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For my children and grandchildren, who fill my world with love and laughter.

And for my dearest friend, Ryan —

Though miles may lie between us, you are always in my heart.

"A heart, like a star, is best seen not by its brightest flare, but by the steady light it gives when no one is watching."

—Old City Proverb
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The thing about saving a city is that it’s rarely a clean process. Leo would know. One minute, he was calibrating the spectral photometer at the observatory, enjoying the scent of stale coffee and old books. The next, a blaring alarm on his wristwatch—a gift from a grateful, and thankfully discreet, tech billionaire—was signaling city-wide chaos. This time, it was the monorail. Again.

He sighed, pushing his glasses up his nose. "Just once," he muttered to the empty room, "I'd like to see the transit authority invest in better brakes."

A few seconds later, Captain Comet was a blue-and-silver streak in the sky, the city sprawling beneath him like a concrete and glass map. The monorail car, its emergency brakes having failed on the steepest downtown incline, was hurtling toward the central plaza. Panic was a tangible thing from this high up; a cacophony of screams and screeching metal.

"Okay, Leo, think," he said to himself, his voice a calm, commanding baritone thanks to the modulator in his helmet. "Easy does it. No breaking things this time."

He swooped down, positioning himself in front of the runaway train. The impact rattled his bones, even with the super-strength. He gritted his teeth, boots carving deep gouges into the asphalt as he pushed back. It was working. The monorail was slowing. He was going to stop it without a single—

CRUNCH.

The monorail, under the force of his stop, buckled at a joint. The rear car, suddenly free, whipped sideways with the force of a wrecking ball, straight into the support pillar of a massive electronic billboard advertising "Gloop," the latest energy drink. The billboard groaned, tilted, and then fell with agonizing slowness, not onto the street, but over it, and directly into the charming, brick-faced storefront of a bakery on the corner.

Glass exploded. A cloud of what looked suspiciously like powdered sugar erupted into the street. Captain Comet watched, horrified, as the sign for "The Sweet Escape" flickered and died. He’d saved the people on the monorail, but he’d just declared war on a small business.

"Oh, fudge," he whispered.

Inside the bakery, Clara was having a perfectly good day. The morning rush had been brisk, her new lavender-honey cupcakes were a hit, and she hadn't burned a single batch of cookies. She was just explaining to a customer why her sourdough was superior when the world outside her window turned into a symphony of destruction.

She watched, wide-eyed, as the city's so-called hero wrestled with the monorail. Then she watched, in what felt like slow motion, as the Gloop billboard decided her bakery was its final destination.

The crash was deafening. The front of her shop imploded in a shower of safety glass, splintered wood, and shattered dreams. A fine dusting of flour and powdered sugar settled over everything, giving the wreckage a ghostly, almost festive, appearance.

Her customer, a woman in a yoga outfit, stared at the gaping hole where the door used to be. "Well," the woman said, "I guess I'll take that croissant to go."

Clara didn't answer. She was staring at the chaos, her hands clenched into fists. Through the settling dust, she could see Captain Comet hovering, looking at the damage. He gave a little, almost imperceptible shrug, and then shot off into the sky.

A shrug? He shrugged?

Rage, pure and unrefined, boiled up inside her. She grabbed her phone, her fingers flying across the screen. She opened her bakery's popular social media account and began to type.

"To the 'hero' who just redecorated my bakery with a two-ton billboard," she wrote, her voice a furious whisper as she typed. "A simple 'sorry' would have been nice. But no, you just had to fly away. You owe me a window, Captain Comet. And a door. And about five thousand dollars in lost revenue. My cupcakes are now seasoned with asphalt. I hope you're happy. #NotMyHero #CaptainCatastrophe"

She hit post. Within minutes, it started going viral.
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Chapter 2
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Leo sat in his small, cluttered apartment, scrolling through the news on his tablet. Every site led with the same story: "Captain Comet Saves Hundreds, Destroys One Very Unlucky Bakery." And every story featured the same, now-famous social media post from "The Sweet Escape."

He winced, reading Clara’s words for the tenth time. "Captain Catastrophe." It was catchy. It was also painfully accurate.

Guilt gnawed at him. The city's insurance would cover the big stuff, eventually, but he knew what a disruption like this could do to a small business. He had to do something. He couldn't go as Captain Comet—that would be a media circus. But as Leo, the slightly-too-tall, perpetually-awkward astrophysicist? No one would look twice.

He put on his most unassuming outfit: a pair of jeans, a faded t-shirt with a diagram of the solar system, and his thick-rimmed glasses. He grabbed a wad of cash from his emergency fund—money saved from his modest observatory salary—and headed downtown.

The Sweet Escape was a disaster zone. The front was boarded up, with a small, hand-painted sign that read: "Open for Business (if you don't mind the draft)." He pushed open the temporary plywood door, a small bell tinkling mournfully above him.

The inside smelled of sugar, coffee, and sawdust. A young woman with vibrant pink hair was sweeping up glass. And behind the counter, looking tired but defiant, was the woman from the news photos. Clara. She was even prettier in person, with flour dusting her dark curls and a smudge of chocolate on her cheek.

"Can I... help you?" she asked, her voice wary.
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