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      King City sits on the coast. Every once in a while, coastal fog rolls in, covering some of the decadence that shines from building rooftops. But for the most part, this city I love is glorious. It truly is a sight to behold. The sun sparkles off of windowpanes, and if you visit King City Parkway, the grassy park area is immaculate.

      So, all thing considered, the backdrop of this day is breathtaking. There are a few billowy clouds in the sky, birds are chirping in the background, and there’s a slight breeze in the air. I watch the procession roll in; more and more visitors are starting to arrive.

      I can’t say that Maria and I were ever super close. She was Jasmin’s best friend, but we had a love/hate relationship. She loved her best friend and acted like she hated me. Freshman year, I’m sure she did hate me. But I knew her as long as I’ve known Jasmin. As long as I’ve known some of the other students arriving. And even though we took shots at one another, and she was almost always the first to throw something back in my face, I knew she did it without malice. That was just her. Us.

      But she’s gone now. And it’s all my fault.

      Everyone’s told me it isn’t. Pete, Jasmin, Daniel. Even Mr. Mimic and Supron. They’ve sat me down three separate times, checking on me, offering a hearing ear.

      “It’s a horrible side effect of the life we’ve chosen,” Supron said the last time he met with me. “You may think it’s your fault, but it’s not.”

      I didn’t reply.

      I just sat there, listening. I don’t have the strength to argue with him or Mimic. Because no matter what they say, I’ll never agree. It is my fault.

      Pete’s paralyzed, and he’ll never walk again. Jasmin was experimented on, and now she can control things with her mind, effectively changing her life forever. And Maria’s dead. There’s only one common denominator that connects them all. Me.

      A lot of her friends show up, in addition to her family. But that’s another thing that stabs at me—some of the friends who don’t show up. This is the fourth funeral in two weeks from the students that died because of Leena. Because of me. Some don’t show up because they can’t deal with the pain. All the death around us. I want to avoid these funerals myself, but I won’t. I’ll go to every single one.

      The other tortuous feeling is from my classmates who don’t show up—not because they can’t withstand the painful memories, but because they’re unaccounted for. There’s still seven of my classmates missing. Watkins has them somewhere, but we don’t have the first clue where. However, I know they’re out there and they’re going through horrifying experiments at the hands of Daedalus.

      And it’s all my fault.

      Jasmin clings to me as we listen to the speaker finish talking, telling everyone how she’ll be missed and what a light she was in the world. Maria’s parents walk over to me, holding one another up, and I can see her father, Francisco, fighting to keep pushing through. It crushes me.

      Leaving my side, Jasmin goes over to hug Maria’s mom.

      “Thank you two for coming,” her mom says through tears.

      Francisco offers me his hand. I force myself to meet his gaze, and though no tears run down his cheeks, his eyes are red and puffy.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper to him. He has no idea how much I mean it.

      He nods. “How’s Peter?”

      I swallow the mound of guilt and mourning, thinking of my best friend. “He’s getting there,” I answer.

      Pete’s still recovering at Alliance headquarters. Doc has seemingly made it his personal mission to do everything he can to help him. Biochips, nerve implants, even splicing DNA. He’s putting it all on the table. He told me Pete would never be able to walk again unassisted, but he’s hoping there may be something that can get him mobile in the future.

      Maria’s mom reaches over, grabbing my arm. Her tears are free-flowing. “Tell him we miss him. And we’re keeping him in our thoughts. Maria—” She chokes, trying to speak clearly. “She spoke fondly of him. He was a true friend. You all were.”

      “I will.” I nod.

      Francisco pulls his wife to his side, and they turn around, heading back to the gravesite. Jasmin steps closer, grabbing my hand, and then proceeds to follow them. But I can’t.

      She tugs at my arm, but my feet stay in place. “You … don’t want to say good-bye?”

      “You go,” I whisper, nodding to Maria’s parents. “I need to talk to her alone.”

      Jasmin nods in understanding, more tears falling, and proceeds to follow Maria’s parents as they walk back and mourn at the gravesite.

      I don’t know how long they stand there. Minutes? Hours? But I wait, knowing I have to at least say my piece. However, I can’t do it with everyone around. Jasmin looks back over at me, offering a slight wave. I’m supposed to meet over at Maria’s house for a gathering they’re holding for their family. They invited us, and I told Jasmin I’d go, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to take it if I do.

      Finally, her gravesite is free of everyone. I step slowly, not wanting to approach her resting place, but knowing I have to. My eyes start to well up again, and I feel the tears slide down my cheeks. Kneeling next to the headstone, I hold myself up, placing a hand on top. My head falls forward, and I can see my tears hitting the dirt and grass.

      “I should’ve done more, Maria. I’m so, so sorry.”
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        ~Editorial~

      

      

      

      We would like to take this time out of all the hustle and bustle that is evident during this season to remember the attack on King City High that happened one year ago. Faculty and students alike were killed in the heinous attack that was later found out to be orchestrated by Leena Razana. Razana is the ex-communicated and former princess of Merkia, daughter of the late King Razana, now serving time behind bars in the Lunar Asylum.

      TCZ has reached out to King City High officials who have said students and faculty have been offered counseling sessions since the event, and the high school will soon hold a memorial pep rally in honor of all who were affected by the attack.

      While villainous attacks in King City have often been looked upon as a regular occurrence, even supervillains in the past have had a code that they’ve adhered to. Even if their antics left collateral damage and public desolation, it seems in the years since superheroes have descended on King City, that those who opposed the heroes never wavered over an invisible border, or went out of their way to harm minors. The attack on King City High left not only parents, students, and teachers disturbed and searching for answers, but even superheroes themselves have admitted to having trouble coming to grips with the destruction that attack caused.

      We at The Cape Zone offer our dearest sympathies.
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      “Robbie?”

      My history teacher calls on me, even though I don’t have my hand up. We’re coming up on our winter break, so everyone’s pretty much out of it in my classes. It’s our senior year, and soon we’ll be graduating. So, I’m doing everything in my power to do that.

      I look up from my desk, eyeing my teacher. He waits patiently for me to answer.

      “What was the question?” I ask.

      “When was the date of the United Federation repeal act signed, and why was it needed?”

      Not a sound can be heard in the classroom.

      For the most part, everyone’s lives have returned to normal at school. When the school year started, they held a memorial for all the students who were killed last year. But they tried to dress it up. Like everyone who returned to school was a phoenix rising from ashes, and we were all starting anew. But I can’t do that.

      Being with Jasmin, Maria’s a shadow that follows me around. Or I’m reminded of everything that happened when Jasmin uses her powers. Or I walk by Pete at headquarters, who’s taken to working under Doc through a work-experience program through school. And if all that wasn’t a reminder enough, the list of students is plastered to my mind.

      I take a deep breath.

      “It was signed in nineteen fifty-nine. It was needed because the first cases of meta-gene development were acknowledged, and to stop any current and future inhumane testing on the subjects the United Federation, which would later become known as the Super Human Commission, realized it needed to protect those with powers, just like any other human.”

      He waits at the front of the classroom, and I’m not sure if he was expecting me to know or not. My grades aren’t fantastic, but I know what I need to so I can get by, especially when it comes to superpowers and those with them. They might be better if I studied a little more, but I have more important things to do than that. If I’m not patrolling or training, I scan anything and everything, searching for the lost students. That’s what my life has become.

      When the final bell rings, I put my books away and teleport over to headquarters. Walking past Daniel’s room, I’m reminded again of him being gone. He got promoted over the summer. He’s now a full-fledged superhero in Freemont. I still see him though, because he’ll visit Pete at headquarters.

      Pete, for everything he’s been through, loves working with Doc. When he got the position at the beginning of the school year, I tried to act excited for him. I could tell he was really looking forward to it. But seeing him in his chair always stifles my joy.

      Jasmin spends more time at headquarters, too. If that was the case last year, I would be overjoyed. But it’s not to hang out with me, though we do see each other regularly. She’s getting a handle on her powers. Jett, a superhero from Westhaven who’s only a few years older than us, volunteered to help. Being around Jasmin isn’t something I struggle with until she uses her powers. Then I lose it. All I can think of is that I’m responsible for how she is now.

      “Worm, are you all right?” Mimic asks as I stand in a hallway, looking through a large window.

      I’ll do that from time to time. Scan the city I love, getting lost in my thoughts. It’s something I used to revel in, loving how the shine and sparkle of the city inspired hope. It still does to many, but I always seem to get lost in it. Wondering how I’ll be able to fix everything I messed up, or if that’s even a possibility.

      “Hm?” I glance over at him, and he rests a hand on my shoulder. He’s brought up my condition on more than one occasion. He’s told me I should take this year off, and focus on school.

      “Are you okay?” he repeats.

      “Yeah. I’m good.”

      It never crossed my mind to take him up on the offer. My only goal is to fix what I’ve broken. He could force me to sit out, but I think he’s hoping I figure it out on my own. Even if I didn’t have all of that weighing on me, I’d feel like I’m needed. With Melissa gone, and Daniel protecting his city now, I’m the only sidekick in King City. Yes, we still have the Trio, but I feel like I need to be out there, doing my part.

      His eyes linger on me for a moment longer, then he turns and walks to the control room. “Everything’s been quiet these last few days. You should take the night off.”

      “Mimic, I’m fine.”

      We both reach the control room, and he stands in front of a desk. He switches a screen on a monitor from one section of the city to another. “I know you are, Robbie. But on your winter break from school, you should try to relax. You’ve been going nonstop lately. You’re focused, which is good, but there is such a thing as too focused.”

      “Actually, I was looking forward to pulling in some extra duty without classes. I thought I’d—”

      “Robbie.” He turns to face me. “Please. Take the night off.”

      I could try to fight it, and he might even acquiesce, giving me a patrol route tonight. However, I take a deep breath and nod. “Okay. But I’ll be in my bunker, just in case.”

      “That’s fine,” he replies, offering a small smile, before turning back to the monitor.

      Retracting my helmet, I head to my room. Whenever Mimic has pushed something on me, whether I agreed or not, I’ve always known it was for my own benefit. I’m trying to remember that now. Maybe I’ll go to my room and study for a biology test I have tomorrow.

      Almost to my door, Jasmin sidles up beside me, wrapping her arm around me. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey.”

      “This is my second month training with Jett, and I have to say, she’s pretty awesome.”  She giggles, which always inspires a smile from me.

      “That’s good.” As we reach my room, the door slides open, and I start to undo my jacket, taking a seat on my small couch.

      “Yeah,” Jasmin says, sitting next to me. “I know she’s not telekinetic, but her propulsion power kind of works the same way. She can focus on where her blasts come out of her hands, and can fly as fast or as slow as she needs. The ways she’s explained controlling it has really helped me.”

      “Cool.”

      It took a couple of months after the incident, but she finally told her mom that she has powers. And because of that, she’s been able to stay at Alliance headquarters more often, using training as an excuse. It’s not a total lie, since she practices and trains with Jett almost as much as she studies for school, but she’s spent more time in my bunker than the one she’s assigned.

      Crossing her legs under her, she leans a little closer to me as I scroll through my phone. My bunker’s been somewhat of a safe haven for me, and as such, I’ve treated it like my room at home—an extra pair of shoes lying around, clothes, and I brought a gaming system to play, though I haven’t turned it on at all.

      “So, I was thinking …”

      When she doesn’t finish, I lift my gaze from my phone and see her watching me. “Yeah?”

      She grins. “My mom’s working a double at the hospital tonight.” I return her smile, knowing where she’s going with this when she looks down at my phone. Reaching her hand out, she controls her motions and guides my phone out of my hand with her mind, setting it off onto a small shelf I have with some books. The smile I had at her suggestion falters.

      Getting up from the couch, I redo the zipper on my jacket and hit my earpiece. My helmet comes over, covering my face. “Oh, you know what? I just remembered, Supron asked me to look into something tonight. I should probably get out there.”

      Her face morphs into confusion. “Oh … okay.”

      “Sorry.” I give her a quick peck on the cheek and almost run out of my room.

      The door closes behind me, and I lean against it for a second, mentally kicking myself. It’s not the first time she’s suggested something like that. And it’s not the first time I’ve escaped the situation, making up an excuse. I’m eighteen, I’ll be graduating this year, and I have an incredibly hot girlfriend. I should be in that room right now. But every time I see her use her powers, it’s instantly a reminder of how her life is changed forever, and I’m the reason for that. So, instead of doing what any regular guy my age might do, I run away and teleport to the top of King City Tower.

      The tallest building in the city has become a refuge for me. A place I come to get away from everyone and everything. I’ve always loved standing atop it, gazing out over the beautiful city during sunsets or sunrises, and taking in the gorgeous view. But lately, it’s just a place I come to be alone.

      My girlfriend has superpowers, my best friend can’t walk, and another friend is dead. And my missing classmates are all but forgotten by most of the city. If I hadn’t been around them, if Pete and Jasmin weren’t in on my secret identity, none of that probably would’ve happened. Everyone would be excited about our senior year of school, preparing for college. Alive and well.

      My feet hang off of the side of the skyscraper as I watch the sun setting over the city, wishing I could go back in time and fix everything. I’ve wished I could do that since it happened, ever since Cade took my power away. But my time-traveling abilities, however I was doing it, are gone. And in addition to being overwhelmed as to how events turned out, I’m furious.

      Furious at Cade and whoever’s responsible for the power I once had, and for taking it away. Slamming my fist into the cement of the edge I’m sitting on, I grunt out in pain. Shaking my hand in the air, I feel my knuckles begin to throb.

      “Yeah, that probably wasn’t very smart,” a voice calls out behind me.

      Glancing back, the fury I’ve been feeling bubbles over, and I jump to my feet, staring at Cade. I teleport over to him and swing recklessly but miss. Swinging again, this time he sidesteps it. “Seriously?”

      “Shut up!” I snarl out, and teleport behind him, trying to kick at his legs. He’s already turned around and moves to the side. I try to punch again and he blocks it.

      “You’re not going to hit me. I’ve already watched possible scenarios.”

      “I don’t care!” I scream at him, swinging again, only for him to block it still.

      “Robbie, stop.”

      “No!” I yell and try to kick him, but he trips me. Teleporting back to my feet, I take another lunge at him, and he stands motionless. My knuckles slam into the side of his face, and he cringes in pain, letting out a growl.

      “Damn it,” he scowls. “You happy now?”

      “You let me do that!”

      “Of course I did! You wouldn’t have hit me otherwise.”

      Finally standing in place, I seethe, keeping my rage-filled gaze on him. “I hate you,” I mutter through a clenched jaw. “I hate you so much.”

      “Your hate is misplaced,” he responds, wiping the drop of blood from under his eye. “I told you before; you made the choices.”

      “You took away my power,” I scream at him. “I could’ve fixed it! I could’ve fixed everything!”

      “Time is fragile. We aren’t gods. Just because you had the power to walk through time, doesn’t give you the right to change it.”

      “She’s dead!” I get in his face. “My friend is dead. Others are missing. Pete can’t walk, and Jasmin’s forever changed! I could’ve fixed all of that.”

      Taking in a deep breath, his eyes never leave mine. “My position as a chronowalker isn’t to change things. It’s to observe things. To make sure time is unfolding as it’s supposed to. Everyone makes a choice. Time unfolds upon those choices.”

      “I didn’t choose for my friends to get hurt!”

      “No, but you did choose. I’m not telling you that you’re to blame. Guilt and choice are two separate things, even if at times they don’t seem like it. We all have to face our choices. Right or wrong, we must face them. Even I am not above making the wrong choices and dealing with the consequences.”

      My rage finally receding, I turn away from him and look out over the city. Letting out an exasperated sigh, I close my eyes. I want to continue to scream and try to attack him, but I know it’ll be fruitless.

      “I’ve been watching you,” he says quietly, stepping next to me. “I knew that this would be one of the hardest times in your life. But there is light, Robbie. You have to focus on that and not on the darkness.”

      I roll my eyes, tilting my head back to see the stars. “My therapist already gave me that line.”

      Forcing me to face him, he grabs my arm and spins me. His face remains serious. “You must overcome this. You must.”

      I don’t know why he’s so adamant on trying to give me a pep talk, but I’m over him. It. Everything. “Leave me alone.”

      I hear him take another deep breath and then his footsteps as he walks away. “Very well. You won’t hear from me again.”

      “Whatever,” I scoff.

      “This period you’re in the middle of … I wish you the best, Robbie.”

      I don’t respond. I feel the astral plane as he opens whatever wormhole he travels through to walk back to his time, or the time continuum, or wherever it is that he comes and goes to, but then it fades.

      He’s gone, and I’m left feeling horrible all over again.
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      I teleport from building to building the rest of the night. Even though I’m not supposed to be out here, I still keep my eyes and ears open, but the night’s slow. The soft wave of traffic floats in and out of my helmet. I watch the headlights of the vehicles down below, coming and going. By the time midnight rolls around, instead of heading back to my bunker, I go home.

      My parents have left town, traveling with a few of my aunts and uncles to a vacation spot we’ve visited a few times during winter, but this year I decided to stay home. They’ve been there for me this last year, offering a listening ear, which I appreciate. Their lives have gotten back on track since everything happened, so I try not to bring it up much.

      My phone chimes the next morning, waking me up. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I grab it and see a text message from Jasmin.

      
        
        Jas: Running late. I’ll be over in 15

      

      

      Checking the time, I see it’s already one o’clock in the afternoon, and I don’t know what she’s talking about. Rolling out of bed, I stroll to the kitchen in my boxers. I open the fridge, grab a bottle of water, and lean against the counter, aimlessly scrolling through a news feed on my phone.

      There’s a knock at the front door, and I answer it to find Jasmin dressed up in a sunflower dress, her hair styled with slight curls, hanging over her left shoulder.

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      Her jaw drops. “Robbie. You’re not even dressed!”

      I scan my body up and down, then look at her in confusion. “Uh … no. Am I supposed to be?”

      Placing her hands on her hips, a hard line crosses her brow. “Really? We talked about it the other day. When you told me your parents were going on their trip, I said we should invite Pete and Daniel over for lunch.”

      “Oh, right.”

      I vaguely remember the conversation. I had just told her I wasn’t going with my family on the trip, and she mentioned something about her gaining more control over her powers, so I changed the subject, and said that Mimic had something I needed to work on and left. Man, I’ve been avoiding things way too much if I forgot this entire lunch she set up.

      After entering the house, I shut the door behind her and follow her toward the kitchen. “I can’t believe you forgot.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “I take it that means you don’t have the tamales either?”

      “Tamales?” I question to have her spin around, staring at me like she doesn’t recognize me. “Right. I was supposed to ask my abuela to make some for us. My bad.” She narrows her eyes. “You know what? I’ll grab some pizzas really quick. Let me put on some pants, and I’ll be right back.”

      Throwing on a pair of jeans, T-shirt, and my shoes, I teleport out of the house, grab a couple of large, pepperoni pizzas, and make it back to the house just in time to beat Daniel and Pete arriving.

      The doorbell rings, and we both answer it to find Daniel and Pete smiling at us. I thought I’ve grown used to seeing him around the school, and around headquarters while he works with Doc. But right now, watching Daniel roll Pete through my front door, I take a deep breath. They both look happy, but I can’t help the lingering thoughts again: There’s my best friend, paralyzed because of a choice I made.

      “What’s up, guys?” Pete says, cheerfully.

      “Hey, Jas. Robbie,” Daniel adds, smiling along as well, pushing Pete’s chair.

      Pete has a few different chairs Doc has hooked him up with. He has a regular one, but also has a motorized one he uses at headquarters to get him around quicker.

      Lifting a finger, Pete stops Daniel from pushing him, and snaps his head up at me. “How come I don’t smell tamales?”

      Jasmin shakes her head, then gazes over at me. “Someone forgot.”

      Pete drops his jaw in playful annoyance. “Robbie, you know how much I love your grandma’s cooking.”

      “I know, I know.” I raise my hands, heading back to the kitchen. “But I got pizza. That’s a good consolation prize, isn’t it?”

      “Pizza’s always a good go-to,” Daniel replies, and we take out seats around the table.

      Lifting the lid, Jasmin divvies out the slices, and I take a bite of mine. Though everything is a constant weight on me, I do try to make it a point to focus on ordinary moments. Times like these. Where it’s just us sitting around, without using powers, and talking. It helps a little. It reminds me there’s still a life we need to live.

      “Did you guys want something to drink?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Pete nods. “That’d be great.”

      “I’ll get it,” Daniel says, getting up from his chair.

      Pete grabs his hand. “Let Robbie get it.”

      “It’s not a big deal, Pete. I can—”

      “Stop,” Pete cuts him off. It’s harsh and forces me to look over at Jasmin, unsure why he’s snappy. “Just let Robbie get it.”

      Daniel stares at him, nodding. Pete keeps his eyes on his plate of pizza, before glancing back over at me, trying to smile. I nod and get up from the table, grabbing a two-liter bottle of soda and some glasses, and bring them back. As I sit back down, Daniel’s gone quiet and looks a little hurt.

      “Okay,” Jasmin starts, clearing her throat. With an awkward smile, she takes a sip of her drink. “So, how’s your work going with Doctor Grandside, Pete?”

      He perks up, leaving the annoyed and frustrated expression he had a moment ago behind. Pushing his glasses up, he starts talking as he takes a joyful bite of his pizza. “It’s awesome. I’ve always idolized him, but I didn’t think I’d enjoy apprenticing under him as much as I have.”

      “That’s amazing,” Jasmin responds. “I don’t get to talk to him much, but Jett’s mentioned a couple of times that Doc speaks highly of you.” Pete beams with pride at Jasmin’s words. “You’re a natural fit. The work I helped you with last week on that techno-do-hickey-thingy, you really know what you’re doing.”

      She giggles, and Pete laughs along. Daniel smiles at the statement. Confused, I turn to her. “You go down to the lab?”

      She nods with another smile. “Yeah. Not a lot, but here and there.”

      “She’s been invaluable, Robbie,” Pete adds. “Her powers come in handy, too.”

      I nod, taking a sip of my soda. I feel like a sucky boyfriend. How have I been so out of it?

      “I was hoping you might take me up on that offer, after your senior year,” Daniel says to Pete, before taking another bite of his pizza. “Freemont University has an excellent science program. We could maybe get an apartment together. It can be dangerous sometimes in Doc’s labs.”

      “I like it,” Pete counters.

      Daniel stares at him as if he wants to argue, but Pete doesn’t even look at him, taking another happy bite of his pizza.

      I cast another glance at Jasmin, still unsure what’s happening.

      Pete washes down his bite with a sip of his drink. “Anyway, have you found any more leads on the missing students?” he asks me.

      “No.” Shaking my head, I stare down at my untouched slice. “Ever since everything was wiped from our database on Daedalus, I’ve looked into different avenues of trying to find them, but everything comes up blank.”

      I feel the somberness taking me over again.

      Daniel must notice my change in demeanor. “Freemont’s been pretty smooth sailing so far,” he states, changing the subject.

      “I’ve seen a few of the news reports,” Jasmin adds. “You’re doing great over there, Daniel. I’m sure Supron is extremely proud.”

      “Thanks.” He smiles. “I really like it.” He turns to Pete and teasingly pokes him in the side. “I wish someone would visit a little more. It’s only two cities over.”

      Jasmin and I chuckle, but Pete rolls his eyes, shaking his head. “I told you, I’m super busy. Plus, it’s not like I can just hop in a car and drive over to see you.”

      Daniel flinches at his words, and Pete never looks over at him. He’s more than annoyed. I’ve seen Pete hold a grudge before, but this feels like it’s something else.

      Jasmin interjects again, trying to break the mounting tension we all feel. “Hey, I was thinking. Maria would’ve turned eighteen next month. What do you guys think about getting together and throwing a little something in her honor? Just us, and maybe a couple of her other friends she was close to. Nothing big.”

      Pete hands Jasmin a broad smile, nodding. “I’d like that.” He raises his glass of soda to the middle, and Daniel nods in agreement, lifting his cup. “To Maria.”

      Jasmin follows suit and then looks over at me. Swallowing the mounting nerves, I reach for my glass. My eyes jump back up, and everyone’s waiting for me to salute to Maria, but I can’t.

      “Excuse me.” I push myself away from the table and hurry to the bathroom, locking the door behind me.

      Leaning against it, I take a deep breath, staring up at the ceiling. The memories I try to block out resurface. Seeing her strapped to the chair, coughing and choking. Being injected with Daedalus serums and my blood. I clench my eyes shut, shaking my head, trying to fight the memories that never leave.

      Through the door, I hear Daniel first. “Is he okay?”

      “I don’t know,” Jasmin answers. “He’s been like this for months. He stopped seeing the therapist.”

      There’s a pause of silence for a moment, and then Pete starts talking about the lab work he’s been helping Doc with. Jasmin begins talking about controlling her powers and how she’s starting to feel more and more comfortable with it. My phone vibrates, and I pull it out to see an alert on the Alliance app. A small disturbance is happening on the north side. I’m sure Mimic or Supron will have taken care of it before I even get there, but I can’t be here. At least, not right now.

      Teleporting to my bunker, I change into my uniform and head to the control room, where I find Doc operating the desk. “Robbie, I thought you guys were getting together this afternoon?”

      The fact that even Doc knows and remembers about our lunch makes me feel worse about forgetting. “Yeah, um, we decided to do it another day.”

      He stares at me suspiciously but doesn’t call me on it. “Well, not much going on here.”

      “What about this?” I take a seat next to him, pointing at the monitor that displays a screenshot of Gray Wolf.

      Doc leans over, inspecting the screen. “Ah, Gray Wolf. He’s been off the grid for a week, but it’s low priority. He covers a large, less populated area over the Rocky Mountains.”

      I nod, scrolling through the information on the screen. “That area’s huge. I think I’ve met him once. He doesn’t stop by much, does he?”

      “No. Which is another reason it’s a low priority. He likes solitude. His psychic connection with the wolves around him keeps him away most of the time. Another reason he tends to go off the grid from time to time.”

      “Should we send out a feeler?”

      Doc lifts his shoulders. “We’ll check back in with him next week and see if he’s popped up. The crime level over there isn’t substantial.”

      I nod but still find it odd. I’ve only met Gray Wolf one time, and know his powers are animal-based. He’s basically the wolfman come to life and has super senses and super strength when he’s transformed. I guess someone with wolf tendencies might be inclined to stray away from others from time to time.

      I get up from the desk and thumb through another file. “Well, what else do you have? I can help with catching you up on charts. Or do you have any lab work you need assistance with?”

      He lifts a brow. “What’s going on?”

      I eye him quickly before turning around to face a different screen. “Nothing.”

      “Robbie?”

      Letting out a sigh, I gaze down at the desk in front of me. “It’s nothing, I just …”

      As if reading my thoughts, he takes a step closer and puts a hand on my shoulder. “You have to stop blaming yourself.”

      “How can I though? Every time I see Jasmin use her powers or see Pete in his chair, I’m torn with guilt. If it weren’t for me, they wouldn’t be like that. Maria would still—”

      I can’t finish my sentence, the emotions filling my throat stopping me.

