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      Thank you for always believing in me.

      You are my superhero.
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      Before you even start, before you even think about saying anything about my name, let me assure you, I have a cool superpower. It’s not super strength or heat vision. It’s not flight or invisibility. But it is a cool power.

      I teleport.

      It’s when you basically ‘jump’ yourself from one place to another. There haven’t been many teleporters, and none of them can do what I can. Usually, teleporting means you can only teleport yourself somewhere. Not only can I do that, but I can also teleport anything I touch. It’s a bunch of scientific mumbo-jumbo that has to do with my DNA, the meta-gene, and other crazy, science-y stuff. Yeah, yeah, I should know what I’m talking about. And I do. After all, I had to pass not only a physical, and run a semi-deadly gauntlet, but I had to pass a written exam to become a sidekick.

      I’ve got other things on the brain now. Like finally starting high school, hanging out with my best friend, training, and of course, girls. Well, one girl in particular. But I digress.

      The thing people don’t understand is, when someone teleports, that person is basically creating a wormhole in the fabric of space. So when I jump from my bedroom to my living room, I’m creating a wormhole from one place to another. And it takes concentration.

      When you teleport, you’re able to see something called the “astral plane,” which is a layer in the atmosphere where wormholes can exist. You have to focus your energy to create the wormhole and look through it, to be able to see where you’ll end up. This all happens in a matter of milliseconds, which is why concentration is required.

      The reason I’m assuring you that my superpower is cool is because my sidekick name is anything but. Some sidekicks get fantastic names, but it all depends on what their mentoring superhero selects for them. I already had one chosen that I was going to run by my mentor. I was going to call myself Shift. Great ring to it, right? I can shift anything I want from one place to another. But no, that’s not what happened. I didn’t even get to tell Mr. Mimic, my superhero mentor, my idea. Instead, I was handed a code name with no room to debate.

      And that code name? Worm.

      That’s right, my sidekick name is Worm. When I joined the Justice Alliance as Mr. Mimic’s sidekick, that’s what he picked. The meaning is sound, I’ll give him that. I am actually creating a wormhole to do what I do … but really? Worm? And it’s not like I can change it when I’m finished being a sidekick and become a full-fledged superhero—which itself could take years—because once you’re written down in the Declaration of Heroes with your name and power, that’s it. You’re stuck with that name for the rest of your superheroing life.

      My only comfort is knowing I have a secret identity. No one knows that Robbie Garcia is actually the sidekick to Mr. Mimic, except for my parents. I needed to get their signature on my minor’s permission form. My dad didn’t mind, but my mom wouldn’t hear of it. Too dangerous, too late at night, and too many secret missions. It took help from my father to convince her. I barely got in my application before the deadline. But everyone else has no idea.

      My classmates don’t know. My best friend, Pete, doesn’t know, and Jasmin doesn’t know. She’s the girl. I’ve had a crush on her since the fifth grade. But as Mr. Mimic says, usually speaking in a severe and deep tone, “Remember, Worm, your secret identity is a valuable asset. You mustn’t get too close to people. You never know what could happen.”

      It’s a tricky process applying to be a sidekick, what with secret identities and all. I had to go to Justice Alliance headquarters, fill out three different applications, submit a blood sample, all while making sure the information was provided anonymously. They’d link all of the info together and pinpoint it back to me if I was accepted. You’d be surprised how many people apply and try to fake the fact that they have a superpower. Over the summer, I’ve been meeting with Mr. Mimic three times a week at Alliance Headquarters, in the heart of King City. With high school starting now, it’d just be on the weekends, but I’m so ready for my first mission.

      “Robbie!” Pete calls out behind me.

      I can’t tell you how annoying it is that I have to walk to school. Another rule from Mr. Mimic. Actually, it’s his number one rule: Never use your powers out in public.

      “Hey, Pete.”

      Pete’s been my best friend since third grade. We had sleepovers all of the time, and spent whole summers hanging out and playing video games. We also got into some mischief over the years, like getting suspended in sixth grade for releasing a bucket full of frogs into the girls’ locker room.

      Two weeks after eighth grade ended, only a few months before high school and I turned fifteen, was when my meta-gene activated and I got my superpower. It was the hardest thing in the world to not run over to Pete’s house and show him what I could do, but I’ve always wanted to be a superhero.

      I’ve watched them fly over King City my whole life, always wanting to have superpowers, even though I never thought I’d actually get them. The meta-gene is happenstance. No one knows why or how one person develops it and another doesn’t. As far as scientists have been able to tell, it’s undetectable in humans until someone actually develops it. It usually manifests itself between the ages of ten and eighteen years old. You have no idea how disappointed I was on my tenth birthday when I woke up to find I didn’t have any kind of superpower.

      After years of reading about superheroes, following the ones who had profiles on social media sites, and always keeping up-to-date with the latest sidekick being promoted, you could say I’m a superhero junkie. Not that the rest of the world doesn’t love superheroes. They’re just as famous as movie stars and pro-athletes. Fan clubs, groupies, protestors; superheroes have them all.

      “Can you believe it?” Pete asks. “Our first day of high school.”

      Before I can answer, a huge guy walks into Pete’s shoulder, almost knocking him down. He has to be at least a foot taller than me, long sideburns, and facial hair. Not just stubble. I’m talking a full-fledged goatee on his chin. If he didn’t have a letterman’s jacket on, I’d swear he was a teacher.

      “Watch it, freshman,” he grunts, pushing through and continuing on his way.

      “Yeah, awesome.” I roll my eyes.

      “Sheesh. I guess we’re at the bottom of the food chain, huh?”

      “I guess so.”

      I enter my first class and find an empty desk in the back. Pulling my books out of my backpack, I look up as the bell rings, and see Jasmin walk into class. I could call her beautiful, but it’s so much more than that.

      It’s like seeing a sunset over the horizon. The rays of the sun shining over the clouds. You could describe the colors, but the words don’t do them justice. Colors you never knew existed, but when we see them, you know it’s something to admire. Something that tells you the universe is a vast and glorious place. That’s what she is.

      I haven’t seen her since the last day of eighth grade, but she looks amazing as always. She’s added silver highlights to her wavy, brown hair, which complements her gorgeous hazel eyes. I nearly sigh out loud. She’s maybe an inch or two shorter than me. Liking her as long as I have, I was super embarrassed in sixth grade when she was taller than me. I’m glad that’s over. I came close to asking her out once last year, but I couldn’t spit out the right words. I ended up asking her if she wanted two dumplings. Yeah, brilliant.

      Her best friend, Maria, strolls into the classroom with her, and they take two chairs on the other side of the classroom. As she sits down, Jasmin looks over at me, and smiles. I smile back, melting inside, then raise my hand to wave to her.

      “Yes?” the teacher says aloud, standing in front of the class.

      Eyes turn and stare at me. Jasmin’s eyes widen, jumping back and forth between myself and the teacher. I look up front to find my teacher staring at me with a questioning expression.

      “Yes?” he repeats, this time with a stern undertone.

      “Oh, uh.” I drop my hand. “No, nothing. Sorry.”  Looking back over at Jasmin, I watch as Maria whispers something to her, and they both giggle. Perfect.

      The rest of my first day of high school is uneventful. I have algebra, biology, and my last class of the day is history, with Pete. We’re able to find two chairs next to one another; we take our seats as the bell rings. My phone vibrates, and I pull it out, shocked to see an alert from Mr. Mimic.

      “What’s up?” Pete asks, seeing the expression on my face.

      “Oh, nothing.”

      
        
        Mimic: Worm - Priority Level Red.

        Me: What are you doing texting my phone?

        Mimic: Didn’t you install the Justice Alliance code protector yet?

        Me: No!

        Mimic: Worm, you need to do that ASAP. But right now, we’ve got bigger problems. Priority Level Red.

        Me: Right now???

      

      

      An abrupt cough almost makes me drop my phone. My head snaps up, and I see my history teacher. His stern scowl is only amplified by the thick, horned-rim glasses sitting across the bridge of his nose.

      “Mr. Garcia, is it?” he asks, glancing down at a piece of paper. “No cell phones during my class.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      My eyes find my screen again, and I see Mr. Mimic’s last message.

      
        
        Mimic: Now Worm! Fifth and Main!

      

      

      Pete lifts a brow, no doubt confused as to why I’m looking around the room, my brain speeding a mile a minute as I try to find an excuse to leave. Deciding to use ol’ faithful as an excuse, I raise my hand.

      The teacher lets out a loud sigh. “Yes, Mr. Garcia?”

      “Yes, sir, I’m sorry, but I really need to use the restroom?”

      “Class just started.”

      “Um, yeah. Sorry.” I give an embarrassed cringe, and bob a little back and forth, hopefully selling the seriousness of my bathroom needs.

      Grumbling something under his breath, he returns his attention to his piece of paper, impatiently waving his hand in the air.

      “Sorry,” I whisper to Pete.

      His expression is puzzled, watching me grab my backpack, and I quickly exit the room.

      Stepping outside of the class, I look around, double checking for anyone in the hallways. I should probably use the restroom for privacy, but Mr. Mimic said Priority Level Red. With no one in sight, I focus on my destination and in a blip, I’m on the east side of King City.

      As soon as I teleport, I dive to the ground, a car flying by my head and smashing into the building behind me. I crouch low, behind a barrier, taking in the situation and my surroundings.

      Fifth and Main is a major intersection in King City, so I know the area well, but right now it looks like a war zone. High overhead, floating above a building, Supron flies, dodging a bomb being thrown at him, which ends up exploding about a hundred feet in the air. As nervous as I should be, I’m even more amped up. This is my first mission, so I need to make sure I make it a good one.

      “Wor—” Mimic’s word cuts off, hyper speeding over to me. “Robbie, why aren’t you in uniform?”

      “I didn’t know I was jumping into a war zone!” I yell back, trying to talk over another exploding car and falling debris.

      His cape waves in the air. Mimic wears a tradition superhero uniform, with a light shade of blue accenting his sides, while his top and pants match his dark blue cape. A huge capital M is emblazoned on his chest, and his short, black hair is combed back. His brown eyes hit me, looking through a mask that covers his nose and the top half of his cheeks. It hides his identity but does nothing to hide his annoyance at me.

      “You do remember what a Priority Level Red is, right? What did you think was happening?”

      Of course I remember what a Priority Level Red is. He’s made me recite the three levels before our training sessions every time. Every. Single. Time.

      Priority Level Green is for common legal issues and important meetings with the Justice Alliance.

      Priority Level Blue is an emergency code for instances that are serious but don’t involve supervillains. Bank robberies, high-speed chases, assaults, things of that nature.

      And Priority Level Red involve supervillains. Basically, the same as blue, but with superpowers.

      “Yes, I remember what Priority Level Red is, but it’s my first day of high school, and I just sat down in history class.”

      A huge tire flies over our heads.

      “Go change!”

      There are a ton of factors to take in when you teleport. Making a connection with the astral plane, proper use of manipulating said plane to create a wormhole, while still taking into account gravitational pulls. For the most part, my body seems to just adapt to those things. Like breathing. You don’t think about breathing most of the time, you just do it. That’s what happens when I teleport.

      What I’m trying to say is, even though there are a lot of factors to consider, if you want the super easy way of describing my power, it’s this: point and click. If I can see the spot I want to jump to, or if I’ve been there in the past, then I can teleport there. I have jumped to places I can’t see during my training, but not only is it much more difficult, it’s extremely dangerous.

      Seeing an empty lobby across the street, I teleport over to it.

      With the commotion outside, the lobby is completely empty, so I strip down to my boxers, pulling out my uniform from my backpack. I’m in pretty good shape if I do say so myself, but it’s kind of embarrassing stripping down to your underwear when you’re basically in a fishbowl.

      Even if Mr. Mimic did name me Worm, at least I have a pretty cool uniform. Blue boots with shiny gold pants. I thought it was a little too flashy the first time I saw it, but it’s grown on me. My top is the same color navy blue as my boots, with gold accents down my sides. It looks like spandex, but it’s not. It’s a patented mevlar material that’s form-fitting, and thanks to some superhero-tailor upgrades, highly resistant to rips and tears.

      Mimic was even cool enough to get me my own logo designed up, which is an eight-pointed gold star in the middle of my chest. The design is based on the shape that appears on the astral plane if you watch me teleport through an astral-scope.

      Laced into my sleeves are wrist guards with some awesome gadgets I’ve been itching to use in a real combat situation, and a hidden belt that fits snuggly under my top. I think I love my mask the most though.

      It’s not your typical superhero mask, like the one Mr. Mimic wears. Nope, I’ve got an amazing helmet that covers my entire head, except for my mouth and chin, and a black visor to shield my eyes and conceal my identity. As cool as it looks, the way it works is even better. I wear ear communication pieces when I’m in my uniform, which is similar to tiny hearing aids. All I have to do is tap a button on my comm piece, and the helmet comes alive using nanotech. In a matter of seconds, it covers my entire head. It’s amazing.

      A quick glance in the window of the lobby to check out my reflection, and I’m ready to go. Time for my first mission. The rampage is coming down the street, so I run through the doors, and I’m about to teleport to the top of a building to get a better vantage point and take direction from Mr. Mimic when—

      BOOM!

      Everything goes black.
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      Clenching my eyes tight, all I can hear is a loud ringing. Trying to fight off the pain, I look up from where I am, but a bright light shines in my face.

      “He’s coming around,” I hear someone call out.

      Turning my head to the side, I see a large, portly man standing next to me. Doctor Grandside. He’s the medical and science expert for the Justice Alliance.

      “Ay mijo!” my mom lets out a Spanish sigh of relief. “I was so worried.”

      “How you feeling, Worm?” Mr. Mimic asks, squeezing my hand.

      My eyes flutter, still trying to gather my bearings. Squinting to block out the light, my vision clears, and I see my mom, Mimic, and Doc all standing in a line, peering down on me. “I’m … I’m okay, I think. What happened?”

      “You see, this is exactly why I didn’t want him doing this,” Mom snaps at Mimic, piercing him with a cold stare. Mr. Mimic is six-five, two hundred and twenty-five pounds, and can imitate up to three superpowers at once. All of that does nothing to stop the apologetic frown he gives her. I’ve caught that look from my mom before, so I know the kind of fear it can instill.

      “It was a side shot,” Mimic answers finally. “It came out of the blue. It almost caught Granite off guard, so don’t feel too bad. The Bomb Twins sent out sidewinder rockets, trying to disorient everyone, and one hit the building as you were coming out. Tore a hole through the corner of it.”

      “Tore a hole?” I ask, shocked.

      Sitting up, I examine all of my appendages. Other than a slight ringing I can still hear, I don’t look like I took any damage. If the explosion had enough force to blast a hole through a building, how’d I even survive?

      Doc steps over to me, placing a small monitor to my temple. “It was a close call, Worm.”

      He’s a stout man, in his mid-sixties, that’s been a member for the Justice Alliance for decades. He’s not a founding member, but he joined a few years after it was established. In addition to the leather utility belt he has on, he’s wearing a headband wrapped around his forehead, with three micro-lenses attached to it that fall over his left eye. It’s a standard device he uses when in his labs. It screams ‘evil-genius.’

      He is a genius, but he’s not evil. Furthest thing from it. A full, gray beard covering half of his face, he always reminds me of one of those heartwarming grandpas you see in movies. I can’t remember how many Ph.D.’s he has, either seven or eight. When someone’s stumped on a medical condition, an intergalactic alien virus, or can’t figure out how to re-align a transporter that sends Justice Alliance members off-world to different coordinates, he’s the man everyone calls on.

      “Luckily, your subconscious must’ve taken control,” Doc continues. “You teleported out of there, and back to headquarters just before the blast radius could cause any major damage. You still took a pretty good lump to the head, though, from the debris.”

      For a split-second, it seems like Doc eyes me carefully, as if he’s looking for something else or expecting me to add to his explanation. Then he returns to a monitor, going over the readings of a machine I’m hooked up to.

      Supron, a founding member of the Alliance, steps into the room and says something to Mimic, while my mom continues to tell me why this was all a bad idea. I hear her words, but I’m stuck on what Doc said. I teleported out of the fight.

      I cringe, thinking what I must’ve looked like to outside eyes. To every other superhero and sidekick that was out there. Not only did my first mission end in spectacular fashion, but it looks like I ran away from the fight, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire Alliance has second thoughts about bringing me on board as a sidekick.

      I glance over at my mom. “What are you doing here?” Generally speaking, unless someone has life-threatening injuries, civilians aren’t allowed in the medic bay.

      “What am I doing here? I saw the whole thing on TV!”

      “You what?” I shout, and immediately regret it, grabbing my head in pain. “It was on TV?”

      Doc, Supron, and Mimic nod their heads in agreement as if it’s no problem at all. No problem, except now the entire city got their first view of the newest sidekick in the Justice Alliance. Not only did they see him nearly get obliterated, but also teleport away like a little baby. Awesome first mission.
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        * * *

      

      When I get home, I head straight to my room. I want to forget the entire day, but it makes it harder to do when my mom is complaining to my dad about all of the dangers that come along with being a sidekick. Things like deadly, supervillain threats, disappearing into alternate universes, and space-ray bombs. For the record, there isn’t anything out there called a space-ray bomb. Yes, a few heroes have disappeared into alternate universes, never to be heard from again, but space-ray bombs? No.

      She had made peace with it until today. After finally getting her to sign my forms before my training started, she’d make a comment here or there, but she was good. She knows this is what I’ve always wanted to do, ever since I could crawl. It was entirely the opposite for my father. He loves that I’m a sidekick. His go-to line to my mom, whenever the argument came up over the summer was, “I was out in the streets at his age, up to no good. At least he’s with superheroes.”

      Putting on my headphones, I block out the rest of her frustrated complaints to my father and check my phone. I might as well surf the net, stalk Jasmin’s InstaPic page, and hopefully forget about this day. If only it was that simple.

      The first thing I find on my phone is a text message from Pete.

      
        
        Pete: U okay?

        Pete: …

        Pete: Where r u?

      

      

      Yeah, I’m fine, Pete. Just had to go off on my first mission with Mr. Mimic and fight the horrible Bomb Twins, who nearly killed me. But they didn’t because I teleported out of harm’s way and out of the fight entirely, ending up in the medic bay at Justice Alliance headquarters.

      Yeah, that’d be great.

      
        
        Me: I’m ok. I tripped and hit my head. Had to leave early. Tell you more tomorrow.

      

      

      The guilt builds inside not being able to tell him the truth. At least today, though, the small consolation is that he doesn’t know what an epic failure my first outing was.

      Opening an app, I start to scroll when I see an overhead picture of the fight taking place. It’s a King City Newsfeed. There’s an explosion in the image, with a couple of superheroes flying down below. It looks completely normal, like any other superhero battle that might be reported. However, the headline is anything but and makes my skin crawl.

      “Bomb Twins attack bank. One sidekick unaccounted for. Follow for updates!”

      Perfect. Just. Freaking. Perfect.

      Maybe I can just catch the updates from Justice Alliance debriefing notes. The Alliance runs its own encrypted app, listing pertinent news for different areas or cities. Scrolling through the first one, I finally find something that isn’t about me.

      JA Info Alert: The JA is being asked by local authors to assist in a missing person of one Professor Dean MaCall.

      Cool. Maybe I’ll catch a break over the weekend and be able to wipe my slate clean with Mimic. Scrolling some more, I’m almost at ease when I’m hit in the face.

      JA Check Point: All mentoring superheroes, please be advised: Review regulations of mission protocols with sidekicks. Due to a possible injury, we’re also requiring all sidekicks to review the safety protocols for Priority Level Red missions.

      Wonderful.

      Come on, InstaPic, don’t fail me now. If nothing else, I can at least see what Jasmin was up to today.

      Nope. I can’t.

      The first image the app opens up to is a video. Someone was filming the Bomb Twins fiasco, and you can’t make me out, but you can definitely see someone running out of the lobby of a building. An explosion hits the building and the runner—me—is gone.

      “Dude, where’d he go?” a voiceover for the video asks. “Did he just get blown up?”

      “I don’t know,” another voice answers. “I don’t see any arms or legs. Maybe he hightailed it out of there.”

      I check the stats of the video. Over a million views and it was only posted three hours ago.

      My sidekicking life is over.

      All everyone is going to be talking about is how the new sidekick ran away from the fight. And let’s not even mention the other sidekicks I fight alongside.

      Mr. Mimic is my mentor, but whereas some cities usually only have one superhero to protect it—and a sidekick if they choose to mentor one—King City has three. Mr. Mimic, Supron, and Ms. Majestic. All three of them are the most famous superheroes in the world, and they’re all founding members of the Justice Alliance.

      Ms. Majestic’s sidekick is her niece from their home-world, Melissa Caspian, whose code name is Mighty Miss. Supron’s sidekick is Hydro and is a major pain. He’s constantly nagging me about protocols and acting like he’s so much better than me. When I get back to headquarters for training, I know he’s going to let me have it. I spent my whole childhood wishing upon thousands of stars for superpowers. Now that I finally have them, I never thought in a million years my first mission would end up like this.
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        * * *

      

      Usually, after a sidekick’s first mission, there’s a big press conference. Reporters are everywhere, photo-ops are held with the mayor, and the mentoring superhero introduces him or her to the world. Obviously, that didn’t happen to me. The only good thing from my mission is that there was no press conference, so the general public still doesn’t know who the new sidekick is. Which means I get to hide my pathetic sounding name for at least a little while longer.

      Unfortunately, the new sidekick is all anyone is talking about the next day at school.

      “Yeah, but I heard he’s called Wormy or something like that?”

      I cringe, listening to a couple of students talking behind me. So now, not only has my code name been leaked, but it’s getting butchered.

      At lunch, I sit in the cafeteria trying to ignore everyone but fail miserably. I hear a couple of girls talking off to the side, and as much as I want to block out their words, my ears perk up when they start talking about the battle.

      “The video didn’t show much, but he looks so weird,” one girl says.

      “Totally,” her friend replies.

      I hear a male voice next. “You guys talking about that new sidekick? Totally lame, right?”

      Trying to look over without it being obvious that I’m eavesdropping, I see the guy. It’s the same thirty-year-old-looking senior that bumped into Pete in the hallway yesterday.

      “What do you think his power is, he can summon worms up from the ground or something?”

      Everyone lets out a laugh, but indignation builds inside. My power? What do they mean what’s my superpower? Isn’t it obvious? Staring down at my backpack in front of me, I think about it for a minute, and the sad truth forms. No, it’s not obvious.

      I’ve been so horrified over my disastrous first outing, I never thought about how it actually looked to anyone who saw the video—which overnight has reached up to five million views.

      Sure, to me it looks like I teleported away, but that’s only because I know what happened. To everyone else? It looks like I got blasted away. Or worse, someone at headquarters beamed me away, afraid I was about to get injured. So, if I’m not a scared sidekick, jumping away from danger, I’m an incompetent sidekick who has to be watched over and taken care of.

      “No. No. No,” I say, slamming my head into the table.

      “Dude, you think that’s a good idea?” Pete puts his books down and sits in front of me. “What about that head injury you said you got yesterday?”

      Oh yeah, my text message. “Oh … right. I was just thinking about my first pop-quiz this morning. I’m pretty sure I failed.” It’s not a lie to cover up. We did have a pop-quiz, and I’m positive I failed.

      “Sucks,” Pete replies. “So, what exactly happened yesterday?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He moves his light brown hair off his forehead, then pushes up his glasses. He cracks open a soda, and I scan the cafeteria as everyone talks and eats their lunch.

      The same height as me, he’s lanky since he avoids any form of physical exertion. He’s a total science buff, so he’s much more comfortable in front of a science fair experiment than he is playing football or lifting weights.

      Part of me still wishes I could tell him everything. It’s embarrassing right now, but we’ve shared more than our fair share of humiliating stories with one another.

      “You said you tripped and hit your head?” he questions, then takes a sip of his drink.

      “Oh, yeah.” I glance around again, unsure of how to explain. “I just tripped over a sprinkler or something on my way to the bathroom. I don’t even know.”

      “Wow, crazy. Glad you’re okay though.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Oh, Pete. If you only knew how not okay I really am.

      “So listen, I was talking to Jasmin’s cousin, Cheryl? She said she’s having a party this weekend. It’s mostly gonna be juniors and seniors, but since Jasmin’s her cousin and we’re all friends, she invited us. Wanna go?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer, grimacing. I’ve gotten my ‘I think I might be busy’ face down solid after having to make excuse after excuse over the summer while I was training.

      “Come on, man,” Pete implores. “We hardly did anything this summer, and it was supposed to be our big,” he makes air quotes, “getting ready for high school summer.”

      It’s not that I don’t feel bad about always bailing on Pete. I do. But being a sidekick is a serious matter, especially if I ever want to get promoted to a superhero. On the other hand, who knows when—if ever—I’ll get another assignment after the colossal failure that was my first mission.

      “Well, okay.”

      “Yes!” He fist pumps.

      By the time my last class of the day rolls around, I’m so sick of listening to everyone talk about the lame new sidekick, who either teleported away or got beamed away. But even worse, I think my brain’s going to explode if I hear one more person talk about “some worm guy, who eats worms to gain super strength.” You could insert any superpower; hyper speed, flight, heat vision. Apparently, word is going around that I eat worms to gain access to my superpower. Unbelievable.

      I’m so over the day that I don’t even notice Jasmin walking behind me when we’re leaving campus for the day.

      “Hey, Robbie,” I hear a soft voice.

      Turning around in complete apathy, my scowl instantly switches to shock. “Oh, h-hey, Jasmin.”

      “So, did you hear—”

      “Yes, yes, I heard,” I cut her off. “Some new sidekick in King City eats worms to be able to run at hyper speed or something stupid like that.” The annoyance practically drips from my words.

      “Oh, no, not that. About my cousin’s party this weekend?”

      Even though I’ve had a crush on her since fifth grade, I’ve never asked her out. Not even when Pete told me it was a lock in seventh grade because he heard from a friend of a friend that she kind of liked me. I just couldn’t. I don’t know if it was because I was too shy, or that she’s so pretty, or that every time I get around her my legs turn to Jell-O and I always seem to spit out gibberish. It’s probably all of those things.

      And then I got my superpower. My life became infinitely more complicated with that, and … here we are.

      “Yeah, Pete was telling me something about it. Are you going?”

      “I think so. I mean, Maria really wants to go, so I think we are. You’re going, right?” she asks, biting her glossy pink lip.

      The way she looks at me with those big, hazel eyes makes me wonder if she’s hoping I say yes. Does she like me? Could she? I guess it doesn’t matter since I can never tell her who I am anyway. Not that I want to, with my spectacular debacle of a debut.

      “Yeah, I think I’m going,” I answer.

      “Cool.”

      “Cool.”

      We stand there, an awkward silence building before we start walking again. It’d be awesome if she did like me, but now? With all of this other stuff going on? For the first time since getting my power, I’m starting to regret it.

      “Uh … are you going this way?” I ask.

      I only live a few blocks from King City High, in a quiet little suburb. But I remember Jasmin telling me in the past that she lives in a high-rise condo, on the upper west side of the city.

      “Yeah, I’m meeting Maria at a friend’s house.” She smiles.

      “Oh, cool.”

      The awkward silence grows as we continue to walk next to one another, step for step, neither of us saying anything. I wish I could talk to her, but what would I say? Finally, we reach an intersection, and I figure this is the best time to say good-bye without it being weird.

      “Well, I’m down this way.” I point behind me.

      “Oh, okay. Yeah, I’m going that way.” She points in the opposite direction.

      I give her a friendly nod and turn around, continuing on my way. Why does my head turn to mush every time I’m around her?

      “See you tomorrow, Robbie,” she calls out.

      I turn around and find her smiling, which in turn cements a grin on my face. “Yeah, see you tomorrow.” I wave, taking a few steps backward, and then trip. Regaining my balance before landing on my butt, I look over to find her giggling. Smooth.
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      I make it through the rest of the week grinding my teeth every ten minutes, having to listen to one stupid rumor after another about the new sidekick, Wormy. Yeah, Wormy.

      Overhearing asinine comments about where my powers derive from or reasons why I’m even a sidekick in the Justice Alliance, as if I’m some charity case they took pity on, is driving me crazy. But finally—finally—my first week of high school is in the books, and now all I have to do is make it through my Saturday training session.

      “Well look who it is?” are the first words I hear, and cringe. The smugness in the voice is from one Daniel O’Neil.

      Daniel is the sidekick Hydro, who can control and manipulate water. He can actually do some pretty amazing things, using it to glide through the air, pulling water out of the atmosphere to attack, or create barriers to defend himself and others.

      A short buzzcut barely shows any of his black hair. His light brown eyes glare at me. Already in his uniform, his mahogany arms are bare, but they’re usually covered in a coating of blue water when he’s powered up. I heard a lot about him from Mimic when I was going through training protocols. He’s been Supron’s sidekick for two years, and everyone thinks highly of him. However, he’s been nothing but a nagging, apathetic co-worker with me, treating me like I’m a child when he’s only one year older than me.

      “Leave him alone,” Melissa comes to my defense.

      I should be happy, but it makes me feel worse having her stick up for me.

      Melissa is Ms. Majestic’s sidekick, and also her niece. Both of them are from the planet Kratoa, which is filled with incredible, Amazonian-type women who are imbued with remarkable powers. She’s been Majestic’s sidekicks for two years and is also a year older than me.

      Her uniform is similar to her aunt’s. It has silver shin and forearm guards, black leather pants, with a dark brown leather skirt over her pants, and a chest plate made of the same silver as her wrist guards. Like her aunt, she wears a sort of tiara crown over her forehead, but there’s a mask attached to it, so it comes down over her eyes and nose, concealing her identity. She looks like she could be a warrior in a King Arthur movie. Oh, and she’s incredibly pretty.

      Blue eyes that sparkle in the sun—that’s not a cliché, they actually sparkle. Something about her DNA from Kratoa. Light brown hair that comes down to her shoulders, and cute, full lips. Yeah, in school, she’d definitely be one of the hot girls. Not that I know any of them, especially after hiding from everyone this past week. Her superpowers are flight and super strength, and her code name is Mighty Miss.

      “Is he your boyfriend or something?” Daniel spits out.

      I turn toward Melissa, rolling my eyes, about to tell her to not even bother, but catch her looking away. Is she blushing? It’s gone in an instant, and she crosses her arms.

      “No, but you remember what it was like when we first joined as sidekicks. I seem to recall you getting bombarded by the Spyders, and getting so scared you exploded every fire hydrant in a two-mile radius.”

      My eyes pop open, and I point at Daniel, laughing.

      “Shut up, Mighty, I wasn’t scared. I was just caught off guard.”

      “My point is,” she continues after she stops giggling, “we all make mistakes. As sidekicks, we’re still learning, and even when we become superheroes, we’re still going to make mistakes. We aren’t perfect.”

      Daniel gives her an ignoring wave. “Whatever.” He points at me. “Even if you didn’t mean to leave the fight, you left yourself open and susceptible to an attack. It nearly cost you your life. What if it was one of us out there, Worm? We wouldn’t have been able to teleport and run away like you.”

      “I already apologized to everyone in the Alliance, Daniel. What more do you want from me?”

      “Don’t use my name! What’s wrong with you?”

      As part of our training, we’re always supposed to refer to everyone by our code names. It’s supposed to form a habit, so we never slip up and reveal someone’s identity later on.

      “Sorry,” I say, completely unapologetic.

      “Right. You are sorry, Worm. Even a sorry code name.”

      He’s taken shots since my training started. I’m not sure why, but something about me seems to rub him the wrong way, which in turn, irks me. But I’ve had it. After the week I’ve had to put up with at school, I explode.

      “Screw you, Hydro! You know exactly why my code name is Worm. Or are you too stupid to remember that people can’t actually teleport without traveling through wormholes?”

      Melissa seems a little taken aback, but Daniel stares at me, his expression one of disbelief. Like he can’t believe a rookie sidekick dares to talk back to him.

      Melissa quickly jumps between us. “Okay, let’s just calm down, guys.”

      “No, this kid thinks he can come in here and—”

      “Kid? You’re one year older than me!”

      “Whatever! You think you have what it to take to make it as a superhero? Do you actually understand the opportunity you got, being Mimic’s sidekick? He’s legendary, and not only in King City but throughout the world. I’d be ashamed if you were assigned as my sidekick.”

      My blood’s boiling, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear there’s steam coming out of my ears.

      Quickly teleporting behind him, I grab him by the shoulders. Teleporting us about ten feet high, I drop him out of the air, while I land on the ground safely. He hits the ground with a hard thud.

      “Worm!” Melissa reprimands me.

      “You’re gonna pay for that one,” Daniel says, getting to his feet.

      “Oh yeah? Let’s take this to the crisis room and settle it then.”

      “Done.” He turns around and walks to the door. “Hydro. Fifty-Seven Eighteen,” he says, looking into a small camera. A red laser comes out from a hidden panel and scans his eye.

      “No! You guys, no. You can’t do this,” Melissa argues, but it’s no use.

      “He needs to learn a lesson,” Daniel says, the red laser disappearing, and the door slides open.

      The crisis room is a training and logistics area. It’s completely integrated with an artificial intelligence system, neurological and biological weaponry, and augmented reality mapping screens for planning missions. It’s used for everything from training sidekicks to planning defense formations against rogue alien attacks. We haven’t had one of those in decades though.

      “You’re the one that’s gonna be taught a lesson,” I yell back.

      “Worm, you don’t want to do this.” Melissa pulls my arm. “Who cares, okay? If Supron or Mimic find out you two are doing this, you guys are going to be in serious trouble.”

      “He should’ve thought about that before he dropped me on my face,” Daniel spits out.

      The A.I. in the room begins to come alive. Large blocks start forming out from the floor and walls. The room can read our brain waves, so it’s already programming for a practice duel, which is standard for training. This isn’t a training session though.

      “Aw, Daniel—excuse me—Hydro,” I say sarcastically. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to help you out and keep everyone safe. Everyone knows that honker of a nose will probably kill someone some day.”

      “Shut up, Worm!” he yells.

      I’m definitely getting under his skin, which benefits me. Seeing him get more and more upset is releasing some of my own anger. Now all I have to do is take advantage.

      Melissa steps in front of me, putting her hand on the star of my chest. “Robbie, please. Don’t do this. If you guys get caught, who knows when your next mission will be.”

      She has a point. I know she’s serious because she’s using my real name. I won’t get released from being a sidekick if they catch us battling, at least, I’m ninety-nine percent sure I won’t. I’d most likely deal with certain reprimands like clean-up duty or assisting Doc in the lab for the next few months. But I have to do this.

      Daniel’s already powered up; his dark skin hidden under a layer of blue water. He might be older than me, and he might have more experience than me, but I know I can take him. And I want to prove that. I want to finally prove I’m not some worthless sidekick, but that I can hold my own.

      “Thanks, Mel,” I say, putting my hands on her waist. Teleporting us away, I land on the side of the room, pushing her off to the side. “But I can do this.” Teleporting back in front of Daniel, I crack my knuckles. “You ready?”

      He doesn’t reply. Instead, he splashes me right in the face, dousing me with what feels like gallons of water, knocking me down to the ground. Grimacing, I teleport behind him, but he’s expecting it. He spins around, nailing me with a swift kick to my stomach. Hunched over, I gasp for air.

      “Oh man, you’re so lame!” He laughs, running off to the side.

      Jumping onto a ledge formed by the room, he throws his hands in the air, summoning more water, then hurls a massive stream of it directly at me.

      “Watch out!” Melissa yells, and I teleport away just in time.

      He jumps onto another ledge, and my bearings are starting to come back. Trying to sneak up on him is out of the question. I need a new tactic.

      I teleport to a ledge in front of him, and he throws more water at me, but I teleport across the room. If I can get him to chase me, I might eventually get the upper hand. Teleporting again, he throws another attack, but it misses. Trying to anticipate where I’m going to jump next, he starts moving, and now he’s on the chase. Perfect.

      Daniel starts unloading more and more water, each attack missing, as I jump to another spot in the room. I hear him let out a grunt of frustration. Each blast of water sends drops and mist into the air, and it’s starting to feel like a rain forest. Jumping to another ledge, I leap to the ground. He misses with another attack, and this time I teleport directly behind him. Instead of hitting or slapping him, I playfully tap his shoulder and teleport away. He spins around, trying to backhand me, but gets nothing but air.

      “Stop running and stand still!” he screams in frustration.

      Teleporting behind a huge block so he can’t see me, I yell back, “And why would I do that? You got me good on that first shot, even if you did cheat!”

      “This is a fight, Worm. Now get out and face me!”

      I glance around the corner to check if he sees me but nearly get blasted with more water. Sticking to the same game plan, I continue to jump from one spot to another.

      He jumps high, trying to take the high ground and hurls water from above, unloading what seems like a torrential stream. I jump out of the way just in time, as it crashes to the ground. He yells out in anger again, and I jump to a block that’s directly in below him. Kneeling down, I touch the water that floats on the ground and know this is going to do the trick.

      Whatever I teleport, I have to be touching it. And since I’m touching just some of the water, that means I’m touching all of it that’s on the ground.

      Focusing, I teleport every single drop I can and splash it directly on top of him. A massive boom sounds as the water drops out of the air, crashing onto him, raining all around me.

      A loud thud echoes in the room, and Daniel drops to the ground, coughing. The block he was on is at least ten feet in the air, and he cringes in pain. Running over to him, I slide on my knees and grab his uniform. Touching my fingers to the water on the ground again, I stare at him, daring him to move so I can douse him once more.

      He stares back up at me, and I can tell he’s seriously pissed off. I wait for a split-second, not sure if he’s going to yield or try and break free.

      The A.I. in the room comes alive. Daniel’s enraged sneer and my fed-up gaze both shoot over to the door, as the A.I.’s voice states, “Crisis room training override. Ordered by Alliance member, Supron.”

      Supron, Ms. Majestic, and Mr. Mimic all stand in front of the door, arms crossed, with aggravated expressions.

      “Is there something you want to tell us?” Mimic asks.

      Majestic takes Melissa away, Supron does the same to Daniel, and I’m left to follow Mimic as he gives me a stern talking to about working as a team. It’s one I’ve heard numerous times over the summer.

      “Believe me, Worm,” he continues, “you don’t think there have been times in the past where we’ve all got mad at one another? But we don’t fight it out. We don’t all get along, but we do trust each other. That trust can’t happen if we start fighting every time one of us says something stupid or offensive.”

      Arriving in the control room, he leans against a desk with a computer screen monitoring over a section of the city. I take a deep breath, and shake my head, staring down at the ground.

      “I understand what you’re saying, but still. He treats me like a child. Constantly ridiculing my code name, and now with this mission? He makes it seem like I’m incompetent.”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Listen, part of that is my fault.”

      “Ugh,” I groan, embarrassingly. “Please, don’t say that. Please don’t say you don’t think I was ready to be out there.”

      “No, you are ready, Robbie. Your training over the summer has gone great. You’ve progressed better and faster than almost any sidekick we’ve had in the last few years. You’re just as good as Mighty or Hydro. But still, that mission was intense. You were ready for it, but I should’ve kept my eye on you a bit more. Just because you’re ready doesn’t mean you can’t get blindsided. That goes for any of us, whether we’re sidekick or superhero.”

      I let out a chuckle. “Mighty was saying the same thing before the fight. That we aren’t perfect.”

      “She’s right, we’re not. Bad things can happen. Sometimes, with all of our powers, we forget that. I did out there on that mission, and I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay, Mason,” I call him by his real name.

      Sometimes I get annoyed by his strict watch of the rules. And sure, every once in a while, I make fun of him for being the ultimate boy scout in the Alliance. But he’s a good man, and he’s been a good mentor. I’m reminded of Hydro’s last infuriating comment.

      “You’re not …” I pause, trying to get the words out. “You’re not … embarrassed of me, are you? I mean, because of what happened, and how it’s all over the news and everything?”

      He lets out a light laugh. “Robbie, did you not hear anything I just said? We all make mistakes.”

      “I know, but … still. I looked like a complete moron in that video.”

      “Yeah, you did.” My gaze locks on his, completely surprised at his agreement. “But we all look like morons from time to time. For the record, no, I’m not embarrassed by you. You’re a fantastic sidekick. And I’m looking forward to the next mission we have, where I can publicly announce you to the world as my sidekick.”

      A grateful smile hits my lips.

      “I think your fight with Hydro was enough training for today. Go change into your civvies and get out of here.” He ruffles my hair.

      Usually, I’d be embarrassed by that, even with it just being the two of us, but not today. I’m smiling ear to ear, knowing he trusts me and is ready for when I get announced as his sidekick.
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      Pete texts while I’m still changing out of my uniform, so I reply, telling him I’ll meet him at the party. Once I get to the house, I quickly realize this is much more than a little, start-of-the-new-school-year party. I should’ve known since it’s Cheryl’s senior year. There are some freshmen and sophomores, but most of the party-goers are juniors and seniors. She lives at the end of a street, and cars are littered in the driveway, in her front yard, and off on the road. Squeezing by a couple of seniors, who’re holding red cups with beer in them, I walk into her living room. I scan the area, trying to find Pete, but get interrupted by Maria.

      “Robbie, where have you been?” she shouts over the music.

      “Um, nowhere?” I look at her sideways. Was I supposed to get to this party at a certain time? “Have you seen Pete?”

      “He’s around here somewhere. I saw him a few minutes ago.”

      “Okay cool. I’m just—”

      “Wait.” She grabs my arm. She doesn’t have a drink in her hand, but something’s off. “Um … Jasmin’s here.”

      “Yeah, she told me she was gonna be here,” I reply, still scanning the room. She stands there, staring at me. “What?”

      “You know …” She gives me a coy smirk.

      “No. I don’t know.” Was I supposed to meet Jasmin here? Did Pete say something? I have no idea what’s going on.

      I scan the room again, looking for Pete, or anyone else I might recognize, but it’s a blur of faces, talking, and music. Turning my attention back to Maria, I catch her mouthing something, but her eyes find mine and quickly stop. Then she awkwardly plays with her hair, looking around as if she just got caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to.

      “What’s going on with you? You see a guy here you like or something?”

      I turn around to look at whoever she was talking to, but my head quickly snaps back to her when I feel cold liquid splash on my shirt.

      “Hey!” I pull at my now soaked, blue T-shirt. “What the hell, Maria?”

      “Oops,” she says with no sorrow in her voice. If anything, she’s holding back a laugh. Then she glances over at some guy, who’s scowling at her. “Sorry, I’ll get you another drink in a minute.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask, smelling my shirt. “It’s beer. If my mom smells this when I get home, she’s gonna go ballistic. What’s wrong with you?”

      Ignoring me, she points at a staircase. “You should just go upstairs and wring it out in the bathroom with some water. I’m sure it’ll help.”

      “Oh, you clean up a lot of beer-soaked shirts?” I ask sarcastically.

      “I’m trying to help you,” she defends herself.

      “Right. After you threw some guy’s beer all over me? Whatever. Where’s the bathroom?”

      “Upstairs. Go left, and it’s the last door on the right.”

      Walking up the stairs, I approach a couple making out. “Excuse me,” I say as the guy looks up, giving me an annoyed gaze.

      Disregarding me, the girl pulls his face back to hers and then begins making out again. Rolling my eyes, I squeeze by against the handrail and get to the second floor, eyeing the door Maria told me.

      After pulling off my shirt, I reach for the door handle and push it open. Scanning the room, I let out a groan.

      “Maria.”

      It’s not a bathroom, but rather a master bedroom. I venture inside, hoping there might be a personal restroom inside, and smell my shirt again, cringing. “Lovely.”

      Thankfully there is a bathroom, so I walk over to the sink and start rinsing out my shirt. “If I get grounded because of this I’m going to teleport Maria to the other side of the country,” I mutter quietly to myself.

