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      Standing out near the bow of the massive ship, I feel the ocean breeze across my lips and chin. The royal family and the king’s cabinet know my secret identity, so while I was visiting Merkia, I was rarely in uniform.

      In the distance, I can see the Romita Light House, sitting on the north side of King City’s coast. Diamond Beach. It’s been six weeks, and my thoughts drift to my friends and family. My parents. Pete, though I’m pretty sure he’s enjoying time with his boyfriend. I still can’t believe they’ve been together for almost a year now, but Pete’s never seemed happier.

      Junior year of high school is when everyone says we have to start taking things more seriously. Planning for our future, thinking about SAT scores, MCL exams, and which universities we want to apply to. Pete’s super smart, and I know he’s already got university applications lined up. He also told me he wants to apply for an interning job with the Alliance, working under Doctor Grandside.

      I, on the other hand, have no idea what my plan is. I only know one thing: I want to try and make this year as disruption-free as I can … which is saying a lot when you live the life of a sidekick. And I want to try and spend as much time as I can with my girlfriend, Jasmin.

      After everything that happened last year, things have been relatively quiet. Sure, supervillains pop up, but it’s nothing we can’t control. After Magma, King City returned to being the beacon of hope, and the City of the Future.

      General Sam Watkins is still in charge of Daedalus, a corporation most have no idea exists. They’ve experimented on humans and have tried to produce superpowers without the meta-gene, the main piece of DNA that causes powers to manifest. But the company has gone dark. Mr. Mimic and Supron have been investigating them, but Watkins is covering their tracks. Good.

      The bits and pieces of information we have is mostly about things we already know. The most damning piece of information is a bill passed in the Senate, about limiting the authority already possessed by those with superpowers. Guess who introduced that bill to Congress? Samuel Watkins. It hasn’t made much traction, but it proves to all of us in the Alliance he’s still scheming something. We just don’t know what.

      This past summer, I was looking forward to spending my entire time with Jasmin, but her mom booked them a fantastic vacation on a European tour the week after school ended. I was able to teleport over and visit her, my longest teleport yet, so we had a little bit of time together. We saw the Eiffel Tower and Big Ben. But I was only able to see her a couple of times because, when they returned home, I was assigned my first on-location assignment from the Justice Alliance. Six weeks in Merkia as an envoy.

      Merkia is an isolated island in the Pacific Ocean and is its own sovereign state. Unlike the underwater city of Atlantis, deep underneath the Atlantic Ocean, Merkia sits atop the water. It’s renowned for its beautiful sunrise and sunsets, animal species that can only be found there, and the royal family led by King Razana. It’s rumored that the island of Avalon, from the King Arthur tales, is based on Merkia.

      Anyway, the king has been working on a treaty with the United Nations and the Justice Alliance, and as such, the Alliance wanted to send an envoy to live with them, as a show of good faith. I know the entire city, and parts of the world, are going to be covering this story. King Razana’s treaty is something he’s been working on for years. And with the opening of the brand-new Merkian Embassy, located right on the coast of King City, all eyes are on the king.

      My role as an envoy from the Justice Alliance was to visit and make allies with others in Merkia. An envoy is not a position most people look at as glamorous. It was supposed to be a boring gig, which it was for the most part. Don’t get me wrong, the island is gorgeous, the food is tremendous, and the people are very generous. But what made it very … interesting for me, was the king’s daughter, Princess Leena.

      Once I arrived, she volunteered herself as my personal escort, instead of one of the king’s maidens. I thought it was an incredibly sweet gesture … until my first night in the palace. She snuck into my room and tried making out with me.

      Princess Leena is, in a word, breathtaking. With soft, sun-kissed skin, she has a royal birthmark—something every royal family member inherits. Almost like blue tribal symbols that flow in and out of one another, the design reminds me of a tattoo that’s spread across the back of her shoulders, traveling down her spine, and stops near the small of her back. How do I know this? Because she never hesitated to show it to me, usually either swimming in a provocative, shell-laced bikini in the ocean or simply walking past my door in the palace in nothing but a towel after a shower.

      Her curves would give anyone the impression she’s doesn’t have a clue how to handle a weapon or fight, but she does. She implored her father to let her spar with me at least once, but he wouldn’t allow it. And her red, wavy hair, either flows back and forth during a slight breeze, or she wears it braided over her shoulder. The scarlet of her hair only makes the bright jade of her eyes pop even more.

      Any seventeen-year-old guy in his right mind would have loved it if she’d infiltrated their room, which happened more times than I can remember, but I have Jasmin. A message I tried to convey to the princess over and over. After a few moments of prodding, she’d finally give up and leave, only to try again a couple nights later. Wanting to be completely forthcoming, I relayed the encounters to Jasmin the first few times. Needless to say, she is not a fan of the princess.

      She doesn’t need to accompany her father as we approach the harbor for my arrival back on the mainland, but she said she’d feel horrible if she didn’t see me off. She’s held my hand a couple of times during the trip, and I’ve had to uncomfortably wiggle my fingers loose, but now she’s doing it again. I keep my eyes locked on the harbor through my visor. There’s no arguing with the girl. After all, she’s royalty. But with the coast getting closer, a smirk crosses my lips, knowing Jasmin’s waiting for me.

      “I’m so sad you’re leaving me, Robbie.” Leena pulls me closer, wrapping both of her arms around mine.

      “Oh, I’m sure you are,” I reply, stifling a chuckle.

      Leaning her head on my shoulder, she releases a soft sigh. “Oh, come on, you’re not gonna miss me? Not even a little? You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy your time in Merkia.”

      This time, I do chuckle. “It was okay.” As I see the harbor coming closer, I can make out the reporters lining the dock, everyone taking pictures and recording the moment. Wiggling my arm free, I take a step away. “Leena, you and your family have been very accommodating. It’s been a pleasure being in Merkia these past six weeks.”

      My first week on the island, I tried to stay very formal, addressing her as Princess Razana. The first time I did it, she told me not to, and that she wanted to be called by her first name.

      She gazes at me, offering a slight frown. “Please tell me you’re not going to give me a typical good-bye.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Leaning over the side railing, she stares down at the water. “Every ambassador or envoy that comes to our island, they all say the same thing. ‘It’s been so nice, blah, blah, blah. You’re so accommodating, yadda, yadda, yadda.’” Turning to face me, a soft smile crosses her lips with sad eyes. “Please tell me your stay meant more than just an official visit, love?”

      I shake my head, unable to stop a grin from forming. This girl. Her nickname for me is one thing I decided not to tell Jasmin. She was already annoyed enough about the rest. “It was extraordinary, and I’d very much like to come back,” I say, and her sad eyes vanish, replaced with elation. “I think my girlfriend would love it.”

      She delivers a frustrated scowl with a smirk. “Oh, you and your girlfriend. I will tell you this, she must be an unbelievable girl for you to stay as true to her as you have.”

      My eyes soften as I look at her but think of Jasmin. “She is.”

      Raising a hand to my face, she smiles for a moment longer, then turns and leans against the rail, watching the tides of the ocean once again. “One day, I hope someone thinks of me like you do her.”

      Off in the distance, I can see the peak of the newly built Merkian Embassy. I’ve heard the king and his cabinet talk about it for weeks. They are all very excited for its opening, planning a full gala event where superheroes and world leaders will attend. Leena asked me countless times to be her date for the event, but I told her I have to check with the Alliance. If I know Mimic, he’ll have no problem letting me go, but I’m hoping it fades from her memory and she’ll soon set her sights on someone else.

      Pulling into the port, dozens of reporters flash their cameras and start yelling out questions. King Razana plans on holding a press conference as soon as we’re docked, formally announcing the gala event. I asked Jasmin and Pete to meet me here, so I know they’re somewhere, but can’t see them.

      As the ship docks, a large rumbling is heard all around. Leena and I look to the back, and find the ocean water bubbling. Sprinting to the stern of the ship, I scan the open water, and a huge wave crashes into our vessel. It rocks us, swaying us side to side. I stumble and try to regain my balance.

      Leena grabs my arm. “We need to warn my father.”

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      “Come with me.” She takes my hand, and we rush into the first cabin of the ship.

      Running inside, Leena sprints to the king’s cabinet room and barges into the private meeting space. Every member of the royal cabinet, along with the king himself, stare at us like we’ve both lost our minds.

      “Father!” Leena shouts. “Insurgents!”
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      There’s been a civil war brewing in Merkia for years. Most of the war has been fought over water, in areas neither the general public nor civilian Merkians have paid much attention to. King Razana has organized his staff and his military in a way that he’s been dealing with the insurgents quietly. The war has never once touched the island of Merkia. This is a silent reason the Alliance wanted an envoy to visit Merkia. Nothing was told to the king, but I’m almost positive he knew I was keeping an eye out for things, but I honestly never saw any fighting.

      The rebels want to take control of Merkia and spread Merkian rule—not only past their island, but around the entire globe. Among every ocean in the world. This is why King Razana’s embassy and gala is at the forefront of the priority list. He wants to show that his people are peaceful, and to hopefully make allies not only with other governments but with the Justice Alliance. Atlantis has already done this, decades ago, and have since had a peaceful coexistence with everyone on land. The Alliance has even sent aid during times of need to Atlantis. King Razana and Merkia are playing catch-up.

      However, there’s a division. There are those who support the king and his efforts, but there are also those who don’t want to be like Atlantis. They don’t want to work with other countries or governments, but would rather see Merkia rule over all of the water that covers the globe. There are even some who wish to see Merkia rule over the entire world itself.

      A small group of insurgents split away from their people years ago. When the king announced his plans to build the embassy, looking for peace and stability with the rest of the world, the insurgents’ attacks began to grow stronger and more pronounced.

      Leena and I run back to the front of the ship, followed by a dozen guards. The waves that have been splashing about have stopped. Two massive ships, which look like Navy cruisers, with sea-life and weapons scattered about the decks, each appear out in the open water.

      “King Razana!” a man calls out from one of them.

      Three Merkians stand guard behind me, trying to blockade the sight of the king. He bursts through them with an expression of determination and appall.

      To say King Razana is a stout man would be putting it mildly. His long, red hair matches his daughter’s, with streaks of gray running through it. His chest is broad and shows the scars from battles he’s endured over the years, but he’s half covered by a shimmering royal cloak, which sparkles with emerald and light honey scales. Attached to his left shoulder is a craggy, aquamarine coral reef. He’s wearing a large, gold crown; the front spikes up, with three different gems that Leena told me are passed down from throne to throne. The creases under his eyes reveal his wear, but his jaw is clean-shaven, except for a long, red and gray goatee that’s braided and comes down to his collarbone.

      “What is this?” he demands. “Atrimi? You dare make a threat against me out in the open?”

      My ears perk up. Though no one ever offered any information, I did learn of the insurgency from Leena, and that two former, top-ranking soldiers in King Razana’s army were leading it. One of them is still a mystery, but the other is Atrimi. Leena said he was King Razana’s right-hand man in battle for years, and even served on the queen’s court before she died, acting as a kind of secret service to her and Leena before he turned on the king. I’ve been curious to see who this Atrimi is.

      He stands just as tall as the king but leaner, with his long, dark, wet hair dripping down to his shoulders. Weapons flank both of his sides, with sea-encrusted armor, and leather wrist guards. His accomplices wear similar armor, and helmets, which look like they’re made of coral. Atrimi wears no helmet, and I see a long scar coming down the left side of his face.

      “I told you, sire, your meekness would not go unnoticed,” Atrimi yells out.

      The men behind me, standing next to the king, all shout out in unison, forming a defense position. They tighten their fists around their weapons, spears and swords, waiting for any order the king gives. I glance back toward the bow of the ship. I can see and hear the reporters all shouting, recording the encounter. Turning to Leena, I discover her standing ready at her father’s side, glaring at the rebels. This is what Atrimi wanted, to attack the King of Merkia out in the open, and in front of the world.

      “Leena, I don’t know if this is gonna end so well?” I whisper over to her.

      She flashes me a smile, catching me off guard. “Come on, Robbie. I’ve been dying to see what you can do since Father wouldn’t let me spar with you.”

      “Seriously?” I shake my head, unable to believe how flippant she’s taking the situation. That is until she returns her gaze to the insurgents.

      “Atrimi is a great warrior, but a planner he is not. My father always expects the unexpected.”

      She stares into the distance, and I follow her gaze. Nearly a hundred yards out, I see waves begin to slosh around. Suddenly, three colossal destroyer ships rise from under the water, all three of them emblazoned with the royal emblem, three intersecting tridents with a crown atop them. The deck of all three ships fill with more of the king’s men.

      The two ships Atrimi is commanding now have nowhere to go, except to give up or submerge beneath the deep again. His men scatter about nervously, their heads bobbing from side to side, realizing they are thoroughly outnumbered. Atrimi himself stands planted, still staring at the king.

      “End this now!” the king orders.

      “Attack!” Atrimi screams.

      In an instant, all of the soldiers on his ship jump high into the air, diving into the seawater and swimming over to our boat. Merkians aren’t like superheroes, who have the meta-gene. They’re technically a sub-species of humans. Their entire DNA is different and grants them unique powers of their own.

      Just having contact with water, their strength can be five times a normal human’s. They can swim three times faster than a sailfish. And they can breathe underwater for up to forty-eight hours.

      The first rebel juts out from the water, flying through the air onto our deck and swinging his ocean-encrusted blade. Leena’s about to block it, when I reach over and teleport us to the other side of the ship. More rebels jump onto the boat, and I make my move to help the king’s men, but Leena holds my arm.

      “So, that’s what that feels like,” she says with a coy smile.

      “This really isn’t the time, Leena.” Teleporting back to the fight, I duck out of the way when one of the soldiers rushes at me. He spins around, swinging his spear. I roll to the side and grab his leg, teleporting him fifty yards away into the open ocean.

      Circling around, I see an insurgent run toward Leena, who has her back turned. Before I can call out to her, she spins and nails the rebel with a furious spinning heel kick, taking him down. Another rebel lunges at her, and she grabs the former assailant’s spear, spinning it in her hands, and jabbing at the new attacker. He blocks one attack, but she twirls around, almost as effortlessly as an ice skater, and slams the wooden end of the spear into the rebel’s throat, dropping him to his knees. Then she kicks him into the water.

      Teleporting over to her, I offer an impressed nod and grin. “Whoa, nice moves.”

      She smirks at me, spinning the spear at her side. “I told you, I’ve got moves you’d love to see.”

      I roll my eyes, shaking my head, and can’t help but let out a laugh. She runs back down to her father, hitting another one of Atrimi’s soldier, knocking him overboard. I teleport behind her, meeting back up with her father. We all stare across the water, readying for another wave of attack, but Atrimi seems anything but focused now.

      Growling commands at his wounded rebels, he peers off to the side and sees the destroyer ships locked in their positions. A few men from the vessel have swum over to the king’s deck to help, but there are still dozens, if not hundreds, of the king’s guards lining their decks.

      King Razana steps to the edge of his ship, scowling at Atrimi. “You and your insurgents will never take my island!” he yells. “Surrender now, and I will assure you a quick death for your treason.”

      “It’s you who will face a quick death,” Atrimi calls back. “Merkia deserves a ruler who knows how powerful our nation is! You used to be that. But now you’re weak!”

      Before the king can respond, Atrimi’s ship nose dives into the water, sending waves shooting into the air.

      “Sire!” one of the royal guards calls out at the king’s side. “Shall we advance?”

      “Leave them.” King Razana waves his hand in disgust, staring at the bubbling water. “We’ll send out a party once we return to Merkia. We must focus on what’s important.”

      A victorious battle cry erupts from the neighboring ships, which begin to turn around and sail out into the open water. The king and his men head back into the cabin, readying themselves to confront the general public and the media.

      Camera crews are everywhere, with reporters calling out rapid questions at the king, as he and his royal cabinet walk off of the ship first. I wait in the back, expecting Leena to follow her father, but she remains with me.

      “Robbie, you have to come to my father’s press conference.” She grabs my hand, pulling me closer.

      “Leena, once I step off of this ship, my job’s over. You should join your father; the embassy gala is a big deal.”

      “Oh, please come, Robbie.” She starts to pout. In my six weeks in Merkia, I’ve seen her feign sadness more than I can count to get her way. And it works every single time. She’s a princess in every sense of the word.

      “Leena, this really isn’t what I’m supposed to do,” I respond, finally stepping off of the ship. “And, now that I’m on the docks, I’m officially not an envoy anymore.”

      “Please? For me?” She pouts again, this time batting her eyelashes, leaning even closer. “Just think of it as my last request of you. Pretty please?”

      Shaking my head, I let out an incredulous chuckle. “Fine.”

      I told you. Princess.

      As we walk past the reporters, all of them still firing questions away, I finally catch a glimpse of Jasmin, standing toward the back of the crowd. She and Pete give me a small wave, trying not to bring much attention to themselves. Pete’s eyes find Leena, then our hands, which she’s locked together once again, and he quirks an eyebrow at me. I know he can’t see my face because of my helmet, but I roll my eyes anyway. Glancing at Jasmin, I notice her gaze never meets mine. She’s locked on to Leena and her lips curls in annoyance.

      Making our way over to the press conference, I stand behind the king and his men, as he answers question after question. The press asks about the battle they just witnessed, if any more attacks are expected, if King City is in any danger, while still addressing the Merkian Embassy. Through it all, he reacts and answers with class, proving the dignified leader he is, treating everything without any hint of worry in his voice.

      In my six weeks, I’ve seen the authoritarian he has to be sometimes. I’ve also seen the soft father he is with his daughter. And now, in front of the press, he almost comes off as charming. He knows how to control the crowd and the atmosphere. Regal, yet approachable. A genuine leader.

      After he finishes answering questions, we leave the stage. I’m finally starting to feel the relief of knowing my assignment is over. Leena, having never let go of my hand, walks behind her father and his men, to her ship. I don’t have to, but I figure I’ve made it this far, I might as well be professional and walk her back to the ship.

      Atop the ramp, I look back at the crowd, continuing to film and take pictures, trying to ask questions over one another. Pete and Jasmin still wait for me behind the crowd, and I nod over to them, offering a smile. Then I look off in the distance, nodding toward the parking lot, and Pete takes my cue. I told them to meet me near a closed off section of the parking lot, and I’d teleport over to it when I’m done.

      Turning back around, Leena peeks over my shoulder. “That’s her, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. And my friend.” I finally wiggle my fingers loose from hers. “It really was an amazing time, Leena. If—”

      Before I can add anything else, she throws her arms around me and smashes her lips into mine. I’m so shocked, I stand there, frozen. Her tongue runs over my bottom lip before she takes a small bite when I finally jerk away.

      “Leena, what the hell?”

      A devilish grin spreads across her face, and she giggles. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

      Before I can chide her anymore, I hear all of the reporters behind me. For the first time since docking, their questions are directed at me.

      “Worm, Worm! Are you two dating?”

      “Are you Princess Razana’s date to the gala?”

      “Is this an arranged marriage?”

      Shaking my head, I glower at her. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “Robbie, the tabloids are going to love it. Don’t worry, it’s our little secret.”

      “Right.” I roll my eyes again.

      Playfully tapping her finger to my visor, she gives a royal wave to everyone and then steps onto the ship. I turn around, trying to block out the onslaught of questions, and look over at Pete and Jasmin. Pete stands there, wide-eyed, in almost as much shock as me. The only emotion on Jasmin’s face is rage.

      Glaring down at the ramp I’m standing on, I shake my head in disbelief. “Great.”
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      My grand return to King City was anything but after the very public kiss. Jasmin didn’t talk to me the whole day I was back home. When she finally did, she said if she ever saw the princess again, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do. I was planning on showing her all of the pictures I took in Merkia—different food, animals, and customs they have—because, in reality, it truly is a beautiful place. After the kiss, I thought it was best to leave all of that behind.

      I debriefed with Mr. Mimic and learned Ms. Majestic was taking a leave of absence to help Melissa set up her new headquarters. As Mighty Miss, she’s officially become a superhero and assigned to Metro City as its protector. That leaves me, Mimic, Daniel, and Supron, who’s the same as ever. Still stoic and godlike.

      With both Melissa and Majestic gone, and me being away for six weeks, Daniel picked up more patrols as Hydro, and he’s really on top of his game. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was promoted to superhero within the next year.

      And my parents were ecstatic when I finally got home. My mom had a freshly cooked batch of tamales for my return, and even though my extended family doesn’t know I’m a sidekick, she invited everyone over to the house, and it was a huge party my first weekend back.

      For the last two years, my grades haven’t been great, so I’m determined to make sure I do better this year. I’m taking psychology, physics, and advanced English. I know I want to be a superhero, but my parents want me to apply to at least three universities next year. “Just in case,” as my mom likes to say. Who knows if I’ll end up enrolling, but I’m looking forward to the same experience Jasmin, Maria, and Pete are going to be having. Applying to colleges and seeing which ones we get into.

      Maria still doesn’t know my secret identity. It bums Jasmin out from time to time. She’s been her best friend for years, so it kills her to keep the secret from her. Some days I lean toward telling her, but most of the time I remember it’s probably best she doesn’t know.

      Yup, things have returned to normal. I’m two months into my junior year at King City High, and everything’s been smooth sailings. We even had our homecoming dance, and we all finally got to go to it without having to worry about minions, supervillains, or relationship drama convoluting everything. It seems like junior year is finally going to be when I can enjoy being a high school student, go out on dates with my girlfriend, and live a relatively normal life. At least, as far as being a sidekick is concerned.

      “No, dude, that can’t be right,” I counter an argument I’m having with Pete, about a physics exam I took before lunch. There’s a huge red “C-” written on it. “I studied for this thing for, like, three hours last night. It has to be a trick question. How’d you score ninety-five percent?”

      He doesn’t answer, and I continue to double check my work, my pencil sliding across the paper. “Maria, what’d you get? You’re taking Mrs. Matthews’ class.”

      Again, no one answers.

      “You guys?” I look up from my paper and see Pete, who’s sitting next to me. Frozen. Across from me, Maria and Jasmin sit, both of them with the same expression as Pete.

      “What are you guys looking at?”

      Turning around, first, I see the rest of the students in the cafeteria. The large room is usually bustling with noise, but right now it’s eerily quiet. Hushed whispers float through the air, and my eyes move past all of the shocked students, to see what everyone’s staring at.

      Princess Leena Razana.

      I know it’s physically impossible that she’s walking in slow motion, but that’s what it looks like she’s doing. Her curvy figure sways side to side, and her red hair with slight curls in it bounces. A skintight, aqua blue dress comes down to mid-thigh and only goes up as high as her chest, revealing her sun-kissed skin. She’s wearing a pair of bright orange sunglasses, the same color matching the lipstick she’s wearing. Everyone’s jaw is on the ground. Everyone.

      Her eyes find mine, and she shines a million-watt smile, waving to me.

      “What the …” My jaw follows everyone else’s.

      I’m broken from my stupor by Jasmin reaching across the table and grabbing my hand.  “Did you know she was coming here?” she hisses.

      “I had no idea.”

      Finally making her way over to our table, she lifts her sunglasses onto her head, and waves at us.

      “Hey, guys!” Her tone—her entire body language—is as if she’s meeting up with old friends, even though I’m the only one who knows her personally.

      With Maria still gaping, Pete shoots a confused look at me. “Leena. What … what are you doing here?” I ask.

      Before she can answer, Maria’s gaze hones on to mine. She’s staring at me like I just grew a second head. “Leena? As in, Princess Leena Razana? From Merkia? Robbie, how the hell do you know Princess Razana?” she shouts.

      A small hush falls over everyone. Leena stands there, a slight giggle bubbling out. Pete’s still wide-eyed, and Jasmin’s shock has worn off. Now she’s glaring at Leena.

      “Um, hello?” Maria breaks the silence. “Am I the only one totally confused by this?”

      Leena takes a seat next to me and extends her hand to Maria. “Oh, I’m sorry, how rude of me. This past summer, my father held a scholarship program for King City High students. Robbie was one of the finalists, and can you believe it? He won!”

      Leaning over, she places her head on my shoulder, which earns a fiercer glare from Jasmin.

      “Um, yeah.” I bite my lip nervously.

      “Oh, and please, don’t call me princess. It’s bad enough I get all of this attention from the paparazzi.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you hate that,” Jasmin says sarcastically, her scowl staying in place.

      “Jasmin,” Maria mumbles, bumping her shoulder.

      Leena stares at Jasmin for a moment, then lets out an obviously fake laugh, but one that she seems to have perfected. “Anyway,” she turns back to me, grabbing my arm, “after I met you, I did my research, and King City seemed like a remarkable place. I’ve only ever lived in Merkia, and while I love it, I’ve always wanted to study abroad. Since I knew Robbie was a student here, I convinced my father to let me transfer for a semester.”

      “You didn’t,” I say flatly.

      “I did!” she squeals. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I was hoping you’d be my guide while I’m here.”

      My mouth opens to reply, but no words come out. This is worse than a rock and a hard place. How is this even possible? She had guards on her left and right when I was on her island, but here she is, waltzing around like a typical high school student. Maria is beyond excited, Pete stares at me, still flabbergasted, and Jasmin’s vision never breaks from Leena.

      What. Is. Happening?

      “Leena … uh …” I search for some sort of answer. “You know, it’s just …”

      Before I can think of anything, she turns to Jasmin. “Jasmin, right? I only spoke to Robbie briefly, when he met with my father’s council about the scholarship, but I have to say, he really loves you.” Jasmin’s eyes finally soften, caught off guard by Leena’s words. “All he could talk about in Merkia was you. You’re really, very lucky.”

      Is she trying to get on Jasmin’s good side? Is she trying to make it harder for me to say no?

      “Leena, are you sure—”

      She cuts me off. “Robbie, I promise it’ll be great. I just want to see what everything is like. Besides”—she winks across the table—“having a princess in your midst could have its benefits.”

      “Hell yeah, it could!” Maria proclaims.

      Jasmin tosses her a sideways glance. I look to Pete for some sort of assistance, but he seems to be weighing the options himself. Glancing back at me, he shrugs his shoulders, seeming to agree with Maria. I swallow the nerves and look over at Jasmin. She releases a deep sigh, shaking her head to herself, before staring down at the table.

      “Well … I mean … sure. Why not?” I reply.

      That’s the wrong answer. Jasmin’s head shoots up, and her glare is now solely focused on me.

      “Terrific!” Leena shouts, wrapping her arms around me in a hug. I can’t help but make an awkward face to Jasmin. “Okay, I’m going to the office to get my classes.”

      “You haven’t got your classes yet?” I ask.

      “No, I was so excited I wanted to come right over and tell you.” She jumps out of her seat, and prances her way toward the exit, leaving the rest of the students in the cafeteria pointing and whispering amongst themselves.

      Maria finally shoots a suspicious look my way, and then glances over at Jasmin, who’s begun to grind her teeth. “This is crazy!” she exclaims. “Robbie, I didn’t know you applied for that scholarship. You must’ve made quite the impression on her.”

      “Yeah, you must’ve,” Jasmin adds.

      Throwing my head back, I address the table but stare at Jasmin. “Come on, this … this is nothing. What could I do? She’s a princess. She’s used to getting her way.”

      “Mm-hm,” Maria says, smirking.

      “I’m serious,” I reply, trying not to smile, but a soft chuckle falls out. “What? I can’t help it if she likes me. It’s not like I like her or anything.”

      The uncomfortable silence that’s beginning to fester is broken up when my cell phone chirps.

      
        
        Mimic: Worm, we’ve just received word from the Merkian Council. Princess Razana has requested a stay over in King City.

        Me: Yeah, she showed up at my school. She wants me to be her guide or something.

        Mimic: We need to discuss this. Meet at HQ later today.

        Me: Ok.

      

      

      I glance back up to see Jasmin still staring at me. Most of the cafeteria has resumed regular conversations, while our table remains silent. Mimic said to meet later, but maybe removing myself from this situation at the moment would be the best option. Gathering my things, I throw my backpack over my shoulder.

      “I gotta go.” I get up from the table with Jasmin still drilling a hole through me. “What?” I ask with a locked jaw, motioning to the side. “Jas, you know…” I trail off, hoping she understands my unspoken words.

      “Fine. Whatever.” She looks back down at her bottle of water and slice of pizza for her lunch.

      WHAT. IS. HAPPENING?

      “Jasmin,” I mumble out, clearing my throat. “Can I talk to you for a second? Alone?”

      Without a word, she pushes herself away from the table and heads to the exit, not waiting for me to lead or follow. Making our way outside of the cafeteria, the hallway is empty, and I take hold of her hand. “Hey, come on. Please don’t be like this.”

      “Like what, Robbie?” she snaps, pushing a finger into my chest.

      “Like this,” I reply harsher than I mean to and immediately cringe in remorse. “I’m sorry. I’m meeting up with Mimic right now. We’ll figure out what’s going on. I’ll see if they can assign someone or something … I don’t know. Please, Jas. This isn’t a big deal.”

      Grasping her hand, I finally feel an ounce of calmness as she holds mine, leaning closer to me. “Robbie, that girl is trouble.”

      “You can trust me. She can flirt all she wants—”

      “It’s not you I don’t trust. It’s her.” Letting out a deep breath, she looks away, and her frustration and annoyance disappear. “Plus … you can’t tell me you don’t think she’s beautiful.”

      “Well, no, I can’t tell you that,” I agree, making her head snap up.

      “Did you really just say that?”

      I offer her a huge grin. “Is she beautiful? Sure. But she’s a redhead. I know some guys like gingers, but give me a brunette any day of the week.” A small giggle floats out from her. I raise my hands to her face, meeting her gaze. “And hazel eyes? My God, hazel eyes are hot.” Her giggles grow louder, and she smiles. “And a smile that could melt the stars? Wow, I mean—”

      “Okay, okay.” She slides her arms around me, laughing. “As much as I love the compliments, you’re gonna make me blush.”

      “How about we do something this weekend? Just you and me?” I ask.

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever you want. Pick any place in the country, we’ll go.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      “Great,” I reply, before giving her a kiss. Keeping my arms around her a little longer than necessary, I let the kiss linger, before finally backing up a step to teleport away. “I’ll text you later tonight.”
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      Getting to headquarters, I find Doc and Mr. Mimic going over files in the control room. A hologram screen flashes in front of them and I see a picture of General Samuel Watkins, the man running Daedalus, on the screen. Along with an extensive list of different files.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      Doc quickly hits a button on his wrist control, making the hologram vanish. “Worm, we didn’t expect you so soon. We thought you’d show up after school.”

      “No.” I look at him suspiciously, then down at the files. “It was getting a little awkward over there. Are you guys looking into Watkins and Daedalus?”

      “It’s nothing,” Mimic says, getting up from his chair.

      “Nothing?” My jaw drops. “Mimic, that man nearly had me killed. No, wait, he did have me killed. He gave Magma all of the information he needed to find out who I was, and Magma used that to blow me and Jasmin up. I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t accidentally—”

      “Enough,” Mimic replies with a hard line across his brow.

      I know Mimic doesn’t like me talking openly about my time traveling last year. After he got back from his off-world mission, Doc and I went over everything with him and Supron. They all know I went back in time and altered my timeline. But Doc and Mimic are both concerned about the ramifications of my actions; what they call the ripple effect. Causing a small ripple through time like I did could cause a wave of change later. So, to keep things as confidential as we can, only us four, Daniel, and Melissa know what I did. Even the other heroes who helped me last year don’t know.

      What no one knows, is that the ripple effect apparently isn’t that far from what I’ve done, though even I don’t know the ramifications of everything yet.

      Every once in a while, I’ll have a dream about the conversation I had with Cade, the chronowalker. I still have no idea what that actually is, but everything about him, our talk, and my situation involving changing my timeline shakes me to my core. And his warning about ripples sometimes causing riptides continues to haunt me.

      Because of the choice I made, albeit unknowingly, Cade told me there would be consequences. And since I have no idea of how I even went back in time, it’s always in the back of my mind when I teleport.

      “We’re keeping a much tighter watch on Watkins and Daedalus,” Mimic explains.

      “Okay, great. Let me in on it.” My fingers glide over the files before Doc quickly snatches them up.

      “Robbie, we think you’re too close to this,” Doc begins explaining. “Let us handle it. The Daedalus projects are differentiating now. Whereas before he was experimenting with fire or invulnerability, now they’re widening out their scope. Telekinesis, hyper speed, invisibility; we don’t know how far their experiments go. For now, let us keep building a case against him.”

      Sighing, I shake my head. They’re right, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to do whatever I can to help put Watkins away, and shut Daedalus down for good.

      “Fine,” I agree, begrudgingly.

      “Good.” Mimic’s happy to change the subject. “Now, on to this matter with Princess Razana.”

      “She showed up at my school, claiming she wanted to stay here for a semester to see what it’s like. It can’t be that simple, right?”

      Mimic and Doc both gaze at one another. “We don’t know,” Doc answers.

      “How can you not know? She had to get clearance, didn’t she?”

      “Not necessarily,” Mimic replies, bringing up a new page on a monitor.

      On the screen are links to Merkia and Atlantis, both of which are their own sovereign kingdoms, with their own rules. Mimic clicks a link on the screen, popping up a new page.

      “What you see here is the Statute of Commands written by Merkian King Razana and signed into effect over ten years ago. It reads much the same as any other treaty and contract involving kingdoms, but Merkia is granted sovereign pass and immunity over any land they step foot in. That’s why the Merkian Embassy is so important.”

      “Wait, the Merkians can go anywhere and do whatever they want?”

      “No,” Doc answers. “Not any Merkian, only the royal family and the king’s cabinet. It’s been a tense relationship between them and the rest of the world. But the king wants peace, which is why we agreed to have the Merkian Embassy built here in King City. It’s the first step in Merkia building a lasting and trusting relationship with the rest of the world. Something Atlantis has already had for decades.”

      My eyes float over the information on the screen, but much of it is political talk and regulations. “While I was over there, I picked up on the hushed whispers of the insurgents. They’ve wanted to stop everything involving the embassy. Whereas King Razana wants Merkia to flourish, the insurgents want Merkia to rule over all of the oceans.”

      “Which is exactly why we don’t know what Princess Razana is really doing here.” Mimic brings up a new page on the monitor. Leena’s picture and vital details are displayed.

      She’s my age, seventeen, with crimson hair that’s always perfectly styled. Her bright, almost neon green eyes can be mesmerizing when you lock eyes with her. She’s every bit the princess you’d think she is, down to demanding and getting her way. She likes to act like she’s just another girl, and does treat most of the people around her with kindness, but she can switch to the spoiled rich girl in an instant. I saw it in Merkia. She has power, and she knows it. Beyond all of that, being the princess means she’s a huge celebrity, and the gossip websites really do go crazy for any information they can get on her.

      “She could be here to learn more about our world,” Mimic continues. “Or, she could have been sent by her father to learn more. King Razana keeps his secrets close to the vest, but if he wants this peace treaty with the rest of the world as much as he says he does, having his daughter integrated into our society would provide him with invaluable information. He may also have sent her here as a way to see if anyone is assisting the insurgents. We’ve assured him the Justice Alliance has no part in that, but we can understand why he might have doubts.”

      I look over at both of them, who have turned their attention back to me. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to assign me a mission?”

      Doc scratches his beard, chuckling. Mimic puts a hand on my shoulder, giving me a smile. “Because we are. The Merkian Council sent word about her visit. And she’s already requested a guide to help her navigate through the cultural change between her kingdom and this country.”

      “Yeah, I know. She asked me to do it.”

      “Good. You’re going to do it. Help her with classes, learn more about not only her family but about Merkia, too. Most importantly, try to get any information about the insurgents her people are dealing with.”

      “Wait, you’re asking me to spy on her?”

      “No,” Doc answers with a grin. “We’re asking you to keep your eyes and ears open. As I recall from the press conference, she already likes you.”

      “You guys.” Sighing, I drop my head. “This isn’t that easy. You’re asking me to spend all this time with her; you do remember I have a girlfriend, right?”

      After everything that happened last year, Mimic was not pleased to learn someone else knows my secret identity. I’m not sure if it was because Pete already knew who I was, or he was showing me more trust, but he didn’t have any kind of disciplinary talk with me afterward. He simply told me that it’s dangerous, and to be careful.

      “I know it won’t be easy on your personal life, Worm,” Mimic says. “But this is a big opportunity for you as well.”

      “What do you mean?” I quirk an eyebrow.

      “When anyone contacts the Alliance, only superheroes are granted access as a guide. It’s the safest way to protect any official, envoy, or otherwise important party who wants to visit the country. No sidekick has ever been a guide for a guest. Especially not one of this much stature and celebrity.”

      “Wait, are you saying by being her guide I can become a superhero faster?”

      Doc puts his hands up as if to slow me down. “It won’t happen as soon as she leaves, but, basically … yes.”

      “Worm,” Mimic continues Doc’s thought. “This may seem like being a chaperone or escort for someone, but this means a lot. It’s a chance to prove exactly how responsible you are.”

      I stand between them, silent, thinking about his last words.

      Two years ago, I was a freshman starting high school, and barely beginning my sidekick career. I made a lot of mistakes that year. I let my emotions get the better of me, especially when Mr. Mimic got injured. And in the end, I nearly got killed by a lunatic.

      Then, last year, I did it again. I got so wrapped up in fighting Magma and going after Daedalus, that I left myself wide open to attacks. I confronted Watkins face-to-face, got myself trapped and almost kidnapped, not to mention it was breaking and entering. And when I finally faced Magma, I failed. The only reason I’m still alive is that I somehow entered into the time continuum and changed what happened.

      Now, I’m faced with this huge decision. I should be excited or anxious, but I’m not. This is a decision, and from how Doc and Mimic are making it sound, a rather large one.

      “You need to be careful. You’re about to enter a very dangerous time in your life. Time is incredibly delicate. Every choice a human makes alters time and what it will become. Ripples in a pond, as it were. And sometimes, those ripples can produce a riptide.”

      Cade’s words once again echo through my thoughts. Staring back at the information plastered across the computer monitors, and Leena’s picture, I have absolutely no idea what the right decision is.

      “Worm,” Mimic breaks me from my thoughts, “are you ready for this?”

      I can tell he’s eager for my answer, expecting nothing less than a confident affirmative. Glancing over to Doc, he sends me a sideways glance. Even though I haven’t told anyone about my conversation with Cade, I feel like Doc knows I’m hiding something.

      “Yeah …” I reply before giving pause. “Yes,” I answer more confidently. “I’ll do it.”

      “Great,” Mimic retorts while Doc still stares at me cautiously. “Her people have already set her up with a living quarters in a suite not very far from Alliance headquarters, at King City Plaza. We thought you could stay here in your bunker on a more full-time basis and visit home on the weekends. Would your parents be okay with that?”

      Gazing at the screen, my mind is racing. I can feel my heart beating faster, and I’m praying I’m making the right decision. “Yeah, sure. I mean, my mom probably won’t like it, but she’ll say yes. They trust you guys.”

      Doc takes a step closer to me. “Do they trust you, Robbie? To make the right decision?”

      I jerk my head up, staring at Doc intently. “What’d you say?”

      “Do your parents trust you to make the right choices?” He smiles. “After all, you are seventeen.”

      “Oh.” I cough to clear my throat, then let out an uncomfortable chuckle. “Yeah, it’ll be fine.”

      “Great,” Mimic says, the enthusiasm dripping from his voice as he starts to leave the room. “I’ll be issuing the press conference tonight. We’ll alert all media and emergency personnel that Princess Razana is now officially a guest in King City, and under the protection of the Justice Alliance. Your name won’t be included since she obviously still has the regal guard that watches over her as well.”

      “Right,” I answer, aimlessly.

      Doc puts a hand on my shoulder, giving it a proud squeeze. “You’ll do great, kid.”

      I fight to keep a smile on as Doc follows Mimic out of the room. I turn back to the screen, still displaying Leena’s face.

      “Yeah. Great.”
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      By the time I get home and run the basics by my parents, my mom already has dinner prepared. And by basics, I mean I told them the Justice Alliance would like me to stay at headquarters for the next few weeks, and I’d only be at home on the weekends. I’ve learned to keep the details out of most Alliance topics unless it’s absolutely necessary.

      My dad doesn’t have one issue with what’s being asked of me, but of course, my mom brought up all of her worries and concerns about spending so much time away from home. My counter-argument is that I’m still in King City, surrounded by superheroes practically ninety-nine percent of the time. And if that isn’t enough, I’ll be at Alliance headquarters. It’d be like going to summer camp. She made me promise to come home every weekend, though, no matter what. It’s an easy trade-off.

      After dinner, I finally send Jasmin a text message, but I have no clue how to bring up the topic of me being Leena’s guide. We exchange our usual conversation, and I hope that I’ll eventually figure out how to explain all of this to her by the time I see her at school.

      Unfortunately, I don’t.

      Leena spots me the first thing in the morning and tells me she’s in every one of my classes. My jaw drops. I knew I was going to be her guide, but that seems a little excessive. Much to her dismay, she isn’t able to sit next to me in every class, since other students already have their seats, but in between classes she goes on and on about how great the rest of this semester will be. By the time lunch rolls around, she’s already acting like she did when I was visiting her island, complete with flirtatious touching and giggling.

      When we get to our lunch table, she begins talking to Pete and Maria so casually, as if she’s been going to school with us for the last few years, instead of the last few hours. The whispers spread in the air once again, though not as much as when Leena first showed up on campus. Eyes follow us around as we take our seats, and when I pull out my lunch bag, I’m quick to notice the chatter return to normal but glances still peek in our direction.

      “You guys,” she speaks up, taking a drink of her diet soda while adjusting her designer sunglasses over her nose. “I’ve had friends who’ve visited King City, and I heard of this amazing club that’s only a few blocks from my suite. We should all go tonight. You know, to celebrate.”

      The excitement she speaks with is palpable. Pete and Maria seem interested, while Jasmin rolls her eyes.

      “A club?” I ask. “Leena, none of us are twenty-one.”

      “That doesn’t matter, I’ll say you’re with me,” she replies, waving off my comment, taking another sip of her drink.

      “You’re not twenty-one either.”

      She playfully scolds me, slapping my arm. “It doesn’t matter. I’m the Princess of Merkia. The laws here don’t apply to me. I have sovereign immunity.”

      “Wait,” Pete interrupts. “Sovereign immunity? That’s, like, a real thing?”