      “Robbie, it’s been a year. Believe me, you’ll never forget, and if I’m honest, I don’t know if you’ll ever get over it. It will stay with you forever. But you must move on. You must persevere. As I’m sure Mimic and Supron have told you, horrible things like this can happen in our world.”

      I turn to him, feeling the sting at my eyes. “But this isn’t their world, Doc. I brought them into it. I did this.”

      “You can’t know that,” he counters. “The princess may have done this whether you were involved or not.”

      “No. She targeted them because of me.”

      I don’t have to look back up to know he’ll be expressing how much he disagrees with me. Everyone does when I mention that the only reason Leena went after my friends and classmates was because of me. I don’t know if anyone will ever be able to convince me otherwise.

      Stepping away from the desk, I head to the door. “I’m gonna go train for a bit. Clear my head.”

      “Okay,” he replies, letting me leave.

      For the next few hours, I push myself hard, focusing on my moves, my teleporting, and any of the exercises the crisis room brings to life for me to train. It’s what I’ve been doing for months now when I need to clear my thoughts. When the solace of King City Tower isn’t enough, I’ll train for hours. Dragging myself back to my bunker afterward, I crash, still in my uniform, and knock out.

      When I wake up, it’s the middle of the night, and I decide to head back home. Teleporting into my room, I throw off my shirt in the dark, and I’m just about to fall onto my bed when Jasmin speaks up.

      “Where’d you go?”

      I’m startled enough to take a step back, and she covers herself with my blankets. “What are you doing here?”

      Avoiding my question, she continues her thoughts. “I went to check on you in the bathroom and you were gone. We thought you got sick or something. And when we finally got the bathroom door open, you were just … gone.”

      “Sorry.” My shoulders slump, and I take a seat next to her on the bed. “An alert went off, and I decided to go check it out. Why are you still here?”

      “I’m worried about you, Robbie.”

      “Don’t be.” I shake my head.

      “I am. So is Pete and Daniel. I can’t possibly know what you’re going through or feeling, which is why I’ve waited this long even to bring it up. But, please, talk to me. Let me help in whatever way I can. You, me, all of us … We need to start living again.” A light chuckle comes out of her. “Maria would slap me if she knew how much I’ve cried over her.”

      Her comment makes me laugh, too. “Yeah, she always hated the sad scenes in movies.”

      “Remember when she shouted in the theatre that one time?”

      “‘Put your big girl panties on!’” I recount the line Maria screamed at the main character in a movie, making us both laugh again.

      Leaning closer, Jasmin holds my arm, laying her head on my shoulder. “She’d want you to get your life back on track.”

      “I know.” I nod. “I’m fine, Jas.”

      “You promise?”

      “Yeah,” I lie, smiling at her again.

      “Okay.” The soft word floats up to my ear, and pulling me closer, she starts kissing my neck. I lean back with her, wrapping my arms around her, and try to push all other thoughts from my mind. I force myself to focus on the here and now. With Jasmin. Her arms wrap around my neck, and I kiss her. Suddenly, the bed jolts and my head snaps up, looking around the dark room. Jasmin starts giggling.

      Gazing down at her, she brings her fingers to her mouth, hiding her smile. “Sorry.”

      Everything I was trying to avoid thinking about comes rushing back. All it took was her using her powers. Staring back at her, I can’t see my girlfriend, who I’m just now noticing is sleeping in one of my shirts and looks like she wants to finish whatever we were just starting. All I see is a girl whose life I’ve changed. And I’m reminded of the nightmares I continue to fight.

      Her smile fades, and she pulls at my face to look at her. “Are you okay?”

      I want to lie but can’t. Instead, I wrap my arms around her and teleport us out of my room and into hers. Dropping to her bed, she sits up quickly, scanning the room, then gazes back at me, confused. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t do this right now,” I answer.

      Getting up, I move over to her window and the fire escape outside. She hops out of bed and stands in front of me. “What is going on with you?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “Bull,” she counters, jabbing a finger in my chest. “You’ve had no problem wanting to move our relationship to the next level in the past. And now, the last few times I’ve tried to do just that, you can’t seem to stand being near me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is.” She crosses her arms. “Last month when I told you my mom was going to be out of town, the other night in your bunker. And now this.” Her determination and frustration fade and she looks away, her face softening. “I mean … you want to, right?”

      “That can’t be a real question,” I reply. “Of course I do.”

      My affirmation instills a new round of confidence in her. “Then, what is it? Because you’re acting like you can’t stand to be near me.”

      “Can we please talk about this tomorrow? I really—”

      “No,” she cuts off my words and my path, as I try to walk closer to her window. “We need to talk about this now. You’re keeping everyone at bay. You can’t do that, Robbie.”

      “Jasmin, I really don’t want to do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “This. I can’t have this conversation right now.”

      “But why?”

      “Because it’s my fault!” I snap. She flinches at my words. “Okay? It’s all my fault. You and Doc and Mimic can tell me all you want it’s not, but I know it is. Everything that happened is because of me.”

      “No.” She points a finger at me. “This is all because of Leena. She caused this, not you.”

      I shake my head, staring back down at the carpet in her room. “She did what she did, but it never would’ve happened if it wasn’t for me. You never would’ve gotten these powers if it wasn’t for me.”

      “Robbie, I’m fine with my powers. It was scary at first. Then it was weird learning to control them, but I really like them now.”

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. “I know you do. But that doesn’t change the fact of what happened. You nearly died. And your life is forever altered.”

      “My life was already altered long before that day.” Her words make me lift my gaze to meet her eyes. “When you saved my life the first time. When you told me you loved me?”

      “Jasmin—”

      “I’m serious. And now, this is my life. I can’t change this, Robbie. This is who I am now. How are we going to go on if you can’t stand to be around me?” A small gasp slips out, and she brings her hands to her mouth. “You’re not … you don’t want to break up, do you?”

      “Of course not.” My full attention is finally locked on to her, and I wrap my arms around her. “Never.”

      “Then, what are you going to do?” she asks, her head lying on my shoulder.

      “I don’t know.”

      After a moment of silence, she looks up at me. “What if I promise not to use my powers around you?”

      I shake my head. It’s an option that’s crossed my mind before, but as soon as I thought it, I pushed it away. I can’t do that to her. If someone asked me not to use the powers I have, it’d be as if they were asking me only to use one arm or leg. My abilities are part of who I am.

      “I can’t ask you to do that. I won’t. You like your powers, and I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I am happy that you’re okay with them. That you’ve accepted them as you have.”

      “You told me once that you’d do anything I want. That goes both ways. I won’t use them around you if they freak you out.”

      “No.” I shake my head, reaching up to hold her face. “They don’t freak me out, Jas. They just remind me of how much I’ve failed. And I won’t ask you to give something up that’s become a part of you now.”

      “But then—”

      “I have to go,” I cut off her words with a quick kiss, and then turn around to face her window. I don’t wait for any more rebuttals. Teleporting out of her room, I land back in mine and curse myself for the torrent of feelings I can’t seem to get over.
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      In the time since our senior year started, there’s been a date I’ve dreaded. A date we all knew was coming. They’ve marked it on every calendar, in every classroom—the anniversary of the attack.

      They’re doing it more as a commemoration. The school is holding a pep rally that day, and everyone in our senior class is allotted time if they want to say a few words in memory of the friends we lost. There are some I knew better than the others. Like David Cambio, who I had history class with all three years we went to school together. Or Erica Gutierrez, who sat behind me in English freshman year, and sat in front of me in homeroom last year. I wasn’t as close to them as I was with Maria, but I’d still call them my friends.

      Then there are the others, who I knew in passing. The ones whose faces I still see sometimes in my nightmares, walking past their bodies as Leena and her men escorted me through the caves that day.

      However, the ones that hurt the most are the seven. The ones she already sent off to Watkins and who I still can’t find any trace of. I can’t stand the fact that they are out there, and I have no idea what’s happened to them. Are they dead already? Is Watkins still torturing them with his ungodly experiments? And if, by some miracle, we do find them, how much will they hate and blame me?

      Floating through classes still, I take a seat at the base of a huge oak tree at the front of campus during lunch. I can’t eat in the cafeteria anymore. If seeing all the faces of everyone else living their lives—either not paying attention to the past or actively trying to forget it—isn’t enough, hearing the chatter of everyone talking about everyday mundane things is. Homework, work after school, applying to colleges, going out with their boyfriend or girlfriend: all things Maria should be doing.

      Pete rolls over to me, stopping on the sidewalk that leads to the front doors of the campus. “You’re coming after school, right?” he calls over.

      The first day of school, I came to this spot. I didn’t tell him or Jasmin. I couldn’t. So, they texted me and called my phone, both of which I ignored, and then Pete finally found me out here. Since then, he’ll always stop by, before heading back into the cafeteria. Somedays he offers me a joke, other days he waves.

      “Yeah,” I call back to him. His eyes linger on me. I know he doesn’t believe me. I’m not lying because I do want to go to the pep rally. But he knows how much I blame myself. I offer him a smirk. “I’ll be there, Pete.”

      Nodding, he starts to move again and heads through the doors.

      Jasmin shows up once in a while, but she’s continued to eat lunch with the rest of our classmates. She’s trying to do what I should be doing: getting her life back on track. Somedays she’ll come out and eat with me, but she wants to be in among the rest of our classmates. Somedays I wish I were as strong as her.

      Our second to last class ends early, and with the last one postponed for the memorial pep rally, I make my way to the gym. Jasmin walks next to me, holding my hand, and we enter the gymnasium as the stands fill up with students. There aren’t any banners, as if this was a basketball game, or lights and music, how it might typically feel for one of our dances. The low whispers spread among us, and our principal steps to the small stage in front.

      As soon as he starts talking, he tells us he wants us to remember them. To keep living for them. But when he says no one could’ve known what was going to happen, I don’t hear the rest of his words.

      Getting up from my seat, I head to the doors, unable to hold back the pain. I can sense eyes on me as I make my way out, and hear a few whispers, but mostly I feel like a coward. I know I should be stronger than this, but I’m not.

      Leaning against the wall outside of the gym, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The door opens next to me, and I ready myself for more of Jasmin’s tough love when Pete rolls his chair out to me.

      “Hey,” he whispers.

      “Hey.”

      Inside of the gym, I hear our student body president start talking. She’s recounting a funny story that happened the summer before high school started with her best friend who died that day.

      “What are you doing?” Pete asks.

      Bending over, I stare at the cement with my hands on my knees. “I can’t do this, Pete.”

      “Robbie—”

      “You don’t get it, man. Sitting in there, I have to—”

      “Stop!” he shouts. “Shut up, will you?” His harsh words are enough to make me flinch. “You’re not the only one hurting. I know you blame yourself, but you’re not the only one that feels like you lost. We all feel that way.”

      Taking a deep breath, he gazes at the ground for a minute.

      “You’re my best friend,” he continues. “You know me better than anyone, even Daniel.” Finally making eye contact with me, his eyes mist over. Pushing up his glasses, he quickly wipes his eyes. “But you don’t know what I feel like, do you? You couldn’t possibly. And I don’t hold that against you, Robbie. I’m grateful. I know you’re avoiding me, avoiding everyone, but look at me.” He waves to the wheelchair he’s in. “Was it painful? Were there nights I lay at home, wondering why I’m still alive? Yes. But here I am. And you know what? I’m thankful. Because if you weren’t there, I might not even be here now. I could be being listed off in there, as someone else who Leena killed. Please, Robbie.” His words choke out, and he wipes his eyes and nose. “Please. Stop blaming yourself.”

      It’s the realest talk we’ve had in a long time. Maybe even since freshman year. Gazing back at him, I nod. He places his hand on the door, but before he opens it, he looks back at me. Offering me one more broken smile, he opens the door and heads back into the gym, leaving me alone.

      Everything he said is true. Everything Jasmin, or Doc, or even Mimic tells me is true. I know that. But their words do nothing to quell the lingering feelings I can’t seem to leave behind. The only thing that seems to help is working. Being protective … even if it’s to my detriment by overworking myself, but being out and working as Worm. It blocks everything else out. So, that’s what I do instead of going back into the gym. I teleport to headquarters.

      After changing into my uniform, I find Doc in the control room. “Robbie, wasn’t the school holding the memorial rally today?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

      I nod, looking over his shoulder at the monitors. “Yeah, it ended early. Can I help with anything?”

      When he doesn’t respond, I glance over at him to see him staring at me. I know he doesn’t believe me, but after a moment longer, he doesn’t call me out on it.

      “Sure,” he finally answers. “Mimic is looking into something in Parkfield, so why don’t you handle this? We sent Granite a message yesterday, but he didn’t respond. It’s probably nothing, but with Gray Wolf also not checking in, we thought it would be good to send out a feeler. Meet up at his headquarters in Davenport and try to touch base with him.”

      Tapping a button, I pull up a log of Granite’s activity in Davenport. “That’s weird. He’s usually good about getting back to us. Speaking of Gray Wolf, no update there?”

      Doc shakes his head. “Nothing yet. Worst-case scenario, he’s injured, so we’ve sent out a couple of drones. I’m waiting to get the readings back from their scans.”

      Nodding, I tap my earpiece, pulling up my helmet. “All right. I’ll drop in on top of Granite’s home base. Do I need an access code?”

      “No, I’ll upload your vitals and thumbprint so your scans should work when you get there.”

      Nodding, I teleport to the top of the building where Granite’s headquarters are stationed. The entire building is owned by the Justice Alliance, along with other buildings in cities throughout the country, to allow for superheroes to station themselves. Most of the floors are leased out to other companies or organizations, while the Alliance keeps the base of a superhero’s operations locked down with different scans, bio-locks, and DNA codes to keep intruders out.

      Entering the main room, it reminds me of our control room. Three different monitors are set up, along with two keyboards. Across the room, a long, stainless-steel desk sits. It’s lined with awards and memorabilia Granite has saved from his tenure as a superhero.

      Tapping a key on one of the keyboards, the monitors wake up and shows scans of different vantage points of Davenport.

      “Everything looks good,” I radio back to Doc. “Nothing out of the ordinary on his monitors. It looks like he was working a patrol route the last time he was here.”

      Next to the keyboard is a stack of papers, slightly scattered, as if he was shuffling through them. Scanning over them, I find that it’s all ordinary things: one of his last missions he was working, and cataloging different criminals and weapons they’ve been using. Everything superheroes track.

      “I don’t know, Doc. Everything is in order.”

      “Curious,” he replies. “Find out his last patrol loop and investigate that. Radio back with an update.”

      “Copy that.”

      Pulling up his patrol routes on one of his monitors, it shows his last patrol route crossed over an intersection near the west side of the city. Reviewing the GPS coordinates on my wrist guard, I teleport over to a neighboring building and gaze over the street. It’s still in the afternoon, and as I walk along the edge of the building, I see people coming and going in the neighborhood. By all accounts, it seems like any quiet intersection I’d find in King City.

      I teleport down to the street, where a few people take notice of me, and I head over to the intersection. No cameras are set up, so we couldn’t find any city surveillance if we needed to, but it’s honestly a nice little neighborhood. A couple of small cafés, a dry-cleaning shop, and across the street is a row of office buildings. The only thing that sticks out is a group of three construction guys, working on a traffic light.

      Waving over to one, I call out, “Excuse me.”

      He turns from watching his partner up above, who works in a lifted cart, adjusting the street sign. “Oh, wow. Worm.”

      “Hey, how are you?”

      “Good, thanks.” He grins. “Sorry, I’ve never met a sidekick or super before.”

      “It’s all good,” I reply with a smile. “I was wondering how long you guys have been working on this corner. Do you know of any disturbances happening around here lately?”

      He looks back up at the man hanging the sign, then points to the spot itself. “Yeah. A few nights ago, actually. That’s what we’re doing here, finishing up replacing this traffic light.”

      “Replacing it? What happened?”

      He lifts his shoulders. “Not sure, we just got the order from the city. If I remember the news, they said Granite got into a fight or something. I don’t know the details, though.”

      I nod, glancing back up at the light post, then scan the area again. “Okay, thanks. The ground looks settled. You wouldn’t happen to know if Granite used his powers, or how the light post came down, would you?”

      He shrugs again, shaking his head. A voice calls out from behind me, “He didn’t get a chance to use them.”

      Turning around, I find an older gentleman wearing a light brown button-down and khaki pants, standing in the doorway of a sandwich shop. With balding hair, a thin mustache, and wrinkles around his eyes, he appears to be in his sixties.

      “You saw what happened?” I ask, walking over to him.

      He nods. “Yeah, I was closing up the shop that night.” He pops his head back into the sandwich shop. “Tessa, watch the counter, please.” Stepping out of the doorway, he offers me his hand. “I’m Rick.”

      “Nice to meet you, Rick. Can you tell me what happened?”

      Taking a few more steps, he approaches the edge of the sidewalk, looking over the street. “These two guys showed up. Super-powered. They didn’t look familiar to me, but they had on uniforms, black and red. And an A on their chests. They flew out of the sky and landed right here.” He points to the street. “It was odd. They were laughing. They pulled up that stop sign over there and were swinging it around like a baseball bat or something.”

      “Wait, they flew down and had super strength?”

      He nods. “Yeah. It was like they were playin’ or something. They seemed official, dressed in whatever getup they were in, but it was a nuisance, you know? I was just about to call the police when Granite came by and met with them.”

      Turning around, I scan the area again. I see the intersection just up ahead where they would’ve pulled up the stop sign. Returning my attention to the intersection with the traffic light, I’m trying to put the pieces of this puzzle together, but nothing makes sense. “Go on.”

      “So, as I said, it was like they were playing around. Granite shouted at them to stop, and that’s when all hell broke loose. The one that had the stop sign swung it at Granite, nailing him in the chest. The other one hypersped over to the traffic light, ripped it out of the ground, and then went to pound Granite with it. He—”

      “Wait, hypersped? Are you saying they both exhibited three different superpowers?”

      “Yep.” He nods. “Granite dove out of the way from the streetlight, but right into an attack from the other. The one with the streetlight? He dropped it and ran back over, and they both just pummeled him to the ground.”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “I was going to. I had my phone in my hand and then one ran over to me. He seemed kind of young, and he smiled. Like nothing was wrong at all. He told me it was Alliance business and that Granite was wanted for questioning.”

      “Alliance business? They said that?”

      He nods. “He was super nice about it, too. The fight looked weird, especially since I know Granite. People love him in this city. But the way those two acted, it was different. I don’t know what goes on with you supers, you know? Plus, they had that A on their chest. I figured maybe I didn’t know Granite as well as I thought I did. Anyway, one of them picked Granite up over his shoulder, and they both flew away. That’s the last I saw.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Is he in trouble? Granite always seemed like a standup guy, but I guess you never really know a person.”

      “We’re looking into it, sir,” I reply, trying to shake off his comment.

      Two super-powered individuals came in touting multiple powers, took out Granite, posing as if it was under Alliance business, and made it all seem so legit. The worry starts to spread within, and I tap my ear comm.

      “Doc, we may have a problem.”
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      The Cape Zone is getting conflicting reports from Davenport where eyewitnesses say they’ve seen at least two new super-powered individuals flying through the skies. Some anonymous reports claim as many as five people with powers have been spotted, but none of these rumors can either be confirmed or denied.

      Official city reports show that city workers have recently been assigned to work on an area under construction, where multiple witnesses claim a super-powered fight took place. Granite is being rumored to be at the center of this fiasco, but neither he nor the Justice Alliance has responded to questions.

      As for the multiple reported individuals displaying new powers, TCZ is still trying to gather information. Witnesses claim to have seen at least two of the suspects flying, but others are reporting to have seen super strength and hyperspeed. If those rumors are true, that’d make these new super-powered individuals the first ones in years to display multiple superpowers.

      This story is developing and will be updated as soon as more information is available.
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      Back at base, I began to scan for any information in the database about new superheroes in or around King City. I even search for adults with the meta-gene who may not be superheroes, but are registered with the Super Human Commission, but find nothing.

      “This is insane,” I complain to Doc as I click another page. “There’s nothing here, and even if there were, the deli owner said these two had three superpowers. Doc, I can count on one hand the number of times someone has developed three superpowers. It just doesn’t happen.”

      Doc nods, still staring at his screen. “It is unusual.” He taps a couple of buttons on the keyboard, and we get a bird’s-eye view of the street Granite encountered the individuals. “This is from one of our satellites. It’s not the best angle, but at least it’s something to go on.”

      Watching the scene play out, it unfolds just like the shop owner said it did. The two almost appear to be caught off guard when Granite shows up. We can’t zoom in enough to see their facial expression, but their body language shows them as being defensive. Granite raises his hands in the video, and then they attack him.

      “We don’t have a street angle? Or even a different camera angle from security footage from neighboring shops? One of those places had to have something.”

      “Either by coincidence or on purpose, they didn’t,” Doc responds.

      “How did the satellite lose them, though?” I ask.

      “That concerns me even more. There’s a ten-second gap in our footage.” My eyes find the screen just in time to see static race across the screen, confirming Doc’s words.

      “How’s that possible?”

      His eyes linger on me for a moment too long, and I see the hesitancy across his face. “Daedalus.” My face drops. “I’ve already had Cypher run a diagnostic on our system. They weren’t able to hack into anything. We believe they used their own satellites to block our transmissions, giving those two the needed time to escape unnoticed.”

      “This isn’t good.” I get to my feet. “Watkins controlling Daedalus, blocking out our cameras? You know he has to be behind this then.”

      “We know, Robbie.”

      Letting out a frustrated growl, Mimic walks into the room. “Doc, run scans on Silver City and Gem City. Contact Forge, too.”

      “What’s wrong?” I turn to Mimic, who’s shaking his head in distress.

      “Lazerbeam’s missing.”

      My mouth drops. “What?”

      “Running the scans now,” Doc calls out, taking a seat at the desk, his fingers flying across the keyboard.

      “There was a distress code being sent from one of Lazerbeam’s beacons on the north side of his city,” Mimic explains. “When I got there, nothing was out of the ordinary, besides the random distress code going off. His base of operations is empty though. I checked in his city’s police department, and he hasn’t been heard from in over a week.”

      “A week?” My heart drops. “What is happening?”

      “We’re not sure,” he answers.

      “This is not good,” Doc adds. We both turn around and stare at the screen he’s pulled up on the monitors. “Aurora from Silver City hasn’t checked in, neither with us nor her police department in over a week. And Sphynx is not answering his comms.”

      “We’re being hunted.” Supron’s low words echo through the room.

      “That may be a little heavy-handed,” Mimic counters.

      “What would you call it, then?” Supron returns, stepping closer to the desk. “He’s making his move.”

      “Who?” I ask.

      “Watkins.”

      The room falls silent. My eyes jump over to each man, unsure what to say, or even how to proceed. “He’s formally contacted the Super Human Commission. He’ll be presenting them with a new national security project next week.”

      Doc gets out of his chair, gaping at Supron. “How is that possible?”

      Our computer system dings, and we all spin around, inspecting the monitors as Forge’s name pops up. “Forge checking in,” he calls out. “Everything okay?”

      A unified sigh of relief floats out of all of us. Stepping to the desk, Mimic presses a button. “Forge, we need you to stay on high alert.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sphynx, Aurora, Lazerbeam, Gray Wolf, and Granite are all unaccounted for. We believe Daedalus may be starting to make their move.”

      “Granite?” I can hear the concern in his voice. They came up together as sidekicks and are almost like brothers. “How’s Davenport? Do you need me to fly over, or head to Alliance headquarters? I can—”

      “We’re okay for now,” Mimic adds, trying to calm him down. “And Davenport is fine. Whatever is happening, it’s not an attack on the cities; it seems they’re targeting us. Stay on high alert and notify us of any suspicious activity.”

      “Okay,” he agrees, then ends the call.

      “We have to take him in now, right?” I ask, my eyes bouncing between all three men. “You guys? This has to constitute some form of breach or aiding and abetting. Something!”

      “There’s no proof he’s connected, other than our own dealing with him,” Mimic finally says. “It’d be hearsay. We have to wait and see what he provides SHC with, and from there, we can work backward. Reverse engineer whatever he’s been working on and connect the dots. Majestic is in Mexico right now, then traveling to Europe and Australia, to notify other Alliance members. I don’t think there will be any problems over there, but if whatever he’s planning gains traction here, there may be in the future.”

      An air of worry falls over us. I stare back at the screen, the cities of the now missing heroes displayed, unsure what’s going to happen next. And possibly even worse than that is the unsureness of if we’ll be ready for it when it does.
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        * * *

      

      I take extra patrol shifts over the weekend, but King City’s been quiet. During a slow night at the controller desk, a message pops up from Melissa, contacting me from Metro City.

      “Hey, are you okay?” I answer her call on the screen to find her a little embarrassed.

      “Yeah, it’s quiet here tonight.”

      “Oh. Okay. With everything going on, I wasn’t sure.” She nods. “Majestic’s still out of the country, did you need to talk to Doc or something?”

      “Oh, no …” Her eyes dart around on the screen, unable to keep my gaze.

      We haven’t talked very much since she left. A few words here and there, but after our breakup, which was more than awkward because of my actions, it’s been very quiet between us. She doesn’t have her tiara mask on, and her brown hair is pulled back slightly. She’s still beautiful, and those blues eyes sparkle like they used to, but of course, that was never the problem. It was my inability to get over Jasmin.

      “Um …” I reply, the fullness of uncomfortableness starting to settle in.

      “So, I was wondering … can someone cover your shift if you guys aren’t busy? I need your help with something over here.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “My help?”

      “Yeah. I think I … have a virus or something in my system. My alerts aren’t reading right.”

      Confused, I wrinkle my nose. “Virus? You should contact Cypher. You know he’s our consultant and usually deals with all of our—”

      “No, I know. I’m sure he’s busy with … stuff. Besides, I contacted him. He’s on some cyber-mission-thingy. I don’t know.”

      She seems like she’s lying. Or at the very least, holding back the truth. But she’s never done that before. When we were together, even before that, she’s always been a straight shooter. She tells you how it is. So I’m unsure of why she seems nervous. “Cyber-mission-thingy?”

      “Robbie, can you help or not?” Confidence returns to her voice, but I’m still not sure what she’s trying to do.

      “Yeah, hold on a second.” I press my ear comm, to talk with Mimic who’s out patrolling the streets. “Mimic, how’s it looking out there? All’s quiet on all the scans tonight.”

      “It’s slow out here. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, Mighty Miss needs some help with something at her base. Will you be okay if I head over there?”

      “Everything’s good, Worm. You can take the rest of the night off after that if you want. I haven’t seen so much as a jaywalker out here.”

      “All right, roger that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, there’s nothing wrong with that program either.” I press the touch screen on one of her tablets at her control desk. “I’ve been through five different pieces of software, and it’s all good. Are you sure your alerts are set up right with police station routers?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” She glances over at me.