      I drench the shirt, wring it out, and hold it up. Smelling it again, I decide it’s not horrible, but now I have to wear a wet T-shirt for the rest of the night. Grabbing a hand towel, I wet it and wipe down my chest, hoping to take off the alcohol smell, when I hear the door open.

      “Someone’s in here. I’ll be done in a minute,” I call out, and the door shuts. I start to put the wet shirt on when I hear footsteps.

      “I said I’d be done in a min—” When I turn around and see Jasmin standing there, I lose my words. “Uh … h-hey,” I stammer, one arm through the shirt and the other arm stuck in it, and my head poking out from the top. It’s covering half of my chest but leaves my stomach open.

      “Looks like someone’s been working out over the summer,” she says, smiling. It’s not a flirtatious smile, but the one I always see her with. A smile that never fails to melt me.

      “Jasmin. What, uh … what are you doing here?”

      The entire room seems to stand still. She’s in a light blue dress, and her wavy brown hair with the silver streaks looks perfect, as always, falling over her shoulders. She’s wearing a perfume that smells like roses, and a light pink lipstick, that makes her lips shine under the light.

      “Oh, sorry. Maria said you were up here. Did you want me to leave?” she asks, and begins to turn around.

      “No!” I say a little too anxiously, and she smiles again. “I mean … you can stay if you want.”

      “What are you doing up here?”

      “Oh, Maria told you where I was but didn’t tell you what she did?” I ask, pulling down my shirt. “She spilled beer all over me.”

      “She told me she wasn’t drinking.” She looks at me, concerned.

      “It wasn’t her beer,” I explain, rolling my eyes again.

      “Oh,” she giggles, looking at my wet shirt.

      We have the awkward silence again. As she stands in front of me, I wonder why I can’t just tell this girl I like her. That I’ve liked her for a long time. Instead, I’m a blundering idiot, standing in a wet shirt, with a blank stare across my face.

      “So …” she says.

      “So …”

      Again, silence. She bites her lip, averting her eyes for a moment, before meeting my gaze. I give her an awkward grin, nodding.

      She finally breaks it. “I guess we should get back to the party.”

      She takes a step to leave, and I can feel the distance growing between us. If I don’t take the chance to say something—anything—I might never get this opportunity again. I think of all of the things I can do and how I’m a sidekick, but none of that matters. If I don’t say something now, when will I ever get this chance again?

      I take a step toward her. “So, um, how was your first week of school?” I immediately fight the urge to roll my eyes at myself. Of all of the things I could say to her, I ask her about the first week of school? Smooth. But to my surprise, she answers it genuinely.

      “It was good. I like my classes. You?”

      “Yeah, it was good. Hey, what do you think about that Worm sidekick everyone is talking about?”

      My mouth snaps shut, and I shake my head. It’s the last thing I want to think about. No, it’s the second to last. The last thing I want to think about is how lame she probably thinks he is. That would be the nail in the coffin of the small ego I’ve developed over the summer from being a sidekick.

      Normally, I might start daydreaming even with her standing in front of me, and how great she looks. But all I feel is dread, waiting for her answer.

      “Hmm.” She pauses, putting a finger to her chin. She must be searching for the exact right word of how stupid he is. I am. “You know, I actually think he’s kind of cool.”

      What? “What?”

      “Yeah,” she continues. “I mean, I know everyone is saying he teleported away from the fight, but that’s what I think is cool.”

      “You think it’s cool that he ran away?” I ask, grimacing.

      “No, not that. I mean, who knows why he teleported away. And there was that massive explosion right next to him. But what I mean is, he teleported. There aren’t many teleporters out there, so it’s kind of cool. I’ve always thought that was a cool superpower.”

      A huge wave of relief washes over me. Jasmin thinks I’m cool. Well, not me, Robbie, but me, Worm. I can’t savor the compliment though, as another tinge of despair grabs my stomach. My code name.

      Just like before, I’m unable to stop myself. “What about what they’re saying his name is, though? Worm, or something like that.” I internally scream at myself again.

      “Well, it’s not horrible.”

      “It’s not?” I ask in complete shock.

      “No,” she laughs. “I’m mean, okay, it’s a little funny. But if you think about it, what do we know about teleporting? That to do it, the person has to be able to see and travel through a wormhole. So, I guess it makes sense.”

      I release a sigh of relief, letting a smile slide across my face. She turns her head to the side, giving me a confused stare.

      “Why are we talking about this?”

      “O-oh,” I stutter. “No reason. I mean, just thought I’d ask. You know, since everyone was talking about it this week.”

      “Okay,” she says but gives me an unconvinced glance.

      I need to change the subject fast, because now knowing that she thinks Worm is cool, I might just end up telling her my secret identity right here. “You know, I’ve liked you since the fifth grade.”

      Wait, what?

      If I could, I’d let Hydro hit me with a hundred tons of water and drown me out of my misery.

      She doesn’t say a word. For a split-second, I think I’ve screwed everything up, but then a smile hits her lips. She stares at me with those beautiful hazel eyes. “I know,” she says, looking away, letting out a giggle.

      My brow furrows in confusion. “Huh? You know? How do you know?”

      “Pete told me two weeks ago,” she answers, blushing.

      “Pete? He told you?”

      “Well, he didn’t tell me tell me, he just said a couple things. It’s not his fault. We saw him at the mall, and I asked him if you got a girlfriend this summer because you guys are usually always hanging out, but this year you weren’t. He let out this huge laugh like I was crazy or something.”

      For the last couple of years, we did hang out a lot. The mall, the movies, all kinds of stuff. I still feel crappy for bailing on him so much this summer due to my training.

      “I asked him why my question was so funny, and he just started going on and on about the girl-next-door-syndrome and how people never see it until it’s too late. It was like he was in a play or something.” She laughs.

      “Well, that’s Pete, the over-actor,” I say, and she takes a small step closer to me.

      Only a foot away, I move toward her, my mind racing with what she could be thinking. Her eyes dart between my eyes and lips. I take one final step, putting an arm around her. Then, we kiss. I wrap my other arm around her waist, and she runs her fingers through my hair. I take in a deep breath of that rose-scented perfume again and feel like every cell in my body is electric.

      “I have a secret, too,” she says, breaking away, but still close enough I can feel her breath.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve liked you for a while.”

      “Really?”

      “Not since fifth grade, but … yeah.”

      I smile and kiss her again. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I’m floating, but that’s not my superpower. Instead, I take this moment in and savor everything about it. Unfortunately, it comes to an end much too soon, as we hear a commotion in the back yard.

      I pull the curtains away from the bedroom window and look down. Pete stands near a pool, seemingly frozen. Craig, the senior, and what looks like two of his friends, face him, with the party-goers all surrounding them.

      “I’ve got to get down there,” I tell Jasmin, and slide open the window, stepping onto the roof. Jumping down from the second story, I look around nervously, forgetting where I’m at and hope I didn’t draw too much attention to myself. But no one’s paying attention to me. All eyes are focused on Craig and Pete.

      “What were you lookin’ at, you stupid freshman?” Craig yells at Pete, towering over him. One of his buddies pushes Pete in the shoulder.

      “No, nothing. I wasn’t looking at anything,” Pete pleads.

      “Then why’d you bump into us?” The friend pushes him again. All three of them have to be at least six feet tall, but Craig still towers over both of them.

      “I didn’t mean to … someone else nudged me, and I accidentally hit you.”

      “Whatever, I saw you—” one starts, but I cut him off, casually walking in front of Pete.

      “Hey, what’s up Pete?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder at him.

      “Get the hell out of here. This ain’t none of your business,” Craig yells.

      “Well, I mean, it kind of is,” I answer back. I’m not sure if it’s the fight earlier with Hydro or the kiss with Jasmin, but I feel untouchable. “See, he’s my best friend.”

      “Oh, how sweet,” one says sarcastically. “Maybe you two can get married.”

      “Maybe, you never know. If we do, though, we need to have a huge wedding reception at a house like this. I mean, look at this pool.” I point at it. “It’s terrific. Isn’t it terrific?” I ask Craig, who’s obviously confused.

      “Here, try it out.” I rush at Craig, pushing him into the pool, inducing a round of gasps from the onlookers. Both of his friends lunge at me, but I calmly sidestep them, and then run my shoulder into them, sending them into the pool, too. More gasps and now some cheers from everyone watching.

      “You’re dead, you hear me? You’re dead!” Craig screams.

      I turn to Pete. “Pete, I think it’s time we go.” Grabbing him by the wrist, I don’t wait for an answer, and dart off toward the backyard exit.

      As we rush out, I look up at the bedroom window and see Jasmin with a huge smile on her face. I mouth the words ‘I’ll text you’ to her, and she nods okay, still laughing.
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      I teleported to the party—I know, Mr. Mimic would have a fit—but Pete was dropped off, so we run for a good ten minutes, getting out of the neighborhood.

      I’m a little surprised how well Pete keeps up, considering he hates almost all things that involve physical activity. He’s much more content working on computer systems, re-wiring motherboards, or working on science experiments. The closest he’s ever been to sports is either watching from the stands or playing video games. We slow to a walk as we reach the south side of the city.

      King City is an amazing place. You know how some cities have nicknames like ‘The City of Festivals’ or ‘The City of Brotherly Love’? Well, King City is called The City of the Future. Not only is it home to the three most famous, and arguably most powerful, superheroes in the world, it’s home to some of the smartest and wealthiest people in the world.

      Leading scientists, investors, and tech moguls have all established their companies in King City. But if King City has anything that would be considered the ‘bad part’ of town, it’d be the south side. Most likely because it’s one of the oldest parts of the city; the luster and shine have worn off on the south side. It’s not the greatest area to be walking through, but it’s the quickest way to our neighborhood on the west side since Pete lives three blocks from me.

      “What was going on back there?” I finally ask as we turn down another street.

      “Nothing,” he answers bluntly.

      I glare at him. “It didn’t seem like nothing. Those guys were getting pretty mad.”

      “Just forget it, okay? I said it’s nothing.”

      I don’t say anything, but continue to stare at him, unsure. Pete usually never keeps anything from me, nor I from him. But after these past few months, things seem to be changing. Maybe I left him hanging one too many times this summer, and it’s finally starting to show.

      “Okay,” I finally say, hoping to ease the tension. Then remember what Jasmin told me. “Oh, and thanks for telling Jasmin I like her.”

      He cringes, casting me a sideways look. “Oh … sorry.”

      “It’s cool.” I smile back.

      “It’s cool?”

      “Yeah, we kind of made out.”

      He stops walking, delivering a shocked stare, and gives me a high-five. “Nice!”

      We laugh and keep walking. A few street lights flicker, making the dark street seem eerie; we’ve been down here before, though. There’s an old movie theater we’re heading toward that’s been closed for a couple of years, but Pete and I used to come and watch movies. Only a few people are out on the street. It’s too bad Pete doesn’t know what I can do, because if he did, I could just teleport us home.

      I hear an engine revving up and glance behind us. Up the street, about a block away, I truck revs up again, sitting in the middle of the road. I narrow my eyes, unsure why it’s parked in the middle of the street. The engine roars a third time, this time louder.

      “Uh, Pete?” I ask, stopping to stare at the headlights.

      We’ve reached the shutdown theater. Pete doesn’t respond, instead looking at the building. “Hey, this place was playing the latest Quigley Rides Again when it shut down.”

      “Pete?”

      “Yeah?” he answers, still gazing at the theater.

      “I think we might have a problem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He turns around and finally looks back at the truck. “Is that …”

      “Yeah, I think it is.”

      It’s hard to make out, but I’m almost positive it’s Craig’s truck. I remember seeing the same truck parked outside of Cheryl’s as we left, though I didn’t have a clue who it belonged to.

      I take a step back, bumping into Pete, who’s frozen. My first instinct is to teleport away, but Pete’s with me, and I can’t just reveal my secret identity to him.

      “What do we do?” he asks, panic filling his voice.

      I nervously look around. There are a few shops on the street, but they’re all closed. Some are boarded up. We could make a run for it, but Craig and his goons are in a truck, so there’s no way to outrun them now. Looking over at the abandoned movie theater, I see that it’s boarded up by two-by-fours. If we get inside, we could hide, then run for it when we get a chance.

      “Come on!” I yell, running toward the box office. Reaching for a nailed board across a door, I frantically pull at it.

      Pete follows my lead, and we pry it loose, throwing it aside. When I look back, the truck is still sitting there, the engine revving up more and more. Craig’s playing around, trying to scare us. We grab another board and pull at it. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the truck start to speed toward us.

      “Come on, come on!” I yell at the boards. We get another one loose and reach for a third. If we can get this one, we can squeeze through and get inside. “Watch out!” I yell at Pete.

      Pete backs up, and I kick the board. It cracks but stays intact.

      “Come on, you stupid wood!” Pete yells.

      One more kick and I break through, pulling half of it out of the way.

      “Go, go!” I yell, letting Pete go first.

      We run inside just as the headlights reach the door, and we scamper up a flight of stairs, dust and cobwebs hanging off of the handrails. Pete reaches a door, and to my surprise, it’s unlocked. We shut it behind us, and I grab my phone, turning on the flashlight. It’s a projection room. Quietly, Pete leans against the door, listening for any commotion, and I head over to the small window the movie projector would show through. Down below, Craig and his friends stalk through the seats. An idea hits me.

      “I’m gonna go out,” I whisper to Pete.

      “Are you nuts? No, let’s just wait for them to leave.”

      “We could be here all night. I’ll go out and make a distraction. Then, when they leave, you make a run for it out through the front. I’ll catch up to you.”

      “A distraction? How?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I answer, though I already know how. Teleportation style.

      Turning my flashlight off, I quietly head out of the room, trying to find my way through the dark. I can hear them, still looking around through the theater seats.

      I teleport in front of the movie screen. “Hey, dummies!”

      Craig lets out a growl, and the other two, who are in the middle of the theater, start running toward me. I dive in front of the first row of seats and teleport to the back of the room.

      Peeking up over the back row of seats, I watch as they run down to the front. They’ve split up, hoping to try and trap me—Craig and one of his friends on one side, and the third guy on the other side. I scan the dark theater, trying to think of my next move when I remember the foyer we ran through when we broke in. There’s a huge chandelier, hanging from the ceiling. I quickly teleport to the guy that’s by himself, grabbing his leg, and then teleport to the front and drop him on top of the chandelier.

      Teleporting back into the theater, I hear him screaming from the foyer.

      “Help! Craig! David! Hey, someone help!”

      I watch as they run out of the theater.

      “Up here!” he calls out.

      “How the hell did you get up there?” David asks.

      “How the hell do I know? Get me down!”

      Following them out, I stay in the shadows and watch as Craig looks around. There’s something about the way he’s looking. He’s not freaked out or even confused. He’s suspicious. Peering through the darkness in the building, he continues to look around, and it seems like he’s smelling the air. He closes his eyes, and that’s when I make my next move.

      Teleporting behind David, I grab his wrist, and in the blink of an eye, I teleport outside, to the roof of the movie theater. Dropping David there, I teleport back inside, to the shadowy corner I was in.

      “Hey! Hey!” I hear David’s muffled yell from outside.

      Craig continues to look around, still seemingly unfazed. He moves slowly, almost like a lion stalking prey. Following at a distance, he walks down a hallway, getting closer to the projection room door. I’m waiting to make my final move when I see Pete move out of a shadow. He’s already left the room, and Craig lets out a chuckle, seeing him, too.

      Craig’s body seems to tense up, about to take off like a missile at Pete, and I know I have to do it. Staying as much in the shadows as I can, I teleport behind Craig, grabbing his wrist, and then teleport to the inside of the closed bodega across the street from the theater I saw as we approached the theater. It’s much lighter in the store, with the street lights and the moon shining in through the windows and locked front gate, so I jump away as fast as I can before Craig can turn around and see me.

      Walking back over to Pete, I can still hear the guy hanging on the chandelier yelling for help.

      “Let’s go,” I whisper loudly to Pete, and we run out through the front of the theater.

      Squeezing through the boarded-up door we came in through, we take off down the street. As we do, I take a chance and look across the street. I can hear David yelling from the roof, but Craig stands behind the locked-up bodega, staring at both of us. Not yelling … as a matter of fact, he looks calm. Feeling triumphant, I humorously give him a salute, thinking it’ll get a reaction out of him. It doesn’t. He merely stands there, arms crossed, with almost a grin on his face.
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      I wake up to a text message the following morning from Mr. Mimic. Instead of a training session, he informs me that we’re going to a section inside Justice Alliance headquarters I’ve yet to see. There are a few levels of clearance within the Justice Alliance. Sidekicks are allotted basic clearance, then there are the regular superhero clearance levels. Then there’s a level of clearance only a handful of superheroes have access to, so I’m really excited to see what all of the fuss is about.

      Zipping up my jacket, I adjust my earpiece and head out to our dining room. The kitchen smells delicious, as my mom cooks chorizo and egg breakfast burritos. I quickly grab one and take a bite.

      “Robbie, don’t forget, we’re going to visit your tia tonight.”

      “Come on, Mom,” I argue. “Do I really need to visit Aunt Maggie every Sunday night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Dad?” I ask, glancing back at my father, who’s already chewing on his burrito, reading his tablet.

      “You heard your mother,” he answers, never looking up.

      “Fine,” I acquiesce, rolling my eyes, and teleport away.

      It doesn’t matter how intense or chaotic my schedule has become since I’ve become a sidekick, my parents always try to keep things as normal as possible at home. I’ve complained to Mr. Mimic about the mundane tasks I still do—namely chores for my mom—but he tells me it’s good to have a part of our life as regular as possible.

      I know it’s a crazy life I lead now. Leaving the training and missions out of it, just the insane world of superheroes is something else. I haven’t had my official press conference yet, but when it happens, I’ll be in articles, pictures, and news reports, alongside superheroes just as famous as movie stars. So, I know Mimic is telling me the truth and trying to help me. Still, with everything going on, I’ve barely had enough time to hang out with my best friend, so visiting my aunt every weekend feels boring.

      Inside headquarters, sidekicks and superheroes have their own small living quarters set aside called bunkers. It’s nothing more than a bedroom, big enough for a full-size bed and maybe a dresser and a desk or small couch. Even though I don’t stay over a lot, I love my room. Jumping to it, I grab my clearance cards that sit on a small table and then head down the hallway, where I see Melissa eating by an elevator.

      “Hey,” I say, taking another bite of my burrito.

      “Hey, Robbie. Chorizo and egg again?”

      “Every Sunday,” I answer, smiling.

      “Oh! You know, Ms. Majestic has this thing tonight. It’s kind of informal, so, you know no uniforms or code names needed. You want to come?”

      I take the final bite, mulling it over, remembering my mandatory visit to my aunt. Looking over at her, I notice she seems excited. This is the first time I’ve ever been invited to something being held by a hero, other than Mimic. An informal event would be great, too. Getting to see Supron or Majestic as a regular person and not as an authority figure always watching my every move. My initial smile begins to fade, knowing I probably wouldn’t be able to get out of visiting my family.

      “I’d like to, but I’m supposed to visit my aunt tonight.”

      “Oh,” she replies, disappointment in her voice.

      “I’ll see if I can skip it.”

      “No, no. It’s your family.”

      “Yeah, but I really want to go. That’d be great.”

      “Okay, but if you can’t, we’ll do something another time.”

      The elevator dings and I see it’s headed down, but I’m going up to the next floor. She gives me another smile, and a brief wave, as the doors close.

      Do something another time? What does that mean? We’ve never hung out outside of training. Melissa’s helped me a lot with the training and passing my obstacle course test, something every sidekick needs to pass. There have been a couple times I’ve wondered if she likes me. She’s a year older than me, so I’ve always quickly dismissed that thought. Sure, it only makes her sixteen, but still.

      Secondly, I’ve always let the notion pass by because whenever I think about liking anyone, there is only one girl. Jasmin. I still can’t believe I made out with her last night. I haven’t been able to text her, so I plan to after training. Does this mean we’re dating now? If not, hopefully that’s the direction we’re heading.

      Meeting Mimic on the fifth floor, he greets me. “Morning, Worm.”

      “Morning.”

      “This way.”

      Walking down the hallway, the white walls have different pictures and news articles, framed and hanging. Some of the articles are of stories of past superheroes and adventures, or pictures of current and past members of the Alliance. I follow him down the corridor, and we approach a sliding door. He inputs a series of numbers on a keypad, and the door slides open.

      The Alliance headquarters doesn’t look like a huge building from the outside. With ten stories, it seems like any other building in King City. But once inside, it’s easy enough to get lost, with secret doors, hallways, and off-limits areas.

      Turning down another corridor, we keep walking until we stop in front of a blank wall. I glance over at Mimic, unsure what we’re doing. It looks like a regular wall. He slides a finger down the corner seam, and a red hologram beam comes out from the ceiling, scanning over Mimic. When it’s finished, the red beam vanishes, and the formerly blank wall slides open, revealing a hidden corridor.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “Secret corridor, only accessible to gold level.”

      “Man, this place really is like a maze, huh?”

      He shrugs with a slight grin. “I guess you could say that.”

      Turning a corner, we come to a new door. After hitting another series of buttons on the panel, a green light flashes from the keypad, and the door slides open.

      We walk into the room, and my eyes double in size. It’s a static-white room.

      I’ve heard of the static-rooms but have never been in one. There are two different static-rooms, static-white and static-black. Static-white rooms are free of all dust, static, and any other tiny particles that could infect cells. I don’t see or feel anything, but I know the room automatically sanitizes us with nano-bots the moment we enter.

      Static-black rooms are sometimes referred to as negative-rooms. A black-hole type of room, that works similar to teleportation, and can send heroes to the farthest reaches of the galaxy.

      Three large cylinder chambers rise up from the floor. Standing nearly five feet tall, they’re almost porcelain in color and texture. The only thing noticeable on them is a small, black button. Mimic presses a button on the first pillar, and it spins around, opening up an inner chamber. Inside, there are dozens of tiny vials.

      “What is this?” I ask, my gaze transfixed on the vials that appear to be empty.

      Mimic reaches around his waist and opens his utility belt, bringing out one of his bio-cards.

      “These are the DNA cells of members of the Justice Alliance,” he answers, grabbing a vial.

      On the side of it, a six-digit number is listed along with a barcode. Below the barcode is a name; Frost. I finally realize what he’s doing. He’s refilling his bio-cards with different superhero DNA.

      For Mr. Mimic’s powers to work, he has to touch the skin of another hero. Once doing that, he’ll gain their power, and be able to mimic it for a limited time. He can imitate anything they can do. However, that’s hard to do in the heat of battle, or if someone is off-world on a mission.

      So they set up a static-white room, where he can access the DNA from any hero. He stores the DNA on what he calls bio-cards, which will hold the DNA for up to one week. They’re about half the size of a credit card, and he stores the bio-cards in his utility belt. Whenever he needs to access a new superpower, he just takes out the card, slides his finger across it, and boom … a new superpower at his fingertips. Literally.

      Taking a swab tip out of the vial, he rubs it against one of his cards, then replaces both the vial back in the chamber and his card back to his belt. Once he touches the card, he’ll have access to that power for one full hour. So, for instance, with Frost’s DNA he just used, he’ll be able to do whatever she can do, namely create ice weapons, defense forms, basically creating anything out of ice.

      He can access up to three superpowers at one time. Even before I became a sidekick, I knew precisely how Mimic’s powers work. Like I said, I’m a fan. This is all I’ve wanted, so I know how some of the most well-known superheroes’ powers work. But since joining as a sidekick, I’ve become extra fascinated with not only Mimic but all of the supers. It’s like a fan of magic getting to watch a magician perform his tricks and then getting a backstage pass and learning how they actually perform the tricks. Being here with Mimic also gives me a new sense of responsibility that he’s trusting me with.

      After restocking all of his bio-cards, he presses the small button again, the chambers close, and the towers proceed to head back into the floor.

      “Why’d you bring me here?” I ask. It’s great that he’s trusting me with this, but he doesn’t need to show me. He could have just as easily explained all of this to me.

      “You’re my sidekick, Worm,” he says as we turn to leave the room. “And, hopefully one day, my peer. I trust you, and if you ever need to restock my bio-cards for me, this way you know how to do it.”

      “Cool. So, I’m getting a passcode then?”

      He laughs, a little harder than I appreciate. “No, not yet. I just wanted to bring you down here and show you.”

      Walking back through the corridor we came through, I try to focus on the fact that he’s trusting me with this. An alert sounds in my earpiece, and we exchange looks.

      Pulling out a card, he runs a finger over it, then gives me a smirk. “Let’s go.”

      He hyper speeds away and I teleport to the control room, where Doctor Grandside is already waiting with schematics mapped out over multiple monitors.

      “What do we have?” Mimic asks, coming to a quick stop.

      “It looks like a new one. Infrared bio-readings say animal DNA, heightened strength, and heightened senses. And that’s just his minion.”

      “A minion?” I ask.

      Supervillains almost always work alone. Egos run high, and trust runs short with them. The few times a supervillain has been able to take control of part of the city before our heroes were able to topple them, they’ve done it alone with only henchmen. Supervillains working together almost always leads to infighting and they soon turn on themselves, making our jobs a whole lot easier.

      Adding minions to the mix rarely pans out. Most of the time, either the villain will take out his minion for mistakes, or the minion will turn on his supervillain. So it’s extremely rare to see a supervillain working with a minion. They’re basically the equivalent to a sidekick.

      “Yes, but it’s hard to get a reading on his leader. I’m not sure how, but I think he’s using some kind of DNA blocker to avoid our scans,” Doc explains.

      Across the monitor, men and women are running away, screaming, as the animal-like minion jumps up on a car, and uses his claws to rip through the roof of it. The supervillain appears on the screen, raising a fist high, and then a bright blue beam shoots from it before he disappears off the screen.

      “We know he’s using ionic thunderbolts though. Those aren’t easy to come by.”

      “Recommendations?” Mimic asks, reaching for another card. “I’m thinking hyper speed and flight.”

      As soon as he says it, the supervillain shows up on the screen. At first, it looks like he’s flying, but Doc enhances the video and we see a propulsion vibe floating around his boots.

      “Agreed,” Doc replies. “Probably super strength as your third, just to be safe.”

      “Sounds good.” Mimic reaches around his belt, touching his last card, then looks over at me. “Okay, Worm. You ready for another shot?”

      I try to suppress the excitement that I’m being given a second chance this quick. Steadying my nerves, I look back. “Let’s do it.”

      Doc pulls up a map of the area and pinpoints a side alley where I’ll be able to teleport to. Putting a hand on Mimic’s shoulder, I teleport us over to the spot. A loud crunch sounds around us, and debris scatters at the entrance of the alley.

      “I’m going to head topside, and scan for the villain. You take care of the minion.”

      “Got it,” I reply, and he takes off, flying up into the sky.

      Hitting my earpiece, the nano-bots come alive, and my helmet with visor forms over my head. Peeking around the corner, I see the minion. He jumps off the top of a car, roaring.

      He’s wearing a mask that looks like a lion’s head, with an enormous bronze mane encompassing his neck and shoulders. His entire torso, from shoulders to his waist, is covered in what looks like tactical, leather armor, except for his arms. His arms are bare, proving he definitely doesn’t skip gym day. On his chest are three claw marks, all in red.

      Red Claw? That’s not a bad name if that’s what it is.

      He jumps up into the air, and I register at least one power he has; super agility. Jumping high, he lands on the roof of a car, knocking out the glass from the windows. That’s when I discover two more advantages he has. Super strength and some sort of claw weapons.

      I can’t tell from my distance whether the claws are weapons attached to his hands or his actual nails, but he bends over, digging his claws into the roof of the car, and he’s able to tear it up, ripping the metal like it’s tinfoil. Jumping off, he kicks over a fire hydrant, sending a fountain of water high into the air.

      This is my chance. I teleport behind him, tackling him to the ground. I roll off and teleport five feet away, onto my feet, and I’m surprised to see him already on his, too. The eyes of his mask glow orange, and he stands there, preparing to attack.

      “All right, buddy, don’t make this harder than it has to be,” I yell. His head turns slightly to the side, and I hear a chuckle. He’s actually laughing. “Okay, then.”

      Teleporting behind him, I’m about to wrap my arms around him to teleport us away, but he’s quicker than I realize and spins on his feet. Swinging wildly, his claws nearly take my head off, but I duck out of the way. He lifts a knee to hit me, but I block it and jump back, then teleport behind him. Again, he spins around, but I’m ready this time and deliver three swift punches to his ribs.

      Either his armor is protecting him better than I think, or his super strength is on another level because he acts like he doesn’t even feel it. Pulling his arm back, he swats at me again; this time, his claws swipe across my helmet and I hear the screech of nails on a chalkboard. The blow’s powerful enough that it knocks me back, and I drop to a knee, trying to regain my composure.

      “Crap.”

      I look up just in time to see him leaping into the air, only this time, he’s coming down right at me. Just as he’s about to slam his knee into the ground, I roll out of the way, and then do a kip up, getting to my feet.

      “Whoa there!”

      Before I can say anything else, he swings again, but I duck. Another swing and another miss, and now his laugh is gone. He takes one more swing, but before he can connect or I can dodge, we’re both rocked by an explosion, sending us down to the ground.

      Looking up, I see Mimic and the supervillain battling it out, floating above the roof of a building.

      “Vacuus is gonna destroy that fraud of a superhero.” Red Claw laughs.

      Getting up, I rush at him and take a swing, but he ducks out of the way. “That fraud has saved this city countless times. Just because he uses other superhero powers, doesn’t make him a fraud.”

      “You’re an idiot,” he says, condescension dripping from his words.

      Exchanging another round of punches, I finally get a good shot in, hitting him on the side of his helmet. He lets out another roar, this time in frustration, and then counter-attacks. I sidestep his first swing, but he spins around and swipes his claws across my suit, tearing them through the star on my chest, and digging into my skin.

      I cry out in pain, as he chuckles. “Face it, kid, you’re out of your league.”

      Grabbing my chest, I stare at him through my visor, trying to think of a better plan of attack. He towers over me by almost a foot, and swings again, but I’m able to block the punch and grab his arm. Using his momentum, I flip him over my shoulder, and he crashes to the ground. Keeping hold of his wrist, I teleport him into the air, letting him drop from fifteen feet. He hits with a hard thump.

      “Now who’s the idiot?” I yell.

      Getting to his feet, he’s seething. When he pops his hands open, I can now see his claws aren’t weapon attachments. And they’re growing.

      In a showy display, he snaps his fingers open, and I hear another laugh from him. I know I have to take him out. This is my first mission. There’s no way I’m getting bested by a minion, no matter how big and strong he is.

      Before he can move toward me, the supervillain he called Vacuus flies down and orders him to stop.

      He’s dressed in dark gray and green boots and pants. Wearing some type of armor over his torso, it looks like his shoulders are glowing with strips of green, and his forearms have gauntlets with different buttons and tech equipped to them. His face is completely covered with another piece of high-tech armor, a helmet that has glowing eyes. Reaching over to one of his gauntlets, he hits a button, and both he and Red Claw start to glow a blue-silver shade. Then, a second later, they’re gone.

      With them gone, the madness begins to die down, but there’s still commotion everywhere. Sirens blare in the background, and people are yelling. Looking around for Mr. Mimic, I see him clawing his way out of a pile of rubble, near a hole in a building. Hyper speeding over to me, he lets out a frustrated sigh.

      “Beamer?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      A beamer is an artificial teleporter, but they’re extremely rare. The only place one can even try to find one is on the black market, and even then, you’d be paying in the seven figures. I guess you could build one, but you’d have to be a genius. No, a super-genius.

      Mimic looks over at me, eyeing the slash mark on my helmet, then the ones through my chest. “You okay?”

      I cringe a little, touching my chest and wiping away some of the blood. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. It’s not deep. The gear took most of the blow.”

      He nods. “Nice work, Worm.”

      “Thanks. What happens now since they got away?”

      Most of the time we’ll catch the bad guys. But even if we don’t, we’ll get some kind of clue as to where they might turn up next. However, with a beamer, Vacuus could’ve gone anywhere.

      “He never directly attacked me. It almost seemed like he was sparring, trying to look for any weaknesses. We’ll have Doc scan his fighting pattern, and hopefully something will pop up in the database. Plus, we’ve now got visuals, so we’ll send out an APB to all other Alliance members. But that’s really all we can do for now.”

      Tires screech and I turn around to see news reporters and other members of the media all hurrying down to our location. With cameras flashing, and videos recording, everyone starts screaming questions at us.
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      The camera shifts around, out of focus for a moment, then focuses on my face. Dust and debris left a couple marks, and you can see the claws marks on the side, but I look pretty good. The visor mirrors back at the cameras and comes down to my nose so all the cameras can see are my lips and chin. The reporters all shout at me, asking a barrage of questions, and I can’t hear anything except static for a moment.

      Trying to gain some order so I can hear at least one question, I point to a blonde lady. “Worm, it’s been fifteen years since the Justice Alliance has had a teleporter, new sidekick or superhero. How are you dealing with that pressure?”

      “Oh, wow.” I never really thought about my power like that. “Um … no pressure really. Mr. Mimic has been a great mentor, and he’s helping me adapt to everything.”

      The questions keep coming at breakneck speed. Everything from the fight we had, how I like being a sidekick, how long I think it’ll be before I became a full-fledged superhero, and even what I think about the latest rumors involving some other superheroes.

      Finally, Mr. Mimic steps in. “Okay, everyone, that’s enough questions for today. We need to organize the relief and clean-up committee to get this area back up and running. We’ll take more questions another time.”

      I hit repeat on my phone and start the video again, as me and Pete walk down the hallway at school. I’ve watched the video every day for the last week and a half, and it still isn’t old. I’ve even got used to the weird way my voice sounds from the voice modifier attached to my suit.

      I finally made my real grand debut as the sidekick of Mr. Mimic, and it went great. Hydro was quick to remind me that Vacuus and Red Claw got away the first chance he got, but only when I was alone with him. If Mr. Mimic was there, he didn’t say a word. I chalk that up to him just being mad the spotlight was on me for a change.

      It feels good knowing my name and masked face is actually out there now. I’ve been officially a sidekick since I passed my trials and testing, but debuting to everyone in King City makes it feel official official. People know who I am now. And they finally know I don’t eat worms to access my powers. Gone is my horrible first outing of teleporting away, and now everyone knows who Worm really is. Video clips are all over the internet, including the biggest superhero website of them all, The Cape Zone. I’m the feature article: ‘The New Sidekick of King City.’

      “Come on, Robbie,” Pete groans in frustration. “I know you love superheroes, but you don’t have to watch that video of the new sidekick every single day.”

      “Sorry.” I start to slide my phone into my pocket as we turn a corner, but someone stops me from walking, covering my eyes with their hands.

      “Guess who?”

      “Hey, you,” I turn around and give Jasmin a kiss.

      After my first mission, I was riding high. Not only did I debut as Worm, but later that night I finally got to talk to Jasmin. Then I saw her the next day at school, and we became official. Since then, we talk every day, and it couldn’t be better. I’m on top of the world. Sidekick for Mr. Mimic, finally going out with the girl I’ve been crushing on for years, and I’ve got superpowers.

      Life is awesome.

      “Great,” Pete sighs. “I’ll see you later.” Turning around, he takes off down the hallway.

      “Oh.” Jasmin looks a little taken aback. “Was it something I did?”

      “No.” I watch as Pete walks away. “He’s been acting weird the last couple of weeks.”

      “Maybe he’s getting jealous?” she asks in a playful tone.

      “What? No way, Pete would never be jealous of you.”

      “Not me.” She pulls at my hand, raising up my phone. “Of your new obsession. How many times have you watched the video today?”

      “What? I mean, it’s not like …” I feel my cheeks getting hot and look away, embarrassed. “Four.”

      Giggling, she takes hold of my free hand, and we begin to walk to class. “This new sidekick has kind of become an addiction. What’s that about? When he showed up the first time, you didn’t even want to talk about him.”

      “No, I know.” I try to think of some sort of justification for how I’ve been acting. “I mean, he is pretty cool, right?”

      “Sure, he’s cool. But he’s just a sidekick.”

      “Just a sidekick?” I cry out.

      She flinches. “Whoa, you know what I mean. We now have three sidekicks in King City, not to mention the dozens we’ve seen over the years who’ve gone on to become superheroes.”

      “Well, yeah …” I look away, beginning to feel embarrassed. Maybe I have been obsessing about my debut too much. I’d hate for Pete to think I’m ignoring him because of it. Plus, I don’t want Jasmin thinking that either. “I guess you’re right.”

      Reaching her class, I lean over and give her a kiss. “You’ve always loved superheroes, which is cool. But Pete is your best friend.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I give her another kiss. “I’m glad I’ve got an incredibly smart girlfriend I can obsess over now.” I smile.

      “Just don’t obsess too much,” she responds with a smirk. I quirk an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t want Pete to start getting jealous of me, too.”

      “I’ll try not to.” I give her a third kiss. I can’t help it. Even though we’ve only been going out for a week, I still feel like I’m making up for lost time. “But no promises.”
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      It’s hard to imagine things being any better right now. In the last three weeks, I’ve been interviewed by multiple news websites and blogs.

      Sitting in the cafeteria, the large room is filled with chatter. Worm has been the topic of a few people, but it’s nothing like when I first debuted. Still, I grin whenever I hear someone whispering my name.

      Maria and Pete sit across from me and Jasmin, while I scroll through my phone.

      “Oh, look at this one,” I show Jasmin my screen, as we sit at our table for lunch.

      “You showed me that one already.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah.” She giggles, taking a bite of a chip.

      I’m scrolling through a new set of pictures that hit the internet over the weekend. I assisted Mr. Mimic on a patrol Saturday night, and we took down a couple of C-list villains. They were using some tech that’s been outdated for at least three years, so taking them down was pretty easy. Afterward, a few bloggers caught up with us and snapped some pictures. I love being a sidekick.

      “Yeah,” Pete replies, shaking his head. “And the ones on The Cape Zone. And the highlight reel from King News Network put together. And, the coolest sidekicks to make their debut in the last five years.”

      “Dude, Worm came in third. That’s pretty cool.”

      “Whatever,” he scoffs.

      “Aw, is someone jealous?” Maria teases him.

      “He’s just a sidekick,” Pete counters.

      I know it’s a joke, but Pete has seemed restless for the last few weeks. Everyone knows I’m practically a junkie when it comes to superheroes, Pete more than most, but he still acts put off by me even mentioning him.

      I do wish he knew the truth. I’ve had to bail on him a few more times, and it sucks. With training and patrols over the weekend, I have barely any time for us to just hang out. What feels even worse than that, though, is disappearing on Jasmin.

      I haven’t told Mimic I have a girlfriend yet. He’s been very clear from the beginning, getting involved with someone is not to be taken lightly. Not only do we have to protect anyone we get involved with from threats, but it’s not the best idea to try and build a relationship with someone if they don’t know who you really are.

      Keeping this from her has been tough. There have been a couple of times I almost told her. But as annoying and aggravating as Mimic’s words are, I know they’re true. How can I tell Jasmin my biggest secret, and put her directly in harm’s way? I can’t. So, I’ve kept everything from her.

      “See you guys later.” Pete gets up without waiting for any of us to reply. Quickly grabbing his backpack, he takes off from the cafeteria.

      “Maria, you need to cool it with that stuff,” I say.

      “Oh, come on. It’s just a joke. Why’s Pete getting his panties in a bunch?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, taking a drink of soda. “He’s been acting weird. I haven’t been that bad, have I?”

      “Not at all.” Maria smiles, waving it off. “If by not that bad, you mean constantly nagging us to see the latest article on this worm guy.”

      “It’s not worm guy, it’s Worm,” I answer back, earning a look from Jasmin. “Sorry. He’s just cool, that’s all.”

      Maria looks over at Jasmin, both of them unsure what to make of my excitement. “Anyway,” Jasmin says. “Have you talked to Pete? It seems like it’s more than just this sidekick. When you couldn’t make the movies the other night, he seemed really upset.”

      “He did?”

      She nods. “He said you were doing that all summer.”

      “Oh.” I stare down at my lunch on the table, guilt filling up inside. “Sorry again about that.”

      “It’s fine. I know my mom makes sure I visit my grandma, too.”

      “Yeah.” I nod again but can’t make eye contact. Using visiting my aunt or grandma as an excuse has become a habit when I have to actually meet up at Alliance headquarters. I’m happy Jasmin understands, even if it is a lie, but I hate that it’s what I have to do.

      “Pete’s been your best friend since elementary school. I know we have a lot more stuff going on now that we’re in high school, so maybe just remember he’s your best friend, too.”

      “You’re amazing, you know that?” I wrap an arm around her, kissing her on the cheek.

      “And that’s my cue to let the lovebirds have the rest of their lunch together,” Maria says, laughing.

      Getting up from the table, she leaves us sitting in the cafeteria. “Maria’s cool, though. Right?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like, I don’t want to think Pete’s jealous or anything, but obviously something’s up. What about Maria? She’s cool with us dating and you spending more time with me, right?”

      “Oh, yeah. She’s just worried about finding a date to homecoming.”

      I smile, wiggling my eyebrows. “Homecoming. That’s going to be our first high school event as a couple. You still looking for a dress? I know we have less than a month to go now.”

      “I found one,” she answers. “It’s amazing. It has these shiny blue and gold sequins, it’s so pretty.”

      “You’re so pretty.” I give her another kiss. “Wait, did you say blue and gold? Like Worm’s uniform.”

      She nods with a small laugh. “I thought it was funny. Since you’re obsessing over him, I figured I’d play into that and use his colors for my dress.”

      This girl is amazing, and I think I’m actually blushing a little. “Wow. You didn’t have to do that, Jas.”

      “I wanted to. I mean, if I’d found something I liked better I would’ve gone with that, but I really do like it. I think you will, too.”

      “I’ll like you in anything. You could go in a trash bag, and I’d still think you’re beautiful.”

      I love that my compliments make her blush. Yup, life is awesome.
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      A B-level villain named Jigsaw was reported trying to move some top-secret weaponry through the city, and Mimic and I were able to track him and his men down. He uses a hologram shield, which is in the shape of a jigsaw puzzle piece, thus his name. He and his henchmen almost got away … that is until I teleported them into King City detention center before they could.

      Another villain, another notch in the belt of successful missions as Worm.

      I’ve put in extra effort the last couple of weeks to not talk about myself. Pete’s still acting standoffish when it comes to Worm, and now I feel like Jasmin might be, too. I don’t want them to think I’m ignoring either of them, especially Jasmin, with homecoming this weekend. So, I’ve played it cool and not brought it up. Much.

      Other than Pete’s awkwardness, things have been amazing with Jasmin. We’ve gone to the movies a few times, and I even went over to her house for dinner with her mom. It was my first time meeting a parent as ‘the boyfriend,’ but I’m pretty sure it went okay. She’s come over to my house, and I think my parents like her. I mean, what’s not to like? Gorgeous hazel eyes, lightly tanned skin, and an adorable giggle. Who couldn’t like that?

      “Dude, the dance is in two days. You need to ask someone, Pete,” I urge him, as we walk to our lunch table.

      I’ve been trying to get him to ask someone for the better part of two weeks, but he always blows me off. Then, at the beginning of this week, he actually told me he was thinking about not going. I’m doing my best to convince him otherwise. This will be our first high school dance, so it’s a big deal. He needs to go.

      I’ve even brought up the possibility of asking Maria, and they could go as friends. Neither of them seems romantically inclined toward the other, but it’d be better than going alone. Plus, all of us going as a group would be fun. But he keeps telling me he doesn’t want to.

      “There isn’t anyone I want to ask,” he counters, chewing on his lip like he wants to say more, but doesn’t.

      “What’s that look?”

      “What look?”

      “That look. There is someone, isn’t there? Come on, man, ask her! Then all five of us can go, and it’ll be great.”