      “Of course.” She smiles her bright, white grin, flipping her red mane over her shoulder.

      “And we’re covered by it?” Maria asks.

      Leena’s about to answer when I speak up first. “No. We’re not.”

      Giving me a mischievous grin, she shakes her head. “Okay, you guys technically aren’t covered, but you’ll be my guests. Believe me, I can do what I want. I have the money and the power.”

      Jasmin lets out a loud groan of annoyance, causing Leena to shoot her eyes toward her. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.” She grins a devilish smile. “I’m sure you’ve got homework and stuff. I’ll take care of Robbie.”

      “Excuse me?” Jasmin replies, insulted.

      “Uh …” I glance at Jasmin then back at Leena. “I think she means, like, getting into the club. Right?” Leena doesn’t answer. Instead, she delivers a non-threatening but total mean-girl smirk back at me. “We’ll do something else. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Good, because I can’t go tonight,” Maria chimes in, letting out a huff. “I’m supposed to go out of town with my parents for the weekend.”

      “Oh, no.” Lenna frowns. I stare at her, trying to figure out if she’s genuinely upset that Maria can’t go, or it’s all a big act.

      “Sucks for you!” Pete exclaims. “Come on, Robbie. I’m so down. That’d be awesome.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I’ve never been to a club before. That’d be cool.”

      Jasmin lets out a huff, shaking her head. “I have to go,” she hisses, getting up from the table, and heads toward the cafeteria exit.

      My vision shoots back and forth between Pete and Maria, both of whom are staring at me like I should do something. Glancing back at Leena, I see she’s ignoring the entire situation, and the apparent uncomfortable vibe we’re all feeling.

      “Please, Robbie?” Leena pleads, lifting the sunglasses on top of her head, and giving me the hugest puppy-dog emerald eyes you’ve ever seen.

      Getting up from the table, I head toward the exit. “Give me a minute.”

      I jog through the cafeteria and find the hallway to scan for Jasmin. She’s already at the end of the hall. With no one else around, I teleport in front of her, stopping her path. She doesn’t even flinch.

      “What?” she spits out.

      “Hey, come on.” I take her hand. “Please don’t get mad. It’s not that bad.”

      Her head snaps up, her eyes meeting mine. “It’s not that bad? Robbie, what about us?”

      A confused mien falls over me. “What are you talking about?”

      “You said this weekend we’d do something. It was supposed to be just us, and now it’s this whole princess plan, and going to some club. I hate this.”

      Her face falls, and she stares down at the tiled floor. Putting a hand under her chin, I lift her head up to meet her eyes again. “Hold on a sec, are you jealous? I thought we went over this. Jasmin, there’s nothing to be jealous over.”

      “Okay, you tell me honestly”—she jabs a finger into my chest—“if the roles were reversed, and I spent six weeks on a beautiful island with some hunky guy, and then all of a sudden, he shows up and starts hanging on my arm that you’d be okay with that?”

      “That depends?” I raise a finger and smile. “Does he have superpowers?”

      “I’m serious. Tell her no.”

      Gritting my teeth, I look away. “Yeah, about that …”

      “What?”

      “Okay, don’t be mad, but the Alliance has made me her guide.” Her jaw drops, and she glowers at me. “It won’t be that bad. I only have to keep an eye on her. Help her get around, or whatever.”

      “Th-this … Robbie!”

      “It’s not a big deal. It’s just a mission. Not even a dangerous one.”

      Letting out an annoyed and defeated sigh, she averts her gaze but keeps her hands with mine. “Perfect. For how long?”

      I wrinkle my nose, not wanting to give her the answer. “The entire time she’s here.”

      Now she lets go of my hands and pushes me back a couple steps, completely flabbergasted. “The entire time? The rest of the semester? Unbelievable.”

      “Please.” I make my way back to her, running my hands up her arms. “Please, Jasmin. It won’t be an issue. Let’s take her up on the offer tonight. You’ll see, it won’t be bad. And besides,” I lean in closer, whispering, “I’m staying at Alliance headquarters during the week while I’m on this mission.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, you know …” I wrap my arms around her, closing the distance between us. “I’ve got my own space there.”

      “Oh, no!” She puts her hands up to my chest, keeping a distance between us without pushing me away. “You do not get to try and be flirty with me after all of this. I’m still upset.”

      I give her a coy smirk. “Well, maybe later then.”
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      After class ended, Leena was escorted away by her entourage, and I told Pete and Jasmin to meet me at Alliance headquarters. Pete ends up inviting Daniel to come out with us, which makes me feel a little more comfortable about everything. Maybe with him and Pete having fun, it’ll cause Jasmin to feel more comfortable around Leena. I’m not holding my breath though.

      Daniel has a car now, so after Jasmin shows up, we all head out through a private exit. We are just about to get into Daniel’s car when a black limousine strolls down the street, stopping near the Alliance headquarters’ entrance. The driver gets out of the driver’s side, walks around, and signals us down. As we approach, he steps to me, offering his hand.

      “Mr. Garcia?”

      I look around, unsure what’s happening. “Yes?”

      He offers a curt nod. “Princess Leena requested we send this transportation for you and your friends.”

      Before I can say anything, Pete jumps out of the front, rushing to the car. “A limo? Awesome!”

      Daniel laughs and follows him. I glance over at Jasmin, who stares at me with a disconcerted look. “It’s just a ride,” I say, trying to ease the tension.

      “Mm-hm,” she mutters, walking past me and into the limo.

      Since Leena’s suite is only a few blocks from headquarters, we drive back to her building. When we get there, she’s already waiting outside, with her security and the paparazzi flanking her. One member of her entourage opens the door for her, and she takes a seat next to me. Stuck in the middle between her and Jasmin, it feels like I’m sitting in a furnace.

      One of her security personnel moves to follow after her, but she shoos him away with her hand. “No, no. I don’t need you.”

      “But, Princess—”

      “I already have someone who’s watching over me tonight.” Her eyes jump to me, and she gives me a wide smile.

      I swallow the uncomfortableness, my eyes darting between her and Jasmin, who’s already formed her scowl.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the guard says, shutting the door behind her.

      We’ve all dressed up more than what we were wearing at school. Pete opted for a nice, white button-down, covered by a blue vest, and Daniel matches his wardrobe with a shiny blue button-down shirt of his own and a dark pair of jeans. Jasmin looks tremendous; she’s wearing an indigo dress with spaghetti straps that looks like it’s shimmering silver glitter. I decided to go the most casual, with jeans and a black polo shirt. But Leena? That’s a different story.

      She’s wearing a blue and gold dress, which looks like it’s painted on her. Her bright, crimson hair is done up in a way that it’s pulled back behind her, but it hangs down her back. And the only thing that’s brighter than the red of her hair is the intense cherry lipstick she’s wearing.

      “This is going to be amazing!” She swats me before taking hold of my hand, and I have to wiggle it free. Through the corner of my eye, I can see Jasmin fold her arms, shaking her head.

      “Uh, yeah,” I mutter. “Leena, I don’t think you’ve met Daniel.” I point to him.

      “No, I haven’t.” Leaning forward, she offers him her hand.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Princess,” Daniel says with a courteous smile.

      “Oh no, pleasure’s all mine.” The flirtatious tone that I’ve grown all too accustomed to is laced over her words, and she keeps her hand locked with Daniel’s.

      Pete immediately leans forward, grabbing Daniel’s hand out of Leena’s. “Yes, well, he has a date tonight, thank you very much.”

      Leena giggles, and his comment actually makes me chuckle myself. I’ve never seen Pete get jealous before. Daniel glances over at me, and I shake my head, lifting my shoulders. His look says, So that’s what you’ve had to deal with. And I reply with an expression of, Yeah, I think this girl’s crazy.

      We finally make it to the club, and I don’t know if she tipped them off, or the paparazzi is that on top of figuring out Leena’s life, but as soon as the limousine door opens, she steps out into a bath of shouting and flash photography.

      We follow behind her, and I gaze at the line to enter the building, already a half mile long. Daniel closes the car door behind Pete, and I take Jasmin’s hand, about to head down to the end of the line, when Leena walks confidently toward the doorman. He crosses his huge arms, staring down his nose at her, through sunglasses.

      “Come on, you guys can’t be serious?” he says.

      “I told you, Leena,” I whisper over to her, and she laughs.

      Stepping to the man, who’s at least six inches taller than her, she moves with absolute confidence. “Excuse me? Do you know who I am?”

      “It doesn’t matter if you’re an actress or a superhero, girl. You’re not getting in if you’re under twenty-one. It’s the law.”

      “Yes, and I’m excluded from your laws.”

      For the first time since I’ve known her, I don’t see a flirty, seventeen-year-old, spoiled princess. An air of superiority takes over her, and she holds her position. I glance back at Daniel, lifting my brows, unsure what’s about to happen. Off to the side, I can hear the paparazzi and the crowd of onlookers waiting to get inside start to whisper, trying to figure out what’s going on.

      “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m Princess Razana of Merkia. If you don’t let my friends and me in, I’ll be sure you don’t get another job in King City ever again.”

      The whispers grow louder. People in line start to recognize her, some pulling out their phones to take pictures. I watch as the doorman, staring at Leena, processes the situation. At first, he seems mad and almost looks like he’s about to tell her off. I don’t know if it’s Leena’s boisterous demand, or he actually recognizes her, but after a few more seconds, he takes one step back and opens the door for her. As we walk by, he leers at each one of us, grumbling.

      Entering the club, the bass from the music drowns out every other noise, and the strobe lights flicker around us. People are dancing along the spotlight-lit floor, and tables are all lined along the walls, with friends drinking and laughing. This is my first time in a nightclub, and I have no idea if this is normal or not, but it seems like everyone in the building is enjoying themselves.

      We’re still following Leena, who walks over to a bartender and whispers something. The music is so loud that I can’t hear what it is, but he nods, and she motions over to us. I look at Jasmin, who glances around the club with wide eyes. I think she’d almost be enjoying herself if Leena wasn’t here.

      “This way,” Leena yells at us and begins walking past the bar, following what appears to be a server up a flight of stairs.

      Making it to the top of the small stairwell, we see the area is curtained off by a velvet rope. A man dressed in a very expensive suit is blocking the entrance, with a tiny earpiece connected to his suit jacket. His eyes land on Leena. “Oh my,” he gasps. “Princess Razana. We’re honored to have you here, but”—his eyes bounce to the roped-off area then back to her—“I’m sorry, the VIP section has already been reserved tonight.”

      She lets out a laugh as if he’s telling her a joke, then playfully swats his chest. “I’ll pay triple the price for this reserved section.”

      He gasps again. “Yes, ma’am. Right this way.”

      I can’t help it; I’m impressed. I hear Daniel and Pete behind me, both letting out audible chuckles, seemingly more impressed than me. Jasmin casts me a glance, rolling her eyes. “Come on, you have to admit, that’s pretty cool,” I whisper over to her. She shrugs.

      We take our seats behind a large, wooden table; Daniel and Pete slide in on one side, and I follow Jasmin on the other. As Leena takes the place next to me, a waitress walks over to us. “What can I get for you and your guests, Princess?” she asks.

      “What do you guys want?” Leena’s eyes float over us all.

      I toss a sideways glance at Pete and Jasmin, unsure what to say. They both stare back at me, nervous, when Daniel speaks up. “Let’s get some champagne!”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Oh, come on.” He rolls his eyes. “You can’t tell me you’ve never had a drink before.”

      “Well, no, but … are you sure about this?”

      “Come on, Robbie!” Pete calls out, laughing. “Let’s live a little. No adults, we can do whatever we want!”

      “Uh …” I glance at Jasmin, shaking my head. She stares back at me with the same expressionless face. “Yeah, okay. I guess champagne.”

      The waitress nods and leaves the area. Leena jumps out of her seat. “Come on!”

      “We just ordered drinks.”

      “They’ll be here on ice when we get back. Let’s hit the dance floor.”

      “Yeah, let’s do it!” Pete happily agrees.

      Another chuckle escapes me, thankful Pete is having a good time and enjoying the night. Daniel lifts his shoulders, giving me a smirk, and then follows Pete down the stairs. I don’t want to be the one who’s telling everyone to follow the rules, or be the stickler of the bunch, because in all actuality this is really cool. So, as Leena follows the guys down, I take hold of Jasmin’s hand, and trail behind them.

      Even from the upper part of the club, the music feels louder as we walk onto the dance floor. With the lights flashing among us, I’m caught off guard as Leena runs her finger over a random guy’s shoulder, offering him a seducing smile, before heading closer to the DJ, waving at him. He nods back to her, giving a wide smile.

      I lean closer to her, whispering, “For supposedly not knowing your way around the mainland, you certainly know how to work a crowd.”

      She laughs. “Oh, Robbie. Just because I’ve spent my life in Merkia, doesn’t mean I don’t know how the system works. You’ve been there, you can’t tell me Merkians are that much different than anyone else. Flash a little money, show a little power, and people respond.”

      Her words give me pause. She’s right, of course, as news and gossip websites always report how pop stars, athletes, and even superheroes do on occasion pull the “Do you know who I am?” card. Most of the time it works. If people don’t respect the power, they cower to it. And she definitely knows how to wield said power.

      Making our way off to the side of the dance floor, Leena pulls some random guy from the bar, who happily follows her direction, and starts dancing. Pete and Daniel also start dancing, and Jasmin pulls me a little closer, swaying to the rhythm.

      For the first time tonight, any nerves and uncomfortableness fades. Jasmin finally smiles, and I’m happy to be having fun with my girlfriend. After a couple of songs, Leena ditches her dance partner and walks over to us. Running her hand over my arm, she asks Jasmin if she can have a dance with me. Jasmin doesn’t even flinch—she keeps her hands around me, and without missing a step, smiles at her, before kissing me.

      “Sorry, his night is all booked,” she calls over to her.

      Leena scowls, then turns to find someone new to dance with. Jasmin rolls her eyes, and I let out a laugh, still with my hands on her hips as we dance.

      I chuckle. “Nicely done.”

      “That girl is going to be the death of me.”

      “Come on. Don’t let her get to you,” I whisper closer to her ear.

      “I can’t help it. I don’t like her.”

      “She’s not that bad, Jas.”

      “Not to you.” She pokes her finger at me, wrinkling her nose. “She wants to jump your bones.” I blurt out a laugh, throwing my head back. “It’s not funny,” she adds, holding back a smile of her own. “Look, I get that she’s a princess, and gets her way, and all of that stuff. And I know you told me how she acted when you visited Merkia this summer. But still, to act like she does right in front of me?”

      “Aw”—I lean in closer—“it sounds like someone’s still jealous.”

      “I think you like this a little too much.” She shakes her head. “Tell me again why you decided to take this mission?”

      For the first time tonight, I’m reminded of the decision I’ve made. I bite my bottom lip, keeping my legs moving, but my mind roams through the consequences of what could and couldn’t happen, either now or in the future.

      “It’s … a decision. It’s something I need to do and not mess up.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I struggle to smile, trying to shake the thoughts from my head. “It’s nothing. Let’s just have fun tonight, okay?”

      She smiles back, nodding, and wraps her arms around my neck as we continue to dance to the loud music. Scanning the floor for Pete, I see him and Daniel enjoying themselves, dancing away, too. Leena’s switched dance partners yet again. And even though I’m not the best dancer, I do everything I can to clear my head and enjoy spending this time with Jasmin.

      “All right, all right, party people,” the DJ calls out over the microphone, lowering the music. “We’ve got a special guest tonight! Ladies and gentlemen, Princess Razana of Merkia is in the house!”

      Leena jumps up on the stage, much to the crowd’s pleasure, and grabs the microphone. “Thank you! I’ll be in King City for a while, so you can all expect a party every time I come here.”

      Daniel and Pete shuffle over to us, and Daniel nudges my side. “I guess keeping a subtle profile must be pretty low on her priorities, huh?”

      “Tell me about it.” I roll my eyes.

      She hands the DJ the microphone back and walks off of the stage. “Let’s get it poppin’!” the DJ yells and turns the music back up. Leena stalks over to me, putting her hand on my back, earning another look from Jasmin.

      “I told you tonight would be amazing.” She smiles at both of us.

      “Yeah.” I lift my shoulders. “You were right.”

      “Do you guys want to head back up to our seats and take a breather?”

      Daniel and Pete both nod, and Jasmin shrugs her shoulders. We start to walk off of the dance floor, and right as we approach the stairs, a huge explosion rocks us from behind, sending us to our knees.

      “What the?” Daniel yells, popping up first.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Jasmin, helping her back up.

      Stepping in front of her, I turn to see what caused the explosion. The doorman Leena berated stands near the entrance. Instead of the dark suit and tie he was wearing when we entered, now he’s decked out in some kind of armor covering his chest and arms. It looks like steel that’s been welded together, with huge cannons attached to each arm. Taking another step forward, he aims both weapons at Leena.
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      “Come on.” I grab Jasmin’s hand and run off to the side, kneeling down behind an overturned table.

      Peeking over the table, I watch as the furious doorman shoots some type of high-voltage beams out of his canons, directly at Leena, Daniel, and Pete. Leena dives out of the way behind another table, while Daniel grabs Pete and slides behind the bar.

      Glancing back at Jasmin, I find small cut marks on her cheek, and wipe the blood away with my thumb. “Are you okay?”

      She nods, nervously, keeping her gaze locked on me.

      “You want to insult me?” the doorman screams, shooting off another round at the ceiling. “You want to treat me like that? I’ll show you, you spoiled princess!”

      I shake my head in disbelief. All of this because of how Leena acted.

      “What are we going to do?” Jasmin asks.

      Neither Daniel nor I have our uniforms or any comm pieces. Scanning the bar area, I find Daniel, who’s staring at me. Once he has my attention, he motions to the other end of the bar. I glance around and find most of the club-goers gone, or hiding underneath tables, so I nod back to him.

      “Stay here,” I tell her.

      She clings to my arm. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “I think we can circle around him.” Her face drops in fear, and I lean closer, pressing my forehead to hers, wiping another drop of blood away. “It’s going to be okay, Jas.”

      I teleport behind the bar, where Pete is kneeling down, clutching his arm. “Pete, are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I think so.” I can see red spots showing through his sleeve. He grimaces, his gaze meeting mine. “It’s not deep.”

      “What’s the plan?” I call to Daniel.

      “We have to be quick. We can’t get caught using our powers out in the open like this. Can you divert his attention, and then I can hit him with a blast from behind?”

      “Yeah, I can do that. I saw two people lying beside him, though. We need to get them help.”

      “Can you teleport them outside without anyone seeing you?”

      “I think so.” I nod, scanning the area again. The doorman stalks around, searching for Leena, who I see still ducking behind her table. Throwing her a look, I silently ask if she’s okay, and she nods back with a grin. Of course she would think this is fun.

      “Yo!” I yell to the doorman, making him turn around. He immediately fires another shot, and I duck back behind the bar. When he waits to see if he hit anything, I teleport behind him, quickly grabbing the injured club-goer’s legs. After teleporting them outside, I make sure to jump back behind the bar before anyone can see me.

      As soon as I appear, Daniel pops up and sends a massive splash of water at the attacker. The doorman fires another shot, but the electrical charge hits the water, sending lightning flying through the air, before crashing down to the ground.

      The doorman fires again but is immediately attacked from behind. Leena swings a chair, nailing him across the back with it, and he stumbles forward.

      “You stupid girl!” Spinning around, he aims the arm cannons at her.

      Before he can get the shots off, I teleport over and grab her around the waist, then teleport us behind the bar as his shots send a rumble through the club.

      The table Jasmin is behind moves, and he takes notice, raising his fists to it. Thinking it must be Leena, I’m about to teleport to Jasmin when Leena jumps over the bar. She sprints across the floor, jumps off of a chair, and nails him in the head with a spinning heel kick. Grabbing his head in pain, he takes aim once more, but I run over and slide next to him. I spring to my feet and touch the armor, teleporting it off of his body.

      Dropping it onto the roof of the building, I teleport back in to see Daniel raising his arms to finally take him down. Before Daniel can hit him, though, Leena jumps up again, and grabs him around the back of the neck, bringing his face down into her knee. He drops to the floor like a load of bricks.

      “Dang.” I give her an impressed look. “Nice moves. Again.”

      Sending me a coy smile, she calmly flicks her hair over her shoulder.

      Pete, still holding his arm, walks over to Daniel and looks around. “Wow. Nicely done, Princess.”

      She giggles. “I told you, call me Leena.”

      He nods, chuckling. Jasmin gets up from behind her table, and I hurry over to her, checking on her once again. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she whispers, taking in the chaos. A shade of red spreads over her face, and she glances at Leena. “Um … thank you.”

      “Of course.” She smiles brightly. “I’m sure you would’ve done the same for me. If you knew how to fight.” Her words sound sincere, but after she says them, she sends another smirk in my direction.

      I pull Jasmin closer. “You’re okay. That’s what’s important.”

      After a pause, she nods. “Yeah. I guess.”

      Leena looks around, then lifts her shoulders. “I guess the party’s over.”
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      I end up teleporting the doorman to the King City police department and take the armored vest and gauntlets to the evidence room inside Alliance headquarters. The limo drops us off at headquarters, and then takes Leena back to her suite. Pete and Jasmin wait inside of my room, while Daniel and I explain to Supron and Mimic what happened. After going over the incident with them, we head back to my room.

      Daniel starts chuckling as we head down the hallway. “Okay, I totally understand what you were saying about the princess now.”

      “I told you I wasn’t exaggerating.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I have no idea.” I throw my hands in the air, irritated. “Apparently she’s here until the end of the semester. Jasmin’s already upset with how she acts around me. Now that I have to be her guide, this is going to be nuts.”

      He laughs. “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I roll my eyes at him. “Honestly, my only non-dramatic downtime will probably be training. I never thought I’d look forward to training sessions as much as I am.”

      He nods, and as we get to my bunker, the door slides open with Jasmin and Pete finishing up a conversation.

      “… I mean he might do it, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’ll have to ask—” Pete shoots his head around, cutting his words off as Daniel and I walk in.

      I study both of them. “What’s not a good idea?”

      “Nothing,” Jasmin answers bluntly, and Pete’s gaze aimlessly bounces around the room. “You know, it’s late,” Jasmin says. “I think I want to go home.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, then look at Pete, feeling uneasy about whatever conversation they were having.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, then.” I take her hand to teleport us. As I do, I notice Pete give Daniel a weird look.

      I’ve known Pete since third grade. We’ve spent thousands, if not millions, of hours together. He knows me better than pretty much anyone, and I him. So I know particular looks he has, especially ones that say I have this secret I can’t tell right now so don’t ask me. Quickly glancing back at Jasmin, I notice she pays no attention to any of it, and I take us to her room.

      “Hey, are you sure you’re okay?” I ask, causing her to take a step back. I’m expecting another nod, or maybe even a half-hearted smile. What I’m not expecting is for her to recoil and give me an insulted expression.

      “I’m fine, Robbie. I’m not a baby.”

      “Whoa, what?” I flinch. “I didn’t say you were.”

      “I’m tired,” she changes the subject. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

      I’m completely caught off guard by her tone, demeanor, and the abruptness of leaving my side. “Um, yeah. Sure. Talk to you tomorrow.”
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      Since it’s a Friday night, I arrive home a little later and find my dad still up, watching the late-night news. With my mom already asleep, I take a seat on the couch next to him, dropping my head back, analyzing the night’s events. This was supposed to be an easy mission. Be Leena’s guide, keep my eyes open. Simple. So far, it’s turning into a bigger problem than I anticipated, and it’s only just begun.

      A news story pops up, and hearing the mention of Leena I stare at the screen. The news anchor reports on Princess Razana going out on the town. My eyes find a video of all of us walking into the club on the screen. They cover the disturbance, and the mysterious circumstances of how it ended, before showing more paparazzi video of Leena leaving.

      Glancing over at my father, he quirks an eyebrow at me. “They let you guys in there?”

      I shake my head, shrugging. “She’s a princess. She gets whatever she wants.”

      He lets out a chuckle. “How’s Jasmin feel about that?”

      Rolling my eyes, I release a long sigh. “It’s been … uncomfortable, to say the least.”

      He chuckles again, then switches the channel to a sports network.

      Every now and then I have these moments with my dad. He’s always been caring and loving, and we got along great, but ever since I developed my powers, he’s given me more than enough room to grow and figure life out on my own. While my mom is the one continually barraging me with inquiries, warnings, and a long list of her concerns, my dad simply nods and agrees with her. Then, when she’s out of earshot, he’ll toss me a smirk, or simply nod his head in approval. When he was growing up, the world had barely begun to have superheroes in it. Society was just discovering the meta-gene and how it caused powers in certain people. Now that superheroes are everywhere, I can’t help but think, or at least hope, he thinks it’s cool that his son is a sidekick.

      “All right, I’m going to bed.” I get up from the couch.

      “Okay,” he replies, his eyes still on the TV. “Your mother wants to visit your tia and tio tomorrow.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      After taking my clothes off, I plop down on my bed and grab my phone. I hover over Jasmin’s name, wondering if I should text her. I still can’t figure out why she got upset when all I wanted to do was make sure she wasn’t hurt. Then I remember the tail end of her conversation with Pete. It seemed like he was hiding something. Was it about her? What did she tell him? I stare at my phone, switching the screen to Pete’s contact info, but shake my head, thinking better of it. It can’t be serious, right? Maybe I’ll text one of them tomorrow after I sleep on it. It’s probably nothing.

      Right as I start to drift off, I suddenly hear an enormous crack of lightning. My eyes pop open, and I’m strangely in my Worm uniform, my helmet over my head. I glance around and find I’m not in my bedroom anymore but in the time continuum.

      Standing in the large, blue sphere, lightning crackles and shoots all around, then explodes into a wall of clouds that hover in a dark void of nothing. Staring into the fog, I watch different scenes begins to play over them. Before, I’ve seen myself and Jasmin, or Pete, or my parents. But now I’m watching a scene unfold, and I don’t recognize any of them. An older man walking his dog, a young girl swinging on a playset. There are dozens of different scenes being played out.

      “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” a voice calls out behind me.

      “Cade?” I turn around to see the tall man dressed in black with a leather jacket. I remember what he looked like last time; his short dark hair slicked back. He watches the same scene I am, and I see the tattoo on his neck, behind his ear. The same emblem that’s on my uniform. An eight-pointed star.

      “What is this? Am I dreaming?”

      “Oh, look at that.” He ignores me, pointing to the scene. “A mother giving birth. And that one”—he points to a different spot—“a couple’s fiftieth wedding anniversary.”

      “What is this?” I ask again, my voice a little sterner.

      His eyes shoot toward me, and he smirks as if I pose no threat. “This is the time continuum. These are moments in time. What has been, what is, and what is yet to be.”

      I gaze at the scenes on the cloud. “The future? I can see the future? This has to be a dream.”

      “It’s not a dream. It’s real.”

      “But how? I was just asleep. Now here I am in my uniform.”

      “Chronowalkers can jump into the time continuum when they please, and when they do, they are always dressed in what’s most comfortable for them.”

      “You’ve said that word before; chronowalker. What is that?”

      “It’s what I am. It’s what you could be, though there have never been two chronowalkers born within a century of one another.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      He smirks again. This time, almost in approval. “We are like silent guardians. We walk through time, making sure that everything is as it should be, and that no one has tampered with the timelines.”

      “Wait, you said some of these are the future. Doesn’t that mean the future is safe? Why would you need to walk through time to make sure?”

      “Time is more fragile than a thin sheet of ice melting over a flame. Every decision, every choice someone makes can alter that future.”

      I stare at him, a sudden seriousness setting in. “Decision. Choice. You’ve said those words to me before.”

      “Yes,” he replies, returning his gaze to the wall of clouds. “Your future has not been set, like none of ours has, but you’ve changed things. That means every choice you make now will result in a future that was not in line with the timelines before.”

      “None of this makes any sense.”

      Facing me again, he places a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll give you an example to make it clearer for you. Last year, you should’ve died. If you had, Princess Razana would not be in King City today. Instead, she’d be mourning the death of her father and lining up the army of Merkia to finally snuff out the insurgents. Now? Not so much.”

      “I couldn’t have known that,” I exclaim.

      “Of course not. No one knows their future. There’s a rough timeline to which the chronowalkers adhere to, but not even my future is set. I adapt to whatever decisions are made by everyone else.”

      When he looks back at the cloud, I catch sight of his tattoo again.

      “Why do you have a tattoo like my emblem?”

      He lets out a loud, patronizing, laugh. “Your emblem? Robbie, the star is the mark of every chronowalker. Your insignia is what it is because it’s what can be seen when you teleport. But it’s the key mark when someone travels into and through the time continuum. And the time continuum has rules.”

      “Look, I’m trying to make the right choices, okay?” I reply, a defensive tone setting in. “Before you came to me last year, I had no idea any of this existed. So, I’m sorry if I don’t know all of your little rules.”

      “I know this is all new to you. And truth be told, I’ve already been informed you won’t become a chronowalker. You’re not needed.”

      I shouldn’t take offense to the comment, especially since I have no idea what being a chronowalker even entails, but I do. “Excuse me? Why am I not needed?”

      “Because they have me. And you’re much better suited to be a protector of the time you live in. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t still a threat to the time continuum. You can access it, and like I warned you in the past, if you try to alter time again, I will stop you.”

      “So that’s what this little visit is all about? You just wanted to give me a warning again?”

      “Possibly,” he answers.

      Turning his attention back to the wall of clouds, he raises his hand, and a surge of lightning strikes outside. All of the previous scenes that were playing vanish, replaced with one that grabs my attention.

      I’m standing in my uniform, in the middle of what appears to be a banquet. Standing in front of me is Leena. She looks gorgeous, in a strapless, violet evening gown, and her crimson hair braided off to the side. We stand in the middle of a dance floor, and then she reaches a hand up to the side of my head, kissing me. Before I can see what my reaction is, Cade waves his hand again, and the scene fizzles out with clouds floating over it.

      “What was that? Was that my future?” I demand.

      “That was a choice,” he answers.

      “Whose choice? Am I going to be with Leena? That’s not possible!” I yell.

      “Robbie, all futures are possible, especially since you altered your timeline.” He faces me, calm and collected, while I seethe and my fists clench. “I don’t show you this to cause you concern, or to make you fear whatever future you choose. I show you this to remind you that all of your choices have consequences. They may be pleasant consequences, or they may not be, but the repercussions do come because of what we choose.”

      “You know what?” I point a finger in his face, my annoyance mounting. “I’m getting sick and tired of this. I’m trying to do my best, okay? I took on this assignment, trying to make the right decision. So, it’s really pissing me off when you bring up all of this stuff, telling me to be careful. I’m trying to be as careful as I can!”

      “Good.” Cade smiles. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

      An earsplitting crack of thunder rings out, causing me to flinch. The instant I reopen my eyes, I’m back in my bed, and in my boxers. I sit up quickly, looking around my room. Grabbing my phone, I turn it on to see it read three thirty in the morning. Letting out a frustrated groan, I fall back on top of my pillows, staring up at my ceiling.

      “What a jerk.”
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      As soon as I wake up the next morning, I let out a loud groan of irritation, immediately remembering the encounter. Cade’s admonition clings to me, and as I get out of bed, I begin to overthink every decision I’ve made the past week. Agreeing to be Leena’s guide, going to the club, fighting that crazy doorman without my uniform. They are all decisions I think were the right thing to do. Even though there’s no discernible reason why they’d be the wrong choices, the second-guessing nags at me.

      After getting dressed, I text Jasmin to see if she wants to go to my aunt and uncle’s, hoping it might be something we can finally enjoy without Leena being present. My parents know Jasmin is in on my secret identity, and even from freshman year, they’ve always loved her. But I send her a message before my shower, and by the time I’m finished and dressed, I still haven’t received a reply. When I send another message, she finally responds but says she can’t today because she made plans with Pete and Daniel.

      I stare at my phone, finding it odd for two reasons. One; if she made plans with them, how come none of them told me? We’ve gone out on plenty of double dates. That question leads to the inevitable number two; what could they possibly be doing without me?

      Before I can call and act on any of those questions, my phone starts ringing. Leena’s name is on the caller ID. The memory of the dream-like encounter I had with Cade, and seeing Leena kiss me in the clouds, comes to mind. I shake my head, trying to disperse the thoughts.

      “Hey, what’s up, Leena?”

      “Robbie, I’m so bored!” she pouts.

      “Well, there’s not much I can do about that?”

      “Yes, there is,” she counters. “You’re my guide. Let’s go do something. The History Museum near the financial district, or … I know! Let’s go see the land animal zoo.”

      I laugh at her wordage. The King City Zoo is a huge park with different animals from all over the world, most of which she’s seen; Merkia has a whole area on the island where animals roam free.

      “You have most of those on your island. Besides, I’m sorry but I can’t today. Remember, I told you, on the weekends I’m at home since the rest of the week I’m chauffeuring you around. I’m going to my aunt’s today.”

      “Ugh, you’re not my chauffeur, Robbie. And even though I call you it, I really don’t even consider you my guide.”

      Laughing, I sit at the end of my bed to slip on my shoes. “Oh, really? What would you consider me then?”

      Her voice turns playful. “Well, there are an awful lot of things I’d like to consider you.”

      “Okay, we can stop right there.”

      “You’re no fun.” She giggles. “Oh, wait! I’ll come with you.”

      I pause, slightly confused. “You’ll come with me where?”

      “To your family’s, silly.”

      I wrinkle my nose, dropping the shoelace that’s in my hand. Switching the phone to my other hand, I stare at the Crimson Cowl poster on my wall. “You want to meet my family?”

      “Yes!” The excitement drips from her voice. “It’ll be great.”

      “It’ll probably be boring. Everyone sits around and watches TV or talks. I have a few younger cousins who like to play video games. Are you sure you want to spend a Saturday doing that?”

      “I’ll be over in a minute,” she answers without hesitation.

      “Wait, you need my address.”

      “No, love.” She laughs again. “I already know where you live.”

      Hanging up without another word, I let out a deep breath, unsure how the rest of this day is going to go, and slightly uncomfortable that she knows where my house is. This is going to be the most awkward afternoon ever. I know she’ll act how she always does, and no doubt my family will start to think something is going on between us.

      Releasing another sigh, I reach back down to finish with my shoes. “Perfect.”

      She arrives at my house within thirty minutes, once again decked out as if she’s going to a high-society event, and not a backyard family barbecue. As soon as she enters my house, my mother tosses me a sideways glare, and I know she’s wondering what happened to Jasmin. I shake my head, hoping the silent answer will subside her. Thankfully it does, but it doesn’t stop the raised eyebrows she delivers as Leena gushes over how cute our home is.

      Leena has her personal driver wait at our house, and she decides to travel with my parents and me in our car. It’s a ten-year-old, mid-range sedan. I’m sure the least fancy car she’s ever been in, but she doesn’t say a word about it. Not that she’s really complained to me about certain things like cars or clothes, but I’m surprised at how well she adapts to everything. She doesn’t mention the wear on the seat cushions, or that it’s not some luxury transportation with a personal mini fridge to store drinks. She simply smiles and takes in the surroundings as we make our way to my aunt’s house. And once we arrive, she’s more of the same.

      “Your mom called,” my aunt greets us, giving Leena a wide smile. “Such an honor, Princess Razana.” She straightens her blouse out before offering her hand to Leena. “Robbie, I cannot believe you’re dating a princess.”

      Kill me now. “We’re not dating, Tia.”

      “It’s not for lack of trying,” Leena jokes, taking her hand and offering a giggle. “And please, call me Leena.”

      My aunt grins, obviously impressed, and escorts us into the house. I’m about to introduce Leena to other family members, and head to the backyard, when a younger cousin runs over to me, hugging my leg. “Robbie!”

      I kneel down to her, ruffling her hair. “Hey, Cynthia.”

      Cynthia’s my aunt and uncle’s daughter and is four years old. She stares up at Leena, mesmerized, who then kneels down next to me, offering Cynthia her hand.

      “Cynthia?” Leena asks, and Cynthia shyly nods. “That’s the most beautiful name in the world. How old are you, Cynthia?” She answers by holding up four fingers, nervously biting her lip. “Four? You have to be the prettiest four-year-old I’ve ever seen.”

      Pink splashes across Cynthia’s face, and she looks at the ground with a shy smile. “Thank you.”

      My cousin runs away to play with the other kids, and I pause, staring at Leena, trying to figure her out. The entire situation is one of the sincerest interactions I’ve ever seen from her.

      “What?” she asks.

      “Nothing,” I answer, unable to hide the smirk.

      The rest of the afternoon goes by, and my entire extended family shows up. My uncles start grilling carne asada, as my dad stands around the barbecue with them, talking. My aunts and mom are inside, cooking up rice and beans. Pete has always loved coming for the family barbecues. I asked him one time why he loved it so much, and he said there was no way to get the kind of food that my family cooks up from a restaurant. He’ll regularly go back home with at least three plates of leftovers. Leena seems to not only be enjoying the food but the entire interaction.

      “That food was amazing,” she says, finishing her plate. We’re sitting at the end of a table in the backyard, as the kids play off in the distance.

      “We have plenty,” my aunt tells her. “Would you like another helping?”

      “Oh, no. I’m so full, thank you.”

      “Robbie, come play with us!” Cynthia yells out from across the yard.

      “No, mija,” my aunt chides her. “Robbie?” She turns her attention back to me. “You should take Leena out to the rose grove, down the street by the park.”

      It’s not a random suggestion. And even though I explained to her when we first arrived that we’re just friends—and also to other family members the entire afternoon—she still bounces her eyes between the two of us, and I know she’s insinuating I should make a move.

      “Tia!” I growl through clenched teeth.

      Leena laughs. “I’d love to see the rose grove.”

      “Of course you would.” I smile, rolling my eyes at her.

      My aunt, unaware of our ongoing cat and mouse relationship, scolds me with a stern look. “Robbie!”

      “Okay, okay.” I raise my hands in defeat.

      Leaving the backyard, we begin our small trek down the street, and Leena takes hold of my hand, locking her fingers with mine. I roll my eyes yet again, and she smiles playfully. Not bothering to fight the gesture, we head down the street, and I wave over the area and the setting sun in the distance. “So, how do you like the suburbs?”

      “It’s nice,” she answers. To my surprise, like her interaction with Cynthia, it sounds sincere.

      “Seriously?” I laugh. “You’re staying in a luxurious hotel suite, and I’ve seen the palace you live in. You think the suburbs are nice?”

      “What, you don’t?”

      “No, I’m fine with them. But it’s all I’ve known.”

      “Just because my life is surrounded with lavish items, it doesn’t mean I can’t—or don’t—appreciate the simpler things. I’ve told you before, why do you think I still don’t have a boyfriend?”

      “Well, if I remember correctly, at the time you told me it’s because you hadn’t found anyone as hot as me.” I chuckle, shaking my head at the memory from the summer.

      “Well, that’s true.” She laughs along. “But seriously, Robbie. My personality might rub people the wrong way, but I couldn’t care less about that. Not because I don’t care about hurting someone’s feelings, but because I know who I am. I love who I am. However, I also know what people expect from me. They expect me to have this glamorous lifestyle. The boys I’ve met in the past, whether they’re from Merkia or not, they’re all the same. They want the glitz and the glamour. I feel like they want me because of what I am, not for who I am.”

      Her genuine words remind me of her entire time with my family. It’s not what I’ve seen since she arrived. It’s not even what I saw over the summer, spending six weeks with her in Merkia. Right now, she’s speaking with an honesty and comfort level I haven’t seen before.

      “Tonight was the first time I think I’ve ever seen the real you,” I say. “Not the princess you, but the real you.”

      “And?”

      “It’s nice.” I smile.

      Our pace has slowed, and as we’re walking along the sidewalk, I see the rose grove in the distance. Her free hand reaches over, and now, instead of holding my hand, she wraps both of her arms around mine. I clear my throat and nod to the flowers. “The rose grove is right over there.”

      It’s a massive rose garden in the track home community that’s filled with different-colored petals. Most of them are pink and red, but littered in between those are yellow and white roses, too. It’s a beautiful sight, especially with the sun setting in the distance. And the roses blossom year-round, thanks to a unique soil King City has shipped in.

      To the side of the rose grove is a parking lot, along with a wide, grassy area, where people come and have picnics during the summer. Blocking off the grove from the sidewalk is a small, wooden rail.

      Leena’s phone goes off, and she pulls it from her back pocket.

      “Yes?” I can’t hear anything from the other end, but I see her eyes roll in annoyance. “No, I said not to contact me about that today, just do it. I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow about it.” She hangs up.

      “Everything okay?”

      Frustration crosses her face as she slides her phone away and leans against the wooden rail. “It’s fine.” Her expression contradicts her words, but I don’t say anything. It reminds me of the texting interaction I had with Jasmin today, and I start to wonder what they had planned again. Is everyone keeping secrets now, and I’m the one letting everyone in on mine?

      “These are breathtaking,” Leena remarks, bringing me back to attention.

      I nod, then hop up on the rail, trying to get comfortable. “Yeah, they are. It’s a popular spot for—” I stop myself, then look at Leena. She’s on the other side of the rail, looking up at me. “For couples on a date.”

      “Oh.” A sly smirk crosses her lips. Ducking between the rails, she moves in front of me and stands between my legs, wrapping her arms around my waist. I shake my head, amazed at this girl’s tenacity. “Are we on a date, love?” She stares up at me, her full, jade eyes meeting mine.

      I let out an incredulous chuckle, scan the area to make sure no one’s around, and then teleport out of her grasp. With her on one side of the rail, I stand on the other. “No, Leena. We’re not on a date. I have a girlfriend. You’ve met her.”

      “I know, I know,” she replies, letting out a sigh. Even with the barrier between us, she still takes hold of my hand, then smiles up at me. “You can’t blame a girl for trying.”
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      When Monday rolls around, it feels awkward around the lunch table. Maria doesn’t seem to notice, but Jasmin and Pete keep exchanging looks. I waited until we all got to lunch, and I asked them what they did over the weekend. They both shot one another worried glances, then proceeded to say they went to the movies. I want to ask what they saw, or why I wasn’t invited, but I don’t want to come off as jealous or even concerned. It can’t be serious, right?