      I’ve been to her base of operations, located in a high-rise building on the east side of Metro City, for thirty minutes. She’s seemed antsier than nervous. And she hasn’t sat down since I’ve arrived either, watching me run three different programs through her computer system, and double-check wiring connected to her firewalls.

      Tapping a button on her keyboard, I look up at the large monitor. “Yeah, Mel. Everything is running smooth.”

      “Oh. That’s good, I guess.” She pauses, causing me to look over at her. “So how are things?”

      “They’re okay,” I reply. “Unfortunately, still no word on Granite and the others yet. It’s unnerving, but Mimic and Supron are staying on top of everything, keeping everyone up to date on any new information they learn.”

      “Right.”

      Her one-word, strange responses earns another eyebrow raise from me. “If you want, I’ll have Doc run another diagnostic check from headquarters tomorrow.” Glancing at her, I decide to call her out. “This wasn’t that complicated. I know you could’ve done it without me.”

      Her eyes jump to anywhere in the computer room except me.

      “Mel?”

      She bites her bottom lip, still avoiding eye contact, and I finally know what I’m doing here. I don’t know why I didn’t see it from the beginning. Maybe because of everything else that’s been going on the last few days.

      “Who told you?” I lean against the desk, folding my arms, letting out an annoyed sigh.

      “What?” she asks, innocently.

      I let out a light scoff. “Seriously? Computer glitches? Cyber-mission-thingy? You know protocols and how to troubleshoot things better than me. So that means you called me here for something else, and there’s only one other thing that could be. Was it Mimic or Doc? They’re the ones who have been concerned the most. I’m betting Doc since I already talked to Mimic and told him I’m fine. I’m working through it.”

      “No, neither of them told me,” she replies. Gone is the hesitation and unease.

      “Come on, I know it was one of them. They’re worried, but I promised them, and I promise you; I’m good. It’s just … after everything that happened with Leena and what she did … it was a lot, you know? But I’m good.”

      “No. You’re not.” Her confidence has fully returned.

      “And how would you know?”

      “Because you’re throwing yourself into your work, Robbie. Being focused is one thing, but you’re refusing to move on. You’re keeping everything that happened inside and letting it fester. It’s not healthy.”

      “So, it was Doc?” I point at her.

      “No, I told you, he didn’t tell me.”

      “Mel, come on. If it wasn’t Doc, then—”

      “It was Jasmin.”

      Her answer cuts through the air, forcing me to be silent. My eyes stay locked on hers, and her bravado seems to fade a touch. I swallow the nerves. The awkwardness of talking about your current girlfriend with your ex-girlfriend starts to surface, especially after memories of how I caused us to break up in the first place. But even more than that is the embarrassment that Jasmin went to these lengths because she’s that concerned.

      “Yeah,” Melissa says, letting out a small chuckle. “That was an uncomfortable phone call.”

      “When?” I finally eke out a word.

      “Last week. I called headquarters for some information from Doc, and imagine my surprise when she asked to speak with me. She’s worried, Robbie. And after what she told me, if I’m being honest, I am, too.”

      I want to teleport away from this entire conversation. Other than the embarrassment setting in, there’s also frustration. “Don’t be,” I spit back. “I’ll be fine. Besides, you don’t know—”

      “Yes. I do.” Her counterargument silences me, forcing me to meet her gaze. “Before I came to Earth, my people fought off an attack from a neighboring planet. I was part of a small battalion. Ten of us. We were ambushed, and they all died. All of them except me.”

      My face softens. Stepping to her, I take her hand, shocked and saddened. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that? I’m sure that was awful.”

      “Because I worked through it. But it took a while, Robbie. And there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think of my friends, people who were like family to me, that I lost.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She wipes away tears from her eyes, letting out a long breath. “So am I. We were all strong. All skilled warriors, despite our age. Even so, being the only survivor, I felt guilt. Like I should’ve done more. Or that I should’ve suffered the same fate as them. And once I fought past the guilt, the questions still lingered. Why? Why had I lived? What was the point? So, believe me when I tell you, there is nothing you could’ve done differently. You can’t blame yourself for the time travel, and you can’t continue to carry the guilt of everything, because it won’t change anything. You have to move on. You are not to blame.”

      I can’t imagine the hurt or guilt she felt. Because even though she says she felt the same, and I know she’s trying to help me, I can’t see the similarities.

      “I really am sorry, but that isn’t the same. You and your people? Your friends? They had power. Training. Pete? Jasmin? Maria? They had nothing. They didn’t sign up for any of this, but they’re involved because of me. They were taken and hurt. They were killed because of me.”

      “No.” She steps to me, forcing me to turn and face her. “They’re alive because of you. Maria may have died, but the person who was responsible was brought to justice because of you. I know you don’t want to believe that, but it’s true.”

      I scoff. “Of course I want to believe that, but it’s not—”

      “Yes. It is. You keep saying, if it weren’t for you, none of this would’ve happened … well, guess what? If it weren’t for you, Pete wouldn’t have gotten out of there. Jasmin wouldn’t have. Leena would probably still be out there, instead of locked away on the Lunar Asylum.”

      “I—”

      “You feel the burden of the responsibility because that’s what we’ve been taught. We have a responsibility to help others because of our power. But we can’t stop everything. You know that more than most. You were given a chance in the past to change things. I’m sure you’ve debated with yourself whether to do it again, which probably makes these emotions even worse.”

      “I can’t.” I find her eyes, feeling the regret build up. “Cade and the Watchers? The people who keep guard of the timeline took that power away from me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her eyes soften. “That must be compounding the feelings. But, Robbie, you have to come to terms with what happened. Otherwise, it will eat at you until there’s nothing left and you’re all alone.”

      I look away, staring down at the floor. “I don’t know how,” the words are painful as they slip out.

      “You have to unload that burden.” Taking my hand, it forces me to gaze back at her. Offering me a comforting smiling, she nods. “I had Majestic. I told her how I was feeling, and all the guilt that was building up. She was there for me. You have people who you trust, and they trust you. What good is trust between friends if you can’t confide in them? And give it time. You’ve been bottling this up for a while now, so you need to give yourself time.”

      “I don’t know …”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      Her question catches me off guard. Ever since everything happened, everyone has been telling me what she has. Give myself time. It’s not my fault; I did everything I could. But I don’t know that anyone’s asked me what I’m afraid of. And it hits me because I am afraid. I have a fear that’s crawling around inside, and I don’t know how to get rid of it.

      “That they’ll see me as a fraud,” I answer.

      “That they’ll blame you and leave,” she whispers. I nod, slowly, blinking away the fear while the doubt builds up in my throat. “They will leave, Robbie.” My gaze shoots to hers, shocked. “If you keep doing what you’re doing. They’ll leave because you’ll have pushed them all away. Confiding in them? Trusting them? That’s the only way to keep them.”

      I gaze at her, and a new realization dawns over me. I’ve been so wrapped up in work, blocking out the feelings of failure, only to come back to them later. I never thought about how I might have been pushing Jasmin and Pete away, along with everyone else.

      Reaching over, I wrap my arms around her to give her a hug. “Thank you.”
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      Melissa’s words stay with me for the next week. I want to tell Jasmin and Pete, but I don’t have the first clue on how to start. Since Pete’s around a lot more, assisting Doc with projects, he should be the easier one to bring it up to, but he’s not.

      He’s seemingly adapted well to being in his wheelchair. I already feel guilty about it, but it makes me feel doubly so when I force myself to look away from him. Because I’m not avoiding eye contact with him out of his feelings, but out of safety for mine. With those feelings abounding while I’m around my best friend, I finally decide to try and break through this hindrance I’ve been holding by talking to Jasmin first.

      She’s kept a semi-regular training regimen with Jett on the weekends, so I already know where to find her. Sliding the door open to the crisis room, Jasmin doesn’t see me walk in, as she faces off against Jett while they spar. Jett eyes me, and I wave for her to ignore me and continue on with what they’re doing.

      Jett is in her usual uniform, without her eye mask over her face. It’s a mixture of silver and gold, with a glittery blue logo on her chest that’s in the shape of an artful explosion. She’s been a superhero for a couple of years now and can definitely hold her own in battle with her power. She can fly through her propulsion power, which she shoots through her hands. But she can also use that power in attack moves, too.

      Jasmin is dressed in something I should be very anxious to see—navy blue yoga pants and a matching sports bra, with her hair pulled back as she readies herself against Jett. Nevertheless, I’m not paying attention to her attire, as she jumps from one large block to another, avoiding an attack Jett must have just aimed at her.

      Leaning against the training room wall, I watch the encounter, when Jasmin lands on her feet and Jett holds up a hand. “Good, Jas. Your evasive maneuvering is great. But let’s see how your offense has improved.”

      Jett offers her a competitive smirk, and the crisis room comes alive, shooting up more blocks between them. A few more shoot up in front of me, and I peek around them to watch the action. Jett must’ve programed the room for blocks to be movable because I watch Jasmin look to her side, eyeing a glossy white square on the ground, and then controlling it with her mind to levitate it. Jett uses her power to jump out of the way as Jasmin swings the box around but keeps a telepathic hold on it.

      “Come on,” Jett scolds her. “Step it up.”

      Jasmin’s shoulders rest and she sets the box down. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Jett lands next to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Seriously, girl? Last year I took down Blazer and her minion. I’ve been doing this for a minute.”

      “Okay.” Jasmin nods, but even from behind her, I can see her timid expression and hear it in her words.

      Jett steps closer to her, bumping her hip into Jasmin’s. “You’ve got this. Don’t worry.”

      Jasmin nods again, and Jett shoots up into the air, landing on a tall, rectangular pillar next to her. “Show me what you got!” she calls down to Jasmin.

      Controlling herself with her power, Jasmin levitates into the air and then grabs hold of the box on the ground. Swirling her hand around, she throws it at Jett, who jumps out of the way just in time, and the box smashes into the wall.

      “Good!” Jett calls out.

      It’s unnerving to watch. I feel the goose bumps run over my skin, impressed by her strength and how well she’s taken to the training, but still feeling like none of this would be happening if it weren’t for me. Regardless, Melissa’s words echo around in my brain, and I force myself to view the training, trying to block out the negative self-talk, and focus on Jasmin’s moves and power. Because in actuality, she’s really taken hold of the telekinesis she’s been imbued with, and if it were anyone else learning to control that ability, I’d be very impressed.

      Jasmin raises her hands, and now four blocks are floating around her. She waves her hands as if she’s throwing the cubes herself, and two of them go flying. They nearly crash into Jett, but she hurries out of the way, and down to Jasmin. Now I feel myself tense, a nervousness spreading inside, watching Jett fly at her. I want to jump in and block the attack. Jett comes barreling down, fists first, but Jasmin uses the other two blocks as a barricade in front of her.

      Jett changes positions and kicks the blocks away. As they fly off to the side, she lands directly in front of Jasmin and throws a punch. Jasmin jumps back, dodging the attack. Throwing her hands out to her sides, Jasmin calls up all four blocks she was using, and sets them in front of her, using them as a barricade. Jett uses her propulsion and jumps high into the air, trying to jump over the makeshift wall. As she comes down, she’s ready to pounce on top of Jasmin but misses when Jasmin rolls out of the way.

      Jett spins around, looking for her, and Jasmin jumps at her with an attack of her own. Her knee nearly connects to Jett’s face, but Jett dives out of the way. Jasmin lands on her knees and then looks back at her sparring partner, who’s gotten up. Jett grabs Jasmin by one of her ankles, trying to drag her back. Jasmin reaches out, controlling all of the blocks from the small wall, sending them flying toward Jett.

      Dodging out of the way from the first box, Jett can’t escape the others and is smashed by all three of them, crumpling to the ground.

      “Oh my God!” Jasmin cries out, jumping to her feet. “Oh, no!”

      My eyes widen, both at the spectacle of the sparring that just happened and at Jasmin’s capabilities.

      With a large blast, Jett knocks the three boxes off of herself and gets to her feet, stretching out her shoulder in a slight grimace.

      Jasmin runs to her. “Jett! I’m so sorry!”

      “It’s okay,” Jett replies, chuckling. “Nice counter there, girl. Your defense is top-notch, and now your offense is catching up. Good work.”

      “No.” Jasmin begins shaking her head, reaching out to Jett. “Are you hurt? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “Yes. You did,” Jett stops her. “Jasmin, it’s okay. That’s what these sessions are all about. Not just controlling your power but using it. Defending yourself and being proactive with it. And, no, I’m not hurt. You did great.” Jett throws an arm around her, pulling her closer, then turns her attention to me. “Didn’t she?”

      “What?” Glancing over her shoulder, Jasmin finally sees me. “What are you doing here?”

      I lift my shoulders. “I thought I’d finally check in on you two. Very not bad.”

      Grabbing her bag from the corner, Jett slings it over her shoulder and walks back to us. “So? What’d you think?”

      “Impressive,” I answer. “I didn’t realize you were such a great teacher, Jett.”

      “Oh, I got mad skills.” Jett gives Jasmin a wink. “Okay, I’m out of here. Same time next weekend?”

      Jasmin nods with a grin, and we both give her a wave as she leaves the room. When she’s gone, Jasmin swings around, pointing at me. “Okay, what are you really doing here?”

      “What?” I raise my hands in innocence, smirking. “I really was seeing how your progress was coming along.”

      She takes my hand, and we start to exit the room while she still leers at me. “But you never come in here. Plus, after what you said the other day …” She trails off, staring at the ground as we walk. “I just figured you probably wanted to keep your distance.”

      Stopping our path, I pull her closer, as we stand next to the door. The fact that I made her feel like I didn’t want to be around her trumps all other forms of guilt I’ve had recently. “I’m sorry, Jas. I never meant to make you feel like that.” She nods, but it’s more like she’s just listening to me, and doesn’t believe me. “I did want to talk to you.”

      “Oh?”

      I glance around the crisis room, knowing I don’t want to do it here. “Will you come with me somewhere? It’s not far, still in the city.”

      She sticks her tongue out, cringing, then looks at herself. “Right now? I’m a sweaty, disgusting mess. Can I take a shower first? I left my bag in your room.”

      I grin, leaning closer, and push some wet hair off of her forehead. “Actually, I think you look kinda hot. And not in an exercising kind of way.”

      She snorts, playfully pushing me in the chest. “Seriously?”

      “Please?” I give her my biggest puppy dog eyes I can. “I actually don’t want to lose my nerve.”

      The sentence gives her pause, and she quirks an eyebrow at me. “Okay …”

      Pulling her closer, I teleport us to the top of King City Tower. The sun’s already set for the day. With the cold winter breeze, it feels even chillier atop the skyscraper. I brought us closer to the edge, and keep my arm around her just in case she loses her balance. She wraps her arms around herself immediately, scanning the skyline view.

      “Robbie! It’s freezing up here!”

      I chuckle. “Sorry, I forgot about the wind chill. Here.” I unzip my jacket and throw it over her shoulders.

      “But what about you?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I reassure her. “Come on.”

      Underneath my jacket I usually wear a white shirt, so even though it’s cold, it’s bearable. Pulling her over to the edge of the building, there’s a barrier about four feet tall. I lean over it, staring across the bright city lights, trying to figure out where to start.

      “You haven’t brought me up here in a while,” she whispers to me.

      “Yeah.” I nod, still looking out over the city. “Guess who I talked to not that long ago?”

      “Who?”

      Turning to face her, she stares at me for a moment, confused. “Melissa.” She immediately looks away, and I watch her bite her lip nervously. “I can’t believe you went to her.”

      Finally returning her eyes to mine, her face crumples in defeat. “Robbie, I didn’t know what else to do. You’re not talking to anyone, you’re carrying all this guilt and blame on yourself, and—”

      “Thank you.” My words freeze her. She flinches, then gives me a side-eye, gazing at me suspiciously. It makes me laugh. “Seriously, thank you.” I pull her closer, and she leans her head on my shoulder while I stare out over the buildings. “I’m sorry, Jas. I haven’t been completely honest with you. With anyone, really.”

      “About what?”

      “I’ve told you it’s my fault. I’m still trying to work past that, but … it’s more than that. When I’m around Pete, I can’t look at him in his chair without feeling crushing guilt, even when he seems happy. Walking through the halls of the school, I do everything in my power to avoid where Maria’s locker was. When you use your power around me, I can’t help but—” The words choke off, and I gaze across over the open air.

      Reaching her hand up, she forces me to look over at her. “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not.” I shake my head. “I remember, Jas. I’ve done everything I can to forget it, but I can’t. I see you. Lying motionless in that chair. Thinking you were dead and gone. I remember hearing the screams from Pete. I remember Maria yelling out, and I feel like she was pleading for me to do something. To save her.”

      “You were powerless, too. Robbie, you couldn’t have saved her.”

      I nod, blinking away tears. “I know that. Logically, I know that. But it’s still there. Inside. And I can’t sleep because even though I have flashes of those memories when I’m awake, they’re so vivid and real when I’m asleep, the nightmares keep clawing their way back in. But I want to get past that. I do. And, for the first time, right now watching your training, though my immediate emotions bubbling up were fear and guilt, I was honestly impressed. Watching you do what you can, it even felt normal for a split second. I don’t want to have those nightmares anymore, Jas. I don’t want to feel crippling guilt walking by Pete or being next to you.”

      Letting out a deep breath, she wraps her arms around me, and I do the same to her, keeping her close. Closing my eyes, I feel the cold air pass over me, trying to steady my emotions, unsure what my next move needs to be.

      “I have an idea,” she whispers.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “We should sleep together.”

      I let out a loud, flabbergasted chuckle, pulling my head back to look at her. “What?”

      She slaps my chest, giggling. “Not like that, dummy. I just mean, I want to be there for you. When I was going to therapy, Dr. Monroe said, if I had nightmares, I should write down what some of them were, and we could go over them. Maybe … if I’m there when you have them, I could help you. We could talk about it.”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head, then look back out over the city. It feels good that she wants to do that for me, but at the same time, the insecurities wash over me. Waking up in a panic, sometimes screaming, unsure where I’m at. How would she respond if she saw me like that?

      “Hey.” I feel a tug at my face, but not her fingers. For the first time, she’s using her power, not only around me, but on me, and I’m not getting freaked out. Maybe she’s right. “I know you’re scared,” she whispers, “but you’ve always been there for me, Robbie. Please, let me be there for you.”

      Wanting, and hoping, to finally get over this mountain of damaged emotions, I force a smile and nod.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m surprised by how comfortable Jasmin seems to be crawling into my bed in the bunker. After teleporting her home, she cleans up and texts me when she’s ready to come back, and we keep the illusion of her sleeping in her room for her mom. But she doesn’t seem nervous at all.

      We’ve slept in the same bed before, but it was either because I was hurt, or we both accidentally fell asleep. This time it’s a deliberate act, and I feel like I’m more nervous than her.

      Curling up next to me, she rests her hand over my chest and smiles up at me. “You good?”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “This is … I don’t know.”

      “Robbie Garcia.” She giggles. “After all of the jokes you’ve made about us ‘sleeping together,’ don’t tell me you’ve suddenly developed a case of shyness now that we’re actually doing it.”

      Her comment makes me laugh. “No, no. I’m good. You know I might not have a nightmare tonight though, right?”

      “Well, we’ll just have to do this as much as possible.”

      “Dang, girl!” We both start laughing, and it’s enough to finally calm the rest of my jitters.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Yeah, right,” I reply and hold her a little closer.

      “I’m serious. This isn’t about me; this is about you. And when you’re ready, I’m here.”

      “Oh, jeez!” I shake my head, chuckling. “How is it you’re the one making advances now?”

      She giggles again, before nestling closer. “Shut up and go to sleep.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I don’t expect to fall asleep quickly. In the darkness of my room, she lies still, keeping her arms around me. I stare up at the ceiling, the small doubt of everything starting to creep back up, but I push it away. This was her idea. She wanted to do this, and she wanted to do it for me. How do you thank someone for that? For offering to be a crutch you need to walk on otherwise you’ll be limping your way through life. It’s those thoughts I try to focus on, thankful that I have Jasmin in my life, and shut my eyes.

      And soon enough, I fall asleep.

      A creaking noise forces me to open my eyes and the room’s hazy. Looking next to me, I discover Jasmin’s gone, and I’m not in my bunker. I’m in the cave. I hear a scream in the distance. Getting to my feet, I spin around, searching for a way out of the dark cavern, but see no exit. Another scream echoes around me. I turn again and see Jasmin strapped to the metal chair.

      I drop to my knees. “No.”

      Crawling, it feels like it takes forever to reach her, and she stays deathly still. Her feet are strapped in, there are wires and tubes connected to her.

      “Her next,” I hear a female voice say, but don’t see anyone around me.

      Jasmin’s eyes suddenly pop open, and she screams in pain. It only lasts a second, and then her gaze locks on to mine. Blood starts to drip from her nose. Then her eyes, and finally out of the corners of her mouth.

      “Robbie,” she whispers over to me.

      “No. Jasmin, no. I’m here.”

      “Robbie …”

      “Jas—”

      “Why did you let me die?”

      “N-no.”

      I’m not on my knees anymore. I’m standing, and so is she. We’re face-to-face, and though the blood still drips from her eyes, there’s no color in them. They’re pitch black. She scowls and then raises her hand, sliding her fingers over my cheek. “You killed us.”

      “No. No-no-no. Please, I didn’t—”

      “You killed me!” Her shriek pierces my eardrums.

      “No!”

      My head darts around my bunker. My chest heaves and I scan the area, looking for where I was, but find myself back in my room at headquarters. I gasp for more air and feel a chill run over my skin, sweat dripping down my back. Swinging my legs off of the bed, I plant my hands down on my sides, staring at the tiled floor below, still trying to catch my breath.

      “It’s okay,” a soft whisper floats next to me. Jasmin wraps her arms around my arm, laying her head on my shoulder.

      I hear her words, but I want to argue. I want to leave the room, and go run a training module, or teleport to the top of a building and be alone. Anything to get rid of this feeling.

      As if reading my thoughts, she tugs at my arm. “Lie back down.”

      She folds her arm under a pillow and taps the spot on the sheets next to her. I glance back at my door, unsure of what to do. Then I feel her hand on my back.

      “Please?”

      Her touch, combined with her soft word, somehow eases the fear inside. Lying back down, I take a deep breath and stare up at the ceiling.

      “What was it about?”

      Closing my eyes, I try to steady my breathing. “Nothing.” She slides closer and brings her hand up to my face, turning my head and forcing me to look at her. “It was about you. You were dead, but then you told me …” Staring back at her, she waits, fully attentive. “You told me I let you die. I let you all die.”

      As soon as I utter the words, my voice cracks and tears seep from the corner of my eyes. I brush them away, feeling weak, and lonely, and hopeless. Incapacitated by the fear of memories and nightmares. And now a new concern arises, wondering how she’s going to react seeing me like this. Broken.

      Scooting closer to me, she reaches back over to force me to look at her again. Running her thumb over my cheek, she presses her forehead against mine. “I’m alive. Pete’s alive. You didn’t let us die, you saved us.”

      “But—”

      “No.” She presses her finger to my lips. “You can’t control everything. Everything you could’ve done, you did. And because of that, we’re still here. If you hadn’t saved us, I wouldn’t be here right now, able to hold you.” Reaching up, she places a soft kiss on my forehead. “Try to go back to sleep. I’m right here.”

      The fears and nerves start to dissipate. A chuckle, albeit broken, floats out of me. “You’re really good at this.”
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      Since the shocking and yet still unconfirmed debut of at least two new super-powered individuals, there has been a sharp decline in superheroes operating their stations.

      So far, TCZ has confirmed that Granite, Lazerbeam, and Aurora have not been seen in some time. Their cities are generally on the low end of criminal activity, so there hasn’t been a rash of crimes, but more and more eyewitnesses are reporting seeing the Trio—Mr. Mimic, Supron, and Majestic—flying over cities like Davenport, Gem City, and others, in an effort to keep watch over them.

      City officials in each superhero’s respective base of operations have said it is a known matter and they are working with the Justice Alliance, while the allegedly missing heroes are gone. TCZ and other news outlets have reached out to the Justice Alliance, but all inquiries have been responded with nothing but silence.

      In related news, the Super Human Commission has just released a press release stating that the affairs of the Justice Alliance and other organizations have been recorded, but the public need not fear. General Samuel Watkins, who has held positions within the United States Army, Cybernetics Honor and Activision program, and the White House as the Secretary of Defense, has been reportedly working with the SHC on a new proposition for security. Details remain vague, but anonymous insiders are claiming the program will not only change but advance how the general public has been protected.

      More on this as the story develops.
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      Two weeks go by. In between studies, trying to locate missing superheroes, my own dry investigation of my missing classmates, and patrols, Jasmin and I have kept up our routine. I think there’s only been a couple of nights I’ve slept alone. I’ll teleport to her room, bring her over to mine, or we’ll stay in my bunker. Just having her next to me is nice. It feels natural. And in all honesty, I might pretend to still have nightmares if I thought the arrangement might end, but I don’t have to because they don’t stop.

      I gasp, sitting up quickly in my bunker bed, the blankets falling off of me. Trying to calm my breathing, I scan the room, and the bed shifts next to me. Jasmin wraps her arms around me, laying her head on my shoulder. “Another one?”

      I nod, wiping the sweat from my brow.

      “This has to be a good sign though, right? It’s the first one in three nights.”

      Shrugging, I slide my arm around her and lie back down, pulling her closer. “I guess so.”

      “Are you okay?” she asks, running a finger along my jaw. I nod again, and she laughs, making me turn to face her. “I remember freshman year wondering what you’d look like with facial hair.”

      I smirk. “And?”

      “I’m glad you shave.” She laughs.

      I run my hand over the stubble on my chin. “Aw, come on. I think I could rock a pretty nice beard.”

      “Mm, I wouldn’t call it nice. It’d probably be a little patchy.”

      “Wow,” I scoff. “You really know how to build up a guy’s ego.”

      She laughs and then uses her powers to grab her phone from the small nightstand in my room. In the weeks since I first watched her practice and train with Jett, she’ll do little things here and there with her powers: moving a chair, shutting a door, small things like that. Then she’ll look over at me and check my reaction. The more I’m around it, the more at ease I’ve grown, and as she checks the time on her phone, I don’t even flinch.

      “I need to get home by ten. My mom wants to go out of town today.”

      “Boo,” I reply, rolling over to her, and burying my face into her neck. “I forbid you to leave. It’s the weekend, let’s avoid any and all human contact except for each other.”

      Giggling, she pushes me back, and then rolls on top of me. “As much as I’d love that, we’re checking out Edgewater University. I think I’m leaning that way for college.” Lowering down to sprinkle kisses over my neck, her lips slowly make their way up to my ear. “But we do still have two hours.”

      She pulls back for a second, staring at me. For the first time that I can remember in recent memory, I can’t think of any reason not to be with her. No memories of our past, no flickering nerves from her using her powers, not even inadequate feelings of my faults creep up into my mind. It’s just her and me. Us.