      “It’s …” He shakes his head, letting out a sigh. “There’s no one, Robbie. I mean, there was, but they have a date already. So, it’s no big deal. It’s just a stupid dance.”

      “So go with Maria! We can still have fun.”

      “Robbie, stop.”

      “What?” I look at him, confused. “Dude, you’re my best friend. I want us all to have fun. Why are you so against this?”

      “Because it doesn’t even matter if I go or not. You two are dating, so you don’t need me there. You’ll have fun all by yourselves.”

      “Okay …” I pause, turning my face away, slightly embarrassed. “I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t even think it was possible. But you’re not, like … jealous of her, are you?”

      “What?” he says, shocked. “Why would I be jealous of her?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply with a clenched jaw, frustration starting to grow. “I’ve been trying to figure it out. Ever since school started you’ve been acting weird.”

      “Me?” With an angry glare, he stops and crosses his arms. “You bailed on me more than I can count over the summer. And now all you want to talk about is either Jasmin or that stupid sidekick, Worm.”

      “Hey, he’s not stupid.” My jaw drops, hitting him back with the same defensive tone.

      “You see!”

      Taking a deep breath, I try to put myself in his shoes. He’s been my best friend for years, and a new sidekick comes along, and it’s all I talk about. Plus, now Jasmin’s on my mind more than ever.

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I know I bailed a lot over the summer. Maybe … maybe you’re right. He is just a sidekick. I know that.”

      “What about Jasmin?”

      “Oh, come on.”

      He chuckles. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. You have liked her forever.”

      “Yeah, and thanks again for telling her that.” We finally both laugh and start heading to our table again. “Anyway, about homecoming. For reals, Pete, you have to go. It won’t be the same without you.”

      “Fine, I’ll go. Don’t try to set me up with anyone though. I’ll just go with you guys and keep to myself.”

      “We’ll hook you up with someone once we get there.”

      He rolls his eyes, laughing. “Whatever.”
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      It’s finally homecoming night, and we pull up to the parking lot of the high school gym, and get out of the backseat of my mom’s car. Since neither of us have our driver’s license yet, we’re relegated to the transportation of my parents. Thankfully, my mom doesn’t embarrass me too much, only telling me to be safe tonight and be home before midnight. We’re meeting Jasmin and Maria at the dance, so we head inside.

      King City High always goes over the top for dances and other school functions, so even though the dance is inside of our gymnasium, the student body committee has balloons, banners, spotlights, and streamers everywhere. And that’s just on the outside. We can hear the music coming from inside and see a bunch of students walking toward the door. The excitement keeps rising, remembering this is going to be my first official dance with Jasmin as my girlfriend.

      “Man, I shouldn’t have worn this stupid tie.” Pete tugs at the purple bow tie he’s wearing. He decided on going with a dark purple suit, a light gray button-up, and the bow tie.

      “It’s fine, man.”

      “You didn’t wear one.”

      “No,” I counter. “But Jasmin didn’t want me to wear one as long as I wore the blue suit with the gold boutonnière.”

      The suit I’m wearing is a shiny, almost a metallic looking navy-blue, and I’m wearing a black dress shirt under it, with the rose boutonnière that’s painted gold with silver glitter. It matches her gold and blue dress, which I’ve only seen pictures of, but know she’s going to look amazing.

      “You’re fine.”

      He pulls at the tie again. “It feels like it’s choking me.”

      I laugh. “Then just take it off. Throw it away or something.”

      “Throw it away?” His mouth drops. “This thing cost me forty bucks.”

      I laugh again as we walk into the gym, with even more strobe lights pulsing away, and the music gets louder. A large banner hangs in the middle of the gym, welcoming everyone to this year’s homecoming dance, along with a huge disco ball, and balloons floating all around. Some of the students are already dancing in the middle, while others hang off to the side, eating and drinking. I scan the room, looking for Jasmin.

      “Dude.” Pete nudges my shoulder.

      Turning, I see Craig with his two lackey friends. They’re near a refreshments table, trying to look cooler than everyone else, and are actually succeeding for the most part.

      Ever since Cheryl’s party, and the movie theater incident, we’ve done everything in our power to keep our distance from them. There have been a couple of times that Craig’s seen me, but he doesn’t make a move. He doesn’t yell or give way to chase. He just stands where he is and stares me down, smiling. I’ve thought it was weird, and still kind of do, but as long as he isn’t bothering Pete or me anymore, I try not to think about it. Tonight’s the first time we’ve seen him outside of regular school hours.

      “You think he remembers?” Pete asks.

      “Remembers what? Me pushing them into a pool and then us giving them the slip at an abandoned movie theater?”

      I smile at the memory, and Craig turns around, making eye contact. Again, just like the other times at school, he sees me and delivers a smile back. It’s unsettling.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he remembers.”

      “What are we gonna do?”

      My sidekick training has already kicked in, and I scan the room again. “You know, I think it’s going to be okay. I don’t think he’d do anything with such a big crowd. He might try to intimidate us—”

      “He’s already intimidating us.”

      “We’ll be fine. Let’s just try to avoid him.”

      Pete nervously looks over at the drink table, nodding in agreement. Scanning the gym again, I finally spot Jasmin, walking over to us with Maria. She looks incredible.

      She’s curled her hair a little, still keeping the silver streaks in it, and the pictures she sent me of the dress didn’t do it justice. It’s mostly blue with the gold sequins trim, with spaghetti straps over her shoulders. I don’t think I’m drooling, but I wipe my mouth just in case.

      “Wow.” I stare at her.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It is.” Wrapping my arms around her, I lean over and give her a kiss.

      Pete coughs loudly. “Hey, Jasmin. Hi, Maria.”

      “Hey,” Maria answers, not paying much attention, as she looks around the gym.

      Taking hold of Jasmin’s hand, I start walking out to the dance floor. “Let’s hit the dance floor, guys.”

      Pete rolls his eyes but follows along with Maria next to him. The DJ is playing some upbeat songs, and a few more students join in. Soon, it’s a large crowd, and we’re all laughing and enjoying our first high school dance. Everyone except for Pete.

      He leans over to me, bumping my elbow. “Hey, I don’t see them anymore.”

      “See who?” I reply, continuing to dance with Jasmin.

      “Craig and his goons.”

      I look around but can’t spot them either. “Don’t worry about it. Like I said, they won’t try anything here.”

      He nods, but it doesn’t seem like he believes me. I wish he could just enjoy himself because it really is a great night. The DJ goes back and forth between a few fast songs, then she’ll slow it down a little, and play something to slow dance to. Even though Maria and Pete didn’t technically come together, they dance a few songs, and Maria appears to be having a good time. She’s wearing a short green skirt and has her short hair done up with little ribbons in it. If Pete would just relax, he might be laughing along with the rest of us, but he continues to anxiously scan the room.

      After a few more songs, Maria and Jasmin head to the restroom while Pete and I go to the drink table.

      “Dude, you need to calm down. They aren’t going to do anything.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know,” he answers, but tugs at his bow tie, nervously.

      “Just relax, Pete. Try to have some fun. Hey, I think I saw Gloria looking over at you. You should ask her to dance.”

      “I told you, I don’t want to dance with anyone. Stop pushing me on that,” he snaps a little harder than he has to.

      I jerk my head back, almost insulted. “Okay. Sorry. I’m just trying to help you out.”

      “I know. Sorry.” He gazes at the ground, shamefaced.

      “It’s all good. Do you see that girl you were thinking of asking? Maybe her date bailed on her, and you can ask her.”

      “No,” he answers but doesn’t look up. “You sure Craig and them aren’t going to do anything? Even when the dance is over?”

      “Dude, they won’t. There are teachers everywhere.”

      “Yeah … yeah. You’re probably right.”

      I’m not sure why he’s so worried about them. I know what they did, but it’s not like they’re going to attack us. Sure, they’re seniors, and we’re lowly freshmen, but even if I didn’t have my sidekick training, I don’t think they’d come after us like Pete’s afraid of.

      “I’ll be right back, okay? I’m gonna use the bathroom.”

      “Okay.” He nods.

      On my way to the restroom, I see Jasmin and Maria walking over to us, so I nod to her, pointing to the guy’s bathroom. She smiles back. Taking another glance at Pete, I see he’s standing by the drink table, not making eye contact with anyone. I’m going to make it a point to find a girl for him to dance with when I come back. At least one dance.

      Walking into the restroom, I’m met face-to-face with Craig. He’s by himself, leaning against the wall with a tuxedo on, his bow tie loosened as if he’s finished a long day. His eyes meet mine, and he gives me one of those unnerving smiles he has for the past few weeks.

      “Oh, hey,” I say, trying to play it cool.

      “Well, well.” He stands motionless against the bathroom wall, his arms folded in front of him. “We meet again.”

      “Uh … yeah.” Maybe if I get everything out in the open, we’ll be cool. At least for the night. “Look, sorry about throwing you guys in the pool a while back. It’s just … you were messing with my friend and—”

      “Your friend had it coming.” His sideburns come down to the bottom of his jaw, and his eyes glint at me with anger.

      “What’d he do?”

      “Oh, he didn’t tell you?” He laughs. “I guess you two keep more secrets from each other than I thought.”

      I stare at him, confused. What secrets would Pete keep from me that this guy would know? And what secrets does he think he knows about me?

      “What are you talking about?”

      Unfolding his arms, he slowly walks toward me. If this turns into a fight, it isn’t going to be easy. Especially with not being able to teleport. Stopping in front of me, he lifts a finger, and my eyes widen. He doesn’t have a fingernail. He has a claw.

      No way.

      “You’re an idiot,” he whispers in a low, rumbling growl.

      My eyes nearly pop out with the revelation. He’s the minion I fought. Red Claw.

      “You … what … how …” My words stumble out, but I can’t move. I watch him chuckle again, casually strolling out of the bathroom.

      Leaning against the bathroom counter, I slam my fist into it, my knuckles turning white. How is this possible? How is Craig the minion, and how in the hell did he figure out my secret? My mind’s racing a thousand different directions, and I yell out in frustration.

      “Whoa,” someone says, coming out of a stall. Giving me a confused look, he starts to wash his hands. “Bad date?”

      Date. Jasmin. Pete. I have to get them away from the dance, but how? Trying to calm myself down, I remember the reason I gave Pete as to why Craig wouldn’t do anything. Even if he does work with a supervillain, they don’t cause reckless destruction unless it’s for a purpose. Everyone at the dance should be okay, but I have to get out of here fast. I have to get to Mimic and let him know what I’ve learned.

      Racing out of the bathroom, I find Jasmin. “Jas, I’m so, so sorry, but I have to go. It’s an emergency.”

      “What? Is everything okay?” she asks, frantically.

      “No, I mean, yeah, kinda. I don’t know, I just have to go.”

      Not waiting for a reply, I begin to search for Pete but can’t find him anywhere. Seconds tick by, and I scan the faces in the gym, but he’s nowhere to be found. I can’t wait any longer because I’m also trying to find Craig, who isn’t around either. Hurrying out of the gym, my breathing picks up, and I see Pete sitting on a bench outside.

      “Pete!” I yell, running over to him. “I’m sorry, but I gotta go.”

      “What?”

      “Someone, I mean, something’s come up and … it’s important. I’m sorry.”

      He glares at me like I just stabbed him through the heart with a jagged blade. “Are you kidding me? I didn’t even want to come to this thing, and now you’re bailing on me?”

      “Dude, it’s not like that. It’s just … agh!” I scream. “I wish I could explain, but I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Turning around, I take a step to start running, hoping to find a place out of view to teleport to headquarters, when Pete yells out, “Yeah, sorry. You are sorry! Bailing on me again and again. I thought we were best friends!”

      I turn around. “Pete, we are!”

      “No, we’re not. Not anymore.”

      A pain shoots through me. “What? Come on, don’t say that. You’re my best friend, but this is just—”

      “Do you know why I’ve been acting like I have since school started? It’s because I haven’t had anyone to talk to. I’m going through a lot of crap right now, Robbie, and you don’t even care! I wanted to talk to you about it over the summer, but you were never there. And now, with Jasmin and that stupid sidekick, I can’t take it! Get the hell out of here!”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I yell at him. “You’re dealing with stuff? Pete, I’m in the middle of an emergency here, and you’re acting like—”

      “I’m gay!” He stands there, emotionless. No fear or anxiety or even trepidation. He stands quiet and still, staring at me.

      “Wait … what? What’d you just say?”

      “I’m gay, Robbie. That’s why I didn’t want to come to this stupid dance. I was gonna ask this guy, but … I’m not ready to come out to everyone yet.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious! Why do you think Craig and his goons were messing with me at that party?”

      “At the party?” I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything while remembering I have to get away and find Mimic. “I don’t know, I thought they were just pricks.”

      “Yeah, they are! It was because I was checking out some guy, and they saw me.”

      “Dude … I didn’t know. How could I?”

      “That’s not the point, Robbie. I didn’t need you to figure it out. I just needed my best friend.”

      “Pete, I’m here. Really, you can talk to me. It’s just … there’s this thing …” I feel like such a jerk. Here he is, confiding in me something so private and personal, and I’m still keeping my secret from him. “I really need to go right now. I’m sorry.”

      “Whatever. Get the hell out of here.” He turns around, walking away from me and back into the gym.

      “Pete!” I call out. “Pete, please. I’ll call you later. We can talk about everything.”

      “Go to hell!”

      A lump forms in my throat. We’ve been best friends since third grade. Now I don’t know if I’ll ever talk to him again. I watch as he goes back inside, and with no one else outside, I teleport away.
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      Doc and Mimic stand in front of a monitor, pictures scrolling by, lightning fast. As soon as I got to headquarters, I found them and told them what happened, explaining my interaction with Red Claw and how Craig said the same thing to me at the dance. They decided it was best to head to the database servers the Justice Alliance keeps to do a background check on Craig.

      The Alliance has surveillance files and dossiers on every supervillain they come across, so searching for Craig’s full name we’re able to run a complete background scan on any and all known aliases or connections that might link him to a supervillain. It cross-references relatives and family trees going back a hundred years. Craig’s name pops up, along with a list of ten names I’ve never seen or heard of before. But it seems both Mimic and Doc have, as one name flashes across the screen, and they both fall silent, looking at one another.

      “What? What is it?” I ask.

      Neither of them answer me. Doc swipes his finger across the screen, sending the name to a separate folder.

      My eyes bounce back and forth between them. Their silence begins to build up the tension within me, and my brow furrows in confusion. “Come on, what’s going on? He’s just a minion, right?”

      “It’s nothing,” Mimic replies.

      Looking back at the screen, I stare at the new folder name; Allison Voltai. I think back to all of my studies over the summer, all of the testing of different squads of villains, alien invasions, or anything that might jog a memory to that name and what or who she is, but I’ve got nothing.

      “Both of you just got deathly quiet. You know something. What is it?”

      “Robbie,” Mimic turns to me. “Listen to me, you need to go back to school. Act like nothing is wrong.”

      “What? What the hell is wrong with you two?” I scream at them.

      I’ve never risen my voice to anyone in the Alliance, but the lack of information coming from them is driving me crazy.

      “I was just at my homecoming dance, and a minion of a supervillain knows my secret identity! What else could he know? You’ve harped on me for months on end, ever since I started my training, to be extremely careful with my identity. I did everything I could to keep it a secret. And now this guy knows who I am, and you two want me to go back to school acting like it’s no big deal?”

      “Robbie, we’re going to be scanning the dance,” Doc tells me, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Everything will be fine. Just go home and return to school on Monday like everything is normal.”

      “We need to investigate further. There may be more going on here than you realize, and—”

      “And nothing!” I cut Mimic off. “What is it? If you want me to act like everything is fine, tell me what it is. This guy is dangerous, and now he knows who I am. My friends could be in danger. My girlfriend.”

      Mimic gives me a double take. “Girlfriend?”

      Damn it. I wasn’t going to tell him until a little more time had passed because I knew exactly how he’d react. “Yes, my girlfriend.”

      “Robbie, you didn’t tell her, did you?” Mimic gazes at me with concern.

      “No, I’m not stupid. And do you know how hard it is to not tell someone close to you your secret identity?”

      “Yes. I do.” He pauses, letting his words hang in the air. “That’s why I’ve tried to warn you about it time and time again.”

      “Are you listening to yourself?” I’ve never been so nervous and angry at the same time in my life. “You constantly warn me about revealing my secret identity. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ you say. ‘People can get hurt.’”

      “They can,” Doc assures me.

      “But now that my secret identity is open to this guy, you want me to act like it’s all fine! What is going on?”

      The tension is thick between all three of us. If a feather floated to the ground, I’m sure we would all hear it with how silent we are. Doc looks over at Mimic, who stares back, neither seeming to want to budge on this topic.

      Finally, Doc breaks the silence. “You need to tell him.”

      Mimic stands motionless, staring a hole through the monitor. “Robbie,” he finally speaks. “Go home.”

      “What? Are you serious?’

      “I’ll deal with this.”

      “I think I deserve—”

      “Go home!” he yells. He’s never raised his voice to me. Through our entire time as mentor/mentee, even when I’ve made mistakes, he’s been stern, but he’s never yelled. It catches me off guard.

      “Fine, whatever.” I teleport out of the room, into my bedroom.

      About to take off my suit, my phone chirps with a text message.

      
        
        Jasmin: Robbie help! I’m still at the dance. Craig’s here!

      

      

      My mouth drops and I immediately teleport to the gym, ignoring any worry of someone seeing me. Outside of the building, the parking lot is empty. It’s been hours since the dance was supposed to end, which makes me nervous. Why would Jasmin still be here? Where’s Maria and Pete?

      Approaching the doors slowly, I look around, wondering where she could be. Most of the lights inside of the gym are off. There are a couple in the back on, which lead to the hallway with the restrooms, but other than that it’s dark. Slowly, I scan the area, trying to make as little noise as possible. The last lights from the hallway flicker and then go out.

      “Like a moth to the flame,” I hear a low, raspy voice say.

      Trying to adjust to the darkness, my head snaps to the side. A side door cracks open, releasing a sliver of light into the gym.

      “Craig!” I yell out. “Where is she? What are you doing?”

      “Don’t you know?” he answers, with a low chuckle. “I’m teaching you a lesson.”

      I spin around, hearing his voice from behind me, but don’t see anyone.

      “Just a little sidekick, trying to play hero.”

      My heart is racing, but I attempt to make my voice sound like I’m not afraid. “Don’t do this, Craig.”

      “She doesn’t know, does she?”

      “Let’s just keep this between us.”

      The one door that was open closes, and we’re surrounded by darkness again. I try to focus, listening for any sort of movement. I spin around as a new door cracks open, this one at the entrance to the gym.

      “But that’s the price you pay, you know? Trying to be the hero and getting the girl. Your fraud of a mentor should have told you that.”

      “Enough!” I yell. “You keep talking like you know so much more than me. Face me. Tell me all of the secrets I should know.”

      Silence fills the gym. My eyes are acclimating to the darkness better, but I still see nothing.

      Suddenly, I hear a vibrating, and turn to see a small, glowing light in the corner of the gym. I run over and pick up what looks like a cellphone. Maria’s name flashes across the Caller ID.

      I answer it, still scanning the dark gym, but don’t see or hear Craig anywhere. “Hello? Maria?”

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s Robbie. Is this Jasmin’s phone you’re calling?”

      “Yeah, how do you have it? Where are you?”

      “I’m at the gym. I, uh …” I look around, heading to the entrance. “I came back in case anyone was still here. I found her phone here. Is she okay? Why doesn’t she have it?”

      “Oh, awesome. She thought someone stole it. She set it down to get a drink, and when she turned around, it was gone.”

      Did Craig take it just to mess with me?

      “Okay. Yeah, I have it. I’ll give it to her at school on Monday.”
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      To say I’m nervous when I show up to school on Monday is an understatement. I’m constantly looking over my shoulder for Craig, wondering if and when he’s going to jump out of nowhere and attack me. Except, he doesn’t. Besides seeing him at the end of the hall a couple of times, I don’t run into him at all for the entire week. And the times I have seen him, he ignores me. I don’t even get an unsettling smirk from him, which disturbs me even more.

      And then there’s Pete.

      I’m sitting at the lunch table with Jasmin and Maria, and he walks by, rolling his eyes. Not even stopping, he continues on his way and sits alone at the back of the cafeteria.

      I feel like the worst friend in the world. He told me his biggest secret ever, I’m sure wanting me to be the best friend he’s leaned on for years. I wanted to do that because he’s always been there for me when I’ve had things to deal with, but I couldn’t. And that’s not even the worst part.

      I can’t tell him why I can’t be there for him because that’s my secret, so now not only is he not my best friend, I don’t even think he’s a friend anymore. It hurts every time I think about that. He’s been my friend since we were eight years old. Neither of us have siblings, but we’ve become like brothers. Now we’re nothing.

      “Any update on your aunt?” Jasmin asks, sitting across from me while we eat, breaking my thoughts.

      That’s yet another thing. The lie I had to tell her.

      Monday, after giving her phone back to her, I made up the excuse that I got a call from my mom at homecoming, telling me my aunt had been in a car accident. Lies on top of lies, but what else could I do?

      “She’s going to be okay. A broken leg and some scratches, but she’ll be fine.”

      “That’s good,” she consoles me, grabbing my hand. I do my best to return a smile back to her.

      As lunch comes to an end, Pete walks by our table again, throwing away his soda can in a recyclable bin.

      “Pete!” I stand up, but he ignores me. “Come on, please!”

      “Go to hell!” he yells back, causing a few other students around us to stare.

      Maria looks over at Jasmin, who’s now wearing a concerned expression.

      “What is going on with you two?” Jasmin asks.

      “It’s … complicated.”

      We get up to head to our next class when the bell rings, and my phone beeps. Checking the ID, I see Mimic’s encrypted code displayed on the screen.

      “Ugh,” I let out a groan, hitting ignore.

      I’m still not over him and Doc keeping what they found from me. If it’s so important that Mimic has to look into whatever information we found, why hasn’t he told me? Even when Doc said I should know he’s still keeping whatever this is from me. I’m the one in danger. Craig knows my secret identity. Shouldn’t I be in the loop of whatever info they have?

      “What is it?” Jasmin asks.

      “Nothing.” I slide my phone into my back pocket, about to hold her hand, when it chirps again. “Come on, seriously?” I mumble to myself.

      Taking my phone out, I hit ignore again, and we start walking to our next class. We don’t take more than a couple steps when a loud buzzing emanates from my phone. Both of us wince in pain, the sound louder than the school bells. I grab my phone, seeing a new alert from Mimic, but this one looks different. The screen is completely blacked out, with the Justice Alliance code blinking in white letters. Below it, the distress code I’ve memorized.

      As soon as I hit answer, the buzzing stop. “What is it?” I demand.

      “Why haven’t you been answering your phone?” Mimic asks, sternly.

      “I’m at school.” I look over at Jasmin, trying to act like it’s my parents.

      “You need to get to the headquarters ASAP.”

      “Can’t it wait ’til tomorrow?”

      “Now, Worm!” Mimic shouts.

      Squeezing my phone, I kick at the ground in frustration.

      “Everything okay?” Jasmin asks.

      “Yeah,” I lie, still staring at the ground.

      My secret identity is in jeopardy, Pete’s not talking to me, I’m lying to Jasmin, and now Mr. Mimic’s calling me to ditch school, which normally I’d be all for. This is getting out of control.

      “I have to go.” I give her a quick kiss on the cheek and turn to leave.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay, Robbie?” she asks, still holding my hand.

      I stop to answer but can’t bring myself to turn around and lie to her face. Again. “Yeah, everything’s fine. It’s just … stuff. I’ll call you later.”

      As soon as I arrive at headquarters Mimic is waiting for me, his arms crossed, staring a hole through me. Usually, I’d feel uncomfortable, but I just return his disappointed look with one of my own.

      “What’s so important I had to ditch school?” I brush past him, heading to my bunker to grab my uniform, still unsure why I’m even here.

      “Excuse me?” He stops me, grabbing me by the shoulder.

      “What?” I shrug. “I thought my training sessions were on the weekends while school was in session.”

      He stands there in silence, an angry and confused expression on his face. Glaring back, I know I’ve crossed a line, but I can’t help it. I’m frustrated over everything, him keeping secrets from me included.

      He lifts a finger. “First off all, if you think being a sidekick, and hopefully a superhero one day, is a part-time job like something you only do on the weekends, then maybe we’ve both been wasting our time.”

      “No, that’s not what I—”

      “Secondly,” he cuts me off. “You’re not ditching school if you get called away for Alliance business. Your records will be reviewed at the end of the year by our liaison committee and fixed appropriately, so your grades don’t suffer. And lastly, I’ve been trying to get you here all week because both Ms. Majestic and I will be on a mission this weekend and I want to make sure you get in your training time for the week. Plus, I think we need to talk.”

      His last words put me a little more at ease.

      “I’m sorry. I know this isn’t a part-time gig. I know it’s a big responsibility. I’ve just been freaking out about this whole Craig thing. With him knowing who I really am, I’m not only worried about my friends, but about you, too.”

      He nods. “Change into your uniform and meet me in the conference room. There’s something I want to share with you before our training.”

      Not waiting for me to answer, he turns around, walking away.

      After changing into my uniform, I meet him in the room and find him sitting at a desk with one of the computer systems running.

      Nodding to the monitor, he looks over at me. “Doc has gone over all other records, and we still don’t have a lead on who or where Vacuus is. You need to stay on high alert while at school, while still remaining neutral. We’re calling in Cypher to scan through the dark web, hoping he might be able to find something, but we’re not getting our hopes up.”

      Taking a deep breath, he crosses his fingers in front of his chin.

      “Robbie, the issue with you having a girlfriend—”

      “I know,” I interrupt, sitting across the desk from him. “I remember what you’ve told me, and I know it can be dangerous, but she doesn’t know. I can keep it from her. It’ll be okay, Mason.”

      He takes a deep breath. “I know it’s difficult having our secrets, but it’s for your own good. And more importantly, it’s for their own good. The people we care about most … I’m not your parent, Robbie. I can’t tell you what to do with your personal life, but—”

      “Then don’t.” I don’t want to sound frustrated or angry because he’s not talking down to me. He’s trying to help me. I know that. However, I can’t help but feel annoyed at his constant warnings.

      “Robbie, I only want what’s best for you.”

      “You’ve been saying that, but I don’t think you get it.” Standing up, I lean against the desk, folding my arms. Letting out a frustrated sigh, I shake my head. “My best friend since the third grade won’t even talk to me now because I bail on him every time he needs me. He’s going through some serious stuff, and I’m not there because I’m here. I want this. I do, Mason. But I look at Supron and see a different way than what you’ve been telling me. He’s married. He has a life outside of being a superhero. I’ve wanted to be a hero ever since I was little, but you can’t ask me to give up everything just because you can’t handle it.”

      I clench my eyes shut, regretting the last words. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

      When he doesn’t say anything, I turn to him, but he’s not even looking at me. He stands up, pressing a button on the monitor, and a new screen pops up.

      “Please, I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean it.”

      “It’s okay,” he answers, staring at the screen. “I should’ve told you my story in the beginning, instead of just barking orders at you.”

      Continuing to not make eye contact, his vision stays locked on the screen, so I turn to it. On the monitor is a picture of a lady with short, blonde hair, and glasses that cover green eyes.

      “What I’m about to tell you is private information,” he begins, his voice low. “I don’t mean secret codes, I mean personal. I’m telling you this so you understand what we say and why. Myself, Supron, all of us. We have our personal lives, and sometimes those lives get intertwined into our professional lives. And sometimes, that has consequences.”

      I stand there, trying to understand what he’s saying, but don’t say a word.

      “On the screen is Linda Riviera. You mentioned Supron being married. And you’re right, he is. But he’s been married once before. To her.”

      Mimic hits a button, and a new image pops up on the screen. This one is of Supron, but he’s not in his official uniform. He’s in a tuxedo standing next to the blonde. She’s in a long, white dress. Around them are a few people I recognize. Doc, Mason, and some other heroes. All of them dressed in formal civilian clothes. It’s a wedding.

      “What happened to her?” I ask. “Did they get divorced? How’d you guys keep her from telling everyone’s secrets?”

      “We didn’t have to, Robbie. She died.” My heart drops to the pit of my stomach. “A supervillain found out Supron’s true identity and attacked his family. The family that had nothing to do with our world. Linda was another piece of collateral damage in the wars we will always fight. That supervillain has since been locked up on the Lunar Asylum and mind wiped.”

      “Mind wiped? But I thought that was against Alliance regulations?”

      “It is, but … we had no other choice.” He lets the words hang there. “She’s also the reason why even though you know Supron is married now, you don’t know anything else about his new wife. No one does. Her personal information is a secret from almost everyone.”

      I’ve been taught that this life is dangerous. As a superhero or a sidekick, I know I’ll have to make life and death decisions sometimes. Even before I was a member of the Justice Alliance, I was aware of that. But staring at the screen, I’m not only reminded of the seriousness of what I’ve chosen to do with my life, but what secrets Mason might now be holding that he hasn’t told me.

      “Is that … is that what happened with you?”

      Tapping his fingers over a keyboard, the screen switches to a new page. “No. Unfortunately, what happened to me was worse, if you can believe it. I never thought anything could be worse than what we went through with Supron. A loved one, a civilian, paying the price for what we do. But there’s always someone out there pushing the boundaries.”

      A file opens on the monitor, showing a picture of a new woman. This one has long, black air, with light blue eyes. But what I notice most of all are the words underneath the picture: Allison Voltai: Deceased.

      “Allison Voltai,” I murmur. “I remember that name. That was one of the ones that popped up when we ran the system for Craig.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who was she?”

      “A supervillain. And for a brief moment in time … my fiancée.”

      A rare somberness falls over him. Staring at the picture on the screen, he stays quiet for a moment longer. The friendly smile I’m used to seeing him with most of the time is gone, replaced with a thoughtful gaze.

      My eyes shoot open in shock. “What?”

      Mimic lets out a long sigh. “It happened innocently enough. I was working as a freelance reporter at the King City Gazette. She was a freelance photographer. We worked together on a few stories, and everything just clicked. I want to say we fell in love, but to this day, I still don’t know if she was undercover the whole time. I’d like to think she wasn’t. That a part of her really was in love with me.

      “See, she was a double agent. She worked with the Defenders as a hero called Silver Fox. What we didn’t know was that she was infiltrating our ranks. She was secretly a member of a small group of supervillains. When I stopped a new threat in the city going by the name Bomb Queen, I discovered it was her. She’d gone so far undercover that Allison Voltai wasn’t even her real name. She was born Veronica Harrison.

      “I was horrified. This was a woman I loved and asked to marry me. To spend the rest of our lives together. And here she was parading around, blowing up city blocks. We fought, and I started to get the upper hand. She begged for mercy. I stopped as she reached out her hand, and she asked me to run away with her. She’d give up all of her horrible bombings, and I could give up being a superhero. We’d just be together.”

      I continue to stare at the picture, letting his words soak in. She seems innocent enough. A nice smile. The picture makes her look like she could’ve been a sweet, elementary school teacher, and not a psychotic supervillain, bombing the city.

      “I decided,” he continues. “Right then and there, I was going to do it. I’d use my last bio-cards to run away. We’d hide from everyone and make a new life. I reached down to pick her up, and as I did, she pulled a bomb out from behind her. In the middle of King City, the bomb would’ve destroyed ten blocks. I used Supron’s power to wrap her up, the bomb between us, and it exploded. Using Supron’s power, my skin became impenetrable, but she was gone. The bomb disintegrated her where we stood.”

      Standing there, motionless, his tearful gaze never breaks from the monitor. Finally turning away, he hits a button, and the screen goes back to the active monitoring over King City.

      “Mason, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Only a few do. But I needed you to.” His eyes meet mine once again, and he places a hand on my shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Our world is dangerous, Robbie. I can’t tell you what to do in your personal life. You’re a smart, young man, but please remember these aren’t just secrets we keep from people, hoping they don’t make a mistake. Our secrets are dangerous. They have truly horrific consequences.”

      I nod, but my thoughts drift back to the investigation on homecoming night. “Why did her name pop up when we searched Craig’s history?”

      “His step-father. At one time he was a low-level henchman and worked a couple of jobs for Bomb Queen. But we investigated it, and he’s remained clean for fifteen years.”

      It doesn’t take the trepidation away of Craig knowing who I am, but at least Vacuus isn’t involved. For now, at least.

      “These last few months, I’ve seen the kind of person you are,” Mimic continues. “Not only the kind of hero you could one day be but the kind of man you can be, too. I would hate for you to have to deal with what we have. Civilians never know the full extent of our lives and choices. Are you prepared for that kind of consequence, Robbie? For those you love most to be hurt because of the life you live?”

      I don’t answer. Of course I don’t want anything to happen to Jasmin or Pete, or any of my friends. I thought I had a handle on this. These last few weeks, it might’ve been stressful, but I’ve been treating it like another part of the job. But the revelation of Supron’s first wife, and what happened to that supervillain? Mason, falling for a woman who ended up trying to kill him, only to basically die by his own hands. The gravity of everything suddenly hits me like a ton of bricks, and I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing being with Jasmin now.

      Craig knows my identity. He figured it out, and he’s only a minion. What if it was an actual supervillain? Would he have attacked already? Would Jasmin be in danger right at this moment? I thought I could handle keeping this from her while still being with her, but what if I can’t? What if being with her, is just putting her in more danger?
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      “You’re late,” Supron calls out to me as I walk into the control room of Alliance headquarters the following day.

      I knew the weekend patrol duty was going to be a little more strenuous than usual, not because of what I’ll be doing, but because of who I’m patrolling with. With Mimic and Majestic off-world, I was told I’d be patrolling with Daniel, while Supron operated the control room.

      “I know, sorry,” I apologize. “I lost track of time with my …” I trail off as Supron raises an eyebrow. “Sorry, it won’t happen again.”

      “Good,” he says bluntly. Sitting down in front of a massive keyboard system, he swivels his chair around to face the monitors in the room, bringing up a large map of the city. “Worm, you and Hydro will be running patrol over the entire north-west quarter of King City.”

      “Pft,” Daniel scoffs. “I can’t believe I get babysitting duty.”

      “Hey!” I shout, shoving him.

      Supron spins his chair around, giving us a weighty stare. “Both of you need to get something straight. The Justice Alliance works as a team. If we can’t depend on one another, then we’re as good as dead out there when we run up against something or someone dangerous. Hydro, I expect more from you.”

      Daniel looks like he wants to say something but stays quiet.

      “I understand that, Supron, but Daniel thinks of me like some little kid.”

      “That’s because you are! Look at you, you’re not even using my code name.”

      “Are you serious? We aren’t even out on patrol yet!”

      “It doesn’t matter!”

      “This!” Supron shouts, getting to his feet, shutting us both up. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. The back and forth, the constant bickering. It has to stop. A little competition is good, but you have to know where to draw the line. If you can’t work together, then maybe we made a mistake training both of you.”

      We don’t say anything. Glancing over at him, I watch as Hydro shakes his head, still angry, but staring at the ground.

      “Now,” Supron starts again, “you’ll both report to the corner of Kirkman and Snyder Avenue, atop King City Arena, and start canvassing the area. Make your way up north, then head back down, cutting across through the west. You have to work together. And if I get called out there for any reason, other than a major supervillain that you can’t handle, there will be serious discussions about both of your statuses within the Alliance. Are we clear?”

      Both of us grumble under our breaths.

      “Are we clear?” Supron shouts.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Yes, sir,” Hydro repeats.

      “Good, now move out.”
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        * * *

      

      We use an automated transporter from Alliance headquarters, which annoys me because I could’ve just teleported us both, but I don’t say anything. Standing on top of the arena where the King City Tigers play basketball, I gaze out over the city. I’ve actually been looking forward to more patrol missions, but being sent out with Daniel is definitely irritating. Glancing back at him while he scans the other side of the arena, I let out a sigh.

      “Oh, shut up,” he says, turning and giving me a repulsed glare. “Like I want to be out here any more than you.” He points across the block, to a taller building. “I have a small pack hidden up there with some tools. Let’s head over there, load up, and then start up the north side.”

      “All right,” I reply. Without thinking, I reach over and grab his arm to teleport us both to the top of the building.

      “Get your hand off me.” He pulls his arm away, disgusted.

      “Geez, sorry.” I glower.

      “I can make it over there myself.”

      “Fine, whatever.” I don’t wait any longer, teleporting over to the top of the building.

      I search for a box, or any type of hiding place for Hydro’s supplies, but don’t see anything. Looking back at the arena, I see him zipping through the air, pulling water out of the atmosphere, and freezing it. With the thin layer of ice he’s freezing, he slides across it, and it immediately starts to evaporate as he leaves it. His dark black and gray uniform, which is similar to a surfer’s wetsuit, makes him look like he’s surfing along the night sky, the moon and stars shining off of his blue liquid skin from being powered up.

      I’m a little taken aback. I’ve seen him do something similar with water, propelling himself through the air with it, but I’ve never seen him freeze water. It’s impressive.

      Landing next to me, he walks by without a word, over to an electrical panel.

      “Whoa, Dan— Er, Hydro. I didn’t know you can freeze water.”

      “Well, I can.”

      Ignoring the compliment I’m trying to pay him, he taps a button on the panel, and a hidden door slides open. He grabs a small duffel bag out of the electrical panel and begins rummaging through it, pulling out two metal bracelets, and a little, black box. Slipping the bracelets over his wrists, he slides the black box into one of his pockets and then puts the bag back in its hiding place.

      “What are those?” I point to his wrists.

      “Ion shields. Not huge, but I can use them in case we run into some trouble. Alliance reports said plasma carbines have been used recently, so the shields should come in handy if we need them.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t check the briefings before we left and feel embarrassed by my lack of preparedness. “And the black box?”

      “It’s a hydro-particle creator. Just in case we run across any hot spots where there might not be any moisture in the atmosphere. I can use it to get me out of a bind.”

      “Right,” I reply, trying to sound like I know what I’m doing. Hoping he doesn’t see how unprepared I am, I try to add my own input. “Yeah, that’s good thinking. Smart.”

      He turns to face me, rolling his eyes. “I have them stored all around the city. It’s called taking precautions.”

      I know I’m not as prepared for our patrol tonight, but his smug attitude sets me off. “Dude, why are you such a jerk?”

      He holds up a finger. “Shut up.”

      “What?”

      “I said shut up,” he repeats, his finger still in the air.

      I’m about to tell him off when his other hand goes up to his ear. Realizing he’s listening to our comms, I hit the side of my helmet to turn mine on.

      “Car chase down Sixth Avenue. Nearest cross street is Avenue Fifty-one. Let’s go,” he orders and takes off, without waiting for me.

      I watch him for a moment, gliding effortlessly through the sky, and then start running across the rooftop, jumping off the ledge and teleporting to another roof. Hopping from roof to roof, I know of a building near Fifty-first Avenue, so I teleport over and look over the ledge for the car chase. Barreling down the street, I see the headlights of the car, and three police cruisers giving chase.

      Daniel speeds by me, shouting, “Trajectory is headed to Main Street! Move!”

      Running again, I teleport from building to building, following the way Daniel’s going until he stops on top of a building.

      “Down there.” He points.

      Two cop cars chase a speeding orange sports car down the street. There are some onlookers as the cars go zooming by, but the chase is going down the middle of the road. That’s when I look ahead and see the intersection they’re coming to. A homeless lady is pushing a shopping cart through a crosswalk.

      “Hydro, twelve o’clock!” I call out to him through our comms.

      “Get down there and move her!”

      “What are you going to do?” I shout back.

      “Stop the car.”

      Teleporting to the closest rooftop, I’m just about to jump down to the lady when I see ice freezing all across the pavement. Hydro starts swirling water in the air, and I drop down to the lady, trying to grab her cart and pull her out of the way.

      She lets out a loud scream, tugging at the cart, cursing at me to leave her alone.

      “Hey! Lady, stop it. I’m trying to save you!”

      “Thief! You can’t have my hose!” she yells back.

      Ignoring her pleas, I grab her wrist and hold onto the cart, teleporting us off to the side. Without missing a beat, she swats at me, slapping me in the back of the head. “Leave me alone! That’s my hose! You can’t have my hose!”

      “Your hose?” I look into her shopping cart and see an old, green garden hose. “Fine, take your hose. You’re welcome by the way.”

      She grumbles more words and starts pushing her cart away. I turn around just in time to see Daniel land directly in the middle of the intersection, summoning a tremendous amount of water out of the air and from the manhole covers in the street. With water everywhere, it looks like hundreds of gallons all being formed into a massive wall in the middle of the intersection.

      The orange car tries to stop but can’t with the ice frozen over the asphalt. It slides out of control, directly into the wall of water, and a huge splash goes everywhere. The police cars stop so they don’t hit the black ice, and the officers begin running down to the car, guns drawn. More sirens ring out into the night, as an officer gets one of the criminals, cuffing him. Another officer assists him while looking over at us, giving an appreciative nod.

      “Nice,” I say to Hydro, who surprises me with a smile. “Dude, that lady thought I wanted to steal her water hose.”

      “What?” He glances at the lady, now down the street, and starts chuckling. “Well, good work. Come on, let’s keep moving. The officers got this under control.”

      We spend the next three hours of patrol listening for alerts sent our way from Supron, but it’s a remarkably slow night. By the time midnight rolls around, we’ve patrolled the entire section Supron sent us out for, and start heading back toward the arena.

      “Well, that wasn’t so bad I guess,” I say as we stop on the roof where Hydro stores his supplies.

      Throughout the rest of the night, he’s been cordial. Almost pleasant. But that’s all gone, and now he’s back to his usual, jerky self. “Whatever.”

      “Man, what’s your glitch?” I stand akimbo, peering down at him as he puts his bracelets away.

      “Nothing.”

      “Yeah, right. Look, I’m sorry if you got a problem helping the new guy out, but that’s not my fault. You’ve been a jackass since before I was officially made Mimic’s sidekick. What’s your deal, Daniel?”

      “Hydro!” he yells.

      “Gah! Fine, Hydro?”

      “That. That right there is my glitch.” He stands up, glaring at me. “Worm, you’ve got an incredible power, and an incredible mentor, but you question everything, and you never take any of this serious.”

      “That’s not true. I’ve wanted superpowers ever since I was little.”

      “Exactly!”

      I stare at him, confused. “Exactly what?”

      “You wanted superpowers. You didn’t want to be a hero; you just wanted the powers. I’ve seen it before, and it drives me crazy. I never wanted my powers, but I got them anyway. You have no idea how good of a life you’ve got. But it’s practically handed to you. That’s my problem, okay? If you took this seriously, even just serious enough to remember to use our code names while on duty, then maybe it’d be different. But you don’t.”

      I want to argue. I definitely feel like I take it seriously, but he’s right about my life. I know I have a good life. I’ve got a loving family, friends, a superhero mentor who’s been nothing less than a second father to me. Even if I do get irritated by some of his guidelines, I know he only wants what’s best for me.

      Daniel’s mentor is Supron. I don’t know him very well, but I know him enough to realize he’s no-nonsense. He plays it strictly by the book and doesn’t take anything from anyone. All three of them; Supron, Mimic, and Majestic, are considered leaders of the Alliance by other superheroes. But to the general public, Supron is looked at as the captain. He’s the one in charge, and no one questions it. Even so, I don’t think Supron would ever push Daniel past his limits. I don’t understand what he’s trying to say.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t change my life,” I try to explain. “That’s no reason to get mad at me, just because you might have had a few bumps in the road. It’s like Supron said, if we can’t work together—”

      “Don’t you dare quote him to me.” He puts a finger in my face.

      I raise my hands, feeling like I’ve gone too far, but unsure why.