      Leena returns from getting a soft drink and takes a seat next to me. One thing that hasn’t changed is Jasmin’s reaction to her.

      “Hey, everyone,” Leena greets them cheerfully. “Oh, Robbie, I thought of this adorable tiara I’m going to have my father send to me. You can give it to Cynthia.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that, Leena,” I reply. “My aunt spoils that girl enough.”

      “Too late, I already asked him to send it.” She giggles.

      I start to smile when Jasmin’s jaw drops. “Cynthia? As in your little cousin?”

      “Uh …” I wrinkle my nose trying to think of something—anything—I can say that would defuse the situation. “Yeah?” I slowly let out.

      Pete and Maria both look back and forth, first at Jasmin, then at me. I’ve been so wrapped up with wondering what Pete, Daniel, and Jasmin were doing this weekend, I completely forgot to tell her that Leena went to the barbecue with me.

      “How does she know Cynthia?” Jasmin asks.

      Leena gazes at me curiously. She doesn’t seem embarrassed, but she doesn’t look terribly disappointed that she got to meet my family, either.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Leena whispers, but deliberately loud enough for the rest of them to hear.

      Maria and Pete are now staring at me. “Tell me what?” Jasmin demands.

      “Okay …” I put a finger up, trying to remain calm. “When I texted you on Saturday, you said you were busy. I asked you, Jasmin. I asked you if you wanted to go.”

      “So you took her instead?” she screams, causing some students to look over at us. Leena flashes a devilish smile.

      “It’s not like that. She called me. I told her I was going to my aunt’s, and she practically invited herself.”

      “You could’ve said no.”

      “Jasmin, you know I can’t—” I grunt, looking at Maria, and then the rest of the students, stifling my answer. “You know …” I raise my eyebrows, trying to nonverbally remind her why I can’t say no.

      “Ugh, whatever.” Jasmin shoots up from the table. Grabbing her bag, she hurries toward the exit.

      “Jasmin?” I call out, getting up from the table to go after her.

      “Let her go, Robbie.” Maria gets up from the table. “I’ll go talk to her.” I want to say thanks, but Maria stares at me with disgust, like I just cheated on her best friend.

      Grimacing in frustration, I sit back down at the table, with Pete still staring at me. I glance over at Leena, who is smiling from ear to ear. “This isn’t funny, Leena,” I reprimand her.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, no hint of apology in her voice. “But she’s a big girl. She shouldn’t get so jealous simply because you have a pretty friend.”

      “Are you serious?” I shake my head at her. “It’s not just about this weekend. It’s this whole thing, it’s making it all—”

      Before I can finish, my cell phone goes off, vibrating in my pocket. Checking my phone, I find a Priority Level Red alert coming in from the Alliance. “I gotta go.” I let out a frustrated sigh, walking away from the table.

      “Where are you going?” Leena asks.

      “Thankfully, there’s an emergency in the city so I can go risk my life instead of this drama.”

      Pete stays quiet throughout the whole thing, his eyes wide, as he digests it all. Walking out of the cafeteria, I sneak away to my go-to spot, a janitor’s closet, and teleport to headquarters.

      When I get to the control room, Daniel and Doc are staring at a monitor. “Worm, you got here fast,” Doc says.

      “Yeah, Leena … Jasmin …” I struggle to find the words and release a dispirited sigh. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “All right.” Doc turns his attention back to the computer screen. “We’ve got an explosion two miles off of the coast, near King City Harbor. Supron and Mimic are already en route. You and Hydro will fall back to keep civilian casualties and injuries to a minimum.”

      “Two miles off the coast?” I glance at Daniel. “Why is this a Priority Level Red?”

      “It’s the Merkian insurgents,” he answers. “They let off some kind of bomb that’s already damaged three boats. The police department’s harbor division is heading there as we speak. There’s also an ocean liner nearby.”

      “Wait, they’re targeting us and not Merkians?” I ask.

      “We don’t know,” Doc answers. “Suit up.”

      After changing, we make it to the harbor, where police have barriers set up. Hydro and I look out over the water, and instead of seeing the small waves that should be breaking against the beach, the water wades in almost an eerie calm. Receding back a touch, it almost looks like it’s being held at bay.

      On both sides of the pier are two warehouses burning. The fires aren’t huge, so we both walk down the pier, toward the end, and Daniel waves his hand out, trying to call up some water. I glance over at him, expecting a fountain of ocean water to lift out. Staring intently at the water, he shakes his hand, trying it again. However, the ocean stays where it is.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He gazes at his hand, unsure. “I don’t know. The water isn’t responding. I can feel something in it, like a pulse or something.”

      My eyes find the horizon, and out in the distance is a small speck. A billow of smoke seems to rise from what I’m assuming is a ship, but it’s too far off for me to teleport there safely. “I wonder if the insurgents are doing something out there?”

      “We don’t have time to think about it,” Daniel replies, looking over at the smaller warehouse to our left. “I’ll fly over there and grab as much water as I can to put out the flames. You check out the larger one. Make sure it’s cleared out. Hopefully, KC Fire will be here soon and can assist with it.”

      “On it.” I teleport over to the entrance of the warehouse and see that most of the flames are shooting out from the second story. The bottom floor looks smoky, but no flames are inside, so I make my way in. Running over to the staircase, I hurry up it, and approach an open door, feeling the heat from inside.

      “Hello?” I yell, trying to listen for anyone. “Anyone up here?” Silence floats around, with only the crackle of the flames popping.

      Hurrying back down the stairs, I bypass the first floor and head to the bottom area. As I approach the entrance of the room, I hear cracking and look back to see flames starting to dance farther into the first level. I need to move.

      Making my way down to the lower level—which is murky, with smoke wavering to and fro—I call out, “Hello? If anyone’s down here, yell so I can find you. This place is gonna be toast in a few minutes.” Still nothing.

      I hear more of the roof from the first floor crumbling, and I’m almost positive I’ll have to teleport my way out of here now. Along the back wall, three large crates are set up. I hurry over to them, double-checking the small, shadowy surroundings. Another crash rumbles, and I turn around to see the flames from the fire starting to make their way down below.

      “It’s all clear down—” I begin to radio to Daniel, but am cut off when I hear a beeping. Spinning around, I push one of the crates out of the way, and between them is a man crouched low.

      “Whoa, I almost missed you. Are you okay?” I ask, kneeling down next to him.

      As soon as I put a hand on his shoulder, he bounces up, nailing me across the chin with a hard punch, and I tumble back. Out from the smoky shadows, the flames crawl closer and light up his appearance. He’s wearing Merkian armor, with seashells and coral reef wrapped around his shoulders, waist, and arms. He takes a step toward me, pulling out a jagged dagger.

      Casting my eyes back down to where he was kneeling, I hear the beeping again and see a small, wooden box with green and red wires attached to it. On the top is a display screen, with red numbers counting down.

      “What is this?” I demand.

      The insurgent gives me an evil grin, revealing scars slashed over his face, and his green eyes pierce mine. “Merkia will take its proper place among the seas.”

      Lunging at him, I fake an attack and slide below as he swings and misses me with his dagger. I reach for the bomb, hoping to grab it and teleport it away, but he spins back around, and he slashes the knife across my arm. I recoil in pain, and he turns again, sending the blade across my chest, slicing it through my jacket.

      Feeling the stinging ache of the wound, I grab my chest, trying to gain my defenses. “Why are you doing this? Aren’t you trying to overthrow the king? What good is blowing up a warehouse?”

      He curls his lip. “King Razana’s alliance with you pitiful land dwellers will only strengthen his rule. We’re going to make sure none of you interfere.”

      He jumps at me, this time the dagger coming down from above, and I dive to the side, grabbing the box, then teleport behind him. Glancing down at the glowing display screen, I see that there are only seconds to go before this thing explodes. He swings around and wildly takes another stab. Rolling under his attack, I grab hold of his ankle, and teleport both of us and the bomb out of the warehouse, splashing into the open ocean water.

      The insurgent slips my grasp, disappearing, and I teleport the device as far away as I can. A colossal explosion sends hundreds of gallons of water into the sky, and I swim around in the water, thankful it’s nowhere near the docks.

      “Hydro!” I frantically call through my headset. “It’s a trap!”

      “What?” he responds.

      “There was an insurgent down below with a bomb. I don’t know if he was waiting or it was going to blow up with him in there, but it’s a trap. You need to—”

      I’m instantly choking on salt water, being dragged below the surface. I feel the force of the ocean current pushing, disorienting me beyond anything I’ve felt before. Being thrown around like a rag doll, I feel the pressure hitting my head, then pressing against my chest, and feel colder. Whatever has me is dragging me deeper. I attempt to scream and taste the salt water being shoved down my throat, and I begin to choke.

      Trying to focus everything I have, I bend over and grab whatever has a hold of my ankle, and teleport us to the first place I can think of—high into the sky, over the ocean. I try to gasp the fresh air, still gagging on the salt water. Right after I take a breath of fresh air, I hit the surface of the water with a hard thud.

      I hear an explosion, and my blurred vision turns to see the other warehouse, far off in the distance, now billowing with black smoke. Before I can try to teleport over to it, I feel another slice, this one across my calf. The burn of the salt water stings, but I’m dragged below before I can do anything else.

      Again, the vise grip of pressure wraps around my head and chest. I feel the coldness, as whoever has me begins taking me deeper. Then, for a split second, they let go. My arms and legs flail as I frantically try to get out of the cold deep, not thinking about teleporting, with the frigid and haunting feeling of the deep starting to replace my thoughts. With my thoughts in a frenzy, I’m attacked, and two fists crash into my sternum, knocking out whatever air in my lungs I have left.

      Everything starts to fade. Instinctively, my lungs try to breath something—anything—but all I take in is more salt water. I feel the burning in my lungs. My eyes blur. I grab my throat in pain one last time before everything goes dark.
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      A sudden gush fills my body, and I start choking. Instantly, I turn over on my side, spewing out the ocean water, trying to take in as much oxygen as I can. Getting to my hands and knees, I lose balance and come crashing down on something hard. My eyes blink, and my chest still heaves, while I scan my surroundings.

      My helmet is still in place, so I tap a button and retract it, and realize I’m on a Merkian ship. But it’s not like one of the king’s. It’s beaten and worn. The deck is old sea boards, greenish and brown, with moss and kelp growing up between the cracks.

      Continuing to crawl, I’m met by two boots. They’re weathered, brown and gray, like old leather boots an ancient warrior would wear. Before I can look up, I’m accosted by two Merkian insurgents, both of them yanking me to my feet to stand in front of someone. I’ve never been face-to-face with him, but I’ve heard enough and seen him from a distance. It’s Atrimi.

      “You’re the land dweller the princess is so infatuated with.” His voice is rough. Long, dark, wet hair falls down to his shoulder, and there are scars over his forehead and the left side of his face. Like the other insurgents, he wears sea-themed armor, his hand resting on the hilt of a sword, while an auto-rifle is strapped over his chest, hanging on his opposite side.

      Looking around again, I finally realize I’m on one of the large destroyer ships that the insurgents use. More armed soldiers stand off to the side. Behind Atrimi, there’s a guy chained up to the railing of the boat. He appears to be about my age, but he’s severely dehydrated.

      I’ve seen extreme dehydration before, but this seems like something more. His skin is blotchy, and in certain spots, it seems like it’s almost cracking. His veins are all risen above his skin, almost as if he looks like he’s carrying some kind of virus. They glow a bright green, while the rest of his skin is a chalky blue.

      “What is this?” I ask, my voice coarse, while still being held by two insurgents.

      “Disruption,” he answers. “We are the superior species on this planet, and yet, for years our king has refused to show us that honor, even though that’s what he originally fought for. Now he wants to bring in allies. But who needs allies when you can make petty land dwellers bow at your knees?”

      An explosion sounds from the side, and I turn to see two superheroes flying in the distance but can’t tell who they are. We’re away from the coast, but close enough I can make a jump and teleport out of here finally. Between the explosion and our ship, I see a small boat. Supron and Mimic touch down on it, fighting off the insurgents there.

      “I don’t understand.” I glance back at Atrimi. “You’ve said you wanted to control the seas. Why attack King City?”

      He flashes a wicked smile. “When you control seventy percent of the earth, you want to make sure the other thirty percent know not to challenge you.”

      “So, this is a warning?” I stare at him, bewildered.

      “This is a cautionary message not to side with the king. And once we’ve overthrown him, to not get in our way.”

      My eyes find the guy chained up on the rail. “Why the hostage? What’s wrong with him?”

      Atrimi turns his attention to him, smiling. “We’ve been tampering with you land dwellers and our DNA. We have a supporter who is very much interested in what our blood can do. And he’s willing to pay handsomely.”

      I instantly think of General Watkins and try to lunge at him, but I’m held back. “Daedalus? You’re working with Daedalus?”

      “You’ve heard of them. Good, perhaps they’ll be interested in your DNA as well. I’m sure they’d love the blood sample of a teleporter. Get these two down below,” he orders his men. “Prepare for submersion.”

      I’ve probably gotten as much information out of him as I can. I need to get off of this ship now, but I can’t leave the kid either. Glancing to the side, I see Supron is still at a distance, but he flies over to a neighboring insurgent ship and begins fighting with them. King City Police is closing in with their own unit, so I know Atrimi isn’t going to want to stick around much longer.

      The insurgents begin to push me along, and I make my move. Teleporting behind them, I grab their shoulders, and teleport them off of the boat, out into the open ocean. I jump over to the kid, and as I get closer see he’s in worse condition than I initially thought. His chest moves, so I know he’s breathing, but the blueish skin and green veins look sickly. The parched areas of his skin, including the corner of his eyes, and lips, have begun to crack, with blue blood seeping out.

      “What’d they do to you?” I whisper to myself. Kneeling down, I take hold of his arm. He cracks his eyes open, just enough for his gaze to meet mine before closing them again. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      Glancing back, I watch as Atrimi comes running out of the cabin he just entered. “Get them!”

      Three more insurgents rush us, but as they do, Mimic and Supron fly overhead. Supron lands at the front of the boat, while Mimic lands next to me, going to a knee.

      “Worm!”

      I look back at the guy. “They did something to him. Experimented.”

      Waves crash around us, and I can feel the ship beginning to descend. Supron takes to the air and is immediately met with a steel netting. His skin begins to charge up as he tries to fight his way out of it. Another attacker runs over to us, and Mimic grabs him, throwing him overboard.

      An explosion rocks us, and I see Supron fall out of the sky, crashing into the water. Insurgents dive into the oceanic deep, no doubt trying to take advantage of the small opening they have. Mimic jumps into the air, hovering above me.

      “Get him to headquarters. I’ll help Supron.”

      “What about Atrimi?”

      “There’s no time.” As soon as he says it, I hear and feel another explosion. Atrimi is nowhere to be seen. “Now, Worm!”

      I nod and grab the guy’s arm, teleporting us off of the deck, and into one of Doc’s labs.
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      I’ve been in the medic bay for nearly an hour, assisting Doc with Atrimi’s prisoner, who still looks horrible. Doc gave him a sedative to calm the convulsions he started having, but his skin and veins still look the same, and he floats in and out of consciousness. Every few minutes, he starts to choke, as if he’s suffocating, but all of Doc’s scans show nothing is blocking his airways, and his lungs are clean.

      The blotchy, dry parts of his skin, which were initially only cracking along his eyes and lips, have started forming over other parts of him. With only board shorts covering him, the rest of his body is blue, and the green veins have spread to the point where you can see the entire vascular system of his body.

      “I don’t understand, nothing is working.” Doc scratches his beard, staring at a monitor. “Did they say what kind of experiments they were doing?”

      “No,” I answer, gazing at the guy in sympathy. “Only that they were testing land dwellers with the Daedalus serums and their own blood.”

      “Wait a second.” Doc turns around, grabbing a tablet from the foot of the bed, and inputs more data. A new window pops open, showing scans and charts, all of which I don’t understand. “Of course! His chloride ions are off the charts.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Merkians have a different set of ions in their body than the rest of us. While our sodium concentrates are set at a certain level, Merkians have a much higher level because of their chloride ions.”

      “Doc, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “He’s suffocating because he doesn’t have enough salt water in his system.”

      “Okay, let’s hook up a couple IVs for him.”

      “No.” Dropping the tablet, Doc walks over to a computer near the head of the bed. “Normal saline solution isn’t going to do the trick. It doesn’t contain enough sodium. I can create a compound to give to him, but it will take a while. We need to do something now.”

      Before I can ask what we should do, he starts going into convulsions again. His body tenses, and the green veins rise high from his skin. Dry areas bring out more cracks, and the blue blood drips from him.

      “I don’t know how much longer he’s gonna make it,” I say, trying to hold down his arms as he shakes.

      “Go get seawater!”

      “What?” I stare at him like he’s crazy. “Doc, where am I supposed to get seawater?”

      “The ocean!” Doc yells.

      I teleport out of the room and along the coast of King City. Scanning the area, I see people walking along the beach, as the sun sets over the water. Running over to the waves, I slosh through the muddy sand, frantically looking around. How am I supposed to take back seawater? I see a group of friends off to the side, and an ice chest sits between two beach chairs.

      Jumping over to them, I grab the chest and dump out its contents.

      “Hey!” one of them yells at me.

      “Sorry!” I scream back, and then run over to the water. “It’s an emergency!”

      After filling up the small ice chest, I teleport back into the lab, as Doc hooks up a tube into the guy’s neck. “Okay, now what?”

      Doc gazes down at the kid, then back at me. “Throw it on him.”

      “What?”

      “Throw it!”

      I shake my head, confused, but do as I’m told, and throw the container full of seawater on him. As soon as the water touches his skin, the convulsions stop. The water drips off of his body, and I immediately see the dry blotches on his skin clearing up. His veins can still be seen, but they look like they are fading back under the skin. Though his body seems calmer, he’s still coughing, almost choking.

      “Grab another bucket,” Doc orders. I jump back to the beach, filling up the chest again, and teleport back to douse him with the contents. Doc holds up his arms, stopping me. “Wait.”

      “What?”

      Grabbing a small cup from a desk, he dips it into the container of seawater and then lifts the edge of it to the kid’s lips. Instinctively, his coughing subsides, and while some of the liquid drips out from the corners of his mouth, I see his throat moving, as he swallows the water.

      “Here.” Doc fills the cup with water again, then hands it to me. “Keep him hydrated. I should have the compound ready soon, but keep feeding him water. If his skin starts to crack, splash it over the area.”

      “All right.”

      As Doc leaves the room, a small, new area begins to dry up on his shoulder. Dripping seawater over it, it’s like dry sand sucking up the moisture, and the cracking subsides. I fill the cup again, and take a seat, then feed him another drink.

      By the time Doc returns, I’m nearly out of the water. An IV is hooked up for him, and I take the last of the ocean water, pouring it over his mouth. His eyelids start to flicker.

      “Doc, I think he’s coming to.”

      We both watch as he starts to stir. His skin has returned to a more natural color, like a surfer with a glowing tan. As his arms—which were once laced with green veins—move, the muscles react, and he reaches up, rubbing his eyes. Finally opening them, he stares around the room, then meets my gaze. I narrow my vision, feeling like I’ve met him before.

      As he’s trying to push himself into a seated position, Doc steps forward, keeping him down. “Whoa, hold on there. You’re gonna be okay. You’re at Justice Alliance headquarters. Do you know who you are?”

      He stares at Doc, then looks over at me, before scanning the lab. “Justice Alliance headquarters?”

      “Yes. I’m Doctor Grandside, and this is Worm.”

      Confusion covers his faces, and I raise my gloved hand, unsure of what to say or do. “How … how’d I get here?” he asks, his voice scratchy.

      “There was an incident off of the coast of King City,” Doc answers. “We found you, and—”

      He sits up, pushing Doc’s hand away. “The coast? Wait … there was an explosion.”

      “Yes,” I answer. “There were some Merkian insurgents. They attacked, and—”

      “I was out fishing … I was on a boat with my parents. There was an explosion, and I was taken.”

      His eyes meet mine, and I’m once again stricken with a feeling of familiarity.

      “What’s your name?” I question, my brows furrowed in concentration.

      “Diego. Diego Monterey.”

      My memories instantly snap into place. I remember now. I’ve seen him before, in the time continuum. I saw him on vacation with his parents. I try to push back the nerves and fear that creep up. Did I do this to him?
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      “What do you mean you know who he is?” Mimic asks.

      We’re sitting in a conference room, along a full mahogany table—myself, Mimic, Supron, and Doc. After Diego told me his name, I knew I remembered seeing him. I also know I have no idea what this means, or if it’s something that will affect our future or not. It’s been a couple of hours, and Diego’s resting in the medical lab still, processing everything that’s happened to him. When Mimic and Supron got back, I asked to speak to them, along with Doc, to hopefully explain everything. Or, at least as much as I can.

      “I don’t know him, know him,” I try to explain. “I’ve seen him before. But this wasn’t what I saw.”

      Supron stands in the room, giving me an unconvinced stare. Doc narrows his eyes. “What do you mean what you saw?”

      Taking a deep breath, I cross my fingers in front of me, staring down at the umber table. How can I explain any of this, without sounding like a lunatic? And not only am I figuring out how to explain this to them, but now I have to come clean about everything I probably should’ve divulged to them months ago. I was hoping I’d never have to bring it up. That Cade would eventually fade into the background, and even if I did see him again, his warnings would stop, and this would all be a weird incident that stayed in my past.

      “Okay, when I went back in time and changed what happened last year, I entered the time continuum.” The words bring Mimic and Supron to a standstill.

      “The time continuum?” Doc asks. “As in, the actual fabric of space and time?”

      I nod. “I didn’t know what it was at first, but then I saw these flashes. They were almost like little scenes being played in front of me. I saw bits and pieces from my past. Different events that happened to me. And then, somehow, I went back in time eight hours.”

      “So how do you know Diego?” Supron asks.

      “When I was in the time continuum, I saw him. Today, when he started getting better, he looked familiar, but it never clicked. Then he said his name. But the scene I saw was different. This isn’t what I saw, he was happy. He was out on a boat with his parents.”

      “And the scene you saw, there was no explosion?” Mimic asks.

      “No.” I shake my head, my nerves getting the better of me. Raising my thumb to my mouth, I nervously bite my fingernail, my eyes returning to burn a hole through the tabletop. “There’s something else,” I add through my fingers. “It’s all coming back now. I knew she looked familiar, but I just brushed it off. After spending that time in Merkia, I thought it was her, you know? Because she’s pretty, or whatever. Oh my God, I didn’t even think about it, but now it’s all flooding back.”

      “Calm down.” Mimic steps over to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “What’s all coming back?”

      “Leena. I saw visions of her, too.”

      “As in Princess Razana? You saw her future?” Supron asks.

      “I don’t know. I saw her, but this isn’t what happened. She wasn’t going to school with me, she was … crying. Whatever I saw, it was different for her and Diego. Diego’s parents were alive, and Leena … I think someone died. I believe it was her father. She was being given a crown.”

      All three of them stay quiet. I don’t know their reactions because my teeth continue to nervously chew on my thumbnail, and I stare down at the wooden conference table. After no one says anything, I look up to find Mimic studying me. Supron stands stoic, one arm folded, holding up his hand under his chin thinking. Like Mimic, Doc’s eyes stay on me, but he seems like he’s trying to solve an equation. Supron steps over to Mimic, whispering something, and Mimic nods in agreement.

      Doc breaks the silence first. “I think we should pull Robbie from the field.”

      “What?” I jump up out of my seat. “Doc, you can’t do that. I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t tell you guys because I was hoping I’d never have to. And I know how crazy it sounds all by itself.”

      “Worm’s right,” Supron speaks up. Of all three of them, I figured he would be the one to try and hold me back.

      “I’m not saying he’s not,” Doc counters. “But he did alter the time continuum. Who’s to say what other alterations might have happened? We need to remove him from the field of play, at least temporarily, until we can get some kind of handle on this.”

      “Nothing is going to happen,” I argue. “Cade warned me. He even brought me back into the time continuum to make sure I was taking everything seriously.”

      As soon as I finish the sentence, I clench my eyes, grit my teeth, and drop my head. This is a whole new can of worms I’m going to have to explain. Popping my head back up, I discover all sets of eyes are locked on me, each of them with a perplexed expression.

      Mimic folds his arms. “Who’s Cade?”

      “Damn it,” I hiss under my breath. “Okay, this isn’t going to make any sense, but there’s someone out there called a chronowalker. His name is Cade, and after we defeated Magma, I met him. He’s basically in charge of making sure things don’t screw up the timeline.”

      “And you were allowed to change what you did?” Supron questions.

      “I wasn’t technically allowed. I didn’t change everything, I created a chrononexus. I altered my timeline. But doing so has consequences.” Everyone is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Looking over at Doc, I find him staring at me, unsure what to believe. “Remember that picture you showed me of the time traveler who popped up in different eras? That’s him. He’s a chronowalker, and technically, I am, too. He said that there are never two chronowalkers born in the same century, but I guess I’m an exception. The Eon Watchers didn’t think I had the power to do anything, so they kind of dismissed me.”

      “Eon Watchers?” Mimic asks. His expression is that of a parent listening to a lie their child is making up.

      “You guys.” My voice gets louder. “I know this sounds insane, but I’m telling you it happened. And what’s more important, I’m pretty sure when I altered my timeline, I changed Diego and Leena’s lives.”

      Doc folds his arms, nodding. “All the more reason to pull you from the field. We can assign someone else to be Princess Razana’s guide until we know for sure.”

      He gives me an apologetic look, then we both turn to Supron and Mimic, who’ve begun discussing the situation again between themselves. After what seems like an eternity, they finally turn and face me.

      “We think it’s better if Worm stays as Princess Razana’s guide.”

      Doc shakes his head. “I don’t know if that’s wise. The timeline, theoretically, is incredibly fragile.”

      “Like a thin sheet of ice over an open flame,” I mutter softly, repeating the words Cade once spoke to me.

      “Exactly,” Doc agrees. “We don’t know what else has been altered.”

      “No, we don’t,” Supron replies. “But what we do know is Robbie has the girl’s trust. And after the attack we had on the harbor, we need to make sure nothing interrupts the talks we have with King Razana. If we replace Robbie with someone else, she may return to Merkia, whereby the future that Robbie saw could come true. We can’t afford for anything to happen to the Princess or the King of Merkia.”

      “I disagree,” Doc remains firm in his protest.

      “That’s noted,” Mimic answers. “But we think this is the best way to go. Besides, this … Cade, is it?” he asks, and I nod. “If he truly is watching over the timeline, and he’s already pulled Robbie out twice to talk with him, we can use that knowledge as a failsafe. We doubt anything catastrophic could happen without his knowing and warning.”

      Doc gazes down at the conference table, shaking his head. “Time isn’t a picket fence, and if something goes wrong, you just replace one piece with another. It’s not linear, it’s spherical. It connects and works together. If one piece begins to fail, the entire thing could collapse.” Turning to exit the room, he glances back at me, then Mimic and Supron. “I hope this is the right decision.”

      As he leaves, I look over at Supron and Mimic, who both exchange weighty stares. They don’t have to say anything; I know exactly what they’re thinking. I’m thinking it, too. We’re all hoping Doc’s fears are misplaced and following through with our scheduled plan of watching over the princess is the right one. And I’m praying Cade’s warning of scrutinizing my decisions, is just that—a warning and not a foreboding prophecy.
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      A week passes, and things haven’t gotten any better at school.

      Leena always has a brief meeting with her entourage right before lunch, so she shows up to our table after Jasmin and Maria have already arrived. In turn, Jasmin and Maria have taken to devouring their lunch and then leaving the table, so they spend as little time around her as possible. Maria doesn’t seem to have any particular reason to dislike Leena, but she sticks by her best friend.

      Leena, for her part, is either oblivious about it or acting like she doesn’t care. She waves hello to them when she sits down, starts talking about the latest gossip in her life, and as they leave, she says good-bye, as perky as can be.

      Most of my time talking to Jasmin lately has been through text messages. I’ve offered to hang out after school when I’m not with Leena on one of her city field trips, but Jasmin says she’s picked up extra credit for her history class. It’s strange because she’s a straight A student, but I don’t press her on the matter.

      As far as Leena’s city-wide trips? It’s … excessive. It doesn’t matter what it is; if she asks, we go. I know most of it is only to be around me because who asks to go see a random building in the middle of King City? She makes up excuses like it’s for architectural research, or we’ll head out to the coast at sunset, and she’ll tell me it’s so she can listen to the currents from that end of the city. Merkians can hear and sense currents in the ocean, but even I know they don’t have to be on the beach to study them. I want to protest, but I continue reminding myself it’s a mission. It’s a decision I can’t mess up.

      The week ends, and a new one begins. Leena once again shows up late, and by the time she arrives, the girls are already pushing themselves away from the table to leave.

      “Be right back,” I whisper over to Pete, and rush over to the girls who have already walked out of the cafeteria. “Hey.” I reach for Jasmin’s hand. “Come on, you guys can’t keep doing this.”

      Jasmin turns to Maria, rolling her eyes. “I’ll meet you in class.” Maria nods, and walks away, leaving Jasmin to stare at me. “We’re not doing anything, Robbie. I … I can’t, okay?”

      “You can’t what? Jas, we’ve been over this so many times.”

      Folding her arms, she gazes down at the tiled floor of the hall. “You really don’t have any idea how all of this makes me feel, do you?”

      “I told you—”

      “Stop,” she whispers, her eyes still locked on the floor. Finally lifting her gaze to meet mine, her defeated expression breaks me. “I get it. I really do, Robbie. I know this is something you have to do. But you can’t honestly expect me to see you with her, day after day, as she hangs all over you. Whispering things to you right in front of me, and I don’t care if it’s nothing. She could be asking about cement drying, but she’s there. And I have to watch it. You go wherever she wants and do whatever she wants. How can you expect that not to affect me? You’re my boyfriend—”

      “And you’re my girlfriend,” I stop her, closing the gap between us. “Nothing will change that.”

      “Yes, but she’s the one that’s getting all of your time and your attention. And I know you say she doesn’t mean anything to you in that way, but that doesn’t change the fact that the one person you say does mean something to you, has to basically watch you from the sidelines.”

      “Come on, it’s not like that.” I frown.

      “No, Robbie. It is. And if taking all of your time wasn’t enough, she’s beautiful and rich, and a princess, and she can fight. What am I?”

      Looking away, her voice cracks and a tear rolls down her cheek. I reach up, brushing it away. “Jasmin, you’re the girl I love. You’re all of those things to me.”

      “But I’m not,” she argues, taking a step back, wiping away her tears.

      “Is this why you’ve been distant after school? Why you haven’t been returning my calls or texts?”

      Instead of answering, she shakes her head. “I’ve been busy. I have that class project I’m working on.”

      “Yeah, one which you refuse to tell me anything about.”

      She gazes at me like she wants to add something, but the expression vanishes. Replacing it is one of annoyance. “You’re busy, too. And I’m not going to wait around to see when Leena gives you free time.”

      I flinch at the words and the sharpness of them. She takes a deep breath, and her eyes soften for a moment almost in apology, but she spins around and starts walking away. I want to tell her to stop, to keep chasing after her, or teleport us both out of here, and away from all this craziness that my life has become. Instead, I do nothing but watch her turn a corner and out of my vision.

      Walking back into the cafeteria, I take a seat at the table, and miserably open my bagged lunch, taking out a sandwich. I’m sitting in front of Pete and Leena, and Pete taps my hand.

      “Everything okay?” he asks.

      “I don’t know,” I respond quietly, gazing down at my lunch bag.

      Leena lets out a low scoff. “Robbie, I know she’s your girlfriend, but she’s so insecure. How many times have you told her we’re just friends? And she still gets like that?”

      I shake my head, keeping my eyes low. “Leena, don’t.”

      “I’m serious, it’s not healthy. She’s a pretty girl, she should be—”

      “Shut up!” I scream.

      The visceral words come out as I keep my eyes on the table, but I hear the silence drift between the rest of the students around us. They’ve integrated with her princess lifestyle and have resumed their regular high school lives. Most of the whispers about the princess of Merkia coming to school with them have died down. But now the hush over the crowd returns. And even though I don’t look around, I know every set of eyes within viewing distance is on me. Quickly glancing up, Pete’s wide-eyed stare hits me.

      “Excuse me?” Leena asks, offended.

      Finally meeting her gaze, I find her glaring daggers at me. But it doesn’t make me cower. If anything, it gets me angrier. “You don’t get to do this, okay? You don’t get to come into my life, flirt with me in front of my girlfriend, make me usher you around the city, and wait on you hand and foot. Then you act like it’s everyone else who has the problem. Stop being a self-centered, snotty, little princess bitch.”

      Pete’s so stunned he lets out a snicker. Leena shoots him a deathly stare but quickly sends it in my direction.

      I shoot up from the table. “I’m leaving.”

      I finish out my classes, aiming to avoid Leena the entire time, but she doesn’t show up to her last two classes. I should probably be worried, but I’m not. By the time I make it to Alliance headquarters, I’m still fuming. I’m so ready for some kind of task, anything to get my mind off of everything that happened, I end up working in our public records file room, randomly organizing cabinets. I head to one of Doc’s supply closets and make sure all of his tools and equipment are in their proper place. Basically, I do any and everything I can to forget today.

      As the night progresses, I still haven’t heard from Leena. I am technically responsible for her so I should probably keep in contact with her. Usually, that’s not a problem since she’ll text me almost every day, but I haven’t heard anything since lunch. Instead of being worried, though, I’m thankful she hasn’t contacted me to take her to another museum, tourist spot, or the mall. She’s probably still mad that I yelled at her in front of everyone.

      I take over a control panel shift, working the desk as Daniel goes out on patrol for the night, finally starting to feel a little more at ease. Not finding him in the control room, I transfer to a telecommunication line on my comm piece, contacting him.

      “Worm on line twenty-three here,” I say, tapping the keyboard. “Hydro, you start early tonight?”

      “Hey, what’s up, Worm?” someone who’s not Daniel responds. “I was wondering who was working the control desk tonight.”

      His voice jogs my memory. “Granite?”

      “The one and only,” he replies, laughing.

      Granite is a superhero who guards over a city northeast of King City, Davenport. He can control and manipulate earth; basically, stuff composed of dirt, rocks, or anything the earth is made up of. I’ve even seen him once surround himself with so much dirt he turned himself into an enormous, twenty-foot dirt monster. For lack of a better word.

      It was a year before I became a sidekick, and he was helping the Alliance fight off a group of supervillains who were getting the upper hand for a moment before Granite demolished them all. Only a couple of years older than me, the few interactions I’ve had with him, he’s always been incredibly laid-back.

      “My boy Forge says what’s up.” He chuckles.

      Forge got seriously injured last year when we faced Magma, but he’s recovered since. “Cool. I heard about that stop he had in Mercury City last month. But what are you doing here? I thought Hydro was working the patrol tonight?”

      “He called me earlier and asked me to cover his patrol. It’s been so quiet in Davenport the last few months, I told him it wouldn’t be a problem. Davenport PD is keeping an extra eye out for me tonight.”

      “Oh, okay,” I reply, feeling uneasy.

      If there’s ever a change in the patrol patterns, I don’t always hear from Hydro. And it’s not a big deal to have someone else cover our patrols, it happens often enough I’m not surprised when it does. But the memories of Jasmin meeting up with Pete and Daniel in the past, and the secret she’s been keeping lately, make me fidgety.

      I fight through the thoughts, and keep track of everything with Granite, while he’s out on patrol. While on one route, he passes by the Merkian Embassy and tells me he got an invite for it. He asks me if I’m going with Leena, since he knows I’m her Alliance guide, but I told him I wasn’t sure. And I’m not. The gala for the embassy is next week, and I know Leena will most likely still be acting the same. I really don’t want to go with her and have to fight her off all night.

      The rest of his patrol is light, and when it ends, he heads back to headquarters, and I retreat to my bunker. On my way back to my room, I catch sight of Pete and Jasmin walking at the end of the hallway and freeze in my tracks.

      “Jasmin?” I call out, and they both turn around with wide-eyed expressions. “Pete? What are you guys doing here?”

      They look at each other, searching for answers.

      “Oh,” Pete starts first but doesn’t finish.

      “We …” Jasmin adds, looking over at him again, before back at me, “needed to see Daniel about something.”

      My brow furrows. “See him about something? He’s here? Granite just covered his patrol for him.”

      Pete looks like he’s going to be sick. Jasmin continues searching for an answer, her eyes dropping to the tiled floor, then the white walls of the hallway, before landing back on mine again. “Yeah … he’s … I needed his help with something.”

      “In the middle of the night?”

      “Well, it’s the only time I had. I was swamped after school.”

      I know she’s lying, and it stings. What is she hiding? And why is she hiding it from me? The pain of her lying mixes with guilt, remembering the times I’ve lied to her in the past when she didn’t know my secret identity. How can I call her out on it, when I’ve done the same thing?

      Without any other explanations, she starts to back up. “I gotta go, though, Robbie. I’ll text you later, okay?”

      “Uh, yeah. Sure.” I look over at Pete. “Hey, Pete, can we talk for a second?”

      His head snaps back and forth, and he starts to take a step over to me when Jasmin grabs his arm. “Actually, Pete’s my ride.”

      “I’ll teleport you home, Ja—”

      “No, we’re good.” She turns around, holding on to Pete still, and they walk away. “I’ll text you later, okay? Promise.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but they’ve already turned a corner and are out of sight. “What the hell?” I mutter.

      I head to my room, where I unzip my jacket and throw it onto my small couch. Plopping down, I aimlessly scan my bunker. Since I’ve been staying here, it’s grown more into my room than the one I have at home, and I have some pants lying around, along with old socks. I haven’t decorated the walls with anything because I don’t know what the protocol is about that, but if Mimic walked in here and saw it like this, he might be a little shocked. None of that bothers me right now, though.

      I don’t understand what’s happening. Reaching for my phone, I stare at the dark screen, wondering when Jasmin will text me. Or if she’ll even text me tonight. Turning the phone on, I bring up her contact information, debating with myself if I should call her now and try to get everything out in the open. Turning the phone back off, I throw my head back, and stare up at the ceiling, letting out a long sigh.

      When my phone starts vibrating, for a split second, my heart jumps, and then it drops. Leena’s name flashes on the screen. Setting my phone to the side, I let the call go to voice mail, and start to undo my boots. The phone starts ringing again, and I grab it, hitting the ignore button. Before I’m able to kick off my first boot, the phone begins ringing for the third time.

      Letting out a huff, I answer it. “What do you want, Leena?”

      “Oh, sorry.” She pauses for a second. “I thought you might be sleeping.”

      I scoff. “You thought I might be sleeping, so you called my phone three times?”

      “Well, not exactly.” She sounds sincere and a little timid. “Robbie, I want to apologize and explain. Please?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Can I come over to your quarters?”

      My eyes squint, wondering why she’d want to come over. Then, I remember Jasmin here only moments ago. “No, that’s probably not a good idea. Can’t you just tell me over the phone?”

      “No. I mean, I can, but I don’t want to. I’d like to explain in person.”

      “Leena, I’m serious, if this is a rouse or something to try and flirt with me again—”

      “It’s not. I promise. Can I please see you? Will you come to the patio of my suite?”

      I’ve been there a couple of times. Her suite at King City Plaza is nothing less than a five-star hotel. Actually, it’s much more beautiful. And she’s in the main suite, with three huge bedrooms, an enormous kitchen where her personal chef cooks most of her meals, and an amazing patio with a fire pit and hot tub overlooking the city.

      “Please, Robbie?”

      I let out a deep breath, shaking my head. On the one hand, I want to tell her to stuff it, and that I’m going to sleep. But on the other hand, she sounds sincere. Maybe, after my outburst today, she’s finally realized that she can’t keep acting like she has been.

      “Fine,” I agree. “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
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      Deciding to change out of my uniform, I teleport over to Leena’s patio in jeans and a gray hoodie. I scan the area—I’ve seen it before, but I still shake my head at the luxuriousness of it all. There’s a huge fire pit, flames already rising from it, surrounded by stone. Two long, marble benches sit next to it. Off to the side is the hot tub, which has water swirling around, light bubbles breaking the surface, and steam rising from it in the chilly, night air.

      I wait for a moment, unsure if I should approach the sliding glass doors. The lights are on inside, but they’re dim. Stepping closer, I move to peer inside, when two large guards rush to me from a side door, grabbing my arms and twisting them behind my back.

      “Intruder,” one of them yells, placing a vise grip on my wrist.

      They’re both wearing dark suits and ties, which would usually make me think they were standard security guards. But one of them has a small tattoo on his left temple, and I can tell it’s a Merkian mark. Some of the members on the king’s royal court and cabinet have them.

      I let out a grunt as they press me against the wall. “Whoa, calm down. I’m with the Justice Alliance. Princess Razana invited me here.”

      “The Justice Alliance?” one of them questions, not sounding the least bit convinced.

      “Yes!” I protest. “If you’d just—”

      “What’s going on here?” Leena walks through the sliding glass doors in a silk lavender nightgown with a swooping neckline … that barely reaches to her mid-thigh.

      “Princess, stay back!” One of them breaks their hold on my arm, rushing over to her.

      Pushing him out of the way, she walks to the guard behind me, and wrestles with his arm. “This is my Justice Alliance guide,” she orders, and I immediately feel his grip loosen. “He’s an invited guest.”

      “Oh,” the one behind me mutters. I turn, and he eyes me up and down, unimpressed. “Apologies.”

      “Yeah. Whatever,” I reply, stretching my wrist and arm.

      “Leave us,” Leena orders, pointing to her open door.

      “Princess?” one asks cautiously. Her eyes narrow, and she snaps her hand, silently repeating the order. “Yes, Princess.”

      Watching them walk away, she turns to me with a smile. “Sorry about that. They take protecting me pretty seriously.”

      “Apparently.” I chuckle.

      Without the two huge guards yelling at me, my senses come back, and I take in Leena’s appearance once again. This girl. She walks around all day in designer clothes and accessories, looking like a movie star showing up to a premier, so it shouldn’t surprise me to see her sleepwear is something that would be worn by a model in a lingerie catalog. And maybe the most eye-catching of it all, is she doesn’t act like she’s doing anything out of the ordinary. As comfortable as I am wearing my jeans and sweatshirt, that’s how she seems standing in front of me in an alluring piece of clothing.