      She leans forward, planting her lips over mine. My fingers edge the hem of the light pink shirt she’s wearing, then float under it, running over her back. Rolling her over, my lips roam along her jaw.

      Her mouth hovers near my ear, and I hear her whisper, “Finally.” I pull back a touch, smirking, and her face turns a crimson red. “Sorry.”

      “Me too,” I reply, smiling.

      I pull her closer so she’s sitting on top of me, and wrap my arms around her. Her lips move from my ear to my jaw, then connect with mine as I slowly start to lift her shirt. She lifts her arms up, giving me the ease to take it off when a beep sounds and my door slides open.

      “Hey, Robbie. We just got an alert and Doc wanted me to— Oh!”

      “Pete!” Jasmin screams at him, jumping off of me, tugging her shirt down, before wrapping all of the blankets around her.

      “I’m sorry!” Pete screams, sitting in his chair but staring at the tiled floor.

      Pulling the blankets completely over herself so they cover everything except for her eyes and the top of her head, she scowls at him. He sits motionless, staring at the ground, unsure what to do next. And I let out a bellowing laugh.

      “Get out!” Jasmin screams.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Pete yells out again, and finally moves his chair out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      My laughter turns into hysterics, and I double over, lying across Jasmin’s legs, holding my stomach while I howl.

      “It’s not funny, Robbie!”

      I can’t help it. After everything we’ve all been through, all of the emotions I’ve been struggling to face and overcome, this is the first I can remember feeling … awkward, silly, embarrassed. But most importantly, normal.

      She kicks me.

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry,” I try to say, though it’s broken up by chuckling still. Sitting up, I pull her closer while she continues to stare death at me. “I’m sorry.”

      “At least one of us is glad we were interrupted.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s not like that.” I snuggle closer to her. “That just felt …”

      “What?”

      “Normal.” She gazes at me, and I offer her a sincere smile. “Of course, Pete would barge in on us.” Stifling the lingering chuckles, I offer her a quick kiss and throw my legs off of the bed. “I better suit up and find out what the alert was.”

      Reaching over, she takes my hand, causing me to glance back at her. “This is to be continued, Robbie.”

      I keep my eyes locked on hers and flash a teasing smile. “Finally.”

      After suiting up, I make my way out to Doc’s lab where Pete has a station set up for the projects he works on. He has double monitors, with several scientific devices that I’ve seen Doc use from time to time. A table off to the side, displaying some weird charts, and a tiny little area where it looks like he has a soldering gun and some electrical panels, motherboards, and computer chips. His fingers furiously type away at his keyboard, his head bobbing back and forth between the two monitors.

      “Hey,” I call out behind him.

      “Oh, hey.” He glances over his shoulder, nervously pushing up his glasses. His pale skin instantly takes on a splash of pink over his cheeks.

      I can’t stop the chuckle from bubbling out. “It’s all good, Pete.”

      “No way,” he counters, staring at me like I’m crazy. “Jasmin’s gonna kill me.”

      I laugh again. “Seriously, it’s fine.”

      He quirks an eyebrow over his frames. “You’re not … mad?”

      “Honestly? Not really.”

      “Wow, um …” He scans his room, unsure of what to do or say next. Grabbing a tablet next to his keyboard, he hands it to me. “Okay then. This is what Doc wanted me to let you know.”

      Taking the tablet, I scroll along the pages and see updated information on a high-speed car chase that’s been happening along the freeway on the south of King City. The video surveillance of the pursuit shows three police cruisers trying to follow two cars that are using some kind of turbo enhancements behind them.

      “Boosters?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Pete nods. “Doc said they’ve outfitted their cars with ion-grade boosters.”

      “Okay.” I tap a transfer button on the screen, wirelessly sending the information to my wrist guard. “I guess I’ll get out there.”

      “Hold up,” he calls out, turning around and rolling over to the end of his desk.

      Last week I finally laid out everything that’s been going on with me to Pete. He listened and told me he understood and that he didn’t hold anything against me. They were words I knew he’d say, and he didn’t try convincing me that none of this was my fault—probably because it’s what everyone else has been doing already. It was a quick conversation, definitely not as emotional as the one I had with Jasmin, and we left it at that.

      “Oh, I must’ve left it in my room.” He picks up a clipboard, then a pad of paper, before floating his eyes around the lab. “Follow me.”

      “Wait, your room?”

      Stopping near the doorway, he looks back at me, confused. “Yeah.”

      Continuing on, I follow him down the hallway, and we approach a bunker room that used to belong to Melissa. Inputting his code, the door slides open, and I walk in to find the place mostly bare, but a new desk and computer system have been set up. There’s also some tech gear, with what appears to be more CPU motherboards, and a small shelf area with laboratory tools.

      “You stay here?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” He nods, still staring at me like I should know this already. “I mean, not as much as you do in your bunker, but sometimes on the weekends. It helps with the work-experience thing I have set up to assist Doc. Robbie, I told you about this.”

      A new round of guilt surfaces that I haven’t felt before. I barely remember him telling me he’d be at headquarters more helping Doc, but definitely don’t remember him telling me he has his own room.

      “Sorry, I should’ve—”

      “Stop. I said no more sorries, remember?” He chuckles. “It’s cool.”

      Since he’s trying to not make it a big deal, I try to follow suit. “So, your own space? I bet Daniel likes that.”

      He quickly averts his gaze, but it’s not embarrassment. His eyes dart side to side, almost as if he wants to avoid the subject. Ever since the lunch we had at my house, I’ve noticed little things here and there between them, almost like arguments, but never wanted to say anything. If he brings it up, I’ll obviously be there for him—he’s my best friend—but since he seems to want to avoid the subject, I follow along.

      “So, what are we doing here?”

      “Right.” He comes alive, seemingly thankful for the change of subject. Reaching over his desk, he grabs a small earpiece, which is similar to mine. “Here.” He throws it at me.

      “What’s this?” I inspect it closer.

      “Take yours off.”

      Shrugging, I hit the button on the side of my helmet, retracting it into my earpiece. Taking it off, I lace his new one around my ear, hit a button that I’d usually hit, and my helmet forms over my head again. “Um, okay. Am I supposed to see a difference?”

      He chuckles. “Tap your side button twice.”

      Doing as he orders, my visor comes alive. “Whoa!”

      Whereas before the visor acted as a sort of mask, and I could retract the visor itself into the helmet, this is entirely new and awesome. Schematics run over the screen of the visor, and I get data of the air temperature, and my vitals are listed. Looking at Pete, the visor brings up his vitals and primary information.

      “Pete, this is amazing!”

      “It’s voice-activated,” he explains, and I can hear the excitement in his voice. “You can ask for the basic vitals of anyone nearby if you want, and tell it to pull up city information, police scanners, and run DNA traces and facial recognition. I stole that from those tracer-binoculars you guys have.”

      “Pete … this is incredible.”

      “You can also get architectural scans from city records.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He nods excitedly. “You haven’t seen the best part yet.”

      I’ve been looking around the room, watching the different innovation list, and my head snaps back to him. “Best part?”

      “Hit your side button three times.”

      Doing as he says, all of the information vanishes, and I’m looking through a plain, dark visor again. “Uh … okay?”

      He laughs. “Hit the light switch.”

      “No way.” My excited words slip out, anticipation building from his command. Turning around, I hit the light switch in his room, and the visor comes alive. All of the information I saw before is there, but I can see the room perfectly, with small, glowing outlines around the edges of things. “Night vision? Are you serious? This is freaking awesome!”

      “It’s a modified version of it. I figured you do enough night patrols, that night vision should be a handy gadget to have. Now you don’t have to carry around googles. I’ve got a few other ideas I’d like to incorporate, but I figured this is a good starting point for you. Just make sure you turn the night vision off by clicking three times again before the lights turn back on. I was able to modify the adaptability from light to dark, but I still need to work on going from dark to light, so you don’t blind yourself.”

      Retracting the helmet, I turn the light back on and grin. “Seriously, thank you. You’re amazing, man.”

      He shrugs, his cheeks pinkening a little, almost as if my compliment embarrasses him. “And I wouldn’t have been able to do any of this if it wasn’t for you, Robbie. I might not be able to walk anymore, but I still have my life. And now I’ve got all this other great stuff that I’m really passionate about, too. Remember that.”

      I smile back at my best friend, nodding. In these last two weeks, things have shifted for me. And now, after this morning, I don’t remember feeling this hopeful in a long time. I’ve been so wrapped up in everything else, I’ve never allowed myself to remember some things were gained. And some things, like Pete and Jasmin and everything they’ve been dealing with, has added to their lives, not taken something away like I’ve kept telling myself.

      “Worm?” my comm buzzes in my ear, cutting off Pete.

      “What’s up, Doc?”

      “The police chase? One of the vehicles just spun off of the freeway.”

      “Oh, crap!” I hit my earpiece and pull my helmet back up. “I’ll be right there.”
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      Teleporting to the spot where the van spun off the freeway, I watch as the driver jumps out and starts sprinting across an open field. I shake my head in part annoyance and part confusion. Jumping in front of him, I surprise him, and he trips and falls to the ground.

      “Come on, man.” I look down at him. “You really think you can outrun me?”

      “Screw you!” He reaches into the inside of his jacket and pulls out a blaster, but I teleport behind him, just in time to see him let off a shot. Instead of seeing some kind of ion blast, a red orb shoots out and explodes in the air.

      “What the?” I grab the gun and teleport it back to headquarters. Jumping back right as the suspect gets to his feet, I grab his arm and teleport him into the trunk of his car. I whip around, staring as the police cruiser lights glow in the distance, chasing the other vehicle.

      “Doc, they’re using crimson-void ammunition,” I radio back to base.

      “Be careful,” Doc retorts. “Police radioed in. The second car is headed southeast. They just exited the freeway and are driving down Grand Avenue.”

      “On it!”

      I teleport to the first building I can think of closest to where the freeway exit is and search below. The car’s already down the road, with two police cruisers chasing behind. Onlookers stand off on the side, watching the speeding action take place, as the getaway car weaves in and out of traffic, nearly clipping the tail end of a pick-up truck, and barreling through a red light.

      I know King City Civic Center Park is only a half-mile away, and on the weekend, it’ll be filled with kids and families, so I need to get down there as fast as possible and figure out how to stop this thing.

      The park is in the direct path of the street the chase is running down. Drivers have to turn right or left to drive around it. A few vehicles are lined up on each side of the street, and more people are lining the streets watching the chase. If I move all of the cars into a line, blocking off the fork in the road, the getaway car will have no choice but to stop or barrel through, which will no doubt end badly for them.

      Lifting my shoulders, I mutter a quiet apology to any of the car owners, as I run over to them and start teleporting them to block off the roadway and lining the cars up. After setting up the blockade of six cars, there’s nowhere for the car to go, and I teleport back twenty feet, standing on the sidewalk on the outskirts of the park, waiting to see what happens.

      From the distance I’m at, I can already see the car slowing doing, and the police behind them catching up, still with their sirens and lights blaring.

      “Barricade set up, Doc,” I radio back to headquarters. “I’ll assist the officers and then—”

      My words are cut off by two flying individuals smashing down on top of the hood of the criminal’s car. It was already slowing, but the force in which they land on the hood not only crushes the car, but it’s hit with so much power that it flips and lands upside down.

      “What the?”

      Teleporting about ten feet away from the overturned car, I watch two guys rip off both the passenger’s side door and the driver’s door with ease. The sandwich shop owner’s words come to mind. Flight and now super strength.

      “Hey!” I yell over to them, and they both turn and look at me, stopping me in my tracks.

      I know them.

      Almost mesmerized, I stand there, watching as they return their attention to the getaway driver and his accomplice, ripping them out of the car with ease, lifting them into the air with one hand.

      Brad Stephens is the one holding the driver. He played both basketball and football last year, which was his senior year before he disappeared. Holding the passenger is Jared McMann, a friend of Brad’s who also should’ve graduated last year. I remember disliking him sophomore year because Jasmin was almost going to go to homecoming with him.

      They were both already fit because of sports, but it’s more now. A little taller, slightly bigger, and definitely more aggressive. Brad nods to Jared, and they both slam the criminals against the upside-down car, eliciting a painful scream from the thugs.

      “Whoa, stop! Stop!” I run over to them. “Brad? Jared? Is that you guys?”

      As the sandwich shop owner described, they’re wearing black, form-fitting uniforms with red accents. The pants go down into black boots. With a garnet-colored belt, their dark top almost reminds me of Hydro’s suit: a sleek black, with red lines around their shoulders and arms. And on the left side of their chest is the A in red. Brad’s dirty blond hair and Jared’s dark brown are both short and styled in a way that combs forward and slightly to the side. They look like exemplary soldiers.

      Still holding their victims, they again look over at me. I wouldn’t think they’d recognize me because I have my helmet up and the voice modulator in my jacket, but Jared keeps his gaze on me.

      “It’s him,” Jared calls out, catching me off guard.

      “You know our orders,” Brad replies.

      Jared seems to think about it for a minute, then lifts his shoulders in indifference, and slams his victim against the car again. Letting the man stand on his feet, he takes hold of his wrist, and with a quick jerk, snaps it.

      “Stop!” I run closer to them. “What are you guys doing? They’re down. The police are here.” I wave behind me and see three police cruisers, all with the officers out, and their guns pointed at Brad and Jared. “What happened to you guys?”

      Brad drops the driver and then kicks him in the ribs. The force is enough to knock the man back against the car, and he whimpers in pain. Stepping to me, my guard goes up.

      “Freeze!” the police call out behind me.

      Two of the missing students I’ve been looking for just fell out of the sky and into my lap … literally. Turning to face the officers, I raise my hands, trying to convey that it’s okay. Jared drops the guy he was holding and walks over, staring me down along with Brad.

      “You guys … you don’t know me, but I know you.” I take another look at them, their outfits, and their stoic gazes. “What is this? What happened to you guys?”

      They glance at one another with suspicious leers, then back at me. Now that I’m closer, and the initial shock has worn off, I see something else—a silver disc, no bigger than a dime, on their left temples.

      Jared steps to me, grabbing me by my jacket, and pulls me closer.

      “Freeze!” I hear an officer yell again.

      “I still can’t believe she said no, hoping you’d show up alone,” Jared seethes. My eyes pop open under my visor. “Even back then I was bigger than you, Robbie. Now, you wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      His devious whisper sends shock through my system. He not only knows my identity, but he remembers me? Is he talking about sophomore year?

      “What—”

      I’m cut off by Brad, who puts a hand on Jared’s shoulder. “You know the rules.”

      “But it’d be so easy,” Jared replies, still glaring daggers at me. “All he can do is teleport.”

      “Jared,” Brad orders again, and Jared lets go. “Good job,” Brad tells him and then turns to face the police. “Come on, it’s time for the overture. Stick to the plan.”

      “What the hell are you guys talking about?” I finally break from my mesmerized stupor and get in front of them. “Is Watkins controlling you? What is this? I know you two, this isn’t you.”

      Jared rolls his eyes, and Brad glowers at me. “This is the rebirth,” Brad whispers to me, and then spins around, raising his hands into the air to the officers. “We’re sorry. We’re only here to help,” he calls out.

      The officers glance at one another, then a few send their vision over toward me, looking for assurance. I can only lift my shoulders in confusion.

      “We are the Alphas. We’re only here to help King City. Our organizer will be in touch with city officials soon. But until then, please remember, the Alphas are a protection.” Pausing for a moment, he glances back at me and shakes his head. “Sometimes, we need protection from places we never thought we would.”

      After Brad nods at Jared, they both look up. Taking off like a rocket, they shoot into the clouds and out of vision. The officers by their cars begin to step closer, approaching the criminals who are still lying on the ground. A few of them glance at me, unsure of everything they just heard. I’m trying to piece it all together myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “And that’s all they said?” Mimic asks.

      After the two left the scene, I stayed behind to assist the police and make sure they got all of the information they needed. Getting back to headquarters, I immediately called Mimic and the others to let them know about what I found.

      “No known traces of anything worded alpha or rebirth,” Doc replies, entering back into the conversation. We’re in the control room, where he has a screen pulled up on a monitor, listing all of the information we’ve been able to gather on Watkins and Daedalus, ever since I haphazardly had it all deleted last year.

      On a second monitor, the picture of all seven students is lined up. Five of them, with their last known images from school, and now Brad and Jared with updated images from being seen today.

      “I can’t believe this.” I drop my head between my shoulders, before glancing back up at the monitor. “Anthony Gomez? I had English with him last year. Kevin Miles and Claire Nguyen? What’d Watkins do to them?”

      “Are you sure?” Majestic says into her earpiece, walking into the room. “Okay, good catch, Mighty. I’ll be in touch soon. Until then, help Metro PD as much as you can. No, I’m meeting with them right now, I’ll inform them.”

      “What’s happening?” Supron speaks up as we all turn to face Majestic.

      A forlorn expression covers her face and she shakes her head. “Melissa just received a distress call from Forge. He was on patrol, and someone able to control fire attacked him.”

      “Is he okay?” Doc asks.

      “He’s gone,” she replies, taking a deep breath. “By the time she got to the call-spot, Forge was gone. His last words were the attacker was getting help from someone able to control the wind and another individual on the ground who could control earth.”

      “Like Granite?” Fear laces my words.

      She nods. “But that’s not it. Frost was in town for a movie premiere, and she went missing. No one’s seen or heard from her in forty-eight hours.”

      “By the heavens.” Doc places his hand under his chin.

      Moving me aside, Mimic types into the computer system and pulls up a record of heroes with the Alliance. “Forge, Granite, Frost, Gray Wolf, and who knows how many others. Doc, what’s the reply on the contact messages you sent out this morning?”

      “Sphynx replied, so has Galaxium. They’re both off-planet. I’m still waiting to hear back from Sting-Ray and Tremor. Most of the others around the world are still up and running. Whatever Daedalus is doing, they’re targeting King City and its neighboring cities.”
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      “It was insane!” a bystander commented as TCZ got to the scene. “They just flew out of nowhere. But they didn’t have capes or masks. They were dressed in these black jumpsuits or something. It was so cool.”

      Another onlooker commented, “They had more than one power. I thought heroes in the Alliance only had one superpower. Then I see these guys with hyperspeed, flying around, throwing cars in the air. I have to say, one of them was pretty cute, too.”

      While initial reports into King City Police described the scene as a high-speed car chase, and two superheroes from the Justice Alliance were called in, when we got to the scene, it was a very different description. Two younger-looking men, possibly early twenties, were tearing open the high-speed assailant’s car doors. The Justice Alliance sidekick, Worm, was quickly on the scene and seemed to be trying to talk the super-powered individuals down from what appeared to be a brutal beatdown they were apparently going to lay on the assailants.

      It’s been quiet in King City in recent weeks, while more and more heroes have gone missing. A high-speed chase isn’t a significant disturbance compared to other events, but the arrival of these individuals is bringing the city abuzz.

      Before leaving the scene, one of the high-powered crime fighters raised his hands to onlookers, calling out, “We are the Alphas. We’re only here to help King City. Our organizer will be in touch with city officials soon. But until then, please remember, the Alphas are a protection.”

      The announcement was met with a mixture of confusion and cheers. The two then leapt into the air and flew away. Worm, looking on with others, seemed just as baffled as some of the witnesses. Before teleporting away, a few reporters tried to get a word from the sidekick, but all he replied with was, “No comment.”

      TCZ will keep you up to date with any other information we receive.
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      It’s been three days since I discovered Brad and Jared. Three days since we’ve confirmed that Sting-Ray and Tremor are missing now, too. And we don’t have a clue how to start searching for them. The press, bloggers, and other news outlets have been bombarding the Alliance with questions, everyone wondering where the heroes have gone. Although Supron, Majestic, and Mimic continue the search, we still don’t have any information to hand out. It’s disheartening to think we can’t act as fast as possible and get to the bottom of this.

      Sitting in the cafeteria at school, we eat lunch while the rest of the students chatter around us.

      “So, next week is Maria’s birthday,” Jasmin says. “I thought we could get Erica and Bri, and maybe go to Shake Stop. She loved getting the root beer floats from there. Pete, is Danny still gonna be able to make it?”

      Pete lifts his head up from his phone, pausing whatever new project he’s working on, and eyes Jasmin cautiously. Darting his eyes over to me for a second, he turns his attention back to his phone. “I don’t know,” he says with a shrug. “I’ll text him, but probably not. You know, with everything going on, he’s been pretty busy trying to assist Varsity with stuff.”

      I nod in understanding but narrow my eyes. I know Daniel’s been working to stay on top of everything in his city. He’s also assisting Supron. But I haven’t heard Pete talk about Daniel much and remember our lunch. How irritated Pete seemed, for lack of a better word.

      The bell rings, and we all leave the cafeteria, walking down the hallway. Saying good-bye to Jasmin, I keep pace with Pete since our classes are next to one another.

      I tap his shoulder. “Hey, you good, man?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

      He stares up at me like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about, stopping near the door to his class. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I don’t think I am. “Uh, I was just thinking … like, you and Daniel? Are you guys okay?”

      “Oh.” His demeanor shifts again. He glances around, then pulls his phone out, aimlessly scrolling through it. “Yeah, we’re fine.”

      I lower my voice. “I know I’ve been kind of distant for a while—”

      “Try non-existent.” His interjection makes us both flinch. “Sorry.”

      “That said, if you need to talk, I’m here. I can’t imagine how you both—”

      “Seriously, Robbie. We’re good.”

      “No, I know, I’m just saying, if you need—”

      “We’re fine!”

      I jerk my head back at his snapping and raise my hands. “Okay.”

      Turning around, I decide it’s best to head to my class and just drop it.

      “Robbie.”

      Turning back to him, I lift my shoulders. “I know it’s none of my business. You’ve just always been there for me, and I’m really trying to—”

      “No! Get over here.” He looks at me like I’m crazy, waving his phone around.

      Approaching him, I take a look at his phone and see a news site open with the headline: General Samuel Watkins Announces Project Rebirth and Alphas.

      “What the hell?” I peer closer at his phone.

      “It’s live right now,” Pete says, pressing the play button on his screen.

      A video begins playing of Watkins as he approaches a podium surrounded by reporters, all with their phones and cameras out, recording. “In the last few decades, we’ve entered into a new age of humanity. The age of the supers. And while we’ve placed our trust in them, we’ve also had to deal with their collateral damage. I charge Supron and the others with no ill will, nor do I proclaim them ineffective. However, we’ve seen the destruction that comes with their brand of justice.

      “Though we have the Super Human Commission, what can they truly do to stop the likes of people like Mr. Mimic, Supron, and others? Or to hinder the effect planetary aliens, such as Ms. Majestic, may have. She abides by the rules the SHC set, as far as we know, but she’s not bound to this planet. Due to all of these reasons, I’ve been working tirelessly with my team at Daedalus on what we call Project Rebirth. Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you, the Alphas.”

      “I have to go.” I turn and run, leaving Pete behind to find the closest isolated spot and teleport to headquarters. I jump directly into the control room. Majestic, Mimic, and Doc all stand over the desk, watching the video playing on multiple screens in the room.

      “Are you seeing this?” I call out and Mimic nods to me.

      On the monitor, flashes splatter across the screen, and the snapping of cameras are heard as Brad and Jared walk out on the stage Watkins is standing on. My jaw drops as I see the remaining five missing students—my classmates, and friends—walk out behind them. They’re dressed up in the same dark uniforms, all of them prepped and ready, just like Jared and Brad were. And everyone has the A on their chest.

      “These fine citizens volunteered last year for the Alpha program. My friends, they were not born with the meta-gene, but they have amazing power that they are going to be using to protect King City. This is a trial run, and we hope to expand this to not only other cities but hopefully, in the future, the entire country. And that’s not all.”

      Motioning to the Alphas to take a step back, they do as directed, and then a row of superheroes walk out to loud gasps from the crowd. Tremor, Lazerbeam, Frost, Gray Wolf, and others.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, not only have we figured out how to implement an artificial meta-gene, but we’ve also discovered a way to cure a person’s blood of it.”

      My gaze bounces around the control room. Everyone stands motionless.

      “Gray Wolf,” Watkins continues, pointing to the hero who remains silent, “had a remarkable ability, true. But it’s an ability he never desired. He had to learn to adapt to it. As did Lazerbeam, who decided to use his power for good. For years he did this, all while wishing for the freedom from a power he felt was troublesome. They couldn’t go to their peers in the Justice Alliance. What would they say? We look to the Alliance as heroes, and it’s true they have helped the city in times of need. But they also work within their own laws. Others are pressured to become heroes simply because they are born different. Daedalus now offers a cure from that, in addition to a brand-new protection in the Alphas.”

      The questions immediately fly at the general, as we all watch in the control room. Dead silent.

      “I don’t want this to be misinterpreted. Again I say, the Justice Alliance has done much good. But what of criminals and supervillains who have run amok? People like Justin Griffin. How much damage did he cause before Supron was able to take him down? And in recent memory, we’ve had psychotic individuals like Vacuus and Magma, who caused chaos and massive property damage. Why? They blamed the Alliance for the transgression of certain superheroes.”

      “This can’t be real,” I mutter in disbelief.

      “Will the Alphas be working in conjunction with the Alliance?” a reporter in the audience shouts.

      “No, we will not be. I’ve been given the assurance from the Justice Alliance themselves they are on board with this endeavor. Anything that helps make King City safer.”

      I spin around, staring at the others. “He can’t be serious. There’s no way we’d agree to work with him. You guys know what Brad and Jared did when I met them. They are obviously being controlled somehow. And they’re loose cannons. We can’t be working with them, right?”

      None of them say anything. My eyes find Mimic’s, and he continues to stare at the screen. Then he nods to it with a forlorn expression. I turn back to the monitor, and if my jaw wasn’t physically attached, it’d drop to the ground. Supron walks out on stage, in front of the Alphas and now former superheroes, standing next to Watkins.

      “As a matter of fact,” Watkins continues, “Supron has given me his word the Alliance will continue to proceed as normal and will be treating the Alphas as they would any new division of authority in the city. The Alphas are a brand-new force, here for the safety and wellbeing of the citizens of King City. Isn’t that right, Supron?”

      Taking a deep breath, Supron stares a hole through the general. After a beat, he turns back to the cameras, offering a strained smile. “The Justice Alliance will always make sure the people of King City are safe.” The promise, doubling as an underlying warning at the general, does not go unnoticed. His head snaps back toward Supron, and for a moment the two men have a stare-off before Watkins turns his attention back to the reporters.

      “I know what you’re thinking: how? The meta-gene is the only way someone can develop superpowers. My advanced team of scientists have proven that to be false.”

      “What does this mean?” one of the reporters shouts.

      “It means, my fellow citizens, never again will King City, and eventually the world, need to rely on random people developing a power and then deciding if they want to use that power for good or not. Never again do we, as a people, have to hope that someone else will come along with the proper DNA and help us in times of need. Daedalus is offering to anyone out there, superhero or civilians … if you’ve had to live with the meta-gene, please contact us. We will help cure your blood so that you can live a long, healthy, and normal life.”