      “Supron’s more than a mentor to me. He’s like a father,” he explains. “He’s no-nonsense, strict, and maybe even at times harsh, but he knows what he’s talking about.” Taking a deep breath, he walks over to the edge of the building and looks out over the city. “I know I can’t change who you are, but I’ve heard the others talk about you. That’s why it gets to me, even though it shouldn’t. I know Supron would’ve loved to have you as a sidekick, just as Mimic does.”

      My eyes narrow. “Hydro, you seriously can’t be jealous of me.”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he gazes over the city lights, and I’m not sure what to say or do. How in the world could he be jealous of me? I thought he just hated me. That would actually make me feel better.

      “I was homeless when Supron found me.”

      His revelation brings me to full attention.

      “I grew up with an alcoholic, single father. His beatings always hurt, but nothing like they did when I told him I was gay.” He pauses, still facing away from me. “I was thirteen the last time he raised a fist against me. I ran away that night. Moving from shelter to shelter, one night I got really sick. You know, like you do when the meta-gene activates?”

      I nod, unable to respond vocally.

      When someone with the meta-gene gets their powers, they get really sick. I remember when it hit me, it was similar to having the flu. Your head and body aches. You can’t think straight. It’s because your body is going into shock, and the meta-gene is altering your DNA. It can be over in forty-eight hours or last for up to a week.

      “A few days later I was better, but I didn’t think anything of it. I headed out for the day, trying to scrape up anything I could find to eat. It was getting late, and I didn’t get to the shelter in time, so there weren’t any more beds left. I headed downtown, hoping to find a spot in an alley to sleep for the night. I found a place, but was woken up in the middle of the night by a group trying to steal the little I had.

      “I freaked out and started grabbing water out of the air, whipping it around. I knocked one of the guys out, the other took off running, and the last got tossed up against a wall. I was so freaked out. My hands were up, and the water just kept rushing out, shooting at him. I was drowning him, and I didn’t even know it. Finally, somehow, I dropped my hands, and he just laid there. Choking and gasping for air.

      “So, there I was, a month past fourteen, and a homeless, little black boy. Torn and ragged clothes, people crossed the street when they saw me. And now I was a freak with powers. I had no idea what to do. I figured my life was over, so I did the only thing I could think of. I walked over to Sceptre Bridge and was going to jump.”

      A lump forms in my throat. I had no idea about any of this. Being homeless, his father, being gay. And he has no reason to tell me. He doesn’t owe me any type of explanation, but he’s still confiding in me. I always believed he was a jerk because he thought he was better than me. But now I know it’s more than that. Recognizing some of the stuff he’s gone through, now I start feeling like the one who’s the jerk.

      “I stood on the side of that bridge, I don’t know, probably for an hour. I wanted to jump so bad, but I couldn’t. I don’t know why. I just couldn’t. And then he showed up. Supron. With his red and gold cape flowing, he landed next to me and asked what I was doing. But he didn’t do it in an accusing way. He didn’t talk down to me that night like I was some stupid kid, and I should know better. It was empathy. Something I hadn’t felt from another person in so long. He placed a hand on my shoulder, and I clung to him, crying.

      “He brought me to Alliance headquarters that night, and I was supposed to leave the next day, but after that first night I wanted to stay. It was the first time I could remember having my own personal space, a warm bed, and a real homemade meal. I know headquarters can feel like a business, but staying in that bunker that night, it felt like home. He didn’t know I had powers yet, so when I told him the next day, he was skeptical. Then I showed him.”

      I hear a sniffle, and he reaches up, brushing his arm across his eyes. Finally, turning to face me, his eyes are red, but he doesn’t break his stare.

      “That was two years ago. I did and still do everything Supron says because he saved me. I trust him. He’s the first person I’ve truly trusted in a very long time. He offered to make himself my guardian, and my biological father didn’t even put up a fight. Out of everyone in the Alliance, I’m the only one who knows who his wife is. She’s become like a mom to me. Supron’s the best man I’ve ever known.

      “That’s the reason I get annoyed with you so much. Because even if Mr. Mimic is your mentor and not Supron, they both still stand for the same thing. And you seem to question every single thing. You don’t take into account the reason they tell us the things they do. Your power is so great, but you just pass it off as another day for you.”

      “Hydro, it’s just teleportation.”

      He shakes his head, letting out a low chuckle. “Teleportation. Creating wormholes in the fabric of space. You and I both know there haven’t been many teleporters. It’s a superpower not even Doc fully understands. Hyper speed, flight, even invisibility, they’re all well researched. But teleporting is on a different level. You know that.”

      I nod with a cringe, feeling even worse. I do know that. We have the basics of teleportation down, opening of wormholes and what not. But there have been so few teleporters, it’s difficult to study the power. And he’s not wrong. I do take it for granted.

      “I don’t hate you, Robbie.” His words catch me off guard, as he uses my real name. “I just hate that you don’t take this as serious as you should.”

      Letting out a deep sigh, I feel the guilt building up. “I do take this serious, Hydro. At least, I want to. I’m sorry if it seems like I don’t, and I really appreciate you telling me all of this. I might not act like it, but I don’t take for granted everything Mimic is teaching me. I want to be a good sidekick, and hopefully, a good superhero one day.”

      He stares at me, raising a suspicious eyebrow.

      “I’m serious.” I chuckle. “I think I can, but I might need help along the way. I’m still new at this.” I pause, lifting my shoulders. “Are we good?”

      “We’ll see,” he says with a smirk. “Let’s head back to headquarters.”
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      I spend the rest of the weekend thinking about what Mimic talked to me about, and everything Daniel confided in me. A new sense of responsibility washes over me, and the more I think about it, the more nervous I am.

      I knew becoming a sidekick would be dangerous. I knew going into this I wasn’t going to be able to talk to Pete about things, and I’d have to keep so many parts of my life a secret from almost everyone. But Mimic telling me the heartbreaking story of him and Allison. Then Daniel’s circumstances of not only becoming a sidekick but his life in general. I know I’ve had it pretty easy, so I do feel sympathetic toward everything he’s been through.

      I have no idea what’s going to happen with Pete. Being best friends for years, I still have hope he’ll forgive me, and we can work out our friendship. Jasmin is another story.

      I’ve liked her for so long, even when I got my power, I never weighed the pros and cons. I’ve continued to hold out hope I could become a sidekick and get the girl, all without any problems cropping up. Now I’m not so sure.

      Obviously, Jasmin isn’t a double agent, but what if somehow she got involved in this other world I’m a part of, all without her knowing? How much worse danger could she be put in? What if Craig decides to threaten her to get to me? The disastrous possibilities have left me cold and scared.

      As the new week starts, I’m torn. I don’t want it to end, but just being around her makes me feel guilty. I avoid her at lunch, telling her a teacher in one of my classes gave me an assignment, and I have to work through lunch on it.

      We meet up at lunch the next day, but I keep my distance and go over homework. She seems suspicious. I never go over homework during lunch. Then I ditch my last two classes for the rest of the week so I don’t have to see her, and continuously feel like our relationship is a ticking time bomb.

      When the following Monday comes around, I’m still torn. I don’t meet up with her like I usually do in the mornings, and when lunch rolls around, I finish quickly and tell her and Maria I have to head to my next class, making up an excuse that I need to work on extra credit. I hate myself for not finding the courage and saying what’s going on, but how can I when doing so means I’d have to tell her everything? It all comes back to Mimic’s words: it’s too dangerous.

      “Don’t you think, Robbie?” Jasmin asks as we sit at our lunch table at the end of the week.

      “Sure,” I respond, still looking at my phone.

      It’s what I’ve been doing since I realized I couldn’t keep using working on extra credit as an excuse.

      “You’re not even listening.” Maria slaps my hand.

      “Yes, I am.” I cast a sideways glare.

      “Really? What’d she say?”

      Maria raises an unconvinced eyebrow. Looking over at Jasmin, I see that she waits patiently, almost as if she’s hoping Maria is wrong but knows she’s not. My eyes dart back and forth between them both, unsure how to respond.

      “Um … she said …”

      “Robbie, what’s going on with you?” Jasmin asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “First this whole thing with Pete, and this last week and a half you’ve seemed distant.”

      She waits, her expression more empathetic than annoyed. The complete opposite of Maria, who seems pissed off. I guess I would be, too, if my best friend was going out with someone, and the guy was treating him like he didn’t exist.

      Pete catches my eye from the back of the cafeteria, giving me a perfect excuse to leave.

      “You know, there is something. It’s this thing with Pete, but it’s kind of personal. I’m gonna go catch up with him, see if we can talk it out or something.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      Before she can say anything else, I hop out of my seat, quickly kissing her on the cheek and rush off, feeling like a dirtbag for all of the avoiding I’m doing. For not being honest with her and making up excuses to leave. Again.

      Pete sees me and grabs his bag, heading toward the exit.

      “Come on, Pete, don’t do this.”

      He turns around, walking backward through the exit. “I’m not doing anything. You’re the ass who did this. Leave me alone.”

      Running over to him, I match his pace. “I’m sorry, okay? Seriously, I’m so sorry. But I’m here for you if you want to talk. I’m still your best friend.”

      “Ha! You were my best friend. Ever since this summer you’ve been someone else.”

      “No, I am still your best friend.” My eyes dart around, and I lower my voice. “I just have this stuff going on that I can’t really talk about.”

      He stops, staring me down. “What stuff? We’ve talked about everything for years. Why all of a sudden can you not talk about this other stuff?”

      I roll my head back in frustration. “I just can’t. I’m sorry, I really am. It’s not like I don’t want to tell you, I do. It’s just super personal and—”

      His jaw drops, and he lets out a scoff. Leaning closer, he drops his voice and puts a finger in my face. “Seriously, Robbie? More personal than coming out to your best friend? More personal than that?”

      “Well, no. I mean kinda … it’s apples and oranges, man.”

      “I can’t believe you.” He swivels on the balls of his feet and continues walking.

      “I know, all right?” Grabbing his arm, I stop and spin him back around. “Dude, I have no excuse. I’m not asking for forgiveness, but please, Pete. Please, I am your best friend. And you’re mine. Please, let’s just hang out, and I promise nothing will come up. Just like we used to do. This weekend, we’ll do a movie or just hang out at the food court in the mall. Please, don’t throw away our friendship.”

      “I don’t know …”

      “I promise, nothing will come up.”

      “Nothing?” He stares at me, unsure. “Fine. Let’s meet at the food court.”

      “Awesome. It’ll be just like old times, I swear.”

      Pete gave me a skeptical look. “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re doing what?” Pete gapes at me, leaning across the table as we eat the pizza we just ordered.

      I couldn’t ditch class again today without seriously jeopardizing my grade, but as soon as the bell rang, I practically ran off campus. Coward? Pathetic? There are multiple words you can use to describe me, and I’m using them all in my mind, as I still avoid Jasmin as much as I can. How do you break up with someone you’ve had a crush on for years, who’s also someone you don’t want to break up with?

      Finally getting to the mall, I’m determined not to screw this up with Pete. As crazy as it may sound, with everything going on in his personal life, I need him more than he needs me, even if I can’t tell him everything. Just being able to vent and explain—at least partially—about Jasmin and me is already helping. What’s not helping is the way he’s looking at me. Like I should be institutionalized for telling him I’m thinking of breaking up with her.

      “I know, it sounds crazy—”

      “It’s more than crazy, Robbie.” He shakes his head at me. “You’ve liked her for years. Years! And now you want to break up with her?”

      “No, I don’t want to break up with her, but my life is just so chaotic right now. I’m ignoring her more and more, and that’s not really fair, is it?”

      “First of all, I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.” He takes another sip of his soda. “I remember you talking about kissing her after that party; you were on cloud nine. This entire discussion is insane.” Taking a moment, he pauses and stares at me with wary eyes. “What’s going on with you? Like, for real. You’re a completely different person. Ditching me all summer—”

      “Pete, I said I’m sorry.”

      He waves his hand. “As annoying as that was and is, this is even crazier. I made fun of you during our eighth-grade promotion for saying you were going to marry her. And now you’re gonna break it off? I don’t recognize you anymore, Robbie.”

      He waits, and I stare back at him. I want to tell him so bad, but how can I? Doing that would put him in danger. He’s already stressed about enough stuff going on in his own life, how pathetic of a best friend would I be to pile on all of my secrets over to him, just upping that stress?

      “It’s … just all this other stuff I’m doing,” I say, trying to be as honest as I can. “I’ve got all this extra work added to those side classes I’ve been taking on Saturday.”

      “Oh yeah, your mysterious side classes.” He uses air quotes. “Robbie, what kind of freshman takes college grade side classes on the weekend?”

      “Can we not do this again? It’s mostly my parents’ doing, anyway. My mom wanted me to take them.” I can always blame it on my parents, which I’ve taken full advantage of.

      Pete lets out a frustrated sigh. “Whatever. Back to Jasmin, then. So you’ve just been ignoring her these last couple of weeks, instead of breaking up with her? Dude, I don’t understand the breaking up part, but ignoring her is worse. That’s a jerk move.”

      “I know.” I drop my head between my shoulders in defeat. “It sucks. It just … sucks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can we please change the subject?” Almost painfully, I take the last bite of my pizza. “So how long have you, you know …”

      He smirks, rolling his eyes. “Been gay? You can say gay.”

      “Oh, I thought …” I pause, lowering my voice as I look around the food court. “I thought you didn’t want anyone to know yet.”

      “Well, I don’t. But we’re at the mall, no one’s around.”

      “Right.”

      Staring at his cup in front of him, he seems to get a little more serious. “I guess I’ve always known. I mean, I never said anything before because we were little kids. I noticed boys and stuff, but I noticed girls, too. Then, I really started figuring it out in middle school.”

      My brow furrows. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t know what you’d say, or how you’d react. I mean, you’re my best friend, but still … it’s not like telling you my favorite ice cream.”

      “Mint chip.” I laugh.

      “So good.” Pete smiles. “So, yeah, I just didn’t know. Plus, I could hide it a little better with you always drooling over Jasmin.” We both chuckle. “But then, I saw this guy at school. Charlie Morgan, you know him?”

      “Yeah, I think he’s in my third period and—” My phone starts vibrating on the table.

      No, no, no. Not now.

      “Everything good?” Pete asks, both of our eyes landing on my phone.

      “Uh, yeah. Hold on a sec.”

      
        
        Doc: Worm - Break-in @ 5th and Simone. Near Pier 63

        Worm: Can someone else go? Hydro? I’m in the middle of something.

        Doc: Sorry, kid. Hydro is assisting Supron. Mighty and Majestic are off-world. Mimic asked you to handle this. It’s just a perimeter check, should be nothing.

      

      

      Sliding my phone into my pocket, I look up, meeting Pete’s eyes. “Dude, I’m so sorry, but—”

      “You have to go, right?” He curls his lip. “Of course you do.”

      “Pete, come on. It’s not like that. Seriously, I wouldn’t leave if this wasn’t important.”

      “You know what, Robbie? Just leave. If you can’t handle your best friend being gay, then get out of here.”

      “Pete, for reals, it’s not that! I just …” I let out a vexed grunt.

      He sits there, waiting for me to finish my sentence, but we both know I won’t. “Yeah, just what? What, Robbie? Just nothing, that’s what. See ya.” Without another look, he gets up from the table and walks away.

      Gritting my teeth, I wait at the table, knowing there isn’t anything I can possibly say to him that would make a difference. And now I don’t know if we’ll ever be friends again.

      Forcing myself up from the table, I head toward a department store, looking around to make sure no one is watching, and then sneak into a side hallway. Once out of view, I teleport to headquarters and find Doc in the control room.

      Going over the area, he directs me to a rooftop in the south side of King City. I teleport there, jump over to a different roof, and look down over the side. Across the street, I see the defunct movie theater, and I’m reminded again of Pete, and every relationship I seem to be screwing up in my life right now. That’s when I notice the actual store I’ve been sent to. It’s the same one I locked Craig in the night he and his friends chased us.

      “Entryway broken,” I say, pressing my comm piece. Stepping through the doorway, I see what appears to be drops of blood along the side walls. “Blood splatter on the walls. I’m checking it out.”

      “I’ll contact local authorities,” Doc replies. “King City PD should be in route within the next ten minutes. Proceed with caution, Worm.”

      “Copy that.”

      There are bars across the storefront windows, but not blocking the entrance. Dirt and debris are everywhere, yet the store seems empty. As I walk toward the back, I don’t see any more blood splatter.

      A light rustling forces me to spin around, looking for someone but finding nothing.

      “Anyone there?” I call out. “This is Worm of the Justice Alliance.”

      The silence drifts through the dark store. The moon and starlight illuminate the front of the store, but it’s already nearing nine o’clock. While there’s still some bustle going on outside on the street, it doesn’t look like anyone is in the store.

      Walking toward the back entrance, I notice a small glimmer coming from something near the doorway. I check the door and find it locked, so I kneel down to see a small disc. Then I hear an evil chuckle.

      “Stupid freshman.”

      I immediately know it’s Craig’s voice, and I spin around, directly into an oncoming attack. His claws slice through my uniform, digging into my stomach. I stumble back, grabbing my abdomen in pain.

      “You have to be the stupidest sidekick ever.”

      He spins and nails me with a backhand across the face. My helmet blocks it, but it still rocks me, and I tumble back. Keeping my balance by leaning on a shelf, he kneels down and picks up the disc. “I mean, falling for a glimmer disc distraction? Hunters use these things to lure out elk. How dumb can you be?”

      Running off of instinct, I lunge at him, but he’s ready and easily sidesteps me. Just as I turn to face him, he nails me square in the nose, cracking the edge of my visor with his fist, which sends me down to a knee. I cough, feeling the blood drip down my throat.

      “The blood splatter might’ve been a little heavy handed.” He shrugs with a smile. “But I did take drama my sophomore year. Did you find it dramatic?”

      Still not thinking clearly, only reacting to the rage of knowing my nose is broken, I jump at him. He blocks my attack and hits me with a swift knee to my solar plexus, knocking the air out of me. Grabbing me around the throat, I feel his nails get longer, digging into my neck.

      “Vacuus told me something. As long as you’re in pain, it’s hard for teleporters to actually jump. So, all I have to do is beat the living hell out of you, and you’re all mine.”

      He grins, slamming his head into mine. I still have my helmet on, but it feels like I’m getting hit in the head with a baseball bat. Looking up at him, I see that his forehead is cut open, but he’s still grinning. Then he throws me across the room.

      As he approaches me, I finally try to think clearly. I grab one of his legs, tripping him. Before I can get to my feet, he delivers a swift kick, smashing my visor with his foot. I scurry away, crawling on my hands and knees into another aisle, trying to regain myself.

      “It’s okay, little worm,” Craig yells out. “I’m not supposed to kill you. Not tonight at least.”

      Finding a metal rod on one of the shelves, I grab it and crawl over to another aisle. Although I’ve gathered more of my bearings, my now cracked and broken visor is messing with my vision, so I hit my earpiece. The nanotech comes alive, and my helmet retracts.

      “Good!” I yell out, gripping the metal bar tight, and swinging at him as he turns down the aisle.

      Craig dances out of its path, and the bar smashes into another shelf. He tries to counter my movement, but this time I’m ready and duck out of the way of his punch. Coming back up, I nail him with a quick uppercut to his stomach, and he lets out a sharp growl. I teleport behind him, hoping to get the drop on him, but he’s expecting it. Instead of being able to kick the back of his legs, he swings a vicious back elbow. It nails directly across my now unprotected face, sending me back down to the ground.

      “You see, your powers are pretty straightforward with your name. Worm, wormhole, teleporter. Stupid name, but simple. Me though? I got animal instincts and senses. Not to mention a nice little shot of super strength they gave me.”

      “Gave you? Who? You didn’t have the meta-gene?”

      “Like I said, stupid.”

      Confused at his words, he takes advantage and delivers a hard kick to my midsection. I not only feel a rib break, but I also hear it and let out a painful yell.

      “Vacuus said I’m not supposed to kill you, but accidents will happen.”

      Walking away, he bends over and picks up the metal rod I had. My eyes are blurred, and the pain from the broken rib and nose is starting to sear. Every time I try to take a breath, I grunt in pain. The copper taste trickles down the back of my throat. There’s no way I can win this fight with the way I’m going. I have to think of something, but every time I try to come up with a new plan, a blinding pain shoots through me.

      I start to think of Jasmin. If I die tonight, she’d never know why. The Alliance would make up a cover for me. She’d never have to know I died at the hands of some lunatic minion, in pain and agony. That’s the kind of world I’ve wanted to keep her from.

      I think of Pete. I never wanted to lose my best friend, but I didn’t want to put him in danger either. Hopefully, Craig won’t go after him after I’m gone. He’d have no reason to, but he and his friends already tried once. Hopefully the Alliance would keep an eye on him.

      But what if Craig got to him anyway? It’s with that thought, I try to focus as hard as I can since the first day I discovered I can teleport. Watching Craig lift the metal rod above his head, about to go for his kill shot, I focus on Pete’s room.

      And teleport there.
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      I land on top of Pete’s bed. He’s sitting at his desk, but quickly jumps up in shock.

      “What the?” His eyes pop open, his hands raised to defend himself.

      “Pete,” I groan out, grabbing my throat in pain.

      Running across the room, he grabs a baseball bat and spins around, raising it over his head. “What is this? Who are you?”

      In addition to the shock of me popping up out of thin air, I’m sure being a beaten and bloody mess doesn’t help. I try to stand up, but I grab my ribs and wince in pain. “Pete, it’s me …”

      He nervously wrings his fingers around the bat, seeming to peer at me in discovery. His jaw drops as he takes a step closer. “Robbie? What the hell? What is this?”

      “Surprise …” I cringe at the pain that shoots through me from talking.

      “Robbie? Robbie, is that really you?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and immediately regret it. “It’s me.”

      “What?” He shakes his head in confusion.

      “I know.”

      “Peter?” his mom calls, and he spins around.

      I should probably move, but the pain is throbbing. I want to muster up enough energy and focus to at least teleport into his closet, but before I can his door cracks open. Pete runs at it, keeping it from fully opening, blocking his mom’s vision.

      “Whoa … hey … Mom, I could’ve been in my boxers in here.”

      “Oh, please. I birthed you, remember?”

      “I’m gonna be sixteen.”

      I see her move her head, but Pete stays in front of her. “I heard yelling in here. Is everything okay?”

      “What? Yeah. Yelling? That’s weird.”

      “Are you okay, Peter?” I can hear the concern in her voice.

      “Oh, yeah. You know what? I was watching this video. Sorry, I’ll try to keep it down.”

      I can’t see her, but she lingers at the door. I think she attempts to look inside again because Pete continues moving to block her vision. “Okay.”

      As soon as she leaves, he shuts the door and spins around. “Robbie? What the hell is this?” he forcefully whispers.

      Still holding my ribs in pain, I look down at his sheets. “Sorry. I think I got blood on your bed.”

      “You’re the new sidekick? You’re Worm?”

      I give him a nervous wave. “Yup.”

      “This is insane.” He walks over, leaning on the chair at his desk.

      “Now you know why I’ve been so secretive these last few months. And why I’m always bailing on you.”

      He stands there, shaking his head, his mouth still open. “I can’t believe it.”

      Making another attempt, I push myself off of the bed and immediately regret it. I grab my side, fall back down, and then slide down to the floor. Catching sight of Pete’s expression, everything starts to catch up with me. Not just the pain, but the emotion. This is precisely what Mimic’s been warning me about. And now, here I am not thinking clearly, and I just revealed my identity to my best friend.

      “I’m so sorry, Pete,” I sob, holding my head in my hands.

      Taking a seat in his chair, I proceed to confess everything to him. Getting sick when the meta-gene activated. Going out on a patrol before I even enrolled as a sidekick, testing my limits. Hiding all of this from him, my disappearing acts over the summer, and all of the warnings Mimic has given me. It all comes gushing out.

      Once I get to the party we went to, that’s when Craig’s story comes into play. Telling Pete how I was able to get rid of them at the theater. That must’ve been the night Craig realized what I was doing, which means that’s how he figured out I’m Worm.

      My emotions get the better of me, and I even start revealing the issues I have with Hydro, and the flirty looks Mighty’s given me. It all comes out without me even thinking. Thankfully, I don’t divulge their secret identities.

      “And that’s why I had to leave tonight,” I finish, explaining why I got called away from our mall meet up. “There was a disturbance in that same area as the abandoned theater. I didn’t realize where I was until it was too late. By that time, Craig had already sprung his trap on me.”

      “But why would he do all that to try and take you out?” Pete asks, sounding confused.

      “Because he’s a douchebag, Pete.”

      “Well, yeah, but anyone could have shown up there. He didn’t know who the Alliance would send. He was taking a pretty big chance that they’d send you. It doesn’t add up.”

      I look at Pete, thinking it over. “I don’t know. Maybe he was just hoping.”

      We sit there, quietly. Then a huge smile crosses his face. “This is nuts. My best friend is a sidekick. The Worm!”

      “Not the Worm. Just Worm,” I reply with a painful chuckle. “So …” I look away for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “You’re not mad?”

      His smile fades, and he stares back at me with an unsure expression. “Well … I mean, I guess not. It would’ve been awesome if you would’ve told me, but I know why you didn’t. Besides, I know a thing or two about keeping a secret from everyone.”

      A grin hits my lips, and I nod. “Thanks. Um … does your mom know about you?”

      “Actually, she does.” He looks away, picking at the corner of a notebook on his desk. “A week before school started, I wanted to tell someone. I needed to.” He pauses, and that guilty feeling drops in my stomach again. “So, one day we were out, and I was in the car with her. I just started stuttering, trying to get it out, but I kept stumbling over my words.” Taking a moment, he smiles to himself. “She put a hand over mine and told me she knew. I didn’t have to say it, but that she knew, and she still loved me.”

      “That’s awesome. Pete, I really am sorry. Not just about this, but about not being there for you.”

      “I know.” Smiling, he raises his hand to me, and we exchange our bro code handshake we made up in fourth grade. “It’s cool.”

      “What about your dad?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, I probably won’t tell him for a while. It’s not like I see him all that often anyway.”

      His parents divorced when he was ten. When they first split up, he’d visit his dad a lot, but as the years went by, he started to see less and less of him.

      “Man, that girlfriend he had a couple years ago was hot though,” I say, hoping to break the awkward, parental talk tension.

      “Dude, gross,” he scoffs. “They’re still together. She could be my step-mom someday.”

      Exchanging a light laugh, I grab my side in pain.

      “So, what now?” Pete asks. “Are you even going to be able to go to school tomorrow? Shouldn’t you be at a hospital or something?”

      “I’ll be fine. Help me up.” I extend my hand to him, and he takes it, lifting me up as I grunt in agony. “I’ll get back to Alliance headquarters, and Doc will be able to patch me up. He’s got some crazy stuff in the medic bay. A bunch of cool gadgets, and some alien regeneration ointment. All kinds of stuff.”

      “That’s so cool.” He lets loose a wide smile. He’d probably love meeting Doc and checking out his science lab. Maybe one day I can make that happen. His smile vanishes, replaced with worry. “What about Craig?”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head, looking away. “He’s a lot more vicious than I thought he was. I’m serious, man, I really thought he was going to kill me tonight.” The sudden reality I think finally hits Pete. He stares back at me, worry across his brow. “After tonight, though, as much as it sucks, I know I have to break up with Jasmin. Right before I teleported here, I thought about her, too. I can’t put her in danger like this.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Pete says with a chuckle.

      “Dude, I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m just messing around. I’m happy I know. I can be your junior sidekick or something.” He laughs again.

      “Pete, seriously, I won’t ask you to do anything.” I gingerly put my hand on his shoulder. “But I’m glad you know, too.”

      “Wait, what happens if you see Craig at school? Is he gonna do anything there?”

      I ponder it for a second. “I don’t think so. As crazy as he is, minions are like sidekicks. They’re supposed to follow the rules their leader sets for them. Craig keeps talking about Vacuus, who he’s a minion for. We still haven’t been able to figure out who he is. Tonight seems random, but thinking about it more, I’m almost positive this was set up by Vacuus. I just need to figure out why.”

      A small beep rings my comm piece. “Hold on a sec.” Pressing my finger to my ear, I watch as Pete’s eyes widen and his smile spreads ear to ear. “Worm, here.”

      “Worm, are you okay? Where are you?” Doc asks.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure I have a concussion, a broken nose, and at least one cracked rib. But other than that, I’m fine.”

      “What? Who was it?”

      “Craig from school. That guy is way stronger than I thought.”

      “Can you make it back to headquarters?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Okay, over and out.”

      Pete shakes his fists in front of him, bouncing from side to side, his smile still frozen to his face. “Dude! That was sooo cool! Who was that, Mr. Mimic? Supron? I can’t believe you were just talking to a superhero.”

      “Yeah,” I say, hitting my earpiece, and the nanotech helmet forms back around my face. It’s better to show back up at headquarters in full uniform, even if my helmet is clawed up and the visor is still broken. “I better get back.”

      “Your uniform is pretty awesome. You know, if it wasn’t demolished and bloodied.”

      I let out a painful laugh. “Don’t make me laugh.”

      Taking another step, I’m about to teleport when Pete grabs my arm. “Hey, Robbie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for trusting me with this.”

      “You’re my best friend, Pete.” I give him a smile. “You’re the one trusting me.”
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      Getting to school the next day, Pete looks at me like he’s seen a ghost.

      My wounds are completely healed. I can breathe comfortably through my nose, and the claw wounds in my neck are gone. The only thing that I still feel are my ribs, but even those are almost entirely healed.

      “Dude!” Pete catches himself, looks around, and then leans closer to whisper. “Sorry. What in the world? What kind of stuff does Doctor Grandside have?”

      I let out a laugh, and we walk to our first class. “I know it’s some alien microbes we get from one of the Jupiter moons. He also designed this gamma scanner that injects some weird stuff into my bloodstream.”

      “That’s insane. Is Craig under watch now?”

      I scan the area, keeping my voice low, but don’t see Craig anywhere. “He is. We’re keeping our distance because we still aren’t sure what’s going on. Mimic looked into an alert by the docks, but it was a wild goose chase.”

      “A diversion, maybe?” Pete asks. I shrug, smiling at how accepting and normal he seems with everything.

      “Maybe. Mimic’s trying to piece it together.”

      “This is so cool!” he yells out, then immediately catches himself again. “Sorry.”

      As the day goes on, I try to focus on what my teachers are saying, but my brain is still swirling over everything. Not just with Pete, but with Craig. I have no doubt he would’ve killed me last night. But why?

      It can’t just be a freshman/senior thing. He knows my secret identity. And he said Vacuus didn’t want him to kill me, but why did he draw me out? It had to be for me, so if I didn’t show up, would he have tried something else? So many questions, and I hope Mimic gets some answers soon.

      At lunch, I meet up with Pete, and we make our way to our lunch table, when suddenly I see Craig off in the distance. After talking to Mimic and Doc last night, they reiterated that I should try to act as normal as possible. It’s hard to do now with him staring at me, smirking, knowing he basically held my life in his hands last night. My body tenses up.

      “What’s wrong?” Pete asks, turning around to see what I’m looking at. “Oh.”

      Craig chuckles, then turns and walks away.

      “It’s cool,” I tell Pete, but I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince him or myself.

      Clenching my fists, I try to release the tension, and we head to the cafeteria. My stomach drops when we walk through the doors. Jasmin smiles and waves at me, already sitting next to Maria.

      Damn it.

      I have to do this. If last night proved anything, it’s that I can’t put her in danger. I can’t. But I don’t want to do it in front of her best friend, and everyone at lunch. I don’t know how she’s going to take it, but I know it’s going to kill me. I need to at least do it in private.

      “Hey, I’ll catch you later.”

      I turn to Pete and motion back to our table. He looks back at the girls and nods in agreement. As I begin to walk out of the cafeteria, he goes inside.

      “Hey, Jas.”

      She doesn’t answer him. I keep walking, trying to get down the hallway. Maybe I can teleport somewhere and just do this after school when we have some privacy. But she catches up to me as I walk down the hallway, grabbing my arm.

      “Robbie.”

      Turning to face her, I can’t make eye contact. “Hey.”

      “What’s going on?” she asks me.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You and me. Us. Robbie, something’s been going on, and you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “No, I haven’t,” I reply, still not making eye contact. If it happens here, at least there aren’t many people in the hallway.

      “Yes, you have. And now all of a sudden, you’re talking to Pete again? I’m glad you guys are fine, but something has been going on with you. Ever since homecoming you’ve been distant.”

      “Sorry.” I look down at the ground. “It’s just … things are crazy right now for me.”

      “Crazy for you? Crazy how?”

      Looking through the small window on the door of the cafeteria, I see Pete talking to Maria. I remember teleporting into his room last night, him freaking out, and myself, even as hurt as I was, feeling horrible for doing that to him.

      “It just is, Jas. Sorry. I’m … I think I …”

      She waits as I trail off and finally find her gaze. “What?” She grabs my hand, giving me that smile that always melts me. But today it makes me feel worse. “It’s okay. You can talk to me.”

      “I … I think I need … a break.”

      Silence. I close my eyes, afraid of how she’s going to react, what she’s going to say, or just the vile expression I’m sure will be staring back at me once I open my eyes. But once I do, I don’t see any of that. Instead, I find complete confusion.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I pull my hand away from her, bitter resolve building inside. “Sorry if you don’t believe me, but it’s the truth.”

      “No, it’s not. You’ve liked me since fifth grade. You told me. And now all of a sudden you want a break?”

      “My life is just crazy right now. I’ve got so much stuff going on, and something has to give. I’m sorry, but it has to be like this.”

      She grabs my hand, stepping closer to me. “Robbie, stop lying. I told you, I’ve liked you for a while, too. I know this isn’t it. Please, just tell me the truth.”

      The truth. Right, yeah, just tell her I’m a sidekick in the Justice Alliance, and a maniacal minion almost killed me last night. The same minion who stole her phone and threatened her while drawing me out, who, by the way, already knows my secret identity. Yeah, that kind of truth can get her killed.

      I shake my head. “Jasmin, I’m sorry if you don’t believe me, but it’s the truth. I need a break. I can’t go out with you or anyone right now.”

      “Why though? I still don’t believe you, but if that’s how it’s going to be, at least tell me why.”

      My teeth clench. “Jas, come on. Please, just let it go.”

      “No. I think I deserve to know. If you’ve got a lot of things going on, okay, fine. I can deal with you needing to take care of whatever you need to, but I’m here, Robbie. I like you. I’ve liked you for a really long time. And since homecoming, I think I lo—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “But—”

      “No.” I take a step back, swallowing the lump of nerves forming. If she says that it’ll break me. “Jasmin, please. Just let all of this go.”

      “No, Robbie. Please, I lo—”

      “Don’t! I don’t like you anymore!”

      The hallway is silent. No one is around us, and I feel like crap. Her words are gone, replaced with tears welling in her eyes.

      “I … I … don’t believe you.”

      Mustering up the little strength I have left, I continue to stake us both through the heart. “You don’t need to believe me. Going out was fun, but … it’s over.”

      Tears slide down her cheeks, and it takes everything I have not to pull her close and wipe them away, taking it all back. Every last word. But I can’t. And as she stares at me, I can literally see the mourning wash over her, followed quickly by hate.

      She cocks her hand back and slaps me across the face. “Asshole.”

      She storms away, and I lean against the lockers in the hallway, sliding down to the floor. The pain from her slap hurts, but not as much as the lie I just told her. The cafeteria door swings open and Pete walks over to sit down next to me.

      “Jasmin just texted Maria. She left. Thought I’d come out and see if you were still around.” I’m not sure if he looks over, as I continue to stare down at the tiled floor, doing everything I can to hold back my tears. “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “I’m a pretty long way from okay. She … she almost told me she loved me. Then I broke her heart.”

      He’s quiet once again. I stare at my hands, folded over my knees, wishing I could just sit here for the rest of the day. The rest of my life.

      He finally speaks up again. “Do you … feel the same way? Maybe it doesn’t have to be like this. I found out.”

      As I turn to Pete, I’m not sure what to say. He does know, but he isn’t aware of how much I hate that he’s in on my secret. Only because of the danger I know he’s in. But even worse than that is the answer I’m afraid of saying. How I feel for Jasmin. I can’t think about love. Because even if I thought I could love her after finally getting together with her, it’d only put her in danger. Thankfully, the bell rings for our next class, and I don’t have to answer.
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      It’s the end of the week. I think.

      Ever since the day I broke up with Jasmin, all of the days have blurred together. Since the encounter with Craig, I’ve dreaded seeing him at school, but I’ve discovered there’s something far worse than finding a lunatic chuckling as he passes you by in the hallway. Making a girl you’ve liked, possibly loved, think you’re a total douchebag and breaking her heart. Then having to see her every single day.

      I haven’t wanted any awkward interactions at lunch, so Pete and I have avoided the cafeteria altogether. The only good thing about this entire week is that I have my best friend back, and I’m able to confide in someone about all of this craziness.

      On my way to my last class, my phone buzzes, and I pull it out to see an alert from the Alliance. Pete stares at my phone before I answer it, and his eyes widen. I told him a little bit about my alarms, and now he anxiously waits for my phone to ring so he can catch a glimpse of it.

      “Sorry, Worm,” Doc starts as I answer my phone. “I know you’re still on school hours, but we’ve got a light situation, and Mimic asked for you to cover it.”

      “What is it?” I ask. Pete looks at me with excitement.

      “Jewelry store robbery. Normally KCPD would be fine to handle it, but Mimic wants you to get some extra work in. Figured you’d like the break from school.” Doc chuckles.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure. No problem. I could use a distraction.”

      “Okay, I’ll send you the coordinates. Over and out.”

      Sliding my phone back into my pocket, I look around and whisper, “Sorry, gotta go.”

      “Is it a big mission? You going to outer space?” he asks, completely electrified.

      I chuckle. “No, nothing like that. Just a robbery. Mimic wants me to get some more time in.”

      “Awesome!” he shouts, then cringes. “Sorry,” he says with his hands over his mouth. Looking around to make sure no one heard him, a mischievous grin covers his face. “Hey, I got an idea.”

      “What?”

      “That sounds pretty simple. I mean, it’s not like I know a lot, but a robbery? You’ll probably be in and out, right?”

      I shrug, looking around, as I tighten my backpack over my shoulder. “Yeah, probably.”

      “Dude!” he louder whispers, slapping my shoulder. “Take me with you!”

      My face drops. “Excuse me?”

      “Come on! It’s not like it’s Sam Spectre or some crazy supervillain. It’s a robbery.”

      “You’re insane, you know that? This isn’t a field trip; this is a crime being committed. They’ll probably have weapons. This isn’t a game, Pete. I didn’t tell you my secret so I could take you on missions.”

      I start to walk away, scanning the area for a hiding place to teleport away. Pete rushes to my side. “Come on, please?”

      “No way. Not only is it dangerous, but if Mimic found out I’d be toast.”

      “This might be the only time I can see you in action, up close and personal. I’ll stay out of the way, I promise. Please, please, please.”

      As crazy is it sounds, I am giving a second thought to it. It wouldn’t be that dangerous. And it would be incredibly cool to take my best friend with me. It’s a simple enough outing, so Mimic would probably never find out.

      “I promise, I’ll stay completely out of the way. Please, Robbie. It’ll be awesome.”

      I know I shouldn’t. I know that. But I also know it’d be cool to show off for my friend, too.

      “Fine,” I cave. “Follow me.”

      We sneak off just as the bell for our last class rings, into a bathroom. “Keep a lookout,” I tell Pete as I walk into a stall and change. Stepping out, I realize Pete looks doubly excited as he sees me in full uniform. I hit my earpiece and my helmet forms over my head, fresh and redone after my encounter with Craig.

      “So cool,” Pete whispers.

      Smirking, I hit my comm. “Doc, I’m online. Got the coordinates you sent to my phone.”

      “All right, kid. Be careful out there,” he responds.

      “Okay, Pete.” I point to him. “I’m serious. You have to stay out of the way.”

      “I will, I promise. I just want to see you in action.”

      I let out a laugh. “Okay, hold on.”

      Grabbing his arm, I teleport us to the rooftop of the coordinates Doc sent me and I scan the area below.

      “Okay, the jewelry store is right down there. I’m going to jump down there, take the robbers out, and I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Wait, what? You’re just gonna leave me up here? On the roof?”

      “What’d you expect?”

      “Robbie!” He stomps his feet like he’s three years old. “I won’t be able to see anything from up here. To see you in action, I have to actually, you know, see you! Come on, at least get me a good seat.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, under my visor. “Pete, this isn’t a basketball game.”

      “Please!” he whines.

      Throwing my head back, I let out a groan. “Fine.”

      Looking back down, I see the police have a parameter set up. Behind the line, there are news reporters and bystanders, watching the events unfold. Just out of the way is a small alley. “Okay, hang on.”

      I grab his arm again, jump to the alley, and make sure no one’s looking. Every eye is focused across the street, as a police officer yells something through a loud mic.

      “Stay here.” I point at him. “I don’t care if people are out there by the police line, I’m serious, Pete. You can see everything from here.”

      “Okay, okay. Fine.” He peers over my shoulder, across the street.

      Teleporting to one of the police cars, an officer does a double take when he sees me. “Oh!”

      A small gasp echoes from the crowd of onlookers. The normally busy street is blocked off, but the traffic can still be heard from a distance, in addition to a police helicopter flying up above.

      “What do we have, Officer?”

      “Worm. We’ve got two thieves inside. We believe there are only three hostages but could be more.”

      “Is the building surrounded?”

      “Yes, we’ve got patrol cars waiting at the rear exit.”

      “All right, be right back.”

      Pulling up the schematics on a scanner, I see Doc’s also sent me video footage of inside of the store, so I know the exact area I want to teleport to. Dropping down behind a counter, I kneel low.

      “Damn it!” one of the robbers shouts. “I told you this was a bad idea!”

      “Shut up,” the other yells back.

      “What if a super shows up?”

      “Would you stop worrying? This is a jewelry lift. They never handle this type of stuff.”

      “Then what are we going to do? The police already have us surrounded.”

      “Good thing we picked up our special ammo, right?”

      Peeking around the corner, I see the first gunman loading a clip of bullets into his rifle. A green glow emits from the clip, and I know exactly what it is.

      A new alien mineral has been making the rounds on the black market. It makes armor-piercing bullets look like foam darts. The one in charge hands the other a clip, and he nods, still looking nervous. They’re going to make a break through the front doors, and those officers out there—not to mention bystanders, including Pete—are going to be sitting ducks.

      A customer is watching me in the corner; a middle-aged lady, her eyes glassy, and she holds her knees to her chest. She looks terrified, and I raise my finger to my lips, hoping she understands. Behind another jewelry counter, I see what looks like a manager and an employee, both sitting against the wall with their hands tied and eyes covered.

      “Get ready,” the gunman says, aiming his gun through the glass doors.

      The other grabs a black bag, no doubt filled with thousands of dollars’ worth of jewelry. With their backs turned, I teleport to the manager and employee, grab their hands, and teleport us outside to the police officer.

      A gasp comes from the crowd, and I take off their blindfolds.

      “Nice job, Worm.” The officer nods to me.

      “There’s still one more in there. Be right back.”

      Jumping back to the counter, the lady still looks scared, but a small smile forms across her lips. I put a finger to my mouth again, about to make a move, when one of the robbers calls out.

      “What the hell?”

      “What is it?”

      “The employees. They’re gone.”

      “What?” The other runs over to check, and with their backs turned to me, I make a move for the lady. “Don’t move!”

      I stop in my tracks.

      “Turn around. Hands up.”

      Turning around, the one who seems like the brains of the operation keeps his gun drawn on me. I’m fast when it comes to teleporting. Doc says I’m faster than a bullet. Theoretically. It’s a theory I’ve yet to test out, and I’m not feeling particularly curious right now.