      Clearing my throat, I turn my attention to the hot tub. “Leena, if you called me here for something other than an apology, you need to stop thinking like that right now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I glance back at her, nodding at her clothes. “You’re not cold in that thing? I know it’s still technically fall, but it’s pretty chilly.”

      She giggles. “Robbie, I’m Merkian. We may live on a beautiful desert island, but we can survive underwater where the temperatures can be frigid.”

      “Right.” I nod.

      “But you’re not.” Smiling, she takes a step toward her door. “Would you like to come inside, love? Where it’s warmer?”

      I take a step closer, and whereas I couldn’t see before, now I can. This side of the patio has an entrance directly into her bedroom. Tossing her an annoyed smirk, I glance at her silk nightgown once more and shake my head. “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen. And you really need to stop with the ‘love’ stuff.”

      She grins. “Always so suspicious of me. Let’s at least sit by the fire pit.”

      “Sure,” I reply, turning around and walking over to it. Taking a seat on the marble, it immediately starts warming me through my jeans.

      She takes a seat next to me, and I’m unsure what the next move is. She called me here to explain, so I glance back at her, waiting to see how she wants to start this. To my surprise, she’s not staring at me with a flirty smile or trying to get close. She’s sitting next to me, but her hands stay in her lap, and she stares intently at the flames rising from the fire pit.

      “So,” I break the silence, “what’d you want to explain?”

      She’s quiet, still staring at the fire. For a second, I think to repeat myself, but I can tell she’s in deep thought. Like she’s trying to figure out the right words to start with.

      “I know I’m demanding,” she starts. “I know I can come off as a brat, and spoiled, and even as a bitch.” She finally looks over at me, giving me a weak smile. “It’s okay, I know it’s true. And I’m okay with it. I’m a princess, and every stereotypical thing that’s ever been written or said about a princess, I pretty much embody. When I do or say something that sounds cruel or offensive, it’s not because I’m trying to be that. It’s just who I am.”

      I know she’s trying to apologize, or at the very least, attempting to explain her side. But I’m shaking my head, unable to accept the answer. “Leena, I know you’re a princess. But simply because you’re okay with how you act, it doesn’t mean other people don’t have feelings. If you don’t find something important in someone’s life, that doesn’t mean they don’t hold that same thing valuable.”

      “No, I know, that’s what I’m trying to say.” She laughs at herself. “As you can tell, I don’t do a lot of apologizing.”

      I take her hand, giving her a smile, letting her know it’s okay. I do it as a friend, not in a romantic way at all, but I realize it’s the first time I’ve ever shown her some kind of physical affection. I want to withdraw my hand after realizing it, but I don’t want to embarrass her as she continues to try and explain things.

      “My mother died when I was three,” she says, catching me off guard. “From the little I remember, she was a beautiful woman. And from what people tell me, she was strong. She led revolts with my father before he became king. She only wanted what was best for Merkia. And ever since she died, it’s only been my father and me. He’s the king, I’m the princess. He’s given me everything I could ever want or ask for, and he’s done it while ruling a kingdom. I used to take that for granted, but now I can see the responsibility he bears. And I feel embarrassed about how I’ve acted growing up. For how I’ve acted with you, and for that, I am truly sorry. You’re like him. You have a huge responsibility that you’ve taken on. That’s one of the reasons I’m drawn to you so much.”

      It’s now my turn to stare into the fire, trying to ignore her last sentence. “Your mother sounds like an amazing woman.”

      She leans a little closer. “Robbie, I know your girlfriend means a lot to you. So, I am sorry for making her feel however she’s felt since I’ve been here. I don’t mean to do that. But I can’t help it, I’ve always gotten what I want, and if I’m completely honest with you right now, you’re the first thing in a long time I’ve wanted that I haven’t gotten.”

      I can feel my face getting warm, and it isn’t from the fire. I withdraw my hand slowly from hers. “Leena, I’m extremely flattered. I am. You’re gorgeous, and any guy would be out of his mind not to see that, but I don’t have feelings for you. Not like that.”

      Standing up, I take a couple of steps away from the fire pit, but she grabs my hand, staying close to me. “You don’t or you can’t?”

      “What?”

      “You don’t have those feelings for me, or you can’t have those feelings for me? Because I remember our time on Merkia. You looked at me then, like you look at me now.”

      “Are you serious?” I recoil. “Leena, I look at you because you always dress half naked. You’re beautiful, and you want everyone to know it.”

      “No.” She turns away. “I want you to know it.”

      I should leave right now. I shouldn’t be affected by her response, and the seemingly hurt demeanor she now displays. But instead, I take a step toward her and grab her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      Before I can say anything else, she spins around and wraps her arms around my neck, kissing me with a lust I haven’t experienced before.

      Except for Bianca Gentry in the fourth grade, who I kissed during recess because Pete dared me to, I’ve only ever kissed Melissa and Jasmin. They were both different, but I’ve never experienced a kiss like this before. Her hot breath makes it feel like her soul is intertwining with mine, her tongue wrapping around my own. I can feel her fingers tense, as she runs them down my back, outside my sweater. Without thinking, I run my fingers through her hair, and her hands slide under my shirt. As soon as her skin touches my waist, I snap out of it.

      Flinching, I take a step back, and she continues to give me a sultry gaze. I stare at her, one part unsure what just happened, and one part enraged at her, but my chest still heaves.

      “I have to go.”

      She doesn’t say a word, and I teleport back to my bunker. Popping up in front of my door, I lean against it, letting out a deep breath, and then see Jasmin sitting on my bed.

      “Jas?”

      “Hey,” she answers, smiling at me. The smile immediately vanishes, and she jumps up to her feet, now with an expression of bloody murder. “Have a good time?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Stomping over to me, she smudges her thumb over my lips, showing me the lipstick marking. My eyes widen at the revelation. “I can explain.”

      “Forget it.” She pushes me out of the way, sliding my door open.

      I teleport in front of her, blocking her path. “Jas, please, let me explain. This isn’t what it looks like.”

      Folding her arms, she glowers at me. “Really? Because it looks like you were just making out with a girl, who I can probably guess is a princess. Am I wrong?”

      “No, you’re not wrong about that, but please—” She doesn’t let me finish and brushes past me. Letting out a frustrated groan, I teleport in front of her again. “She wanted to apologize, okay? So I went to visit her. Then she kissed me. But that’s it. After she kissed me, I left.”

      “Oh, thank you so much for leaving after she kissed you. God forbid you left before she kissed you.”

      “Are you serious? I didn’t know she was going to do that!” She stands there, waiting for me to continue, but I can’t think. No matter what I say, I don’t know what will do any good. Regardless, I have to try. “She said she wanted to apologize for how she’s been acting. The next thing I know, she’s kissing me.”

      She stands there, silently, with her arms folded. My mouth’s open, trying to think of what else I can say, but I don’t have a clue. Instead, I’m cursing at myself internally, wondering why I even went to Leena’s rooftop to begin with.

      Jasmin shakes her head. “I think we should take a break.”

      “N-no,” I whisper. “Jasmin, don’t say that. I’m sorry, okay? I’ll tell them to take me off of this. I won’t be her guide. I’ll tell Mimic, or Doc, or anyone, that I won’t do it.”

      Her gaze finally meets mine, and tears roll down her cheeks. “No. This is your life. This is what you want, I can’t let you do that.”

      “You’re more important than this mission. Please, we can’t break up.” I can feel my eyes welling up.

      “It’s not breaking up, Robbie,” she says quietly, looking away from me. “But … I think it’s what I need. Time away. And once this is over for you, if you still want this, us—”

      I hold her face, pressing my forehead against hers, finding her defeated eyes. “I’ve never not wanted us. Please, don’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry, I have to. At least for now.” Reaching up, she pulls my hand away from her face. Turning around, she walks away, down the hallway.

      I hear footsteps behind me but can’t take my eyes off of her. “Hey,” Pete says. “We came back because she wanted to talk to you and explain. What happened?”

      “I think she just broke up with me.”
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      I debate with myself the entire night, barely getting any sleep. So many whys. Why did I go visit Leena? Why didn’t I stop the moment her lips met mine? Why didn’t I keep Jasmin from leaving and do everything in my power to keep her from breaking up with me?

      By the time the next morning rolls around, my head is still spinning, partly from lack of sleep, but mostly because from everything that happened. I’m supposed to go to school, but I don’t. I only have one frame of mind, and after changing into my clothes, I head straight to the control room, where I know Mimic is for the morning. I know he’ll be disappointed with the decision I’m making, but I can’t keep doing this. I meant what I said last night; Jasmin is more important than this mission. I have to recuse myself.

      Walking into the control room, I see Mimic stands near a desk going over files with Doc and Supron. He lifts an eyebrow as I approach. “Robbie, you’re here early.”

      “Yeah …” I pause for a moment, unsure of how to start. “I need to talk to you. It’s about Leena.”

      “What happened?” Doc asks, looking at me with concern. “Did something change?”

      I gaze at him, remembering about our time continuum talk. “No, it’s nothing like that. Look …” I take a deep breath, staring down at my shoes for a moment. Maybe I should ask to talk to Mimic in private, but with the other two here, it might be better to get it out all in the open. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “Do what?” Supron asks.

      “This … this whole guide thing for Leena. It’s … I can’t do it.”

      “What’s wrong?” Mimic inquires, more concern lacing his words than the others. From all of my time training with him, being his sidekick, he’s really become like a second father to me.

      “Mason, I …” I trail off again, this time my eyes darting between the three of them. “I screwed up. She wanted to talk last night, and she kissed me, and then Jasmin broke up with me. I can’t do this.” As embarrassing as it is to reveal everything, I can only think about how my life has turned upside down.

      Mimic walks over to me. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” I shake my head, feeling like I’m about to cry. “Please, maybe Doc was right. Maybe I should be shelved for right now.”

      Mimic looks back at the other two. Doc’s expression of empathy is comforting, but I’m surprised to see the same from Supron. He’s been Daniel’s mentor for years, so Daniel has no problem connecting and talking to him. He’s always come off to me as the one everyone looks to in the Alliance. The sentinel that others answer to. But the looks he gives me, it’s more than sympathy. It’s an expression of commiseration.

      “Maybe he’s right,” Supron says.

      Mimic glances to his side, then back to me. “Okay.” He offers me a comforting smile. “Can you finish the rest of this week out?”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “We’ve received word about the Merkian Embassy Gala. The princess has requested you as her date. It’d make the transition a lot smoother if the king’s daughter wasn’t upset.”

      “You can’t be serious?” My shoulders slump, feeling another round of defeat.

      “Robbie, I know this has been difficult, be we still have a job to do. Immediately after the gala event, you’ll be finished with this, but attending the event will help keep everything smooth. The treaty will be signed the following day, officially, but the king wants a display of trust. I’ll be there, along with others.”

      I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. Doc and Supron wait for my answer. I honestly believe if I say no, that I can’t do it, Mimic won’t force me. He’d be understanding, maybe disappointed, but he’d deal with it. But I can’t do that.

      Jasmin was right when she told me that this is what I’ve always wanted. Even before I had powers, when I was little, I wanted to be a superhero. I wanted to be a member of the Justice Alliance. If Mimic needs me on this mission for one more week, I have to at least try.

      “Okay.” I nod.

      “Thank you,” Mimic replies, giving my shoulder a squeeze.
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      The rest of the week passes by in a daze. Jasmin and Maria never show up to our lunch table. I was hoping they might, only because after meeting with Mimic I sent her a text message telling her this was the last week I’d be on the mission. She never replied.

      Leena, on the other hand, is all too eager to talk to me about the gala event, discussing the gown she’s picked out, and all of the amazing people who are supposed to attend. She’s picked out several tuxedoes for me to choose from that will match her gown. The first couple of days, I blow off the task of selecting and try to float through the classes we have together. By the time Friday rolls around though, I’m finally aware enough to remember I haven’t told her that after the gala I won’t be her guide any more.

      “I’ll have my people pick up your tuxedo, and then—”

      “Leena, this is the last week I’m going to be your guide,” I cut her off as we sit at our lunch table. “After the gala, I’m done.” Her face drops, and Pete’s eyes widen.

      “What do you mean?” she asks.

      “Just what I said,” I answer, matter-of-factly.

      “But, Robbie, I said I’d be here ’til the end of the semester.” She frowns with a distressed look, gazing at me, trying to understand the words I’m saying. Her bottom lip quivers, but it’s not one of the obvious fake pouts I’ve seen on her before. She seems genuinely upset.

      “I know that’s what you said, but I can’t do this anymore. It’s messing everything up.”

      “What about our kiss?” Her hurt voice changes to anger. “You can’t tell me you didn’t feel anything.”

      I glance at Pete, who I haven’t told about the rooftop kiss yet, but he doesn’t seem surprised. He must’ve heard from Jasmin, which irks me even further. I know he’s her friend, too, but they’ve been talking a lot more and hanging out with Daniel, and I have no idea why. Trying to focus on the matter at hand, I return my attention back to Leena.

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay? Yes, we kissed, but it didn’t mean anything.”

      “How can you say that? I know you—”

      “It. Didn’t. Mean. Anything.” I lock my vision on to hers. “There’s only one girl I want, and you’re not her.”

      As soon as the words slip out, her face morphs to devastation. My words are true, but I immediately regret them, seeing the hurt smear across her face. “I’m sorry. I’ll be your date to the gala, but after that, it’s over.”

      I half expect her to start crying or return with a wrathful comment. Maybe even make a scene in front of every other student in the cafeteria. But she’s blank. She doesn’t move or even look at me. She keeps her eyes low, staring at our lunch table, almost trying to understand my words.

      “Leena?” I ask, but she doesn’t respond. I glance over at Pete, who stares back at me with a confused expression. “Leena?” I repeat.

      “Okay,” she responds calmly as if our entire conversation didn’t happen. “That’s fine. I’ll send over someone with your tuxedo—”

      “No. I’m not going as Robbie. I’m keeping this strictly professional. I’ll be going as Worm.”

      She waits there, with an incredulous blank stare. I can tell she wants to argue. Squeezing her lips together, she tries to give me a friendly smile. “Fine.”

      “Okay,” I agree.

      Abruptly, she gets up from the table. “I have to go.”

      Pete and I both watch her leave, walking briskly out of the cafeteria. “She does not look happy,” Pete whispers.

      “I don’t care,” I reply, finally letting out a sigh of relief. Feeling like I’m starting to get my life back in order, I turn my attention to Pete. “And what the hell is going on with you and Jasmin?”

      His eyes widen. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, but I know something is going on. What is it?”

      “I, uh …” He looks around, trying to find an answer floating in the air. “I don’t know …”

      “You don’t know? You don’t know what, Pete?”

      “You know, this is, uh …” He stumbles over his words. “This, well, I mean, you should talk to her.”

      “Talk to her about what? What is going on?” My voice grows louder, but I can’t help it.

      “It’s not— Um … I told her it wasn’t a good idea.”

      I stare at him, confused. “You told her what wasn’t a good idea?”

      His mouth opens with no sound coming out. Before he can answer, the bell signaling the end of lunch rings. “Oh, thank God.”

      He jumps up from the table and practically runs out of the cafeteria. I want to teleport over to him, but everyone else is all around us. I try to follow him down the hall when a friend pulls him aside, and they start talking. He glances back in my direction, nervously, but there’s nothing I can do. I wish someone would tell me what’s going on.
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      The night of the gala is a red-carpet event. Pete never bothers to return the text messages I sent him after lunch, and I still haven’t heard from Jasmin, so I’m not in the best of moods getting ready in my Alliance room. Doc is staying behind to keep an eye on things, but Supron, Mr. Mimic, and Hydro are all going to be at the gala. They’re planning on arriving at the same time, and even though I’m grateful for Mimic allowing me to end my mission early, I don’t feel like arriving with them. Honestly, I don’t feel like going at all, but I know I have to.

      When I arrive outside of the Merkian Embassy, reporters are everywhere, taking pictures and trying to talk to everyone attending. Walking to the entrance, I hurry to pass a few other heroes and celebrities as they take questions on the red carpet, hoping to get this night over with as quickly as possible.

      Just as I’m about to enter the building, I see Diego standing off to the side. I’ve spoken with him a few times during the week, but we haven’t had any in-depth conversations. I know he doesn’t have any other family in King City, so the Justice Alliance signed a temporary guardianship while we help him heal, and deal with the new powers he started to display after recovering from the dehydration. That was a shock. They’re similar to what Merkians possess, but he hates it.

      “Diego?” I walk over to him. He’s staring at the Merkian guards at the front door, not even acknowledging me. “Hey, Diego?”

      His eyes finally turn to me, but only for a moment. “How can you be here?” he asks, almost snarling, then turns his attention back to the guards.

      “What do you mean?”

      “These people? They don’t want peace. This is all a façade.”

      “Diego, these aren’t the same ones responsible for what happened to you. Those were insurgents.”

      He either ignores me or pretends to. “I remember things. I’ve seen some people here that were there when we were attacked.”

      I gaze around, taking in the celebrity atmosphere, and the Merkian guards, who seem slightly out of place, but have dressed in regular black jackets, blending in with other security personnel. “I understand what you’re—”

      “No, you don’t!” he yells. “You don’t understand what I’m going through.”

      Before I can respond, he turns around and storms off through the crowd. I feel like I should go after him. After all, he has no one. And he’s right, I don’t have any idea what he’s probably thinking or feeling. But I have to go inside.

      Walking past the guards at the front door, I can’t help but glance at them. They don’t look any different from any of the other Merkians who are guards for Leena or soldiers for the king. The insurgents have a grittier appearance to them, probably because they’re shielded in more traditional Merkian armor. These ones seem … normal.

      Entering the room, a vast banquet space with a large dance floor overtakes the area. Off to the side, there are banquet tables with what appears to be politicians, celebrities, and other high-ranking members of society, sitting and enjoying themselves. An elegant chandelier hangs in the center, glimmering with lights, and small crystals dangle in the middle. Behind the dance floor, there’s a long, roped-off area where the king is seated, with members of his royal guard and cabinet sitting next to him. Located in front of the king, Leena stands with her entourage, smiling and shaking hands with certain attendees who come over to greet her.

      She’s wearing a long, violet dress, but as she turns, it shimmers from the lights in the room. The gown doesn’t have any straps over her shoulders, revealing her Merkian mark on full display over her back, with her crimson hair adorned in a braid falling over her shoulder. A thin crown lined with rubies and diamonds laces the top of her head. She sees me from across the room, and even though our last words were tense, she smiles ear to ear. Offering me a slight wave, she motions for me to come to her.

      As I walk over, I see Supron off to the side. He gives me a knowing look, with a half smile. I nod back to him and then see Mr. Mimic standing behind him, talking with what looks like a member of the royal cabinet.

      “You came!” Leena squeaks.

      “I told you I’d be here.”

      “Come on.” Taking my hand, she ushers me toward the dance floor.

      There’s a band off to the side of the room with enough members that it could be considered a small orchestra. Putting one hand on my waist, and her other in mine, we start swaying to the music. I try to smile, but everything about this reminds me that I don’t want to be here. Leena, for her part, is acting like what I told her in the afternoon never happened.

      “I’m sorry. For everything,” she says, catching me off guard. “I know I’ve said it before, but it’s true.”

      “I know you are,” I reply. “And I want you to know none of this is personal, Leena. I’ve seen the real you, and I know you come on strong.” A light chuckle escapes me. “But I know you’ll find—”

      “Shh.” She puts a finger to my lips. “I understand that you love her. But I also know you could love me. You dated someone else, right? Last year?”

      “How did you find out about that?”

      “Because I know you. I’ve read all of the Alliance files on you.”

      I stop dancing, planting my feet, doing everything I can to not yell at her again. “Then you should’ve read that I wasn’t in love with her. I was in love with Jasmin, even when I wasn’t with her. It was really messed up, but I couldn’t change the way I feel. I didn’t want to then, and I don’t want to now.”

      “But I think you can.”

      I shake my head, trying to get my feet to move a little if for nothing else, to not bring attention to ourselves. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m more suited for you than any girl, Jasmin or other.”

      “Again, you don’t know what you’re talking about. Because you read a file, you think you know me?”

      Swaying to the soft music, the chatter of attendees in the background does nothing to keep me from feeling like this is all wrong. And the only thing keeping me in place, still standing and dancing with her, is because I know in a matter of hours this will finally be over. But it doesn’t stop her from continuing to interrogate with her assumptions.

      “You’ve wanted to be a member of the Justice Alliance since you were little. Do you think anyone else will understand the life-and-death choices you have to make? The ones you’ll have to make in the future? No, but I will. I’ll be queen someday, so I understand the burden those kinds of decisions can take on a person. We need an anchor in our lives that knows what we’re going through.”

      “You’re wrong,” I counter. “You know what I think? I think you were more honest the first time. You only want me because you’re used to getting everything you ask for. But you can’t have me, Leena.”

      For once, my words seem to have an effect. Her feet stop moving, and she jerks her head back, almost insulted. Glancing around the dance floor, she starts to move again, keeping up the masquerade.

      “We don’t choose someone because it might be what’s best for us,” I continue. “I can’t be with you because you think it’s a logical decision. Hearts don’t work like that, whether you’re a Merkian or land dweller. When we find that one heart whose energy connects with us, that’s what makes us whole. And once you have that, there’s no denying it.”

      She stares at me, but I can’t tell if she’s still upset or not. She can’t see my eyes, with my visor down, but she seems like she’s trying to stare straight through it. I’m hoping my words finally have an effect on her. That she finally realizes she’s not getting what she wants this time. But she doesn’t.

      Raising her hands to the sides of my helmet, she leans in and attempts to kiss me again. There’s no hesitation on my part now. I jerk away from her, grabbing her by the wrists, and shake my head. “Stop. I’m not yours to kiss.”

      A sense of déjà vu hits me. We stop dancing in the middle of the floor, and I look around, unsure what I’m feeling … and then I remember the scene. The vision in the clouds that Cade showed me. This is it, only when I saw it, I didn’t see how I reacted.

      Staring back at me, she narrows her eyes. “You truly don’t feel anything for me?”

      I shake my head slowly. “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

      For a moment it seems she’s looking for the right words, then her face goes rigid. I see her jaw clench, and she glowers, staring over my shoulder. “And it’s because of her?”

      Turning around, I see Jasmin walk into the room, standing next to Daniel. He’s powered up as Hydro, and she looks fantastic. I stop moving and admire her.

      She has on a long, light blue gown that billows around her. It’s wrapped over her torso and chest, and the material turns into a sheer, see-through material that covers her shoulders. Her dark brown hair lies over her shoulders, twisted in elegant curls, but it’s pulled back behind her ears, revealing sparkling, diamond earrings.

      Daniel spots me, waving, and then leans over next to her whispering something. Her eyes dart around the room, and then she places me and offers me a timid wave and smile.

      I take a step to walk to her, but Leena grabs my arm from behind me. “Robbie, she’ll never understand your world.”

      Turning back to her, I shrug and pry her hand off of my arm. “I don’t care. She understands me, and that’s enough.”

      Not wanting to wait, I teleport in front of Jasmin and Daniel, who lets out a small laugh. “Just the man I was hoping to find,” he says.

      “I thought you were bringing Pete?” I ask him but keep my eyes on Jasmin.

      “Well, I was, but—”

      “I asked them,” Jasmin interrupts. “As a favor. I asked if Hydro would bring me.”

      “Really?”

      “I’ll let you guys talk,” Hydro whispers, walking away.

      Standing there in silence, I keep my gaze locked on her. Even if I could look away, I don’t want to. She lifts her hand, lightly running it over my shoulder. “No tuxedo tonight? I would’ve thought she’d dress you up in the priciest one she could find.”

      I take her hand, a smile creeping over my lips. “I was trying to keep it strictly professional tonight.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Not exactly.” She begins to frown, but I lift her chin with a finger. “It doesn’t matter, though. Tonight’s my last night on the mission. Jasmin, you’re what matters to me. You always have been.”

      I can see her cheeks starting to blush, a smile coming back. “Pete told me what you said at school. To her, I mean.”

      “I meant it.” My mind returns to all of my attempts to contact her over the week. “I haven’t heard from you. I wasn’t sure if …”

      “I should’ve replied, but I couldn’t. Pete also said you were asking about what was going on with us.” I nod. “I was actually gonna tell you that night when you came back to your Alliance room. But then …” She looks away.

      “I know, I’m sorry.” An awkward silence starts to build, but I’m determined to fight any tension that’s been built up between us. Holding out a hand, I grin. “Would you like to dance?”

      She looks around nervously. “Are you sure? Aren’t you, like, her date or something?”

      “Yeah, I am.” I grin. “But I’m your boyfriend, right?” I whisper.

      Her smile widens, and she takes my hand, following me onto the floor. I can see a few people taking notice since almost everyone in the room knows I was the guest invited by the princess herself, but I don’t care. I’m not letting Leena’s act or decisions affect my relationship anymore.

      “You look amazing, by the way,” I whisper into her ear, keeping my arms around her.

      “Thank you. Daniel was going to get this expensive bracelet on loan from a designer for Pete to wear, but when he agreed to bring me instead, he got these earrings for me. I feel a little self-conscious wearing them.”

      “Don’t be. They’re beautiful, but they’d be nothing without you wearing them.”

      “Well, it seems we’ve drawn attention at least,” she says, peering over my shoulder.

      I turn around to see Leena sitting next to her father, behind the roped-off area. Her father is still chatting it up with other guests, but she sits there, stewing in anger.

      I let out a sigh. “Yeah. I am so glad that’s over.”

      “Me too,” she replies, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “So, about that thing you were gonna tell me,” I finally bring up the subject.

      I feel her let out a soft laugh. “You’re gonna think it’s silly.”

      “Now you gotta tell me.”

      She raises her head from my shoulder, gazing at me with a small smile. Before she can say her next word, a huge explosion rocks the embassy, sending glass and concrete everywhere. We’re both knocked down to the floor, along with everyone else. I reach over to check on Jasmin, but as I do, I feel a searing pain run along the back of my arm. A piece of metal debris is jutting out of the back of my arm. Smoke floods the room, and suddenly, people are screaming in terror. The opening that the explosion created is being filled with Merkian insurgents.
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      I let out a loud grunt, pulling free the piece of metal sticking out of my arm. Helping Jasmin get to her feet, I look around, and see the entire room in chaos. Most of the guests are screaming, trying to find cover. One couple cowers as an insurgent stops in front of them, lifting a weapon that looks like a scythe covered with seaweed. I teleport to them, ramming my shoulder into the insurgent, sending him down to the ground.

      “Go!” I yell at the couple, and they take off in the opposite direction.

      A red mist floats over where the point of the explosion came from. I know the king took every precaution in guarding the gala tonight. Only invited guests and their plus ones were allowed inside. Some of the king’s guards are fighting off insurgents, while others try to usher him away. The crimson smoke drifts around, and I’m trying to figure out what it is. It doesn’t seem toxic, and no one seems to be affected by it.

      A different insurgent runs to attack me, but I teleport behind him, and he misses trying to pierce me with a spear. Grabbing his shoulders, I teleport him high into the air, and he drops with a thud. With more guests finding cover, Mimic, Supron, and Hydro have sprung into action, and are battling the insurgents out into the open area of the embassy now.

      Glancing back at Jasmin, I watch as an attacker runs toward her, but before I can teleport over to her, she spins around and ducks out of the way. He lunges again, and she grabs his arm, judo flipping him over her shoulder. When he tries to pop up, she quickly nails him with a kick between the legs, then a swift punch to the face, sending him down to the ground in pain.

      I stand there, stunned. “Where’d that come from?”

      “That’s what I’ve been hiding. Daniel’s been teaching me self-defense.” She looks down at her fist and cringes. “And that hurt a lot more than I thought it was going to.”

      “Worm, outside on the east side,” Mimic calls to me through my earpiece.

      “There’s more outside.” I turn around, keeping her behind me.

      “Go, I’ll be fine.”

      Before taking off, I glance back at her, a broad smile across my lips. “You’re gonna have to show me those moves.”

      Running to the outside, I discover most of the fighting has fallen back along the beach. King Razana has regrouped with his security and is fighting off a pocket of insurgents, while Supron and Hydro fight with another group. I teleport over, assisting Mimic as he battles three warriors, and teleport one of them as far down on the beach, away from the fight, as possible. A scream rings out, and both Mimic and I spin around, looking down on the other side of the coast.

      “Worm! The princess!”

      I teleport over to them and find that each one has taken hold of her arms. She struggles to break free as they drag her along, and I drop low, sweeping the legs out from under one. He rolls away, and the other one lets go of Leena, pulling out a blade from his belt. Slashing it through the air at me, I sidestep his attack, then teleport behind him. Grabbing his open hand, I pull him over my shoulder, sending him crashing down to the sand. Before he can move, I teleport him as far out into the ocean as I can.

      Turning around, Leena seems a little stunned. After she knocked out the doorman at the club we went to, I would assume she’d be much more into this action tonight, but she looks like she can’t believe what’s happening.

      “Look out!” she screams, but it’s too late.

      Everything goes black.
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      I try to open my eyes, but a bright light sends a sharp pain through my forehead, forcing me to shut them. Slowly, I open them again and see that I’m in the medic bay inside of Alliance headquarters. Sitting up, I grab my head in pain. Then feel my arm bandaged up. There’s no one in the room, and I’m still in my uniform with my helmet retracted. Sliding off of the medical bed I’m lying on, I slosh toward the door, and make my way to the conference room.

      Inside, Mimic and Doc are talking, with two computer screens displaying different maps of the city. “He said they must’ve been using other ways to travel,” Doc says, then turns and sees me walk in. “Robbie, how are you feeling?”

      I lightly nod my head. “Is everyone okay? Oh my God, is Jasmin—”

      “She’s fine,” Mimic calms my nerves. “We escorted her home. Daniel and Supron are out offering King City Police and Fire their support.”

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “We’re not sure,” Mimic answers, still studying his monitor. “They took Princess Razana.”

      I gasp. “What?”

      “King Razana had all entrances covered,” Mimic explains. “His cabinet was watching all currents along the coast. There’s no way they could’ve gotten in undetected by other Merkians.” He shakes his head, staring at the monitors. “They’ve set up destroyer ships all along the coast. He isn’t returning to Merkia until she’s brought back safely.”

      “Destroyers?” I ask. “Wait, does he think we did this?”

      “No. At least, not yet,” Doc says, pessimistically. “But he’s suspicious of everyone now. His cabinet is under lock and key. He thinks one of them might be working with Atrimi. The insurgents wouldn’t have been able to gain access and breach the embassy without inside knowledge.”

      “And because of what’s happened he’s pulled back all Merkians from the embassy,” Mimic adds. “We’ve asked that he leave someone he trusts behind, so we can at least search the water currents, but he’s refused.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s convinced whoever is working with Atrimi is in King City. He told us his people will search the waters. However, the destroyer ships stay where they are until Leena is brought back. Without a Merkian, searching the waters is going to be difficult.”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I stare at the monitors, trying to think of any idea that could help us. I shake my head at myself, wondering if I should even contribute. If I should stay involved in this. The guilt begins to mount, wondering how much of this is my fault. The vision I saw in the time continuum, of myself and Leena, is this what was going to happen all along? Did pulling away from her kiss, or not staying by her side during the dance, somehow result in all of this? I’m still reeling from the guilt of knowing I somehow had something to do with Diego’s parents when I remember the new powers he’s trying to learn.

      “What about Diego?” I ask.

      “He has displayed a power set that the Merkians possess.” Doc rubs his beard.

      “Is he healthy enough, though?” Mimic asks. “Does he have control over any of them? And would he even want to help us? His displayed some rather large aggressive tendencies when just discussing them.”

      “He blames them, yes,” Doc agrees, “yet he seems stable enough. It’s a lot to ask, but he may be the best way to try and get to the bottom of this.”

      Mimic turns his attention to me. “You’ve talked to him while he’s been here, Robbie. Would he help?”

      I lift my shoulders. “I can ask. He was outside the gala tonight, suspicious of everyone, so I wouldn’t hold our breath.” They both nod. “But I’ll find him and ask.” Turning to leave the room, I’m hit with a new memory. “When Atrimi and his followers attacked the docks and blew up the warehouse, he mentioned Daedalus. Do you think they could be behind this? That they found a way to sneak in and kidnap Leena?”

      “It’s possible,” Doc answers, returning his attention back to a map on the monitor. “Daedalus has gone dark since last year. Even Watkins has kept himself out of the public eye. They’ve shut down almost all of the facilities we know about. We thought that perhaps Watkins smartened up and decided to move on. But maybe they’re hiding their tracks better.”

      “We’ll look into it,” Mimic adds. “You should get some sleep. Check with Diego tomorrow.”

      “What time is it?” I furrow my brow.

      “You were knocked unconscious when we found you,” Doc answers without looking at me. “I applied a healing sealant to your arm and administered a cerebral booster. Any concussion side effects should be minimal, but you’ve been out for a few hours. It’s two in the morning.”

      My memories race to that final moment, remembering Leena screaming at me to look out. “They knocked me out and took her?”

      Mimic stares at me, sympathetically. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      I nod at his words, though it certainly feels like my fault. Making my way back to my room, I take off my jacket, throwing on a sweater, and I grab my phone from my nightstand. I have five missed messages. Two are from Pete, and the other three are from Jasmin, with the last one received thirty minutes ago. Deciding to check on her instead of calling or texting, I teleport over to her fire escape.

      About to tap on her window, a dizzy spell hits me, and I lose my balance. Pressing my hand against the concrete wall, I tap a little louder than I mean to, trying to shake off the dizzy feeling. I drop to a knee, clenching my eyes shut, and feel the world around me getting darker and spinning.

      “Robbie,” Jasmin whispers, opening her window. “I just got a text message from Pete telling me you were okay. What’s wrong?”

      Keeping one eye shut, I look up at her and try to smile. “Well, for starters I have a concussion. And now I know it’s not smart for me to teleport while concussed.”

      “Get in here.” Reaching out to me, she helps me through her window, and I climb into her bedroom. The dizziness still sways around me, and I press one hand against her window sill while keeping my other hand on her shoulder. I stand there for a moment, trying to gather my bearings. “Are you okay?”

      “Uh …” The room still spins. “Mmhm.” She steps away from me to shut her window, and I immediately start to lose my balance.

      She hurries back to my side. “You are so not okay.”

      “No, I’m good,” I reply. Finding her bed in the dark room, I motion to it. “I think … maybe if I sit down for a second.” After helping me to her bed to take a seat, she turns to shut her window. Coming back, she takes my hand and sits next to me. “I just …” I still feel sleepy and can hear my words starting to mumble. “I wanted to let you know … I need to sleep.”

      A soft giggle floats in the air. “You wanted to let me know that you need to sleep?”

      “Yep.”

      I start to lie down on her bed when she grabs my hoodie, keeping me upright. “Wait. Don’t they say you shouldn’t sleep if you have a concussion?”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “Mimic and Doc said it was fine though.” I barely look at her, feeling my eyelids heavy.

      “Come on,” she says, pulling me closer.

      Both of my eyes close even though I try to keep them open. I feel like I’m half awake and half asleep. “Where are we going?”

      Another giggle bubbles out of her. “We aren’t going anywhere. You’re going to sleep.”

      Letting out a sigh of relief, I feel myself floating down, and my face connects with a pillow. I take a deep breath in as a sheet slides over my arms. “This pillow smells like you.” I feel the light caress of lips on my cheek, and then my arm is raised, and I feel her next to me. “You smell like you.”

      Another laugh. “Go to sleep, Robbie.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I feel the tiredness sweep over me, as my last coherent thoughts fall back to remembering how beautiful she was tonight at the gala. “Jasmin?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      “I know.” Even as I drift off, I can hear the smile in her voice. “I love you, too.”

      “Mm,” I respond, almost totally asleep. “Jasmin?”

      “Yes?”

      “You kicked ass tonight.” I think I hear her laugh, but I’m not sure. I take one last deep breath, taking in her scent, and then fall asleep.

      When my eyes crack open in the morning, the light shines through a window. For a second, I’m not sure where I’m at, and then I feel Jasmin lying next to me. Her back is pressed against my chest, and her hands are wrapped around my arms that cover her.

      This is a first for me. And even though we went through a crazy ordeal last night, and I know I have to get back to headquarters to help as we start to search for Leena, I close my eyes, and smell Jasmin’s hair once more. A smile breaks across my lips, and I hold her a little tighter, hoping I can fall back to sleep, at least for a bit longer.

      Her hand runs over my arm, and then she turns around, facing me. “Morning,” she whispers.

      “Hey.” I smile.

      “Feeling better?”

      “I feel amazing.” I let out a light laugh. “You know I was faking all of that so I could sleep in your bed, right?”

      “Whatever.” She smirks.

      Glancing back at her bedroom door, I quirk an eyebrow. “Should I be prepared to teleport out of here on a moment’s notice.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I heard my mom leave earlier this morning.”

      “Oh,” I answer with a Cheshire smile.

      “Don’t get any ideas.” She presses a finger into my chest.

      “You’re the one that brought me to your bed.”

      She scoffs. “Well, I couldn’t let you pass out on the floor.”

      “True.” I give her a smile. “I guess this means, technically, we slept together, right?”

      “Robbie.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Okay, okay.” I laugh, reaching up and brushing a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      She leans in closer and kisses me, making me run my fingers through her hair. As I do, a new fervor I haven’t felt from her before takes hold. I move my lips slowly along her jaw, kissing her neck. My hand slides across her ribs, my fingers slowly edging under her shirt.

      She suddenly stops, bringing her hands between us, and dropping her head to my chest. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry.” Shaking her head, she covers her face with her hands.

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” I reply, sitting up on her bed, but still holding her. “It’s okay.”

      Peeking up at me, her eyes meet mine for only a second before she gazes down at her bed. “It’s just that … I mean, I’ve never—”

      “Jas, stop. You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

      “But I feel like I do. As much as I hate to admit this to you, your past has crossed my mind before.”

      I peak an eyebrow, confused. “My past? What are you talking about?”

      She nervously bites her bottom lip. “You and Melissa. Last year.”

      My eyes pop open in revelation. Then I let out a soft chuckle, earning a glare from her. “We didn’t.”

      She stares at me in disbelief. “Really?”

      Cocking my head to the side, I shrug my shoulders. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, we had some intense make-out sessions—”

      “Could’ve done without that.”

      I smile, and put a finger under her chin, meeting her eye line. “But we never crossed that line.”

      “And right now?” Her vision stays on mine. “You’re okay if we don’t?”

      “Of course.” I stare at her like she’s crazy. I remember two years ago, and how much I hated breaking up with her but doing it to try and keep her safe. Last year wanting her to be a part of my life, finally realizing how much I love her. “Jas,” I whisper, “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

      Wrapping her arms around me tighter, she lays her head over my chest. “You know, you’re kind of amazing, Robbie Garcia.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I reply with a smile.

      “And a little conceited.”

      “Well, I gotta have some flaws, right?”
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      Getting back to headquarters, I know the first thing I have to do is find Diego. I have no idea what his response is going to be. He’s been closed off to almost everyone, and besides the limited interactions we’ve had, I’ve kept my distance. I can’t imagine going through what he has. Not only losing his parents, his only family, but now discovering he has powers. The same type of power as the people who took his parents from him. I’m sure it must be messing with his psyche, at least on some level.

      After changing into a new suit, I head over to Diego’s bunker and bump into Daniel, who’s about to run past me, in the hallway.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Situation downtown. I’m meeting up with Supron,” he answers, powering up.

      “You need any help?”

      “Naw, we got this. Are you looking for Diego?”

      “Yeah, I was just about to go to his room.”

      “He’s not there. He’s in the crisis room.” Turning around, he waves and heads down the hallway.

      “Okay, cool. Thanks,” I call back.

      Doc mentioned Diego’s been spending a lot of time in the training room, trying to get a handle on his power set. Approaching the door, I hear a loud splash inside and pause for a moment. After hearing another, I enter my code into the keypad, and as the door slides open, I’m hit in the face with a massive splash of salt water.

      I spit it out, wiping my face, then see a huge tank sitting in the middle of the room. The sides of the container are ten feet tall, and clear, so I see Diego swimming inside, twirling around. He sees me through the window-walls of the tank and nods, then swims to the top, taking a seat on the edge of it.

      “Sorry about that,” he calls down to me.

      A few chairs sit off to the side, so I grab one and step up on it. “What is this?”

      His shaggy hair is slicked back from the water, and he’s wearing black board shorts and a dark gray, short-sleeve shirt, the kind that surfers wear. Lifting his hand up, he inspects it slowly, then stares back at the water. “Doctor Grandside adjusted some settings in here to form a tank. I told him not to, but he did it anyway and said I should try to figure out what the heck is going on with my body. I’ve taken him up on it the last couple of days.”

      I nod, thoughtfully. He doesn’t sound thrilled about having powers, and why should he be? “How’s it been going?”

      Leaning over his knees, his feet wade in the tank. He continues to gaze at the water. “It’s weird. I feel … strong in the water.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, nodding. “A Merkian’s strength is five times stronger than a human when they’re in the water.”

      His head snaps to the side. “I’m not Merkian.”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t mean …” I try to recover, and he rolls his eyes at me. I can’t blame him for the resentment lacing his words. “Diego, I know you’re angry. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but the people who did this to you? They’re the bad ones, not the other Merkians. And the insurgents were helped, too.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Hopping up on the side of the tank, my back faces the water, while my feet hang off on the open side. “There’s this company called Daedalus. They’ve been conducting experiments for years. We think their goal is to try and create powers within people who don’t have the meta-gene.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “I didn’t think it was, but some of the stuff I’ve seen in the last couple of years? Yeah, they’re making progress.” I nod, thinking back over Vacuus and Magma. Remembering Watkins’ vile words about trying to cure the world of superpowers. “With the insurgents working with them, who knows what else they could be up to. And now they’ve taken the princess.”

      Diego shakes his head, keeping his gaze locked on the water. “I don’t trust them. I know what you’re saying, I know it wasn’t all of them, but I can’t trust them. They experimented on me. They killed my parents.”

      “I know,” I acknowledge his suspicion. “But would you be willing to help me?”

      He looks over at me, unsure. “What can I do?”