      Watkins turns around and leans closer to Gray Wolf, whispering something. Supron looks on, as the reporters continue with a barrage of questions. Gray Wolf nods and then steps to the podium.

      A hush falls over everyone in the crowd. I see Supron take a step back, visibly caught off guard. I’ve only met him once, but he’s usually wild looking. Long, shaggy hair, with sideburns that go down to his chin. People have called him Wolf Man from time to time, not only because of his appearance, but because of his power of being able to talk to wolves, and his heightened wolf senses.

      Yet what stands before everyone is not the Gray Wolf of ordinary. Clean cut, his hair is combed back into a ponytail, and he’s wearing a charcoal gray suit and tie. The other superheroes he was standing with likewise all stand silent in casual dress with either long skirts or button-up shirts with dress pants, all with neatly trimmed and styled hair.

      Before he begins, Supron steps closer to him, almost in confusion. The cameras don’t pick up Supron’s words, but he whispers something to him, and Gray Wolf shakes his head, pulling his arm away from Supron. Watkins smiles in the background.

      “Hello, my name is Robert Harris,” he starts speaking, almost in a monotone. “For years, I combated with a power I never wanted. Yes, I joined the Justice Alliance, but it was the only way to find solace in my world. Daedalus and General Watkins have helped me. I am no longer carrying the meta-gene, and my life has become stable. Thank you, General Watkins.”

      Reporters sling question after question at Robert, but Watkins approaches him and whispers something else to him. Robert nods and then heads off stage.

      “Robert was never a talker,” Doc says, standing next to me. “But there’s something off about that.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Mimic adds.

      Watkins returns his attention to the podium. “The Alphas are a dawning of a brand-new way of life for everyone.” He glances over at Supron. “I hope we can all truly enjoy this occasion and come together.” Returning his attention to the crowd, his smile widens. “If anyone out there has a power they never wanted, I encourage each and every one of you to contact us. We can help you. That goes for any of the Justice Alliance members.” He glances at Supron for a moment. “The Alliance has done so much good, but I know there are many members who never wanted the power they have. Please, come to us. We can help you. Thank you, everyone.”

      The barrage of yelling and questions doesn’t cease, but Watkins offers no answers. Waving, he delivers one last knowing grin at Supron, and then waves at his Alphas as they make their way off of the stage.

      Turning around, we all stand there, shocked.

      “Now what?” I ask.

      Mimic takes a deep breath, looks at his comrades, and then back at the monitor. No one has any answers.
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      It’s been a week. One week since Watkins went on national television and introduced the Alphas. Brad and Jared are still the only ones who have been seen in action, though. We’re all trying to keep our eyes and ears open, hoping to contact them, but somehow Watkins is keeping them close and not letting them talk to the Alliance or reporters. Even the police don’t get the usual protocol assistance of them sticking around to make sure the criminals stay locked away with the proper paperwork and information being taken.

      Even more alarming than how secretive it’s been is wondering what the other five powers are. Brad and Jared we’ve seen, but we still don’t know about the others. And no one, not one person, has questioned where they came from, how Watkins got them to supposedly volunteer for the Alpha program, or where they’ve been since last year.

      I was there last year; I saw the prisoners. I saw the dead bodies. One of my best friends was one of those people I couldn’t save. But somehow, not only has he convinced the city that he had nothing to do with that, but he’s also convinced the same people he’s controlling. How?

      Perhaps the most disturbing among all of this is how my fellow classmates are taking the information.

      “Oh my God, Kelly. Brad is even hotter than he was last year,” Lori says behind me while Jasmin, Pete, and I sit at our lunch table.

      The chatter spreads through the cafeteria, and the Alphas are all anyone has been talking about.

      “What about Anthony?” Kelly replies. “I can’t believe he’s forgoing his senior year to do this. It’s so cool. I wonder what his powers are.”

      “I can’t stand this,” Jasmin whispers to me.

      I glance over at Pete, who nods and stares down at the table. “It’s crazy. And no one is even looking at the fact that they’ve been gone since the attack last year.”

      “Why would they?” I ask, complete apathy lacing my voice. “Their stories check out, backed by Watkins. An Army general the public worships. What I can’t believe is how they got their parents to go along with the lie that they all volunteered for this program. How is that possible?”

      Pete drops his voice lower. “Has Doc or the others been able to figure that out yet? It has to be, like, brainwashing or something, right?”

      Letting out a sigh, I shake my head. “No. The Alliance has asked them to take some tests, hoping to get to the bottom of it, but they all refuse. They said General Watkins is a godsend for their children. That their kids are making a difference. But they all say the same thing, word for word. It has to be something, but it’s not like we can just kidnap them and try to force whatever the truth is out of them, you know?”

      “In light of all of this stuff, do you guys still want to go to Shake Stop tonight for Maria’s B-Day? Just us?”

      “Yeah, sure. There isn’t anything we can really do until Mimic and the others get a handle on this.” I look over at Pete. “You gonna hit up Daniel?”

      “I already asked him if he wanted to meet up this week, but he said he was super busy,” he answers quickly, turning back to his phone. “Can you pick me up?”

      “No problem.” I keep my eyes on him, hoping for some sort of insight as to him blowing off inviting Daniel, but he offers none. I glance back over at Jasmin, and she shrugs, apparently unsure herself.
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        * * *

      

      Shake Stop’s a small store, next to the huge galleria, that offers a multitude of different flavored shakes and some ice cream sundaes in King City. After teleporting over to it with Jasmin, I teleport to Pete’s and take him back to the specialty shop; our go-to for this kind of thing is to teleport first to the roof and then look around for a clear area with no one around and down to the ground.

      Getting inside, we find that Jasmin already has three root beer floats ordered for us, and I take a seat across from her with Pete at the end.

      “To Maria.” Jasmin raises up her glass, and we do the same.

      After taking a sip, a lull hits us, and we suddenly don’t have any words. I can tell if someone doesn’t say something quickly, we might all just mope around the table, thinking about the past, so I start up a conversation.

      “How’d the tour of Edgewater U. go, Jas?”

      She offers a small smile. “It was good. My mom really likes the campus, and it’s not that far from King City, so I think I’m gonna apply there.”

      “With your grades, you shouldn’t have a problem getting in,” Pete adds. “Plus, you already earned the King City scholarship last month, so that’ll be awesome to cover your books.”

      “Ha.” She throws her head back. “That’d cover like one college book. Those things are expensive! What about you?” She looks at Pete.

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I applied there and just got the acceptance letter back, but—”

      “Wait, what?” I slap his shoulder. “Dude! You got into Edgewater University?” He nods like it’s no big deal. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      He lifts his shoulders. “Because I don’t know what I want to do. Doc’s already told me he’d like to offer me an assistant position over the summer, and if I take it, I can do Apex Online courses.”

      “Pete!” Jasmin squeals in excitement. “That’s amazing! What’d Danny say?”

      Pete’s smile fades, and he looks back at his drink. “I haven’t told him.”

      Jasmin and I send one another confused glances. “Why not?” I ask.

      “Is everything okay with you guys?” Jasmin reaches across the tabletop, as if to grab his hand.

      Pete’s head snaps up, and he rolls his eyes at her. “We’re fine. Why do you guys keep asking me that? Sorry we can’t be lovebird, high school sweethearts like you two.”

      Pulling her hand back, Jasmin flinches, her face crumpling. I scowl, staring at him, but before I can respond, he looks down at the table, shaking his head. “Sorry.”

      “Hey, how come you guys didn’t text me?” Daniel’s voice calls out from the entrance, and he starts walking over to us. “Pete, your mom told me you were here. What the hell, you guys? I understand that I didn’t know Maria very long, but it would’ve been nice to be included in this.”

      Pete’s eyes shoot toward me, and I stare at him, one part confused, and one part unsure how to respond. Daniel immediately picks up on our silent conversation.

      “Can we talk for a second, Pete? Outside?”

      Pete rolls his eyes, pushes himself away from the table, and then moves his chair behind Daniel, who opens the door for him. There’s a huge window that looks out into the sidewalk and street of the small shopping strip where Shake Stop is located, and I can see Daniel shaking his head at Pete, saying something. Pete responds, violently pointing his finger at Daniel, then his chair, then waving his hands around.

      “Should we do something?” Jasmin whispers over to me.

      “I don’t think so. It seems kind of personal.”

      As personal as it may be, we continue to watch the silent drama, and Daniel kneels down next to Pete. He takes hold of Pete’s hand, but Pete yanks it away quickly. Instead of being hurt, Daniel pops back up and starts yelling at him. Pete returns the powerful words, and though we can’t make them out, the muffles penetrate the glass. Daniel folds his arms, staring down at Pete, almost challenging him.

      Pete stares back up and crosses his own arms, saying something else. It’s enough that Daniel flinches. He shakes his head, and Pete keeps his arms crossed, staring down at his lap. Daniel takes a step closer, his head dropping between his shoulders. Pete’s muffled yell travels through the window again, but he keeps his face fixed on the ground. Daniel drops down to meet Pete’s line of vision and grabs his hand, but Pete yanks it away, then shoves him.

      “Okay, maybe I should now.” I quickly scramble across the booth and get to the door just as Daniel stands up.

      Walking outside, Daniel’s eyes meet mine and they’re red. He shakes his head in defeat, then turns around and walks away. Pete sits there silently, still staring at the sidewalk.

      “Pete?” I ask, taking a step closer to him. “You okay?”

      Letting out a long breath, he shakes his head no and then looks back at me. “I just broke up with him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After teleporting Jasmin home, and a quick stop at the grocery store for two large tubs of peanut butter and three packs of Oreo cookies, I teleport to Pete’s bedroom. As I take a seat on the ground, Pete pushes himself up out of his chair and slides over on his bed, grabbing a pack of the cookies and his own jar of peanut butter. For a moment, I feel guilty for not asking if he wanted help. Then he dunks his cookie into the peanut butter and lets out a sigh.

      “He would’ve practically forced me to let him help me out of my chair right there,” he grumbles, munching on the cookie.

      Unsure what to say, I nod, encouraging him to continue.

      “Ever since everything happened, I’ve been battling all these feelings, Robbie,” he starts. “Doc says there are things he could make, new devices I might be able to use in the future, once we get the kinks worked out, but this is my life for the foreseeable future.” He lets out an annoyed scoff. “Foreseeable? Right. How many other people in the world would get the opportunity to walk again after being paralyzed? I should be grateful that that’s even an option thanks to Doc. But barring that, this is me.” He waves at his legs. “It sucks, and I do have times where I’ll cry myself to sleep thinking about everything.”

      I swallow the sadness and guilt I start to feel again.

      “But you know what?” he asks, and when I don’t look at him, he waits until I do. “Working with Doc has given me new hope. And no matter what happens, I am happy most of the days. But what I can’t stand is Danny always acting like I’m a baby.”

      He reaches down and grabs another cookie.

      “In the beginning, I understood.” Dipping the cookie, he munches on it, annoyingly shaking his head. “He wanted to be there for me. And it was nice. My boyfriend waiting on me hand and foot. But it just kept growing. Do you know he texted me nine times one day? Nine times! I was at school. What? Did he think I’d just fall out of my chair and people would step over me and I’d be lying there helpless all day unless he got to me?”

      I let out an incredulous chuckle at the thought but still offer no words. I don’t think there’s anything I can say. It seems like he’s been keeping this bottled up, so maybe the best thing to do is to let him get it out.

      “And then last month, one day when he was over here, he suggested I go to Freemont College since that’s where he’s stationed now. He knows my mom likes him. It’s like he thought if my mom would say I should do it, then I would. We’re eighteen now, Robbie. Not only are we gonna graduate this year, but after everything we’ve been through, I don’t need my mom trying to coax me into going to a college just so my overbearing boyfriend can shelter me from the world.”

      “Pete, I’m sure he didn’t—”

      “He did!” Pete yells. “And don’t you defend him just because he was a sidekick with you.”

      “Whoa, whoa.” I raise my hands in defense. “Calm down, I’m not defending him.”

      “Sorry,” he whispers, his shoulders slumping, before grabbing another cookie and dipping it into the peanut butter.

      “It’s all good,” I reply. “I get you’re upset. And I kind of understand where you’re coming from. I can only imagine Jasmin kind of feeling the same way last year, which is why she took all those self-defense sessions with him. As sidekicks, we can be a little overboard on protection.”

      “You think?” He rolls his eyes at me.

      I chuckle at his response. “But seriously, it could be that. Give him a little more time. Maybe—”

      “No,” he cuts me off. His anger seems to be fading, and the word is softer, his expression becoming sad. “It’s not just that …” Biting his lip, he stares nervously at the cookie in his hand. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You’re my best friend. You can ask me anything.”

      “Okay, it’s just … you might not know how to answer, but I really need to know.” I quirk an eyebrow, unsure what that even means. Staring at me, he waits for me to respond, and I nod. “You and Jasmin … how’d you know?”

      My eyebrow stays high, still confused. “What do you mean?”

      Sticking his cookie in the peanut butter, he begins fiddling with his fingers, and sighs. “Love. How’d you know you were in love with her?”

      “Oh.” Now it’s my turn to grow uncomfortable. My gaze locked on the package of cookies in my lap, I think over his question.

      “You guys are in love, right?”

      His question isn’t rude or ingenious. It comes out soft. Lifting my head, I see him waiting patiently for my answer. “Of course.” He nods but continues to wait. “I … I don’t know, Pete. You just know.”

      He throws his head back, groaning in frustration. “Man, that’s everyone’s answer! That’s what all those stupid movies say. My mom, too. I … I thought I could love Daniel, but I’m not sure I do. But how do you know? Robbie, it has to be more than ‘you just know.’”

      Taking a deep breath, I wait to respond because he’s almost pleading with me and my answer needs to be a good one. Is that what this has all been about for him? Does he want to know if he’s in love with Daniel or not?

      “It is, and it isn’t,” I answer, and he gives a perplexing gaze. “You feel it. It’s hard to explain, but once you feel it, you know. No one can tell you if you’re in love, you know you are. Through and through. And you’ll do anything for them. Somehow, they become a part of you, and you feel less like yourself if they aren’t there.”

      He gazes at his bedsheets thoughtfully.

      “Pete, my guess is, if you’re asking me how you know, then you’re probably not in love with him.”

      “I knew I wasn’t,” he whispers. “I wanted to be. He’s a good guy. I really, really wanted to be in love with him.” His voice cracks. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Getting up, I set my pack of cookies off to the side. “I’ll be right back.”

      His brow furrows. “Where are you going?”

      “I think we’re gonna need some mint chocolate chip ice cream for you tonight.”

      A sad chuckle floats out of him. “Get a couple of pizzas while you’re at it.”

      I nod with a smile and teleport to pick up the new round of supplies to console my best friend.
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          Granite and Forge Update!

        

      

    

    
      Only a few weeks ago, superheroes were thought to have gone missing. It was later revealed that they discreetly volunteered for the Daedalus procedure of removing the meta-gene from their system. Though a row of now-former superheroes was shown, many still wondered about the superheroes, Forge and Granite. General Watkins declined to comment when asked about them, but TCZ has learned that the duo, who both came up as sidekicks together, volunteered to have their DNA cleared of the meta-gene.

      Daedalus released a press conference earlier this morning, stating that the superheroes have declined to take questions but have recovered from their procedure. They are now requesting that the public please respect their privacy at this time.

      With Forge and Granite, the number of superheroes who have volunteered from the procedure now comes to fourteen. Daedalus continues to take in civilians who want the meta-gene removed from their system. They’ve also continued to accept applications for possible future Alpha recruits.

      For more information, you can visit the Daedalus website.
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      “Do you think he’ll be okay, though? I know he’s dealt with everything else pretty well, but Danny was his first boyfriend.”

      After the late-night Oreo-peanut butter-ice cream-pizza smorgasbord I had with Pete, we finally ended with a round of video games, and I told him I’d see him the next day. Jasmin had already fallen asleep, so I decided to go home and call it a night.

      It’s the weekend now, and I’ve chosen to forgo a training session to spend a little more time with her. With everything else going on, and the heart-to-heart I had with Pete, I just wanted to be with my girlfriend. We’ve been hanging out, right now walking through the shopping mall, after watching the sunset atop King City Tower.

      “I think he’ll be okay,” I answer her. “He seemed upset, but I think it was more the fact that he really does care for Daniel. He just never got those feelings. He said he was so wrapped up in not only coming out but actually having a boyfriend, who in turn was a sidekick, that it was a lot. Then, when everything happened, his whole life settled in the dust, you know? He’s figuring it all out, for reals this time.”

      She nods, smiling, and takes my hand.

      As we’re walking through the galleria, I see Mrs. McMann, Jared’s mom. She was one of the first parents the Alliance contacted, trying to figure out how Watkins and his program got her permission. Jasmin, who’s started to enter a small clothing store, tugs at my hand when I stop walking.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “That’s Jared’s mom over there. I’m gonna go talk to her.”

      Before I can leave, Jasmin pulls me back to her. “What are you going to say?”

      “I don’t know. Doc already talked to her, so I’m not going to act official or anything like that. I just want to see what she remembers.”

      I wiggle my fingers free from hers. She responds with an unsure expression, pinching her lips together.

      “Mrs. McMann,” I call out, waving over to her.

      She offers a timid wave back with a perplexed expression. “Yes?”

      “Sorry. I’m Robbie, I went to school with Jared.”

      “Oh.” She nods with a slight smile. “Jared? Yes, I’m so very proud of him.”

      “Right,” I reply, unsure how to respond to that. “Um, I remember him. I thought he wanted to go to Davenport State University. He was working toward a wrestling scholarship, wasn’t he?”

      She nods, and her smile grows wider. “He was, but he loves the Alphas. That’s where his heart wants to be, and I’m so very proud of him.”

      “Okay …” I glance back at Jasmin, unsure why she’s responding the way she is. “The Alphas. Right. Does he come home at all? I know the rest of our class and I would love to visit. He’s … uh, doing a lot of good.”

      “No, the Alphas keep a strict watch over their regimen and their production. He calls though. He’s so talented, my Jared. I’m so very proud of him.”

      I cock my head to the side at her repeated use of the phrase. “Mrs. McMann, are you okay?”

      She nods, still smiling. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason, you just seem … Sorry. It’s nothing.” I don’t know what’s happening and this entire interaction seems off, but I’m still talking to a mother about her son. I don’t want to come off accusatory, or suspicious, no matter how strange this conversation is. “I better get going. It was nice to meet you. Say hello to Jared for me, next time you talk to him.”

      “Oh, yes. I will. I’m so very proud of him.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I watch as she continues walking away and into a store. Heading back over to Jasmin, she frowns when she sees my expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know … she seemed nice enough, but she kept saying how proud she was of him.”

      Jasmin lifts her shoulders. “Well, to her, he’s becoming a hero.”

      “I guess.” My phone chirps and I pull it out to see an alert from Doc. “Hey, something’s up, and I have to meet up at headquarters. Want me to take you home?”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m just going to look around for a bit.”

      “Okay.”

      After giving her a quick kiss, I hurry toward a secluded spot in the mall and teleport to headquarters. I enter the control room, where Doc and Supron stand near a monitor.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      Doc nods toward the screen. “General Watkins has requested you as an audience.”

      “Me?” I ask, confused.

      The monitor at the control desk displays the Justice Alliance symbol for a moment, then switches to a screen displaying Watkins. He’s dressed in his military jacket, complete with medals and pins, and what looks like a large bookcase behind him. I immediately roll my eyes at the fakeness of it. He’s pretending to be some upstanding official when I already know what kind of man he is.

      “Thank you for this meet-up, I know it was short notice,” Watkins starts. “It’s come to my attention that young Mr. Garcia has been interrogating innocent civilians, and thus causing unneeded duress among the family members of the Alphas. Mr. Garcia, I’d like to remind you in front of your superiors that the Alliance has already completed their investigation, and all family members of the Alphas are innocent bystanders. Not only that, they are completely thrilled with their children volunteering for this prestigious program.”

      “What the?” I quickly glance at Supron and Doc, who both stare at me cautiously. “Interrogating? What are you talking about?”

      “Mrs. McMann contacted us and made it quite clear you were barraging her with question after question about her son. Jared McMann is a fine, upstanding young man, and I’d like you to remember that.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I step closer to the monitor. “First of all, that just happened. How could you even know about that? Secondly, all I did was ask about Jared. You’re a piece of trash, Watkins, and I can’t wait—”

      “Robbie.” Doc grabs my arm, yanking me into line.

      The general delivers a sinister grin, his eyes piercing mine through the screen. “I’d recommend keeping Mr. Garcia under the reins a bit more. We all know he can make rash decisions. It’d be a shame if some of those made the light of day.”

      “Are you threatening us?” I yell at the screen. “You son of a—”

      “Thank you, General Watkins,” Supron interrupts me, taking a step forward. Watkins delivers another evil smirk, nodding, then the monitor goes dark.

      “What the hell, you guys?” I scream at them. “Doc, I know you said we have to be careful, but what was that? This guy threatens us, me, and we do nothing?”

      The silence drifts through the room, Doc and Supron exchanging glances. Folding his arms, Doc strokes his beard in thought.

      “Robbie, do you know why I was on that stage when Watkins introduced his force?” Supron waits for a brief second for my answer, and I shake my head. “This man is more conniving than a snake. He’s been planning this from the start. Somehow he’s coerced the family members of his team to go along with whatever he’s telling them.”

      “But how does he even know I talked to Jared’s mom, Supron? That happened minutes before I got here.”

      “I don’t know.” Supron pinches the bridge of his nose. “But however he’s doing it, he has it under lock and key. And worse than that, he’s got video evidence of things. Not only of you, but …”

      My heart drops. I want him to continue, but I’m terrified of what he’s going to say.

      “The reason I was there that day was because he showed me surveillance video of us … mind-wiping Red Raven.”

      Years ago, Mimic told me Supron’s first wife was killed by a supervillain because he found out who she was and who Supron was. I remember the fight between Red Raven and Supron growing up, but never knew what the Alliance did to him until Mimic told me. He’s locked away on the Lunar Asylum, his brain effectively a vegetable. Mimic said they did it because they couldn’t risk the truth about other superhero identities getting out.

      “The Lunar Asylum is controlled by the Super Human Commission. No regular government, nor any member of the Alliance has access to them.”

      “I can’t believe this.” I stare at the ground, still processing the information. “So he’s blackmailing us into submission. Isn’t there some way—”

      “You’re not listening.” Supron steps closer to me. “Watkins listed Griffin as a criminal in his first address during the reveal of the Alphas, but he has all of Griffin’s resources. We don’t know how far his reach goes. And if he’s able to have inside hands on the Lunar Asylum, what else does or can he have access to?”

      “What are you saying? How could there be more?”

      He lets out an incredulous scoff. “My vendetta against Griffin before putting him away. Mimic and his entire ordeal with Bomb Queen and the aftermath of that. He’s already laid the groundwork for Majestic and Mighty, casting just a shade of doubt, calling them out for their powers that don’t originate on Earth. And let’s not forget you.”

      “Me?”

      “Your relationship as Worm, that everyone saw, with Princess Razana before she killed her father. Shadow assisting you with breaking and entering into government facilities. We don’t know what else he has, but we have to act as if he has everything.”

      “But we weren’t breaking the law. We were doing things for the greater good.”

      “That’s what we thought we were doing with Red Raven, too. But how would Watkins present it to the public? How would they react? This chess match just became something I don’t know if we can win.”
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      What do you do when a man the entire country thinks is a hero has actually built a superhuman force and is blackmailing superheroes to adhere to the rules he’s setting? In my case, I go to my calculus class and earn a B- on my latest pop quiz.

      Ever since Watkins issued his threat against me a week and a half ago, other than attending school, I’ve only been to Alliance headquarters when I work out or hit a training session. I’m not even allowed to do patrols because Supron, Majestic, and Mimic are taking over for that. Two more superheroes have come forward and volunteered for the meta-gene removal program, and no one’s batting an eyelash at it because the Alphas are still making their rounds, taking down criminals, and posing for pictures with the public. They’re spreading their reach farther now, traveling to different cities.

      Maybe the most surprising thing is the number of civilians who’ve come forward to have their meta-gene removed. There have always been people with powers that never wanted them. People who developed the meta-gene, but never acted on the power they received. Generally, the gene works like a muscle. The less you use it, the less capable you’ll be with it. So, it’s not surprising to hear about civilians coming to Watkins and volunteering. I just can’t believe how much everyone trusts him.

      Getting to headquarters after class, I find Doc in his lab, going over a number of files spread out over his desk.

      “Hey, Doc,” I call out, and he waves without answering. Peering over his shoulder, I see the reports on Granite and Forge. “Need any help?”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” he answers, mostly to himself. “All of the Alliance members who supposedly volunteered for the removal process are ignoring us. Many of them have gone off the grid again.”

      “Why would they ignore us?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Forge and Granite, after coming forward at their press conference, both left the country. Watkins has to be controlling this all somehow, I just can’t figure out how.”

      I stand beside him, silently looking over his files, unable to think of anything to add. “Security alert at the intersection of Fourth and Slott,” the headquarters digital voice calls out through the lab.

      Flipping on a second monitor on his desk, the news ticker feed at the bottom of the screen scrolls, and a reporter stands in front of a camera. It looks like she’s standing on a sidewalk, and in the distance behind her, a fight is breaking out.

      “Authorities are not on the scene yet,” she says. “There’s no telling how much damage they may cause. We believe they—”

      An enormous sonic boom erupts, catching both the reporter and the cameraman by surprise. Supron is in the middle of the street, fully charged, with bits of electricity already traveling across his red and gold uniform.

      Hyperspeeding through the street, Mimic slides to a stop, clenching his fists, facing off against Supron. They both look dirty like they’ve been fighting, and the camera zooms in on Mimic, blood trickling down his face, around his mask.

      “Oh my God,” the reporter whispers on air. “Mimic and Supron are facing off. I’m receiving reports that they’ve been battling outside of the city. Whatever’s happening, two of the founding members of the Justice Alliance seemed to be in a stand-off, and this could be disastrous for anyone in the area.”

      Supron acts first, flying directly at Mimic. Mimic jumps in the air, but Supron is quick to turn around. Mimic tries for an uppercut and Supron goes low, ducking the attack. He quickly spins around and nails a vicious backhand across Mimic’s face, dropping him down to the ground.

      “Holy sh—”

      “Robbie, get out there!” Doc orders, and I teleport as fast as I can to the scene.

      “Supron!” I scream out to him, and he glances over his shoulder, staring at me. “Don’t! What are you doing?”

      Slowly, he glances over at me, and his expression is almost pained. Clenching his teeth, it seems as if he’s fighting with himself. Looking down at Mimic, who struggles to get to his feet, Supron grabs him by the arm and starts spinning around. In what may be a last-ditch effort, Mimic unleashes a blast of heat vision from his eyes, knocking both of them to the ground. But Supron is the first to move, trying to get to his feet.