      The other robber walks over, his gun is drawn on me, too. “You try something like that again, and we’ll find out if you’re faster than hygal bullets.”

      Keeping my hands up, I take a tiny step toward them. “Okay, let’s just calm down.”

      “Hey, I know you,” the other says. “You’re that sidekick. Worm.”

      I’m about to answer, hoping to diffuse the situation as best as I can, when the leader cuts me off. “Worm? What a stupid name?”

      “Thanks. I haven’t heard that before,” I respond.

      “Guess what, Ricky?” The leader bumps him with his elbow. “Looks like we got ourselves a real hostage now.”

      Glancing back at the lady on the floor, I see she’s got her head back between her knees. “Great. Then you don’t need her. Let her go, and I’ll do whatever you guys want.”

      Placing a finger to his chin, he seemingly thinks it over. “Naw, I don’t think so. The more the merrier, right?”

      The other gunman gets the lady up to her feet, and she lets out a terrified whimper.

      “It’s going to be okay, ma’am,” I assure her. We’re both ushered toward the front of the store, the leader pushing the doors open.

      “All right,” he yells out. “We’re taking the sidekick and lady and getting out of here! If you try to follow, you’ll get blasted, so I wouldn’t recommend it!”

      Letting loose a spray of shots into the air, the crowd outside yells, and everyone ducks out of the way. The bullets leave a green trail of mist as they fly through the air, and I know it’s the only reason the cops don’t return fire right then and there. In addition to the ammunition being extremely dangerous from being fired, if they come into direct contact with external fire, they can blow up. It’s another reason they’re banned. The green trail of mist is a dead giveaway to everyone what the thieves have.

      “Okay, let’s just take it easy,” an officer shouts back, his head poking up from behind his door.

      The leader turns to me, full of confidence, and a grin spreading ear to ear.

      “Are you sure you guys want to do this? You can give up now, and no one has to get hurt.”

      “Is this kid serious?” The leader laughs, poking me in the back with the barrel of his rifle.

      The thing with criminals—even supervillains—is even if they know a superhero’s power, they always take it for granted. If someone can fly, they never think they can fly fast enough or high enough to stop them. If someone has heat vision, they’re always confident that they will be the ones who won’t get blasted by said heat vision.

      With teleportation? I know they’ll never see it coming.

      We move forward, the gunmen keeping us in front of them. Taking a step just far enough so that the barrel of his gun isn’t pressed against my back, I quickly spin around, holding the barrel as the leader looks at me in shock. I smirk at him, teleporting the gun away, sending it landing on top of the hood of the officer’s car.

      The second gunman, now more nervous than before, is frozen. I duck out of the way of the first one’s attempt to punch me and grab the second one, teleporting him into the back of the police cruiser.

      “Sit here a minute, will ya?” I laugh, and teleport back out, taking the gun with me and handing it to the officer.

      The leader has already abandoned the hostage and takes off running toward the crowd. I teleport in front of him, folding my arms. “Aw, you don’t want to play jewelry heist anymore?”

      “Shut up!” he yells, then swings at me.

      I teleport behind him, grabbing his shirt, and teleport us both back in front of the cop car. I use the force of the teleportation to slam him against the hood, and then sweep out his legs from under him, sending him down to the pavement with a hard thud.

      “I told you that you wouldn’t have gotten hurt if you gave up,” I say with a chuckle.

      Before he can say or do anything three officers swarm, locking him in handcuffs, and take him away. The crowd cheers all around. The officer I spoke with in the beginning walks over to me.

      “Worm, thank you. We had no idea they had those weapons. This could’ve turned out really bad.”

      “No problem,” I respond, looking down at his badge, “Sergeant Hillard. Glad I could help.”

      Looking over the crowd, I see everyone screaming in excitement, and search for Pete. He’s cheering along with everyone else, and I smile at him. I give a nod, motioning to the alley we arrived in, and he nods back. Teleporting out of sight first, I jump to the shadows of the alley.

      Pete stands there. Dumbstruck. “That. Was. Amazing!”

      “Yeah, and incredibly dangerous. They had hygal bullets,” I counter, trying to make sure he knows how serious this was, but my voice is still laced with laughter. “But, yeah, that was pretty cool, right?”

      “Epic! It was epic.”

      I chuckle again. “Thanks. This was a one-time thing though, okay? I can’t bring you out on patrols or anything like that. If Mimic found out about this, I don’t know what he’d do.”

      Pete doesn’t say anything. He just stands there, still in awe.

      “Okay, Pete?” The silence continues, and I attempt to get his attention. “Pete? I’m serious. You’re my best friend, and I’m glad you know everything now, but this …” I trail off when I realize he isn’t looking at me. His awed expression has worn off. Replaced with dread. “What is it?”

      I turn around.

      For a split-second, I think it might be Craig. That somehow, he followed me from school and was waiting in the wings to take me out. Or maybe it’s Vacuus, finally showing himself. But this is worse. Much, much worse.

      It’s Mr. Mimic.
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      “I can’t believe this!” Mr. Mimic yells, slamming his fist onto a table. I’ve been on the tail end of one of his disciplinary rants before, but Pete, who’s sitting right next to me, jumps in his seat. “Do you know how irresponsible that was?”

      We’re in the main control room, sitting at one of the smaller tables. Mimic continues to shake his head in disappointment, waiting for my answer. Granite, a superhero from another city, works at the main control desk, making me feel even worse that he’s hearing everything.

      “No, I know. I tried to talk him out of it,” I counter.

      “Hey!” Pete yells at me.

      “No, this is on you.” Mimic points at me. If he had heat vision activated, his eyes would be glowing. “You don’t take civilians out for a joy ride during missions. What if something happened?”

      “But it was just a jewelry store robbery. I wasn’t even going to—”

      “A jewelry store robbery where the thieves had hygal ammunition. Why do you think I was there? Once police outside saw the glowing guns, the Alliance got called in.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know they had that.”

      “It’s true, Mr. Mimic,” Pete speaks up, his voice cracking. “I wanted to go with him. I thought it’d be an easy thing.”

      “It could’ve been a jay-walker, it doesn’t matter. Not only did you put someone in danger, but let’s point out the elephant in the room. You told him your secret identity?” Mimic stands there, mouth open, staring at me like he doesn’t even recognize me. “How reckless can you get?”

      “But I didn’t mean—”

      “Robbie, it doesn’t matter what you mean or don’t mean to do. You know how dangerous this is. What could possibly be going through your mind—”

      “I’m sorry!” I explode out of my chair.

      Silence falls over the room. Pete’s eyes pop open at my defiance, and Mimic stands calm, waiting for me to either apologize or elaborate. Granite’s head snaps in my direction, and I catch his expression, staring at me like I’m crazy. I decide to at least try and explain my mindset, and why Pete knows everything now.

      I run my hand through my hair in frustration. “I’m sorry, okay? Craig ambushed me. I just waltzed in there, not thinking, and he caught me off guard. I didn’t mean to teleport into Pete’s room, it just happened. I’ve bailed on him time and again over the summer, and Craig knows who he is. It was the first thing I thought of, and I guess my subconscious kicked in.”

      Glancing over at Pete, I watch as he gives me a thankful smile.

      “I know I screwed up and I’m still beating myself up about it. And if all that isn’t enough, I broke up with my girlfriend.” Letting out a long, deep sigh, my head drops. “I’m sorry, Mimic.”

      Pete sits there, motionless. He might be giving me a reassuring grin, but I don’t have it in me to look over at him. I feel like everything I’ve done this week is wrong, and it’s worse that Mimic is letting me have it in front of my best friend.

      Finally, I hear Mimic let out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you broke up with her.”

      I nod, still gazing at the floor. “After everything that’s happened … it’s the right thing to do.”

      I feel his hand on my shoulder and look up to find a reassuring smile on him. “Still, I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

      “No. It sucked.” I turn to Pete, who gives me a sympathetic grin.

      “And you, Mr. Malory,” Mimic speaks up, bringing Pete back to attention.

      He stands up, his arms frozen at his side. His normally pale skin is even whiter than usual. His Adam’s apple bobs, and he pushes his glasses up quickly, before returning his arm to his side. “Yes, sir.”

      “I hope you understand the magnitude of this situation. Knowing your best friend’s secret identity is not only confidential, but it’s also dangerous.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And it’s not a game. You don’t get to teleport to missions or crime scenes just because Robbie is a sidekick.”

      “I understand.”

      Mimic stands there, giving him an unconvinced gaze that I’ve been on the receiving end of a few times. His eyes jump from Pete to me, then back to him. Turning around, he starts to walk away. “You guys can head out.”

      Pete lets out a huff, wiping his forehead, and I shake my head at him with a chuckle. We turn to leave the room when Mimic calls out to me.

      “Worm?”

      I cringe, peeking over at Pete, before turning back to Mimic. “Yes?”

      He catches me off guard with an approving smile. “Nice work out there.”

      Once we leave the room, Pete looks around nervously. He swats my arm as we walk to an elevator. “Dude! That was ca-razy!”

      Grasping his shoulder, I squeeze. “Welcome to life as a sidekick.”

      “Insane.” He laughs to himself. “Can I look around? Oh! Can I see Doctor Grandside’s lab?”

      I stop in my tracks, staring at him in complete confusion. “Are you crazy? Didn’t you hear Mimic right now? This isn’t a game.”

      He sighs. “I know, but come on! Please-please-please!”

      I can’t help but laugh again. My best friend, begging me to give him a tour of headquarters is something I would’ve never thought would be happening just a few weeks ago. “Fine.”

      “Yes! Awesome!”

      “But!” I exclaim, holding up a finger. “We can only stay to the first two levels. I don’t know what you’ll see, but it probably won’t be much.”

      “I’ll take it!”

      Technically, passes aren’t given out to civilians without supervision, but if a sidekick is available, they are usually assigned to give short tours. It helps Alliance headquarters seem a little more friendly to the general public.

      Walking through level one, I decide to take him to our legacy room. Pete’s mesmerized before we even get to it, staring at the pictures hanging on the walls of different Alliance members from both the past and the present. As we’re walking, we pass a window and Pete stops, pressing his hands against the glass.

      “Dude!”

      I wrinkle my nose. “It’s just a processing lab.”

      “I know!” His eyes scan the lab where they process weapons or evidence. Fingerprinting, blood work, ballistics, and all of the tedious technical aspects that come with our job. But I know Pete loves science, so I wait with him, pointing out what the scientists and their assistants are working on.

      “This is one of our less volatile labs. They’re analyzing pieces a group recently brought back from the Fratinium Galaxy excavation.”

      “This is so cool. What’s the Fratinium Galaxy?”

      “Well, we still call it the Cigar Galaxy, but once we made contact with the aliens there, we found out what the galaxy is actually called.”

      We’re about to leave when Doc walks into the lab and Pete almost loses it.

      “It’s Doctor Grandside!” he screams in my ear, grabbing my arm.

      “I know, I know.”

      Doc reviews a chart with one of the scientists and then walks over to another table, inspecting a row of specimens that were brought back. After saying something to the assistant, he turns to leave when he sees me standing outside. Holding up a finger, motioning for me to wait, he walks out of the room and meets up with us.

      “Worm, nice work out there today.”

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      “And who do we have here?”

      “Oh.” Looking over at Pete, I find him shaking in excitement. “This is my best friend, Peter Malory.”

      “Nice to meet you, young man.” Doc extends his hand, and Pete takes it, nearly shaking it off.

      “Awesome. So cool. Just … awesome. Thank you, Doctor Grandside. You’re, like, a legend,” Pete says, totally starstruck. “You discovered three new galaxies.”

      Doc lets out a chuckle. “Well, I didn’t do it alone.”

      “Oh, no, of course not,” Pete adds. “Jenny Hollis, Jeremy Pollack, Bradford Michaels, and Sanjai Welker were all part of your science team.”

      “Sorry, Doc,” I say, nudging Pete to calm down. “He’s a bit of a science buff.”

      “Outstanding,” Doc replies, flashing his gray-bearded smile. “Always nice to meet a fellow science enthusiast. Worm, do you have a moment later this evening?”

      “I think so. What’s up?”

      “Well, it could be nothing.” He scratches his beard, quickly eyeing Pete before looking back at me. “But there’s been a couple anomalies with your … I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll run a couple of more tests and meet up with you later this weekend.”

      “Okay,” I answer, but give him a skeptical look. I’m not sure if he hesitated because of Pete, or it’s really not a big deal.

      “Peter, nice to meet you.” Doc shakes his hand again. “I better return to work.”

      Pete stands there, staring at his hand in awe. I laugh and then push him along.

      Any superhero or sidekick that’s been presented with medals, or any sort of significant honor, is stored in the legacy room. It’s a main staple when tourists visit Alliance headquarters. Everyone freaks out over seeing different pieces of history, from discoveries or just novelties from famous superhero and villain battles. And yes, I totally geeked out when I had clearance, and spent at least three full days in the room, combing it over with a fine-tooth comb.

      “Holy crap!” Pete exclaims as we enter. He runs over to a display case. “That’s Captain Hammer’s hammer! This is insane! It even has the piece missing out of it from his final fight with Merlin.”

      “You’re gonna blow a fuse, dude.” I chuckle.

      “This is awesome. You’re so lucky.”

      “Yeah, it is pretty cool. You never know, the Justice Alliance uses doctors and scientists. You could apply after high school. Look at Doc, he doesn’t have superpowers.”

      “Yeah, but he’s like, a super-genius.”

      I’m about to reply that he doesn’t have to be a super-genius, and it’s actually a cool thought—even if it is a long one—of maybe one day being able to work side by side with Pete when his mouth drops. I turn around, looking for the next piece he’s gawking over, when I follow his eye line. It’s not on an article in the room. It’s back through a window, as Mighty Miss and Hydro walk down the hallway.

      “Dude,” I whisper. “Are you hot for Hydro?”

      “Shut up.” He elbows me in the ribs.

      Melissa waves to me, and we head outside to talk to them. “Hey, guys.”

      “Hey, Worm,” Melissa replies. “Awesome work out there today with those jewelry thieves.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You should’ve called for backup,” Daniel interjects. “Especially with the ammunition they had.”

      “I didn’t know they had those bullets. No one did.”

      He doesn’t respond, instead rolling his eyes.

      “Hydro, would you stop,” Melissa scolds him. “So, who’s this? Your first credentialed guest?”

      “Yeah, this is my best friend, Pete.”

      “Best friend?” Daniel asks, almost curling a lip.

      “Uh, yeah. He kind of knows who I am.”

      They both exchange concerned glances, though Daniel looks more annoyed, and Melissa seems hesitant. Thankfully, Melissa resumes her composure, offering Pete a smile and extending her hand. “Well, nice to meet you, Pete.”

      “Um …” Pete stutters, taking her hand. As his eyes float back and forth between her and Daniel, his cheeks begin to redden. “Uh …”

      “It’s ‘Hi,’ Pete,” I tease him.

      “Oh, right. Hi, Pete.”

      I laugh again. “Sorry. You should’ve seen him a couple minutes ago, he nearly fainted meeting Doc.”

      “Ro—” Pete catches himself, and I’m thankful he does. Otherwise, Daniel might explode. “Worm! Not cool, man.”

      Melissa giggles. “So, you guys were checking out the legacy room? Ms. Majestic’s first shield is in there.”

      “Yeah, I think I saw that.” Pete’s finally able to form a complete sentence.

      “I earned my first trophy last year, taking out the Gangil Trio,” Daniel brags.

      “With my help,” Melissa adds.

      Through her mask, her eyes find me. I give her a smile, and it almost looks like she blushes. Pete doesn’t catch it, instead returning his attention to Daniel.

      “I must have missed that. I’ll have to come back and check it out.”

      Glancing over at Pete, I see a redness now floating across his face. It isn’t a direct flirt, but Pete is definitely interested. If Daniel does notice, he doesn’t let on.

      “I have some time off this weekend, Worm,” Melissa speaks up. “Want to pair up on a sparring session?”

      Pete’s eyes suddenly jump and meet mine, a huge grin sliding across his lips. Gone is his embarrassed blushing, and now he almost looks giddy.

      “Yeah, sure,” I answer her.

      “Okay, see you this weekend. Nice to meet you, Pete.”

      “Yeah, nice to meet you, too.”

      Both of them start walking away, and Pete calls out, “Nice to meet you, Hydro.”

      “Subtle, dude,” I whisper.

      “He’s so gay.”

      “What? How do you even know that?”

      “He’s gay, Robbie.” He stares at me with a confident and determined look.

      After our rooftop discussion, I know he is, but I can’t let my best friend in on that secret. Anything and everything about a superhero’s secret identity has to be locked down, even if I would like to hook up my best friend.

      “Pete, he’s not gay,” I lie, trying to think of something else. “He … he has a girlfriend.”

      “Whatever. And you want to know something else?”

      I roll my eyes, slightly annoyed but thankful he’s changing the subject. “Enlighten me.”

      “Mighty Miss. She’s into you.”

      “Now you’ve officially lost it.”

      It’s not that it hasn’t crossed my mind. These past few months working with her, there have been a few times she seemed like she was flirting, but I’ve always ignored it. She’s older than me. Only by a year, but still. Plus, technically, she’s an alien. She’s from another world, even if everything about her looks exactly like a super-hot, sixteen-year-old human girl. And then there’s Jasmin. At least, there was Jasmin.

      Doing my best to laugh it off, I usher him down the hallway.  “Come on, let’s go. Tour’s over.”

      “What? No!” he argues. “We didn’t even get to level two.”

      “We’ll come back another day. The last thing I need is for you to go all gaga over Supron and tell me Ms. Majestic has the hots for me.”

      “Ms. Majestic is like five hundred years old. Well, maybe not that much, but she’s old. She looks great, but she’s up there. And Supron isn’t gay. But you know who is?” A teasing smile hits him.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say, continuing to walk. “And the first time he mentions you, I’ll be at your house giving you all of the details.”

      “You’ll see. I’m right about both of them.”

      “You’re crazy.” I laugh, teleporting us away.
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      Getting to headquarters for the weekend, I find Melissa waiting for me outside of the training room. I’ve been looking forward to training this weekend, hoping it’ll take my mind off of everything else. Craig. Jasmin. Pete knowing my secret. And Pete’s suggestion that Melissa might be into me doesn’t resurface until I see her. It’s not that she looks like she’s checking me out, but seeing her training garb, it definitely makes it hard to focus.

      Since she comes from the same world as Ms. Majestic, the Alliance is like a full-time job for her, so she doesn’t do high school or have any of the usual concerns a typical teenager would. And instead of her regular battlefield uniform, she’s in boots, tight, black shorts that come down to mid-thigh, and a black sports bra. Her light brown hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and the only armor she has is a small shield on her arm. She’s always worn her usual uniform, even when we’ve trained, so I’m not sure what’s changed.

      “Uh … going light today, huh?” I say, zipping up my jacket.

      She shrugs with a smile. “Yeah. You okay with that?”

      Trying to make myself feel more comfortable, I crack a smile. “Sure. Just don’t get mad at me when it hurts after I take you down.”

      She pushes my shoulder with a laugh. “That’s big talk for someone who’s yet to beat me in a sparring session.”

      “What can I say, I’m feeling lucky today.”

      Flashing me a coy grin, she turns and walks into the room. “Me too.”

      After following her inside, I throw my arms back and forth, quickly stretching. We haven’t sparred in a few weeks, and after getting the snot kicked out of me by Craig, I really want to show her I’m not messing around. She’s only been a sidekick for a couple of years, but because of Majestic, she’s been around superheroes nearly all of her life. I want to prove I’m ready for this.

      She grabs a training stick, twirling it around her body effortlessly. Stopping and pointing it at me, her shield arm comes up in a guard position. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      There’s another training stick, but I decide to forgo it, and we begin circling one another. She tries to counter my movement, jabbing the stick at me, but I brush it away. Circling in the opposite direction, she makes the first move, and spins around, swinging the stick high. I teleport away, popping up behind her.

      Anticipating it, she swings again and almost knocks my head off. I duck out of the way, and she lifts a knee, which nearly connects with my face, but I block it. I usually don’t wear my helmet during sparring sessions, but that near shot is making me double think that option. Teleporting again, I pop up behind her, but she’s still ready for it, and spins, taking me down with a sweep.

      “Ow.” I grab my elbow.

      “You’re overthinking,” she says, leaning on her hip.

      “Aren’t I supposed to be thinking? I mean, I need to figure out how to beat you,” I answer, getting up.

      “Yes and no. Maybe Craig got the upper hand because you were overthinking.”

      I know she doesn’t mean it in a bad way, but it still stings. “He got the upper hand because he had the element of surprise.”

      “Maybe,” she responds putting up a finger. “Element of surprise is one thing, but you still could’ve gotten out of it if you weren’t thinking so much. You need to get out of your head, Robbie. Don’t think about your next move, just make it.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “You have to get better at thinking on your toes. You do it when you teleport. I’ve reviewed how fast you have to learn to react to pop up in certain places. You need that same focus when you fight. Ready?” she asks, and I nod again.

      Circling again, this time I wait for her to make the first move. She finally comes at me, swinging the stick high, and I duck, teleporting off to the side. She spins back around and swings low, so I jump over it. Moving in closer, I swing, but she swerves out of the way, and then rushes at me with the shield arm, slamming it into my chest. Before I can think of a defensive maneuver, she jabs the stick down to the floor, slamming it into my foot, before bringing it swiftly back up, knocking me square in the chin.

      “Damn it!” I yell out, stumbling back.

      She leans over the stick, not showing any signs of exertion. “Don’t get frustrated.”

      “It’s hard not to get frustrated when you keep hitting me.” I wipe the sweat off of my forehead with the back of my arm.

      “You’re not thinking of this properly.”

      “How am I supposed to be thinking about it?” I ask her, annoyed.

      “Robbie, when I first started training with Majestic, it wasn’t here. We were back on Kratoa, my home planet. And one thing I learned while training there, with her and other great warriors, is that you have to plan ahead.”

      “I’m trying, but you’re attacking me, and all I can think about is defending myself.”

      “That’s normal,” she continues. “But our bodies naturally defend themselves. If we get sick, our body has an immune system that comes to our aid.”

      My brow furrows. “You have the same type of immune system as humans?”

      For a moment, the intense Kratoan warrior is gone, and she shyly looks down at the mats we’re standing on. “Kratoans and humans aren’t so different. Our vascular systems vary, as does our lung capacity, but for the most part we’re built the same.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m just like any other girl.” Her eyes meet mine, and she gives me a soft smile. “Anyway, it’s second nature to defend ourselves. You’ve been trained in basic hand-to-hand combat and defensive techniques so that knowledge is in your system. You’ll remember it when you have to. With that in mind, you need to focus on your attacks. And not just the next one you’re going to deliver, but a series of attacks. You need to think about the second, third, and fourth one.”

      Everything she’s saying makes sense, and I’m about to agree with her when she flings the small shield at me. I duck out of the way and look over at her just in time to see her running at me full force, swinging a left hand. I narrowly miss the punch, side-stepping her, and she turns around to elbow me in the ribs. Dodging the blow, she grabs my arm and tries to hip toss me, but I teleport out of her grasp, and land behind, locking her arm behind her.

      “Attacking off guard, huh?”

      “It helped,” she responds, not putting up a struggle to break free. “Now you’re thinking on your toes. Maybe that’s the problem, you’re in your head too much.”

      She twirls around, and we exchange positions, as she locks one of my arms behind me.

      I let out a painful chuckle. “Okay. That was a good one.”

      Teleporting out of her grasp, I jump to the other side of the room and ready myself. She waits in her spot, lifting up her arms, and smiles at me before telling me to bring it by waving her fingers at me.

      I teleport as fast as I can, jumping in front of her, but she’s ready. She throws a punch, and I block it. I sweep low with a leg kick, and she prevents that, too. We exchange a flurry of punches and kicks, each of us blocking the other, and I finally decide to try and get the drop on her.

      When I teleport behind her, she spins around and swings high. I duck then grab her arm and toss her off to the side. She lands right next to her shield and goes to grab it, but I teleport in front and pick it up. She jumps up, almost taking my head off with a kick, but I sidestep it. Running at her, I press the shield against her chest, and up against the wall, once I reach her.

      Kratoans have super strength, and throughout the fight she’s only used it once to break out of my grasp. She uses it now, pressing me back, and grabs the shield from me. Sprinting, she uses her strength to push me across the room, now pinning me against the wall.

      “Thinking on the fly, nicely done,” she says with a smile.

      “Well, I seem to have a good teacher,” I reply, my answer raspy, the shield pressing into my chest.

      My defenses vanish as she stays where she is, loosening her force. I should take advantage, but my eyes are locked on hers. She stares at me for a moment, then her gaze drops down to my lips, which forces me to do the same to her.

      Damn it, was Pete right?

      Trying to fight the thoughts, I finally spin around, pinning her to the wall. She doesn’t even try to counter my move. She drops the shield, and I feel her hands; one on my chest, the other at my neck.

      Our eyes float around one another again, and I feel her breath over my lips. I find myself leaning in close enough that we could kiss.

      “Well?” she whispers.

      Her hand moves from my neck up to my face, and mine slide down to her waist. Before either of us can make another move, a chime rings throughout the room, and we immediately break apart. The door to the training room slides open. Mr. Mimic and Majestic stand there, both of them eyeing her before quirking an eyebrow at me.

      “Training session?” Mimic asks.

      “Uh,” I cough and look over at Melissa. If I had any doubt as to whether she’s blushed a few times, there’s none now. She looks like I feel. I just hope Mimic doesn’t say anything. “Yeah.”

      Majestic continues to stare at Melissa. “We need to go.”

      “Yes,” Melissa responds, giving me one final glance before hurrying over to her.

      They both head out through the door, but as they do, I hear Majestic lightly chiding her. “I told you that isn’t a good idea.”

      I narrow my eyes in confusion, but it doesn’t last long as Mimic calls out my name. “Follow me, Worm.”

      Thankfully, he doesn’t bring up what he thinks he saw because I have no idea what was actually happening. Were we training? Flirting? Would we have kissed? All questions I don’t have time to think about as we enter the control room and a hero everyone knows, but no one likes to acknowledge, leans against a desk.

      Shadow.

      Just like every member of the Justice Alliance, I’ve read his file. Officially, he’s an unofficial member of the Alliance. When they ask for his help, he likes to call himself a consultant. Technically, they classify his power as teleportation, but that’s only because no one knows how it works. Not even Doc. They classify him as a teleporter because he can jump from one spot to another, but he doesn’t use wormholes or quantum jump spots, which is what other teleporters have used in the past.

      What he’s told the Alliance is that he can manipulate shadows. He either creates or guides terrifying creatures, no one is really sure. The way he travels is also a mystery. Literally stepping into a shadow, he says he steps into another dimension. No one has been able to confirm it.

      He calls it the Dark. It’s been documented that suspects have been locked away there, but again, no one knows how he does it. It sounds freaky. Other than the Alliance, he has an affiliation with a group known as the Mystics, but … they kicked him out. His method of justice is intimidation, and that’s putting it mildly.

      “Worm, this is Shadow. I don’t think you two have ever been introduced,” Mimic says, opening a file from the desk.

      “We haven’t.” I glance at Mimic before looking at Shadow, who’s ignoring me. “Nice to meet you.”

      He stands in a long, black trench coat, black combat boots, and pants. Under the trench coat is a tactical vest. Covering his entire head, except for his eyes and mouth, is a dark, charcoal-gray mask. Designs are engraved on the temples and his forehead; they look like spirals within an upside-down triangle.

      “You didn’t have any plans tonight, did you?” Mimic asks me.

      “No, not really,” I answer, cautiously.

      “Good. You’re going to be working with Shadow tonight. Shadowing Shadow, as it were.” He chuckles. Even though it’s cheesy, I would normally laugh along, but Shadow curls a lip in disgust.

      “Anyway,” Mimic continues, “you’ll be working with him for the next twelve hours.”

      “Twelve hours?” I gawk. “I won’t get any sleep.”

      “Crime doesn’t sleep,” Shadow states in a low grumble.

      “That’s true,” Mimic agrees. “But this isn’t about killing ourselves to fight crime.” He gives Shadow a stern look. “Worm, this isn’t only a training session or learning from Shadow. It’s also a mental exercise. Shadow’s agreed to guide you tonight. We haven’t done one of these in a while, and after your encounter with Craig, I thought it’d be a good time for this.”

      I stare at Mimic, almost expecting him to tell me he’s joking. “Okay.”

      “You’ll meet back up with me here at oh-four-hundred hours.”

      “Let’s go,” Shadow finally speaks up, grabbing my arm.

      I look over at Mimic, and he gives me a reassuring nod. It’s the last thing I see before I see, feel, and hear complete nothing.
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      Just over a hundred miles southeast of King City sits Lost Hills.

      I’ve always loved living in King City. Mr. Mimic, Supron, and the rest are there to protect us. To guide us. Lost Hills is the complete opposite. It’d once been a thriving city, where celebrities would frequent and throw lavish parties. Unfortunately, that all changed when Crimson united the gangs and ran everyone out of town.

      The Alliance banded together, and a group was dispatched to help rid the city of crime, but they hadn’t counted on Shadow. He’d been battling the gangs for nearly three years before the Alliance showed up. Having to fight the city’s scum all by himself left a bad taste in his mouth. He didn’t trust the heroes of the Justice Alliance. The heroes who were supposed to rise up and fight for the little guys but paid no attention to Lost Hills until the cries from the public became too loud to be ignored. At least, that’s how Shadow viewed it.

      He let the Alliance clear out some of the heavy hitters, but once the size was down to a manageable level, Shadow convinced the Alliance to leave town, mostly by attacking them. He locked some away in the Dark for days, hurt others, and even threatened Supron. As far as Shadow is concerned, Lost Hills is his city, and since the Alliance took their time, he didn’t want them there.

      Over the years they’ve kept in contact with him, making sure he didn’t cross the line too far. He’s broken bones, put criminals in comas, and during the first year after the Alliance left, he killed three mobsters. The Alliance brought him up on charges, but he claimed it was self-defense. So, you can imagine what’s going through my head as I walk around his headquarters, which he calls the Cavern.

      Another thing about Shadow is his secret identity. Only Supron knows who he is. It’s been brought up to vote in the Alliance multiple times, and everyone has voted to have Shadow’s identity revealed, but Supron hasn’t budged. He’s declared Shadow his problem if he ever goes rogue. As stern as Supron is, if he does have a flaw, being stubborn is it. Mimic believes it’s the only reason Shadow talks to the Alliance—because Supron hasn’t broken his trust.

      It’s been hours, and I’ve roamed the Cavern end to end. Other than knowing I’m in Lost Hills, I have no idea where I am. East, west, deep underground, inside of a safe room atop a skyscraper in the city? I don’t have a clue.

      He’s been working at a half-circle desk, with monitors everywhere, as he continues to research whatever he’s doing. One monitor shows the layouts of a building, while another displays architectural designs of a different one. Off to his left, a small hologram displays 3D models of what appear to be guns, but they have multiple scopes, and different ammunition chambers on them. I asked what he’s working on when we first got here, and he just grunted, then turned to work at the desk.

      I stretch out my arms in the chair I’m sitting in, taking yet another look around the dimly lit area. “This place is pretty huge.”

      No answer.

      “Okay,” I say to no one, and get out of the chair.

      Deciding to take another self-tour of the area—it’s the fourth one—I look again at different cases he has set up. It almost reminds me of the legacy room at headquarters. In one case sits an old, six-shooter gun and a gas mask. I’m curious as to what they’re from but haven’t asked because he’d probably just grunt again.

      Passing by a bookshelf I’ve already inspected, I look at a small glass case and decide to examine it further. Inside the casing sits a dark burgundy velvet pillow. Atop the pillow is a silver bow with an emerald stone in the middle of it. It’s so out of place compared to his computers, guns, and other random artifacts laying around. This almost feels like a shrine.

      “What’s this?” I ask, my fingers on the glass about to lift the case up.

      “Nothing. Drop it,” he hisses, almost making me jump, standing right behind me.

      I shrug and set the glass back down. “Doesn’t look like nothing. It looks important.”

      He turns around and walks back to the desk. “Everything in here is important.”

      “Yeah, well this looks important to you.”

      I can’t help it. He sits back down at the desk, and I turn around and inspect it further. It has to have special meaning. He has weapons and tech everywhere, and sitting here, under glass, is something sentimental. It tells me there’s another side to Shadow than this disgruntled hero everyone seems afraid of.

      I peek over my shoulder and see that he’s sitting at the desk, going back over the monitors. As quiet as possible, I reach for the glass and lift it up, setting it off to the side. The emerald somehow shines in the dark room, and as I reach for it a hand wraps around my fingers, crushing them.

      “Ow! Ow, ow, ow! Okay, okay!” I yell. Shadow throws my hand away, putting the glass back over the case. “Sorry.”

      Wiggling my fingers from the pain, I head back to the seat I’ve been in ever since we got here.

      “Well, this has been fun. Thanks. I know I was supposed to spend twelve hours with you, but I might as well call it a night if all I’m going to do is just sit here. Are we actually going to do something or …”

      “Kelly West,” he says without looking at me.

      My eyes find the monitor in front of him, and see a mug shot of a man in his thirties, with a black eye. “Did he have the black eye already, or was that a special present from you?” Shadow’s eyes dart toward me. “Kidding.”

      “He’s a low-level thug for the Damonelli family. They recently intercepted a shipment of hygal ammunition.”

      “Hygal ammunition?” My curiosity piques, and I walk over to him. “I just stopped a jewelry heist in King City where the thieves had that.”

      “The Damonelli family has been trying to stockpile it for over six months, and now they’ve begun selling small batches. I haven’t been able to get a lock on where they might be storing it, or who their seller is, but West here may be the ticket. He’s been running his mouth about a new deal going down tonight, and my informant says he knows the location.”

      “Sweet, let’s go nab him,” I say with excitement. It’s instantly drained as Shadow turns and stares at me in annoyance. “Or … not?”

      He lets out a long, slow sigh. “This isn’t King City, kid. You don’t make any moves, you got it? Do what I say, when I say it. And if I don’t say anything, you don’t do anything. And keep your mouth shut.”

      I gape at him—confused, insulted, and still a little scared. He raises an eyebrow, waiting for me to acknowledge his rules. Closing my mouth, I nod.

      We walk into a dark shadow in the cavern and, just like when we transported from Alliance headquarters, it’s instantaneous. My teleports are fast, but this is something else. It’s like walking into another room. Holding my shoulder, he ushers me through a shadow, and we walk on to a dark rooftop looking over Lost Hills.

      It also feels different than teleporting. When I teleport, I can feel it. A power, almost like a vibration, running through my body. Creating and crossing through wormholes, I feel the quantum fields I jump through.

      With Shadow, I don’t feel anything. Literally. No feeling, no motion, I don’t even hear anything. For that split second, I’m in the dark, it’s total and complete silence. Not a meditating type of quietness, but a silence that could drive you mad.

      He pulls out a set of tiny binoculars from his trench coat and steps to the edge of the roof, scanning the city. Smokestacks flank the buildings, along with water towers.

      From the first moment I was comfortable teleporting, my favorite spot in the city has been King City Tower. It’s the tallest building in the city, and being up there, especially on certain days when the sun sets over the city, it’s the most beautiful place in the world. The setting sun shines over the mirrored windows of neighboring buildings. It’s quiet and peaceful. I love it up there.

      Lost Hills doesn’t have any of that beauty. It’s the middle of the night right now, but I’ve been here in the daytime. Even when it’s light out, it feels dark and dreary. Years ago, there was a superhero who protected the city, but when he died the city didn’t get a new one until Shadow appeared. But he’s a loner. He doesn’t ask for help, and he doesn’t offer it. Lost Hills feels the same.

      “Damn it,” he grumbles. “Where is he?”

      He surveys the area through the binoculars. Wandering over next to him, I observe the area below us, seeing patrons walk in and out of a bar across the street. My eye catches one of them leaving the bar, looking very similar to Kelly West’s build and hair color.

      “Um, Shadow?”

      “What’d I tell you, kid?”

      “Yeah, I know, but …” I hit a button on my helmet, retracting the visor to get a better look. “I think I found him.”

      Jerking his head to the side, he peers down below to where I point with the binoculars. He glances over at me, his eyes narrowed, and then he puts the binoculars away. I’m not sure if it’s a thankful expression or an annoyed one.

      Skirting along the edge of the roof, we watch West walk down the street, pulling out his cellphone. He waits at a corner, and I turn to face Shadow.

      “What’s the move?”

      “Shh!”

      A car pulls up a few minutes later, and West gets in, then it takes off down the road.

      “Okay, we follow that car. Try to keep up.”

      Before I can reply, he runs in the opposite direction on the roof, the same way the car is driving down below, and then jumps to the next rooftop over. I teleport behind him just in time to see him sidestep behind a water tower and disappear into a shadow. I stop and scan the neighboring rooftops, but don’t see him anywhere. Deciding to keep track of the car, I teleport to the next building, running along the skyline, moving down the streets.

      It finally comes to a stop and West gets out.

      “You stay here.”

      “Whoa!” I spin around, fists up in defense.

      “Quiet!” he sternly whispers in my face.

      “Where’d you even come from.”

      Stepping past me, he looks over the ledge, and we watch West slip into a small alley. “Stay—”

      “Come on, Shadow. Mimic called this a training exercise. I’m not going to get any training just standing up here doing nothing.”

      A low growl slips through his mask. “Fine, but stay behind me.”

      I’m unable to stop the smile as I nod in excitement. Grabbing my shoulder, he steps over to a shadow on the roof and the next thing I know we’re on the street level. Peeking around the corner, we watch as West stops at a door, pulling out a set of keys.

      “Kelly West!” Shadow yells out.

      The man turns around, eyes wide with fright. Then he bolts.

      Shadow takes off running after him, then runs against the wall of the building, disappearing into a shadow. Reappearing in front of West, he grabs him and steps into another shadow, both of them gone.

      “What?” I whisper to myself. “Oh, come on.” I look around the street for where Shadow will pop back up, but don’t spot him anywhere.

      “No, please!” I hear a yell, but it sounds distant.

      “The roof.” I teleport back up top. On another roof, I see Shadow holding West against a water tower.

      Teleporting over to them, I get there as Shadow drags him over to the roof’s entrance and pushes him into a shadow.

      “Where … where is he?” I say, a slight timidity lacing my words. A humorous grunt comes from Shadow.

      Just the sound of it sends a chill down my spine. All of the hours I’ve been around him tonight, I haven’t felt afraid or in danger. Standing here now, out in the open night sky, the small chuckle from him is the scariest thing I’ve heard.

      He reaches into the shadow and pulls out West, but only part of him. One shoulder and his head sticking out. The rest of his body is somehow still in the shadow. I’d be mesmerized at just how the situation looks if I wasn’t utterly horrified at the tortured and terrified scream he lets out. His eyes are already bloodshot and watery.

      “Please! Please, please, get me out! I’ll do anything. Anything!”

      Another menacing chuckle from Shadow. He pushes his chest, and the only thing that’s out of the shadow is his head.

      “No! Please, please get me out of here!” His eyes shoot over to me, filled with terror. “Kid! You’re that Worm sidekick. Help me! Please, help me!”

      “Shut up!” Shadow screams. A groveling whimper comes from him. “Kevin West, you’ve been running your mouth about the Damonelli family. Tell me where the shipment is arriving.”

      “I-I-I…” His stuttering is almost painful. “I-I d-d-don’t-don’t-t kn-kn-know…”

      “Shadow,” I whisper.

      “What’d I tell you kid?” he barks at me.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Where is it, West?” he yells at the terrified man.

      “I don’t know, I swear!”

      Shadow lets out a grunt and then pushes his head back into the shadow. Three seconds. Five seconds. The longer I stand out in the silence, the more scared I get. Not for myself, but for the guy. Shadow looks over at me and smiles. It makes me cringe.

      “This time he’ll talk.”

      He pulls the man out by the hair; now, he’s fully sobbing and shaking. “Okay-o-o-okay,” he cries.

      Throwing him down to the ground, West wraps his arms around his knees, rocking himself side to side, like a frightened child. I’m frozen in place, unsure what I should even do. Along with the tears, his nose is running and drool seeps out of the corner of his mouth.

      “Th-they-they g-g-got sh-sh-shipment … c-c-coming in,” his stuttering is worse. Fear’s taking over his body. “T-t-t-on-n-night… in-n-n a- hou-u-r e-e-east s-s-side…”

      Shadow looks over the rooftops. “East side? It has to be Fratenzi’s warehouse.” He glances over at me. “Follow me.”

      “Wait.” I look down at the terrified man. “What are we going to do with him?”

      West hasn’t moved, other than the rocking back and forth.

      “He’ll find his way.”

      Without another word, he steps into a shadow and disappears. I stare down at West, now mentally broken. I want to do something, or at least say something, but what can I say? Activating my comm piece, I call headquarters and Doc answers.

      “Worm, Mimic told me you’re in Lost Hills tonight. How’s it going?”

      “Doc, this guy is nuts! This is insane, I don’t think I should be out here.”

      “Okay, just calm down. Mimic wouldn’t have sent you if you couldn’t handle it. Shadow’s tactics are unconventional—”

      “Unconventional? Doc, he just—”

      “Worm, calm down. This is a training exercise for a reason. Just follow Shadow’s direction, and you’ll be fine.”

      I throw my head back, letting out an exasperated sigh.

      Staring across the city, I discover the east side docks and warehouse are just in the distance. Shaking my head, I teleport across the rooftops, unsure how the rest of this night is going to go.
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      I’ve been pacing back and forth for the past hour. Shadow stands at the edge of the building, staring down at the warehouse on the dock. He’s moved a couple of times, but other than checking for incoming trucks, he’s acting like everything’s normal.

      “What’d you do to that guy?” I finally ask, casting a sideways glance at him.

      He looks over, before focusing back down below. “What are you talking about?”

      “Kelly West. The man you mentally tortured.”

      “I didn’t torture anyone.”

      “No? What the hell was that then?” I’m well aware of my tone, but the fear I saw on West’s face overtakes my emotions.

      Shadow walks up to me, putting a finger in my face; I suddenly remember who I’m talking to. “Kid, you’ve got a lot to learn. This world isn’t all shiny like your precious King City.  Places like this, and Westhaven. Hell, even the Five Points. There’s real-world scum out there that don’t fly around in magic cars like crazy supervillains. I’m talking actual pieces of trash, who maim, kill, and worse.”

      “Worse?”

      “So, I do what I have to do. The Alliance likes to put nice little bows on things, but sometimes a nice little bow isn’t enough. Sometimes you have to break a few rules.”

      A large lump forms in my throat. I want to ask what kind of rules he’s talking about, but I don’t want to hear his answer. Instead, I spit out the only thing I can think of. “Sorry.”

      “What do you feel when we step through the shadows?”

      His words catch me off guard. “Nothing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I stare at the shadows in the distance, trying to remember what it feels like. “No, not just nothing. I mean, like, nothing nothing.”

      “Go on.”

      “It’s like …” I think about it for a second, trying to find the right word, “emptiness. What is it?”

      “It’s the first layer of the Dark.”

      “The first layer?” I ask, stepping closer.

      “I control it. I don’t know how, but I do. I can create things in it. But the very first layer is emptiness. That emptiness no one ever wants to feel. Not like when you’re alone or when you’re homesick. The kind of emptiness that makes you feel like death is all around, crawling up your spine. Complete darkness. No light and no hope. How do you feel when we step through it?”

      “It freaks me out.”

      “And that’s just for a second. Imagine spending any more time than that in the Dark.”

      I shudder with fear, a chill creeping up my back. Shadow turns back around, peering down at the warehouse.

      “Follow me,” he orders.

      He jumps down to the street, and I follow behind. Looking back at me, he reaches his hand over to me and motions for me to grab it, and after a brief moment of hesitation, I do.