      “We need to search the water. With the tools Doc has, we can get it done, but it would take a while. With you …” I bite my lip, unsure how he’ll react to not only my request but also acknowledging his powers. “With your new powers, you might be able to help us search the waters faster. Merkians can sense other life forms in the water. Almost like sensing heat signatures. Maybe we can see if you have that ability, and if so, you might be able to sense or feel them somewhere along the coastal waters.”

      I wait for his answer as he silently peers at the water. There’s absolutely no reason for him to say yes, so all I can do is hope. After a few moments of quietness, he looks back over at me.

      “I don’t know. When you saw me last night, I wanted to hurt them. I stood outside that building, watching different people come and go, but every time I caught a glance of one of them … I could feel it. Rage. Animosity. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt like hurting anyone as much as I do when I see them.” I nod at his words. “And besides that, I don’t even know if I can do what you want me to.”

      I hop off the side of the tank, landing on the ground, feeling like I have one small opening left to convince him. “Well, why don’t you show me what you can do?”

      He peaks a brow. “What?”

      “Let’s see what you can do. At least, out of the water.” I tap a button on my earpiece, bringing my helmet alive. “Crisis room,” I call out. “Activate the second level. Training protocol.”

      The crisis room’s ceiling is fifty feet high; it has to be for different training procedures. Five feet above the tank, a new roof is built, growing out of the walls, with a small staircase off to the side. “Come on,” I call out to him and make my way up to the second floor.

      Following me along, I hear the puddle of his footsteps, and as we get to the second floor, the staircase vanishes, turning into a solid piece of floor. Diego takes a look around, unsure what’s happening, making me chuckle.

      “The room can adapt to multiple layers and imitate a ton of different environments. This one is the same as level one.” I raise my fists. “Fight me.”

      An unamused scoff slips out from him. “I’m not gonna fight you.”

      “It’s not a real fight. Think of it as training. Learning about any powers you have that you might not know yet. Doc already told me you’ve been holding your breath longer underwater and your swimming speed is way above normal.”

      He waves his hand, shaking his head. “Naw. I’m good.”

      “Dude, what are you going to do? Sit around and wait for something to happen when you’re in the shower?”

      He narrows his eyes. “All right. Fine.” He raises his fists, readying himself.

      I immediately teleport behind him, and the room comes alive, setting up a new block for me to land on. He hears me behind him and swings a back elbow at me, but I teleport in front of him, five feet away. “Nope. You’re gonna have to move faster than that.” Taking a couple of steps back, I look down at the floor. “Open floor along tank edges,” I call out to the room.

      Now, as we’re standing on the second floor, a huge hole is in the middle of the room where the large tank he was swimming in sits directly underneath.

      “Maybe you need a little water to get you going,” I tease with a smirk.

      He doesn’t like it. “Shut up.”

      I teleport to the side of him, taking a swing, but he ducks out of the way. I try to nail him with a side kick, and he sidesteps it, then jumps away, diving down into the tank below.

      I stand on the second floor, folding my arms, watching him swim around. For a moment I think he might try some kind of attack, but he sits at the bottom of the tank, crossing his legs.

      “You can’t stay in there forever,” I yell down to him. As soon as the words leave my lips, I remember how long Merkians can hold their breath for, and double-guess myself. Is he avoiding this entire thing? How long can he actually stay in there?

      I don’t have to wait long. All of a sudden, he bursts out of the water, completely catching me off guard with how high he jumps. Landing next to me, he goes low, sweeping my legs out from under me. I try to climb up to my feet, and as I do, I’m nailed with a hard elbow to my ribs. The attack makes me double over in pain, and he grabs my arm, flipping me over his shoulder. I slam down onto the second-story floor hard.

      “Ow!” I yell, rolling away. Peering up at him from my back, I find him smirking. “Did you get kung fu powers, too?”

      He lets out a laugh. “No, I’ve taken jujutsu since I was seven.”

      “Good to know.” Smirking, I teleport behind him.

      With the new knowledge, I decide to see how much martial arts he knows, and how my offense is compared to his. I go for his neck, but he ducks under and counters with another sharp elbow thrust. This time I block it, then spin around and try to sweep his leg. He moves away, then grabs my arm, twisting it behind my back.

      “Not bad,” he says, chuckling behind me. The embarrassment of him getting the upper hand on me stings. “You’re wide in your stance, though.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, teleporting out of his hold, and behind him. “I’ll remember that.”

      He spins around, swinging his leg high, and nearly takes my head off. I duck out of the way, grabbing his other foot and lift it, trying to flip him backward. As soon as I try to throw him, he goes with the motion, and nails a perfect backflip, landing on his feet. Taking two rapid steps, he comes back at me, slamming his fist right into my chest.

      I’ve been struck hard before. Daniel and I have had some pretty severe fights in here, but this punch is something else. It’s supercharged. I see flecks of electricity swirling around his fist as I stumble back, and then crash hard into the wall.

      “Oh, crap!” he calls out, running over to me.

      Cringing, I grab my chest in pain. “What was that?”

      “I-I don’t know.” He offers me his hand to help me up, and all of the electricity that was around it is gone. “That’s never happened.”

      Getting up, I let out another cough. “Well, that’s one hell of a punch you’ve got there.” Rubbing my chest, I glance over at him and see a worried expression overtake his face. “Hey, it’s okay. There’s bound to be some new developments along the way for you.”

      “Yeah. I guess,” he replies, staring at his hands in confusion.

      The floor turns into two blocks we’re each standing on and lowers us down to the main level. His gaze never breaks away from his hand, and I grimace at the pain in my chest. There’s no way I can ask him to help. He has so much on his mind, and now there’s even one more thing to add to that list. Walking over to the door, I offer him a wave.

      “I’m gonna head out,” I call to him. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “Did you still want some help?” he replies, stopping me in my tracks.

      I turn back to him, surprised he’s offering. “Yeah, if you think you’re up for it.”

      Taking one last glance at his hand, he looks back at me with renewed interested. “I might as well see what else they did to me.”

      His words aren’t hopeful or even indifferent. They’re laced with aggravation.
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      I decide to change into regular clothes, to not bring any undue attention to myself while we’re out on the beach. After teleporting us to a pier, we walk around and down below. I zip up my hooded sweatshirt, rubbing my hands together, trying to warm up. Looking over at Diego, I see him staring at the ocean and the waves rolling in, still barefoot in his board shorts and surf shirt.

      “You’re not cold?” I ask. It’s probably about sixty degrees, but with the breeze, it feels a lot colder.

      “No.” A thoughtful, almost forlorn expression falls over him. “Doctor Grandside said my body temperate regulates itself to its surroundings now.”

      “Oh.” It makes sense. If Merkians can survive underwater, they’d need to be able to counteract the colder temps at lower depths of the sea. He runs his fingers over one of his arms. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Ever since that punch, my skin feels weird. It’s kind of rough and smooth at the same time.”

      All I can do is nod again. I remember getting my powers, but I was hoping for them. It’s something I’ve always wanted. And even then, it’s the meta-gene and superpowers. His physiology and the powers he’s exhibiting are on a whole different level.

      Walking along the beach, we approach another pier, and I glance around the area.

      “So, what’s the plan?” he asks.

      I let out an embarrassed chuckle, scratching the back of my head. “Uh, I actually don’t know.” He lifts an unconvinced eyebrow. “Well, no. Not like I have no idea, it’s just …” I look back at the pier we walked from. “I mean, Mr. Mimic said we should try to find if anything is out here. Like, a trace or something. But don’t have a clue where to start. Are you picking anything up?”

      “Picking anything up?” Diego asks, staring at me like I’m a moron. “I’m not a radar.”

      “Actually”—I raise a finger—“Merkians can sense currents in the water. And other life forms underwater, too.”

      “I told you,” he says through a clenched jaw, “I’m not Merkian.”

      Letting out a sigh, I shake my head. “I know you’re not. But you’re gonna need to get over that speed bump if you want to understand everything you can do now.”

      “Speed bump?” Stepping to me, he sticks a finger in my face. “Yeah, like it’s some little thing they killed my family and totally destroyed my world. All while completely altering my DNA.”

      He flashes a look of disgust at me, turning around, and walking toward the water. I grit my teeth, frustrated and embarrassed with how little tact I’ve shown. Anything that I’ve had to face, whether it’s been about adapting to my powers, or everything since becoming a sidekick, I’ve had people around me. Mimic, my parents, my friends. He doesn’t have anyone now.

      Standing ankle deep in the water, I watch the waves roll in and out over his feet. I take another deep breath, and stuff my hands in my pockets, feeling guilty. “I’m sorry,” I call out. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      He takes a couple of steps closer to me but keeps his eyes on the water. “You know what sucks the most? When I woke up, I mean when I really woke up and realized my life had changed forever. I remember thinking that losing my parents was the worst part of it. How could anything be worse than that, right? But the more I learn what I can do when I’m around water, and the more I feel when my skin actually touches and absorbs the salts and currents that the oceans have? It feels like home. And I absolutely hate it.”

      He stares out over the horizon.

      “I used to play baseball. There was nothing like swinging the bat, connecting with that fastball, and sending the ball high in the sky. It made me feel like I could do anything. Standing here, with my feet in the water, I get the same feeling. It’s like the ocean is calling to me, asking me to come home. And it terrifies me because that’s where I lost them.”

      I try to think of anything I could possibly say to help him. To comfort those feelings. But I have nothing. I can’t even try to compare his life now with people who develop the meta-gene but never wanted it and never become superheroes. Because they at least know, somewhere in the back of their mind, that the meta-gene is a possibility. What happened to him is entirely different.

      Right before I offer to go back to headquarters, he lets out a gasp, snapping his head to the side.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I … I don’t know.” He takes a step deeper into the water. “I felt … something. Like a sudden rush or surprise.” Another gasp. “There it is again.” Taking a couple of more steps, deeper into the water, he points to the next pier over. “There. It’s coming from near that pier.”

      We race down to the pier, and as we get there, he makes his way into the ocean, this time far enough so it comes up to his chest. He searches the area as if he’s trying to listen to something.

      “It’s down below.”

      “What is?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. It’s a feeling. It’s like calmness, and then a feeling of shock. Like you’re getting spooked by something.” I gaze at him, unsure of what to say and do. “Should I go look?”

      “Are you okay with that?” I ask. He scans the water around him, before turning back to me, nodding. “All right, go check it out, but be careful.”

      He takes another step, and a small wave crashes against him. He seems hesitant for a moment, and I think he’s about to change his mind, when he lunges forward and disappears under the water. I stand on the beach, unsure what, if anything, he’s going to find. Out in the distance, I see him pop back up, about thirty feet away. He waves at me, and I throw up my hands, unsure what he wants me to do. Dipping his head under the water, in only a few seconds, he pops up, sloshing through the water toward me.

      “There’s some sort of opening under water, below the pier.”

      “What do you mean? What kind of opening?”

      “I don’t know, it’s blocked off with bars. There’s a slight vibration coming from the metal. Fish are swimming by it, but every time I feel the vibration down there, they get nervous and freak out.”

      I stare at him, confused. “They get nervous?”

      “Yeah …” His brows pinch together. “I can hear them or something. I don’t know.”

      “Like talk to them?”

      “No, it’s weird. They don’t swim away when I get close. I can sort of … feel what they’re feeling.” I try my hardest to not stare at him like he’s crazy, but he catches my expression anyway. “I know it sounds nuts, but there is a vibration coming from the bars down there. We should check it out.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I can’t hold my breath like you.”

      He turns around, measuring the end of the pier. “How long do you think you can hold it for?”

      “I don’t know, maybe a minute.”

      “Okay, hold on to my hand or something. I can get us there quick.”

      I take a deep breath, not preparing to go underwater, but trying to wrap my head around everything. I’m not even sure if the vibration he’s talking about is worth checking out since I have no idea what we’re actually trying to find. Regardless, I give him a nod, pulling out my phone and wallet.

      “What about my stuff?”

      “Here.” He extends his hand, taking them from me, and putting them in a side pocket in his shorts. “Waterproof pockets.”

      “Okay.” I nod, still unsure of the plan.

      I’ve already been dragged underwater before, and even though it was an insurgent doing it, it was still disorienting. I walk deeper into the water until we’re chest deep, and look over at him nervously, then I roll my eyes.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I’m supposed to be leading you out here.”

      He starts laughing. “When we need to teleport around the city, you can do your thing.”

      I let out a chuckle and take a deep breath, dipping beneath the surface. Diego dives under and looks over at me, extending his hand. There’s a slight stinging from opening my eyes, but my head flinches back, and I pop my head out of the water.

      “What was that?” he asks, following me up.

      “Dude, your eyes. They were all black. Like a shark’s or something.”

      “Great,” he says, sounding thoroughly annoyed. “Another thing to add to the list.”

      “How well can you see down there?”

      “Really good, actually.”

      “Maybe that’s why? Maybe they change under the seawater, and we just haven’t seen it yet.” Shaking my head, I take a deep breath. “Okay, let’s try this again.”

      Submerging again, Diego dives under and looks at me, giving me a thumbs-up. He grabs my wrist, and we’re suddenly shooting through the water. In a couple seconds, we are in front of the bars he told me about.

      It almost looks like a huge manhole cover, about ten feet in diameter, the bars spaced evenly apart, that’s the ending of a long pipe. Glancing up, I can barely make out the pier on top of the water. Holding on to the bars, I try to peer through them, and it seems as if the massive pipe heads back toward the beach, but it must curve somewhere underground.

      I pull at the bars, but there’s no budging them. I could teleport us to the other side of them, inside of the pipe, but I don’t know how far it goes and I can already feel myself starting to run out of oxygen. Glancing at Diego, he seems perfectly calm, watching me try to think of something. I wave my hand, shaking my head, trying to nonverbally tell him there’s no way to open it.

      I’m about to point to the surface, letting him know I need more air, when he nudges me aside. He grips two of the bars and tries to pull them apart. For a split second, I stare at him like he’s crazy, and then the bars start to bend. Placing one of his feet on a bar to give himself leverage, he keeps pulling at one, stretching it wider. When he stops, the gap between them is wide enough for us to slip through, but I’m starting to feel my lungs burn, needing fresh air. I point a finger up, and he grabs my wrist, dragging me along with him, as he shoots through the bars, and down the pipe.

      The sudden movement, and the lack of oxygen, both catch me off guard. I gasp for air, taking in a large gulp of seawater. Choking on the water, we whirl around, and all of a sudden, I have oxygen again, gasping on my knees in a dark and murky tunnel.

      He gets to his feet, and I gaze up at him, grabbing my throat. “What was that?”

      “What? I figured I’d shoot us down here quicker.”

      “But you didn’t know how far the pipe went,” I spit out, still taking in deep breaths of air. “It could’ve gone on for miles.”

      His eyes widen, and he cringes. “My bad.”

      Getting to my feet, I take in our surroundings. It reminds me of a sewer, only it’s wetter and colder. The opening we came through looks dark, and the tunnel splits off in two directions; in front of us and behind us.

      A loud clang rings out, and I snap my head, peering into the dark direction in front. Glancing back at him, I watch as he takes a nervous gulp, and then we hear it again. Almost like the sound of a hammer hitting metal. He stays behind me, and we start to creep forward.

      The water at our feet sloshes around, and on the sides of the vast tunnel, I see moss and seaweed covering the walls. This must be some kind of sewage offshoot, but I have no idea where it leads, or what we’re going to find that’s making the noise.

      After walking for a few minutes, the clangs have gone silent, and then I hear a grating—like metal scraping against metal—and it sounds close. Peering through the dark tunnel, I see a steel-plated doorway that lies above us. Silently, I ask Diego to give me a boost, pointing a finger up to it. He nods and gets down on a knee to help me up.

      Trying to steady myself, I’m surprised at how easy it is for him to lift me. I reach up, but I’m still too far away from the covering. Taking both of his hands, he clasps them, and shoves my foot up high, and then stands up himself. My eyes are wide with shock, trying to steady myself, looking back down at him. He holds me effortless, pushing me up higher. He catches my vision and nods, motioning to the entrance.

      When I press on the metal plate, an enormous scrape echoes through the pipe as I push it aside. Peeking my head up through the entryway, I look around a dark room, to find a group of Merkian insurgents. They all have their weapons out, and different equipment lining chests and tables; guns, spears, blade, and armor. Their heads snap down to me in astonishment.

      I chuckle nervously. “Uh, wrong door.”

      I jump off Diego’s hands and grab his arm, pulling him with me. “We need to go. Now.”

      “Why?”

      As soon as the word leaves his lips, the insurgents drop through the hole, screaming and chasing us.
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      Both of us are sprinting down the pipe, running side by side, and as we get back to the water opening, Diego pulls me down with him, and we’re shooting through the water once again.

      I try to look around, but my eyes can’t stay open with the water rushing past my face. As I’m being dragged through the ocean, something slides to my side. I open my eyes enough to be shocked at seeing a dolphin swimming next to me. Diego’s speed starts to slow, and he motions to the dolphin. Pointing down, I look over and see its dorsal fin.

      I’m not sure how well he can see my expression, but I stare at him like he’s gone insane. He points for the third time, and I look back at the porpoise, seeing it swim effortless next to me. Nervously, I reach for its top fin, and the next thing I know, I’m being dragged away from Diego. Two more dolphins join me, and the pod seems to be protecting me as we missile through the water. I spot Diego at a distance and see some of the insurgents trailing after him.

      The pod breaks the surface of the water, and I gasp for air, taking in a much-needed breath. I’m befuddled, wondering if they’re breaching the surface because they know I need oxygen or not, but I take in the breaths gratefully. Still holding on to a fin, the mammal drags me along the surface of the waves, and I look back to see three large ships sitting in the water behind me.

      “That way!” I scream out, trying not to take in the seawater, and bizarrely the dolphins follow my directions. I start shaking my head, completely baffled at what’s happening.

      It only takes a moment, and we reach a ship, which I know from the emblem on the flags waving is one of the king’s ships. Scanning the water, I still have no idea where Diego is, or the insurgents, which begins to worry me. One of the dolphins swimming next to me seems to look over, and I chuckle at the idea of his agreeing. Either way, I run my hand over its side. “Thanks, fellas.”

      “Halt!” someone screams from the deck of the ship as we get closer.

      Letting go of the dolphin, I slow in the water, then teleport up to the deck of the ship, only to be met by more royal guards, all of them with spears aimed at my neck.

      “You dare step on a royal ship!” one screams at me, edging closer to my throat with the tip of the spear.

      “Whoa!” I raise my hands.

      “It’s the envoy from the summer,” I hear a voice behind me.

      Turning around, I see Leena’s cousin, Emilia. She breaks through the guards, ordering them to drop their weapons. They follow her command but still leer at me in suspicion.

      When I visited Merkia over the summer, I spoke with her a couple of times. She’s technically a member of the royal family since she’s the niece of King Razana, but she keeps a place on the king’s royal guard. She’s decked out in blue and white coral armor, covering over her chest, shoulders, and arms. Her sun-kissed skin is tanner than her cousin’s, and unlike Leena’s bright red hair, Emilia’s is light brown with sunlit highlights, braided back.

      “Emilia?” I’m finally able to catch my breath.

      “Robbie, what are you doing here? Did you find Leena?”

      “No, I—”

      Before I can finish, a battle horn sounds from atop their ship. “Insurgents!” one of the guards cries out.

      All of us rush to the side of the ship, the guardsmen readying their weapons. “Robbie, get inside,” Emilia commands.

      “What?” I gape at her, confused. “First of all, I can handle myself, and since when do you give commands?”

      “Since my uncle gave me a command post. I’m captain of this brigade now.”

      “Your uncle, where is he?”

      “He’s on the other ship. Now get inside.”

      I gaze out over the water and see the water swirling around. Waves break over the surface, and suddenly it’s a jumbled mess. As if a huge shark or whale is thrashing its tail below the surface, massive amounts of water splash everywhere. There’s a fight happening below, and I know Diego has to be in the middle of it.

      “Jaskit, get your men ready!” Emilia yells out.

      A line of men raise their spears in the air, readying for anyone to pop out of the water and impale them. “Damn it, wait! Emilia, I have a friend down there!”

      She gazes at me sideways. “Down there? One of the insurgents?”

      “No. They experimented on him. We were looking for something along the coast, and the insurgents started chasing us.”

      “Experimented?” She sounds appalled.

      “Atrimi told me. I saved him from their ship.”

      Out of nowhere, a large splash erupts, and Diego jumps high out of the water. Landing on the boat, he tumbles to his knees, and all of the guards encircle him. Both Emilia and I rush over to him, but I’m blocked off by the guards. Before Emilia can reach him, all of the insurgents that were chasing him erupt from the water, and an immense brawl ensues.

      Rushing to Diego, who’s trying to defend himself against one of the guards, I help him to his feet. Teleporting between them, I grab his spear and trip him down to the ground. An insurgent rushes over at us, and Diego ducks low before flipping him off of the boat.

      I throw the spear down to the guard, who seems confused from watching Diego attack an insurgent. “He’s with us!” I yell at him.

      Not waiting for a reply, Diego and I both spin around, and head back to where the majority of the fight is happening. As we do, I see scratches along his face, but there’s no blood. “You good?”

      Before he can reply, two insurgents run at us, both with blades in their hands. I teleport behind one of them, but he spins around and nails me with a kick. Raising his knife high, he brings it down, but I roll out of the way. Jumping back up, I deliver a swift kick to his back, knocking him down.

      I spin around to find Diego facing off with his attacker, who swings his blade wildly. Diego lifts his arm to block the attack, and the blade slices right over his forearm. Before he can attack with the knife again, Diego nails the insurgent with a high kick, knocking him overboard.

      Diego inspects the injury, and my eyes get wide. There’s not a hint of blood from the attack. I’m about to ask how that’s possible when his head snaps up. “Behind you!”

      An insurgent runs at me, and I dodge to the side. Instead of coming back at me, he keeps running directly at Diego, who plants his feet, waiting for the attack. Unlike the crisis room, this time, I have a clear view and see tiny bits of electricity traveling along Diego’s arm. As the insurgent runs at him, Diego knocks him down with a massive electrical punch, rendering the attacker unconscious.

      “What was that?” Emilia asks, running over to him.

      Taking in the surroundings, I discover most of the insurgents are either gone or chained up, being held by the royal guard. I glance back at Diego, but he doesn’t answer her. Instead, he stares at his hand again, almost mesmerized.

      “Emilia, this is Diego. My friend I was telling you about,” I tell her, walking over to him.

      To say Diego is rude is an understatement. Instead of extending a hand to her, or even waving, he regains his composure and callously folds his arms over his chest. His eyes meet hers for only a moment, and then he shakes his head, staring down at the deck.

      I inspect his arm closer, trying to see the wound from the slash the blade made, but there’s nothing. “Dude, your arm?”

      “It’s nothing,” he responds, still staring at the ship’s floor.

      “Exactly. You should need medical attention right now.”

      “Interesting,” Emilia whispers, approaching him, and I see his defenses go up. He stands rigid, almost trying to ignore her. When his eyes meet mine, I try to nod that it’s okay, but he looks away. “May I?” she asks, cautiously.

      He glowers at her, then turns to face me. All I can do is nod and shrug. I know he doesn’t want anything to do with them, but if anything, she would know best what kind of powers or mutations are happening to him. Returning his attention to her, he nods slowly.

      She raises her fingers to his temple. As she’s brushing them down, along his jaw, he gazes back at her, trying to figure out what she’s doing. When she reaches his jaw, she lifts a finger and runs it back up the other side of his face. Removing her hand, she inspects her finger for a moment, before looking back at him.

      “Denticles,” she mutters.

      “What?” Diego asks.

      “Shark skin,” she answers. Without asking, she grabs his arm and runs her fingers over the forearm that took the brunt of the knife attack. “Or at least a modified version of placoid scales. When you go with the grain it’s smooth, but against the grain it’s rough. It’s something ancient Merkians used to have. Some have wondered if hybrids could adapt to it. And the lightning, what was that?”

      Diego shakes his head. “I don’t know, it’s just something I can do know.”

      “How did this happen?” she asks in amazement.

      “You did this.” He steps to her, putting a finger in her face. “When you killed my family.”

      Any hint of excitement on her face is drained, replaced by heartache and sympathy. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “But that was not us. We would never—”

      “Save it.” Diego brushes past her and walks over to me.

      “We found a spot where some insurgents were hiding,” I start. “I think it’s in a sewer system, but I’ll need to get back to Alliance headquarters to know for sure. Have there been any leads out here?”

      “None,” she says, still studying Diego with intrigue. “You two should come to meet with King Razana, update him on anything.”

      It would probably be a good idea to keep him up-to-date and, if nothing else, it would at least let him know we’re all doing everything we can to find Leena. Before I can respond, Diego does it for us.

      “Hell no,” he says bluntly. Turning away, he walks over to the railing of the ship and stares out over the ocean.

      “It’s probably the smart thing, Diego,” I tell him. “We can update him, and maybe he might know what you’re—”

      “I’m not some show-and-tell piece,” he cuts me off. “Especially for the king of the people who did this to me.”

      Without waiting for a response, he jumps overboard, and into the water. I glance back at Emilia, who looks crushed. She and Leena are the same in a lot of ways, but one thing I always noticed is how much more empathetic Emilia is.

      “He hates us,” she says softly.

      “No,” I try to argue. “I think he just doesn’t understand. He sees all of you as the bad guys. He feels like you’re all responsible for what happened to him.”

      “Maybe we are,” she says, turning around and staring out into the ocean.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t agree with Atrimi, and I especially don’t agree with his methods, but Merkia has been silent and on its own for so long. This war became much bloodier when the king announced his plans for allies. Maybe if we’d stayed amongst ourselves, none of this would be happening.”

      “Maybe,” I reply. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned these last couple of years, it’s that people who want to show how powerful they are will do it no matter what.”

      Walking to the edge of the ship, I’m about to teleport away when Emilia calls out, “Robbie, if you can, will you tell Diego we aren’t all bad. I’m sure he won’t believe you, but …” She gazes back over the horizon. “I’m stationed here with my squad until King Razana gives me new orders. If he has any questions that we can help him with, let him know I will welcome him. Please?”

      “Sure.” I smile, and then teleport away.
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      I teleport back to the beach but don’t see Diego anywhere. Scanning the coast, I wait for a couple minutes, and when he doesn’t show up, I decide to teleport back to headquarters. While I’m informing Mimic about the small room we found, Supron returns back to base, so Mimic tells me they’ll go and check it out, but I’m sure they aren’t going to find anything. Now that the insurgents know we discovered their location, they’ll no doubt clear out as fast as possible.

      After taking a shower and finally getting in some dry clothes, I’m headed back to my room, when I see Diego walking toward me from the other end of the hall.

      “You okay?” I ask him as we meet in the middle.

      “Yeah.” He nods, gazing at the floor. “I needed to be by myself for a little bit.”

      “I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but they aren’t all bad.” Lifting his gaze back up, he stares at me with no emotion. “Emilia, the Merkian girl on the ship? She’s actually pretty cool. And nice. I met her over the summer. She feels horrible about what happened to you.”

      “And that’s supposed to mean what to me?” he spits out.

      “Nothing, I guess.” Raising my hands in defense, I let out a sigh of frustration. “She wanted me to let you know if you have any questions—”

      He recoils in disgust. “What? I can ask them for help?”

      “You can’t hate them all, Diego.”

      Stepping closer to me, a scowl crosses his face. “Watch me.”

      I throw my head back. “Fine, hate them all. But that won’t change anything. And it won’t help you either. As many tests as Doc can run, who do you think is best to get answers from? The scientist trying to figure out your DNA, or the people who actually know how your DNA works? But yeah. Sure, continue shunning them. Do whatever you want.”

      Spinning around, I walk away, and back to my room. I understand what it’s like to be upset and refuse to ask for help, or be so unnerved you think blocking everyone out is for the best. So, I know there’s probably nothing else I can say to him to get him to change his mind.

      “Robbie,” he calls, forcing me to glance back at him. “Thanks.”

      We exchange nods, and he heads in the opposite direction.
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      By the time I finally return home, the weekend is practically over. After the embassy gala, and everything that’s happened since, I haven’t been home at all, and my mother gives me an earful. We agreed on me being at headquarters during the week, but weekends I’m supposed to be with family, so I try to explain as best I can the situation, but it doesn’t matter. She assigns me more chores to do when I’m home as a recompense.

      The nice thing is that I’m finally able to text Pete back, and since Daniel has a patrol shift for the night, I get the okay for Pete to come over and have dinner with us. After everything that’s happened, I’m looking forward to finally having a night with no fights, no explosions, and no crazy people chasing me.

      As we eat our chicken tacos that my mom’s prepared, Pete’s smiling ear to ear, showing me his driver’s license. I inspect it jealously, still not having time to take my driving test and get my own. After dinner, he wants to take advantage of said license and go to the mall. I have to beg my mom, and after promising that I’ll come home no matter what, we end up going.

      “So, no more princess, huh?” Pete says as we stroll along the second level of the Galleria.

      “What?” I stare at him, a little stunned.

      He cringes. “Sorry, bad choice of words. I just meant, no more having to guide her now.”

      “Oh, right,” I answer. “Yeah, but I feel horrible about it now. Like somehow this is my fault.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be okay. Remember the club?”

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      In truth, I’ve thought about that encounter a couple of times since she was taken. She put up a good fight that night. And the day I returned from Merkia she was definitely holding her own against the insurgents.

      “You know, it’s weird,” I start as we walk past a shoe store. “When the attack went down at the embassy, she didn’t seem to put up much of a fight.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Two insurgents were trying to take her when I got to her, and she seemed kind of surprised. Shocked even.”

      “Robbie, those crazies were everywhere that night. It was probably all of the commotion going on. I mean, it’s not like it was only one guy, like at the club.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I reply.

      After a couple more rounds in the mall and stopping in a video game store to check out the latest releases, we get in his car and head back to my house. All while Pete is still grinning ear to ear. Glancing toward my house, I see living room lights on and know my mom is waiting for me to walk back inside.

      “Well, you didn’t hit any curbs, so that’s a plus.” I laugh.

      “It’s cool, finally being able to drive. Are you ever gonna get a driver’s license?”

      “It’s annoying that I haven’t got it yet,” I answer him. “It’s sort of like a rite of passage, you know? But at the same time, I can teleport anywhere I want to go.” At those words, I teleport out of his car, standing on the outside. “See?”

      “True.” He nods, laughing.

      “All right, man. I’ll talk to you later.”

      He waves and starts to drive away. Turning around, I head to my front door, and before I grab the door handle, I hear ruffling of leaves off to the side of the house. Our home, like every other one in the neighborhood, has a small hedge of bushes off to the side, leading toward the backyard. One of my newly assigned chores for missing the weekend is trimming them back since they’ve grown unwieldy. I hear another rustle among them.

      Walking over slowly, I peer through the bushes, trying to see if something’s there, immediately raising my guard in case it’s insurgents. A shadow moves along the fence that barriers our front yard from the back, and I teleport over, trying to block off whoever’s here.

      I’m immediately met by three Merkians, all with long blades drawn, pointed at me. They’re dressed in the oceanic armor, but it looks more like regal warriors than insurgents. I raise my fists, readying myself for whatever attack is coming.

      “Lower your weapons,” a low whisper orders them. Immediately, they all sheath their swords.

      My eyes pop open, seeing Leena walk between them, dressed in the same kind of armor. “Leena? What are you doing here? Did you escape?”

      Ignoring my words, she rushes to me and wraps me in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so worried. I didn’t expect you to show up when you did.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m undercover, Robbie.” She lets the words hang in the air, and I do a double take. She releases a small giggle. “Do you really think I would’ve been taken that easy?” Motioning to the guard to her left, she smiles. “Lavik has been undercover, spying on Atrimi for a while. He’s the one who gave Atrimi the idea to kidnap me.”

      “Whoa, whoa. Kidnap you? You mean this is all an act? Leena, your father is furious.”

      “I know. I knew he’d never agree to it, but I had to. Merkia is my home, Robbie. My father still thinks of me as his baby, but I will fight to protect my people. Coming to King City to”—she makes air quotes—“‘learn the ways of the land dwellers,’ was my idea. I’m determined to get to Atrimi, figure out who’s been helping him, and put an end to this insurrection once and for all.”

      My jaw drops. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “Lavik’s been my personal guard since I was ten. I ordered him to go to Atrimi and act as if he was defecting. It was the only way to infiltrate him.”

      Taking another look at the guard, he’s massive. Like the others, his armor is filled with netting, coral reefs, and shells. Staring up at him, I can tell he’s closing in on seven feet tall.

      “I can’t believe this.” My whisper grows louder. “This whole time, all this trouble you’ve been causing with me, has just been a ruse? A little game to screw up my life while you worked undercover?”

      “What? No, not at all.” Raising her hand, her fingers lightly run over my cheek. “Robbie, this is what I was talking about. These types of things? Your girlfriend would never understand this. I want you, love.”

      I quickly yank her hand away from my face. I’m not sure if she’s lying or telling the truth, and I’m still trying to come to terms that she’s been undercover the whole time. Everything about her seems to be one big ploy.

      “Don’t.” I push her hand away. “What are you doing here then?”

      Pausing, her face crumples, and she seems genuinely hurt at my rejection. After taking a moment to regain her composure, she nods and pulls out a flash drive. “I would never ask this of you unless it was a last resort.”

      “Ask what of me?” I raise a suspicious eyebrow.

      “We know how private and secure the Justice Alliance keeps its data.” My eyes narrow at her words. “But we know Daedalus is where Atrimi is getting his backing. Over the last two years, Merkians have been reported missing from the island. Then, last year, we discovered a hiding post where Atrimi had them stored at one point. It’d been cleared out, but we found more links to the weaponry and experiments there.”

      “They’re experimenting on regular humans now, too,” I add.

      She nods in confirmation, to my surprise. “We know. The attack that killed the family on the boat. That was only one attack of three that week.”

      “If your people know all of this, then why hasn’t your father done anything to guard against them?”

      “We can’t get any information on them. Daedalus has only worked directly with Atrimi. He’s their contact. But if we can get the info the Alliance has, we could find the links. We could probably connect all of the dots and stop them both.”

      I glance at her guards. They are standing there, statues, waiting for her command. But she looks desperate. It isn’t the pouty look, where she sticks her bottom lip out to get what she wants. One I’ve seen on several occasions. She’s torn with a pleading expression. Continuing to hold out her hand, she waits for me to take the flash drive.

      “If I do this, then what?” I ask.

      “Hopefully we can find a connection. There has to be something in that data on Daedalus that we can use. Something we haven’t seen from our side. Even if it’s something as simple as a code word or name, we can link it back to someone in my father’s royal cabinet. I agree with my father, Atrimi must have a mole in the king’s cabinet. We could finally find out who he is.”

      “I’m sure Doc or Mimic can get that info and—”

      She reaches over, placing a hand on my chest. “No, it has to be you.”

      “Why?”

      “The accords on the Merkian treaty aren’t signed yet, but every superhero of the Justice Alliance has an agreement with my father. If they find out I’m undercover, they’ll go directly to my father. We’ll lose this only chance. I have to prove to him that I can do this.”

      Staring at the flash drive, I slowly reach over and take it. I don’t agree with her and this secrecy, but I can understand her motives. I’ve felt the same in the past, wanting to prove myself to the city, to my parents, or to Mimic. A nagging thought continues in the back of my mind, though.

      “Just one thing … Why didn’t you tell me any of this? All you did was try to break Jasmin and me up. But this? I could have helped you with this, Leena. Why didn’t you trust me?”

      “I never meant to lie to you,” she answers, returning her hand to my face. “This war has been going on far longer than before it reached King City’s shore. I know you saw so many things while in Merkia, but the thing you didn’t see was the fear. The anxiousness of our people. It may not seem like it to you, but I have kept myself guarded. Ever since my mother died, my father is all I have. This war could take him away, too. When I met you, I began to trust you, more than I have anyone else in a very long time. However, this is about more than trust. This is about my people and my world. I had to do what I thought was right. Which is why I can’t give up on you either.”

      I’m confused for a moment by her last sentence when her lips smash against mine, and she’s kissing me. Before I can push her back, she breaks away from me, bringing her hands up to my face. “Thank you, love,” she whispers.

      Ordering her guards to leave the area, she follows them out of the backyard, smiling to me as she leaves. I gaze down at the flash drive in my hands, wondering how I’m going to get any of this information from the data banks.
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      I overthink and overanalyze everything Leena told me the entire next day. Keeping the flash drive on me, I twist it in my fingers as I’m walking to class, unsure what to do. I want to help her, but this is a huge decision. What if I make the wrong one? But then again, she’s gone through this whole ordeal to fight for her people. How can I say no to that either?

      Getting to headquarters, I see that everything is running normally. Patrols are in order, Doc’s working in his lab, and everyone’s top priority is still to find Leena. A briefing is held with a few other superheroes like Granite and Forge, in hopes that if they hear anything, it’ll be the lead they think we need to find her.

      I can’t help but feel like a traitor. Walking around with everyone worrying and doing everything they can to find her, and I know it’s a giant ploy. I nervously toy with the thumb drive in my pocket again, as I make my way toward the control room, where Doc is now stationed. He nods to me as I enter and returns his attention to a monitor.

      “Hey, Doc,” I mumble, trying my best to act normal.

      I know I need access codes to get into the central computer database since only top-tier Alliance members are allowed to access it, yet I have no idea what to say. I’ve gained access to them before, but my guilty thoughts rattle around, knowing this time it’s for something they don’t know about. But if it helps take down the insurgents and Daedalus at the same time, this is going to be worth it.

      “I need to access the database.”

      “For what?” he asks, typing away at the keyboard in front of him.

      “I’m trying to follow up on a lead for Leena.” Doc throws me a sideways look. “About Leena. See, um …” My mind races trying to think of an excuse. “I remember her saying something about Atrimi. And then I remembered Atrimi talking about working with Daedalus, so I thought I’d see if I could find anything.”

      I take a second to remind myself to breathe slow. To remain calm. I shouldn’t be as nervous as I am, especially with my reasoning, since I am actually going to search the database for any Daedalus connections.

      “We’ve been keeping watch of General Watkins and Daedalus,” Doc counters. “If they were somehow involved in her abduction, we’d know about it.”

      “Right,” I reply, scanning the control room aimlessly, trying to think of something. “But maybe it’s not a direct connection, you know? Maybe it’s a side project or …” I trail off, shaking my head. “I don’t know.”

      He stands up, putting his hand on my shoulder. “I know you’re worried, Robbie. But we’re going to find her.”

      I nod, knowing my lame attempt of an excuse just dissolved in front of me. I turn around to leave, my thoughts running a million miles a minute, trying to figure out how else I’m going to access the database.

      Before I take a step away, Doc tugs at my arm. “Access code gamma delta five sixty-seven.”

      I want to smile. I try to, but all I can muster is a half-hearted smirk. He’s trusting me, and even though I know I’m doing the right thing, I feel like I’m stabbing him in the back. I wish I could tell him the truth, but what if Leena is right? Then I’d blow the only chance we have at stopping the insurgents. And if I’m being honest with myself, I’m hoping this all will lead to something we can use to take down Daedalus.

      Heading to the lower level, I keep glancing over my shoulder, even though no one suspects me of anything. Accessing the main database room, the vast servers all tower through the bright, white room. Like pillars of computer boards and electrical panels, I approach a small keyboard and screen display, inputting Doc’s code.

      Pulling out the flash drive, I plug it into the side of the server and start searching for anything with ties to Daedalus. There are so many files, they blaze over the screen, and I can’t really tell what’s what, or if anything will be connected to Atrimi and the insurgents. Once it’s finished copying all of the files, a green checkmark flashes over the folder of the flash drive.

      I know I have time, so I decide to dig a little deeper in the files we have on Merkia, hoping to find anything else that might lead to Atrimi’s ties to Watkins. We have files on the entire Razana family, and searching through it, I find Leena’s mother listed.

      Clicking the page open, there’s a picture posted, and she looks similar to Leena, with the same lime green eyes, but instead of red hair, hers is a bright canary yellow. A small bio going over her fighting against the former king of Merkia with Leena’s father.

      I recall Leena telling me a little bit about the revolts that happened long before she was born when I visited over the summer. The former king of Merkia was a tyrant, and Leena’s father and mother fought, side by side, against his regime. Once King Razana took his place as the new ruler of their country, there was peace for a time, but revolts started up again. This time, by Merkians who wanted to spread out the rule of their people.

      Leena told me her mother died when she was young, but the file on hand says she was assassinated. A new layer of who Leena is opens up to me. I can’t imagine growing up without a mother, let alone knowing someone that fought against her father killed her. Being raised in a country that on the outside looks like a thriving empire, but within was a crumbling mess, the conflict spreading within the island. No wonder she wants to prove to her father that she can be a strong voice and arm to aid him. She probably wants to prove it to the entire country.

      Under the royal family profile, Atrimi’s name pops up, along with the king’s cabinet. I never met any of them during my time around the king, but the names are familiar. Greff and Simfret are both members who’ve fought beside the king since he took his rule. Clicking on their names, I find a list of family history, but nothing out of the ordinary.

      A third member listed, Dashef Tulic, was appointed by the king after his first year of reign. Clicking his name, the screen reads off several military projects Dashef conducted for the Merkian army. He’s listed as the king’s intelligence and defense coordinator, and as I scroll to the bottom of his page, a link for something called “Crimson Mist” jogs my memory. At the embassy, I remember a red mist floating in the air.

      Clicking the link, I’m taken to a new page, and my eyes pop open. Crimson Mist is connected to Winston Corp, a company Watkins had shut down after they lost the intel I found last year. Nothing else is connected to Watkins or Daedalus, but the connection to the now-defunct company that Watkins was directly tied to starts putting all of the puzzle pieces together.

      If Dashef is connected to whatever the mist is, and has ties to Watkins, even if they’re flimsy, he must be the member of the king’s cabinet that everyone believes has been a mole. A member feeding information to Atrimi. This is it.

      Pulling out my phone, I send Leena a message, letting her know I may have found something. I implore her to meet me at headquarters, but she wants to make sure it’s not a ghost trail that she has encountered before, so we agree to meet on a rooftop where she’s been hiding.

