to meet superheroes.” Mrs. Wolfe’s epiphany is extinguished like a blown-out birthday candle.

			Not knowing what else to do, they sit her down for a talk. Her dad, of course, leading the way, loudly, getting up to pace as he makes his points and then going back to the couch. Her mom sits quietly beside him, fussing with things on the coffee table that do not need to be fussed with. There is a world where Isabel offers her mom to come along on the trip, at least for a while. But that is a world in which Isabel knows where Dorah stands in this argument, other than as an uncomfortable peacemaker, not wanting anyone to be upset but not caring to solve any disputes either. Over the years, as Isabel has woken up to who her dad is, her mom has remained an inscrutable puzzle. Sweet, but sticking by Abel through the worst of his rants.

			It is perhaps what makes leaving easy. Knowing exactly how the last fight will go. Her father raising his voice, trying to put his foot down, despite not having any ground to stand on. Her mother not picking sides, not weak, rather displaying an impressive stronghold on the fence. Not flinching at the things her husband says.

			Isabel sits there quietly, not pushing back like she has in the past, knowing she will soon be free.

		

	
		
		
			2

			Dearborn, Michigan

			The day Isabel leaves, she oversleeps. No one is surprised.

			Isabel is supposed to meet up with Sam and Chío for coffee before her flight, and when she is ten minutes late, fifteen minutes late, they roll their eyes at each other and go over to her house to wake her up.

			“I was sure, somehow,” Chío says, “that today would break the mold.”

			“I bet she is trying to find a way to pack the bed in her bag,” Sam says.

			A lore has built up around Isabel’s bed, its legendary comfort. People assume she will miss her bed, perhaps more than any person in her life, or at least more regularly, more consistently, every, every night.

			Isabel has allowed the myth of her bed to build because she cannot admit to everyone that she sleeps in because she’s up too late every night on the internet, researching superheroes, talking with other people like her, believers.

			It has been like this for all of high school, and it’s easier to go along with some notion of her bed being unreasonably comfortable than it is to admit what she’s been doing. Even if she wanted to stop the night before leaving, her sleep schedule has been out of whack too long. The routine is set in her bones. She goes to bed, her laptop tucked casually beneath some books on her nightstand. She reads for twenty or so minutes, then turns the lights off and reaches for her computer. She ends the day on the internet, searching for a dose of solace.

			The only difference the night before she leaves is that it feels like the solace is finally going to exist beyond her screen. It’ll be her entire day-to-day. The search for superheroes will be her main purpose.

			Some of the people on the Actually Super forum are eager to give advice about her trip. They’ve known about it longer than her friends have, and they know her habit of logging on at a certain time. They are waiting for her, offering a sort of digital surprise party to send her off. They go over the list of all the Supers she could track down, sharing in the excitement with her late into the night. It is a relief, as always, to find this acceptance. To exchange messages with Mathilde and feel like they are speaking about something commonplace.

			Chío and Sam find her literally rolling out of bed, which they assume is the only way she can manage to escape its pull for this final time. It’s as if the bed knows she is going and is trying to convince her to stay. They wish it were better at it.

			She hits the floor just as her friends walk in, one leg still tangled in the coral sheets.

			“What time is it?” she asks, her voice at once groggy and eager. They tell her. Her forehead hits the carpet softly. “Thank god. Sorry I missed coffee.” She looks up at them. “Did you bring me some?”

			Sam takes a few more steps, puts the iced coffee next to her. He notices her general lack of clothing and goes over to the window, as if he is looking out at something specific instead of avoiding awkwardness. He plays with the basketball in his hands. Chío sips at her own coffee, uncharacteristically quiet. Her mouth is stretched into the slightest of smiles, forced against the slack muscles of her true feelings. But there in the eyes, it’s easy to see: Chío is not happy. She wanted a long, tearful goodbye. She wanted emotions on display at the coffee shop, wanted to laugh through her crying and to hug Isabel over and over again. She wanted one last chance to give her an impassioned speech about reason and science.

			Downstairs, her parents open and close kitchen cupboards and drink too much coffee as they eye the microwave’s digital clock. They are pragmatists, Dorah and Abel Wolfe, and they can’t help but think, despite what their hearts might feel about the departure itself, that Isabel is going to miss her flight and should hurry. They eat Isabel’s leftover birthday cake for breakfast in silence, listening to their daughter’s furtive movements upstairs. Her dad grips the fork so hard his knuckles are sore the rest of the day. He never imagined having a child he could not comprehend.