      Running into a shadow, we pop up inside of the warehouse, pausing behind a tower of crates. I peer around him, watching a group of men with semiautomatic guns strapped over their shoulders. Off in the distance, another stands next to a large cargo truck.

      Shadow glances over his shoulder, raising a finger to his lip, and then disappears back into the shadow we came out of, leaving me wondering what we’re going to do. As I’m keeping watch over the gunmen, who’ve started to move crates, Shadow reappears behind them, creeping slowly out of a dark spot.

      My attention is entirely on Shadow now, as I watch him reach into his trench coat and pull out a small weapon that resembles a gun, but almost looks like a silver square that his fingers slide into slits. My heartbeat speeds up as he raises the gun, and I think he’s about to shoot the men. He lifts it higher and fires a blue beam into the air. From the color, I know it’s a particle-beam gun, and the shot hits the lights above. The particles from the shot ricochet across the entire warehouse and all of the lights instantly go out.

      “What the?”

      “Watch it!”

      I hear the men shout and shuffle around. Holding my position, I’m unsure what the actual plan is, and I try to peer through the darkness. There’s only a small sliver of light coming through windows lining the ceiling of the warehouse, but it’s cloudy outside, so even the moonlight is dim. The dark warehouse, the panic in the voices of the men, and knowing Shadow seems to be capable of anything, sends a new round of chills up my spine. I push out any and all thoughts of his personal, hellish playground.

      A scream echoes. I spin to see where it came from, but I can’t make anything out. Deciding I need to do something—this is a training mission after all—I skip around the boxes. Another scream rings out, stopping me in my tracks. Then I feel something poking into my back.

      “Nice try, sidekick. Turn around.”

      I do as the gunman orders. A rugged guy in cargo pants, a bulletproof vest, and night vision goggles, points his rifle at me.

      “You’re a long way from King City.”

      He keeps the gun pointed at me, pressing it against my chest. A small smile cracks his lips, and I know it’ll be my only opening. I teleport behind him, sweeping him low, dropping him to the ground. He rolls out of the way, and I swing my leg, kicking the gun out of his hand. Leaning over to teleport him to the outside, he moves and swings his hand. I feel an instant burn, then see the glint of his blade, which just slashed my calf. Stumbling back, I’m about to attack when his entire body begins sliding backward on the floor. He lets out a scream which cuts to silence after a second.

      I grab an adhesive strip from my belt and slap it against my calf, stopping the bleeding. I cringe in pain, but I’m suddenly aware of my surroundings. Silence. I don’t hear anyone. Anywhere.

      Shadow reappears out of nothing, glancing down at my leg. “You good?”

      “Yeah. Where are they? What are we—”

      He stops me by putting a finger back to his lips, then glances around. “We’re missing one.”

      My caution flag shoots up, and I try to scan the dark area. A scream rips through the air. Shadow spins around, and I look over his shoulder to see a gunman begin shooting off his automatic rifle. I’m so on edge from everything happening, I freeze, fully expecting the bullets to rip through both of us. But they don’t.

      Shadow flips his jacket open, and the bullets that should hit me, never even touch me, instead disappearing somewhere into his coat. They both run at one another, and the gunman takes one swing that Shadow ducks underneath. Grabbing the man’s wrist and twisting around, Shadow brings the guy’s arm down over the top of shoulder, and a loud crack echoes. I cringe in pain as I look on, watching Shadow give him a soft push into the Dark.

      “Worm.” He looks over at me. “Use this.”

      Before I have a chance to question him, he throws a small metal stick at me. Similar to a ball-point pen, it has a little button at the end of it.

      Grabbing a small disc from his jacket, he launches it into the air, and the lights go out. I don’t know how, because windows are lining the roofs, but a smoky substance shoots out from the disc, and everything goes pitch black. Then I hear the screams.

      My fingers fumble, the metal stick almost falling out of my hand, and when I click the end, a small spotlight shines down on me. I hear soft whimpers, then a scream. It goes quiet again, and I’m left in the lone spotlight of silence.

      That’s when I hear a growl.

      It’s not Shadow. It’s almost animalistic, but it sounds harsher. More than a wild dog or even a low grumbling lion. It sends a brand-new round of fear through my body. The low growl seems to pace back and forth, just outside of my spotlight. I stare into the dark void, listening, feeling my skin prick, wondering if whatever is in the dark is going to attack me.

      My fists are clenched, my heart racing, and I feel the thumping in my ears. The spotlight gives me nearly five feet of room, but the growling petrifies me. I look above me; I have no idea how the spotlight is working, I only pray that it holds.

      Stepping out of the darkness, Shadow stops in front of me, and I’m acutely aware that the low growling is gone. He gives me a quick nod, then reaches into the dark and pulls out one of the gunmen. He’s groveling.

      “Where’s the rest of the shipment?” Shadow yells.

      “I don’t know,” he replies, tears falling from his eyes.

      “You’re lying! There are only two boxes of ammunition here, and the shipment was supposed to have five. Where is it?”

      “They didn’t tell us nothin’!” The gunman seems more in control than Kevin West, but the tears are still there, and I can again hear the fear in his voice.

      Suddenly I hear the growling again. My head snaps from side to side, looking into the darkness. I see nothing, but fear some sort of monster is about to jump out. The gunman must have the same fear because screams flow out of him.

      “No! No, please! Not the gremlins! Please!”

      “Tell me!” Shadow yells.

      “They only said we were getting two boxes.  I swear, man, I swear! The other three were going to Five Points.”

      The growling doesn’t stop. Shadow holds the man around the throat, pushing him closer to the edge of darkness. I’m frozen, not knowing what Shadow’s doing, or what will happen to the man if any piece of him meets the Dark.

      “Why? What’s in Five Points?”

      “I don’t know … I don’t know!”

      Another growl, only this time it’s from Shadow. Grabbing the gunman by his shirt, he takes his hand and shoves it into the darkness, and a new sound erupts around us. It’s not growling anymore. It’s something more. Something worse.

      Like a pack of ravenous creatures, the growling mixes with snarls. The sound is only eclipsed by the blood-curdling scream the gunman lets out. He struggles to pull his hand free, but Shadow stays on him, keeping his hand in the Dark.

      It feels like it goes on for minutes, even hours, but I know it’s only a few seconds. Shadow lets go. The man recoils his arm, and I almost lose my lunch. His fingers, his entire hand, is mangled and bloodied. Flesh hangs off of the fingers, and it’s completely covered in blood.

      “Holy shit!” I yell out, making Shadow snap his head around and stare at me. “What the hell? Shadow, what is—”

      “Worm, quiet.”

      “No, seriously, what—”

      “Quiet! Calm down.”

      A man’s hand is literally torn apart. Something’s in the darkness. Something evil and terrifying. It’s a whole new level of horror I never knew existed.

      “Calm down? Calm down! What the … what was that?”

      Ignoring me, Shadow returns his attention to the gunman. “Why?”

      The man drops to his knees, tears freely flowing now, as he holds his hand close, groveling at Shadow’s feet. “I swear, they never told us. All we got was the location. I swear.”

      “Fine,” Shadow hisses.

      He reaches behind his back and pulls out a metal tube, like the one he tossed me, but double the size. Throwing it into the air, the entire warehouse lights up brighter than before. The ray of light around us disappears, and the other men lay on the ground, writhing in pain and fear.

      “Let’s go,” Shadow orders, walking past them all.

      Walking by them, I see they’re beaten and bloodied. Scratches over their faces, and blood dripping from their wounds. I have no doubt that whatever is in the Dark, if Shadow hadn’t turned on the lights, it would’ve killed them.

      When we get back to the cavern, I don’t say a word, or even look at him. I just sit in a chair, thinking about everything I’ve witnessed. I don’t realize how much time has passed until he finally brings over an extra chair and sits next to me.

      “You’ve been sitting there for hours. Mimic said you were good at looking at all of the angles,” he says, pointing at schematics on a screen over his desk.

      I shake my head, not wanting to say anything. I haven’t paid attention to anything else he’s been going over. My mind isn’t on the ammunition. It’s on the gunmen in the warehouse. It’s on their fear and the noises. The growls. The creatures.

      “Fine.” He gets out of his seat, walking back over to his desk.

      “What were those things?” I ask quietly.

      Retaking his seat, he lets out a sigh. “I call them Feeders. But, as you heard, people have decided to call them gremlins.”

      “Gremlins? Like that old movie?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, something like that. It’s not like they have an actual body. They feed off of the Dark. But when I access their layer, they’ll eat anything. Anything that crosses over into layer two, except me.”

      “Layer two? How many different layers are there?”

      He crosses his finger in front of his mouth, pausing for a moment. “Three. But the third layer is different. It’s like a black hole. I can’t stay there long.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not sure. I begin to lose myself. I’m not sure where I am, or where I’m going. I’m not dying, but I’m not living. I’ve come to call it the soul layer. A black hole that passes through your soul.”

      I nod even though I don’t really understand any of it.

      “You did good tonight, kid,” he says. I look at him like he’s insane. “I’m serious. Why don’t you call it an early night and head back to Alliance headquarters?”

      “Okay.” I get up to my feet.

      Getting out of his chair, he offers me his hand. “I did this as a favor for Mimic, but I can see why he holds you in high regard. You don’t go with whatever you’re told. You question. That’s good. If you ever need anything, I’m here.”

      “Thanks, I guess, even though I didn’t really do anything.”

      “Not true.” I turn to face him, and he stares back at me. “Sometimes the Alliance wants to see how a sidekick will hold up. You kept up on the run. And most importantly, you didn’t freak out around the Dark. There has been more than one sidekick I’ve had to save because they freaked out and ran into the Dark, instead of staying calm like you. Good job.”

      “Thanks.”

      Teleporting away, I get back to the Alliance, still somewhat shaken. When I walk into the control room, I find Majestic, Doc, and Mimic standing near a control desk.

      “Worm, you’re back early,” Mimic says. “Everything okay? How’d it go?”

      Before I realize it, I explode. “Are you insane?” I yell at him. The others quickly shoot their eyes at me, surprised expressions on their faces. “That man? That man is insane, but are you insane?”

      “Okay, calm down,” Mimic says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “What happened?”

      “What happened? What happened? I spent the entire night with a sociopath, that’s what happened!”

      There’s a small smile on Majestic’s face when she asks Mimic, “You sent him out with Shadow?”

      “Gah!” I scream. “The fact that I said sociopath and she knows who I’m talking about just freaks me out more!”

      “Robbie, calm down,” Mimic says.

      “Calm down!” I yell at Doc. “Calm down he says! Easy for you to say, you didn’t spend the last twelve hours with a maniac!”

      Doc grabs something from his belt and walks over to me. “Robbie, I’m going to give you a sedative right now. It’ll help you relax.”

      “Relax? Yeah sure, I’ll relax. I just spent the night interrogating some lackey outside of a bar, making him feel like death was all around him. Oh, and let’s not forget the armed gunmen we snuck up on, right before Shadow threw them into the Dark. And the gremlins! The flesh-eating gremlins that could’ve taken my head if I hadn’t hit the light-tube in time.”

      I feel a prick as the needle is pushed into my shoulder, and an instant wave of relaxation comes over me. My eyelids get heavy, and I start to stumble. I want to keep complaining, but all that comes out is a slur, “Uhhh …”

      Doc grabs me before I can fall, and drapes one of my arms over his shoulder. The next thing I know, I’m out like a light. I don’t even remember walking out of the control room.
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      I wake up the next morning in my bunker. Sitting up in bed, I look over at a modest nightstand, finding a note.

      We informed your parents that you were safe and at headquarters. Sorry about Shadow, but I hope you learned something from the experience. -Mimic.

      I instantly feel a pang of frustration, and shake my head, praying I’ll never see Shadow again. That’s probably unlikely, but hopefully it won’t be for at least a few years. Still in my uniform, I swing my legs off the bed and am reaching for my boots when a knock sounds at the door.

      “Yeah?” I call out.

      Melissa pokes her head in. “Hey, how long you been awake for?”

      “Just a couple minutes.”

      She’s fully dressed in her usual uniform when she enters the room and comes over to sit next to me, so I’m assuming she’s about to go on patrol.

      “I heard about last night. Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I reply, shaking my head. “That man is nuts.”

      “Oh, I know.” She offers a small smile. “But you were with him nearly the whole night. That shows a lot. The first time I met him, I left after the second hour.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh yeah, those growls from the Dark? Yeesh.” She shudders.

      “Right?”

      An awkward silence falls over us. We haven’t talked since what happened between us in the training room. I didn’t really have time to think about it either, but now that she’s sitting next to me, I am.

      Her words tell me she is, too. “Robbie, about our sparring session …”

      I nervously bite my bottom lip. “Yeah?”

      “Look, I’m just gonna come right out and say it. I like you.” Her eyes meet mine for a moment, and a light shade of pink crosses her cheeks. I’ve never seen her embarrassed before. “I don’t know how you feel but … yeah. I like you.”

      She waits for a response, but I don’t have any. I have no idea what to say. My thoughts are all over the place.

      She’s more than pretty, she’s gorgeous. And she’s a year older than me. And she’s smart. Learning from Majestic, she holds her own in battles, and she’s every bit as courageous as any superhero I’ve met.

      But I also think of Jasmin. The girl I’ve had a crush on since forever. The girl I actually got to start dating before I ended it. I know it’s for her own protection, but that doesn’t mean my words to her were true. I do still like her, and would still date her, regardless of what I told her. But it’s not safe. Would dating Melissa be safer? It couldn’t be any more dangerous.

      The safety comparisons aside, could I even go out with someone else and not think about the girl I’ve liked for years? I guess I have to eventually, right? How else am I going to move on? But now I feel terrible, thinking about moving on, and then thinking about doing that with Melissa. Is that fair to her? Should I even tell her?

      “So …” Her words break through my jumbled thoughts. “I guess you don’t feel the same way.”

      Reaching over, I grasp her hand. “No, it’s not that.”

      “Really?” she asks, a flicker of hope in her voice.

      “I … I don’t know. I mean, I have a girlfriend.”

      “By the gods, I didn’t know. Robbie, I’m so—”

      “No.” I rub my forehead. “I mean, I had. We broke up. I broke up with her.”

      “Oh,” she replies, giving me an unsure gaze. “Um, can I ask why?”

      Taking a deep breath, I stare at my boots on the ground. Just be honest, Robbie.

      “It’s for the best. I mean, my best friend already knows, and I’d hate it if something happened to him. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to her.”

      I wait in silence, glad I’m telling her the truth, but still unsure about everything. She leans over and kisses me on the cheek.

      “What was that?”

      “You’re a great guy, Robbie. I had a boyfriend in the past with kind of the same situation. But I couldn’t bring myself to break up with him.”

      “Really? What happened?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I ended up breaking up with him after a couple months anyway. He was a jerk.”

      “Sorry.” I give a slight chuckle.

      “I’m not.” Smiling, she gets to her feet. “I have to go meet up with Majestic. Look, I know what you’re going through. So, if you want to talk or whatever, I’m here for you, okay?” I nod, and she heads to the door. Before leaving, she turns back and looks at me. “Robbie?”

      “Yeah?”

      Biting her bottom lip, she averts her eyes for a moment, before returning my gaze. “Um, this might not be the best time for you, and I get that. But … think about what I said. Okay?”

      Smiling back at her, I nod.

      I slip on my first boot. Staring down at a little tear in my red sock, a small sliver of hope blooms. It would be better than dating a civilian. Melissa’s like me. She knows my secret identity, and I wouldn’t have to hide that. I can’t help but think about the possibility. If for no other reason, than I’d be in a relationship with a sidekick. Someone who actually knows what it’s like to go through what I’m going through. But then … there’s Jasmin. There’s always Jasmin.

      I collapse back onto the bed, letting out a frustrated sigh.
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      I avoid Jasmin as much as I can the following week. I told Pete to meet me somewhere else for lunch, so we don’t see her or Maria. I make sure I’m the last person to get into the classes I have with her and try to be the first person out the door. I know it’s childish, but I just can’t bring myself to talk to her.

      As the week ends, I’ve stuck to my schedule, avoiding all interactions, so I’m caught off guard when she runs and grabs my arm, stopping me in the hallway at lunch.

      “What is going on with you?” Her expression is stoic as she stares at me.

      “Nothing,” I answer, looking anywhere but her eyes. Trying to avoid anything else, I turn around, but she hurries in front of me.

      “Why are you ignoring me?”

      Rubbing my forehead, I still avert my gaze. “I’m not.”

      “Yes. You are.” She lets her words hang in the air. When I lift my eyes, she’s still staring, so I gaze back down at the ground. I’m such a coward. “You still haven’t told me the reason you broke up with me.”

      “Jasmin, come on. I did.”

      “The beginning of the year you said you liked me. And the weeks before homecoming, everything was great. What changed?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t …”

      “You can’t what?”

      “I can’t do this!” I explode, finally staring back at her. “Me and you? This isn’t going to work.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to think of something—anything—I can tell her. I already told her I don’t like her anymore, and she saw right through that lie. I need something bigger. Something meaner. Bile rises in my throat, as a thought hits me, and I know I’m going to absolutely hate myself if I say it.

      “I deserve to know the truth, Robbie.”

      “You want the truth?” I say, mostly to myself, but she hears it.

      “Yes. I deserve it.”

      “The truth is …” I stare at the cement a minute longer, before finally looking up at her. I block out every nice thought I’ve ever had, and every daydream I’ve ever thought up between us. “The truth is, I made it all up.” She stares, and I can tell she doesn’t believe me. I have to make it better. “I did. All the pining, and that I’ve had a crush on you forever. Sure, you’re cute, but I only said all that crap because I wanted to hook up with you at homecoming. When I realized that wasn’t going to happen, I bailed.”

      “You …” She raises a hand to her mouth, her eyes watering. “I-I don’t believe you.”

      She’s believing it. I hate myself, but she’s believing it, so I take a step closer to her. “You should. This is who I really am. All that other stuff was a lie. Now, will you finally leave me alone?”

      Our eyes stay locked on one another’s. It takes everything I have to hold her gaze, and I’ve never had to exert more strength than I do when I see the tears finally fall from her eyes. She looks around, unsure what to do or believe for a moment, and then walks away.

      I feel my heart crumble. I keep my eyes on her, a tiny part of me wishing she’d see through everything, run back, and curse me out, imploring me to still tell her the truth. But she doesn’t. She turns a corner, out of sight.
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      Another week goes by of hating myself every single time I see Jasmin on campus. But she seems to be hating me as well, so this week I haven’t had to exert myself in avoiding her. She’s gone out of her way to not even look at me. In a sick and twisted way, I should be happy about that. It’s what needed to be done. But I hate it.

      Rushing out of my last class, I head down the hallway to meet up with Pete. He’s at his locker, putting his books away.

      “What’s up?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I grumble, opening my locker. “Just another sucky day in the life of everyone’s favorite sidekick to make fun of.” He laughs, and I roll my eyes. “I can’t wait for the weekend. Who’d have thought that when high school started, I’d be excited about training sessions, rather than high school parties I might be going to.”

      “Sorry, dude.” He slaps a hand on my shoulder. “I guess this isn’t the best time to tell you that Maria told me in class she hopes you get violently ill for the rest of the school year.”

      I glare at Pete, annoyed. “Yeah, it’s a perfect time, Pete. As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what I wanted to hear all day.”

      He cringes with a smile. “Sorry. Hey, bright side though, she told me she would wish you dead, but won’t because she thinks Jasmin still likes you. Even though you’re, in her words, ‘a gutless, bottom-feeding, scumbag.’”

      I scoff. “Haven’t you heard the saying if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all?”

      He shrugs. We start to head down the hallway, when a shoulder rams into my side, slamming me into the lockers. Craig and his two goons pass, Craig letting out a loud laugh.

      “Watch it, punk!” he calls out without looking back. “Wouldn’t want you to start bleeding.” His last word hangs in the air, and as he turns a corner, he glances back, delivering an evil grin.

      “Man, that guy is an ass.” Pete shakes his head.

      “Yeah.”

      Just as we’re about to step off campus and head to my house, my phone vibrates with an alert from Doc. There’s a disturbance along the north side of King City, and Mimic’s already on the scene calling for my backup.

      “I gotta go,” I whisper to Pete.

      “Is it the thing near the financial district?” he asks.

      Turning my attention to the Alliance app, I see that it is. When I face Pete, my eyebrows furrow in confusion. “Yeah, how’d you know that?”

      “Because I downloaded that new KC Hero Locator app. I want to be up to date on this stuff now, so I know when to check out the news to look for you.”

      A funny thought hits, and I crack a smile. “Me? Or Hydro?”

      He averts his eyes, his face turning red. “Well, I mean …”

      “It’s all good.” I offer my fist, and he bumps my knuckles. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “All right.”

      Turning back around, I run back on campus and head down a hallway, searching for the nearest bathroom. Finding one, I check under the stalls to make sure it’s empty, but as I do, I slip on a piece of toilet paper and crash to the ground.

      “Perfect.” I roll my eyes before teleporting away.

      After quickly getting into uniform in my bunker, I head to the control room, where Doc is watching the monitors.

      “Worm, Vacuus is downtown. Get down there and back up Mr. Mimic.”

      “I was just at school; Craig was still there. Wouldn’t he be with him?”

      “I don’t know, but he’s going crazy out there, throwing debris everywhere. Mimic can’t get close enough to take him out because he has to keep getting people out of harm’s way. That’s where you come in. Get in there and teleport as many civilians as you can to safety.”

      “Got it.”

      Teleporting to the roof of the closest building, I look down and see the destruction. Mimic flies in the air as Vacuus shoots a laser beam at him. The beam misses, but nails the side of a building, sending concrete and glass all over the area.

      I press my fingers to my comm piece. “Mimic, I’m on location.”

      “Get everyone to safety!” he yells back, and I get to work.

      Right away I see a group of people huddled under a metal canopy, trying to shield themselves from debris. Jumping over to them, I duck out of the way just in time, as a car door comes flying in my direction. It crashes to the ground behind me, and I run over to the family. It’s a father and mother, the mother holding a little girl, maybe three or four years old, who’s clutching a teddy bear.

      “It’s Worm!” she shouts, her eyes watering.

      “Are you guys hurt?” I ask.

      The father shakes his head no, but I can see cuts along his forehead, blood running down his temple. “Our car is two blocks away.”

      “That cut looks pretty bad. I can get you out of here. About a half-mile north, officials have set up a medical area with cover. Hold on!”

      The family hugs each other as the little girl squeezes her eyes tight. The man looks at me, nodding that they’re ready, and I teleport us all away. We pop up in a medical area as officials and nurses turn around.

      “This family needs help,” I yell out and two nurses run over. “Be safe.”

      Before I can teleport away, I feel a slight tug at my hand. The little girl stares up at me. “Do you wanna take Goober to help you?” she asks, holding up the teddy bear she’s been clinging to.

      Over the last couple of months being a sidekick, this is the first time I actually feel like a hero. I study the little girl, who’s trying to smile through tearful eyes. This is why I always wanted powers. To help people who can’t help themselves. And now this little girl wants to help me. Kneeling next to her, I smile.

      “Aw, thank you.” I lightly tug at the bear’s ear. “But you know what? I think Goober should stay here with you. You two can help the people I bring back.”

      She grins at me. “You got it, Worm.”

      I smile back, as her mother takes her hand. “Thank you,” she says, tears welling up in her eyes.

      Each time I jump back and forth from the medic area to the scene of mayhem, I keep looking around, trying to find Mimic, but I can’t spot him anywhere. A couple of times I see Vacuus, who’s flying around with some kind of high-tech boots. He keeps throwing bombs in every direction, with no rhyme or reason. It’s like he’s creating a distraction for something, but there’s no one else at the scene helping him.

      After my sixth teleport to the medical area, I jump back into the havoc and finally catch sight of Mimic. Vacuus is atop a building and seems to be yelling something at him, but I can’t hear what it is. The street is finally deserted, no bystanders anywhere, so I teleport to the building next to Vacuus. Mimic is hovering in the air.

      Mimic flies directly at Vacuus. When he lands, Mimic reaches into his utility belt and pulls out a bio-card. Just before he can swipe his thumb over it, Vacuus shoots a dart from his arm, and nails Mimic in the hand. Shouting out in pain, Mimic grabs the dart and throws it away.

      Vacuus stands there, waiting for the next move, but Mimic drops the card. He tries to take a step, but his body locks up and he drops to his knees. Vacuus takes a step toward him. I teleport over to Mimic, grabbing his arm, and stare up at Vacuus.

      “Get back!” I yell, and I can hear chuckling. Turning my full attention to Mimic, I cradle his head. “Mimic? Mimic!”

      He doesn’t answer. In fact, he struggles to even turn his head and look at me. He grunts, squeezing his eyes shut. Suddenly, he begins to cough; a black liquid spews from his mouth, and I roll him on his side, as it drops from his lips. Then his eyes and ears.

      Another chuckle in the background sends me into a rage, and I jump to my feet, attacking Vacuus. His mask covers his face, but I can hear him laughing through it, as he easily blocks my attacks. Spinning around me, he delivers a quick and painful elbow to my kidney, and I drop to the ground in pain.

      Looking back over at Mimic, I watch as he continues to choke on whatever is in his system. Vacuus steps closer. He’s wearing black body armor, completely covering his skin and features. His high-tech boots and gloves glow with light neon green. Around his waist is a utility belt, also glowing.

      “What’d you do?” I demand.

      He stands there for a moment, motionless, still looking down at Mimic who writhes in pain.

      “This man is no hero,” he finally answers. His voices sound like it’s being spoken through a voice modulator. “He’s a murderer. He’s caused chaos. He’s caused pain.”

      “And what exactly have you been doing here today?”

      “You’re young. You know nothing. Regardless, you were always part of this, too. You’re part of the pain he deserves.” This time, when he looks back at Mimic, all traces of his laughter from before are gone. “And this is only the first step.”

      Reaching into a pocket on his utility belt, he pulls out a syringe with a glowing blue liquid in it.

      “No!” I growl, and somehow get back up to my feet, holding my side in pain. I teleport in front of him, expecting to block his attack on Mimic, but he attacks me. His gloves slice through my chest, then he delivers a swift punch to my midsection. Cradling my side, I shout in pain. He grabs me by the throat and holds me up in the air. As he raises the syringe, I realize there’s nothing I can do but watch. I feel the needle jab into my neck, and the hot mixture enter my bloodstream.

      Letting me go, he chuckles as I crumble, landing near Mimic.

      “The toxin will eventually kill you. Slowly and painfully. But not before him. You’ll feel the fear, and the sorrow, and the loss that he’s caused others. Then your time will come.”

      “Why?” I groan, feeling my grip on consciousness fade.

      “Because it’s what he deserves. A swift death is too easy for the man who everyone thinks is a hero. He will feel pain. His body will be tortured, and his veins will burn. And only when he feels like it’s gone on forever, will the end come.”

      “I don’t …” I start, but feel myself fading. “I don’t understand.”

      “And you don’t need to. Matters of the heart are never black and white.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      “Robbie,” a muffled voice calls out. “Robbie, can you hear me?”

      My eyes crack open, and I see a hazy figure above me.

      Squinting, my eyes try to adjust, but I feel a throbbing pain in my temples. The hazy figure comes into focus a little better, yet I can’t see who’s standing over me.

      “Watch out,” another voice yells.

      I feel my body being moved, then a tug at my arm. For a moment I’m surrounded by silence, and then searing pain.

      Screaming, I sit up; it’s like a full dose of adrenaline was shot through me. Doc, Melissa, and Majestic stand around me, Doc holding a syringe. My eyes dart around the room, and I realize we’re in the medic bay. My uniform has dirt and blood all over it. My senses are dialed up to twenty, on a scale that only goes to ten. Suddenly, I’m crashing. I feel like I’m about to pass out, and I fall back onto the bed, but I’m not unconscious. I hear them around me.

      “Robbie, we injected you with a serum to counteract the toxin. Your blood will adhere to the serum and fight it off.”

      “How … what …”

      I feel a hand clamp around mine and see Melissa standing next to me. “Don’t talk. Just stay still and let Doc do his work.”

      I give her a slight nod, but my mind races, trying to remember what happened.

      “I wasn’t sure how your blood would react. Thankfully, I already have those tests I ran.”

      “Tests?” I ask, my voice coming back but still feeling lethargic. “What tests? What happened?”

      “The toxin Vacuus injected you with is—”

      “Toxin!” I yell, sitting up. “Mimic. Where is here?”

      My head swivels around, and I find Hydro standing at my other side. Doc leans over, pushing my shoulders down, forcing me to stay still.

      “Whoa, easy,” Hydro tells me.

      “Robbie, we have him. We’ll let you see—”

      “No!” I scream. “Is he okay?”

      A silence drifts around me, but I know it’s not me fading in and out of consciousness. Majestic confirms my suspicions first, looking away with an apprehensive gaze.

      “Doc?” I glance over at him. He’s prepping another syringe and then walks over to me.

      “We have him. For now, we need to work on you.”

      “What? I thought you just said—”

      “That was only the first dose. Robbie,” he glances at the needle, “this is going to hurt.”

      Before I can ask him what he’s doing, or even do a double take at the syringe, he injects me in the neck with it. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt. As if every cell in my body is on fire. I scream out, clutching Melissa’s hand in pain. Thankfully she has super strength because if not I might be breaking her fingers. My free hand clenches and I slam it into the bed, letting out another scream.

      As the pain begins to subside, it feels like pins and needles over my skin.

      “I’m going to check on Mason,” Majestic says from across the room.

      “Mimic,” I call out, feeling my voice starting to fade. “Is he … will he …”

      “Shh,” a soothing voice sounds next to my ear. “Don’t try to talk.”

      “I’m going to give you a sedative now,” Doc says. “You need rest.”

      “But Mason … I let him … down …”

      “You didn’t,” Melissa whispers next to me. I feel her hand on my forehead, then a needle injecting into my arm. “Get some rest, Robbie.”
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      Shifting in my bed, queasiness takes over. I squeeze my eyes, feeling nauseous, and grab my stomach. Turning to my other side, I start to gag and finally roll over the side of the bed, throwing up. My eyes crack open, expecting to see a mess everywhere, but I’m looking into the bottom of a bucket.

      “It’s the after-bile,” a voice says. I look up and see Doc.

      After spitting a couple of more times, trying to clear the taste out of my mouth, I finally lie back down and wipe my mouth with my forearm.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “Like I just finished the worst training session of my life and I have a hangover. And I’ve never even had a hangover before.” He chuckles lightly. “My mouth tastes chalky.”

      “A side-effect from the serum we made.”

      His words bring back my memories, and I sit up straight. “Mason? Is he …”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder, pushing me back down. “He’s … stable.”

      “Stable? What do you mean?”

      “We’ll get to that. Right now, we need to talk about you.”

      “What about me?”

      “We’re still running tests on the toxin you were injected with. It should’ve killed you.”

      “It would’ve,” I reply, throwing an arm over my eyes. “Vacuus said it was going to. But he said I’d be conscious first so I can watch Mason suffer.” I expect him to reply, but he stays quiet. I finally look over at him, and he’s stroking his beard in thought. “What?”

      “That’s good information to have. We’ll look for strands of revival hydropoxies in the toxin. But still … Robbie, you were lucky.” His face falls flat before his brow forms a hard line. “No, you were more than lucky. There’s something about your body’s chemistry that saved you. We had a serum, and that helped, but it only did so because it was able to adapt to your blood and fight off whatever the toxin is.”

      I shake my head, not wanting to discuss me or my genetic makeup. “Doc, I’m not the first teleporter in history. You guys have files on others in the past. I know there haven’t been many, but still, I don’t care. I want to see Mason.”

      Ignoring my plea, he stays planted next to me. “Yes, there have been other teleporters, but you’re different. I’ve been running tests since your first outing because of that anomaly.”

      “Anomaly?” I scoff.  “I teleported back to base. Everyone thought I chickened out.”

      “That was a reflex, but that’s not what I’m talking about. Robbie, when you teleported that day, it was a time anomaly.”

      “Excuse me?”

      His stare doesn’t break from mine, but his whole demeanor seems different from anything I’ve ever known him as. He’s serious yet fun to be around. If Mimic is the father figure, Doc is the fun-loving uncle you love hanging out with. But all traces of that are gone.

      “The poison should’ve killed you. We don’t know everything about it, but from the test results we’ve gotten, it’s unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Similar to what’s affecting Mason, only his is on a whole different level. But there are similarities. The base components from the toxin that was used on you is in his bloodstream right now.”

      “Then use my blood, Doc. Stop talking to me about this and help him.”

      “We’ve tried, Robbie. We’ve tried everything, and nothing is working. We’d need the exact genome code used to create the toxin to develop an antibody.”

      “I don’t understand. How can you fix me and not him?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to explain.” He places a hand on my shoulder. “Your blood is different. It’s different than any DNA I’ve ever seen.”

      “How is that possible? You’ve seen my blood samples before. When I was accepted into the Alliance, you reviewed all of my files.”

      “I did. And I didn’t see anything like this back then. Somehow, between then and now, or maybe during that first time-anomaly jump, your DNA shifted. We’ll need to run more tests, which is why—”

      “Doc!” I yell, shoving his hand off of me. “I don’t care about any of that. I care about Mason. Please, I need to see him.”

      “You still need rest. It’s been nine hours and—”

      “Nine hours?” I scream at him.

      He nods. “Your parents were here, but we’ve assured them you will be fine. They’ll be coming back in the morning.”

      Ignoring his pleas for more rest, I swing my legs off of the bed. “Please, Doc? Please, I need to see him.”

      He shakes his head, begrudgingly. “Very well.”

      Walking out of the medic bay, I see that the area is filled with more superheroes than usual. Ms. Majestic sits with Melissa and a few others. I can feel the somberness in the air. Melissa’s eyes meet mine, and she jumps up, running over to me, and wrapping me in a tight hug.

      “By the gods, you’re okay!”

      “Yeah, Doc said there’s something in my—” I stop myself when I notice Doc’s eying me carefully, slowly shaking his head not to say anything. “I mean, yeah. Somehow they were able to get the poison out.” She’s still hugging me. “Melissa, it’s okay. I’m fine.”

      Finally letting me go, she takes a step back but locks her fingers through mine. I give her a timid smile, hoping to ease her fears. Her eyes are red and puffy. She turns her face away, wiping her eyes with one hand. “I thought … I mean, we didn’t know what was going to happen to you.”

      Giving her hand a reassuring squeeze, I give her another smile. “I’m gonna be okay.”

      “Robbie, this way,” Doc calls to me.

      “I’m going to see Mason.” She lets go of my hand as I start to move, but then raises it, and lightly runs her fingers over my neck. “I’m okay.”

      She smiles and heads back over to Majestic while I follow Doc down the hall. As we walk, Hydro is standing near Jett and Ray-Line, two former sidekicks who were promoted to superheroes last year. All three of them look over at me, and even though they smile, I can tell they’re fighting back frowns. It makes my stomach drop, unsure how I’m going to find Mason.

      Doc presses the code to open a small room and inside stands Supron, watching over Mr. Mimic. I’ve seen him hundreds of times before, but as he stands now, still as a statue, I can see what everyone admires about him. Why he’s often referred to as the leader of the Justice Alliance. Why so many people look at him as a god.

      Bright red and gold line his traditional superhero uniform. He’s one of the few superheroes who doesn’t wear a mask and has still been able to keep a secret identity. His light brown hair is combed back, and the chiseled jawline is only amplified when tiny lightning bolts travel along his lightly tanned skin, emanating from his cobalt eyes when he’s powering up for an attack.

      The powers—flight, super strength, and lightning manipulation—don’t make him a leader, or one of the greatest heroes in the world. It’s what he does. He leads by examples. And he cares. All three of them; Mimic, Majestic, and Supron are all considered the leaders of the Alliance by associated superheroes, but as far as the public is concerned, Supron is the one everyone looks to. He’s the measuring stick. The barometer of what it means to be a superhero, not only in King City but throughout the world. And here he is, his red and gold cape hanging off of his towering shoulders, almost cradling his defeated expression. He can lift three tons, but he’s still next to someone he considers a brother.

      His stoic expression stays as he glances over at me. Then he nods.

      “Any update?” Doc asks him.

      “No, still the same.”

      Stepping over to the bed, I look down on my mentor. My friend. With a thin sheet covering him, wires and tubes connect to different parts of his body. He looks like he’s in a coma, lying motionless, except every few moments his face cringes. Almost as if he’s having a bad dream.

      “What’s happening to him?” I whisper.

      “It’s the poison,” Doc answers, walking over to a monitor that the wires are connected to. “There’s no good way of describing it except to say it’s eating away at him, from the inside out. It’s almost as if it’s burning through his veins.”

      I step closer, grabbing his arm. “He’s burning up.”

      “Extremely. His body temperature right now is at one-twenty-three. We’re doing everything we can to keep it down, but it’s not working. At that temperature, he should be dead already. But the poison, although destroying him, is somehow still keeping him alive.”

      “It’s torturing him,” I say under my breath. My eyes begin to well up, tears dripping down over my cheeks.

      “Worm, did Vacuus say anything to you that you remember?” Supron asks. “Anything that could give us a clue as to why he did this or who he is?”

      The tears continue to fall as I stand motionless. “I’m not sure …”

      “Think about it, Worm,” Supron presses.

      “I don’t know if now is such a good time, Chris,” Doc tells him. I’ve never heard anyone use his real name out loud before.

      “No, it’s okay,” I say. “I remember something, but I don’t know if it can help. He said something about matters of love, I think.”

      “Love?” Supron asks.

      “Yeah. No, wait, not love. Matters of the heart,” I correct myself, starting to remember. “He said he wanted him to feel pain. Said he caused fear and loss for others.”

      “Fear and loss …” Supron mutters, and I’m not sure if it’s a question or if he’s just repeating my words.

      “I don’t know. He just said that this was revenge. That everyone thinks he’s a hero when he isn’t. He called him a murderer.”

      Doc turns to Supron, a surprised expression on his face. “It couldn’t be … could it?”

      Supron looks back down at Mimic, shaking his head. “How could it? She died years ago.”

      “What are you guys talking about?”

      When Doc faces me, he appears to be worried. “Worm, you should head back to your room and get more rest.”

      “What? No, I want to know what’s going on. Mimic never murdered anyone. Right?” I question, already knowing the answer I want to believe, but their silence makes me second guess. “Supron? Doc? He’s not a killer. He’s never caused anyone pain like this. Right?”

      “It’s … complicated, Robbie,” Doc starts to explain. “Some of us have had to do things. Horrible things.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I gape at both of them. “The only thing that Mason ever did was kill Allison Voltai, and that was in self-defense.”

      “You know about her?” Supron stares at me.

      “Yeah, he told me about it. I had just told him I had a girlfriend, and he wanted me to know what I was really getting those I cared about into.” For a moment, Mason’s face is tranquil, then it morphs again into pain. “She died, right?”

      “She is dead, but there were several people when it happened who protested about his innocence.”

      “Even so, coming after him like this?” Supron thinks out loud. “Causing all of that destruction out there? This can’t have anything to do with that.”

      “Robbie, we are going to get to the bottom of this. Please, let us handle this,” Doc says.

      I nod, not because I’m happy with the answer he’s given me, but because I don’t know what else to do. “How long does he …” I can’t finish the question, swallowing my fear.

      “We don’t know. It could be hours … or months.”

      “Months? You mean he could be getting tortured for months?”

      Neither says anything. Supron looks away, and back down at his friend.

      I want to yell and scream. At them, at myself, at Mimic. I know I was overmatched, but maybe if I’d jumped in earlier to help him … His instruction when facing supervillains has always been to stay back until I have more experience, but the second-guessing runs through my mind, wondering what I could have done differently.

      I’m not sure if it’s the anger spreading through me and my emotions so high, or the serum in my blood, but I feel my legs start to wobble. Leaning against his bed, I hold myself up, still looking over his lifeless body. Lifeless, except for the flashes of pain that continue to spread over his face. I can’t do anything. At least, not right now. But I have to do something. I have to fix this and find a way to save him.
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      It’s been three days since the attack. I’m back in school, but that’s the last thing on my mind. Between classes, Pete asks about the test we took in English, and I shrug it off. We walk along the hallways between classes, and I meet up with him for lunch, but I’m just going through the motions. I have to act completely normal in front of everyone, which is compiled even more with every cellphone, tablet, or anything with a monitor replaying the attack.

      Reports have been wide and varied. There’s footage of Mimic and I fighting on the rooftops, and both of us being taken out. I’ve heard some news sites proclaiming the worst, and some wondering what’s happened to us since the Alliance has only released a report that we’re recovering from injuries. Others ask how Mimic and Worm could’ve been beaten so easily. And everyone is now scouring every news site and blog, looking for information on Vacuus, who’s gone off the grid.

      It’s disgusting and depressing.

      I’m so preoccupied with everything going on around me, I haven’t even paid any mind to Jasmin or Maria on campus. All I’m doing is racking my brain, trying to think of something I can do to help Mimic.

      As the week goes on, every day after school I immediately teleport to headquarters to get an update, but it remains the same. They keep running tests and scans, trying to figure out some way to counteract the toxin in his system, but Doc hasn’t been able to find a cure. Or to ease the pain that Mimic seems to be continually suffering.

      There are molecules in the toxin that resemble DNA strands from a planet in a neighboring solar system. Supron has a contact on the planet, so he’s reached out, but even they’ve never heard of anything being synthesized from their ingredients to cause any harm, especially with how it’s effecting Mimic.

      It’s frustrating because every time we think we have a lead on figuring it out, we come to a dead end. The toxin has products in it from different planets, but most of the ingredients are found on Earth. Somehow, Vacuus experimented on them in such a way, it’s like a hodgepodge of things that even Doc has never seen. The hunt is still on to capture Vacuus and bring him to justice, but there’s been no trace of him since the battle. And because of idiotic regulations, the Alliance can’t touch Craig.

      I continue to sit by Mimic’s side, even though it pains me to see his face twist in agony, and it’s only getting worse. Before he’d show a slight grimace, or you’d see a quick flinch or clenching of his jaw. It would only last for a few seconds. Now, the length of his suffering is extending. Sometimes for as long as several minutes.

      Slamming my fist into my thigh, I get up from my chair and head into the hallway. It’s been my go-to move when I can’t take watching the pain he’s going through anymore. I’ll step out of the room for a moment, hoping to calm myself down. It only works half of the time.

      Daniel, who’s walking by, stops next to me. “Any updates on Vacuus?” he asks. I shake my head, staring at the floor. “We’ll get him, Robbie.”

      Taking a deep breath, I finally meet his eyes. “But when? Every day that goes by Mimic is suffering more and more. I can’t …” I shake my head, feeling embarrassed at my thoughts, knowing Mimic is the one in pain. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      “Hey.” He puts a hand on my shoulder, catching me off guard. We’ve been friendlier with one another, but I don’t know that either of us would call us friends yet. “Don’t give up. We’ll get him, and we’ll save Mimic. We will.”

      I can only nod, wishing I felt as confident as his words sound.
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      The start of a new week brings more of the same. By the middle of the week, I go through the motions, and shower in the morning, getting dressed for school. My parents know what’s happening but have given me space. In the morning, or when I return home, they’ll ask if I want to talk. I never do.

      Pete makes his random jokes at school, and I act like I’m paying attention. Every minute of every day seems inconsequential, but what else can I do?

      “We’re covering Bugsy Domingo today, so please turn to chapter seventeen,” my history teacher tells the class.

      I aimlessly flip to the chapter, doodling nothing in my notebook.

      “Before the rise of the superheroes, King City was just like any other metropolis. It had its city officials, law enforcement, and organized crime. One of the most well-known crime bosses, Bugsy Domingo, was recognized as one of the wealthiest arms dealers and was only taken down by law enforcement due to his production line.”