      Pulling out the thumb drive, I close up the server screen and teleport away, finally feeling like we can get to the bottom of this once and for all.
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      When I get to the rooftop, I’m within viewing distance of the dock, and take a deep sigh of relief. I pace back and forth, waiting for her to show up, but it’s not nervousness I’m pacing from, it’s closure. We’re finally going to put an end to the insurgents, Daedalus, and hopefully even Watkins. With his connection to the mole inside of the king’s cabinet, there’s no way he’d be able to cover up that. It’ll be listed as an international incident. He’ll have to answer for it.

      My phone vibrates, and I see an encoded message from Doc.

      
        
        Doc: Where are you?

        Worm: Downtown.

        Doc: We have an issue. We need you back at headquarters.

      

      

      Before I can respond to him, Leena’s name scrolls across my screen, with an incoming call from her.

      “Hey,” I answer. “Where are you guys?”

      “I’m sorry, my guard thought it was best if we didn’t meet in such a wide-open space. Were you able to retrieve the information?”

      “Yeah, and even better, I think we have a lead. There’s a name in here directly connected to Watkins.”

      “Robbie, that’s fantastic. We’re a few blocks away, closer to the docks on Pier sixty-two. Can you meet us there?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”

      Teleporting over to the top of a building near the pier, I see a small line of three cars, all SUVs with dark-tinted windows. I’m assuming it’s her, but not sure until a window is rolled down slightly, and Leena eyes me on the roof, waving to me. I teleport down to them and enter the back seat of one of the cars.

      “Thank you!” She instantly hugs me, then continues to hold my arm. “This is finally going to turn the tide against Atrimi.”

      Pulling out the flash drive, I hand it to her. “It’s Dashef, Leena. One of the members in your father’s cabinet. He was connected to something called Crimson Mist. I remember the red dust from the embassy, it must be the same stuff. He has to be the mole. We should go to your father right now.”

      Lavik, her mammoth of a guard, waves his hand in disagreement. “Your Highness, we should wait. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

      Leena pauses, glancing at me then over to him, and nods. “Yes, that might be best.”

      “What?” I yank my arm free from her, gaping at them both like they’ve gone insane. “You want to wait? Leena, we have no idea what else he may be up to. Everybody already thinks you’ve been kidnapped! If we go to your father now, he’ll have everything to stop any information being fed out of his camp. We can’t wait.”

      Staring back at her guard, she nods. “Robbie’s right. The sooner we do this, the better.”

      Lavik doesn’t even put up a fight. He simply nods. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      All of us get out of the SUV and head down the pier, toward a boat that’s docked. It doesn’t look extravagant, more like a fishing boat, and we all walk on board. I gaze out in the distance, seeing the small destroyer ships, but have no idea which ship her father would be located on. Our boat begins to float away from the pier and out into open water, while Lavik and the rest of her guards flank Leena’s side. She leans over the rail, taking hold of my hand once again, and watches the purple and orange sky melt into the sunset.

      “Robbie, I know I’ve asked a lot of you, but I truly thank you for everything. For trusting me.”

      “I can’t believe we finally got to the bottom of this,” I reply. “Mimic and the others will probably be upset when I tell them what I did, but they’ll get over it. Especially if this helps us by leading it back to Watkins and Daedalus.”

      Wrapping her arm tighter around mine, she rests her head on my shoulder. “I’ve never met anyone like you, love. Your loyalty and morals, they always force you to make the right decision.”

      The gesture and the nickname make me roll my eyes, but I don’t say anything. Other than knowing how she’ll argue about us being together once again, this isn’t the time. We’re in this plan together now. I want to make sure we see this through and get to her father with the information.

      “Ahead,” a guard steering the boat calls out.

      As we approach a destroyer ship, I see a multitude of Merkian soldiers run out, readying themselves for an attack. Behind them, Emilia comes out with a sword in her hand. As our boat floats closer, I see Emilia push through the soldiers, and her eyes find mine. Then they widen, seeing Leena next to me. Sheathing her sword, she runs over to the rail where the boat begins to drift closer, so we can cross over.

      “Leena!” Emilia cries, giving her cousin a hug as she steps over. “I can’t believe it. You’re here. Your father is going to be ecstatic.”

      “Yes,” Leena agrees as I get to the deck of the ship. “I need to see him right away. We’ve discovered who’s been helping Atrimi this whole time.”

      “Who?” Emilia asks, stunned.

      “It’s Dashef Tulic, my father’s defense adviser.” Emilia’s mouth dropped. “What ship is he on?”

      “He’s on the second one. He’s meeting with the cabinet right now. We’ll turn the ship around and bridge over to it.”

      We all stand near a platform bridge that will connect with other ships, as the large vessel turns in the water. Finally, we get to the king’s ship, and the bridges connect. Crossing over, I can hear the murmurs and whispers, as everyone sees the princess back in their presence. Lavik escorts her through the small hallway of the ship, and as we approach the king’s cabinet room, two royal guards stand at the entrance, their spears crossing over one another, preventing anyone from inside.

      “Move!” Lavik orders, but to no avail.

      Leena steps in front of her guard, and the royal guardsmen appear stunned. “Out of the way,” she orders and they immediately part from the doors.

      Emilia stands next to me, and whispers over, “Where did you find her?”

      “I didn’t,” I whisper back. “She found me. I—”

      Unable to explain further, Leena’s father cries out in relief. “Leena!”

      “Father!” Leena responds and runs over to her father, embracing him in a hug. Lavik and the rest of her guards stand at the doorway while I wait off to the side, Emilia standing next to me. Inside of the small, boardroom-like area, the rest of the cabinet erupts in chatter, surprised as everyone else to see Leena.

      “My daughter.” His voice cracks as he gives her a kiss on her hair. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Father,” she answers, and he cups his hands to her face. “I’m sorry for worrying you. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Father, I went undercover.” Everyone’s chatter grows louder. The king raises his eyebrows in disbelief at her, and Emilia glances at me, confused.

      The king finally lifts his eyes and sees her guards. A new look of shock rises from him. “Lavik? I thought you had fallen in battle?”

      “No, my lord.”

      “I did it, Father,” Leena says. “I ordered Lavik to infiltrate Atrimi’s ranks, having him act as if he was defecting to them.”

      “You did what?” His question is both shock and fury.

      “Please.” Leena grabs the king’s hand. “It was the only way. Lavik was able to convince Atrimi to kidnap me, and that’s how I was taken. They then snuck me out, and now I’ve been able to gather all of the information we need. Father, I even know—”

      “Leena.” He embraces her again, his face flooding with alleviation. “My beautiful girl. You should’ve never done this. It’s too dangerous. My—”

      She extracts herself from his clasp. “I knew you’d never agree to it otherwise, but I had to. I’m not a child, Father. And what’s more, I now know who is feeding Atrimi information.”

      The tension in the room mounts. The file didn’t have a picture, so I have no idea who Dashef is. Multiple members of the cabinet seem to straighten up in their seated positions, and one stands out among the rest. His eyes glance back and forth between the king and Leena. He nervously picks at his fingernails, and I know it’s him.

      The king’s eyes dart around the room before finding Leena’s again. His relief seems to vanish, and he stands straighter, puffing out his chest. “You’ve found the traitor?”

      “Yes.” Leena’s head snaps over, eyeing the cabinet members, before turning to Lavik. “Lavik, take Dashef into custody,” Leena orders, pointing at him.

      A loud gasp is heard through the room, and Emilia’s eyes pop open. The members around Dashef jump out of their chairs, almost as if they’ll catch his traitorous actions themselves. Lavik rushes to him, pulling out his sword, holding it to Dashef’s throat.

      “Dashef?” The king’s voice erupts. “How could you?”

      “My lord, no!” Dashef counters. “I would never betray you. She lies!”

      Emilia steps in front of me, placing a hand on the hilt of her sword, readying herself. The king’s guards enter the room, and Leena’s other guards draw their weapons.

      “You dare sully my daughter’s name?” The king takes a step toward him. “I trusted you, Dashef. Guards!” The two royal guards who were at the door, standing ready with their spears, do an about-face and stand straight. “Take this man to our barracks. We’ll deal with his treachery.”

      They don’t move. The king snaps his head to the side, a hard line across his brow. “Guards! Do this now!”

      “Father.” Leena steps in front of him, eyeing Dashef. “They don’t answer to you anymore.”

      As soon as I hear her words, the room comes to a standstill. My eyes dart to Leena, who continues to stare at Dashef and then lifts her hand. Dropping it, the blood in my face drains, watching what comes next.

      Lavik spins around, slicing his sword through the neck of an opposite cabinet member. Dashef jumps into action next, taking out a blade, and slashing at another. The royal guards take out the final two cabinet members, piercing them with their spears.

      Lavik races to Leena, pushing her out of the way, and then grabs the king, holding his blade to his neck. Emilia cries out, rushing to help him, but the two guards place their spears on her, blocking her in front of me. Blood is everywhere, and everyone except the royal guards, Leena’s guardians, and Dashef are left standing. Along with a lone king.

      “What treason is this?” the king seethes, gazing into his daughter’s eyes.

      “Your treason, Father.” Leena stares back at him. “For years you said you wanted peace. Peace for Merkia, and for what? So our people could call on land dwellers in times of need? They’re the ones that should need us, not the other way around. You betrayed your people!”

      “Leena.” My word drips out low, yet loud enough for her to hear. A guard steps closer to me, edging the point of his spear closer to my neck, but my vision stays on her. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry you had to see this, my love.” Her head snaps back to her father. “Why, Father? Why did you turn back on what you fought so hard against all those years ago? Why did you betray my mother?”

      Her last words come out as almost a whimper.

      “Betray your mother? I would never. We fought for peace. Peace within our people.”

      “Leena,” I call out, still held at bay, “don’t do this!”

      Ignoring my words, she pulls out a blade that Lavik has stored in his belt. I can’t see her face, but I can hear the tears in her word. “No. You don’t know, Robbie. They fought against what the world thinks is a tyrant, but he wasn’t, was he, Father? Tell him. Tell me. Why did you do this? You fought for control, and then you throw it away.”

      His face crumples. “We were wrong, child. We thought we were fighting for power, and in the end, that power was never ours. Peace is our only hope. Had I not been so naïve, I could’ve seen that.”

      Leena spins around, pointing the knife at me. “You see? My father and mother fought, like Atrimi fights. They fought for power, and then when they achieved that power, they threw it away.”

      “Because you can’t rule by fear,” I counter.

      “No,” she agrees, turning back to her dad. “Not by fear, but power. Power that I’ll take back. A power that my mother would’ve taken gladly had she not died. My mother died in vain thanks to you, Father.”

      “Your mother’s death is the sole reason we need peace. She died, and I knew peace was then the only way. I do everything in her name!”

      “You defile her name!” Staring at the blade, she tucks it away in her belt, and I feel a glimpse of hope. Then it vanishes. “But not anymore. Now, I will rule in her name. I will control the oceans.”

      She nods to Lavik, and in one sudden motion, his blade swipes across the king’s throat. Blood gushes everywhere. Leena steps out of the way, and King Razana grabs his neck in pain and anguish, dropping over the table, before turning on his side to stare up at his daughter.

      “No!” Emilia shouts, before being forced against the wall by the guard.

      Leena doesn’t move. She remains as still as a statue, her eyes locked on her father, watching him bleed out.

      I know I can’t do anything in the room, so I grab Emilia’s hand and teleport us up to the deck. Once she realizes what’s happened, she fights against my arm, struggling to head back down below.

      “Emilia, we have to go now!”

      “No! That’s my king!”

      “Emilia, if we don’t—”

      “I will not leave!” she shouts in my face.

      “You can’t stay on this ship. You have no idea who else is siding with Leena.” I shake my head, the full realization of everything that’s happened dropping on me now. “I can’t believe what just happened. How could she do that?”

      Hearing the footsteps and weapons clanging, we both take off running to the back of the ship. Reaching the edge of the rail, she unsheathes her sword and stands at guard. “Go, Robbie. Tell the Alliance what’s happened. This insurrection just turned into a war that I don’t think we’ll be able to win without their help.”

      “What about you? I’m not leaving you here to die.”

      Putting her blade back into its holder, she drops to her knees and puts her hands behind her head. “They won’t kill me. They’ll imprison me, waiting for me to break and join their ranks.”

      “Emilia, this is crazy! Why would Leena do this?”

      Keeping her position, she stares straight ahead. “She always had a romantic notion of her mother as a rebel. A warrior. I can’t believe she’d go to these lengths though. Robbie, you need to go. Now.”

      The guards from down below race over to us, all of them with spears and swords drawn, forming a half circle. Emilia glances back up to me and gives me a slight nod.

      “I’m coming back,” I whisper to her. “We’re going to stop this.”

      The guards edge closer, and I hope she’s right about taking her prisoner. Then I teleport to headquarters.
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      I teleport into an Alliance conference room, barging in on Doc, Supron, and Mimic all talking.

      “It was a setup!” I blurt out.

      “Worm?” Supron looks at me, raising an eyebrow.

      “It was a coup. Oh my God, he’s dead. She killed him.”

      “Robbie, what are you talking about?” Mimic asks, walking over to me.

      Anger and frustration begin to set in. I’m angry at myself for not seeing it. Not doing something. How could I have been so blindsided?

      “Leena! She had her father killed. Her guards, someone on the cabinet, I don’t know how many others. They’re all working with Atrimi. It was a setup from the beginning.”

      They all stand there, speechless, and Daniel walks into the room, carrying a tablet. “It’s no good, you guys. Cypher’s trying to work through the connections, but even he can’t find anything on the servers.” He pauses, taking in all of our expressions, and then stares at me. “What’s going on?”

      “Servers?” My eyes meet Doc’s.

      “It’s why I was messaging you. There’s been a data breach. Our entire database is corrupted. Cypher has been working on it, trying to figure out the root cause.”

      I almost faint. Stumbling back a step, I place a hand on the desk next to me, holding myself up. It was all a ploy. Every single thing. “How could I have been so stupid?” I hiss at myself.

      “What are you talking about?” Mimic asks.

      “Damn it! Leena, she asked me to search the database for her.”

      “When?” Supron steps closer to me.

      Gritting my teeth, I let out a furious growl. “Last night. She came to me last night and told me she went undercover. That one of her guards infiltrated Atrimi’s group, got him to kidnap her only to have her people sneak her out, but it was all a damn lie! Everything she’s done since she got her. It was all part of her plan.”

      “What did she ask you to search?” Doc asks.

      “Daedalus,” Daniel replies, staring at me.

      I nod. “She said Atrimi was the connection to them and Watkins. I thought if we could find that connection, we could take them all down at the same time.”

      “Well, she certainly got the connection.” Daniel’s brows furrow in anger. “They got everything.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      Mimic takes a deep breath, shaking his head, never meeting my gaze. “The entire database is corrupted. Daniel’s been in communication with Cypher, trying to help him decrypt everything, but it’s gone. There’s nothing to decrypt. Every single trace of Watkins and Daedalus is completely wiped.”

      “Yeah,” Daniel adds. “No history, no digital footprint, not even lingering seed-codes.”

      Supron slams his fist into the desk, his face snapping toward mine. “What were you thinking?”

      “I thought I was helping,” my voice creaks out.

      “You should’ve come to us first.” Mimic finally turns to face me, and his disappointed gaze crumbles every ounce of confidence I’ve ever felt.

      “I know, but I—” My words vanish. I think of the only thing I can, of everything that just happened. “But they’re all out there. Leena has her guards and everyone. They took her cousin prisoner. We need to get out there, we can still stop this.”

      “How far out?” Mimic asks.

      “About fifteen miles off the coast. I can show—”

      “No,” Supron orders.

      My eyes meet his for a moment before I look over at Mimic.

      “You’re staying here,” he agrees with Supron.

      “Mimic, please! I know I screwed up, but I can help you.”

      “Not this time,” he replies. Taking a deep breath, he stares down at the table, before his disappointed gaze finds me once more. “You’ve already done enough.”

      Daniel lingers behind, powering up. As the rest of them walk out of the room, he leans over to me. “Robbie, I know what they said but”—he looks back to make sure they’re gone, then leans closer—“she’s been with you guys at school.” His worried gaze finds me. “Pete. Jasmin.”

      His words add a new weight of concern. Throughout this entire thing, my mind never crossed over to them. Why would it? But what if he’s right? I wasn’t under the impression she would’ve hurt me, but now I know I never knew her at all.

      “Go,” he whispers, urging me to check on them.

      Nodding, I teleport first to Jasmin’s, landing on her fire escape, and don’t bother to knock on the window. Lifting it up, I crawl inside, and I’m met with a shocked expression from her.

      “Jasmin, we have to go. Now.”

      She doesn’t move. I give her a perplexed stare, unsure why, and then her eyes dart over to her closet. Maria stands there, her jaw dropped open, as she holds one of Jasmin’s shirts on a hanger.

      Her eyes take in my uniform, and my fully revealed face since my helmet’s retracted, and she drops the shirt. “Ohmygod.”

      Letting out yet another frustrated curse at myself, I shake my head, trying to remember what I came here for. “Great. I didn’t think this through at all, but none of that matters right now. Now that you know, you’re coming, too. Let’s go.”

      “What’s wrong?” Jasmin asks.

      “Ohmygod!” Maria repeats.

      “You two could be in serious danger, and it’s time to leave. Now!” I shout.

      “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod! It all makes so much sense now. Of course!”

      Jasmin ignores her excitement and walks over to me. “Robbie, what’s wrong? Why are we in danger?”

      “I don’t have time to explain, you need to come with me.” Neither of them budges. Jasmin watches me, trying to figure out what has me so agitated, while Maria continues to gush.

      “Of course you’re Worm. That’s why you kissed her last year. Why didn’t I ever see—”

      “You guys!” I cut her off. “We have to go. Now.”

      “Where?” Jasmin asks.

      “I’ll take you both to my room at Alliance headquarters.”

      “You have your own private room?” Maria asks. She gives a mischievous look to Jasmin, who rolls her eyes in reply.

      “This isn’t a joke!” I scream, causing them both to finally sober up. Taking a breath, I try to calm down. “We aren’t safe here. Leena knows about you two.”

      “What does Leena have to do with this?” Maria asks.

      “She just had her father killed.”

      “What?” both of them yell in unison.

      “She’s been working with the insurgents. I think she may even be leading them. I don’t know if she’ll be coming for you two, but I have to get you guys and Pete somewhere safe.”

      “But why would she—”

      Maria starts, but I cut her off, taking her hand and pulling her over to Jasmin. “I’ll answer everything later. For now, we have to go.” Reaching out, I take Jasmin’s hand while Maria’s face turns nervous. Finally, I’m able to teleport all three of us to my bunker.

      “Whoa.” Maria’s eyes pop open, taking in her new surroundings.

      “I’ll be right back.” Without hesitation, I let go of their hands, and teleport to Pete’s room, hoping he’ll be there. Thankfully he is, and I grab his wrist without a word, teleporting him back to my room before he can even ask me what I’m doing.

      When he sees Maria standing there, his head jolts over to me, and his eyes go wide. “What are you doing? You told Maria?” he asks through a locked jaw.

      “Oh, come on!” Maria cries out. “Pete knows, too? How could you guys keep this a secret from me?” She seems more concerned that none of us told her that I’m Worm, than the obvious matter at hand.

      Pete turns to me with a worried expression. “What’s going on?”

      Dropping to my small couch, I stare down at the tile, holding my head in my heads. “You guys … I think I screwed up everything.”
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      After nearly an hour in my bunker, explaining everything to Pete, Jasmin, and Maria, my mind still swims with frustration, embarrassment, and guilt. After the initial shock of Maria learning my secret, we’ve all grown silent, unsure what’s going to happen next.

      It’s a welcomed interruption when Daniel returns to headquarters and walks into my room, still powered up as Hydro. Even with the sheen of water that’s covering his face, I can see his expression of relief upon seeing Pete. De-powering, he ignores us and walks over to him, hugging Pete tightly.

      “Holy crap!” Maria blurts out. “Your boyfriend’s a sidekick, too? Okay, now I’m just feeling left out.”

      Ignoring her, I get up from the couch. “How’d it go out there?”

      Without a word, Daniel spins around and nails me across the face with a stiff right hand.

      “You idiot!” he yells.

      Dropping to a knee, I feel the sting on my lip and taste the trickle of blood. Jasmin kneels down next to me, placing her hand on my back. I shrug her off, rising to my feet, feeling like I’m getting exactly what I deserve.

      “Danny, don’t,” Pete says quietly.

      “Are you kidding me?” Daniel shouts, still clenching his fist. “This is all his fault.”

      After explaining everything to them, they all know it’s true. There’s no denying it. Wiping away the blood from my lip, I don’t know what else to do except stand there and listen to the guilty verdict.

      To my surprise, Jasmin comes to my defense. “We know, okay? He explained to us what happened.”

      Daniel gapes at her like she’s crazy. “And you’re okay with that? You could’ve died.” Swinging around, he takes Pete’s hand. “You could’ve …” He trails off, then turns back to me. “What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.” The words come out so low I’m not sure if he heard me. But he did.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought that if I—”

      “No!” he cuts me off. “Robbie, you know what you do when you’re doing the right thing? You do the right thing!”

      “Come on, what do you want from me? I’m sorry.”

      His mouth drops open. Staring at me like he doesn’t recognize me, his head sways back and forth. “What do I want from you?” he repeats my question incredulously. “What do I want from you? Are you serious right now?” Glaring at me, he releases a disgusted scoff. “As much leeway as Mimic gives you, I expected more. After everything we’ve been through, I thought you’d at least be thinking with your brain when trying to make the right decision.”

      The accusation jolts every feeling of guilt from my body. Stepping to him, I put a finger in his chest. “Excuse me? I know you didn’t just throw that at me.”

      He pushes my hand away, getting in my face. “That girl’s been all over you since the summer, so I’m sure a brighter shade of lipstick did the trick.”

      I can take being blamed for everything since I’m already blaming myself. But accusing me of doing this for Leena because of how she acted with me, especially with Jasmin standing right next to me? I lose it.

      “Screw you!” I scream at him. “That girl is a psycho. I didn’t do this because of some weird hang-up I had with her over the summer. She put every stumbling block up in my life, trying to break Jas and me up since I’ve known her. I didn’t do this because she flirted with me, Daniel. I did this because I was trying to make the right decision. That’s all I’ve ever done since last year.”

      “Yeah, right,” he replies, flippantly.

      “Go to hell!” I explode. “You know damn well what I’ve been through. Since Magma last year, I’ve analyzed every decision I’ve made. And now, for this to happen? I know it’s all on me, okay? And I’m not even talking about the data breach, I’m talking about everything! I changed my timeline, and now I’ve screwed it all up. Leena was never supposed to kill her father. He would’ve died by insurgents, and she would’ve inherited the crown. I have to live with the knowledge that I’m the reason she killed her dad. I have to bear the responsibility that Diego’s parents are dead because of me! You have no idea how I’m feeling right now, knowing I’m responsible for it all.”

      Walking away from them, I face a corner, leaning against the wall. My head hangs low in defeat, and my entire body wants to give out. The silence drifts among everyone, nobody responding to my outburst or revelations. Then I realize not only did the girls and Pete not know about Leena, but not even Daniel knew about Diego.

      “What … what are you talking about?” Jasmin asks, cautiously putting a hand on my back.

      “Last year,” I start to explain, still sulking in the corner, “you died. We died. Magma blew himself up on top of your roof. I was there trying to save you but … I didn’t.”

      “That’s not what happened,” Pete responds, but I can hear the doubt in his voice.

      “No. It is.” Turning around, I lean back against the wall, unable to look at them, so I keep my head low. “I failed last year. And somehow, someway, I entered the time continuum. It’s a real thing. I don’t know what I did, but I traveled back in time. Enough to the point that I could change what happened. I changed my timeline, but in doing so, I affected so many other things. You guys, I did all of this. And ever since then I’ve been trying to make the right choices, and now I failed that, too.”

      Even though I don’t want to, I lift my eyes to see their expressions. Maria, the newest of the group, sits on the couch not having moved an inch. Jasmin’s sympathetic gaze warms me from the coldness of everything else I’m feeling, and she takes my hand. Pete looks over at Daniel, confused, then back at me, unsure what to believe. And Daniel comes down from his rage-filled outburst, giving me a benevolent expression. But there’s one more set of eyes watching me.

      When Daniel entered the room, he left the door open. Standing behind him, in the open doorway, is Diego. His expression is a mixture of pain, heartache, and condemnation. Spinning around, he heads down the hallway.

      “Diego, wait!” I call out and hurry after him.

      He keeps walking, ignoring my yells. Teleporting in front of him, I put my hands to his chest, trying to get him to stop. After pushing me away, his fist charges up in a flash, and he smashes it directly into my stomach, doubling me over. “Get the hell away from me.”

      Trying to gather my breath, I shuffle after him, attempting to calm him down. “Please, let me explain. I know—”

      “You don’t know anything!” he screams at me.

      I grab his arm, but he flips me over his shoulder, down to the ground. When Daniel steps in to diffuse the situation, he nails Daniel with a quick side kick.

      “Don’t touch me!” Diego screams.

      “Wait!” Getting to my feet, I hurry after him.

      Daniel powers up and throws water at Diego, aiming to knock him down. It wouldn’t be my first move, but we need to get a hold on this situation, and so I go with it, teleporting over to Diego, trying to pin him down. He wriggles loose and jumps up. Grabbing his ankle, I teleport him across the hall, into an opposing wall, and he slams into it hard, forming a crack. But it only makes him angrier, and he runs at both of us, his fist charging up again. Daniel throws a colossal ball of water at him, but Diego slides underneath, and then pops up with a massive electrical uppercut on Daniel, knocking him down.

      I jump behind him, hoping to lock his arms behind his back, but he flips me over again.

      “Robbie!” Jasmin screams in shock, as the rest of them watch from my room. “Pete, do something.”

      “Me? What do you want me to do?” Pete responds.

      Diego stands above us as if he isn’t sure who he wants to attack first. It gives me an opening, and I jump to my feet, swinging a right cross at him, but he ducks under it. Before he can return an offensive attack, Daniel gets up and runs behind him, wrapping his arms around him.

      “You need to calm down!” Daniel orders.

      Diego flings his head back, cracking Daniel’s nose, sending blood down his lip. Spinning around, he grabs Daniels arm and whips him into the wall. Diego turns back to face me, readying his fists. He sends a flurry of punches at me. I block as many as I can, but he catches me with one right on the chin. It forces me back and then he goes low, sweeping my legs out from under me.

      Going for a stomp while I’m on the ground, I teleport back to my feet and block a spinning heel kick he tries to catch me off guard with.

      Facing me again, both of our fists are up, and I can see the hate spreading over his face. His shoulder twitches and I move to block his next blow when a thunderous pop echoes around us. Supron stands in front of me, his hand blocking Diego’s punch, holding his fist in his hand.

      About twenty feet from us, Maria, Jasmin, and Pete stand silently in the doorway. All three of their mouths open in astonishment. Daniel gets to his feet, wiping the blood from his nose, while I flick my thumb across my bottom lip where I can still taste the copper flavor. Supron’s hand hasn’t moved, keeping his fingers locked around Diego’s fist.

      “Conference room. Now,” Supron orders.
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      There must be a myriad of emotions swirling around the conference room as we all sit at a half-moon, chestnut table. Doc, Mimic, Supron all stand in front, eyeing us carefully. Maria, still wide-eyed and amazed at everything, bounces her eyes around the room; first to Daniel, Diego, and me, I’m sure still digesting us and our powers. Then her gaze jumps to Pete and Jasmin, staring at them as if they should be as shocked as her, and she’s surprised they aren’t.

      Pete casts a sympathetic look of encouragement to both Daniel and me as if to say, “It’ll be okay. You guys are sidekicks, what’s the worst that could happen?” But I know what the worst is. I’ve walked this tight rope before and been benched, suspended, and nearly kicked out of the Alliance as a sidekick all together.

      Daniel remains the most silent, keeping his fingers locked in front of him, waiting for Mimic or Supron to begin. And then there’s Diego, who scowls at each and every one of us, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Who wants to start?” Mimic asks.

      Daniel’s eyes dart to me, wondering if I’m going to say something first. I nod, knowing I should, but before I can, Diego interjects, “You’re all a bunch of hypocrites and liars.”

      “Excuse me?” Doc replies.

      “This whole time, I hated the Merkians for what they did. But they didn’t do this, did they?” His words drip with venom, snapping his head to the side to face me. “You did.”

      “Hold on,” Mimic says, turning to me in confusion. “What are you talking about? And why is there a civilian in an off-limits area of headquarters?”

      I look over at Maria, who starts to glow red with embarrassment.

      “They know,” I say softly.

      “Know what?” Supron asks.

      “Everything,” I answer, in an even lower tone.

      I recap for them of how I worried Leena might try something, so I brought Pete, Jasmin, and Maria to my bunker. How I teleported to Jasmin’s room to get her and Maria was there and saw me. Then, after getting Pete, the argument I got in with Daniel, only to have Diego listening, and now everyone knows I’ve altered my timeline.

      Dropping my head between my shoulders, the guilt I feel almost makes the words painful as they seep out. “I’m responsible for everything.”

      “Robbie, this is not your fault,” Mimic says.

      Diego scoffs at the remark, and I can’t help but feel the same. I glance over at Doc, remembering his words from before, how he wanted Supron and Mimic to keep me out of action for fear of something happening in the timeline. Now, it seems his fears were realized. His eyes glance over at me before looking back at the two beside him.

      “Mimic’s right,” Supron speaks up. “We can’t change what happened, but we can’t change what other people choose either. No matter what, whether timelines change or not, we are each responsible for the decisions we make. All of us.”

      Diego explodes out of his chair. “This is bullshit. Are you gonna honestly stand there and say that this isn’t on him? He said it himself; he saw that I was happy. He saw the princess sad over her father’s death, not being a participant in it.”

      “Okay,” Supron responds. “Let’s say your fishing trip went uninterrupted. We know the Merkians were already rebelling against the king, so who’s to say that on your way home with your family the insurgents didn’t attack you out in open water, but when your boat was docked. Or maybe another day altogether. And if King Razana did die differently, that doesn’t mean that the princess wouldn’t have been any less involved. The king was still her father. Perhaps killing him was always the plan, and she posed as a devastated daughter when it happened the first time Robbie saw it. We simply can’t know the details of a timeline. The possibilities are too immense.”

      “Forget this,” Diego spits out, walking away from the table, toward the doors.

      I want to apologize again, but I know the words would fall on deaf ears. Supron looks at Mimic, who nods his head, telling him they should let him go. After he leaves, the room falls silent once again.

      “Okay, so who wants to tell us who the new visitor is?” Doc speaks up.

      Turning to face Maria, I watch her turn rigid, her face still red. “Her name’s Maria Ruiz,” I answer. “She goes to my high school.”

      Her eyes finally move, gazing at the three men, offering them a shy wave. Doc begins to have a silent conversation with Mimic and Supron. They stare at one another, whispering.

      “Well,” Doc says, clearing his throat, “why don’t you three go back to Robbie’s room and wait there?”

      Daniel and I exchange muddled expressions. Jasmin watches me, unsure, and even though I don’t know what they’re about to say, I give her a reassuring nod. Pete gets up, following the girls out, and then we’re left alone in the room with Supron, Mimic, and Doc.

      Supron starts as soon as the door closes. “This got completely out of hand.”

      “I said from the beginning that we should’ve held Robbie out of this.” Doc shakes his head.

      “Doc, please,” Mimic replies, trying to calm down the situation. “What were you thinking, Robbie? We all discussed you not mentioning the timeline situation.”

      “I know,” I sigh. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “And the girl, can we trust her?” Supron asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer, sounding anything but confident. Daniel shoots me a sideways glance. “We can trust her. She’s just … snarky or whatever.”

      “Snarky?” Mimic asks, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “We can trust her,” I reassure them all.

      “And did Hydro tell you about the insurgents?” Supron asks.

      I glance back at Daniel, who looks away, embarrassed. He probably would’ve, if he hadn’t decked me as soon as he got to my room. “No. Things got out of control before he could.”

      “They were gone,” Mimic reveals. “When we got there, two of the three destroyer ships were halfway submerged, smoke billowing out from them. The third was on fire. King City Harbor division was en route, and we’re hoping they find some trace materials, but we don’t think they will. As of now, we have zero leads.”

      “What about Merkia?” I ask. “With the king gone, Leena would go back, wouldn’t she? Since she’s now the ruler.”

      “Even if she did,” Doc answers, “we have no authority to step foot over there. And the assassination took place in international waters. Merkia is its own empire, no one has any authority over there.”

      “But she had her own father killed,” Daniel spoke up. “International waters or not, there has to be some recompense for that?”

      “Leena Razana is the only known heir to the king’s throne,” Supron replies. “If there were some type of off-shoot, someone with a legitimate claim to the throne, or some type of blood-ties, then we might be able to work a peace treaty with them. But as of now, the insurgents led by Leena are the only group calling the shots. They’ve won.”

      “Emilia,” I blurt out. Everyone stares at me, unsure what I meant. “Emilia, she could be the answer. She’s Leena’s cousin. They took her prisoner. If, somehow, we got Emilia to sign a treaty with us, would that work?”

      Doc thinks it over for a moment, running his fingers over his beard. “I believe it would. She’d have to have support though. If Leena is in control of Merkia, they are no longer the insurgents. They’re the law. Emilia would become the rebel. If we signed the treaty naming her as someone we viewed as the rightful heir to the throne, promoting peace between the two factions, Merkia and the Justice Alliance, we could act on her behalf.”

      “Yeah, but there’s only one problem,” Daniel speaks up. “We don’t have any idea where she is. And if they did take her back to Merkia, how are we gonna find her?”

      I turn toward Mimic, who faces me with a knowing look. “We’d need to send someone.”

      “I’ll do it,” I blurt out.

      Before I can even finish, Mimic is shaking his head. “No, it’s too dangerous.”

      “I can do it,” I reply. I’m not sure if I’m trying to reassure them or myself. “And I know someone who can help me … Diego.”

      “No,” Supron answers with a stern tone. “Besides the fact that he’s not trained whatsoever, he’s too much of a liability. He doesn’t take commands. And if all of those weren’t reason enough; he seems to hate you right now.”

      I nod. “You’re right. But I’ve seen him in action. He’s just as strong, if not stronger, than any Merkian I’ve faced. And he’s actually got a few tricks up his sleeve. The experiments they did to him, he’s developed other powers Merkians don’t have.”

      “Really?” Doc asks.

      “Let me at least talk to him. Find out if he’ll do it. If he turns me down, then we’ll figure something else out.”

      The three of them stare at one another, nervously deciding what they should do. I’m not surprised to see Mimic and Supron looking at Doc, waiting for his input. I’m sure they’ve been wondering the same thing I have; how things might have changed if we’d followed Doc’s advice from the start.

      “This is the timeline now,” Doc says, facing me. “This is what we are living, and things aren’t going to change. When you’re out there, you need to be careful.”

      I nod.

      “The quicker we do this, the better,” Supron adds. “If he agrees, try to get out to Merkia as soon as possible. We’ll send coordinates and any vital information you need to your comm piece. Take anything you think you might need. Do you remember the layout of the island?”

      “Yeah. King Razana didn’t want me snooping around much when I was there, but Leena showed me a lot. I have a few ideas where she’d keep them.”

      “And if Diego says no?” Mimic asks. “It’s not like we can force him.”

      I take a deep breath, knowing I have to figure out a way to get him to agree.

      “He won’t,” I answer, trying to convince myself first.
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      Before I left the room, Mimic and Supron agreed that Pete, Maria, and Jasmin are better off staying at headquarters for the night. With me trying to sneak into Merkia, if things do go south, they’ll be protected best at Alliance headquarters.

      Heading to my bunker, I explain what’s about to happen, and Maria is the most shocked. Pete nods in understanding, while Jasmin stares at me, biting her thumbnail nervously. I keep the details brief but let them know they’ll have everything they need for the night, and try to stay positive, but the nerves are building up inside. Sneaking into Merkia is one thing, but getting around unnoticed while attempting to find Emilia—if she’s even where I’m assuming she might be—is another.

      They’re all quiet as I leave the room, but I’m caught off guard by Jasmin hurrying out, stopping me. Standing in front of her, alone, for the first time since confessing everything, a new wave of guilt washes over me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asks softly, holding my hand.

      I raise my brow, still gazing at the ground. “I …”

      Bringing her hands to my face, she lifts my head to look at her. “I’m here. You saved me. Us.”

      “But I didn’t,” I counter. “Everything, all of this, is because I screwed up. I acted so impulsively last year, especially when it came to you, that we died. The only reason we’re here now is because I didn’t know what I was doing. I accessed some power that I didn’t know I have.”

      A faint smile spreads across her lips. “You rewrote history for me.”

      “Don’t.” I shake my head, unable to find the charm in her words. “It wasn’t a romantic gesture, as much as I wish it were. I screwed up, Jasmin. So tell me, how can I then come out and tell you that I got you killed?”

      “Don’t do this to yourself.”

      I hear the words, but I can’t agree with them. No matter what anyone says, my failure that night changed everything. Now, standing in front of her, I don’t know that the full magnitude of what changed ever really hit me. And I don’t know how to accept everything and move forward, without always thinking about what I’ve done.

      “Remember when you broke up with me freshman year?” she asks.

      I nod, the question catching me off guard.

      “I kept thinking the rest of the year, why? Why did you do it? I replayed little things back in my head, like when you abruptly left homecoming dance. How after that night, you started drifting away. How you even stopped talking for Pete for a while. I couldn’t figure any of it out.” I take a deep breath, wondering where her story is going. “The thing I replayed the most in my head was your reason. You said you didn’t have time for a relationship and that you were not good enough for one.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, sheepishly.

      “I kept wondering, which is it? Did you not have the time, or were you no good for one, and I could never come up with an answer. Because as far as I’d seen, you were perfect for both. With me.”

      “Jas, I don’t—”

      “I told Maria that. I told her I thought we were perfect together. I didn’t understand where you were coming from. Do you know what she said?”

      “Oh, God,” I groan with mild annoyance. “Knowing Maria, I don’t think that I want you to tell me.”

      “She said you weren’t perfect.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “I’ve always remembered that. I mean, no one’s perfect, right? We all know that. But I built you—us—up in my mind as just that. I thought you were this perfect guy, but you weren’t.”

      A small, inadequate chuckle seeps out. “Thanks … still not seeing the connection though.”

      “Robbie.” She pauses, smiling at me. “You’re not perfect. Even as this sidekick who works with Mr. Mimic, fighting alongside the Justice Alliance. You’re not. No one is. I’m in this relationship because I want to be in it, not with Worm, but with you. Robbie Garcia. I know you’ll make mistakes, and I know I’ll make them—”

      “Never.” I smile.

      “All you can do, all any of us can do is what we think is right. That’s what you’ve done, even if you didn’t follow what everyone else told you. The only difference is you were given an incredible gift to change a mistake you made. If you hadn’t taken that second chance, neither of us would be here.”

      My embarrassment fades, and I wrap my arms around her. She smiles, and for the first time, I finally accept what I’ve done. Leaning in closer, I rest my forehead against hers. “I’ve told you I love you before, right?”

      “Mm, once or twice.” She giggles.

      I grin. “Well, I do. I don’t think you’ll ever know how much, but I promise to try and show you.”

      “They say you shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep,” she whispers.

      “They can say whatever they want. I never listen to them anyway.”

      She smiles right before my lips crash into hers, and she wraps her arms around me tighter. Finally breaking away, I take a deep breath, gathering my nerves and my confidence, ready to get back to work.

      “I should get going.”

      “Make sure you come back to me,” she orders with a smile.

      “Always.” Giving her one last kiss, I turn and look to the side, deciding which way to hunt for Diego first. “Hopefully Diego will help with that, too.”

      “Diego?”

      I nod, seeing a confused expression on her face. “Yeah, I’m gonna try and apologize. See if he’ll help me.”

      “He’s not here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he left. He was walking through the hallway with a bag over his shoulder. I tried talking to him, hoping to explain things, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      “Crap.” Frustration sets back in. “Okay, thanks.” I turn back and head to the conference room to talk with Mimic or Doc and find out where they think he might go.
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      The Alliance was named as a temporary conservator for Diego’s property, while the paperwork was finalized for what he’ll eventually do. He’s an only child, and with his eighteenth birthday coming up soon, everyone thought it’d be best to keep the arrangement temporary.

      After checking with Doc, we’re able to access the essential database records—thankfully—and discover Diego’s family had a home near the north side of King City, in a high-rise building. They also have a second, small boat at a marina along the coast. He’s able to cross-reference any school records Diego has, searching for associates, and I realize I know practically nothing personal about him. I don’t know if he had friends, where he might have other family members, or if he has any at all. I’ve been so caught up with everything else, I never took the time to get to know him.

      I teleport to their house first, and it looks like no one’s been home in weeks. Dust is starting to accumulate, and a few house plants have withered. I doubt Diego’s been back here since everything happened to him. He’s always in his board shorts or basic sweatpants and a nondescript shirt whenever I’ve seen him. Deciding to check the boat, I teleport over to the docks, hoping this may be where he’s at.

      There are only a few boats docked in the small marina. The sunset has already set on the horizon, and a short light post sends a yellow glow over the water. Approaching one at the very end, I see a name painted on the front of the vessel and remember seeing it in the info I looked up earlier; Trident Temple.

      I step onto the deck of the boat cautiously, unsure if he is here, or if he’ll want to hit me again. Other than walking along the large cruisers and destroyer ships the Merkians use, I’ve never been on a smaller boat like this. There’s a small area to steer and a huge mast for the sails which are stowed away right now. It’s a charming ship, as far as I can tell. An immaculate white paint job, dark, chestnut wood floor paneling, and a small stainless-steel rail along the edges.

      A small map book is laid out next to a water bottle near the navigational console. I flip through the book and find lines charting out different directions, first crossing over the Pacific, then down along the Southern Ocean, crossing into the Indian. He must be thinking of trying to get as far away as possible. I know that’s what I’d do.

      “Get out,” his voice rumbles behind me, and I see him climbing up a small ladder out from the cabin below.

      “Diego, let me explain.”

      Stepping up to meet my height, he grabs the notebook I was flipping through, slamming it shut. “There’s nothing to explain. I know what you did. And I don’t have anything left to say to you. Now get off of my boat.”