      I rush over to Supron, and he glances up at me. “Stop me,” he grunts out, so low I barely hear it.

      “Wha—”

      Mimic runs over to us, tackling Supron to the ground. Exchanging lefts and rights, they tumble around, and all I can do is stand there in utter shock. Supron kicks Mimic off of him, then tries going for a tackle, but Mimic sidesteps it and wraps him in a headlock.

      “Worm!” Mimic screams at me. “Teleport us!”

      “To where?”

      “Anywhere. As high as you can.”

      “Mimic, what is—”

      “Do it!”

      “Back away!” Brad and Jared jump out from behind me, but they’re not alone. Four others are behind them: Anthony, Candice, Alice, and Kevin. “Supron and Mr. Mimic, you’re under arrest for endangering the lives of civilians, breaking government protocols, and tampering with national security.”

      “What?” I scream at Brad.

      “He said move!” Anthony yells, and for the first time, displays his power.

      Throwing his hands out, a spray of fire erupts from his palms, splashing down around me. I teleport away, while Mimic and Supron continue to battle, and Candice, one of my other classmates, runs over at me and throws her hands in the air. A massive gust of wind blows around at me, forcing me to keep my balance just to stay upright.

      Not wanting to wait around for any other surprises, I teleport over to Mimic and Supron, but before I can do anything, Supron unleashes an explosion of lightning, hitting everyone. We all drop to the ground. Before I know what’s happening next, I feel Supron grab me by the jacket, and we’re speeding through the air.

      “Teleport!” he screams at me while we speed through the sky.

      Focusing, I take us to the first spot I can think of: headquarters. He throws me down to the ground, and comes down hard, slamming his fist into the tiled floor inches away from my face. My eyes snap to the side and then up to his, unsure what’s happening.

      “No!” he yells. “I can’t …” He clenches his teeth together, squeezing his eyes shut. “Farther.”

      “Supron, I don’t understand what’s happening!” I scream.

      He grabs my jacket, picking me up off the floor. “I can’t control it much longer …” he growls, throwing me across the room. I slam into a wall and drop down, cringing in pain.

      Doc runs into the room with a huge, hi-tech rifle, cocking the barrel and aiming it at him. “Supron!”

      Supron snaps his head to the side, and I can see his face twist around. Something’s happening to him. Narrowing his eyes, before squeezing them shut, he drops to a knee and lets out a scream, grabbing his head. “Doc!” he yells out. “Stardrop!”

      My eyes shoot to Doc, unsure what Supron’s talking about, but apparently, Doc does. He drops the rifle and sprints over to me, dropping to his knees. Reaching into his utility belt, he pulls out a small, hexagon-shaped gold disc, slapping it against my chest.

      “How far have you teleported?” he frantically asks.

      “What?”

      “How far?” he screams.

      “Uh … last year … I teleported to London and Paris.”

      Raising his arm, he swipes his finger across the small, digital device on his wrist, and I hear several beeps. “Over five thousand miles … okay, the Alliance station is only five hundred. You’ll be fine.”

      “Doc, what the hell is happening?”

      Tapping the gold disc, I hear it beep from my chest. “He’ll explain when you get there. You won’t have long. Remember everything he says. Everything!”

      “What?” I scream again, but we’re interrupted by a massive explosion, and Jared and two other members of the Alphas barge into headquarters, making a huge hole in the wall. I recognize the other two with Jared: Candice and Kevin. Candice has water whirling around herself, while Kevin draws up mounds of dirt through the tiled floor.

      “Doctor Grandside and Worm, stand down,” Jared calls out. “Supron is wanted for questioning. Refusal to adhere to this order will result in being charged with aiding and abetting.”

      Doc stares back at me. “Hit me,” he whispers. My eyes widen in confusion. “Do it.”

      Unsure about everything, I swing my fist across his face, connecting with a right hook. He tumbles back and pulls out a small weapon that looks like a tiny gun, aiming it at Supron. A shot rings out, and a blue beam strikes Supron right in the chest. Instead of falling to the ground, he starts glowing blue and then disappears. My jaw drops, and Doc snaps his head back to me. Slamming his palm against the disc on my chest, I feel a pulse over my skin. It feels similar to the astral plane when I teleport, but it seems different. In a blip, I’m gone and land on my butt in a small room. It looks like our control room at headquarters but much smaller. Supron grunts at my side, pulling himself up to his feet.

      “Get up,” he growls at me. “We don’t have much time. I can feel them still.”

      “What the hell is happening?” I scream, getting to my feet.

      “Mimic and I … we were investigating a lead on a testing lab Watkins controls just off the coast, a hundred and forty miles north of King City. It was empty but—” He lets out a painful howl and drops to his knee, grabbing his head in pain. “He’s controlling them. I’m not sure how, but that’s how he’s making everyone—” Another scream of pain, and he drops to both of his knees.

      “Supron!” I kneel down next to him.

      “Teleport somewhere …” he whispers to me. “Wait five seconds and come back for me.”

      “Why? What is happening?”

      “However he’s controlling them, he’s trying to do it to me. At least temporarily. I’m using the Alliance failsafe for me. This space station is going to explode—”

      “Space station?” My head snaps up, and I look around, more confusion racking my brain. I know the Alliance has a few space stations, but I’ve never been to one.

      “Worm, focus!” He tries to control his breathing, his chest heaving. “My electrical charge keeps my vitals normal in space. That gold disc is covering you in nanotech right now. You’re gonna need it to come back for me.”

      “What are you going to do? I’ve never heard of a failsafe to protect us from you.”

      “Because if anyone found out, we didn’t want them using it. This station is going to be blown up using a portion of the sun’s power. I can be overcharged, and once that happens, I’ll be unconscious indefinitely. Only Doc will know how to wake me up. Come back and teleport me back to where you first saw me and Mimic.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re about to be arrested. I don’t know what or who else this is going to affect, but you need to stay free from us. You’re bringing me back and turning me over. Watkins won’t be able to hide that. Organize with whoever you can. Stay low. Watkins has thought of almost everything.”

      “This is insane!”

      Taking a deep breath, he puts a hand on my shoulder. “I can feel it. It’s like an ant crawling around. I don’t know how, but find out, Robbie. Find out how he’s controlling them. It’s the only way to fix this and take him down.”

      He lets out another scream, then points. “Go! Five seconds!”

      I shake my head but do as he orders and teleport to the first place I think of—the top of King City Tower. Staring up at the open, afternoon sky, for a moment, it’s calm. I hear the traffic below and feel the soft breeze. I count silently, and the seconds tick by but feel like hours. Then a huge burst, like a spotlight shining brighter than the sun explodes in the sky, disappearing instantly.

      Unsure what I’m about to find, I teleport back to where I was and see the space station destroyed. Huge chunks of it are missing, leaving it open to the vast array of space. I start floating from the lack of gravity now that the room’s gone. Searching for Supron, I don’t see him anywhere, and try to calm my nerves from not only this entire ordeal but the frightening feeling of being weightless in the void of space. Then, twenty feet away, I see him. Floating, with parts of his uniform and cape torched, and unconscious.

      Focusing, I teleport over to him and grab his arm. As he begins to drift, my eyes scan over him and see burn marks covering his skin, but there’s no blood. I never knew about the last resort to stop him, but I’ve always wondered what could do the trick. Now that I know it takes the power of the sun just to knock him out, I’m hoping whatever Watkins has at his disposal isn’t something that would actually kill him.

      Remembering his words, I teleport back down to the spot I initially saw Supron and Mimic fighting. The gravity of Earth instantly pulls at me, the astral plane doing nothing to counteract the weight of Supron’s body, and I crumple to the ground. Getting to my knees, I discover Mimic on the ground, Brad standing over him. Anthony and Jared are behind him, both of them holding him still to wrap handcuffs around his wrists, while Brad holds his belt with his bio-cards.

      “Mim—” I start to call out, and his head snaps up, his eyes meeting mine. He shakes his head, no.

      “Freeze!” Brad calls out, and I raise my hands up. Running over to me, he stares down at Supron, taking in his unconscious state, and then finds my eyes again. He almost looks confused.

      Supron’s words immediately come back to mind. I have no idea why I’m supposed to act how he told me, but if Mimic also seems to be going along with this, there must be a reason.

      “He’s unconscious,” I tell Brad. “I’m turning him over to the Alphas.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Cape Zone

          

          Supron and Mimic Charged with Endangering National Security

        

      

    

    
      In a shocker that’s not only rattling King City but the entire country, the superheroes known as Supron and Mr. Mimic have been charged on multiple counts, including trespassing on federal grounds, possible government tampering, and endangering national security.

      Details are still vague, but reports are the two broke into a classified area along the coast. It’s not known what sparked a brawl, but the two began to battle with one another, causing damage throughout King City. Some city officials have gone on the record that they were fighting with one another over the control of the Alliance. Tensions have been reported as being high within the Justice Alliance since Daedalus and the Alphas have come on the scene.

      They were also among the first officials on the scene, along with the sidekick, Worm. Supron tried to make his escape, reportedly taking Worm hostage. The Alphas then tracked him to Justice Alliance headquarters, where Doctor Grandside assisted Supron, using an artificial teleport to send Supron and Worm away.

      As Grandside and Mimic were being taken into custody, Worm reappeared with Supron, who was unconscious. Worm then turned the leader of the Justice Alliance over to the Alphas.

      As of the publishing of this article, Doctor Grandside and Mr. Mimic are being held in custody at Chromium Penitentiary, while Supron is being held within the Lunar Asylum. Daedalus and General Watkins have yet to address the matters, but as soon as they do, The Cape Zone will bring you the report.
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      It doesn’t matter what I do or where I go. The news is everywhere. Supron and Mr. Mimic both arrested. My friend and mentor, along with a man I’ve learned a lot from—not to mention someone the world looked at as the top of the superhero mountain only forty-eight hours earlier—were both locked away. Mimic is in Chromium, and because of Supron’s powerset, they’ve locked him away on the Lunar Asylum. It doesn’t matter that no one’s been able to wake him. They aren’t taking chances with him. Doc is also being held in Chromium, but no one in the Justice Alliance is given anymore information on any of them.

      At the order of the Super Human Commission with recommendations from Daedalus, the Alliance has been temporarily shut down for the investigation to proceed. All Alliance members are under the order of Majestic, who’s told us to stay low and quiet. She’s the only one getting information from the SHC and Daedalus, and even that information is limited. Watkins has been saying his organization is going to release a press conference once the preliminary investigation has concluded. While some have questioned why it’s taking so long, everyone else is still in shock. I’m not though. I know Watkins is working out his dirty little lies, so everyone turns on my mentors. And there’s nothing I can do about it.

      The phone rings in my English class, and my teacher answers it. “Yes?”

      Most of my classmates have already started to organize their desks, putting their books in their bags, the bell about to ring for lunch.

      “Oh. Of course, I’ll definitely turn it on. This is historic.” He hangs up the phone, scanning all of us in our chairs. “I know the bell is about to ring,” he addresses us. “If you’d like to leave for lunch, feel free, but I’ve just been informed the mayor will be holding a press conference with General Watkins where they’ll be issuing an update about Mr. Mimic and Supron. This is possibly the biggest event since superheroes emerged decades ago, so I implore you to stay and take this event in.”

      Walking over to the television in the corner of the room, he flips the monitor on. A reporter is already speaking to the camera. I glance across the room, meeting Jasmin’s eyes, unsure what I’m about to hear, but more nervous than I’ve ever been before.

      “… but we still aren’t sure what instigated the breach that Supron and Mr. Mimic attempted,” the reporter says.

      “Janet, can you get a sense of what everyone’s feeling there, as they wait for this announcement?”

      “Reed, in a word, it’s unnerving. We know why we’re here. We know what they’ve been charged with, but the questions continue to mount. Why? Who else may be involved? Is the entire Justice Alliance a threat to national security now? And what will happen if the findings are—”

      “Janet, Janet, I’m sorry to cut you off,” the anchor interrupts with the cameras back on him. “We can see behind you and are getting word now they are about to start, so we will be switching over.” The scene switches to a podium and an older gentleman, with graying temples and small, rectangular glasses, clears his throat.

      “Thank you all for being here,” he starts. “On behalf of the Super Human Commission, I’d like to first address General Watkins and the organization he oversees, Daedalus. They’ve been working on enhancements such as AdvanceGro for several years. But with Watkins’ background with the military and the White House, we believe he’s the most knowledgeable and foremost authority to further address this situation.”

      The bell rings in our class, signaling the start of lunch. No one moves.

      “What I will say is at approximately oh four hundred hours this morning, Daedalus was assigned as sole superhuman protection agency for King City. Effectively immediately, Justice Alliance operations will shut down.

      “As General Watkins will address momentarily, Supron and Mr. Mimic have been charged with treason and endangering national security. With that said, I’d like to now introduce General Watkins to the podium.”

      Cameras click as background noise through the television, and lights flash as pictures are taken. Watkins shakes the SHC director’s hand, and they stare out at the reporters.

      “Thank you, Director Johnson. I’ll get right to the point. Supron, Mr. Mimic, and Doctor Grandside are all separated and are awaiting a hearing. Due to the sensitive nature of this investigation, we cannot divulge all of the information, but I will say Supron and Mr. Mimic were caught trespassing in an undisclosed location, trying to gather highly classified information.”

      My eyes narrow and I feel my blood start to boil.

      “I understand that the Justice Alliance has been given incredible leeway over the years, but this kind of intrusion cannot be tolerated. It’s one of the reasons I introduced the Superhero Cautionary Restriction bill last year. Super-powered individuals, while they provide an invaluable measure of security, must be monitored. I’ve made it my goal over my career to protect the public. That’s what Daedalus was created to do.”

      His words cause me to let out an audible scoff. A couple of students turn around and quirk eyebrows before returning their attention back to the television.

      “Doctor Grandside, while not assisting Supron and Mr. Mimic initially, did aid and abet the two as the Alphas tried to apprehend them. We’ve confiscated some highly unsettling footage recently uncovered, which is another reason the alleged criminals have been separated and locked away. We’re going to play a portion for you now, but I warn you, this video contains graphic content and may be upsetting to some viewers.”

      Looking off to the side of the stage, Watkins nods, and the screen switches to grainy footage. Supron, Mimic, and Majestic all stand over a man strapped in a chair. In addition to the graininess, the video is dark but light enough to see the three heroes and the man in the chair’s facial features. He looks scared.

      “I know I’ve said this already, but I do not agree with this,” Majestic can be heard saying.

      “What other option do we have?” Mimic asks. “He has ties to Griffin. He’s worked with Kelso, and Falcon is due for parole in the next eighteen months. They’ve worked together closely, and we all know how deep Falcon’s pockets—”

      “She’s dead,” Supron interrupts them all.

      “Chris, I know this is all very personal, but don’t you think—”

      “Don’t tell me how I should feel, Lucy,” Supron snaps, putting a finger in her face. “Mason’s lost someone, so he gets it. You can’t possibly know what this is.”

      My eyes jump around the class. Watkins is deliberately letting not only Supron and Mimic’s private names out, but Majestic’s too. No one budges in the class, though. Everyone’s attention is locked on the screen. And from the words, I now know what we’re watching. I know this is going to be the end for all three of them in the eyes of the public.

      But even I’ve never seen this. I’ve only heard about it from Mimic and Supron. My eyes are locked on the monitor as well.

      Supron lifts a finger to his ear. “Send him in.”

      Shadow walks out from the dark, eyeing all three of them. Stepping closer to the man in the chair, he glances back at Supron. “Once we do this, there’s no going back.”

      “Are you sure it’ll work?” Supron asks.

      “My time with the Mystics was brief, but I picked up a thing or two. For as powerful as this is, it’s a simple procedure.”

      Supron glances over at Mimic and Majestic once more, then back at Shadow, nodding.

      “No! No!” the man in the chair screams.

      Shadow steps closer, waving his fingers over the man’s forehead. The trio behind him stands still, watching Shadow. He mumbles something, and a soft green glow emits over the man’s face. My vision and concentration are completely locked on what’s happening, and Shadow leans closer, inching his face to the prisoner, Red Raven. He whispers something inaudible and then presses his forefinger between the man’s eyes. Instantly he goes limp, and his head bobs side to side as if he’s drunk. I drop my head, clenching my eyes shut, having just witnessed my mentors lobotomize a supervillain.

      “I know that was disturbing,” Watkins’ voice starts up, and I return my attention to the television. “I couldn’t believe it when my research team discovered this footage. But this proves, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that these superheroes can cause havoc anywhere and to anyone. And they act within their own laws. Even the SHC has laws against mind wipes. But what Chris Covington, Mason Morris, and Lucille Caspian did is inexcusable. You’ve known them as Supron, Mr. Mimic, and Ms. Majestic. You’ve called them heroes. But even heroes can go bad. They are criminals.”

      Not only do the whispers and murmurs spread inside my classroom, but you can hear the reporters and onlookers at the press conference begin to talk amongst themselves, too. Everyone is completely shocked at what’s been shown.

      “Effective immediately, in association with the Super Human Commission, the Alphas are replacing any and all justice and authoritative rule that the Justice Alliance once had. We can no longer trust these heroes many have looked up to and trusted. Supron and his contemporaries are no better than the likes of Justin Griffin, and we all know how conniving and underhanded he was before he was put away.”

      Taking a breath, Watkins finds the cameras and stares directly into it.

      “At this time, I’d also like to give a special thank you to the sidekick known as Worm.” Watkins grins, and it’s enough to make me gag. “As the Alphas tried to subdue both Mr. Morris and Mr. Covington, they weren’t able to capture them immediately, causing senseless damage around the city. Supron then tried to advance on the Justice Alliance network of satellites, for what reason we still have no idea. We believe he may have been trying to hijack signals in an attempt to cause further damage.”

      My teeth grind at the blatant lie.

      “But, Worm, who’s helped this city countless times, knew the right course of action. It was with his help that we were finally able to capture Supron. While the Justice Alliance is dark, I’d like to personally invite Worm to become a member of the Alphas. It’s at his discretion should he choose to continue to support this great city and what Daedalus and the Alphas stand for. I know he has great ties to Mr. Mimic, though. He may feel some sort of allegiance to his mentors. We do not hold anything against such a fine young man, but should he choose not to enroll with the Alphas, we simply ask that Worm stay grounded, as the rest of the Alliance is now ordered to do.”

      His smile grows wider.

      “Thank you, Worm. It was only due to your diligence in fighting the men who’ve trained you, that Daedalus is now in the position it is.”

      The words and evil smirk are all it takes for me to explode out of my chair. “This is crap!” I call out, causing everyone to watch as I storm out of the room.

      The halls are almost vacant. I try to hurry somewhere private, but only make it around the corner into another hallway and let out a scream of frustration, staring at the tiled floor beneath my shoes. Spinning around, I let out another yell and kick the wall. Falling back against it, I double over, my arms on my knees, trying to take deep breaths and calm myself.

      To my left, I see the wheels of a wheelchair, but Pete doesn’t say anything. I hear footsteps, then see Jasmin’s shoes to my right. Her soft touch rests over my shoulder.

      “Don’t touch me.” I sharply pull away.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Robbie,” Pete starts.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Don’t say that,” Jasmin adds. “They’ve faced—”

      “Don’t tell me what they’ve faced in the past,” I yell, causing both of them to flinch. “I know what they’ve faced. I’ve researched, been advised, and even been a part of some horrible things. This is nothing like that. This isn’t some crazy supervillain plotting revenge. This is a national hero who, in a matter of days, has swayed the court of public opinion against the best people I know. I …” The words run out, and I stare through them, trying to focus, but finally feeling the weight of everything.

      Thankfully, Jasmin doesn’t heed my words and wraps her arms around me, squeezing me in a tight hug. “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispers. I don’t believe her, but I’m thankful for her words.

      My phone chirps. Pulling it out, I see an encoded call coming through with Majestic’s name scrolling across my screen.

      “Hey, I—”

      “Don’t talk,” she cuts me off. “I’m not sure if Watkins has placed trackers on you. Do you remember Galvanis Peak?”

      Her code work sends my brain into overdrive. “Yes.”

      “Where the flowers fall over the coals, face the rain. Pierce through the clouds and don’t stop. Do you understand?” While I’m trying to focus and remember all her words, I’m trying to decipher them too, squeezing my eyes shut, and remember the distress signal’s secret language. “Robbie! Do you understand?”

      “I understand, I understand,” I finally answer.

      She hangs up, and I look over at Pete and Jasmin, who both stare at me with confused expressions. Glancing through a window in the hallway, I see the rays of sun shining through, and begin muttering to myself what she told me.

      “Robbie?” Pete asks.

      Still muttering, I remember what the clouds meaning is, but I’m still trying to remember what the flowers are.

      “Robbie, are you—”

      “Shh,” I tell Jasmin, raising a finger, while my brain runs a mile a minute. “Flowers … flowers over the coals …” I whisper again. “Coal … they’ll burn, and then I have to face the rain, I know that’s in … where do the flowers fall?”

      I’m sure Pete and Jasmin are staring at me like I’ve lost my mind, but it’s on the tip of my tongue.

      “Copper Canyon!” I shout, causing both of them to jump. “Sorry, I have to go.”

      “Wait! Where are you going? What’s happening?” Jasmin asks, grabbing my hand.

      “I can’t explain, I’m sorry.” Leaning closer, I give her a quick kiss. “I have to go. I’ll contact you guys later.”

      I look down at Pete, who nods back. Glancing around, a few more students have emerged from their classes, but no one is looking at us, so I teleport away.
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      Galvanis Peak is code for an emergency speaking language the Alliance came up with years ago. It’s kind of a play on words, originating as galvanize speak. It’s hardly ever used, but everyone learns it in case of a situation like we’re in now.

      Alliance headquarters is dark, but I left a few items and extra uniforms in my room, so before I meet up to wherever Majestic wants to rendezvous, I quickly teleport to my bunker and grab everything I can. With no one in the building, it feels spooky. Looking down the hallway, I see and hear nothing.

      Getting back to my house, I quickly change and finally teleport to the first step of the meet-up riddle. Copper Canyon is just outside of King City. Vast canyons stand over beds of flowers, all of them different shades of oranges and yellows. Those colors, combined with the bronze and rust-colored rock walls over the canyon, make the flowers look like a bright orange flame during sunsets. But one spot has a small cliff that goes down into a cave under the canyon. The ground there is filled with onyx stones, and those are the coals she’s talking about.

      I teleport down to the coals, and there’s a creek that runs in the darkness. I’ve only ever heard about any of this, so I’m basing everything on memory. I follow the stream to where a small waterfall is supposed to be. I can hear the water splashing in the distance, and after about ten minutes, I find the waterfall. Directly above the pool sits a small opening in the cavern.

      From the words in the riddle, it might seem like you should somehow get to the opening above, but from what I remember learning, you’re supposed to keep looking up as you don’t stop walking forward.

      Trusting the mysterious sentence, I stare above as I begin to walk under the waterfall. The water splashes over my visor, and for a split second I see a sort of gold glimmer, but then it vanishes, and my chest crashes into the rock wall behind the water. Looking above, I don’t see anything except for the rocky underbelly of the waterfall.

      I walk back through the water to the other side and start again, and again I see the gold glimmer. I stop in just the right position, and I’m sucked into an artificial beamer, a blue shimmer glowing around me. When I pop up to wherever it’s taken me, I’m in a dark cave.

      “Hello?” I call out, unsure where I am.

      “This way,” a gruff voice I know to be Shadow’s whispers behind me, and I spin around. “We need to take care of this quickly.”

      “Shadow? What’s going on?”

      “There’s no time for questions right now. Follow me.”

      Doing as he says, I follow behind him, and we begin a descent down into a new layer of the cavern. It’s humid, so we must be close to the water, but I can’t hear the waterfall. After a few more minutes, he stops at a dead end and presses his gloved hand against the craggy wall. The entire partition begins to shake and then slides back, revealing yet another hidden pathway. He sidesteps inside, and I follow behind him, seeing Majestic, Melissa, Daniel, Jett, and most surprising of all, Doc.

      “Doc!” I rush over to him, embracing him in a hug. “What are you doing here? How’d you even get here? You’re supposed to be locked up in Chromium. There are even rumors you’re in Steelrock.”

      “Shadow broke me out.” He offers me a strained, tired smile. “There’s much to discuss right now, Robbie.” He looks over at Majestic, nodding.

      “Supron is locked under five levels of security on the Lunar Asylum,” Majestic says. “Fortunately for everyone, he still remains unconscious.”

      Her words send a confused shock through me. I thought this might be a battle rally, getting things in place, especially since we have Doc back in the fold. But everyone looks dejected. And as she continues, I understand why.

      “Mimic is held under twenty-four-hour lockdown in Chromium. The remaining heroes in public have been ordered to stand down, and not intercede in any Daedalus procedures. I’ve also been informed that up to two dozen more superheroes have submitted their names for the meta-removal program. Not only heroes in this country but from around the world.”

      “You can’t be serious.” I gape at her.

      She nods. “Robbie, as long as I’ve known you, you’ve loved having your powers. Even though they don’t say it, many in the Alliance have never felt the same way.”

      I hadn’t given that much thought, though now that she says it, I’m reminded of Daniel. Using his powers as Hydro, he was a fantastic sidekick and now hero, but he told me once he never wanted his powers.

      “Melissa and I will be returning to Kratoa.”

      “No.” The word floats out of me almost on instinct, in a hushed whisper. I glance over at Melissa, and I can see the sorrow on her face. “You guys … what? Wait, what are we even doing here, then? I thought … I mean, are we meeting together for a final good-bye? This can’t be it. It can’t be.”

      “I cannot be involved any longer in these affairs. I’ve been living on Earth as a goodwill ambassador and contribute to the Justice Alliance. Now that everyone knows about my involvement with Red Raven, I have to answer to our counsel for that. Since Melissa was trained by me, she’s being called into question, too.”

      “But … I mean, this can’t be the end.”

      I glance around, and everyone wears the same forlorn expression.

      “It’s been an honor,” Doc says, stepping closer to Majestic, offering his hand.

      Daniel hugs Melissa, so does Jett, and then she steps closer to me. “Mel … no.”

      “Don’t give up. You guys have—”

      “Melissa.” Majestic stops her from talking. Looking over at me, she shakes her head. “Our interrogation on Kratoa can involve truth serums. We can’t know what you will or won’t be doing. Whatever you choose, know that I still believe in what the Justice Alliance stands for.”

      I nod as Doc hands her a small remote control. Melissa offers one last sad wave, and then Majestic hits the button. The same glow that encompassed me earlier floats around them. The artificial teleport glows brighter, then they vanish.

      Turning around, I stare at everyone else. “You guys, this can’t be it, right?” I ask, my hands in the air as I shake my head in shock.

      “I’m with the kid,” Shadow grumbles. “I can get the drop on any of those punks, lock them in the Dark, and we can get down to work with Watkins.”