      Something about his words and a production line gives me pause.

      “Mr. Domingo was raised as Mathias Jesus Domingo, but by the time he was a teenager, he’d earned the nickname Bugsy. Some say—”

      I interrupt his monologue, raising my hand. “Um, Mr. Richards?”

      “Yes?”

      “What do you mean about production line?”

      Giving me a peculiar look, he glances back down at his notes. “Well, we’ll be getting to that, Mr. Garcia. We’ll be covering his rise and fall, which will be on this week’s exam, and—”

      “Yes, sir. I understand that, but … production line? Like, do you mean how he shipped his guns and ammunition into the city?”

      A line crosses his brow as he glances at his notes again, and then back at me. “No. As I said, we’ll be getting to that—”

      “I know, but if it wasn’t during the shipping, then how else would he have been caught?”

      I’m aware of other students looking over at me. Some have expressions of curiosity, unsure why I’m asking. I’m not sure why I’m asking myself, but it’s on the tip of my tongue. He said the words, and the ideas are fluttering inside. There’s something there.

      “If you would’ve done the prep work, and the reading assignment I gave,” he says, which receives a few laughs from a few students, “then you’d have read that his downfall came from how he assembled the chamber for certain firearms. All chambers have serial numbers etched into them, and all of his were untraceable. But he crossed a rival gang, which in turn caused that gang to infiltrate his production line. Instead of retaliating by force, they made sure the serial numbers were saved, and the police were finally able to trace them to his lines.”

      My eyes pop open as my mind connects the dots.

      “Sorry!” I jump from my seat, grabbing my bag. “Sorry, sorry. I have to go to the bathroom. Thank you!”

      Running into the hallway, I scan my surroundings. No one is around, and instead of finding a private spot, I jump to the Alliance.

      Without waiting to find anyone, I get to the control room, and immediately start searching for different black markets. Even with the top three heroes in King City, there are still areas that have the black market, along with places in other cities.

      Mr. Richards’ word of production line made me think about Vacuus and how he made his toxin. If we haven’t been able to find a source point, then that can only mean he made it himself. But if that’s the case, then he had to have received the components for the ingredients somewhere. The black market is the only place to get things like that.

      Melissa walks into the control room. “What are you doing?”

      “The black market,” I answer her while still tapping away at the keyboard. “There has to be a link to Vacuus’ toxin and someone—somewhere—on the black market that could have links to it.”

      “Robbie, I’m sure Doc and Supron have looked into that. That would’ve been the first place they looked.”

      “Yeah, but what if they didn’t see something they were looking for? Or maybe they missed a side-spot, like one of the Dark Marks, that sell the really shady stuff at a separate location?”

      “I helped Majestic review some of their files. I really don’t think they missed anything.”

      “But what if, Melissa? What if someone wasn’t there when they investigated and—”

      “Robbie, I know you’re worried—”

      “Of course, I’m worried!” I scream at her. She flinches, and I immediately feel guilty. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” She sets her hand over mine. “I know what you’re going through. A couple of years ago, Majestic suffered a gruesome injury. It was scary for a little bit, and some thought she wouldn’t make it.”

      “I remember that in the news. When Battlestar attacked, right?”

      She nods. “So, believe me, I know exactly how it feels. But you have to trust them.”

      “I do trust them, it’s just …” Distraught, confusion racks my brain. “I can’t lose him …”

      Taking both of my hands, she steps closer. “You can’t think like that.”

      “I’m trying not to, but it’s hard. If I could just do something, then at least I’d feel like I’m helping, and not sitting on my hands letting him die.”

      Feeling like I’m floating in an abyss, I stand there.

      “Let’s do it,” she says.

      “What?”

      Turning around, she starts tapping her fingers across the keyboard, bringing up a location in one of the areas of a small black market known to the criminal underbelly of King City.

      “I don’t know if we’ll find something, but let’s look.”

      “Really?” I ask in grateful amazement.

      She nods with a smile. “Like I said, I know what you’re feeling. If this helps, then let’s try it. Who knows, maybe you’re right, and we will find a needle in a haystack that everyone else missed.”

      “Thank you!”

      Without thinking, I wrap my arms around her, overjoyed. Taking a step back, I offer her another grateful smile and see a pink blush creep across her cheeks. I clear my throat, unsure what exactly is happening, and step away. “Uh, thank you.”

      Pushing a strand of hair behind her ear, she looks away. “Let me, um, change clothes. In your room.” Her eyes pop open. “My room.” She bites her lip, and I kind of want to laugh, but I can feel my face heating up, too. “It’s probably better if we don’t show up in our uniforms, is what I’m trying to say. Let me switch to normal clothes, and we can head out.”

      “Okay.” I nod, and we walk in awkward silence down the hallway, since her bunker inside headquarters is just a few doors from mine.
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      Unsurprisingly, we’re both in jeans and a hoodie. Mine’s a black hoodie, sporting the King City Tigers’ team logo, and hers is a light gray one.

      Venturing into the underbelly of King City isn’t a jarring transition. We don’t cross the street, and suddenly we’ve entered an area where criminals and supervillains lurk, but there are subtle differences. It’s more than the south side of King City, which is just older neighborhoods and businesses that have gone out of business. The biggest difference is the abundance of King City police cruisers traveling through the streets. With both of our hoodies up, we do our best to blend in with everyone else, as the night gets later.

      After all of my talk and urging to investigate this further, being in a small area that’s known for underhanded dealings, I have no idea what to do next.

      A petite lady wearing a green bandana eyes me suspiciously as she waits outside of a small shop that looks like it sells electronics. We keep walking down the street, and two large, burly men stand outside of a hat store. Every store seems to sell regular items, which just makes my hesitant demeanor magnify.

      “Where do we start?” Melissa whispers over to me.

      “Um, I was hoping you could tell me.” I shrug with a sheepish expression.

      Giving me a smirk, she looks around and then nods across the street. “That place is run by the White Tigers. They usually only deal with under the table imports along the docks.”

      I turn around and see a small shop that has a sign that reads “Sewn Up,” with a decal on their storefront window offering tailoring and alterations.

      “We’re better off looking for someone that may know about the mixology of different chemicals and such. We really want to find someone who might know about the toxin elements.”

      My eyes stay locked on the White Tigers’ storefront. I’m reminded of my class from earlier in the day, and how the gangster we were learning about was captured because of tracking his imports.

      “Wait, the White Tigers deal with imports? Imports of what?”

      She shrugs. “Everything really, but mostly different ammunition the police try to keep off the streets.”

      “What about chemical shipments?”

      “Perhaps, but I’m not sure. If not, they might know those who do handle those routes.”

      “Let’s check it out.” I wait to see her response. Looking back over at the store, she glances back and gives me a nod.

      We’re walking toward the storefront, and just like everything else along the block, it seems perfectly normal. A bell rings when we enter, alerting a little, old lady sitting at the front desk.

      “Hello,” she says with a smile. “Welcome. Do you need some alterations?”

      “No,” Melissa responds, perusing the small area in front of the desk. “We’re looking for something specific.”

      “Oh,” the lady replies, still with a wide grin. “We also offer dry cleaning.”

      We both walk over to the counter. Finally finding some gumption, I lean a little closer. “Actually, we were hoping to talk to someone about who does your shipping.”

      “Our shipping?” she asks, pausing for a moment. She’s an older lady, with dark brown and graying hair. And slight wrinkles around her eyes, which have suddenly switched from endearing to suspicious. “You want to know who ships in our dry-cleaning equipment?”

      “No,” Melissa answers, sterner than before. “Not that kind of shipping.”

      The lady’s eyes narrow, and her lips form a hard line. A voice sounds from behind her. “Unless the Alliance is completely aloof, you can’t seriously expect to just waltz in here without any paperwork or at least a stationary warrant. Sidekick.”

      We both look past the old lady, and a younger version of her stands in the back, with long, black hair.

      “Mighty Miss. It’s not hard to see past a hoodie. I’m not stupid.” Her eyes shoot over to me, and she looks me up and down. “And since you’re with a sidekick, based on your height, I’d take a stab and say you’re Worm.” She points at me and a lump forms in my throat.

      “We just want to ask a few questions,” Melissa speaks up.

      “Like I said, unless you got the proper paperwork, I suggest you find the exit. Or, I could always send out a mass text message to everyone in the neighborhood, telling them a couple of unmasked sidekicks are walking around looking for trouble.”

      Not wanting to give up, I find more courage. “Please. I’m just looking for anyone who deals with different chemicals. Someone who might know how to combine axiol or biantez molecules.”

      She eyes us both carefully for a moment, before bringing her gaze back to me. “He’s still down.”

      It’s not a question, but she waits for me to respond. Her tone isn’t flippant, but there’s no concern either.

      I nod. “They’ve been trying everything. The toxin slowly enters his bloodstream and then retreats. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “He doesn’t deserve that. If anything, a quick death would at least put him out of his misery.” I want to scowl and yell at her, but in a weird way, she almost sounds sympathetic. “There’s a small group, only a couple of men, who deal with different mixtures of drugs and synthetics. It’s never been anything lethal. Just the usual stuff, things kids in school like to use.”

      “You let scum sell to kids in school?” Melissa retorts, standing straighter.

      Rolling her eyes, she leans on her hip. “You want the place or not?”

      “Mel,” I whisper over to her, grabbing her hand.

      “Aw, that’s sweet,” the lady says, condescension dripping in her voice. “Dock Fifty-Two. Now get out.”

      I nod in appreciation and usher us toward the door, but Melissa still stares daggers at the lady.

      “Oh, one more thing,” the lady calls out, just as I open the door. “Don’t think this means anything. The next time you or Majestic make problems for my operation, I won’t hold back because of this. I’ll still run my business how I see fit.”

      “And we’ll still be around to stop you,” Melissa spits back. A small staring contest takes place for a minute longer, before I pull her out.

      The south side docks are just a short distance away. Upon arriving, we find that other than a few workers unloading a ship that’s docked, it’s empty.

      “Where are we supposed to look for these guys?”

      Before she can answer, someone walks out from the shadows. He appears to be our age, maybe a year or two older, and is wearing dark jeans and a black leather jacket.

      He nods at us. “What’s up? Looking for something?”

      I exchange glances with Melissa, before staring back at him. “Maybe. We’re looking for something unique.”

      “Oh.” He smiles and lets out a chuckle. “I got some very unique stuff.”

      Melissa takes a step toward him. “We’re not looking for downers or uppers. Do you have anything made with a unique version of axiol? It’s blue. Probably highly addictive and lethal.”

      Immediately, his expression switches from an arrogant drug seller to apprehensive criminal. “Never heard of it. Who’s asking anyway?”

      “Look, we don’t want any trouble.” I step closer. “If you know anything about the drug, we only want to know how it’s made. Just tell us where we can get it.”

      He plants his feet, staring me down. “I told you. I never heard of it. What are you, some kind of narc or something? Get the hell out of here.”

      As he’s turning to leave, I grab his shoulder and press him against the wall. “We’re not leaving. We need information, and you’re going to give it to us. How can it be spliced? Who’s an expert on it?”

      “I told you—”

      “I know what you told me.” I press him harder against the wall, throwing my forearm across his neck. “And I don’t believe you!”

      He punches me in the stomach but doesn’t connect, only enough to back me up. Using the opening, he takes off running, but I teleport and grab the back of his jacket, tumbling to the ground with him.

      “Tell me! How can it be mixed? Who could modify it?”

      “Get off of me! I told you I don’t know anything about that. Our juice isn’t the same stuff.”

      “You have to know!”

      Before I can second guess my decision, I hit him across the face.

      “Wor— Robbie!” Melissa yells behind me, catching my arm before I can swing again.

      “Get off!” he yells, kicking his legs, and squirms away, up to his feet. “You’re insane. I’m outta here!”

      Turning around, he takes off across the docks, and behind a building. I move to chase him down, but Melissa grabs my arm, pulling me back.

      “Robbie! He doesn’t know anything.”

      “No, he has to!” I scream, still staring off in the distance.

      “Hey.” Turning me around, she grabs me by the shoulders. “I’m sorry. I know you want to fix this, but there’s nothing we can do. He wasn’t much older than us. He didn’t know anything. And …” She pauses, averting her eyes.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything, but …” As I watch her, the sympathetic expression that I’ve grown accustomed to from everyone else appears on her face. “Majestic told me about this lead. She and Doc already came down here last week. That kid’s boss? His name is Jason Sledge. He runs the shipping for their product, and they keep their books clean. That’s why they didn’t just arrest him. They don’t know anything, Robbie. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I—” The words choke, and I lose all of my will to fight against her hold. “I … Mel, I have to do something.”

      “I’m sorry, Robbie.” Letting go of my shoulders, she brings her hands up and cups my face. “There’s nothing we can do.”
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      Days go by.

      I fight with myself internally, distrustful of everything Melissa told me about the guy we met at the docks, doubting what she said, and thinking everyone’s wrong. He or his boss must know something. But then reality sets in. While I’m trying to act normal—going to school, eating lunch around other students who are worrying over math and history tests—Mimic is dying. And every stone to overturn has been checked. There’s nothing I can do.

      After school, I stop by my house, dropping off my backpack, then teleport to headquarters. As the days have passed, it seems like he’s getting weaker. Closer to death. Doc has told me that we’re all doing everything we can, but I know he’s holding back from telling me the inevitable. It’s over.

      First, I stop by his room, just like every other day, then I head to the control room and aimlessly browse through database files. It feels like an endless loop that I’ve been doing forever. Scanning the information again, I search for anyone that could want revenge against Mimic. Any of his enemies, or anyone he may have faced in the past who feels they have a score to settle. A sound draws my attention to the door, and I watch as Melissa walks in.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, adjusting her wrist guards.

      “More research,” I reply, taking a deep breath at my broken record. Glancing over at her, I see her standard sympathetic smile.

      “I wish they’d let me access the servers. I know they probably scanned them, but it’d give me something to do. I just keep reviewing the same files I’ve gone over a hundred times already.”

      While most of the Alliance has access to our records and database, the databank servers are highly confidential. Only the top ranks of the Alliance have access.

      “Robbie, we’re all worried. And I’m sure they’ve already combed through those files.”

      Getting up from the desk, I turn to her. “Mel, I know you, and everyone else is worried, but you weren’t trained by him. You weren’t trusted by him. And right now, I just feel useless. I’ve felt useless ever since it happened. It’s either the servers or interrogating Craig, and since he’s seventeen, he’s protected still.” I let out an incredulous chuckle. “I still can’t believe he’s a minor. He looks thirty.”

      “Yeah. But the Alliance codes are put in place for a reason. They’ve been monitoring him, though. You know that.”

      I nod.

      The Alliance’s regulations, codes, and accords are like superhero amendment rights. Most of the time they’re useful laws and guidelines, but it has come into question on more than one occasion. The regulations prohibit people with superpowers from doing whatever they want, whenever they want. The Justice Alliance monitors all individuals with powers, but minors under the age of eighteen are mostly watched over by the King City Police Department and their division for monitoring super-powered people.

      Letting out a long breath, I lean against the desk.

      Glancing around, she leans closer. “I know how hard this has been, so …” She drops her voice lower. “I hacked into Majestic’s profile and … I got her passcodes.”

      “Hacked?”

      She rolls her eyes with a light laugh. “I watched her tap in her information that last time she took me down there.”

      My eyes widen. “Seriously? You mean … are you telling me you have access?”

      She smiles. “In a very shady way, yes. But no one can know. And we have to go right now before I meet up with Majestic.”

      Embracing her in a hug, my smile is wide. “Mel, thank you! I could kiss you right now.”

      She bites her lip, and her cheeks turn pink. Finally realizing my words and the fact my arms are still around her, I clear my throat and back up a step. “Thank you. Seriously.”

      We hurry down to the server room. The entire facility is recorded with cameras, but they’re only reviewed if something happens as a security precaution. Regardless, we also know it won’t be long before someone, either Doc or Majestic, find it odd to not see either of us around, so we have to be quick.

      We get to the access door, and find a keypad on the wall. I watch as Melissa types in the passcode. The door slides open after she enters it, and we take another look around before hurrying inside.

      Three large servers, each about six feet tall, stand in a moderate-sized white room, lined with wires and cables. A small screen is attached to each server, and I head to the one closest to the door.  Melissa walks over to the one on the right, and we dig into the digital files on the servers.

      I try to skim over every line, looking for anything that seems to stand out, but just like the computers in the control room, it’s all commonplace. The same names and places associated with criminals or supervillains, all seemingly the same ones I’ve been reviewing for weeks.

      “Find anything?” I call over, in a loud whisper.

      “No,” Melissa responds. “You?”

      “Still nothing. There has to be something though, right?”

      “I wish I could tell you there was, Robbie, but you know they’ve already scanned this information.”

      “Yeah.”

      I feel a tinge of hopelessness with her honesty. It seems like there are millions of files, all listed under different missions, planets, and code words. Clicking on the next folder on the screen, I read its label. ‘Code A.T.C.’

      My attention immediately picks up as I see a file: A. Voltai.

      “You find anything yet? I know it’s not much time, but we need to get out of here soon. If Majestic catches us, she’s going to go berserk on me.”

      I hear her words, but my attention is focused on the screen. Clicking the name, a new file opens, showing a picture of a woman. ‘Deceased’ is highlighted under the photo.

      “Robbie?”

      “Hold on.”

      “What’d you find?”

      Staring at the screen, I’m trying to digest the information. Melissa walks over to me and begins reading the screen. “‘Allison Voltai; born Veronica Harrison. Former surveillance management for Alliance. Espionage. Killed in battle.’ Why are you looking at this? Do you know her?”

      “Veronica Harrison?” I ask myself, ignoring her.

      “Who is this, Robbie?”

      “Allison Voltai was someone Mimic was in a relationship with. He mentioned it wasn’t her true identity, but that’s it.”

      “It could’ve been an alias. Or something like a pseudonym for security reasons.”

      “I guess so,” I reply, clicking on the cause of death link.

      A new window opens up.

      Allison Voltai – a.k.a. Silver Fox. Discovered Double Agent. Espionage, Black Protocol. Died in battle while facing Mr. Mimic. After the battle, Mr. Mimic (Mason Morris) was brought to charges on collusion and escapism. All charges dropped and exonerated. File sealed under Alliance Code 356.

      “What the?” Melissa asks, shocked. “Mr. Mimic was brought up on charges?”

      “He never told me that.” I study the monitor. “I knew she was Silver Fox, but it was just a cover. She was actually the supervillain Bomb Queen. When Mimic discovered it, he tried to get her to stop. They were going to run away together. But she attacked him, and he ended up killing her when she tried to blow up a city block.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      “He told me after I told him I had a girlfriend. Warning me of how dangerous things can be.”

      Melissa stares at me. “How come I’ve never heard about this?”

      “It’s classified. I’m sure they didn’t want the public to know one of our greatest superheroes had hooked up with a supervillain.”

      “That’s crazy,” she replies as I keep scrolling through the page, hoping to find something else. “But she’s been dead for years, Robbie. It can’t be her.”

      “No, it can’t.” A sharp voice makes us both jump.

      Turning around, we find Supron, who stands tall but appears to be floating above us. Staring down at us with judgment and annoyance.
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      Melissa and I sit in the control room. Doc, Supron, and Majestic all stand in front of us, each of them frowning.

      “This is unbelievable,” Majestic starts. It isn’t loud, but you can hear the anger in her voice. “You two know better than that. Sneaking around protocols? Accessing the databank servers? Melissa, you’ve been a sidekick for two years now.”

      “It’s not her fault,” I speak up. “I … I forced her.” Melissa looks at me like I’m insane. “I mean, I tricked her. She was in there trying to get me out.”

      “Save it, Robbie,” Supron says bluntly. “What exactly did you two think you were going to find that we haven’t?”

      “I don’t know, but I had to do something. I can’t just sit around and wait for Mason to die.”

      “Robbie,” Doc’s tone is more empathetic than the others, “believe me when I tell you, we are doing everything we can to find a cure and find Vacuus.”

      “Not everything,” I grumble.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Majestic snaps, offended.

      “What about these stupid sanctions?”

      “Robbie, don’t,” Melissa says, putting her hand over mine.

      “No.” I pull away and point accusingly at the others. “I get it. We’re sidekicks and don’t know as much. We don’t have the experience. Fine, I can accept that. But even I know we could be doing something—anything—to go and question Craig. Just because he’s a minor, we can’t even talk to him? Are you serious?”

      “Watch your tone, young man,” Supron warns.

      “My tone? You guys are the ones that have fought side by side with Mimic for years. So why is it I’m the only one getting mad about this?”

      “Robbie,” Doc walks over to me, “you aren’t. We’re all distraught. However, getting mad isn’t going to answer anything.”

      “Fine, then tell me about Allison. Her file said double agent. Espionage. Did she ever have access here?”

      “That’s classified,” Supron responds.

      “I don’t care if it’s classified! Mason told me, okay? He told me they had a thing. He told me he was going to give this all up, give everything up to be with her before she betrayed him. If they were that close, she had to have been here, right?”

      “She did,” Majestic answers. “But that is neither here nor there. She’s dead.”

      “But charges were pressed against Mason before he was exonerated. People believed he was a traitor, and some even wanted revenge.”

      “Even so,” Supron begins, “she has no living relatives. Her only brother died a year after she did, in a car accident. There isn’t another person who would be able to access Alliance Headquarters. The ping that showed up on Craig’s step-father was investigated, and he poses no threat.”

      “But …” My voice fades. I slump back into my chair. Even if it was grasping at straws, it was my only hunch, and as quickly as I had it, it’s gone.

      Doc places his hand on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry, Robbie.”
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      The next day I skip school and spend the entire day at headquarters. I haven’t done it much, but the few times I have skipped classes, no one has told me anything. I’ve brought a few more items to keep in my bunker, spending any free time I have at headquarters. After trying to help with any research Doc has in his lab, I head to the control room to begin—once again—my tedious and overwhelming routine of searching through the database files.

      Melissa is already in the control room, sitting at a desk.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “My disciplinary action for helping you breach the servers. No missions or patrols for a month.”

      I cringe, hanging my head between my shoulders. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I knew what I was doing, and I wanted to help you. I just wish we could’ve found something.”

      “Yeah.” I drop down into a seat next to her.

      Rolling her chair closer to mine, she grabs my hand. Ever since our last sparring session, I haven’t wanted to admit it, but something has changed. However, I haven’t had much time to think about it, trying to keep myself occupied with finding some sort of clue to help Mimic. But each time I feel myself falling or losing hope, Melissa’s there holding me up.

      The silence floats between us, and she gives me a soft smile.

      My mind drifts to Mimic again, but this time it’s what he told me about relationships. How it’s already challenging without having to deal with superpowers and secret identities. Once we get this figured out, and Mimic gets better, maybe I should think about something with Melissa. Not only has she been there for me throughout all of this, but she knows exactly what it’s like to have powers and deal with a secret identity.

      I wouldn’t have to worry about collateral damage like I would if I was going out with Jasmin, or any civilian for that matter. We both know how our world works. Our families know who we are, so dealing with the family part of it wouldn’t cause an issue either.

      I look at the computer screen, narrowing my eyes.

      “Family,” I whisper, and speed my fingers across the keyboard. “Our families.”

      “What?”

      My fingers move quicker, typing in Veronica Harrison’s name. “Family. Allison was born Veronica Harrison. She had a brother, right?”

      “Yeah …”

      “So, what about her family? Maybe there’s a connection there somehow.”

      She scoots her chair closer, and places a hand on my shoulder. “Robbie, Supron told us they went over all of that. And he told you about her brother. He’s dead.”

      “I know, but …” I fight off the thought that my idea is flimsy at best. “It would be the perfect scenario for someone to get out of the spotlight, wouldn’t it?”

      “Even if he did, how would he be able to get back at superheroes?” she counters. “And the tech Vacuus has, sure, maybe he could’ve built and developed it, but how would he have gotten the poison? We still haven’t found any links to anything in the database for it.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know, but he’d have had years to figure it out.”

      “Robbie, he’s dead.”

      I ignore her words as my fingers hit the keys harder. A picture pops up on the screen. It’s a news article about ten years old, covering the car accident her brother was in. There are no links to any siblings for a Veronica Harrison, but there is one for an Anthony Voltai.

      “Anthony Voltai died Thursday night, from injuries sustained from a car accident along Highway One-eleven,” I read aloud. “Authorities believe the man was driving under the influence when he lost control of his vehicle and veered off of the road, spinning the car and landing in a ditch. He was pronounced dead on arrival.”

      “There’s nothing, Robbie,” Melissa says, reaching over and placing her hand over mine.

      “No, there has to be more.”

      “I’m sorry,” her fingers squeeze mine, “but I think you’re grasping at straws. It was drunk driving. His sister was dead. He was probably already drinking himself away in mourning, who knows.”

      “No,” I repeat to myself, my eyes scanning the monitor.

      Pulling my hand away from her, I jump back into my search, connecting to the city database that the Alliance has access to. It connects all emergency and legal departments.

      Nothing pops up for fire and emergency transports, so I switch to the police department only to find another dead end. I can feel Melissa’s eyes on me, but I ignore them and access the District Attorney’s files, searching for anything and everything. First names, last names, date of births, anything that comes to mind.

      Scanning back to the emergency transport database, I click on the coroner’s autopsy file. It displays the cause of death—trauma to the head. The coroner lists the toxicology report, and everything pertinent to Anthony’s death. It all seems completely normal and nothing out of the ordinary. Everything except the input field where the coroner lists the “body released” time. There’s no next of kin, authorities, or businesses listed to sign off on taking the body.

      I point at the screen. “Look. The coroner never entered when the body was released.”

      “It was just a DUI case. It was probably overlooked.”

      Maybe I am grasping at straws. I might be on my final leg in this horrible marathon, and my mind is searching for anything and everything that can help. But I have to be sure.

      I shoot out of the chair. “I have to go talk to the coroner.”

      “What? Right now?” Melissa gets up, stepping in front of me. “How do you know that coroner is there, or he even works there anymore? Robbie, this is crazy.”

      “You’re not coming?” It’s a point-blank question. I don’t need her to follow me along, but she’s been with me through everything else.

      Biting her lip, she scans the empty control room, before letting out a sigh. Giving me a defeated smile, she shakes her head. “Fine. But, please, be ready to find nothing. It was so long ago that I’m sure it was just a simple mistake.”

      I grab her hand without answering and teleport us to King City Police Department.

      Raised eyebrows and confused faces all stare at us as we catch everyone off guard. An officer walks over, his name tag reading ‘Sergeant Hillard.’ I remember he’s the officer I spoke to during the jewelry store robbery.

      “Worm, nice to see you again.” He shakes my hand. “Hello, Mighty Miss. What brings you two by?”

      “Sergeant, we’re looking for the coroner’s office,” I answer. “And we were wondering if a Mr. Liam Krenshaw is still a medical examiner for the department?”

      “Yeah, Krenshaw’s coming up on twelve years with the department. Good man. He’s actually on duty right now. Come this way, I’ll show you where the office is.”

      We follow along behind him, and I continue to notice everyone staring. More so at me rather than Melissa. I know everyone is used to sidekicks and superheroes dropping by precincts, so I’m confused for a moment before Hillard speaks up.

      “Sorry to hear about Mr. Mimic. It’s a damn shame. He was a great superhero.”

      “He still is,” I answer back, defiance lacing my tone.

      How dare everyone think he’s dead and gone already. Melissa grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze. Raising her brow, she nods over at the sergeant.

      “But, uh, yes. Thank you. We’re all hoping for the best,” I add, trying to recover.

      Walking down a hallway, we approach two double doors, and Sergeant Hillard stops. “Here you go.” He offers another smile. “Let us know if you need anything else.”

      “We will. Thank you,” Melissa answers.

      The sergeant must have caught my tone because he doesn’t make eye contact with us. “You two have a good day.”

      Entering the room, we find a portly, middle-aged man, with a light beard. He’s sitting at a desk, pen in one hand as he jots down some notes, and what appears to be a jelly-filled donut with powdered sugar in the other. He takes a bite of the donut, and continues to write, not realizing we’ve walked into the room.

      I’ve never been to a coroner’s office, but looking around it’s incredibly sterile, which I guess makes sense. Stainless steel tables are placed with huge cabinets lining the walls, and lime green linoleum floors.

      “Excuse us, Liam Krenshaw?” Melissa calls over.

      “Yes?” he replies, not looking up from the paperwork.

      “We’d like to ask you a few questions about an autopsy report from a while back.”

      “How far—” His words cut off. He’s finally lifted his gaze to see us, and a small, purple jelly spot sits at the corner of his mouth, which now hangs open as he stares at us. “Back?”

      “About ten years,” I answer, not paying attention to his apparent shock.

      “Wow, Mighty Miss and Worm. Two sidekicks.” He gets up from his desk, hastily wiping the jelly off of his lip, and brushing off any crumbs from his shirt. “We don’t get many visitors from the Justice Alliance down here, superheroes or sidekicks.”

      “We’re just checking up on something that may be pertinent to an investigation right now,” Melissa replies.

      “Oh, okay.” Adjusting his tie, he stands a little straighter. “I’ve never helped the Alliance before. What are you guys looking for?”

      “There was a DUI victim you examined, about ten years ago,” Melissa states as I scan the area. Everything seems normal, and I’m starting to doubt my reason for even thinking this was a possibility. “We were going over the autopsy report and wondered why there wasn’t a release date and time filled out. And who the body was released to.”

      “What was the name? I can look it up for you if you want. About ten years ago, I would’ve been going on my second year assisting. We’ve had three different supervisors since I think.”

      “Anthony Voltai,” I say.

      Scratching the back of his head, he squints and it seems like he’s trying to remember. It strikes me as odd. Why would he try to remember a random case from ten years ago?

      Pausing, his eyes bounce away from mine. “Hmm, yeah, I’m not sure. It’d have to be stored away somewhere.”

      I look over at Melissa, who nods. “Do you still have the file?”

      “Well, the hard copy is in a holding warehouse downtown.” He turns around to face his computer. “We do a clean sweep of all physical files every five years or so.”

      “Okay, well …” Glancing over at Melissa, I watch as she narrows her eyes. “You must keep digital files, right?”

      “Digital files?” His eyes dart around the room. “Um, yeah. I think I have it.”

      Something doesn’t feel right. He was incredibly excited only a few minutes ago, and now he seems like he’s avoiding something.

      “Is everything okay, Mr. Krenshaw?” I ask.

      Instead of answering, he turns around and sprints as fast as he can toward the back of the room. I can probably run and cut him off quickly, but I teleport in front of him as he reaches a door.

      My brow furrows as I shake my head. “Okay, that doesn’t seem suspicious.”

      “No, please.” He raises his hands, visibly sweating now. “I didn’t do anything, honest.”

      “What’s going on?” Melissa asks. “You remember that case?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t hurt him. I didn’t do anything, I swear. All I did was hold the body.”

      I’m trying to understand what he’s saying, but it doesn’t make sense. “He was dead when he came in. How could you hurt him? And what do you mean, hold the body?”

      Wringing his hands, his eyes continue to jump around. “I thought it was just some rich guy trying to fake his own death. I had no idea, I swear.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Liam shuffles back toward his desk. For a moment I think he might try to run through the entrance, but he stops at his desk and drops into his chair, thoroughly deflated.

      “When I assisted back then, I ran the lab certain nights. Nothing serious, usually on nights when we were really slow.” He sighs. “Ten years ago, Anthony Voltai came in and paid me a hundred grand to fake the autopsy report. All I had to do was hold his body overnight, falsify the autopsy report, and the next day someone would come and pick up the body in the morning. At the time, it didn’t seem like a big deal, you know. Yeah, it’s illegal, but it was some random rich guy. Who cares?”

      “Who cares?” I scream, immediately held back by Melissa.

      “I’m sorry!” He cringes. “I just figured if I could make a little cheddar on the side, who would it hurt? There was no harm in it. He wasn’t paying me to cover up some drugs or some kind of criminal activity. No one was hurt.”

      “Wait.” Melissa puts a hand on his shoulder, and he flinches. “The emergency personal noted there were no life signs. They were trying to keep him alive on the ride here.”

      “I know. He told me he was going to look dead. And to anyone who didn’t know what to look for, he would seem dead. I was suspicious of it myself, but I kept checking his pulse through the night, and it wasn’t there. For eight hours, no pulse. So I just figured, hey, if he’s dead then he’s dead. They can come and pick up the body.”

      “Who came and got the body?” I ask.

      “I told you, I don’t know. I told them what fridge they could find him in and left the room for fifteen minutes.”

      “No, you have to know. Who?” I yell at him, grabbing him by the shirt.

      “Worm, don’t.” Melissa pulls at my arm.

      “I don’t know, I’m sorry!” If I wasn’t so mad, I might be taken aback by the fact he’s in tears. “But I went to watch the tapes after they left.”

      “And?”

      “I needed to make sure they at least took the right body. I don’t know who took it, but I remember that it did kind of look like M80.”

      “Who?” Mighty asks.

      “M80. He was before your time. He was a low-level thug and dealt with explosives. At one point, he was a henchman for a supervillain … what was her name? Bomb Queen.”

      “No.” My mouth drops.

      “I don’t know if it was him, but he kinda looked like him.”

      “By the gods,” Melissa exclaims, realizing the same thing I am. “Craig’s step-dad?”

      Anthony Voltai faked his own death. But why? And it was ten years ago, so where has he been? Why has it taken so long? And is Vacuus even Anthony, or is this all just one big coincidence?

      “Please, you guys,” Liam continues to talk. “You believe me, right? I didn’t really do anything wrong.”

      The questions in my mind vanish, and my head snaps to him, rage filling up inside.

      “Mr. Mimic, one of King City’s greatest superheroes, and my mentor, is suffering in agonizing pain right now. He’s being tortured by some lunatic, who may be the same person you helped fake his own death. Didn’t do anything wrong? You did everything wrong.”

      I take hold of Melissa’s hand and teleport us back to Alliance headquarters.
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      “Robbie, we should get Supron,” Melissa suggests as we jump back to the control room.

      I’m not listening. My total focus is on the once small-time crook known as M80.

      Typing the letters into the database, a new window pops up, listing a man named Gary Novek. His rap sheet isn’t huge. He spent time in Chromium Penitentiary before being transferred to Steel Rock Prison about fifteen years ago. His most prominent charges are aiding and abetting a supervillain, and possession of black-market weapons. After being released from Steel Rock, he kept clean for about three years before he worked a couple of jobs for Bomb Queen. There’s only one charge on his record after she died, which is being arrested six months later for possession of high-tech armor.

      “Look at this.” I point at the screen. “After Bomb Queen died, he was arrested and made bail. Guess whose name is on the slip that bailed him out. William Harrison.”

      “Robbie, we’re in over our heads. We need to tell someone.”

      “Give me a minute.” I scroll farther down the screen, but there’s nothing more. No arrests, citations, not even a speeding ticket. For the last eight years, he’s worked as a pest control technician. The last page has all of his information, and I hone in on one detail in particular. The address of his current whereabouts, which is the north side of King City, in a small suburb.

      “Look, it has an address.”

      “No. We’ve already done too much.” Melissa pulls at my arm, turning me to face her. “We can’t just go off and question this guy. We need to tell Supron or Majestic. If they overlooked this, then they need to know.”

      “But this could be the break we’ve needed.”

      “We can’t do this, Robbie. We’re just sidekicks.”

      She stares at me with fearful eyes. I know she has a point. If they did overlook the time of death as just an oversight, then they need to know. And I don’t know what I’ll find if I indeed find anything. Plus, I might have to deal with Craig.

      But I can’t get the image of Mason, writhing in pain in the medic bay, out of my mind. The torturous effects of the poison eating away at his system. This is my only lead, and I have to take it.

      Before she can say another word, I teleport away to the neighborhood the house is in. Pulling up my GPS coordinates, I get a visual field scan of the suburban street and see their rooftop, then teleport to the two-story home.

      The area seems quiet and not all that different than my neighborhood. Track homes, flowery gardens sitting near front doors, with a dog barking in someone’s backyard. Standing on top of the roof, I’m about to jump down to the backyard, when I hear a familiar voice at the front of the house and a door slam.

      “I said I got it, Mom!”

      Jumping down, I hide behind a hedge at the corner of the home. On the other end of the yard, Craig travels down his driveway, carrying a garbage bag to a trash container.

      I watch as he walks back up the driveway and into the house. Moving the shrubs back, I peer into the front window and see an older man sitting down in a recliner, channel surfing, with a beer in his hand. He looks older, rounder, and with less hair, but it’s him. Gary Novek.

      Craig walks through the living room and down a hallway. An older lady, I’m assuming Craig’s mom, enters the living room and starts saying something to Gary. I hit a button on the side of my helmet.

      “… and then we can have dinner.”

      “Finally,” Gary replies, rolling his eyes.

      I watch as she glares at him before leaving the room.

      My heartbeat pounds and my adrenaline surges. I have to do something, but I can’t walk up to the front door and knock. Even if he does know something, he’ll deny it. If I call in someone from the Alliance, we’ll be caught in legal paperwork. Then I remember my night with Shadow. His tactics freaked me out, but I can’t deny that they worked. Fear is my best option.

      Teleporting into the house, I catch Gary completely off guard and he drops his beer. Before he can utter a word, I grab his wrist and teleport us to the roof. It’s only two stories, but I leave him hanging on the edge and step on his fingers.

      “What the!” His eyes wide, he peers up at me before doing a double take down below. “What the hell is this?”

      “Tell me what you know about Anthony Voltai!” I scream.

      All traces of his immediate fear are gone, and he leers at me. “Screw you, sidekick.”

      “Really?” I cock my head to the side.

      Teleporting back into the house, I grab the recliner, then teleport back out. I first jump about fifty feet into the air, letting the recliner go, and then teleport back to him on the roof, making him watch the chair speedily drop and crash to the ground.

      “You’re next if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”

      “You can’t scare me.” His expression betrays his words as nervousness begins spreading across his face. “I know my rights. I know your codes. Members of the Justice Alliance won’t hurt civilians.”

      “Lucky for me I’m just a sidekick,” I bluff. I press my foot harder against his fingers. “I know you took his body from the morgue ten years ago. Why? Where is he?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “Fine, have it your way.”

      Kneeling down, I grab his hand and teleport us both high into the air. A hundred feet high. We start to free fall. He lets out a high-pitched scream just as I teleport us back to the roof.

      “Still not talking? Tell me!”

      “I-I don’t know. I’m serious, I don’t know.”

      “What the hell is this?” Craig yells out, climbing up to the roof.

      “Him. He knows.” Gary nods at Craig. “He’s his minion. I just saved the body all those years ago.”

      Craig snarls, gazing at him in disgust. “You make me sick. I don’t know what my mom sees in you. No wonder you couldn’t hack it back then.”

      “I saved the body,” Gary continues, looking back up at me. “It was all part of his plan. I wanted off the grid. A clean slate.”

      “Shut up, old man!” Craig yells.

      His eyes stay locked on me, and he starts spilling everything.

      “He paid me, too. A million bucks. A million bucks just to get his body from the morgue and transport it to some old warehouse outside of Lost Hills. Then, out of nowhere, he comes to me. Tells me he needs me for one more job.”

      “I said shut up!” Craig shouts, running over to us.

      He swings wildly at me, but I duck out of the way. Glaring at me, he throws another punch; this time I teleport behind him, and send an elbow into his lower back. He lets out a sharp growl, dropping to his knees. Popping back up, he lunges, and once again misses. I grab his arm, and judo flip him over my shoulder toward the edge of the roof.

      Turning back, I see that Gary’s crawled across the roof and starts to scurry away, but I teleport over to him, cutting him off. I’m about to grab his shoulder and teleport us into the house when my ear comm goes off.

      “Worm, what are you doing?” Melissa asks.

      Ignoring her, I grab Gary by the shirt. “Keep going.”

      He swallows nervously. “He came up to me while I was out spraying a house for termites. He said he needed me for one more job. But, I mean, look at me. I’m nearing sixty. I ain’t got those skills no more.”

      “So he let you go? Just like that?”

      “Hell no. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. But my boy, my step-son. Craig. He’s known what I used to do for a while. He thought I was cool when he was little. I told Voltai about Craig. He’s big. Strong, you know? Plays football and all that. But then last year, a couple of months after Craig started training with him …” He trails off, and tears begin to well in his eyes.

      “Craig started changing. Said they were working with some company. Daedalus, I think. Something like that. They have these serums. He injected Craig with one, and he started changing. He’s always had an anger issue, I’ll give you that, but this was something else. He started getting animalistic. And he began looking at me like I was some loser or something.”

      “That’s because you are a loser, old man!” Craig yells out, back on his feet. “You could’ve been working with one of the greatest supervillains in the world. But you couldn’t hack it, could you? Just like ten years ago. You couldn’t hack it trying to hang with Bomb Queen.”

      I turn my attention to Craig, shocked at the revelation. “You know about Bomb Queen? How she was Anthony’s sister?”

      “Of course, you idiot,” he snarls. “Vacuus told me everything. How your mentor killed his sister, the only person who ever loved him. Who took care of him when they were orphans. Mimic took everything from Vacuus. And now? He’s taking it all back.”

      Teleporting in front of Craig, I grab him by the shirt. “Where is he? Tell me!”

      “Tell you? No, I don’t think so. Your time’s up.”

      He nails me in the stomach with a swift punch. I drop to my knees, gasping for air, and put my hands up, expecting another attack. Yet nothing comes. Looking back up, I watch as Craig creepily stalks over to his step-father.

      “You stupid, idiotic has-been. If you would’ve just kept your mouth shut … Now I have to do what Vacuus told me. If anyone knows his whereabouts, this will all be for nothing.”

      I watch as claws extend out from his fingers, like sharp daggers. Gary looks up at him, petrified. Catching my breath, I teleport and grab Gary, jumping us into the house. Teleporting back to the roof, I ready my fists.

      “Worm, this is Mighty. Come in.” My comm sounds again.

      Craig rolls his eyes. “If I don’t kill him, Vacuus will.”

      “You’d kill your own step-father?”

      “You don’t get it. Vacuus doesn’t accept mistakes. And what do I care? He’s a loser anyway. He never could hang with supervillains.”

      “Craig, I don’t want to fight you, but Mimic is being tortured. I have to stop it.”

      He lets out a sadistic chuckle. “You’re funny. After the last beating I gave you I wouldn’t wanna fight me either.”

      “I’m serious, Craig.” I clench my fists tighter. “Just tell me where he is.”

      A long pause fills the air as we stand on the roof, glaring at each other. He sniffs the air and then curls his lip. “Naw. I think I’ll just kill you.”

      Rushing at me, his clawed fingers swipe and scratch my helmet, leaving claw marks over the visor. He swings again, but I duck and roll off to the side. When I get up, he spins and nails me in the chest with a kick, knocking me down. Trying to get to my feet, a roof tile loosens, and I fall. Craig jumps up and comes down hard, attempting to drive his knee into my midsection, but I roll out of the way just in time, teleporting to my feet.

      “You’ve gotten quicker. Good,” he says, rising to his feet.

      He takes another swing, but this time I’m ready. I have to get us off of the roof, so I grab his arm and teleport us to the first place that comes to mind. A place I know we’ll be alone. The old, abandoned theater where he chased Pete and me.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me.” He looks around the dark and dusty building. “Feeling nostalgic about our first meeting?”

      “You could say that.”

      Offering me a quick, evil smile, he launches another attack. I sidestep him, and spin around, throwing out my leg to trip him. He jumps over it, and as I get up, he delivers a hard knee to my face. The helmet blocks most of it, but my teeth clatter, and I stumble back. Running my teeth over my gums, I taste blood.

      Stalking around me, he throws another open hand swing, his claws on full display. I block the shot, but then he goes low, and rams his shoulder into my stomach, sending us down to the ground.