      Grabbing the bottle of water, he walks away from me, and over to a small sitting area near the rails of the front of the boat. Taking a seat, he twists the cap of the bottle between his fingers, staring at it.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I don’t know how else to say it.”

      He snaps his head up, his gaze meeting mine. “You think you can just say sorry, and that makes everything all better?”

      “No.” My head falls between my shoulders. “Nothing I do or say can make up for what I did. What I changed.”

      He scowls, but there’s more than hate there. It’s a pain. “When I heard what you said,” he starts, his voice cracking, “I couldn’t believe it. Not because of your actions, but because of everything. The entire situation is impossible. And yet … here we are.”

      I nod at his words, and he finally stands up, looking out over the ocean.

      “I grabbed the little stuff Doc supplied me with, and I came here,” he continues. “I have no idea what I’m doing or where I’m going, but I also feel torn. I told you about what I sense around the water, and it’s scaring me. Since everything happened, my mind’s been running a million miles a minute. I don’t know how to feel about anything anymore.”

      My apologies are becoming hollow, and he seems more shattered than when I first found him, suffocating from lack of salt water. I should be the one offering him help, not asking for it. Nodding to myself, I decide I can’t ask any more of him, and he probably doesn’t want to hear anything else I have to say, so I turn to leave.

      “Hey,” he calls to out. “Want to come inside?”

      Unsure what else to do, I accept his request and head down into his cabin.

      The inside of the boat is almost like my bunker, only a little smaller. A little TV is set up in a corner, across from a tiny kitchenette, with a personal refrigerator. If we were to head back farther, there’s a small bed area, with a blanket and pillow. And everything is clean and tidy. I know he just got here, but there aren’t any clothes lying around, or fast-food containers. We’re the same age, but he suddenly feels much more mature than me.

      He reaches into the mini-fridge, pulling out a bottle of water and handing it to me. “The past couple of summers, my parents let me stay here. I had to always check in with them, and they’d do the occasional pop-in, to make sure I was keeping it clean or wasn’t throwing any parties. I’ve been sailing since I was three and my father bought this about five years ago.”

      “It’s cool. Almost like a mini bachelor’s pad.” I chuckle at the lame joke. To my surprise, so does he.

      “Yeah.” His laughter fades, and he takes a thoughtful look around. “I guess this is home now.”

      “What about your other place? Your home on the north side?”

      He shakes his head, staring down at the floor. “I can’t go back there.” Taking a few moments of silence, seemingly to recollect his thoughts, he lifts his gaze to meet mine. “What did you come here for?”

      The guilt of asking him for help creeps back up. “I, um … I wanted to ask for your help.” He narrows his eyes but stays silent. “I know you don’t have any reason to help us, or even trust me, so it’s kind of like a last-ditch effort.”

      “What kind of help?” he asks, keeping his eyes locked on me.

      Taking a deep breath, I shake my head, feeling like there’s nothing left to lose. I’m not expecting him to agree anyway. “With the powers I’ve seen from you, I was hoping you might help me sneak into Merkia and break out Emilia.”

      He rolls his eyes, letting out an unbelieving scoff.

      “I know,” I reply. “It’s a long shot. But Leena’s in control now. Everyone thought Atrimi was working with someone else, but he was actually working for someone else. Leena. And now, since she killed her father, she controls everything.”

      “So, what good would breaking Emilia out do?”

      My eyebrows rise, a flash of hope springing inside. “She’s Leena’s cousin. If we can free her and find anyone who’ll fight alongside her, she can establish herself as a challenger to the throne, since she has the king’s blood. The Justice Alliance can sign a treaty with her, and then we could help her take down Leena’s army.”

      Diego waits quietly. His eyes bounce back and forth between the walls of the small room and the floor, as his mind seems to weigh the options. Finally, his gaze lands on me. “I’ll help. I want them to answer for what they’ve done. Not only to my family and me but for everything.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nods, still staring at me. “Before I left earlier, I talked to your girlfriend. It was only a couple of minutes, but she was trying to explain the impossible choice you had. When you did what you did.” He pauses, and I feel like I should say something, but before I can, he continues. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if I’d been in your shoes. I don’t know what I would’ve chosen.”

      “I know it doesn’t make it any better, but I really didn’t know what I was choosing at the time,” I reply.

      “But if you had, would you have made the same choice?”

      “I … I’m not sure,” I whisper, staring at the ground.

      “It’s okay if you say yes.” His reply forces me to look up at him. “If I were given that chance, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”
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      We teleport to a private docking area, where the Alliance has a speed boat that we’re using, and once we get there, I’m glad Diego did help me otherwise I wouldn’t know where to begin with driving the boat. With the moon in the sky, the starlit water breaks as we travel toward the island. Seeing it in the distance, Diego begins slowing down the boat, and we take notice of two destroyer ships stationed off of the island’s coast.

      As vast as Merkia is, I know Emilia and any other prisoners they may have taken could be anywhere. But I also know parts of the island from my time in the summer. Along the north side, where the tides usually come in strongest, is the king’s royal palace. Leena and her people will no doubt be there. But beneath the palace, there’s a detention center. It’s connected through several tunnels, hidden in case of emergencies that only the royal family and the cabinet know about. Leena showed me one night, I’m sure hoping we would eventually start making out.

      The problem is the entrance to it is a small inlet, filled with jagged rocks, with waves constantly crashing into them. Because of that, and where it’s located, it’s hardly ever guarded. That’ll be the best place where we can try to sneak in.

      Along with a few weapons and scuba equipment, there is some tactical gear stowed away that Diego could use, but he declines. Still in dark board shorts and his surf shirt, he waits along the edge of the boat, watching the coast.

      “Are you sure no one is going to be over there?” he asks, keeping his vision in front of us.

      I reach over to the control console, flipping a switch, activating a stealth mode for the boat. We quietly drift through the ocean toward the inlet.

      “Almost positive. The only trouble we may have is climbing over those rocks, but we should be able to handle it.”

      Drifting closer, I gaze over the water and still don’t see any ships close enough to sound alarms. But what I do see is a fork in the inlet pathway, and curse under my breath. “I forgot which way to go.”

      “This is reassuring,” Diego sarcastically whispers.

      “I haven’t been here in months,” I counter.

      The control console where Diego stands, steering the boat, has a small, tablet-like monitor and I switch it on, activating navigation mode. The screen displays a hologram map of the island and shows the direction of the opening to the underground tunnel.

      We finally arrive at the rocks, and I see the entrance, pointing Diego to it. Dropping an anchor, we both jump into the water and swim over to it, thankful the waves aren’t hitting the rocks hard tonight. Carefully making our way over them, we crawl into the moss-ridden tunnel, and I pull out a hologram schematic from my wrist guard.

      “If we head down this tunnel, we should come to a door that’s the main lockdown point to go in and out.” He nods, and we continue on our way.

      Finally reaching the door, I pull out a small torch from my jacket, hoping to quickly use it on the locks and hinges. Diego pops his knuckles and takes hold of the door handle, giving it a hard pull, tearing it away from the hinges. Creaks echo through the tunnel, and we both pause for a moment, wondering if anyone heard, but no one shows up. I glance back at him, quirking an eyebrow. “Show-off.”

      Trekking along the path, a scratching sound can be heard in the darkness. As we get closer, a few cell doors reveal themselves in the murky tunnel, and I raise my finger to my lips.

      Tapping on the first door we approach, I wait, and we hear a tapping sound back. I motion to the door, and Diego raises an unsure eyebrow. “We have to try,” I whisper to him.

      He lifts his shoulders in reply, then grabs the door handle. Taking hold of it with both hands, he plants his feet and begins to pull at the door handle. The metal starts to creak, but instead of the door dislodging like before, the handle rips out of it.

      Kneeling down, I look inside and see members of the king’s guard. “Hello?”

      “Who’s there?” someone calls back.

      “We’re trying to help. We’re looking for Emilia.”

      “Hello?” I hear a muffled call from the cell next to them.

      Hurrying over to it, I retract my helmet and press my ear against the door. “Emilia?”

      “Robbie?”

      I nod to Diego, who grabs the handle again, but this time he pauses. Pushing me aside, he clenches his fist, taking a deep breath. His fist begins to charge up, tiny lightning bolts crackling over his skin, and he stares intently at the door. Smashing his fist against the entrance, it explodes inward.

      I quickly inspect the dark tunnel behind us, listening to the echo of the blast. “Yeah, they probably heard that.”

      He cringes in apology.

      “Robbie?” Emilia steps forward, surprised. “What are you doing?”

      “We’ve got a plan.”

      “Who?”

      “The Justice Alliance. I know this is gonna sound crazy, but we need you to sign the peace treaties.”

      “Me? I’m not the ruler of Merkia.”

      She glances behind her at three other Merkians. Gone is their armor and weapons, but Leena and the others must not have thought they were a threat without it because they aren’t chained up. Still, their faces are dejected. The damp and gloomy tunnel and cell reflect their demeanor. The three stare back at her, and though she commanded them before, they don’t look to her for guidance now. They look to her without hope.

      “Yeah, well, it doesn’t seem like Leena wants peace any time soon,” I continue. “If she’s been in league with Atrimi this whole time, she’s been planning this from the beginning.”

      “But what will my signature do?”

      “We’ll back you, Emilia. The entire Justice Alliance. You’re the king’s niece, so the Alliance will recognize that you should be the rightful ruler of Merkia instead of Leena because of what she’s done.”

      Stepping through the doorway, she scans the dreary tunnel. I’m waiting for a response from her, and though she still seems unsure, I can see a spark. She’s beginning to believe me. “My people are locked in these cells.”

      I nod and turn to face Diego. “Can you take down the doors? We need to move quickly.”

      Agreeing, he gets to work, while Emilia grabs my wrist. “There’s something else.”

      She takes me down a few cells over, and we approach another door, but unlike the others, this one has bars to look through. Inside, I see a Merkian guard lying on a table. Attached to him are wires and tubes, with chains keeping him locked down. “What is this?” I ask.

      “They’re still conducting experiments. On our own people now.”

      Taking her hand, I teleport us both into the cell. She stands motionless, staring at the Merkian, his blue veins sticking out. “How could she do this? To her own people?” Her voice cracks.

      I walk over, resting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll stop her. But we need to get off the island first.”

      “Robbie!” Diego yells, and I teleport back into the hallway. He’s released a few prisoners, and I can see them readying themselves as yelling travels through the tunnel. Leena’s guards must’ve heard the commotion by now and are making their way down.

      “Emilia!” I yell at her, teleporting back into the cell. “We have to go.”

      “I won’t leave him!”

      The lame prisoner coughs, reaching up, and takes her hand. “Go. Organize our people. We cannot let our king die in vain.”

      Emilia snaps her head to me. “How can this even work? The Merkian people would have to choose sides. It’d be a new civil war.”

      “It’s the best option we have,” I reply. “Do you really want to spend the rest of your life locked up and sent the way of experiments? Because that’s what they’re doing already. Leena wants Merkia to be the only power to control the oceans. Is that what your uncle would have wanted?”

      Thinking it over, she turns back to the man on the table, leaning down toward him. “We’ll come back for you.”

      “I know.” He nods in pain. “She is initiating her rule with fear. There will not be many supporters in the beginning. You must fight.”

      She nods again. Teleporting us both out to the tunnel, I discover Diego has pulled off all of the doors, and Leena’s guards have begun battling with a group at the end. “That’s our way out of here.” I point at the madness.

      “Not our only way,” she counters.

      Diego rushes over. “Hey, we need to move … like yesterday. They’re holding them off, but I’m sure more are gonna be here any minute.”

      “These are a few of my men.” Emilia gazes at the fighting, before facing me. “There are pockets still out in open water. When word was sent by Leena, they were told to come back and surrender, or they’d be hunted down. The few they captured were locked here with us. If we can get to the outside, I can organize with them. I don’t think it’ll be as large as Leena’s insurgents, but we could stand a chance.”

      “You’ll stand more than a chance once you sign the treaty with the Alliance,” I reassure her. “That has to be our first move.”

      She casts her eyes back to her people, fighting against Leena’s men now. Taking a deep breath, she faces me and nods. I take her hand, and Diego’s, about to teleport us back to our boat, when she raises a finger.

      “Take us to the public square.”

      My eyes pop open. “Are you nuts? The public square is out in the open. No, we have to get to the boat and back to the mainland.”

      “No,” she counters, yanking her arm free.

      The square is a meeting place in the center of the royal palace. People live all over the island, but over half of the inhabitants of Merkia live near and around the public square. It’s where the king would make decrees, hold festivals, and even in the middle of the night, there are still tons of people around. There would no doubt be a crowd right now.

      “We heard Atrimi giving decrees when they brought us off the boats,” she explains. “Leena is ordering everyone to subject themselves to her rule. She’s telling them her father died in a skirmish with land dwellers.”

      “And they believe that?” I gape. “Even with Atrimi back? Everyone knows he’s been with the insurgents.”

      “They have no choice but to believe it. It’s either that or get locked away. We have to go there and tell them the truth. That will truly set off this rebellion.”

      My gaze casts over to Diego, who stares back without a clue of what to do. We need to head back, but she’s right. If people are already on the fence, hearing words from Emilia may be precisely what we need to not only get citizens truly doubting Leena’s rule, but siding with Emilia.

      “Okay,” I agree.

      She reaches out, and I teleport all three of us up to the open public square. It’s similar to a market area but much more extensive—with selling booths, food tents, and even a large stage off to the side for performances, or royal decrees when announced. Emilia runs over to the stage, calling out to the people.

      “Citizens of Merkia!” she yells. Merchants, shoppers, and even a few guards are pulled to attention. “You have been lied to! King Razana did not fall in a skirmish but was killed. By his own daughter, Princess Razana!”

      A buzz slices through the audience and more people being to gather.

      “She intends to make everyone on Merkia a servant to her plan, and rule over the oceans. King Razana did not want that. You all know he wanted peace. He saw the error of his youthful days and realized peace with the world would bring prosperity to Merkia.”

      The murmur of whispers turns into louder chatter. More guards have gathered, too, but none of them encroach on her. More and more watch and I can already see the doubt on their faces forming over whatever lies Leena spread.

      “I ask you here and now to stand with me. Rebel against this new sovereignty that Leena Razana has imbued with blood, and fight for our freedom. For the glory of Merkia!”

      Standing there, watching her call out to everyone, she holds herself with dignity and composure. Louder calls begin to circle. A new set of guards run through the crowd, heading to the stage, but are instantly cut off by the original two who have been listening to Emilia.

      I dart through the crowd, Diego flanking my side, and we jump up on stage, ready to teleport out. A rock gets thrown at one of Leena’s guards, who are already being blocked by others. The insurgent guards draw their swords, but none in the crowd disperse. Instead, more rocks are thrown, screaming now raining down on them, and the original guards begin battling the insurgents. Out from another side of the square, more insurgents try to make their way over, but Merkians have crowded the area, screaming and grabbing anything they can as a weapon.

      “Okay, we sparked the fire,” I call over to Emilia. “But now we really need to go.”

      Nodding over at me, she watches the fighting continue, and I teleport us to the ship, to make our way back to dry land.
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      By the time we get to headquarters, it’s the middle of the night. Supron and the others sign an executive order, obtaining authorization from the Super Human Commission, recognizing her an heir to the throne of Merkia. I’m struggling to keep my eyes open, and when they get to the part where she’ll be announced the following day, with the evidence presented to the public of what Leena has done, everyone is confident that Emilia will gain the backing of nations around the globe, and we can all begin to help take down the insurgents.

      I finally head to my bunker and try to get to sleep, but it doesn’t last long. The next day I’m woken up early, and we all begin to help gather the straggling supporters of King Razana so Emilia can return to Merkia.

      Within seventy-two hours, the world knows the truth about what Atrimi and Leena have done, and the Justice Alliance begins to plan the counter-attack. And then it happens. The attack.

      With several ships, counting close to a thousand Merkian warriors, it most likely wouldn’t be enough with only Emilia and her people alone to take down Leena, but they’re assisted by three neighboring countries, and over a dozen superheroes. With Supron leading the way, we all mount an offense against the island. The day leading up to the attack, I felt a bundle of nerves bottling up inside, but every worry is misplaced.

      To my surprise, Diego continues to support us and follows me, as other sidekicks and I are the second wave to hit the island, but there’s practically nothing for us to do. And there’s literally nothing for the third wave, that of armies and navies of allied countries. Some of the insurgents battled against Emilia and her people, but we’re all shocked to find the ones on the island have given up instantly.

      Diego perks an eyebrow at me while we walk along the coast of the island. “Kind of anti-climactic, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I agree, looking on.

      Supron, who was flying overhead, drops down next to us. “Worm, radio back to Doc. Leena and her men aren’t here.”

      My face drops. “What?”

      He shakes his head in disappointment. “There’s a large chunk of her supporters, but they’ve given up and are asking for asylum. They’re saying they were coerced or threatened with death had they not followed her.”

      “Dashef,” I seethe. “He was the king’s defense and intelligence coordinator. He must’ve known this was a possibility and warned her. It’s the only way they could’ve reacted and escaped as fast as they have.”

      “Most likely,” Supron agrees.

      He returns to the skies, flying over the island, and Emilia walks over to us with two of her men flanking her. “Robbie, Diego, I can’t thank you two enough. This would’ve taken us months, if not years. And in a matter of days, we have Merkia back.”

      I try to smile. “Yeah. I just wish Leena and them would’ve been here.”

      “We’ll get her.” Her stoic gaze locks on to mine. “I’ll make sure of it. She’ll pay for what she’s done.”

      “I guess it’s time for me to head back.” I offer her a brief hug and turn to leave.

      “Diego,” she calls out, holding on to his arm. “I am truly sorry for what my people did. I know there’s nothing that can make up for it, but I’d like to offer you residency here. For as little or as long of a time as you choose.”

      He raises a suspicious eyebrow. “Why?”

      She glances at me for a moment, before returning her attention to him. “I understand that Doctor Grandside has many tools available to him, but on Merkia our scientists may be able to help you. If nothing else, we can explain much of these new powers you’re exhibiting. Ancient Merkians at one time displayed the same. But the choice is yours, of course.”

      Taking a deep breath, he gazes at me, almost silently asking for input. Biting my bottom lip, all I can do is lift my shoulders. Truthfully, I think it’s a good idea, but I don’t feel like I can express that to him. Especially with how he’s told me he feels around them.

      My eyes nearly fall out of their sockets when he answers her. “Okay. One week. If I don’t like it, I’ll leave.”

      Smiling, she nods. “Of course. I’ll have a room for you in the palace. You’re free to come and go as you choose.”

      She turns around and heads back toward the main road that leads into the royal city. Diego stares at the sand, shaking his head. I can’t help but bump his shoulder, chuckling. “Royal palace? You’re moving on up, buddy.”

      “Shut up.” He scowls for a moment, then smirks. “She’s right, though. If they can help me figure this crap out, I might as well take them up on the offer.”

      I slap his shoulder. “You’ll always have a bunker back at the Alliance, too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Besides,” I add, chuckling again, “I need you to visit soon so we can get that rematch.”

      He rolls his eyes, then pushes me away, laughing.
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      Almost a month passes, and every day since Emilia took control of Merkia I scan news reports, websites, and our database—which is up and running … for the most part—for information on Leena. Ever since she escaped capture, it’s like she vanished off the face of the earth. At first, I thought we had to be missing something, but Mimic reminded me that with most of the globe covered in water, there are infinite hiding spots they might know of that we’d never think to check.

      Now that Merkia is finally at peace, Emilia is throwing another gala event at the Merkian Embassy, which has been repaired. Unlike last time, no press is allowed, and a much tighter security watch is in place, but rulers from countries and kingdoms from around the globe attend, all to show unison between the world and Merkia.

      I join Mimic and a few others from the Alliance at the event and watch as Emilia walks the room, greeting everyone who’s attending. She pulls off the regalness effortlessly. Wearing a long, flowing orange gown that wraps around her torso, it’s laced with sparkling yellow scales down the sides. Her arms are bare, except for gold-encrusted starfish bracelets that circle over her wrists. With a shining jade necklace, along with the same jewel-laced crown on her head, I hardly see any trace of the warrior I’ve known in the past. In front of everyone stands a queen.

      Seeing me off to the side, she offers me a small wave and smile, to which I return. Then, behind her, I see Diego.

      Gone are his board shorts and surf shirt. Instead, he’s wearing Merkian royal colors, with a light gray, button-up shirt and tie, and a dark teal jacket over it, with pants that match. Wrapped around one arm is a band that is on every other Merkian; a black band with a red trident, in honor of King Razana. And his light brown hair, that was shaggy most of the time I’ve known him, is slicked back, parted slightly.

      He greets a few attendees, standing next to Emilia, and when he sees me, he grins. Leaning closer to Emilia, he whispers something to her, and she smiles and nods, before he makes his way over to me.

      “Look at you!” I call out. “Someone cleans up nice.”

      “Shut up,” he retorts, laughing.

      “I take it Merkia suits you? No pun intended.”

      He pauses with a tiny smile on his face before glancing over his shoulder. That’s when I catch the glimpse Emilia sends him, and a small splash of pink over her face as she smiles.

      “Oh,” I whisper. “Or is it someone and not something?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replies, still smiling. “But yeah, Merkia isn’t half bad. They’ve helped me understand a lot of what’s happened to me.”

      I extend my hand to him. “Truly, though, you look great. I’m glad they’ve been able to help you. And you seem more at ease.”

      “Yeah. I guess I am. Other than the whispers I hear, but I try to ignore them.”

      “Whispers?”

      He raises his hand up, inspecting it. “After the first couple of days, word got around of me living in the palace. Then about the powers I have. Like the denticles or the electric punch thing. I guess their ancestors used to exhibit those powers, but over time they faded away. People think I’m the second coming of some ancient power or something. I guess there’s a prophecy … I don’t know.”

      I let out a laugh. “I leave you alone for a month, and you become a resurrected deity.”

      He starts laughing. “Yeah. It’s pretty crazy.”

      Emilia makes her way over to us and offers me her hand. Taking it, I give her a slight bow. “Your Majesty,” I joke.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.” Pulling her hand back, she slaps me. “Thank you again. For everything.”

      “Any word on her whereabouts yet?” I ask.

      My question lowers all of our moods. She looks away for a moment, shaking her head. “No. I’ll keep searching the seas forever if it’s necessary. She will pay.”

      I nod, kind of wishing I never bought it up. This night isn’t about Leena or what she did. It’s about Merkia and Emilia. And the peace she’s helping establish.

      “Hey,” I break through the melancholy. “I know you will. Let’s enjoy tonight. And all of the good things you’re helping Merkia with.”

      Smiling at me, she nods, then takes Diego’s arm. “Can we go sit down now? These heels are killing me.”

      I quirk an I told you so eyebrow at Diego, who rolls his eyes. Then he smiles at her. “You’re the queen.”

      She giggles, giving me a wave, before turning and walking back to the royal seating area.

      The night passes by, and the gala comes to an uneventful end. Everyone says their good-byes, as Emilia, Diego, and the others return to the ships. Before she leaves, though, she thanks everyone again for the support, and reminds all of the guests at the gala that Merkia is forever indebted to them.

      As soon as I get home, I throw my uniform onto my bed, and head back to the kitchen to rummage through our refrigerator. Removing a plastic container filled with enchiladas my mom cooked for dinner, I warm them up and gobble them down, having not eaten anything since lunch. Grabbing a bottle of water, I retreat back to my room, to finish out the night. Just as I lie back in my bed to grab my phone and check for any messages, I hear a tapping at my window.

      Peeking through the blinds, my body goes rigid. Leena stands in my backyard, in a dark green hooded cowl, and offers me a timid wave.

      Teleporting out to her, I grab her arms and push her against the side of the house, keeping her arms locked above her.

      “If I’d known you’d attack me with such passion, I would have come to you weeks ago.” She casts me a seductive smile.

      “Shut up,” I snap, inching closer to her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Are you insane? Don’t answer that, we’re going to headquarters right now.”

      Before I teleport away, she edges closer to me, her breath crossing my lips. “If you do, my men have orders to annihilate this entire neighborhood. Starting with your house.”

      My eyes pop open, a blistering rage building inside. “You wouldn’t. I know you’re a murdering psychopath, but you wouldn’t kill all of these innocent people. You can’t be that cold.”

      “I’ll do whatever’s necessary to make sure I get what I want.” A devilish grin crosses her lips.

      “You’re a lunatic.” I drop my hands from her arms.

      As if she has a split personality, her alluring smiles are gone, and her face crumples. She raises her fingers to my face. “Robbie, I’m here for you.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve realized the error of my ways.” My mouth is open, but I can’t find the words. I can only gape at her blatant contradiction of words. “I made a mistake. I chose the wrong partner. Atrimi is nothing short of a dog left without a leash. I need someone I can trust. Someone I can depend on. I need you, Robbie.”

      “You had your own father killed,” I scoff. “That’s not a mistake. That’s murder. And now you have the audacity to show up here and threaten my family. You really are insane.”

      “You made me give you that ultimatum. I don’t want to hurt your family. I don’t want to hurt you. I love you.”

      “You what?” Clenching my eyes shut, I try to fathom her words.

      “I know it might not seem like it, but I do. I’ve realized I don’t need the oceans. After I gave General Watkins the information you retrieved for me—”

      “You what?” I scream.

      “Yes.” She nods as if there’s no problem at all. “He wanted to know exactly what the Alliance had on him and Daedalus. After I gave it to him, he asked me to have my men kill you, but I refused. I said I’d continue to offer him support with his projects, but under no circumstances was any harm to come to you. If you had been attacked, I would’ve killed him. Even with his resources, he wouldn’t have been able to stop me. Don’t you see? I’ve made mistakes. Like you.”

      “No.” I shake my head. An eerie calmness sets over me. She reaches out to hold my hand, but I slap it away. “No, we’re nothing alike. The mistakes I’ve made, I’ve been trying to do the right thing. You? You had your own father murdered because you want control.”

      “Robbie, please?” She slams her lips into mine, but I push her back against the wall, keeping my forearm across her collarbone.

      “Stop,” I order. “You and me? This will never happen. Never.”

      Releasing my hold, I back away from her, and wave to the open yard. “Run, Leena. Run away and hide forever. Never come back. The only reason I’m giving you this is because you’ve threatened my family, and I won’t take that chance. Disappear.”

      “Please, don’t do this.” She grabs my arm, and I yank it away from her.

      My eyes pierce hers. “Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, I could never love you. I will never love you. And if I ever see you again, I won’t hesitate to bring you down. Run, Leena.”

      She goes pale and rigid. I can see the agony spreading, and her eyes begin to tear up. Then, in a flash, it’s gone. “Fine.”

      I watch her walk through my backyard, over to the side of the house. Jumping back into my bedroom, I throw on some sweats and a hoody, and teleport directly to headquarters.

      Finding Mimic, I explain everything that happened. My words come flying out faster than my mouth can keep up, and I know it all sounds like dribble. After getting me to calm down, I’m finally able to recap everything to Mimic and Doc.

      Doc stands to the side, stroking his beard. “She seems to be grasping at straws,” he ponders out loud.

      Mimic agrees, nodding. “Her force has been depleted. Mentioning Atrimi as she did, I’m sure she only attached herself to him because he had some kind of sway over the insurgents. But now that they have dwindled in number, I’m sure she’s looking for any type of out. But you may be her last shot.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      Doc’s gaze lands on me, and a worried mien covers his face. “If she’s so focused on you, so committed to convincing you to go with her, I don’t know that she’s going to stop. You’re not off the table of play, Robbie. Not in her eyes, especially now since you let her go.”

      “I couldn’t bring her in. What about her threat?”

      “Exactly,” Doc concurs. “It shows her you’re still here. Not for her, but she still has a hold on you, no matter how twisted that hold of hers is.”

      “What are you guys talking about? You’re saying she’s gonna try this again?”

      “Possibly.” Mimic shakes his head, glancing at Doc. “Good call,” he tells him.

      My brows pinch in confusion. “You guys, what are you talking about?”

      “Robbie, Supron’s taking care of it, so don’t freak out.”

      “Taking care of what?” I ask hesitantly.

      Mimic walks over, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve been keeping an eye and monitoring hotspots ever since her disappearance. Places we thought she might show up. Your high school. Places you frequent. Jasmin’s—”

      “What?” I jump out of my seat.

      “Robbie—”

      I hear the word leave Doc’s mouth, but don’t hesitate, teleporting over to Jasmin’s fire escape. It’s the middle of the night, and her lights are out, but I can see she’s sleeping under her blankets. I close my eyes, letting out a sigh of relief. Leaning back against the fire escape rail, a red and gold reflection catches my eye on her window. I turn around to see Supron hovering over the roof of a building across the street. Giving me a silent nod, I teleport over to him.

      “She’s fine,” he says, dropping to stand next to me. “There’s been nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “Why didn’t you guys tell me this was happening?”

      “We didn’t want you to worry. After everything else you’ve been through, we thought it best to not send any alarms, when there’s been no need of one.”

      I stare across the street, watching her window in silence, and I’m reminded of Supron’s own life. Two years ago, I had an argument with Mimic. One in which he confided in me Supron’s personal life. He’s been married once before, and it ended horribly. She died because of our world and the madmen we face. He’s remarried since, but he’s kept her a secret from everyone to protect her.

      “How do you do it?” I ask out loud, not expecting an answer. “How do you keep your life so separate, so the people closest to you aren’t in any danger?”

      To my surprise, he answers, “It’s difficult. With my first wife, I was open. When she—” His words cut short, and when I look over, I can see him deep in thought, staring aimlessly down below. “When everything happened, and when I found my wife now, I swore I’d do everything in my power to keep her out of harm’s way. It was painful in the beginning, mostly because she thought I was ashamed of her. Nothing could be further from the truth. But I won’t let anyone else I’m close to become collateral damage again.”

      I’ve known of Supron for almost my entire life. I’ve worked with him for the last few years. But I suddenly realize this is the most personal conversation I’ve ever had with the man. Gazing back across the street and Jasmin’s window, I begin to question my choices again. “Do you think I’ve made the right decisions?”

      Placing a hand on my shoulder, he taps it gently. “Robbie, I believe you’ve done the best you can. And that’s all any of us can do.” When I glance up at him, he offers me a smile. “Go home and get some sleep. I’ll keep her safe. I promise.”

      Standing on the rooftop, I peer into the dark room across the street. I don’t want to leave, but I know she’ll be safe. Probably even safer with Supron watching over her than with me. So, I take him up on the offer and go back home, though I don’t get more sleep than ten minutes.
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      Getting to school the next day, I’m uncontrollably anxious until I see Jasmin walking down the campus hallway. She laughs at something Maria says next to her, and I rush over, embracing her in a tight hug.

      “Hey—”

      Before she can say anything else, I crash my lips against hers. Drawing in the air around her, I pull away slightly, staring into her eyes.

      Maria coughs in an obvious attempt to draw my attention, but I don’t take my eyes off Jasmin.

      “Good morning to you, too.” She smiles. “How’d the gala go last night?”

      I don’t answer. Still freaked out, I study her face, almost trying to commit to memory the cells of her skin. Running a thumb over her cheek, my eyes scan her entire body, searching for any type of injury I know won’t be there.

      “Robbie, what’s wrong?” she asks.

      I’m finally able to offer her a strained smile. “Nothing.”

      “I know that look.” She takes my hands in hers. “What’s going on?”

      “Hey, what’s up, guys?” Pete says, walking in behind them.

      I look up at him, then over to Maria, and take a deep breath. “We need to talk.”

      All four of us walk off to the side, and I start to explain what happened last night. The three of them exchange worried glances, and Pete speaks up first. “Should we even be here?”

      “The Alliance has brought in extra help,” I answer. “I probably shouldn’t have told you guys, I’m sorry. This whole thing’s just so crazy.” I shake my head, remembering Supron’s words last night. “Forge and Granite are searching for any possible places she might be in the city. Supron’s pulling double duty. We’ll be okay.”

      No sooner do the words leave my lips, than the building is rocked by an explosion. The lockers rattle, and I grab Jasmin’s arm, steadying her.

      “What was that?” Pete questions, looking around.

      There’s another explosion, this one sending smoke and debris across the hallway. The force knocks me against the lockers, away from the rest of them. Lifting my gaze, I watch as a group of insurgents flood into the hall, but they aren’t alone. Running with them are armed gunmen, decked out in black tactical gear with automatic rifles, attached with laser scopes.

      “Take as many as you can!” one of the gunmen calls out.

      Another raises his weapon, which now that I get a better look appears to be a rifle, but the barrel of the gun is flat. He releases a shot and a glowing disk fires from it. Spreading out from the disc are bright yellow wires, and it wraps around the student like a clamp. Tying around the runner, a burst of light shines, and then he’s gone, vanishing in the air.

      I frantically scan the area for Jasmin but only see Maria. She’s on the ground, grabbing her arm in pain. Running over to her, I slide down and try to cover her from debris, as another blast shakes the hallway.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No.” She shakes her head in pain. “I think my shoulder’s broken.”

      I wrap her good arm over my shoulder, helping her to her feet. “We need to get out of here.”

      As I turn around, another explosion hits. We’re both sent flying into the lockers, away from each other. I squint, trying to see anything through the dust and smoke, but only recognize more glowing lights. Panicked screams echo around me. Another bright disc shoots through the air, and then I feel a hard kick to my back. Cringing in pain, I turn over and find Atrimi staring down at me.

      “This one!” he yells out. “Find his friends.”

      He turns around, and I’m swarmed by insurgents and gunmen. Unable to make it to my feet, I’m pummeled with kicks and punches, until I hear a scream.

      “Robbie!”

      Glancing over, I see Pete running, but before I can think straight enough to teleport to him, an insurgent jumps at him, tackling him to the ground. Another one comes over, picks him up and holds Pete in the air. Suddenly, he brings him down hard over his leg, Pete’s spine crashing into the attacker’s knee, and Pete crumples to the ground motionless.

      “No!” I scream, reaching for him, before being dragged up myself. I watch as the first insurgent grabs a glowing disc, slams it into Pete’s chest, and then he vanishes.

      Swinging wildly, I catch one insurgent in the jaw, giving me enough room to kick another in the stomach. I teleport off to the side and attack a random gunman. Dropping him down to the ground, I kick as hard as I can cross his face.

      Spinning, I search for Maria again, but I’m hit with something in the back of the neck, and I fall to the hallway tiles, starting to convulse. Through the shaking, I see Maria at a distance. An insurgent holds her up in the air with one arm. She flails around, trying to kick at him, and he jabs a fist into her ribs. She lets out a scream. Then he slams one of the discs onto her chest, and she’s gone.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, the pain starting to shoot through me, as the convulsions die down. The tears from the pain and smoke leak out, and then I see Jasmin in the distance. She’s knocked out, lying on the ground. Exerting every fiber of strength, I try to crawl to her, but make it only a couple of feet when Leena steps out through the haze.

      She stands closer to Jasmin but stares at me with sympathetic eyes. Turning back to Jasmin, her expression morphs into disgust, and she points down at her, looking over at one of her men. “This one.”

      “No!” I scream at Leena but can do nothing other than watch them place one of their discs on her back, and she disappears.

      I cringe, gagging, then give Leena a murderous glare. Before I can do anything, she’s approached by one of her men. “Princess, we’ve loaded all of the containers.”

      “That should be more than enough for him,” Leena responds. Her eyes meet mine, and her face softens once again. “Take him. And be gentle.”

      I struggle to break free from whatever’s attacked my system and keeping me from free range. Clawing at the ground, I do everything I can to make it to my feet, praying I can get to her and stop this. I watch the insurgent pull out one of the discs and walk over to me. Squeezing my eyes shut, I know if they get to me and I vanish to wherever it is they’re taking us, I might not get this chance again. As I force every piece of my mind and body to concentrate so I can teleport out of here, I scream in agony. Letting out a guttural howl, I instantly feel the astral plane wash over me.

      When I open my eyes, I find myself in the void of the time continuum. Spinning on my feet, I see that the orb I’m standing in is floating, while lightning crackles around me. Watching the lightning strike the cloud in the darkness outside, I let out a scream.

      “No, no, no! Send me back. Come on!”

      “Don’t worry, you’re going back,” a voice pierces the air behind me. I spin around to see Cade.

      “Leena, she’s attacking everyone,” I scream at him. “She took my friends. Send me back, and I can save them.”

      He shakes his head, staring down at the emptiness below our feet.

      The anxiousness crawls through my veins, and I step closer to him. “Now, damn it! Send me back now!”

      He looks up, and his apathetic gaze hits me. “You’re in no position to make demands.”

      “Aren’t you listening? They’re hurt! I need to help them!”

      Taking a deep breath, he shakes his head and then stares out into the cloud. “This will be one of the last times we meet.”

      “Fine! Whatever! Just send me back before this happens. I need time to—”

      “And this is exactly why. The Eon Watchers have judged you. They’re restricting your access to the time continuum.”

      “I don’t care!” I step to him, pushing his chest. “You can have these damn watchers or whatever the hell it is. Cade—”

      “You don’t get it!” He steps to me, grabbing me by my jacket, pulling me closer. “You don’t get to jump in and out of time without consequences. It doesn’t matter if a city burns to the ground, Robbie. You. Don’t. Alter. Timelines. You only gain entrance to the time continuum when you lose control of your emotions. That’s dangerous and reckless. And now, because you’re trying to do it again, you have to live with your mistakes.”

      His last sentence sends a fearful shock through my system. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sending you back into the timeline you’ve created. Nothing will change.”

      “No!” I shout. “You have to give me time. Please! I can stop this from happening.” I feel the willpower draining, and defeat setting in. “Thirty seconds! Give me thirty seconds. I can fix this.”

      “No.” He shakes his head, looking away in disappointment. “You can’t fix it because you created it. You did this, Robbie. I’m sorry.”

      A last ounce of resolve bubbles up, and I clench my fist. “No,” I growl. “I’m going to fix this.”

      Cade’s weighty stare meets my own. He shakes his head slowly. “No. You’re not.”

      I let out a scream and rush at him, trying my best to move as fast as I can to attack. All I need is a minute. Enough time to get back and warn the Alliance. But no matter how fast I swing, he matches my every move. I go to punch him, and he slides out of the way. I attempt to kick him, and he sidesteps it. Finally, as I try one last swing, he ducks under it, then delivers a vicious uppercut, knocking me down.

      “You can’t win,” he says calmly.

      “You said I was a chronowalker, right? Please, I need the time—”

      “No,” he snaps. “You might’ve been one before, or at least had the early makings of one, but the Watchers have made their decision. You don’t understand. You think your access to the astral plane is because of your meta-gene? If they wanted to, they could take away your power altogether. You should be grateful they’re leaving you with the power to still teleport.”

      “Grateful?” I spit out. “Screw you. And screw whoever the hell the Watchers are.”

      He nods, gazing down at me. “Believe me, you’re not the first with those sentiments. Good-bye, Robbie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      A veil of fog covers my vision. Squinting, my eyes water, and I try to focus, but everything’s hazy. Memories are coming back to me. An explosion. Glowing discs. Cade. Blinking, I try to look up but feel battered and bruised, and my head slumps back down.

      Cracking my eyelids open again, the cloudy vision clears. The air is thick and cold. Pressing my fingers to the ground, I feel dirt. When I try to sit up, I hear a clanking sound, and then a jolt holding me back. A chain is clamped around both wrists. My vision grows clearer, and I look around to realize I’m in some sort of cave. Bars are placed in front of me. Scooting back, I give myself enough slack that I can stand up, but the chains still lock me down so I can’t move close to the bars.

      The ground’s damp but not muddy; almost like wet sand at the beach. Suddenly, I hear a scream.

      Through the bars, the yell echoes in the small cave, and then silence. Reaching a hand over my left wrist, I realize the rusty clamps are welded to the chains, keeping me in place. I scan the area again, trying to figure out what’s happening. Then I hear another horrendous scream. When the yell dies out, someone’s begging for them to stop. I know the voice instantly.

      “Pete? Pete!”

      Pulling the chains, there’s no budging them, so I try to teleport myself out. Instantly, I feel a jolt of electricity piercing through my body, dropping me to my knees. Every muscle in my body starts to spasm.

      Metal bangs against metal and I look up to see an insurgent hitting the hilt of a sword against my prison bars. My neck strains as I try to meet his gaze, still feeling my body tingle.

      Grabbing a two-way radio, he scowls down at me, then lifts the radio to his mouth. “He’s awake. … No, the choker worked.”

      His words bring new light to my thoughts, and I reach up, finally realizing there’s something wrapped around my neck. It’s not thick or bulky—it feels like a thin piece of metal, not even a half inch wide, with no buttons or clamps, only a small seam on the back. A flood of emotion races back, remembering the clamp Vacuus wrapped around me years ago. That one was wide and bulky. This is nothing like that, but the effect is that same: an agonizing round of electricity shooting through my body if I try to teleport.

      Footsteps make me glance back up, and Leena steps into my vision, approaching the guard. “My love,” she whispers, looking down at me. Her head snaps to the insurgent, ordering, “Open the gate.”

      Keys rattle in his hand, and he unlocks the doorway. Entering the cell, she kneels next to me, running her fingers over my cheek.

      “Wh—” I try to talk, but gag. Composing myself, I recoil from her touch. “What is this?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do this, but we had to keep you grounded. After we took you from your school, I had to make sure I had the chance to explain.”

      “Explain?” I cough again, hearing another scream. “That’s my friend you’re torturing!”

      “We aren’t torturing him, we’re helping him.”

      “How?” I clench my fists, staring down at the ground. “How could you do this?”

      Grabbing my face with both of her hands, she leans closer. “I didn’t want to, love. I had to. You forced my hand.”

      Her words send a new round of rage through me. I know what I’m dealing with, and that I’m locked down, with an electrical collar keeping me from teleporting. None of it matters as I lunge at her, trying to teleport on instinct to take her down. Instead, my body is racked with pain, and I crumble back down to the ground, convulsing and choking.

      Her fingers run over my forehead, then through my hair. “Please. You’re only hurting yourself. My men were able to upgrade the collar Daedalus originally designed. It will only attack your system if you try to connect to a wormhole. Please, Robbie, don’t try to teleport and you’ll be fine.”