      “No,” Doc answers. “We’re going to stop him, but we have to be smart about this. If we just take out his Alphas, then what? They’ll be looked at as martyrs. He’ll produce new ones. He’ll still have the leverage.”

      “Then, what?” Jett asks.

      “How’s Westhaven been since everything started?” Doc asks her.

      “Smooth. Like everywhere else.”

      Doc scratches his beard. “There’s a reason the criminal activity has been lowered since the Alphas showed up, and it’s not just because of the power they possess. The power of the Alliance never stopped criminals from acting. Before Shadow got me out of Chromium, I was interrogated. They were asking particular questions. They wanted to know about brainwaves. I believe, whatever Watkins is doing, has something to do with that.”

      “That would explain why the parents have all gone along with the story of the kids volunteering,” I add.

      “I’m establishing a command post at Shadow’s cavern. We’ll meet there when necessary, but what we first must do is figure out how he has sway over the Alphas. I believe it has something to do with those small discs attached to them.”

      “How are we going to do that, though?” Jett asks. “It’s not like we can just walk up to them and ask.”

      Doc looks over at me. “Robbie, because of Supron’s actions, Watkins had no other choice but to offer you safe harbor but asked you to not interfere. We’ll need you to take patrols, but don’t interact. Only observe. Just watch whenever the Alphas are in action, and we’ll see if they have any routines, routes, or if there are any openings that we might be able to crack. We can’t flat out attack them, or else we’ll look like the bad guys.”

      Doc looks over at Daniel, who stands behind Jett. “Daniel, how is Supron’s wife?” With a blank stare, he doesn’t answer. “Daniel?”

      Jett turns around and nudges him with her elbow. “Hey.”

      “What?” He finally looks around.

      “You’re the only person who knows her,” Doc explains. “We had precautions set in place, in case his identity was revealed, but I’m sure this all must be unnerving. How is she?”

      “As good as can be expected.”

      Doc nods. “You’ll remain out of action. With your closeness to Supron, they will be keeping eyes on you. Stay close to home and just keep your eyes open.”

      I’m expecting Daniel to put up a fight, but he doesn’t. He just nods in defeat.

      “Grace, you’ll be undercover,” Doc talks to Jett now, using her real name. “Use your power only in extreme circumstances. You’re Robbie’s backup. If he calls, you respond, but other than that, keep your eyes and ears open and report back anything you see.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, her expression pinched, she nods.

      “Shadow will be patrolling neighboring cities, and once we get a handle on this, we’ll call him in, but who knows how long that’ll take. We have to be smart about this.”

      “This sounds all very black and white,” Shadow says. “But you’re basically saying to react to whatever the general does. Proactivity is much better than trying to play defense.”

      Doc runs a hand down his forehead and begins to massage his temples. “And what would you have us do, Shadow? Just attack Watkins and his group?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the public has already seen what Supron, Mimic, Majestic, and you did. The seed of doubt was planted. If we attack them, that only proves Watkins’ theory even more. And if we take them out, we’re the bad guys, and who knows how many other ways Watkins has in place to continue with his well-orchestrated scheme. He’s been planning this for years.”

      Shadow stares at Doc, unhappy, but nodding. I hate it, too; however, it’s the only thing we can do. Glancing around, I find that Jett agrees, and Daniel still looks torn.

      “Okay, I’ll be in contact with each of you separately in the next few days. For now, we all keep our eyes and ears open. Stay out of the spotlight as much as we can. Except for you, Robbie. Worm stays seen. He’s got the admiration from Watkins, so the public will still be on your side. Do not engage with the Alphas though, unless absolutely necessary.”

      With the meeting apparently over, Shadow motions to Jett, grabbing her arm, and escorts her out of the cave. Daniel still stands, seeming almost lost in thought. Bumping his elbow, he doesn’t even move. “Hey, you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he snaps.

      I nod, looking away. “Okay. Um … did you want me to teleport you somewhere?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      I glance back at him. “Are you sure. We’re pretty far from Freemont.”

      “Robbie, just leave me alone.”

      His harsh tone forces me to stay quiet. He’s lost his mentor, like me, but I’m sure he must be feeling worse. Supron is more than a teacher to him. He’s like his father. Supron’s wife is like his mom, so her feelings must be weighing on him, too. Not to mention, Pete breaking up with him. I can only nod and teleport away, leaving him behind.
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      In the last week, I’ve done what Doc told me to. I go to school, cram in as much homework as I can afterward, and then go out and make rounds around the city. I still get some waves, and people pulling out their phones, but for the most part, people see me and look away. Everyone’s concentration is on the Alphas, waiting for an appearance by the new flavors of the month.

      “All units be advised,” my headset calls into my ear, as I leisurely sit on the edge of a building. “Members of Jadelock spotted near the harbor. Alphas have been notified, but backup is suggested.”

      I teleport across the city and end up on the corner of a building. Scanning the area, I search for any members of the high-tech weapon gang down below, but don’t see anyone. While I wait, a member of the Alphas, Alice, flies down to the ground, looking around. I’ve seen her use her power a couple of times as I’ve been watching. She controls the air and can use it to propel herself through the air, cause windstorms all around, or use it as a force against enemies, blowing them back and forth.

      In the time I’ve been watching them, I’ve discovered Brad and Jared are the heavy hitters. They both have flight, super strength, and hyperspeed. Alice, Candice, Kevin, and Anthony seem to each be able to control an element. Kevin can move earth around; kind of like what Granite was able to do. Alice controls air, and Candice uses water like Hydro, only not as well. Anthony uses fire, and it gives me chills watching him fly around like the pyro villains who worked with Magma used to do.

      But then there’s Claire. She’s the seventh member of the Alphas, and I’ve only seen her out with the team one other time, other than their debuting press conference. She hasn’t done much. She stands in the background, almost watching her teammates work. They’ll look over at her, and she’ll nod as if she’s giving them approval. I don’t understand it.

      Two members of Jadelock jump out from one of the warehouse doors and begin shooting rifles that fire green laser beams at Alice, who jumps out of the way, before forming an enormous tornado.

      “Oh, come on!” I can hear her call out, with a slight pinch of humor to her voice. “You should give up now before Kevin gets here.”

      “Take her out!” a suspect yells out, and more green lasers are fired.

      Out from the sky, Kevin drops down and forms a vast dirt wall behind the tornado, blocking the shots. I edge closer from the rooftop, watching the interaction, knowing it’s about to end. Kevin throws his hands up, and a new mound of dirt starts to form. Before he can make the barrier, one of the Jadelock members runs to the side, letting off another shot.

      Alice screams as one of the lasers pierces through her tornado and into her shoulder, knocking her down to the ground.

      “Get them!” one of the gang members yells out.

      “You’re gonna pay for that!” Alice screams back. Both her and Kevin rush at the gangsters and a brawl breaks out.

      Kevin is able to pull up more dirt from the ground and forms two huge mounds over his fists. Running over at them, he jumps into the air and slams his rock-encased fists into the shooter. Alice creates another massive gust of wind, and whips it around, taking out one of the other criminals.

      “I give up!” the enemy screams, but Alice doesn’t stop. She levitates herself into the air, the wind whipping around her, forming another tornado. The criminal starts to float up, and when they are both about a hundred feet in the air, she continues to float but lets the gangster fall, his air pocket disappearing from underneath him.

      I watch in horror as the criminal begins to drop. Knowing a fall from that distance will either kill or cripple him, I teleport to the next building over, then time a jump just right to catch him, and teleport us both down to the ground.

      He takes cover on the ground, and I whip around, pointing at Alice. “What the hell is wrong with you? He could’ve died.”

      She leers back at me, with a small smirk. “He’s a criminal. Good riddance.”

      “You guys can’t just kill people. You’re fighting for the law.”

      “Shut up,” Alice says, whipping her hands in the air, sending a gush of air at me. It knocks me back about ten feet, but I regain my balance just in time to see her scowl. “You don’t get a say in this, sidekick. You and the Alliance had your chance. Now it’s time for the Alphas. We’ll take care of these scumbags like you and your stupid heroes never could.”

      I’m not supposed to interact with them, and I’m especially not supposed to confront them, but her words snap something inside. I teleport to her, grab her by the shoulders, and teleport us up to a roof.  “Shut up!”

      Her evil smile grows wider. “Tsk, tsk. Watkins said you’re supposed to stay on the sidelines if you’re not gonna be one of us.”

      “Watkins can go to hell! What the hell is wrong with you, Alice? This isn’t you! What’d he do to you guys?”

      “He didn’t do anything,” she screams. With a hard shove, she slams her hands against my chest, pushing me back. “I chose this! I wanted to be a part of Daedalus and the Alphas because of you!”

      “Me?”

      She sends a massive blast at me and knocks me back even farther.

      “Who let a fire-wielding madman tear up our school and parts of the city? Who was dating a psychotic princess? Watkins told us everything. You’re the reason the Alphas are needed. You and your traitorous superheroes.”

      “Enough!” Kevin jumps in from behind. “Worm, we know who you are and what you’ve done. Your time is over. Our time is now. Don’t get in our way.”

      “You can threaten me all you want, but I won’t let you kill people. You’re supposed to inspire—”

      “Shut up,” Alice groans. “You and your superhero code. Alphas aren’t superheroes. We’re a protection.” Leering at me, she walks closer and points a finger in my face. “Don’t get in our way again.”

      A shimmer from the sun bounces off of the small disc on her temple. “What’s the monitor on all of you?”

      My hand edges closer to her, and she slaps it away. “Don’t touch me!”

      Breaking through our argument, a shot rings out below. One of the criminals then sends a flurry of the green ammunition spraying through the air, causing onlookers to scatter, screaming. I teleport down to him, but before I can reach him, Alice sends a massive gust of wind out and slams him down to the ground.

      “Idiot!” she screams.

      Kevin runs over to him, picking up the C-list villain, and slams him hard against a parked car, enough that the windows shatter. The Jadelock member grabs himself in pain, letting out a scream. “You’re gonna pay for that,” Kevin seethes.

      Before he can act, I teleport over and grab Kevin’s shoulder, pulling him off of the gunman. “He’s had enough. I’m not going to let you hurt him.”

      “He’s a criminal!” Alice screams. “He deserves whatever he gets.”

      “Not like this!” I yell back. “The police will be here any minute. Let them take him away, and the law will finish it. You guys don’t get to be judge, jury, and executioners.”

      “We’re whatever we want to be,” Kevin spits out.

      Forming a new mound of rocks and dirt around his fist, he swings it wildly at me. I try to jump out of the way, but he nicks my chin, and I stumble to the ground. Throwing his free hand up, piles of dirt and clay shoot out and run over me, trapping me on my back. As he tries to slam his rock fist down on me, I teleport out and to my feet.

      Facing Kevin, Alice catches me off guard and slams into my back. I stumble forward but regain my balance when Kevin runs over toward me. Teleporting again, I get safely to the other side of the street as they both stare daggers at me.

      Alice whips her hand in the air, and a massive windstorm sends debris flying everywhere. Kevin calls up more dirt, and now I’m standing in the middle of a dust storm, struggling to see two feet in front of me. A car comes flying out of nowhere, and I teleport out of the way just in time, and it crashes into the building behind me. Searching through the dirty air, Kevin nails me in the stomach with his stone fist. My eyes open just in time to see Alice try to kick me, and I block the attack and roll out of the way. Kevin comes back with another punch, but this time I spin around and grab his dirt-encrusted arm, spinning him around and sending him directly into Alice.

      Both of them tumble to the ground, and the wind dissipates immediately as Alice screams in pain, grabbing her head. Cautiously, I step closer and find her face cover in dirt and rocks. Kevin’s fist must’ve connected to the side of her face. The small, metal disc sparks, and she claws at her temple, letting out an excruciating yell, attempting to grab the disc attached to her.

      “Alice,” I call out, about to try and help her, when Kevin slams into me, pushing me out of the way.

      “You idiot!” he screams. His hands rise, both now with rocks covering not only his fists but his arms, and they come crashing down directly aimed at my head. I roll out of the way, and then grab his leg, teleporting him to a rooftop three buildings over.

      I return to Alice, who looks like she’s in pain, but there’s something else wrong with her. She lets out another scream and someone slams into my back, knocking me down. Flipping over, Brad stands tall and brings his fist down furiously, aiming for my face. I teleport out of the way and back up to my feet.

      “What’d you do to her?” he screams.

      “Nothing! Kevin tried to attack me and accidentally hit her.”

      “Alice—”

      “Stop!” Alice shouts at him, jumping back, still holding her head in pain. Kevin gets to the roof and runs over to her, but she pushes both him and Brad back with a gust of wind that doesn’t look like she’s able to fully control, then falls down.

      Teleporting over to her, I drop to my knees. She comes alive, grabbing me by the shoulders. Blood drips from her temple while her eyes mist over with a terrified expression. “Help us,” she whispers.

      “What?” I lean closer. “Alice, can you hear me? What do you mean? Are you—”

      Pulling me closer, the tears leak from her eyes. “Help … We’re not—”

      “Move!” Brad grabs me by the shoulder and slings me across the rooftop. Kneeling down to her, he picks her up. “It’s gonna be okay. We’ll get you back to base and Watkins will—”

      “No!” she screams.

      “What’s happening to her?” Kevin yells at Brad.

      “Kevin!” she shouts, squirming out of Brad’s grasp. Hurrying to Kevin, she grabs him by the shoulders. “We were last. Do you remember? It was Claire and them.” She points to Brad.

      “We need to get her back to base,” Brad commands, reaching to take hold of her arm.

      She pulls away again. “Do you remember? Please, I don’t want to do this,” she calls out again.

      “Alice, let’s just get back to base. Watkins can help us. He’s protecting us,” Kevin pleads.

      “No! No, no, no,” she repeats over and over again, shaking her head. She scans the area and takes off running toward the edge of the roof.

      “Alice!” Kevin screams and runs after her.

      I teleport in front of her pathway to keep her from whatever she’s thinking about doing, but she summons a huge gust of wind and knocks me over the edge of the building. I have to teleport to a neighboring building to keep from falling. As I land on my feet, I see her jump off the ledge of the building. Brad hyperspeeds and leaps off after her, flying down to her and grabbing her by the ankle. Floating the rest of the way down, they arrive safely on the street level.

      Kevin and I both jump to the ground, but before I can try to further check on her, Kevin grabs my shoulder and spins me around. He slams a clay fist in my face, cracking my visor. “What’d you do to her?” he screams.

      “I didn’t do anything. You did! What’s Watkins doing to you guys? He’s controlling you, isn’t he? What are these things on you?”

      I point my finger to his temple, but he slaps my hand away, getting in my face. “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I’ve seen this before. Magma had a connection to the fire guys helping him. Watkins is controlling you! How is—”

      “Shut up!” he screams at me. “He’s helping us!” When he takes another swing at me, I dodge underneath it and skitter around to his side. “We’re doing this for the greater good.”

      Turning around, he sends a back elbow at me, and I duck under it again. Spinning, I throw a kick that goes high and nails him on the side of his head. He crumples to the ground. He seems to be unconscious for a split second and then begins screaming in pain the same way Alice did.

      I approach slowly, inching closer to him, unsure what’s happening. He screams again, hitting himself in the head. Suddenly, he slumps to his knees, pressing his palms to the sidewalk. Letting out a low growl, he seems to calm for a moment, then peers up at me. “Robbie?”

      I drop to a knee, getting closer. “Kevin, what’s happening to you guys?”

      “Robbie … we’re not—”

      “Stop talking.” Jared jumps down to us, flying in from out of nowhere.

      “Jared, what the hell is going on?” I rush over to him, and Jared spins on his heels, sending a painful strike into my gut, doubling me over.

      “Stay out of this.”

      “Jared, stop.” Kevin raises up his hand to him, and Jared grabs it, getting him up to his feet.

      “Watkins wants you to come in. You need to be reevaluated. Your levels are draining.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Kevin gets up, still holding his head in pain, backing away.

      “Don’t make this difficult, Kev.”

      “I don’t want this!” Kevin screams back at him. “None of us do. You can’t tell me—”

      “You don’t speak for me,” Jared shouts back at him. “Watkins gave me an order. I’m following it. You’re coming with me, whether you like it or not.”

      Raising his hands, Kevin uproots a whole section of the ground, full of dirt, asphalt, and cement, flinging mounds of it at Jared. He has to jump to the side to dodge the attack, and as he does, Kevin runs over to me. Jared’s recovered, though, and before Kevin reaches me, Jared hyperspeeds over and stops in his pathway. Reaching his arm out, Jared’s hand wraps around Kevin’s throat, and he waits there as Kevin struggles to get free.

      “Let him go!” I scream, but Jared ignores my command. Instead, he looks around, raising a finger to his ear.

      “Understood,” Jared replies to whatever he’s being told.

      Scanning the skyline, he looks around for a moment and then stops. My gaze follows the direction he’s looking, and hovering above a rooftop I see three drones hanging in the sky. Nerves run through me, unsure if they’re going to attack somehow, or they’re there for some other nefarious reason.

      Jared looks at Kevin, still keeping a vise grip around his neck. Pulling him closer, he whispers, “Sorry, Kev. Orders are orders.”

      “What—”

      My world comes to a halt. The energy drains from my body. Jared keeps his grip locked around Kevin’s neck, and with a single quick move, I hear a snap. Kevin’s body goes limp.

      “No!” I move to try and break free Jared’s grasp on Kevin, but he drops him and starts hovering in the sky. I get to Kevin just in time to catch his body before it falls to the ground. “Why … why did you do that?” I glance up at Jared.

      He doesn’t look happy about what he did, but he’s not conflicted over his actions either. He stares down at me with indifference. “I didn’t do anything,” Jared replies. He glances back up into the sky, and I see what he’s looking at. The drones. “You did.”
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      TCZ offices just received surveillance video of the sidekick Worm involved in an altercation with the Alphas. Details are still coming in, but from the footage, it is clearly seen Worm exchanging blows with multiple members of the protection agency. Rumors are swirling right now that a member may have even suffered life-threatening injuries.

      The story is ongoing and developing.
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      “Doc, you have to believe me. There was nothing I could do.”

      “I believe you, Robbie.”

      I didn’t know what to do. The drones were flying overhead, I was still on my knees holding Kevin, and I freaked out. I teleported to the first place I could think of that couldn’t be found: Shadow’s base he calls the Cavern. It’s been Doc’s base of operations since escaping.

      “But what we have to do now is figure out how to make sure everyone knows you didn’t kill him,” Doc adds. “The last thing we need is for Watkins to release footage of those drones, implicating you in this.”

      “You can throw that idea out the window,” Shadow grumbles, causing me to look over at him.

      He’s standing in front of two large monitors at his main desk, and I see Watkins approach a podium with a multitude of cameras and microphones pointing at him. Shadow clicks a button, and the audio turns on from the monitor.

      “Thank you all for coming. Reports are already hitting news sites, so I thought it was critical to address the public as soon as possible. The sidekick the city knows at Worm, who gained his tutelage under the misguiding hand of a superhero now incarcerated, Mason Morris, has been charged with public destruction, interfering with Alpha process, and endangering the public. We’ve unfortunately suffered two casualties to our team, and are looking into further charges.”

      I gasp, still staring at the screen. “Oh my God. Alice too? What is he doing?”

      “Some of you have seen parts of this footage that was leaked to the press. What we know for certain is that Worm engaged in combat with multiple members of the Alphas. We are still deposing our team to find out if Worm was working alone or being supported by members of the Justice Alliance who have remained in the shadows.”

      I glance over at Doc and Shadow. Both of them stare at the monitor, taking in the information.

      Watkins continues. “Due to his past service, I am extending Worm a one-time offer to hang up his alter ego and return to normal civilian life. This is a difficult decision that many may not agree with, but I’ve met this young man. I know he was trained and most likely indoctrinated with certain motives that people like Mimic or Supron would deem appropriate. SHC authorities are working with Daedalus as we speak, to find out just how much Worm was involved in the death of our two members. One thing has been proven in this attack: superheroes and sidekicks cannot continue to run amuck. I will make sure Daedalus is the foundation that brings lasting peace and justice to King City.”

      Grabbing a chair, I quickly throw it at the monitor, shattering it, and let out a guttural scream.

      “Easy,” Doc calls out, hurrying over to my side. “This is why we agreed—”

      “I know, but I couldn’t just let them kill those guys, even if they are criminals. And now … what are we going to do?”

      Doc walks over to the still functioning monitor and pulls up a document. “Based on everything you told me and what I’ve been trying to piece together, it has to be mind manipulation. Perhaps the monitors that are attached to your classmates are some kind of beacon. Or possibly a homing device that he’s able to keep track of them and feed them info. What we really need is one of those devices to truly examine it and see if it can reveal anything further. Or someone who might have some kind of inside knowledge.”

      And idea hits me. “What about Mimic?”

      “What about him?”

      “He and Supron were trying to get to the bottom of Watkins’ plan when this all blew up. If we can get in and talk to him—”

      “Robbie, he’s locked up in Chromium. They aren’t letting anyone in or out. There’s no way to get to him.”

      “Not exactly.” Biting my lip, I glance over at Shadow. “Could you sneak in and find out where he’s being held?”

      “I’ve already tried,” Shadow counters. “Wherever he is, Watkins must’ve thought about me and my powers. There’s an area that I can’t access. The only reason for that would be there aren’t any shadows in that room.”

      “So you know the area?” He nods. “Take me as close as you can. I can teleport to the inside of the room.”

      “Without seeing it?”

      “I’ve done it before. I don’t like to because there could be anything in my way, but I’ll risk it if I can get any kind of information from him.”

      “I don’t know,” Doc says, thoughtfully rubbing his beard. “This is highly precarious. If somehow you get blocked off, who knows what Watkins could do with your DNA.”

      “At the first sign of trouble, I’ll teleport out,” I counter. “I can’t let him control my friends like that. When they broke through …” A lump forms in my throat, remembering the fear in Alice’s voice. “On some level, they know what’s happening to them, and they can’t do anything to fight it. I have to help them.”

      He ponders my words, glancing over at Shadow, who stares back at him. What else can we do? If I can get any information from Mimic, this might be the only way we can figure out how Watkins is controlling them. Plus, there’s also one other stop I want to make in Chromium, but I’m keeping that to myself. If Doc found out, he might veto this entire plan.

      “Okay, but at the first sign of trouble, you get out of there. Do you hear me?” Doc asks.

      “Got it.”

      “And you can’t go in uniform. Get home and put some regular clothes on. From here on out, Worm is off the table.”

      I nod. “Be right back.”
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      “Robbie, what are you doing?”

      The brightness in the room is blinding. It seems the entire floor is one enormous light panel, with the roof the same exact thing. No wonder Shadow couldn’t find a dark spot in here. Watkins and his team are taking every precaution imaginable.

      I tap my ear, and my helmet forms over my head. With Pete’s new tech installed, I whisper my order, “UV block.” The visor instantly turns dark, giving me clear vision. With my eyesight now available, I finally see how Mason is locked up.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Mimic says, and the words sound like it takes everything in him to utter.

      His legs are spread apart, chained to a board behind him that stands erect in the shape of an X. His arms are raised, fastened above. He’s still in his Mimic uniform, but his belt that would hold his bio-cards is nowhere to be seen. His face is worn, his hair disheveled, and there are bags under his eyes.

      “This is barbaric, Mason. We need to get you out of here.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I need to stay. So does Supron in the Asylum.”

      “You know he’s there?”

      He nods. “Watkins told me. We have to stay put, Robbie. I know how Watkins has framed everything, but if we break out, we’ll truly be criminals.”

      “Watkins has already turned everyone on us. Breaking you out—”

      “Breaking us out would only further prove his case. You shouldn’t even be here.” He lets out a strained breath, his eyes meeting mine for only a moment.

      “There’s something wrong with the Alphas. We think they’re being controlled somehow by Watkins. The same way McCall was controlling his fiery allies when he was Magma. Some kind of mind control.”

      Mason shakes his head, staring down at the ground. “Watkins has thought of everything. All the years we all put into defending justice, he’s torn down in a matter of days. I don’t … There’s no way—”

      “No. What are you saying?” I step closer to him. “Mason, Doc escaped. He’s helping us. Please, you’ve always been my beam of truth. Don’t give up now. We can take Watkins down for this. We can prove this was all just a ploy to—”

      “To what end, Robbie?” His tired eyes rise up to meet mine. “He’s giving the people exactly what they want. Whether it’s a façade or not, it’s peace.”

      “It’s murder,” I counter. “He’s brought all of this about through kidnapping my friends. Killing them. Killing anyone who got in his way.  Now he’s brainwashing his team into doing the same thing to criminals out there. You know that’s not right. You taught me that. Killing criminals just to bring about justice, that’s not justice at all. That’s revenge and malice. You can’t inspire people through fear, and whether people know it or not right now, that’s what he’s doing. What do you think he’s going to do once he clears all the criminals out of the way? He’s already got more heroes to come in and volunteer to get rid of the meta-gene. With no one standing in his way, he’ll have free rein to control everything.”

      Taking a deep breath, Mason hangs his head low once again.

      “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, Mason. I promise. Please, let me take you out of here.”

      Another sigh. “No. We can’t give Watkins more ammunition by escaping. But … you’re right. You’ve grown into the hero I’ve always wanted you to be. I trust you.” Finally, his head rises. His eyes meet mine, and though still tired, a new look of determination washes over them. “What’d you come here for?”

      “Before Supron told me to turn him over, he said you guys were investigating a location. But I couldn’t get any other information from him. What did you guys find? Where was that place?”

      “North. Off the coast near the base of the Cascade Mountain ridge. Closed down when we got there, but we were hoping to find something. It’d already been cleared out, and before we left, we must’ve triggered some kind of trap. That’s when whatever happened to Supron took hold. Some kind of sonic mental wave. But the base itself was cleaned out long ago.”

      I rub my chin, contemplating. It might be a place Doc could scan for more information, so we’ll have to look into it. “Okay. I’ll let Shadow and Doc know. I have to go. I’ve only got a small window.”

      “I know.” His eyes still locked on mine, a strained smile crosses his lip. “I’m proud of you, Robbie. Get to the bottom of this. Take Watkins down once and for all.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Teleporting back to my hiding spot on the roof of Chromium, I tap my earpiece. “Pete, you there?”

      “Yeah, where’d you go? I got nothing but static.”

      “It’s the room Mimic is locked in. But I got some info from him. Do you have the other cell I asked you for?”

      He lets out a sigh. I know there’s hesitation already floating around in his mind. Before I got here, I messaged Pete to hack into the Chromium database. He didn’t want to at first, but it’s the idea I had. Two birds with one stone. I wasn’t sure what Mimic would be able to give us, but there’s someone else in Chromium who might have some info.

      “Are you sure about this, Robbie?”

      “Pete, this might be the only chance. He might have other information that Mimic and Supron wouldn’t have.”

      After another sigh, he agrees. “Okay. Sending it your way now.”