      His elbow connects squarely on my ribs, and I grab my side in pain before rolling away, just in time to miss another shot.

      He jumps up, and I teleport across the room, trying to gain my bearings.

      Spitting out blood, Craig rushes at full speed, and I see him lower his shoulder, going for another tackle. This time I move out of the way and grab him by his shoulder. Spinning him around, I use his motion, so his face collides into the wall next to me. It sends a reverberating echo into the dark building, and he drops to his knees.

      With blood trickling from his nose, he gets up and growls in annoyance. He rushes again, swinging wildly, and I quickly duck and toss him over my shoulders, teleporting him as I do. Instead of a drop from my shoulder height down to the ground, he drops from the ceiling of the building and lands with a hard smack onto the old, tiled floor.

      As he struggles to get to his feet, I can see he’s dazed. Running over to him, I slam my fist across his face, sending a light splatter of blood across the floor, and he drops down again. Something inside of me takes over. I should stop. I should question again. But I don’t.

      He tries to get back on his feet, and I kick him hard in the ribs. He coughs, kneeling over, and I can see more blood. Grabbing his arm, I swing him around and use the momentum for extra speed. I teleport him, sending him into the opposite brick wall. A loud crack echoes through the building, and he slumps to the ground.

      Teleporting on top of him, my gloved knuckles bury deep into his face, over and over. He reaches up, slowly and without coordination, trying to block the blows. I pause for a moment, stepping to the side, and deliver a swift kick to his stomach.

      Kneeling down, I grab him by the shirt and teleport us outside, onto the roof of the theater.

      “Tell me, Craig!”

      “Go—” He coughs, and blood drips out. One of his eyes is swollen shut. “Go screw yourself.”

      “Fine.”

      If I could think more clearly, I might be able to come up with a better plan. But as it is, my adrenaline is racing, tasting the copper over my gums, and seeing blood splatter across my visor.

      Picking him up, I teleport him ten feet above the roof. I watch him fall with a hard thud. He groans in agony, grabbing himself.

      I drop to a knee and grab his shirt. “Where?” I scream.

      My comm piece goes off again, and I hear Melissa’s voice. “Worm, talk to me. Where are you? What’s happening?”

      Pressing my finger to the side of my helmet, I reply, “Old movie theater on the south side. Getting answers from Craig.”

      “Worm,” Supron’s voice rings out, “don’t do—”

      I tap the side of my helmet twice, turning it off. “Craig, you know the laws, right?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he mumbles.

      “The whole minors being questioned by the Alliance? Members of the Justice Alliance aren’t allowed to question or interrogate anyone who’s under eighteen.”

      “So what are you doing then?” Looking back up at me, one eye is entirely swollen shut, while the other is catching up.

      “See, if Mimic dies, then I don’t think I want to be a superhero, much less a sidekick.”

      I’m not sure if it’s the fear of losing Mimic, the pain, or just the anger talking. Being a superhero is all I’ve ever wanted, but with my mentor dying and me not being able to do anything to help him, it has given me pause.

      We have to live by so many rules. So many guidelines. And then psychopaths like Craig and Vacuus just go out and cause chaos and destruction. Killing and hurting innocent people. People I care about.

      “So, I don’t have anything to lose.”

      Before I can second guess myself, I slam my fist as hard as I can across his face. With the adrenaline from the fight fading, I feel the pain surge through my hand from the punch. But I don’t stop. I pull back and swing again. And again.

      His arms flail to the sides as he coughs up more blood. “I can’t … I … can’t …” he moans in pain.

      “Tell me!”

      Gritting my teeth in frustration, I take hold of his shirt and teleport him in the air again. This time twenty feet high. A resounding crack echoes into the night sky, and he cries out in agony. His right leg is bent in the wrong direction, and he reaches for it, crying.

      “I can’t. Please, he said—” He coughs, still holding his leg in pain. “If I say anything … he’d kill me.”

      Taking another knee, I lean in closer to him and hit the button to retract my helmet. Meeting him eye to eye, I clench my jaw. “What do you think I’m gonna do?”

      I rise to my feet. He’s heavier than me, but I’m able to drag him to the side of the building.

      Craig looks out over the edge and then back at me. “You … you wouldn’t.”

      “Mimic is dying!” I scream. “If he dies, I quit. And if I quit, then what the hell do I care what happens to you? Tell me or I drop your ass from five hundred feet, right down to that pavement.” His bloodshot and tearful eyes stay locked on mine. I can tell he’s trying to figure out if I’m bluffing or not. I’m trying to decide that myself. “Tell me!”

      “Sixty-three,” he cries out. “Please, it’s sixty-three!”

      “Sixty-three what?”

      “Worm!” Melissa’s voice calls from behind me.

      Turning around, I see Majestic flying an Alliance hovercraft. With it floating in the air, Melissa runs toward me.

      I stare back down at Craig. “Last chance, Craig. Where is Vacuus?”

      “Please …” he mumbles, then coughs up more blood.

      “Worm, don’t,” Melissa calls out from behind me.

      “He knows!” I yell at her. “He knows, and he won’t talk. Where is he?” I scream again, but he just snivels and coughs.

      “Robbie, please,” she whispers, this time putting a hand on my shoulder.

      “No … he knows.” Tears start falling down my face. “Talk, damn you!” I shake Craig.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she says, now standing next to me.

      Snapping my head to the side, I watch as she nods in sympathy. It’s her concerned expression that brings me back to the present and jolts me from the rage-filled quest. I release Craig, and he crumples off to the side. All of my energy vanishes, and I collapse into Melissa’s arms.

      “He’s gonna die,” I cry into her shoulder. “He’s gonna die, and it’s my fault. I couldn’t get the answers.”

      I drop to my knees, and Melissa falls with me, keeping her arms around me. I look back over at Craig, who’s now passed out, and the feelings of failure and rage are gone. Now all I feel is shame. I did everything Mr. Mimic would never have wanted me to do.
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      Back at headquarters, I stand outside of the medic bay as Doc tends to Craig. He’s hooked up to monitoring machines and wrapped in a neck brace, with a cast already applied to his leg.

      I see my reflection in the window I’m looking through. There’s a gash over my right eye, and my lip is busted open, with two small stitches keeping it sewed shut. They told me to go clean up, but I came straight here, and can still see dried blood on my face.

      I don’t know how to feel. Remorse trickles through me, but anger and disgust are still running inside because Doc’s tending to Craig, who’s lying in a bed right next to Mimic. Still unconscious, and spazzing from the pain.

      He’s lost weight. Only being fed through IVs, his hair is disheveled, and his usually clean jawline is now coated with a light beard. Every few moments his face contorts in pain. After every test Doc has run, we still don’t know what’s poisoning him, or for how much longer he’ll be tortured. Hours? Days? Weeks?

      “Hey,” Melissa says, approaching me.

      “Hey,” I reply, my voice scratchy.

      Wrapping her arms around mine, she leans in closer. “It’s not your fault, Robbie.”

      I stare, blankly, into the room. Fighting back another round of tears, now due to feeling like I let down Mimic in everything he taught me, I shake my head. “Yes it is.”

      “No, it’s not. No one approves, but we all understand. And we all were blindsided by Anthony Voltai still being alive. No one could’ve seen this coming.”

      I don’t take my eyes off of Mimic even though I can see her staring at me through the reflection in the window.

      “It might not be my fault that he’s in here, but I could’ve done something more tonight. Anything. And you know what makes it worse?”

      “Robbie—”

      “Everything I did tonight? I acted in the exact opposite way he would’ve wanted me to. I didn’t wait for help, I didn’t go by the rules, and I sure as hell didn’t show people any mercy.” I finally look at her. “I would’ve killed him tonight.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have,” she responds with a determined expression.

      “I wanted to. After everything he’s done, and helping the man who did this to Mimic … I wanted to.”

      “But you wouldn’t have.”

      “How do you know? You saw me. I was at the edge of the roof with him. I could’ve thrown him off, let him drop, or teleported him across the city. What makes you so sure I wouldn’t have killed him?”

      “Because I know you.” She puts her hands to my face. “You were angry and wanted answers, I get that. But you’re not a killer, Robbie.”

      Closing my eyes, I let out a deep sigh. I want to believe her.

      Doc walks out of the medical room behind us, the door sliding shut. “Well, he has a fractured orbital eye socket, broken nose, fractured fibula, and three broken ribs, but he’ll live. Authorities will be here in a few hours to return him home and place him under house arrest.”

      I look at Doc, confused. “House arrest? What about me?”

      “You will be sequestered by the Alliance for un-warranted questioning of Gary Novek, but while questioning him, you did defend and save him from his step-son.” Doc stares at me with an unapproved look of relief. “So your actions are within the lawful limits of the Justice Alliance.”

      A wave of relief should flood over me. However, I can’t help but think that I’m getting off on a technicality. True, I went to the house to question Novek, but once encountering Craig, I was much more interested in hearing what he had to say and trying to get it out of him.

      “Follow me.” Doc turns around and heads down the hallway.

      Once we reach the main control room, he motions for me to go inside first. Entering, I find Supron standing in front of a monitor. He glances over his shoulder at me, but quickly turns back to the monitor. I’m not sure if he’s angry or disappointed. Or both.

      “This is what we’ve discovered in the last two hours.” Doc points at the monitor. “Since you started your little adventure down at the coroner’s office.”

      The screen flashes an old picture of a man in a suit and tie.

      “This is Anthony Voltai, who was born William Harrison,” Supron starts. “Younger brother to Allison Voltai, born as Veronica Harrison. They changed their names when Allison was recruited into a now defunct supervillain group known as the Wake. She was ten years old. Before that, they’d been living on the streets in the south side, pickpocketing people to get by.”

      “The Wake was all she knew,” Doc continues. “She protected her brother, and rose in the ranks, eventually becoming who you now know as Bomb Queen and a double agent, working as Silver Fox.”

      “Robbie, you know about the history between Allison and Mason, but that history was one we never thought would have so many side effects.” By now, Supron has turned to face me. “Her younger brother practically worshiped her. It took Allison nearly six years to enter into the ranks of the Defenders as Silver Fox, and we all know the story after that. But when she died, Anthony was being monitored. She’d infiltrated the Defenders and people knew they had to be careful about anyone else she might have been close with.

      “We watched over Anthony, and even Gary Novek, for nearly a year. Nothing was out of place. Even they seemed to be shocked that Allison was a double agent. But now we know better.”

      Supron taps a button on the keyboard in front of the monitor, changing the screen to another file.

      “When Anthony was thought to have died ten years ago, all files were sealed. Then Vacuus appeared this year. Now, with more pieces of the puzzle that fit together, we’re confident that he is Vacuus and that this has all been about revenge. An hour ago, we were granted access by the Super Human Commission to track the body heat signature and GPS locations of Craig for the last six months.”

      My eyes widen. “You what? That’s incredible. That’s just what we need.”

      “You are not to be a part of this investigation any longer.”

      “What?” My heart and jaw drop. “Why?”

      “You’re too close to this,” Doc answers. “Your head isn’t right. You’re too emotional.”

      “I’m sorry,” I quickly add, hoping to dispel their concerns. “I should’ve called you guys. I should’ve said something, but please! You can’t keep me off of this.”

      “This isn’t a debate,” Supron retorts with unwavering certainty. “You will stay here, with Mighty Miss and Hydro. They will ensure you don’t leave.”

      “You can’t do that!” I yell at Supron.

      “I can do whatever I think is best for the Alliance!” Supron yells back, stepping closer, and towering over me.

      “Robbie, please sit down.” Doc puts a hand on my shoulder.

      Ignoring Doc, I put a finger in Supron’s face. “What if I just teleport out of here? Then what?”

      “Then you will be discharged from the Alliance.” Supron crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re not well enough trained, nor are you in a capable emotional state right now to help anyone. If you go against this direct order, you will not be a sidekick any longer.”

      Melissa catches me off guard, grabbing my hand. “Robbie, please. It’s for the best.”

      “You can keep in contact with us through the comms,” Doc says. “Supron and I are headed to a small, abandoned building in Lost Hills. The last transmission Craig received came from there.”

      Supron turns and exits the room before I can say anything. Doc offers me one last look, and I let out a defeated sigh. I want to scream at them both, but I know it’ll be fruitless. Doc leaves the control room, and Daniel walks in, over toward Melissa and me.

      “Sorry, Robbie.” He offers me a weak smile before quickly looking away.

      Returning my attention to the monitor, I watch as the trackers begin blinking, marking Supron and Doc’s path as they fly away from headquarters. Attached to a headpiece on Doc is a video camera, so I also have a visual. The minutes pass by, feeling like hours, as I wait for them to get to their destination.

      Melissa, still holding my hand, leans closer to me. “They’re going to get him, Robbie.”

      I glance over at her, giving her a nod. Of course, they are more than capable of bringing him in or at least should be, but I still feel like I should be with them.

      Their hovercraft finally stops over a warehouse, and Doc’s camera goes dark as they make their way inside. A voice echoes through the comms that I remember.

      “You two are a long way from King City,” Shadow hisses.

      “Shadow, what are you doing here?” Supron asks.

      “Investigating the disappearance of three shipments of hygal ammunition I’ve been covering the last few weeks.”

      “By God,” Doc whispers, frightened. “Three cases? Why didn’t you alert us?”

      “I can handle it myself. One of your sidekicks was with me when I began searching.”

      “Worm,” Doc remembers. “Still, three cases? That much ammunition is missing, and you said nothing?”

      Shadow puts a finger in Doc’s face. “I’m not in your little club, you got that?”

      “Calm down, you two,” Supron interrupts. “I think we have bigger problems.”

      The camera spins around, and sitting in the middle of the warehouse are three large, wooden crates, two on the bottom, and the third sitting on top. Hovering off of the ground, Supron tears off the lid of the top container, peering inside.

      “It’s empty.” Pushing the top box out of the way, he takes the lid off of the other two. “All of them.”

      “Damn it,” Shadow growls.

      Doc looks around. “There’s nothing here. No sign of Vacuus or anyone else.”

      “Vacuus?” Shadow asks.

      “Yes,” Supron answers. “We tracked his last known whereabouts to this location, but unfortunately it seems this lead’s run dry.”

      Shaking my head, I hit the desk with my fist.

      “Don’t worry, Robbie. We’ll find him,” Daniel says behind me.

      “No, we have to be missing something.” I read through the information on the screen again. “There’s a piece still missing.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Melissa tries to reassure me. “When they get back, we’ll go over all the info again.”

      “We’ll run the traces from the top, and the body-heat signatures,” Daniel adds. “We’ll get every clue we can from where Craig’s been the last six months. We’ll run the scans sixty times if we have to. Don’t give up, Robbie. We’re getting so close; you can’t lose faith now. We’ll inspect every—”

      “Wait, what’d you say?” I stare at him.

      “I’m just saying, we’ll cover everything.”

      “No, you said sixty times,” I reply, suddenly recalling Craig’s words from the theater rooftop.

      “So?”

      “Sixty-three. Craig said sixty-three on the roof. What was he talking about?”

      Melissa and Daniel exchange confused looks.

      “Sixty-three. What’s sixty-three?” I repeat to myself.

      “Robbie, I don’t think it’s anything. I think Craig was just—”

      “No,” I stop her. “He was about to tell me.”

      Pulling the keyboard closer, I input the number into the database, searching for anything and everything that could be related to sixty-three. Different addresses show up, and I narrow the search to docks and warehouses in and around King City. A few locations pop up, but everything is either city-owned or run by different public corporations. Nothing points to Vacuus or connects the dots Craig was babbling about.

      An alarm sounds throughout headquarters. Across the monitors, a distress signal comes in from Parkfield, a city fifty miles east of King City. As I’m about to check on the message, a new one sounds, this time coming from Silver City. A third one rings out, now coming from Westhaven.

      “Um,” Melissa pulls up the distress signal on a neighboring monitor. “This is not good.” She presses a finger to her comm piece. “Doc? Supron? We’ve got a problem.”

      “We received the notifications,” Doc answers. “We’re also getting distress calls from five other counties, all of which are reporting suspects using hygal ammunition.”

      “What do we do?” Melissa asks. Another distress flashes across the monitors, this time coming from Edgewater.

      “Mighty, send out a Priority Level Red to all Alliance members,” Supron orders. “Whatever’s happening, it’s a coordinated attack.”

      I hit my earpiece. “I can help.”

      “No. You stay put, Worm. Hydro and Mighty? You two get out on the streets, make sure there’s no panic setting in. I don’t know why, but it’s happening everywhere except King City.”

      “It’s Vacuus!” I yell. “It has to be.”

      “We don’t know that.” Melissa looks back at me, fleeting confidence across her face.

      “Let’s go,” Daniel calls out, hurrying to the door.

      She lingers behind, and I can feel her eyes on me. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      I turn back around as she leaves, and stare at the monitors. I know we’re missing something. What was Craig trying to tell me about sixty-three? Grabbing the back of my neck in frustration, I slump into the chair. My eyes bounce over the monitors, from Craig’s information back to Vacuus’.

      Opening up the Alliance database, I decide to run a scan on all Justice Alliance personnel and information with the number sixty-three. A file opens up titled Black Protocol. I remember reading about that briefly during my assessment trials, but nothing was ever expounded on.

      Reading through the file, I discover it lists four different superhero divisions that are associated with Black Protocol; The Defenders, The Mystics, C.O.R.E., and Space Squad.

      “The Black Protocol began through a private division,” I read aloud. “Authorized by the Super Human Commission, its purpose was to find and preserve an infection strain, with intentions to neutralize, and in extreme cases, exterminate those with the meta-gene.”

      Scrolling the page, I continue, “Due to the powers contained within individuals such as Supron, Sphynx, Aurora, and others, Black Protocol was to be the last resort in an effort to prevent total control by those with superpowers.”

      The next page has a highlighted line, starting with the words “Black Protocol Terminated.”

      “Upon further investigation, the Super Human Commission has decommissioned the possible future use of Black Protocol. Inhumane and mental inhibitions found in testing subjects and further studies needed. Defenders’ warehouse sixty-three scrubbed clean and all files sealed.”

      Warehouse sixty-three? Was that what Craig was referring to? Could Vacuus have learned about that warehouse and been using it as a home base? If so, it’s the perfect hiding spot. A decommissioned place that’s practically under the Justice Alliance’s nose. Looking up the location, I realize the warehouse is located on the west side of King City.

      Double checking all of the alerts, multiple members of the Alliance have responded. Melissa and Daniel are patrolling along the east side, and nothing seems out of sorts within our city limits. Supron and Doc are still assisting in Metro City. Supron told me what would happen if I didn’t stay put and interfered, but everyone else is occupied. I can search the warehouse easily. It could be the missing piece. And if it is, I don’t care if I get dismissed from the Alliance, at least I’ll be helping Mimic.
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      Teleporting to the top of the warehouse, I scan the street below. It’s the middle of the night, and everything is quiet. A few cars are out, but compared to the alerts sounding off in neighboring cities, everything is peaceful.

      Pulling up a hologram of the architecture for the warehouse, I see there are three large shipping rooms on the first floor, with the second through the fifth floor empty. The file said it had been scrubbed clean years ago, and from the looks of the surroundings, it seems like it’s true. Doubt starts to creep up, wondering if this is just another frayed piece of yarn I’m pulling on that will lead to nothing.

      Pressing a button on my wrist pad, I scan for any heat signature on the top floor but find nothing. Jumping down to a fire escape, I wipe off a layer of dust and peer through a window to see an empty room, and teleport inside.

      Cobwebs line the walls and in the corners. Dust and dirt cover the floor, with random pieces of old, crumpled paper. The doubt continues to mount.

      Was Craig talking about this warehouse? Was he talking about anything at all? Or was he already concussed and just babbling nonsense?

      I walk across the dark and empty room to a massive, steel door that almost looks like a safe. A large, red “63” is painted on it, but it’s covered in more grime. Next to the door sits an old keypad, and I curse myself for not digging deeper into the files for any passwords pertinent to this location.

      Pulling up the schematics on my wrist guard again, I cock my head to the side. Like floors two, three, and four, this floor should be a big, open space, but it’s not. There’s no record of this large door in the architectural designs.

      I can teleport inside, but it’s a risk. I hardly ever teleport somewhere without knowing at least a little bit of the surroundings. Pressing my hand against the cold steel, I’m assuming the door’s at least a half-foot thick. Jumping to the other side could mean I land in a safe, open area. Unless a table or some other object is pressed against it.

      Taking a deep breath, I gather my nerves, still hoping for the best. I narrow my eyes, focus, and jump to the other side of the door, trying to concentrate as hard as I can to see the spot I’m going to jump to, milliseconds before I land.

      I let out a sigh of relief as my feet land on solid ground, and look around, amazed.

      The inside looks nothing like the outside. Two tables are set up ten feet in front of me with science equipment lining them―tubes, vials, scanners, and a plethora of other high-tech equipment and weapons. Behind the tables stand a tall, metal cabinet, the doors open, revealing a row of rifles and artillery. Next to the cabinet sits a small desk lined with beakers, all containing different color liquids, glowing bright red and green. My eyes immediately jump to a light blue vial, which looks exactly like the same serum I was injected with.

      I approach the desk, finding papers strewn about. Newspaper clippings, police records, medical files; all dating back to the death of Allison. Flipping through the papers, underneath are scattered pictures of different superheroes and villains. My fingers brush against a laptop trackpad the documents are sitting on, and the laptop comes to life. Across the screen is the news story from years ago.

      “Bomb Queen Killed! Mr. Mimic Saves City!” The headline of the article reads.

      Opening the multiple tabs, there are numerous articles dealing with her death, the praise for Mimic, and the scorn that was brought down on him, too, by some thinking he went too far.

      The last tab I check is a new article published earlier this year.

      “Tenth Anniversary of Bomb Queen’s Fall,” a voice behind me reads the headline.

      An instant lump forms in my throat and I freeze.

      “Ah, yes, the great Mr. Mimic,” he speaks up again. “One of the city’s … no, no, the world’s greatest heroes. Disgusting.”

      Vacuus stands tall, his arms crossed in front of him. He’s wearing the same attire as before, but now he has no mask on. Given all of the pictures I’ve seen of Allison, I can see the resemblance. Light brown hair, dark blue eyes. A light stubble crosses his chin, and he appears to be in his mid-thirties.

      “Anthony Voltai,” I whisper to him.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “That man died ten years ago when I killed him. And William Harrison, the man who loved and adored his sister? He’s been long gone. Now all that remains is Vacuus.”

      My nerves start coming back to me, and I clench my fists. The anger builds up, remembering Mimic lying helpless and in pain at headquarters.

      “Why?” I ask through a locked jaw. “Why have you done all of this?”

      Narrowing his eyes, he looks past me and down at the laptop. “Didn’t you just read about it? Or are you like every other pathetic citizen in this city? Ignorant to the horrible and piteous human known as Mr. Mimic. Or should I say, Mason Morris.”

      My eyes widen at his use of his real name. “What? How do you—”

      “Oh, please. I may be a maniac, but I’m a very intelligent maniac. I’ve been planning all of this,” he waves his arms around the room, “for a very long time. Of course, it helps that I found a very motivated backer. Otherwise, I may have died years ago. They want what I want.” His eyes lock onto mine. “To finally end the supers.”

      “What are you—”

      “No, no.” He puts up a finger. “You don’t get to question me, Robbie Garcia.” My face drops that he knows my identity also. He laughs. He actually laughs. “Oh, your expression is priceless. I will give it to you, I am impressed you survived the serum I injected you with. That was not in the plan. Once that was discovered, they offered me a very appealing opportunity, so you’ll be staying here. Your blood, it seems, could be used for my backer’s gain.”

      Frustration setting in, along with more anger, I finally find the courage to take a step closer to him. “Why? Why do all of this? Your sister was a murdering psychopath. You didn’t have to—”

      “Shut up!” With an open palm, he slaps me across the face. “Don’t you dare degrade her that way.” Seeming to compose himself, he takes a step back, cracking his knuckles. “Maybe you are just a stupid teenager.”

      Pushing me out of the way, he’s close enough for me to attack him, but I’m still in shock over everything. And looking over at his science table of goo, I still don’t have any idea where the antidote is for Mimic, or if he even has one.

      “This!” He slams his fist down on the desk, over the papers. “This is why. This man is no better than my sister. As a matter of fact, he’s no better than anyone. He’s not a saint, he’s a criminal. A murderer!”

      “No, he’s not,” I defiantly respond. “He’s the best man I know.”

      With a quick shake of his head, he spins around, sending a fist into my stomach, doubling me over.

      “Stupid child!” His voice drips with apathy and disgust. He’s wholly driven off of rage and revenge.

      Staring back up at him, I watch as he comes down hard again, slamming his knuckles across my mouth.

      “He’s a monster! He killed my sister!”

      Scrambling back, I taste the blood over my gums. “She tricked him. She’s the monster! She lied to him when he loved her!”

      “Loved her? Really?” Grabbing my top, he pulls me up and holds me close, seething. “You know the story about Romeo and Juliet, right? I don’t think it ended with Romeo smothering a bomb next to her and destroying every molecule in her body, disintegrating her from the earth, did it?”

      He lets me go, and I stumble back as he takes a deep breath. Staring at the ground for a moment, his leering eyes glance back at mine, and he cracks a sadistic grin.

      “No, they weren’t in love. She was doing a job, and instead of being a hero and stopping her, he murdered her.”

      “You’re wrong!” I yell at him. “He saved the city!”

      Another strike to my face, this time a straight left jab, busting open my already injured lip. Stumbling back, I finally gather enough wherewithal to teleport to the other side of the room and ready myself. His evil grin never wavers, and he pulls a knife from a desk drawer, throwing it at me. I teleport out of its path, directly in front of him, but he’s expecting it.

      As soon as I land, he shoves his hand over my throat, and I feel claws clamp down around my larynx. I choke, grabbing my neck in pain, feeling a collar clamped in front and then it locks behind.

      Jagged teeth dig into my flesh, and while there’s a pain from the punctures, there’s also a burning. A scolding heat where the teeth from the clamps enter my skin. Dropping to my knees, my fingers struggle to find a way out of the device, but it’s clamped tight. I gag and cough, stumbling backward.

      “What—” I gag. “What is this?”

      “A fascinating device Daedalus gave me with their offer. It’s specifically designed for teleporters, but since there are so few of you around, the testing on it has been limited.”

      “You keep saying—” I cough again, struggling to breathe. “Daed—”

      “Shh.” He drops to a knee in front of me. “No more questions. Whoever my backers are is none of your concern. By the time I finish off your false-hero, you’ll be unconscious, and I’ll have my vengeance.” He cracks a smile, letting out a small chuckle. “In a way, I’m glad Craig failed at killing you. This way is so much better. And then I get to kill that little lackey myself for his failures.”

      My fingers still struggle with the lock, and I know I can’t do anything to get it off of me, but maybe if I teleport, I can jump to the side of the room and leave the mechanism behind. I try to steady my breathing, struggling to focus.

      Vacuus’ eyes widen. “Yes, that’s it. You can do it.”

      I don’t waste any time trying to figure out why he’s encouraging me. Taking another deep breath, I gather up everything I have and concentrate on teleporting behind him. The instant I try to make the jump, a searing shock bolts through my body. I scream out in pain, and the lock tightens, digging the teeth deeper into my neck.

      He falls down, laughing. “It works!” Getting back to his knees, he locks his fingers together. “Please try that again.”

      Whatever is happening, I feel the burning pain worsening, and whether it’s a trap or not, whether he knows it’s going to happen again or not, I can’t take the pain around my neck. So, I try again.

      Another shock to the system, but this one’s worse than the first. I fall to my side, wrapping my hands around my neck. A scorching pain writhes through my body, and blood drips from my neck. Gagging, drops of blood spray out along the dirty floor.

      “I can’t—” I gasp for air. “I can’t breathe …”

      He lets out another horrendous laugh. “Oh, you poor little thing. The tips of that trap were laced with the same poison I stabbed you with before, but also mixed in it is an acute electro-shock serum. Both liquids are now coursing through your veins. It centers on your physiology that connects to the wormholes on the astral plane. It also locks your astral vitals in place, and every time you try to teleport, it sends a jolt of electricity through you. Oh, and the clamps will continue to tighten when you try to teleport.”

      I gaze up at him, tears and blood streaming down my face. Even with as much pain and fear that’s running through me, my thoughts fall back to Mimic.

      “Why … didn’t you … just kill him?”

      His lip curls in abhorrence. “Just kill him? No.” He closes his eyes, shaking his head. “No, that man deserves so much more than a simple death. So. Much. More.”

      Standing up, he directs his attention at his desk. “You won’t have it, but if you did have the chance to grow up and know love. True love. What if it was all taken from you by someone the public worshiped?”

      “She was … your sister …” I choke, spitting up more blood. “Not … your wife.”

      Screaming, he spins back around and kicks me in the stomach. Then a swift kick to my head, causing the visor on my helmet to shatter. Dropping to a knee, he slams his fist into the side of my helmet, and my head pounds.

      “You stupid boy! True love isn’t just some trope in a movie.” Grabbing my collar, he lifts me to a seated position and nods back to the desk. “That woman was my everything. She protected me. She raised me. And nothing is worse than watching your loved ones fall and shatter. Nothing except watching the one who did it run around while the entire world praises him for it.”

      He releases me, and his twisted smile returns.

      “And since I’ve coordinated with low level, imbecile thugs to use the hygal ammunition, all forces are occupied. Now, it’s time to pay Mason Morris a visit. With hardly anyone at your precious headquarters, and the armor I’ve been granted, getting to him shouldn’t be a problem.” Standing, his evil grin never falters. “I’ll be back soon, little worm. I still need to extract your blood.”

      Through the pain and anguish, a small smile cracks over my lips. I cough out another splatter of blood, listening to a small beep ringing in my earpiece.

      “Anxious to die, knowing I’m about to kill your mentor?”

      “No—” I cough up another round of blood. “I just remembered …”

      He drops back to a knee, kneeling closer. My smile stays in place.

      “When your lackey … almost killed me …” his eyes narrow, listening to my gagging words, “they implanted vital sign trackers … into my suit.”

      “What?” His question drips with apathy.

      “They’re coming … for me … for you.”

      “No!”

      Just as he raises his hand high above his head, I squeeze my eyes shut, expecting a hard strike to the face, but instead, an explosion rocks me from behind. The clamps lock down tighter, and I grab my throat in pain, starting to feel the loss of consciousness.

      A red and gold cape comes into the picture, and I see a blast shooting from Vacuus. Another explosion rocks me, and I’m pushed to the side, concrete and dirt scattering over me. I gag again. I think I hear someone call out my name, then see water spray everywhere. My vision grows dimmer. Someone shouts my name again.

      An arm grabs my shoulder, but my eyes are closed, so I don’t know who it is. At first, I feel like someone’s shaking me, then as if I’m being carried. I feel weightless. The pain is gone, but I still taste the blood. My head rings with another explosion, and then nothing.
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      “He’s waking up!”

      Grabbing my head, I groan out in pain and immediately reach for my throat. My eyes flutter open, blinded by the bright light in the medic bay. The blurriness subsides, and I blink again, attempting to focus. Daniel stands at the foot of the bed, Melissa next to me, holding my hand, both of them in their uniforms. Someone touches my other shoulder, and I turn to the side to see Doc standing next to me.

      “Welcome back.” He smiles.

      “My—” My voice cuts off from the pain.

      “Don’t try to speak yet,” Doc instructs, patting my shoulder. “We were able to get out all of the poison, but the metal trap around your throat caused quite a bit of damage. Even with the healing scans, it’s going to take a couple of days before you’re back to normal.”

      “You’re crazy,” Daniel says, swatting my foot lightly. He cracks a smile and then exits the room, giving me a thumbs-up on his way out.

      Stepping closer to Doc, Mimic steps forward, and my eyes pop open. He looks a little disheveled, and he’s out of his official uniform, but he’s standing. He’s upright and looks healthier than I’ve seen him in weeks. Tears start welling in my eyes and relief floods through me.

      “You’re—” My voice scratches, but he grasps my shoulder, exchanging spots with Doc.

      “I’m okay,” he finishes my thought. “Don’t talk. You still need to recover.”

      I open my eyes back up, tears leaking out of the sides, and give him a nod.

      “You’ve been out for about five hours,” Doc starts.

      “We radioed into you for some coordinates,” Melissa speaks up, still holding my hand. “When you didn’t respond, Daniel and I knew something was up. We sent a distress call to Supron, and then traced the trackers in your suit.”

      Walking by the outside of the room, Supron passes the window. He slows down and looks in. His face is stoic, neither disappointment nor approval, but he gives me a nod and keeps moving. I nod in return, blinking away my emotions.

      “They were able to take out Vacuus,” Mimic continues. “He had all of the serums he used there at his base, and Doc was able to construe an antidote to the toxin that was poisoning me.”

      “After we took him down,” Doc resumes, “they shuttled you directly here, and we got to work. Mighty’s been by your side the entire time.”

      I look over, and she offers me a warm smile.

      “Wait,” I try to talk. “He … Daed—”

      “No, he’s not dead.” Doc stops me, misunderstanding my word. “He’s locked up in Chromium Penitentiary right now, but …” Doc looks over at Mimic. “Two hours ago he was mind wiped. We’re not sure how, but we believe he had some kind of chip implanted in him. He’s alive, but he’s basically a vegetable. Needless to say, he won’t be hurting anyone else anymore.”

      I nod but can’t fight the thoughts of what Vacuus was talking about. His backer and how he was able to nearly pull off this revenge scheme at all. Looking over at Mimic I open my mouth, no matter how much my throat hurts, to try and get the words out, but he stops me.

      “Just rest, Robbie.” He pats my leg. “There’ll be time to answer questions and attend to matters later.”

      His statement reminds me that it’s not just Vacuus and his actions I have questions over. I deliberately disobeyed Supron’s order. That means I’m done. I’m no longer a sidekick.

      Staring up at the ceiling, I listen as Mimic tells me to try and get some sleep before he and Doc leave the room. Melissa squeezes my fingers and then places a light kiss on my cheek.

      “I’ll come back later and make sure you’re okay.”

      I nod again, trying to fight off the emotions running through me, knowing this is going to be one of the last times I’m in Justice Alliance headquarters as an official member of the team.
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      I take off the entire next week form school, with my only contact to the outside world being Pete. He comes over to my house a few times, asking me question after question, and I do my best to answer them, but a cloud hangs over my head. The one question he’s asked that I haven’t been able to answer is what happens now? I have no idea.

      After recovering, Mimic relieved me of active duty, putting me on preliminary probation until my case comes up with the Alliance. They have to go over everything I did, all of the orders I broke, and protocols I skipped—or just flat out ignored—and decide what my recompense is going to be. But I know what it’ll be. I’ll never be a sidekick again. Maybe I can use my powers and audition for one of those superpower reality TV shows. They at least make pretty good money.

      Other than superhero news, Pete tells me rumors are rampant at school over Craig. A news article hit The Cape Zone, who’s reporting who Craig was and that he’s now being held on charges by the KCPD. Due to the nature of everything, they are making an exception for the minor guidelines and processing him like an adult.

      By the end of the week, I receive a message from Mimic telling me when I’m scheduled to meet with the Alliance for my hearing. I’m a ball of nerves as I teleport to the room I’ve spent a little time in, but not nearly enough. I was hoping that as time went on, it’d be my permanent bunker. Grabbing my hoodie from the chair, the only article of clothing left in it, I zip it up and walk out of the room, taking one last look around.

      Heading toward the meeting room, I pass by Daniel, who gives me a knowing nod. I guess there’s not much else to say since he knows what’s going to happen.

      Melissa catches up to me from behind, grabbing my arm. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I reply, trying to offer her a smile.

      “It’s going to be okay, Robbie.”

      I let out an unconvinced chuckle. “Right. I’ll keep tabs on you after everything’s all over.”

      She pokes my side. “Keep tabs on me? What, like a stalker?”

      “No, you know. Just like, watch you from a distance.” She squints, and I roll my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      Laughing, she gives my arm a hug. “Yeah, I do.” She leans closer, lowering her voice. “And just so you know, if you wanted to stalk me … I’d be okay with that.”

      If this was any other time, I might start blushing. I might even retort with a joke of my own. But I know this will probably be the last time I see her, and all I can do is smile and nod.

      Before I turn to keep walking, she leans in closer and kisses my cheek. “It doesn’t matter what happens, Robbie. Always remember; you did this. Okay? You saved him. And …” A light shade of pink splashes over her face. “When you’re up to it, call me.”

      Maybe if I wasn’t on my walk of death, heading to a room where three of the most well-known, and most powerful superheroes in the world are going to dismiss me from my role as a sidekick, I might say yes. I might even kiss her, right here and now. However, I don’t do any of that. I just offer a simple smile and give her hand an affectionate squeeze. Then I turn and walk away.

      Taking a few moments, I scan the area as I make my way to the room. I take in the hall that I’ve ignored, because who looks at hallways? Who looks at the ceiling of a building? But that’s what I do. I want to remember everything because it doesn’t matter what I do next, being a sidekick for Mr. Mimic is going to be the highlight of my life.

      Approaching the door, I close my eyes, and the nervous feeling vanishes. This is it. I did this. And I knew exactly what I was doing. And if it meant saving Mimic’s life, I’d do it again a hundred times in a row.

      Finally reaching the control pad, I hit a button and the door slides open, revealing a long, polished oak table in a bright room. Sitting on one side is Supron, Majestic, and Mimic who looks like his old self. Behind them is a huge window with a view of the city. As the door slides shut behind me, I pause again, taking it all in.

      “Robbie,” Supron breaks through the silence. “Take a seat, please.”

      Pulling out a chair, I sit across from them and fold my hands over the table. The few seconds of silence between us feel like hours, and my eyes jump between all three of them, before finally landing back on my hands.

      “So, we’ve reviewed the incident and all of the facts,” Majestic starts. “Ever since you started training as a sidekick, we’ve seen tremendous growth and promise from you.”

      “But,” Supron counters, “you’ve also been careless, and at times not only argumentative but have violated direct orders. You’ve not only put yourself in danger but others as well.”

      I nod. There’s no denying that.

      “Robbie, would you like to say anything?” Mimic asks, offering me the smile that I’ve grown accustomed to.

      I take a deep breath, my cheeks expanding, and continue to stare down at my fingers. Biting my lip in thought, I nod.

      “Everything you’ve said is true. I’m sorry for doing it, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant saving you.” My eyes find Mimic. Glancing over at Supron and Majestic, I watch as they exchange looks. “But I know what I did. I know it has consequences. I guess I just want to say thank you. All of you. For believing in me and trusting me. For training me. This will be the most rewarding experience I’ll ever have in my life.”

      Supron lifts a brow, glancing at Mimic.

      “That’s good, Robbie,” Supron says. “Experiences, like you’ve had over the last several months, are great tools to learn and grow from, no matter what you do later in life.”

      I nod.

      “Just remember,” Mimic continues, “you need to keep learning. Especially if you ever want to be a superhero.”

      My face drops and my wide eyes dart back and forth between all of them, trying to comprehend what I just heard.

      “I … um …” Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and open them back up, staring at Mimic. “You mean … I’m still a sidekick?”

      He unleashes a full-blown grin. “Yes, you’re still a sidekick.”

      “Yes!” I yell, raising my fists in the air, then dropping them to the top of my head. Supron stares at me with a half-confused grin. “I mean, sorry. I’m just …” I take another deep breath. “Since I disobeyed orders and went after Vacuus, I thought I was done for.”

      “It was considered,” Majestic replies, giving me a stern expression.

      A large lump forms in my throat, as fear creeps back in.

      Mimic raises a finger. “However, even though you could and should have radioed to Doc and Supron about your findings, we’ve decided that as reckless as your actions were, they were not done with malice. You’ve still got a lot to learn, Robbie. But we see great things for you.”

      “Just remember, young man,” Supron interlocks his fingers, his smile completely gone; staring a hole through me, his vision never wavers, “we follow orders for a reason. We work together, as a team, for a reason.”

      I nod nervously. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      “Also,” Majestic adds, “even though we have decided to keep you on board, your actions do have consequences. You are to serve a six-month suspension period, where you are not allowed on any missions or patrols whatsoever.”

      I gulp. No work with Mimic or the others for six months. It stings, but it’s better than being dismissed altogether. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And there will be no second chances,” Supron states, staying completely statue-like. “If you mess up again, you will be discharged from the Alliance. No questions asked.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Finally moving, he looks between Mimic and Majestic, then back at me. “If you don’t have any other questions or comments, you are dismissed.”

      “Thank you.” I nod, unable to keep the smile off of my face.

      Getting up to leave, I try to contain myself as I approach the door and hit the button, when all I want to do is jump up and down, and start dancing. Elation washes over me.

      “Oh, and, Robbie?” Mimic calls out right before I leave the room.

      “Yes?” I turn back to face him.

      “Good job out there.”
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      “It’s been six months since the sidekick known as Worm has been seen,” a news reporter says, looking into a camera. “Many thought the sidekick had been discharged from the Alliance. There were even rumors that he had died. But all gossip has been shut down, as The Cape Zone is reporting Worm and Mimic made an incredible save today, stopping the Birdy Gang, and saving at least three civilians from what could have been a disastrous explosion.”

      The footage on the news report cuts to the superhero website, with the TCZ logo in the bottom right corner.

      “Worm! Worm!” someone calls out, and the sidekick stops to wave at them, Mr. Mimic stepping next to him.

      “Where were you?”

      “Did you die?”

      “Is anyone hurt out there?”

      The questions are fast and furious, but Mimic raises a hand to stop them. “Everyone’s fine,” he says, offering a smile. “Worm had been under Alliance orders to complete further training, but I’m happy to announce he’s finished, and King City has another great sidekick to help everyone.” Looking over at his mentee, Mimic offers a genuine smile. “And I know, one day, a great superhero.”

      More questions ring out as a man steps closer to a TV in a department store. The bright, fluorescent lights hang high, but his dirty jeans and dark gray hoodie cover him. Smoke drifts up from his shoulders.

      “Worm, what’s it feel like to be front and center again, saving the city?”

      The sidekick laughs. “I don’t know about the city, but it feels great being back out and helping people again. That’s all I want to do.”

      “Why didn’t you help me?” the hooded man hisses out, stepping closer to the TV.

      “There’ve been rumors about you and Mighty Miss,” a different reporter shouts. “The Cape Zone is reporting you two are dating. Any comment?”

      The sidekick rubs the back of his helmet and then glances over at Mimic.

      “Let’s just keep this on the issue at hand, if we can,” Mimic replies, with a slight chuckle. “No casualties today, and only one minor injury. That’s a major victory, especially against a band of thugs like the Birdy Gang.”

      “Worm, what about—”

      “Like Mimic said,” Worm cuts off the questions. “I’m just glad to be out helping. If I can save anyone, that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Why didn’t you save me?” the hooded man screams at the TV, raising a fist that’s now engulfed in flames.

      Slamming his knuckles into the television monitor, the TV bursts into flame and screams are heard in the background of the store, a flurry of commotion now circling him. His hoodie falls apart as small flames dance over his shoulders and head.

      “Freeze!” a security guard yells at him.

      The flaming man chuckles, raising his hands, and then turns to face the guard.

      “I said freeze,” the guard repeats.

      “No,” the flaming man retorts, flames shooting higher from his hands, “burn is more like it.”

      His entire body bursts into flames, disintegrating his jeans and shirt. Throwing his hands in the guard’s direction, flames shoot out and encompass the guard, torching him to the ground.

      “Everyone is gonna burn!”
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        If you enjoyed Freshman Sidekick, please consider leaving a review. Reviews help other readers find the book.

      

        

      
        There’s more to come for Robbie and his friends.

      

        

      
        Look for book 2 in the High School Sidekick series, Trial by Fire, soon!
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