      Another painful scream echoes from out of sight. I glance up at her, still reeling in my own pain. “What are you doing to him?”

      Glancing at the guard who stands outside of the cell, she shakes her head. “We’ve been working on several projects. Unfortunately, a few that we took were not able to withstand the testing.”

      Getting to my knees, my face drops. “You killed them?”

      “No,” she replies, matter-of-factly. “Their bodies didn’t hold up. It’s worked in the past, and we’ve been successful with some of the new recruits, but not all can handle the transitions. Peter—”

      Lunging again at her, I’m held back by the chains locked around my wrists. “You’re killing him!”

      “No, we’re helping him. He’s not being experimented on.”

      “He’s being tortured!”

      “He’s not.” She shakes her head, then gazes down at the ground. “It seems a few of the men were a little harder on him than I planned. We’re trying to reconnect three parts of his spine.”

      My faces drop. “His spine? Is he … is he paralyzed?”

      She nods, and that’s all it takes for me to lose every ounce of energy in my legs. Crumbling to the ground, I stare at my dirtied and bloodied hands, feeling hope flee.

      “Release him,” Leena says, and I hear the guard outside of the cell enter. He moves without hesitation, grabbing me by my arms, picking me up, and unlocking my wrists. Leena quickly exits the cell, glancing back at me. “Follow me.”

      The guard keeps his hand around my arm, not giving me a choice. The dark and murky cave walls seem damp, and as I’m dragged along, I try to scan my surroundings to figure out where I could be. Other than the moist sand beneath my feet, and the rocky surroundings, I don’t have a clue.

      Tightening his grip around my arm, I’m pulled to a stop, and placed in front of a cell. My eyes widen, seeing Pete strapped down to a metal table, facedown. His arms are locked to his side, and over the middle of his back, two robotic hands move up and down, silver and blue lasers being shot into his spine. The lasers stop, and a pincher-like hand moves close, piercing through his flesh, forcing out another horrifying scream.

      I snap to my side, fighting against the guard’s arm, pressing against Leena. “Sedate him or something. This is inhumane!”

      Her face softs for a moment, glancing back at me, but she doesn’t answer. When she motions with her fingers, the insurgent pushes me forward, and I follow behind her. Approaching another guard standing near a dented and rusty door, his eyes flash over to Leena, and he nods quickly, opening the door for her.

      Walking through the entry, my heart drops. A handful of bodies lie scattered on the dirt floor, covered with dark tarps. I feel the bile rise in my throat, raising a hand to my mouth. “Oh my God.”

      Walking through the room, she doesn’t even flinch. “We brought a number of your classmates with us. These are a few that didn’t make it past the initial testing phase.”

      “You’re revolting,” I spit out at her.

      My words cause her to stop walking, and she turns to face me. “You abhor our methods, and yet we’re only doing what you do. Daedalus is truly working on a protection. They’ve already transported seven who have successfully adapted to the process. Some have to fall for the benefit of others.”

      I scoff. “You’re insane.”

      My insult does nothing to sway her demeanor. She lifts her shoulders, turns, and walks to the back of the room where another door sits. Being pushed through it, I’m taken into a new area, and I freeze.

      I can’t move.

      I can’t think.

      I can barely breathe. Sitting against a wall are two chairs, both of them with constraints and wires, all connected to the prisoners. Jasmin and Maria.

      “No,” I whisper, feeling the strength leave my body.

      They’re both strapped into the chairs, and they’re conscious, but barely. Maria’s head sways from side to side as if she’s drunk, trying to open her eyes, but they keep closing on her. Jasmin’s eyes find mine for a moment, but she doesn’t recognize me. Like Maria, her eyelids are heavy, and she tries to move her hand, but with her wrist strapped to the armrest, her fingers barely move.

      Connecting to their forearms are IV-like tubes, both of which seem to be dripping a purple glowing liquid. Small wires are attached to their necks, leading back to monitors sitting next to each of them, displaying their vitals.

      I rush to Jasmin, but I’m instantly held back by the guard, tightening his grip on my wrist. He unsheathes a blade, placing it over the collar, against my throat.

      Leena turns to me. “I would like to apologize for this, but as I said, you left me no choice. I gave you chance after chance. So now, this is what must be done.”

      “Please!” I struggle against the captor, stepping closer to her. “Please don’t do this. I’m begging you.” I drop to my knees. “I’m begging! I’ll leave with you right now. I’ll stay with you forever and never leave your side. Please … don’t do this.”

      Kneeling down, she reaches her hand across my face, wiping away tears that have started to fall. “If only it were that simple. I’d want nothing more than that, Robbie. I told you, I’d give everything up if you’d just be with me. But I know now you’ll never love me like you love her.”

      “Leena—”

      “Shh,” she whispers quietly, putting a finger to my lips. “This truly does pain me. I know you won’t see this right now, but I’m doing this for you. You want her so much, I’ve decided to impart to you one last gift.”

      My face crumples in confusion. She looks over at the doorway and waves. I hear someone else entering the room, and glance up to see another insurgent guard. Leena gets to her feet and nods to the one holding me. Picking me up, he slams me against the wall, while the new guard walks over, and jabs a syringe into my neck. I choke from shock and pain, and when he’s finished, he steps over to her, handing her the injector filled with my blood.

      “What are you doing?” I scream at her, still being pressed against the wall.

      Quietly, she inspects my blood, then walks over to Maria. “This one first,” she orders, handing the syringe back to him, and he injects my blood into a small tube attached to Maria’s arm. Still groggy, she tries to look up but seems in a dreamlike state.

      “No!” I scream. “What are you doing?”

      Leena turns to me. “They’ve both already been administered with a new serum Daedalus has been working on. But I thought this would be the perfect ending to our relationship. Some of them died from the serums, some of them did not. But we’ve learned the most exciting changes have come not only from the base of the toxins but when it’s mixed with certain blood. We’ve used our own, but we have a limited supply of blood from those with the meta-gene. This is my parting gift to you, Robbie.”

      The blood enters Maria’s system, and I keep my gaze locked on her, unsure what’s going to happen. For a second, she continues to stay groggy. Then she starts to waken. Her heavy-lidded eyes scan the area, landing on me for a minute, then Leena. Before it looks like she’s going to talk, her mouth opens and then snaps shut. Twitching, her body starts spasming, her arms and legs shaking. And then, impossibly, her entire body starts to vibrate as if she’s a blur.

      Leena steps closer to her. “Oh, this may be promising.”

      The blur of Maria’s body becomes a pulse. Almost as if she’s invisible and she’s fading in and out. Still shaking, she lets out a terrified scream, and her body impossibly strobes on and off.

      “She’s dying!” I scream. “Do something!”

      Leena glances at me. “Once administered, there’s nothing we can do.”

      Maria’s body doesn’t stop vibrating. She continues to scream, and I clench my eyes shut, hearing the fear in her voice. Suddenly, it stops. I pop my eyes open, hoping to see her stabilized, but she sits in her chair, motionless. A dribble of white foam begins to seep out of her mouth.

      “No,” I whimper, dropping my head.

      “What a shame,” Leena says, no hint of empathy in her voice. “Now her.”

      “No!” I snap, struggling to break free from the guard hold, trying to get to Jasmin. It’s to no avail, and he slams me down to the ground, pressing my chest into the dirt with a knee in my back.

      Leena kneels down next to me while her servant hooks up a vial of my blood to the tubes connected to Jasmin. “I know this pains you.”

      “You psychotic bitch!” I growl at her, and the guard presses the side of my face into the ground harder.

      She frowns, staring at me like she can’t figure out why I’m in despair. After a moment longer, she looks over to the other guard, who’s hooked everything up. “Do it,” she instructs with a nod.

      I do everything in my power to break free from the hold, and almost escape his clutch, when the other comes over and slams his fist into my stomach. Doubling over, I struggle to breathe and crumple to the ground as they both smash their arms over my back. Leaving me with no time to catch my breath or even feel the pain of the attack, I’m yanked up back to my feet and forced to watch. One grabs my face, while the other pulls on my hair.

      Jasmin’s body begins to convulse. Gagging, she starts shaking. I reach behind, somehow able to elbow the one holding me by the hair in the groin, and he doubles over in pain. The other tries to swing at me, and I duck, then kick him in the head. Scrambling away, I rush to Jasmin, leaning over her lap, grabbing her arms.

      “Leave him,” I hear Leena behind me.

      “Jasmin!” I scream. “Jas! Fight it, okay? You have to fight!”

      Her eyes crack open, and the gagging starts to slow. She seems to finally recognize me. “Robbie?”

      “Jasmin, fight!”

      “What … what’s happ—” Her words cut out, and she starts convulsing again.

      Her body twitches, but not like Maria’s. One arm starts shaking, while the rest of her body calms down. She cries out in pain as the arm begins to rest, and then both of her legs start rattling, trying to break free from their constraints. Her eyes pop open, staring directly at me, but she doesn’t see me. As if she’s going catatonic, her eyes stay full, and her jaw locks. Letting out another scream through her teeth, she finally clenches her eyes shut.

      “Jasmin!”

      She doesn’t answer. Her eyes pop open, and then her entire body gives out. Her shoulders drop, her eyes close, and her head falls. Grabbing her face, I yell at her, but she doesn’t respond. She doesn’t move. She’s gone.
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      I drop my face into her lap, wrapping my arms around her legs. A painful cry floats out of me, and I don’t know what else to do except hold her.

      A soft hand rests on my shoulder, and as I let the tears fall, I hear Leena’s voice next to me.

      “This is the pain our choices bring. The pain that fills our world, Robbie. I wanted to spare you from this.”

      Unable to look over at her, I squeeze my eyes shut, shaking my head. “Kill me,” I whisper.

      “Excuse me?”

      Swallowing the wrath and rampage building inside, I clench my jaw, finally staring a hole through Leena. “Kill me, Leena.” I push her arm off of me. “You better kill me. Right here, right now. Do it. Because if you don’t, there’s no end to the length I’ll go to make you pay for this.”

      Gone is her fake sorrow, or the concern she’s portrayed, wanting me to join her. It’s replaced with a look of confused pity. “Unbelievable. Even in death, you still choose her.”

      Getting to my feet, her two guards stand next to her, while she continues to watch me. My fists clench, and I know any move I make will be met by both guards, but I don’t care. I can feel the hatred running through me, and even if they strike me down as I attempt to get to her, I have to try.

      A gasp for air sounds behind me, and I spin on my heels, watching Jasmin choke. Dropping down next to her, I hold her face. “Jas?”

      “Robbie?” Tears seep out of her eyes. She continues to try to take in air and begins looking around. “What … what happened?”

      “Oh my God, you’re alive!” I wrap my arms around her. “I can’t believe this, you’re alive!”

      Behind me, Leena lets out a low growl of frustration, but my gaze stays latched on Jasmin. Her pupils are dilated, she still looks groggy, and her skin is pale. But I can’t stop the unbelievable chuckle that escapes me, pressing my lips to her forehead. “You’re alive,” I whisper.

      “That’s a disappointment,” Leena echoes behind me, finally forcing me to shoot my gaze toward her. Her vision locks on mine with nothing but scorn. “Kill them both.”

      Both guards raise their swords, running directly at me.

      “No!” a scream pierces the air.

      I feel a push against my body and stumble forward. My eyes widen, watching the insurgents be inexplicably shot backward, both of them slamming into the walls of the room, and dropping down to the ground. Spinning around, I see Jasmin hunched over, breathing heavy. She glances up at me, and a small trickle of blood runs down her nose.

      “Look out!” she screams, and I turn around in time to see a third guard running through the door with a spear in his hands.

      He lunges at me with the weapon, and I dodge out of the way, kicking him in the back of the knee. As he drops to the ground, I grab his hair and drive my knee as hard as I can into his face. He drops like a rock. Casting a gaze at Leena, she seethes. Before either of us can do anything else, the entire room shakes, and we both fall to the ground.

      “We’re under attack!” a voice calls out from the other room.

      Leena gets to her feet, running to the door, and I turn back to Jasmin. Hearing Leena bolt from the room, I frantically grab at the restraints keeping Jasmin in place.

      “What’s happening?” she whispers.

      “I’ll explain everything later,” I answer, getting one of her restraints undone. “Right now, we have to get out of here.”

      She gasps, letting out a horrified yell. I snap my head up to see her staring at Maria next to us. New tears flood her eyes, and her face cringes in mourning. “Maria,” she whimpers.

      “I’m sorry.” I tug at the restraint on her other arm. “There was nothing I could do.”

      “Maria, no …” she repeats, tears streaming down her face.

      Finally getting her other arm and her feet free, I pull at the cords and wires injected in her arm, and she lets out a painful squeal. “I’m sorry.” I look around, seeing the three guards knocked out still, and the room shakes again with another rumble. “Come on, we need to get Pete.”

      Steadying her on her feet, she finally looks away from Maria, back at me. “Where are we?”

      “I don’t know.” Another rumble shakes us.

      Taking a step toward the door, she tugs at my arm. “No. Robbie, we can’t leave her here.”

      I gaze back at Maria, a new round of guilt shooting through me. “Jas … we have to go. I can’t … there’s nothing I can do right now. We still need to find Pete. The rumbling? The Justice Alliance must’ve found us. We need to get to him and get the hell out of here as fast as we can. We’ll come back for her.”

      “Can’t you teleport her somewhere?”

      I shake my head, pointing to my neck. “This thing, it sends a shock to my system if I try to use my power.” Approaching the doorway to the room we came in through, I remember about the bodies. “Close your eyes,” I whisper to her over my shoulder.

      “Why?” Ignoring my request, she looks into the dark room, seeing the covered bodies on the floor. “How could she do this?”

      I shake my head, pulling her along through the room. As soon as we get to the other side, we’re met by two more insurgents running at us with swords. I sprint to meet them head-on and kick at one, taking him down, but the other shuffles to the side and rushes at Jasmin. I spin around to help her, and she throws her hands up, unsure of what to do. A sudden force pushes both the insurgent and me back, and we fall to the dirt.

      I don’t notice the first attacker getting up behind me, and he raises he sword high, just as I turn to face him.

      “Look out!” Jasmin screams, and an invisible burst knocks the attacker back, slamming him into a cave wall. The insurgent closer to her is getting up, but I rush over, kicking him across the face.

      Jasmin stands in place, shocked, staring at her hands. “What’s wrong with me?”

      Holding her face, I pull her closer. A new stream of blood drips from her nose. “I don’t know. They did something. Are you okay?”

      Nervously, she nods, and I take her hand, escorting us out of the room. Hurrying down the direction I initially heard the screams from, we sprint along and arrive at Pete’s cell. He lies motionless on the table, still face down.

      An audible gasp comes from Jasmin behind me. The cell door is open, and I rush over to him, kneeling down to inspect his face. He looks like he’s breathing, but he’s unconscious.

      “Can you carry him?” Jasmin asks.

      “I don’t think I should. He’s paralyzed.”

      “What?” Her hands cover her mouth.

      “The guards … when they took him from campus, they broke his back.”

      I don’t know what to do. Another rumble shakes us, and I can hear yells. I think the fighting might be starting to come into wherever we are. But if we’re met with insurgents first, I don’t know how long we’ll be able to last just the two of us, especially since I can’t teleport.

      An idea sparks.

      Stepping closer to Jasmin, I take her hands in mine. “This collar around my neck, I need to get it off.”

      “Okay.” She nods, confused.

      “They injected you with a serum. But they mixed my blood in your system. Whatever they did, Jas … they changed you. I think you’re telekinetic.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, a new round of tears welling in them.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but what you’ve been doing? You’ve been doing it, Jas. No one else.” She shakes her head, almost pleading with me to not say anymore. “I’m sorry.” Another rumble and the yells are growing louder. “I need you to try and use your power. On purpose this time.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I point to my neck. “You have to try and get this thing off of me. It’s our only chance.”

      Raising her hands, she stares at them. “This … I can’t. I don’t even know what I’m doing.”

      I grab her hands, pressing my forehead against hers. “You can do this. I know you can.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing! I was just reacting before. I can hurt you.”

      “You won’t. From everything I know about telekinesis, it’s similar to teleporting. You have to focus.” Taking a step back, I bring her hands to the metal plate around my neck. “Focus on it. Picture it snapping off.”

      She stares at my throat, then meets my eyes, shaking her head. “I can’t. I can’t do this, Robbie. I’m going to hurt you.”

      “I trust you. Focus on the collar. Focus on undoing it.”

      Her pleading eyes meet mine, and I offer her a supportive nod. Gazing back at my neck, she places her fingers over it and bites her lip nervously. Her eyes narrow, looking up at mine for a moment, before refocusing.

      I feel a force wrap around my neck. I grunt, trying to steady my breathing, but feel myself being choked. The pressure squeezes, and I do everything I can to stay calm, trying not to reveal what’s happening. She can do this.

      But I can’t stop myself from letting out a choking gasp, and I immediately feel the force withdraw. “Robbie!”

      I take in a large breath, holding on to her shoulders. “It’s okay … I’m okay. Try again.”

      “No!” she cries, wrapping her arms around me. “I can’t do this!”

      “You can,” I whisper into her ear. “I’m here. I believe in you. Feel the metal.” I take her hands, placing them on either side of my neck, over the collar. Holding her fingers, I slide them to where I initially felt the seam on it. “It’s not one cohesive piece. It’s been fixed together. You feel that?” Her teary eyes meet mine, and she nods. “Focus on the metal. Try to picture it in your mind, coming apart.”

      Her gaze meets mine, and she nods again, slowly. I watch her take a deep breath, closing her eyes, and she begins to concentrate again. Once more, I feel a force encompass my neck, but it’s not tight like last time. It’s almost a buzzing sensation, skittering across my skin. Her face twitches as she seems to start connecting to her power. A line forms over her brow, and she tilts her head to the side, still focusing. Then I hear the metal snap and fall to the ground.

      Her eyes pop open, and through the tears, dirt, and blood, she smiles. “I did it!”

      “You did,” I agree, leaning forward and kissing her.

      Rushing to Pete’s side, I undo the straps keeping him in place, and reach over for Jasmin’s hand, while taking hold of Pete’s. “I’ll teleport you two into Doc’s lab. I need to come back and—”

      “No.” She jerks her hand away from mine. “You take Pete. I’m not leaving.”

      “Jasmin, I need to get you—”

      “I’m not leaving,” she snaps at me. “I’m staying here. I’m going to help you.”

      “No, you’re not,” I yell back.

      “Yes, I am,” she shouts. “That girl did this. She killed Maria.” A small whimper escapes her, but she chokes it back with renewed determination. “I’m staying and helping you.”

      I take a deep breath, gazing at her. I know it’s wrong. She’s not trained to face any of this, but at the same time, how can I say no? I’d be the same way. And whether I like it or not, as much as I’ve always wanted to keep her separate from this world, she’s a part of it now. So I nod, turn back to Pete, and teleport him to one of Doc’s lab. He’s nowhere to be found, but I grab one of his assistants, and he gets right to work on helping Pete.
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      Teleporting back to Jasmin, I grab her hand, and we make our way down the hall. Within moments we’re confronted by three insurgents running back in.

      “We need more ammo,” one in the lead says before he catches sight of us.

      They all stop, evil smirks floating across their faces. I can only imagine our sight; myself bruised and bloodied, Jasmin too, and both of us still in the clothes that we were wearing at school. I quickly teleport behind them, punching one in the kidney, and he drops to the ground in pain. A second man turns around, swinging his sword, but I roll out of the way. When he spins around, I grab his arm and teleport him back to his partner, sending them both against the cave wall.

      The last one is already running at Jasmin. He swings the spear he has, but she ducks and then pops back up, kicking him in the midsection. He grabs his ribs in pain but comes back around, swirling the piercing weapon at her. She throws her hand out, and I’m not sure if it’s on instinct, or she’s trying to do it, but he’s blasted back by an invisible force. He slams into the wall and crumples to the ground.

      “I think I may be getting the hang of this.” She stares at her hand.

      Nodding, I reach out for her, and we continue running toward a lit opening. The commotion and yelling are getting louder, and as we leave the cave, I see we’re on a beach. Insurgents, Merkians, and heroes are battling everywhere. Three ships sit about a hundred yards out with more people fighting one another on those. Searching down the coast, I see more insurgents battling Merkians when Forge lands next to them, blasting a few insurgents away.

      “This way!” I call out.

      “Watch out!” she screams, and I turn and dive away just in time to miss being sliced into two by an insurgent.

      Switching the knife he has to his other hand, he pulls out a second, and we circle each other. In a flurry of motions, he goes for an attack, and I teleport behind him. He spins and throws one of his blades at me. Dodging the throw, it misses its mark but touches close enough that it slices through the top of my shoulder, and I cringe in pain. He hurries over to me, only to be taken down from behind. Seeing Diego tackle him to the ground, I watch in shock.

      They both pop up, and he swings his knife at Diego, who blocks it with his forearm and then delivers one of his electric punches to his chest, knocking him out.

      Walking over to me, he helps me up. “Thanks,” I call up to him.

      “No problem. You look like hell.” He grins.

      I shake my head. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”

      We both spin around, a commotion sounding behind us. An attacker rushes at Jasmin, and before I can react, Jasmin rolls out of the way, and then kicks him in the back. He stumbles but turns around. Jasmin’s ready for it, and as he goes to kick her, she lets out a trying grunt, and his attack is blocked by an invisible force field. Screaming, she throws him fifty yards out into the open water with her power.

      For a split second I’m impressed, but she drops to her knees, letting out a huff. We both rush over, and as I help her up, I notice more blood trickling from her nose.

      Holding her face, I meet her eyes. “Are you okay?” Taking a deep breath, she nods. “Try not to use your power anymore. It’s taking too much out of you.”

      “Power?” Diego lifts a brow, gazing at her, then me.

      “Yeah. They had us locked away down in that cave. Conducting experiments.” His eyes widen in shock. “Have you seen Mimic?”

      “Out there.” He points to the ship closest to the beach. “Most of the remaining insurgents are here on the coast, but a few have tried to make a break for it through the water. They’re trying to hijack a ship. Emilia’s men are fighting on a destroyer.”

      “Thanks.” I grab Jasmin’s hand, teleporting us over to the ship.

      Getting to the ship, we’re instantly met by an insurgent jumping out of the water, running to attack us. Jasmin steps in front, dropping him to the ground by tripping him. He rolls to the side and gets to his feet. Pouncing at him, I teleport him off of the ship and onto the beach we came from.

      I glance back at Jasmin, surprised at her movements. “How long have you been training with Daniel?”

      She bites her lip nervously. “Every day after school since the club. And a little on the weekends.”

      Lifting my brows, the realization of how much work she’s put into it hits me. I nod, taking her hand, and we run down to the other end of the boat. Mimic’s throwing an attacker high into the sky as we get there.

      “Robbie!” His eyes find Jasmin, and he flashes me a concerned gaze. “You two should get back to headquarters.”

      “We can help,” I protest.

      He eyes Jasmin again, skeptically. “Neither of you are in any condition to fight. We believe Leena and Atrimi are on this boat. You two will only endanger yourselves. Get back to—”

      “They killed our friends,” I cut him off, stepping closer. “I’m helping you to end this, Mimic.” I glance back at Jasmin, taking in her battered and tired expression. Staring back at him, I do everything I can to keep my voice level. “Maria’s gone. Pete … I don’t know what’s going to happen to him. We’re staying.”

      He nods reluctantly. “Fine, follow me.”

      We all run into a cabin where a multitude of nautical instruments and navigation screens are set up. Traveling down a small ladder, we come to an empty command room and Mimic flicks on a light switch. Maps, weapons, and Merkian armor are scattered everywhere.

      As we’re traveling through another door, all of a sudden, the entire ship begins to rumble. Mimic glances over his shoulder at me with a worried mien. “The engines,” he says. “We need to move.”

      Picking up the pace, we bolt through the door and down a hallway, where we’re met by a group of insurgents, at the other end of the hall.

      “Worm!” Mimic yells, and my training kicks in, immediately acting as I would in any other situation, fighting side by side with him.

      I teleport in front, and one of them lunges at me with a spear, but I spin around and throw him to Mimic, who slams his fist into the attacker’s face, knocking him out. Another insurgent swings, but I duck out of the way, and Mimic hyper speeds over to me, smashing his shoulder into the insurgent. The velocity of the attack sends the opponent flying back, crashing into his comrades.

      Another one raises a gun, but I grab the barrel, teleporting it away. He then grabs a knife from his belt, and as he swings it, I duck out of its path. Mimic battles a different attacker, and the knife wielder runs at me, diving in the air. Right before I teleport out of the way, the attacker freezes in midair, being held at bay.

      His muscles twitch as he struggles to move, and I see his eyes darting back and forth, trying to comprehend what’s happening. Turning around, I discover Jasmin’s concentrating with her hands in the air, holding the insurgent at bay. She lets out a scream, and whips her arms to the side and the insurgent follows the path, being viciously slammed into the hallway wall. With the rest of the insurgents defeated, Mimic glances over at us, quirking an unsure eyebrow.

      “I’ll explain later,” I say, and he nods, motioning for us to follow him as he continues moving.

      Taking Jasmin’s hand, I watch as more blood flows from her nose, now out of both nostrils. “Try not to do that anymore, Jasmin. You’re exerting yourself too much. We don’t know the effect it’s having on your body or your limits.”

      “I’m okay,” she tells me, as we keep running.

      Hoping it’s the truth, we follow Mimic approaching a doorway. Raising a finger to his lips, he leans closer to the entry. We listen, and I can hear a scuffle happening in the next room over. Leena’s voice rings out first.

      “We have to leave now!” she demands.

      “Princess, if we move the ship, it’ll tear the engine apart,” Atrimi’s voice replies. “They must’ve set up blocking-guards along the turbines.”

      “Idiot!” she spits. “Get men down there! If we don’t get out of here, Emilia and your stupid allies will overtake us!”

      Mimic stares over at me, nodding. I ready myself for the men I hear shuffling about in the room. As soon as they approach the doorway, they see us and yell a warning. I teleport over to them, knocking one to the ground and then teleport the other to Mimic, who knocks him out. Atrimi grabs two of his guards, ordering them to attack us, and Mimic hyper speeds around the room, instantly taking them out. Atrimi and Leena stand opposite of us in the room, as we stare them down.

      “This is over,” Mimic orders.

      Leena’s face contorts into multiple expressions. First, it’s vexation, staring at Mimic. It softens for a moment, her eyes finding mine, and she offers me the briefest of smiles, before her eyes land behind me, and she scowls. I glance back to see Jasmin glaring back at her.

      “You know,” Leena starts, “for a split second, I was hoping you’d change your mind.”

      “You’re insane,” I snap.

      “Get behind me, Your Majesty,” Atrimi says, stepping in front of her. Reaching behind his back, he pulls out two jagged daggers.

      Ignoring his pleas, she steps forward. “It didn’t have to be this way, love. If you would’ve only listened to logic.”

      “Princess—”

      “Now, Worm!” Mimic shouts.

      Hyper speeding over to Atrimi, he takes him down to the ground, only to be sliced across the ribs by the knife. Watching the battle, I’m caught off guard by Leena, who runs at me and swings her foot high, but I duck out of the way. From the other side of the room, two more insurgents show up and begin to help Atrimi fight Mimic. From the direction we came, another attacker runs at us, directly toward Jasmin.

      Turning to assist her, I’m met with a stiff elbow from Leena, nailing me in the back of the ribs. I spin around and swing at her, but she ducks the move and hits me in the stomach, knocking the air out of me. Dazed, she grabs my head and smashes it into the wall next to me. Not letting go, she jumps up, and brings me face down into her knee, busting open my nose.

      Stumbling to the ground, I grab my face to wipe the blood away and look up to see her offering me an evil smirk.

      Glancing back, I see Jasmin trying to hold off the attacker, blocking his punches, but I can tell she’s losing strength. I teleport over to him, tackling the insurgent to the ground. Leena runs over and grabs Jasmin from behind, slamming her down, too.

      A loud yell cries out. I look over to see the three insurgents Mimic is battling getting the upper hand. One has a dagger jabbing into Mimic’s shoulder, but he’s able to pull it out and kick him away. The attacker I took down rises back to his feet, grabbing a sword and swings it at me, and I dive out of the way just in time. He spins around for another attack, but this time, I grab his arm and teleport him outside over the ocean.

      Leena tries to backhand Jasmin, who’s gotten to her feet, but Jasmin blocks it and throws a vicious hook shot into Leena’s ribs. Atrimi screams, and I turn to see Mimic throwing him over his shoulder. He crashes down right next to me. Mimic runs over to us, but I trip over Jasmin’s legs, as Leena tackles her again. We need more room.

      “Jas, grab my arm!” I yell, and she looks over, doing as ordered.

      Mimic hears me and does the same, our thoughts of the same mind. I lurch forward, grabbing Leena’s shoulder and Atrimi’s leg, and in a blip, I teleport us all up to the deck of the ship. We come down with a hard thud.

      Mimic struggles to get to his feet first, his uniform bloodied, and he holds his shoulder in pain. Atrimi scrambles next, grabbing the lone dagger he has left and begins to back up, while the rest of us get to our feet. Leena’s furious gaze lands on me, then she looks back at her accomplice. A silent conversation quickly plays between them, and he shakes his head, then sprints to the edge of the ship. Diving from the rails, he torpedoes into the ocean. Mimic takes off, chasing after him.

      “Coward!” Leena screams at him.

      Stepping in front of Jasmin, I take a deep breath, readying myself for a final confrontation. “It’s over, Leena.”

      Seething, her fists clench, and she stamps her foot. “This is all your fault!”

      I nod, thinking about everything that’s happened since last year. All of the things I’ve changed and the damage I’ve caused. “I know.”

      “Not you!” she spits out, pointing to Jasmin and running at her. “You!” She has no weapons, and she’s running off complete hatred, but I don’t get a chance to defend us and take her down. An invisible force knocks her back, and she tumbles to the deck. Glancing behind me, I see that Jasmin has her hand raised, utterly focused on her.

      Leena struggles to break free, getting to her knees, but Jasmin steps closer. Leena gasps for air, then clutches her neck, struggling to breathe.

      “Jasmin,” I whisper over to her, who’s now stepped in front of me, approaching Leena.

      “No, you did this!” Jasmin screams at her. “You killed my best friend!”

      “Jas,” I mutter again, reaching for her arm. “Don’t.”

      Jasmin keeps her choke hold on Leena, snapping her gaze back to me. “Why shouldn’t I? It’s what she deserves. This is her fault!”

      My fingers rest over hers, unsure I’ll be able to talk her down. “You know that’s not entirely true,” I say, my voice barely audible.

      “Don’t. You don’t get the blame for this. This is on her. She chose to take us. She experimented on me, and hurt Pete. She didn’t have to do any of that, but she did!”

      Her eyes switch to Leena, who’s now crumpled down to the ground, struggling for air. I know Merkians can hold their breath, so whatever Jasmin’s doing, she must somehow be pressuring all of the oxygen out of her system. Leena’s skin begins to turn a shade of blue. Like Diego’s, when I first found him, her veins start to pop out from her skin, revealing a greenish color. Her eyes widen, the whites of them turning red, circling the lime irises.

      “Please?” I whisper to Jasmin. “This goes against everything the Alliance stands for. Killing her … you can’t take that back, Jas.”

      “I’m not you,” she rambles to herself. “I’m not a sidekick.”

      Getting in front of her, I break her vision. Tears flow from her eyes, down her cheeks, but she keeps her hands up. “I know you’re hurt. I’ve felt what you’re feeling. But don’t do this. Please!”

      Keeping our gazes locked, my eyes implore her. She looks over my shoulder and then back to me. The dried blood under her nose begins to be covered with a new round, and more tears fall. I can see the tormenting struggle taking place within her. Holding her face, I wipe away more tears and whisper another plea, but it’s almost inaudible. Finally, she lets go.

      Going limp, she falls in my arms, and I drop to the ground, holding her. Leena collapses without a sound, and I look over to see her motionless. Reaching over, I check her pulse; it’s faint but there. Pulling Jasmin closer, I hold her, thankful she didn’t kill her, but hoping whatever this power is doing to her didn’t damage anything vital.

      Jumping out of the water, Mimic flies high into the sky, and then lands next to me, inspecting the scene.

      “She’s unconscious,” I tell him, looking over at Jasmin. “Leena’s out, but she’ll live.” Finally glancing back up, I see the blood mixing with the water over his uniform, dripping onto the deck. He clutches his shoulder in pain. “Atrimi?”

      He shakes his head. “Vanished under the ocean currents. Emilia is sending search parties, but he’s practically on his own now.” I nod at his words. “Get her back to the medic bay. I’ll deal with Leena.”

      Staring down at Jasmin, I watch as the blood continues to drip, and teleport us back.
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      I’ve been sitting in the medic bay for a couple of hours. Doc took over for his assistant when I brought in Jasmin and has been working nonstop to figure out what was done to her. She woke up for a moment, but he put her under anesthesia to keep her asleep for the remainder of the tests, which finally finished. Now I’m waiting for her to wake up.

      Along the window of the lab, I see Diego walking by. He motions for me to come over to the door.

      “Hey.”

      Nervously, he peers over my shoulder. “Is she going to be okay?”

      I glance back. “Yeah, I think so. How did the transfer of Leena and her followers go?”

      “Mr. Mimic and the others helped make it a smooth transition. Leena’s locked away and the high council back in Merkia is waiting to sentence her. There are a few stragglers that got away with Atrimi, but nothing we’re concerned over.”

      “That’s good,” I reply, smirking. “‘We’re,’ huh?”

      He chuckles. “I know.”

      “Mimic stopped by an hour ago to check on me. He said you’re staying with the Merkians to help with the hunt. Are you sure about that?”

      Gone is the regal attire I saw him in at the gala. And even the board shorts and surf shirt are gone, too. He’s dressed in what I saw him in on the beach; traditional Merkian armor, though the heavy shoulder pads and chest plate are gone. His swimsuit-like pants, with onyx scales, shimmer under the fluorescent lighting, and a similar matching tank top, with Emilia’s royal symbol—two tridents surrounded by a circle—mark over the left side of his chest.

      Glancing down at his attire, he takes himself in, releasing a deep breath. “I guess so.” He meets my gaze again. “Is it crazy? When I think about it, sometimes I think it is but when I’m around her—” He cuts himself off, grinning. “Them. This entire thing, the ocean, and Merkia? No matter what happened to me, being out there still feels like home.” He stares down at the tiled floor. “Besides, I have nothing left for me here.”

      “Hey?” I extend my hand to him, and he takes it. “That’s not true. If you need anything, you let us know. We got you.”

      “Thank you.” He offers me a grateful nod. “I know you think you’re to blame, but you’ve helped me, too. What happened, happened. I’m coming to terms with it. I hope you can also, Robbie.”

      I nod, unable to think of a reply. I don’t know that I’ll ever come to terms with it.

      “Looks like someone’s up,” he whispers, and I glance over my shoulder.

      Jasmin’s eyes bounce around the room, confused about her surroundings for a moment, before seeing me. An expression of relief falls over her.

      “I’ll let you go,” Diego says.

      “Okay.” I give him a quick embrace. “You take care out there.”

      Nodding, he offers a quick wave to Jasmin and then turns to leave. Walking back to her, I take a seat in the chair next to her bed and hold her hand. “How are you?”

      She cringes. “My head hurts.” A sudden realization hits her, and she stares at me, wide-eyed. “I … I didn’t …”

      I shake my head. “No. You stopped.” She takes a deep breath, seemingly relieved, but there’s almost a sense of regret. I give her hand a gentle squeeze. “She’s locked up and on her way back to Merkia. She won’t hurt anyone ever again. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if you were going to stop.”

      Lying back down, she stares up at the ceiling. Tears leak out of the corner of her eyes. “I wasn’t either.” Raising her free hand up, she stares at her fingers. “This power? It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. And when I had her …” She chokes back another round of tears.

      “Hey, you didn’t. You stopped,” I whisper to her. “That’s what’s important.”

      Still staring at her hand, she nods. “Is this what you feel like? When you teleport?”

      I sit there, thinking over her words. It’s been nearly three years since I developed my powers. And I wanted superpowers my entire life. When I finally found out I could teleport, I was ecstatic. Her situation is nothing like that. She was tortured and experimented on. She woke up and suddenly could do dangerously amazing things, and she was hurting herself while she was doing them. I don’t know how to answer her.

      “I always wanted my powers, Jas. But I had help along the way. You’ll have help, too.”

      Finally dropping her hand down, she looks over at me. “What’s going to happen now?”

      “Nothing,” I answer, kissing the top of her hand. “Nothing will happen. This isn’t something you have to do and be like me. We’ll work on it, help you control it, but you’re still you.”

      “I don’t think I am.”

      “Don’t say that, Jas. You’re—”

      “I wanted to kill her,” she says, gazing back above. “I’ve never felt like that before. And I knew I could do it, too.”

      “But you didn’t. You’re still you.” She nods, more tears falling, but I don’t think she believes me. “Your mom’s here,” I say, hoping to change the subject. Her eyes snap to mine. “I told her you’re in quarantine, so she’s in the waiting room.”

      “You?”

      “Well, Worm did. Doc ran all of his major tests, but he still wants to run a few more, and then we’ll clear her to come back.” She nods again, and I’m not sure what else to say or do. Maybe the best thing is to let her rest. “I’m gonna go change, and let you sleep. I’ll be back—”

      “No.” She tugs at my hand. “Please don’t leave me.”

      “Okay.” I nod and take a seat in my chair.

      Still holding my hand, she scoots over in the bed. “Will you lie down next to me?”

      “Of course.” Giving her a soft smile, I crawl into the small medical bed and wrap my arms around her.

      “Thank you.”

      Pressing her back against me, she takes my arms, pulling me as close as she can. I want to say something to calm any lingering fears, or at least reassure her that she’ll be fine, but I have no words. Not because I don’t believe she won’t be, but because of the nagging in the back of my mind. This is all my fault. I changed everything.

      “I can’t believe Maria’s gone,” she whispers, and I’m thankful she has her back to me, as I clench my eyes shut in sorrow. “Pete?”

      “Doc and his assistants are still working on him. He’s alive, but … that’s all I know for now.”

      “I hate her, Robbie.”

      “I know.”

      As much as I feel the same, I know I don’t want to let her linger in fear and hate. Mimic’s taught me so much about power, and responsibility, but he’s also taught me about hope. As superheroes and sidekicks, we try to inspire that hope. And as much as I know I’m responsible for all of this, what good am I if I can’t fight past that, and work to help her? Help Pete when the time comes. If all I do is focus on the pain and hate I feel for Leena and myself, even as I’m battling it right now, I can’t help my friends.

      “You were amazing out there, Jas,” I whisper, trying to focus on anything other than the sorrow from everything that’s transpired.

      “I didn’t feel amazing.”

      “But you were.” I lean closer, kissing her cheek. “You kicked ass.”

      Thankfully, a tiny giggle comes out of her, and I stop there. Hoping, no matter what happens tomorrow, she can go to sleep right now a little lighter than she was.
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      Two scientists hold clipboards as they walk around a brightly lit room. A multitude of others in long, white lab coats hurry around desks and tables, all with tablets, clipboards, and binders with notes. One scientist jots something down on his clipboard, inspecting a monitor on the desk, and then turns around to face one of seven chambers.

      Eight feet tall, and four feet wide, the chambers are iron and stainless steel, with a small window opening at eye-line height. They’re all lined up, one next to the other, with wiring connected in the back, and each one has a small monitor attached to the front with vital readings, internal temperatures, and electrocardiograms.

      Tapping the monitor, a new display appears, with a multicolored screen of levels. Through the touch screen, he adjusts the level of a blue bar, then peeks through the small window of the chamber.

      General Samuel Watkins walks into the room, approaching the scientist at the large steel case.

      “How’s the subject?” he asks, looking down at the monitor the scientist touched.

      “All vitals are normal, sir,” he answers.

      Walking by the man, he peers into the window of the chamber to the left of them, then down at that monitor. Scanning the rest of them, he turns back to the researcher. “Why are they not exhibiting any enhancements yet?”

      “We aren’t sure, sir,” he replies, walking over to a long, silver table. Picking up a tablet, he hands it to Watkins. “They’re all completely stable, and their blood cells are integrating nicely with the rebirth serum, but as far as their enhancements …” He trails off.

      Watkins peaks a brow at the man, glaring at him.

      “Sir, we don’t know why they aren’t developing powers yet.”

      “But the boy?” Watkins questions, harshly slapping the tablet into the scientist’s chest. “I’ve seen the footage of him during the fight on the beach. His skin. The electricity he exhibited. He—”

      “Sir, I’m sorry,” the man interrupts the general, only to cower at his mistake. Rolling his eyes, Watkins waves at him, allowing him to continue. “Diego Monterey was tested with our serums and their blood, but we don’t have all of the data. We’re not sure what other agents the Merkians may have used.”

      Stepping close to him, his intimidating scowl forces the doctor to shrink, gazing at the ground. “Are you telling me all of this research is for nothing?”

      “No, sir,” he quickly answers, a small round of hope piercing his voice. “We do have some promising data. We think it’ll just take time. The inoculation procedures, we believe, should begin to adhere to their DNA. And what’s more”—he hurries to the chamber at the end, pointing at it—“this subject actually rejected the meta-gene in our initial testing phase.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Sir, her blood cells accepted our serums, and when we counteracted that with blood containing the meta-gene, it fought it off. When we introduced our own mixture, her body accepted it, and her cells began to bond. The cleansing worked. We can cleanse the meta-gene from any source point.”

      “Are you saying—”

      “Yes, sir.” He nods in excitement. “We can control the meta-gene, and as long as the subjects continue to develop, we can introduce our artificial meta-gene into their system.”

      “Excellent.” Watkins nods, leering at the chambers. “Continue the work.”

      “Sir, that is the only problem I wanted to come to you with.”

      “What problem?”

      “Blood samples. We’re running low on blood samples that contain the naturally appearing gene. And even with Merkian DNA, we’ll need the DNA containing a meta-gene to administer our agents and produce the artificial one.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Watkins replies with a malevolent smirk. “Your blood samples are on the way.”

      “Sir?”

      Ignoring the scientist’s questioning look, Watkins stares back at the chambers, grinning at his prized possessions. “The time has come for Project Rebirth.”
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