			Everyone insists on coming to the airport, and since Isabel is green-minded and strong-willed, they all pile into the Wolfes’ SUV. It’s a quiet ride with way too few words exchanged and the radio playing jazz no one wants to listen to. At the airport, Isabel wants to do a curbside goodbye, but no one else is ready and they’re all grateful when Dorah insists on parking in the short-term lot.

			They walk her straight toward the security line, since she’s carrying her bag on and her boarding pass is loaded onto her phone. I can’t believe she’s doing this, they all think, but no one says it out loud because they can believe it, they just don’t want it to be true.

			Isabel’s excitement is palpable when they reach the line. Her mom gets stone-faced. Chío wipes at the first few tears that escape. Her dad crosses his arms, looks everywhere around the international terminal except at Isabel. Sam dribbles his ball a couple of times, forgetting where he is until he feels half the airport’s eyes on him and he tucks it back into the crook of his arm.

			Isabel doesn’t let it become a thing. She hugs her dad first, briefly, just because not doing it feels weirder, just because it will make her mom happy. Then her mom, even planting a kiss on her cheek, though she can’t remember the last time she’s done that. Dorah Wolfe will steal away for more naps on Isabel’s bed and dream about the sensation of that kiss. “I’ll call you when I get there,” she says, a concession she will provide throughout her travels. Not meaningful updates, but many of them. I am here. I am here.

			Then Isabel wraps Chío and Sam in a group hug. “I’ll see you guys in Mexico,” she says. They nod and chuckle, though there’s nothing they find funny about the goodbye. Chío’s tears run against Isabel’s neck. Sam’s eyelashes flutter against her cheek.

			And then she’s shuffling through the line, only turning back to look at them and wave once as the TSA agent checks her ID. She disappears into the terminal as if that’s all it will take to make her feel at peace in the world.

			The four people she’s leaving behind are left standing quietly, knowing they’ll have to endure the awkward ride back home together.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Alone in the terminal, Isabel feels her brain starting to do what it does, so she puts on her earphones, listens to music that she hopes will instill a sense of catharsis. This is it! Her months of planning! She is eighteen and unleashing herself upon the world with a dream!

			She will prove there is a balance. She will prove that extreme good exists alongside the evils of violence, greed, injustice. She is going to find the superheroes that are somewhere out there, living quiet, unassuming lives trying to counteract those evils. No matter how much questioning she’s faced since she announced her plan—from others and from herself—nothing can convince her that her plan is wrong. No amount of scrutiny has undone her conviction that they exist, and that she will meet them. It is, on some level, unreasonable, she knows. But unreasonable excitement is still excitement, and she will take that over despair any day.

			Except right now what Isabel feels is alone, and annoyed at the inflated costs of airport snacks. She is playing the right music, but her heart does not soar along with the crescendo of strings and vocals. It feels like just another day. The emotions don’t quite reach the highs she had envisioned for this moment. Chío’s voice rings in her ears, and all the looks people have given her in the last few months when her plan has come up play in her mind like a montage. Her mission feels wholly unachievable.

			She takes a breath, buys a four-dollar dry croissant, tells herself: No rush. This is life now. It is not fleeting, it is only the start of what will soon be normal to her. Movement, flinging herself across the globe. Actual superheroes. They are out there.

			She waits for that line of thinking to sink in.

			On her first flight, she watches movies and sleeps fitfully, her arms crossed over her chest, or tucked into her armpits, to try to combat the plane’s poorly regulated temperature. She thinks about starting a conversation with the woman sitting next to her, beginning her search right away. But the woman keeps her headphones on throughout the whole flight, watching bad action movies, and Isabel decides that she doesn’t have to start this early. She can wait for Hatori.

			She tracks the cartoon plane on the screen in front of her, heading farther and farther away from everyone she knows. It’s a scary thought, even if she’s known all along that it’s the only way to do what she means to do.

			She lands in Shanghai, and it’s the middle of the day, though it doesn’t feel like it. She gets to skip the immigration line because it’s a short layover, though she would have welcomed the opportunity to stand.

			Isabel is tired and underwhelmed, until she steps out into the open hallway of the terminal and she can connect to the Wi-Fi.

			Clicking through her phone out of habit more than anything, Isabel finds herself on the forum, where her fellow Super hunters, as they somewhat embarrassingly dub themselves, have sent dozens of messages of encouragement. Mathilde has sent a short video of herself saying she is proud of Izzy, saying she can’t wait to meet her when she makes it to Jakarta.

			She remembers: she is eighteen, and has dropped out of school to find people with superpowers. The world holds immeasurable amounts of good in it, and she is going to dedicate a portion of her life—weeks, months, years, who knows—to its pursuit. The thought now, maybe because of where she is, maybe because of exhaustion, brings her to giddiness.
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