      “Great.” I watch as an architectural scan scrolls over my visor.

      “He was transferred to that cell last year,” Pete says. “He’ll be there now.”

      “On it.”

      Taking another chance, I try to envision the room based on architectural scans. When the wormhole opens, I step through and find myself in a dimly lit cell. Glancing over my shoulder, I discover that his cell isn’t like the high-security ones. It is similar to one found in regular prisons. I’m surprised to see him lying in his bed, reading a book.

      Peeking over the pages of his book, his eyes run over me, completely at ease. I tap my ear, retracting my helmet under my hoodie. He rolls his eyes and scoffs. “Look at you, all filled out. You’re taller than I remember,” Craig says.

      “I was a freshman,” I reply and hear a chuckle from him. “You look smaller.”

      He shakes his head, but his eyes stay on the inside of his book. “I guess that’s what happens when you stop juicing.”

      “You say it so nonchalantly. You still see nothing wrong with what you were doing? Working as Red Claw for that maniac, Vacuus.”

      “Screw you,” he spits out, but still stays on his bed. “What the hell did you come here for?”

      “I need to ask you something.”

      “Well, that’s too bad because I don’t got crap to say to you. Get the hell out of here before I call the guards. You obviously didn’t get a visitor’s pass if you’re just hopping into my cell.”

      “I can’t exactly prance around like I used to.”

      “Oh, I know.” He chuckles. “You and your little superhero squad finally got what was coming to you.”

      His words finally cut through the edge. “Damn it, man! Why in the hell do you hate us? Vacuus was psychotic, but I get why he hated Mimic. You? Your stepdad was a minion, and you looked up to him. Then you wanted to be Vacuus’ right-hand man. Why? What’s the point of fighting against the law?”

      Sitting up, he spins around and gets off of his bed. “Fighting against the law? You see, that’s the black and white world you and the people you looked up to for so long think it is, but it’s not. The world’s gray, Robbie. It’s not cut and paste like you like to pretend it is. Don’t you get that now? With your precious heroes locked up, don’t you see? The world is shades of gray. So tell me why I should worry about what some supervillain or superhero tells me? Why not just make up the rules as I go along?”

      “Because people can get hurt, that’s why.” Taking a deep breath, I cross my arms and gaze at the floor. I sigh and shake my head in frustration. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “Then, why did you?”

      “I thought maybe, just maybe, there might be some shred of a decent human being to you, other than what I remember.”

      “Well, now you know. You can leave.”

      I turn and face the bars as he sits back down on his bed. I wasn’t lying about his size. But it seems like it’s more than just not receiving whatever treatment he got to give him the animal instincts and strength I remember. He’s thinner. Almost frail. His eyes are sunk in, and his shoulders slump. He looks like he hasn’t shaven in a couple of days, which just gives him a more disheveled appearance.

      I remember one piece of knowledge that I know to be true. I’m not sure what good it’ll do me, but I say it anyway. “You can pretend you’re an anarchist all you want. And maybe you are. Maybe you really don’t care about what happens to innocent people, as long as you get to live by your own rules. But I know you care about someone.”

      “Wrong again.”

      “Am I? Then, how do I know you have an overseas account Vacuus set you up with? And when your stepdad died a year after you were sentenced, all that money started getting transferred into an account under your mom’s name. But she hasn’t even touched it.”

      “Shut up!”

      “You care, no matter how much you want to pretend you don’t. Maybe not a lot, but there is someone out there you care about.”

      He jumps back to his feet and gets in my face. “I said to shut your mouth.”

      “Or what? You can’t do anything anymore. Watkins took all of your power, didn’t he? And now he’s got new toys to play with. Don’t you get it? That’s what he does. He uses whatever and whoever to get what he wants. You really want someone out there like that with all the power he has? What if he ever decided to go after people you care about?”

      “To what point and purpose? My mom couldn’t do anything for him. She’s clean.”

      “Is she? Doesn’t she have firsthand knowledge about you and your stepdad, and even Vacuus? She knows things. What happens when Watkins gets what he wants and has to clean up loose ends? You think he won’t turn to the frayed edges? He will, Craig. You know he will.”

      “What then? What can I even do about it in here?”

      “Nothing. But I can. I’ll protect her for you. But I need information.”

      “You’re blackmailing me into protecting my mom? What kind of superhero does that?”

      “I’m not a superhero. And I’m not even a sidekick anymore. I’m just trying to stop Watkins. You know he doesn’t care about anyone or anything except having power. Please … help me?”

      Sitting back down on his bed, he glances up at me before staring back down at the concrete floor. He waits there as the seconds tick by. I don’t know if he’s trying to figure out his next words to tell me off or he’s actually considering it. I think it’s the former, when he finally whispers out, “What do you want to know?”

      His words are almost painful. His shoulders seem to slump even farther. Clasping his hands together, he continues to stare aimlessly at the floor beneath his feet. He’s broken.

      “Information. There’s a place off the coast that we’re going to check out, but Watkins must have something local. How many before you was he working on? How’d you get the treatments for the powers he gave you?”

      Letting out a deep sigh, he nods. “I was the first semi-successful one. I say semi because I had to go for checkups three times a week, and if I didn’t receive the injections every ten days, the powers would fade. But the ones he tested with me couldn’t handle it. I guess I was lucky.” He lets out a disgusted scoff. “You know he came and visited me when the Alliance first put me away?”

      I didn’t know that, and it gives me pause for concern. Maybe he could still be monitoring Craig, or Craig might still be somehow under his thumb. But his next words prove how far he’s fallen.

      “I was so happy. I thought he’d get me out. After everything I did, all the information he got from me, I thought … I mean, I was a valuable asset, right?” Another scoff, this one even more sickening than the first. “He thanked me for my service. Said Daedalus was going to be stronger because of me, but my skills and value had expired. He said if I ever spoke to anyone about him and his work, he’d deny it. But to really put me in my place, he said he’d already made plans for my stepdad. You know how that went. Then he said …” Releasing a long, painful sigh, he shakes his head. “He said if my lips ever whispered anything about Daedalus, my mom was as good as dead.”

      He finally lifts his head, his gaze going from the concrete floor beneath his feet back up at me. The sunken eyes are covered in more misery, and tears fall over his cheeks. “I know what I did. I know who I am. But she’s all I ever had. She’s the reason I believed in Vacuus so much. I didn’t know what he was feeling, but I could imagine. Imagine if something like what happened to his sister happened to my mom. Please, you can’t let anything happen to her.”

      I nod. “I won’t.”

      “Romita Lighthouse. There’s a secret bunker there. It’s within the city limits, and that’s where I’d go so no one would suspect anything. I don’t know what you’ll find. He may have already cleaned it out, but that’s where my testing took place, and I’d received all of my treatments.”

      Taking a step closer, I see a few more tears leak out from him, dropping down to the cold, concrete floor, but he doesn’t move. Unsure what he may or may not approve of, I take a chance and reach out, giving his shoulder a squeeze.

      “Thank you, Craig. And I promise nothing will happen to your mom.”

      He doesn’t look up, but he nods. And I teleport away.
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      TCZ just received word that as many as fifteen heroes from across the country have come forward to volunteer for the procedure.

      While the Justice Alliance remains dormant, the former superheroes Mr. Mimic and Supron remain incarcerated. The Alphas continue to support the public even in the absence of their two fallen team members. Also, Daedalus continues to offer support for any and all who want to rid themselves of the meta-gene.

      With the Alphas’ dominance over criminal activity, it seems that current heroes think now is the time to come forward and possibly relieve themselves of not only the power but the responsibility they’ve taken on.

      “It’s an absolute pleasure to be able to assist these supers, if they so choose, to have their meta-gene removed,” General Watkins said when asked what he thought of more heroes coming forward. “As I’ve always said, the world needs safety. While I’ve never thought the Justice Alliance should be the end all be all, I’m happy that these heroes are comfortable coming forward for what I know will be a definite enhancement to their quality of life.”

      When asked about any information on new Alpha teams in other cities, Watkins told reporters that they are still taking resumes, and refining the meta-gene infusion process. All inquiries should be placed through Daedalus and their qualified officials.
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      By the time I got back to Shadow’s bunker with the information, it was already nearing midnight. Before heading home, I get the address of where Craig’s mom now lives, and set up scanners, trackers, and a few micro-video monitoring devices to make sure she’s watched. I don’t care if I don’t find anything at Romita Lighthouse, or if this even becomes a wild goose chase, I made a promise, and I’m going to make sure nothing happens to her.

      Doc was upset when I told him about my extra stop, but now it’s additional information we can use to hopefully end all of this. Jett’s going to recon the lighthouse. However, it might take a day or two, as she is heading to the location that Mimic told us about. In the meantime, because among all of this craziness I’m still a high school student trying to graduate, I’m relegated to attending my classes.

      “Oh my God, look at this!” a classmate exclaims behind us, as Pete, Jasmin, and I sit at our lunch table. “Hydro’s submitting himself for the meta-gene removal!”

      All three of us do a quick double take and instantly all grab for our phones, pulling up the latest news feed.

      “It’s with great empathy that we welcome Hydro to the meta-gene removal program,” Watkins announces to a crowd of reporters.

      “Pete? Did you know about this?” I snap at him, trying to keep my voice quiet.

      “No. I haven’t spoken to him since the breakup.”

      “He can’t do this. We still don’t even know why Watkins is doing this. It can’t be for the greater good. Watkins wouldn’t even know what that looks like.”

      “Thank you,” Hydro says, stepping forward to the podium. “I know other superheroes in the past have come out and revealed their identities, but I’ve asked General Watkins that my secret identity remain just that. I never wanted these powers, but I got them. So, I did what a lot of heroes do, and used them for the greater good. But with this program, maybe I can finally be normal.”

      “What the,” I hiss out. “He can’t do this.”

      “It’s his life, Robbie,” Pete retorts.

      “Pete, seriously? If he doesn’t want to use his powers anymore, that’s fine, but we don’t know what Watkins is up to. How can he do this? I have to go.”

      Jumping from the table, I sprint out of the cafeteria and find the most secluded place I can, teleporting back to my house. I know I’m not supposed to do this, but I can’t let Daniel do what he’s about to do without figuring out why. Switching into my Worm uniform, I teleport to the press conference, which is taking place outside of one of General Watkins’ buildings. Staring down from the roof of the building across the street, I watch as Daniel is still powered up as Hydro and shakes Watkins’ hand.

      Unable to stop myself, I teleport down in front of them, unleashing gasps from the crowd of onlookers. “Hydro, what are you doing?”

      “What needs to be done.”

      “Don’t do this. You can—”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Watkins calls out, waving his hands around, “though we’ve set complete outlines and guides for heroes and sidekicks to follow, as you can see, Worm refuses to follow said guides. And now, he doesn’t even want what’s best for his friend. What his friend’s choosing to participate in.”

      “Shut up!” I snap and point a finger at him. More gasps and I hear the flickering of cameras in the background. “These are all lies!” I scream at the audience. “This man is a menace that’s broken countless laws and committed atrocities, acting as if he’s helping King City when all he wants is power. You’re all being lied to.”

      “Really?” Watkins replies with a nauseatingly fake laugh. “And what was your mentor, Mason Morris, doing with his accomplice, Chris Covington? They were breaking and entering. A charge I could’ve laid upon you in the past if I remember correctly.”

      His words cut through the crowd, and they fall silent. Delivering an evil smirk to me, he turns to his masses. “Yes, Worm has worked with the betrayers of the people’s trust for years, and he too has transgressions. But he was a minor. I was hoping his leaders and teachers would steer him right, but now I see how truly far he has fallen from the side of justice.”

      “Liar!” I scream at him, unable to stop my temper from mounting. “Mimic and Supron knew you were dirty. We all know. And you’re tricking everyone!”

      “That’s enough of this belligerent nonsense.” He waves his hands and out of the sky drop Jared, Brad, Anthony, and Candice. “The Alphas are here not only as a protection for King City but protection against slighted individuals such as yourself.”

      As the crowd looks on and the Alphas step closer, Hydro grabs my arm. “You should’ve checked in with Doc.”

      His words give me pause, and my eyes snap to his. “What?”

      “I’m doing this to try and get inside info,” he whispers.

      “Watkins would suspect that.”

      “Of course, but so what? Any info we can get, the better.”

      “But, Hydro … if you can’t get out … you’ll lose your power.”

      He pauses and looks away. “I know. I’ve told you my story, Robbie. You know I never wanted this power.”

      “If this is because of the breakup—”

      “It’s not,” he snaps. “I’m … I’m still dealing with it, but it’s not. I want to do this. If I lose my power, then I lose my power, but I have to do this. We need more info.”

      “Enough whispers!” Jared screams at us. “Worm, you’re under arrest.”

      “For what?” I scream back.

      “Public destruction, interfering with Alpha process, endangering the public, and …” He smirks. “Being a jackass.”

      He turns, nodding to his other partners, and they all pounce at me. I jump away just in time, teleporting behind the crowd of reporters and onlookers.

      “Up here!” someone yells behind me. Looking up, I see Jett and teleport up to her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Jumping before looking, per usual.”

      She lets out a scoffing chuckle. “Mimic always said you were impulsive. Well, did Hydro tell you?”

      “Yeah. I should’ve checked in with Doc, but what now?”

      “Now, we get away from these D-bags … hopefully without a fight. I’ve been trying to stay neutral and follow the guides Watkins set, unlike some of us.” Smirking, she rolls her eyes.

      “Did you find anything at the location Mimic gave us?”

      She shakes her head. “Not much. A run-down lab, some empty vials, and a lonely hard drive that’s about as useful as a damaged paperweight.”

      “Then, it’s time we check the Romita Lighthouse.”

      “Right now?”

      “There could be nothing there, but it’s one of the last options we have. Watkins has pretty much turned everyone on us. We need to get to him somehow. Hopefully, the lighthouse has something, and if not, Hydro is our last hope.”

      “Jett, stand back,” Jared calls out, and the rest of them land on the roof. “Worm, if you resist, this is only gonna make this worse.”

      “Screw you. You guys are all being played by Watkins. I’ve seen firsthand how his tricks work. Don’t do this. This isn’t you.”

      “Again with that?” Brad calls out. “We signed up for this, idiot. How can you say this isn’t what we want?”

      “Really?” I scream back. “Did you really sign up for it? None of you remember the explosion last year? When Princess Razana kidnapped all of us?”

      “I remember,” Anthony growls, stepping in front of the rest. “I remember being kidnapped. But you want to know what I remember most?” He takes another step closer. “My girlfriend was taken with me. And while those freaking people were experimenting on us, they killed her. Do you know who saved me? Watkins. And Teresa would still be alive if you and that damn girl weren’t hooking up, Robbie.”

      Jett leans closer, whispering, “They know who you are?”

      “Their minds are scrambled. Watkins knows my identity, and he’s using it against me. Influencing them.”

      “I’m not being influenced by anything!” Anthony screams at me. “Nothing except the thought of finally taking you down for what you caused.”

      “I didn’t do this!” I yell back. “Leena and I were never anything! She was obsessed with me. She was sick and did all of this and Watkins is twisting your memories. All of you!”

      “Shut up!” Jared screams and finally hyperspeeds over to us, slamming his fist into my face, knocking me down to the ground. “You’re under arrest.” He points at Jett. “If you interfere, you’re under arrest, too.”

      “Well, if I’m going down, I’m going down swinging,” Jett yells out.
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      As soon as Jett’s fist collides with Jared’s face, all hell breaks loose on the rooftop.

      Brad and Candice jump over to us, and I teleport to Jett, moving us both to the side of the building. Before I can make another jump, Anthony unleashes a round of fire and breaks us apart, so we both have to dodge out of the way.

      Right when I get to my feet, Brad flies over and slams his hands into my midsection, knocking the air out of me. Dropping to my knees, I attempt to move, but Jared hyperspeeds over, slamming a forearm across my face. Before I can recover, Candice runs over and throws a mountain of water over me while I’m on my back, the flooding downpour covering my face, taking away any and all oxygen.

      I feel a hand wrap around my ankle, and I’m yanked up and thrown high into the air. Gathering enough wherewithal, I finally teleport and land back on my feet. As I do, I’m met with another rush of water. This time I’m able to dodge out of the way and roll to the side. The water splashes all over Jared, who yells out in frustration.

      “Stupid,” Jared snaps, and slams Candice out of the way.

      She scowls at him, getting back to her feet. “Don’t do that!”

      “Get a handle on your power for once, and I wouldn’t have to!” Jared screams back.

      “Excuse me! It’s not like Watkins gave me super strength to compensate for the anger you have over being rejected.”

      “Shut up!” Jared shouts back.

      I take the bickering as an advantage and run at them, clotheslining them both in the back and knocking them down to the ground. Jumping over to the next rooftop, Jett evades a fire attack from Anthony and lands next to me.

      “What’s the plan?” she asks.

      “You’re the superhero,” I joke. “We could keep fighting, or we can get to that lighthouse and try to end this.”

      “They’re gonna chase us.”

      “We need a diversion.” I scan the area, watching as Brad and Anthony break up the arguing between Candice and Jared. “If we run at them, they probably won’t be expecting that. You go around to the left, and I’ll jump out from the right. Get them down to ground level. Then, once we’re there, I’ll teleport us out of here and over to the lighthouse.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      I nod, and she turns, taking off, propelling herself through the sky. I teleport three rooftops over, and as I look back at the Alphas, it seems they are starting to gather themselves. Before they get the chance to solely focus on us, I teleport in between all of them and trip Brad, kicking him off of his feet. Anthony attempts to throw a round of fire at me, but it’s immediately met by Jett from behind, who tackles him. Jared flies into the air and comes down fast, trying to stomp his two feet at me, but I roll out of the way, and he crashes into the rooftop. Candice gathers as much water as she can, whirling it around herself.

      I glance at my side and Jett nods. Both of us lunge at Candice, who seems like the one that’s the most unsure of her skill. Jett locks Candice’s arms behind her, and I run at both of them, teleporting all three of us down to the street level.

      I know we have to get out of here, but as Candice stands up, she readies her fists, her eyes jumping back and forth between both Jett and me. She looks unsure, but even more than that, she seems confused. It reminds me of the others, and my eye is drawn to the small disc on her temple.

      “Candice, please! You don’t have to do this.”

      Jett starts to make a move, but I throw out my hand, stopping her.

      “I …” Candice starts looking around. “We … this is what we do.”

      “Is it?” I ask. “Why? Watkins is using you. All of you.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Candice!” Brad calls down and is quickly followed by the others. “Remember what Watkins told us? What he did?”

      I cock my head to the side, unsure what has been said. Candice seems to rack her mind, searching for whatever she’s been told. “But … It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Nothing that bastard did makes sense,” Jared shouts. “Worm is the bad guy here. Bad guys don’t make sense.”

      “Shut up!” I yell back at him, and he moves toward me, only to be stopped by Brad.

      We’re all in a stand-off, and I’m suddenly aware the traffic’s slowed to a stop behind us in the street. Some of the civilians have run and hid, but a few others are watching the encounter—pulling out their phones, taking videos and pictures.

      “He’s responsible for all of this,” Brad says, standing next to her. “Remember? He left us to die. He rejected and broke Claire’s heart.”

      His words bring me to a standstill, unsure what he means. “What?”

      Ignoring me, he curls his lips and then turns back to Candice. “He and the princess knew you were going to be top of the class and he couldn’t stand it. That’s why they had all of the colleges you applied to deny you. He was jealous.”

      “What are you talking about?” I scream at him. Switching to Candice, I can see the worry begin to melt away, replaced with rage. Is this what Watkins did? Tell them I’m to blame for not only everything that happened last year, but I ruined their entire lives? “Candice, I have no idea what he’s talking about. You know me! You know I’d never do anything like that. Please, you have to believe me.”

      The confusion paints over her face again. I think I finally have a chance of breaking through to her.

      “Now, Anthony!” Brad screams, and Anthony lets out an explosion, knocking everyone to the ground.

      Getting up, I see Jared begin screaming at Candice again. I rush over and tackle them, teleporting all of us into a small clothing store we were standing outside of. Through the window I see Jett begin to dodge more fire attacks from Anthony and turn back around into a brutal punch from Jared.

      Dropping down, I roll away and stumble, trying to get to my feet while Candice looks around. “Candice, please,” I call out. “It’s all lies. I know you know that. Watkins doesn’t have a hold on you like he does with them.”

      “Shut up!” Jared yells again, rushing at me.

      But this time, he’s pushed out of the way by a massive gush of water. Candice stands straighter, holding her hands out as the water subsides. “No, he’s right … I feel …”

      Slowly, I creep closer to her, still unsure what might happen next.

      “Something’s wrong … I have these memories … You turned against me …”

      I shake my head, edging closer. “No. I didn’t do that, Candice.”

      She raises her hand for me to stop. “And then, I remember you in school. You were always nice. I … I don’t know what’s real …”

      “And you’re gonna die that way.” Jared seethes and runs at her. I lunge forward to pull her out of the way, and as I do, he crashes into us. Taking her wrist, I teleport both of us up to our feet, and as we land, Jared spins around, nailing a devastating kick to the back of Candice. I hear the crack and drop to the ground, trying to catch her.

      “What did you do?” I yell at him, holding her as he steps closer.

      “I didn’t do anything.” His words are calm, and as I glance back up, he leers down at me with an evil smirk. Then he presses his finger to his ear. “She’s down. You’re up.”

      “What are you doing?” I scream again.

      A sudden crash shakes the room we’re in. Glass and concrete are flying everywhere. I spin around and see Jett in the background, a few onlookers standing next to her. They are all shocked at what’s happening. Brad’s on top of Anthony, punching him into a bloody pulp next to me. Jared hyperspeeds over to me, slapping something across the back of my neck. I spin around, reaching around for it, but it’s too late. I teleport out to the street with Candice’s arm and Anthony’s leg dropping at my side, blood gushing out everywhere. Only I didn’t teleport myself.

      “What did you do?” Brad screams in horror.

      “My God!” Jared adds.

      Their accusations are only drowned out by the agonizing screaming coming from Candice and Anthony, both of them lying on the ground, clutching their appendages, trying to stop the bleeding.

      “What the f—”

      “Did you see that? Worm just teleported them apart!” someone cries out from behind me.

      “He tried to kill them!”

      “Get away! Get away from him!”

      I turn around slowly, trying to comprehend everything that just happened. Brad kneels down next to Anthony, who’s missing a leg, but he’s in so much shock that all he can do is cry out in pain. He glances up at Brad in terror, but no one would know that. In everyone’s eyes, I just tried to kill him, and he’s scared to death.

      Candice lies motionless on the ground, blood still pouring out.

      “Worm!” Jett yells, and jettisons over to me. “What just happened?”

      “I …” I’m trying to gather my thoughts. Trying to piece together everything while watching people I went to school with, some I called friends, dying in front of me and the others just framed me. “I …”

      “Worm!” Jared calls out, stepping through the rubble of the demolished side of the building we were just in. “You’re under arrest for the attempted murder of two Alphas. Surrender now.”

      “I didn’t do this,” I reply, but the words barely float out of me.

      “General Watkins was right!” someone yells behind me.

      “We can’t trust the Alliance,” someone else calls out. “This proves it.”

      “We have to go,” Jett hisses at me under her breath. “Now.”

      “I can’t just leave,” I answer, finally turning to her. “I didn’t do this. They’re framing me.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She glances around. “Watkins has mapped this out perfectly. Perception is reality, and you just tried to kill two of them.”

      “I didn’t do it!” I yell at her.

      Stepping closer, she grabs my shoulders. “This is our only chance to get out of here. You’re not gonna win this argument with the public, Robbie. They’ve seen you teleport a building apart.”

      “But Jared used some kind of—”

      “It. Doesn’t. Matter.” She glances around, and more of a crowd has gathered. Jared stands ready to fight, while Brad feigns like he’s still assisting the two friends he just helped tear apart. “Get us out of here. Now. We’ll figure the rest out later.”

      The crowd has their phones out. Candice and Anthony are losing consciousness. And there’s nothing I can do but listen to Jett and let everyone think I just tried to kill two people I used to call friends.
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        ~~ BREAKING NEWS ~~

      

      

      

      The fall of superheroes and sidekicks continues. It all started when Supron and Mr. Mimic, who we now know as Chris Covington and Mason Morris respectively, were charged and given expedited sentences to crimes committed against Daedalus and the public. They’ve since been imprisoned.

      Now, the sidekick to Mr. Mimic has allegedly finally crossed a line that Alliance heroes were never to cross. In a battle with the Alphas, who were responding to a disturbance at the press conference where former sidekick and superhero Hydro was volunteering for the meta-gene removal program, both Worm and Jett attacked. The destruction spread far and wide as the group battled with each other over the city, while civilians tried to find cover.

      An explosion rocked the north side of Paseo Drive, and many initially reported they thought the supers had either blown up a car or broken a gas line. What was revealed was Worm in a grotesque scene, wherein two of the Alphas had been savagely torn apart.

      Jett ushered Worm away from the scene, and they both disappeared from the scene and have not been found. Both General Watkins and the mayor of King City have condemned the attack, with the latter stating an arrest warrant has been issued to all authority agencies for the capture of Worm and Jett.

      More on this as it becomes available.
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      I teleport us to the lighthouse, and as soon as my feet hit the ground, I drop to my knees.

      “I just left them.”

      “Worm, focus.”

      “I left them,” I repeat. “They were dying. Candice was probably paralyzed. Oh my God, what did I do?”

      “You didn’t do anything,” Jett replies. Kneeling down, she puts her hand on my shoulder. “That had to all be part of Watkins’ plan. You know what he did to Mimic and Supron.”

      “But I don’t understand …” My mind begins to race. “He couldn’t have made them just to destroy them, right? What is he doing? Why has he twisted all of their memories of me? And what’s—”

      “Hey,” she cuts me off. “We’re gonna get past this, okay? I know it’s getting crazier and crazier, but you have to believe we’re gonna get through this.”

      Taking a deep breath, I nod and try to focus. Clueless as to why any of this could be part of Watkins’ overall plan, I try to remember that we need to figure out how he created the Alphas and brought them together in the first place.

      “Now, what are we supposed to find here?”

      Getting to my feet, I scan the area and see a door. “There’s supposed to be a lab somewhere underneath this place.”

      “How do we get in?”

      The main part of the lighthouse is similar to other ones around the country; the top of the lantern room is about a hundred and fifty feet high. The outside is all white, with weather marks from the ocean breeze and birds flying overhead. Attached near the base is a small office building.

      Walking over to the front door, I find it locked, and remember the new visor options I have. Tapping my ear, my visor comes alive, and I look over the outside of the tower. As I do, different schematics and architectural layouts cross over the outside of the building. The architectural plan of the building scrolls over my eyes. There’s a small room behind the door, that appears to be a lobby. Now that I know the layout, it’s easier to teleport inside.

      “Here,” I call out, and Jett comes over. “There’s a room behind this door. It looks like a regular open space, but we may be able to find something inside.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Taking her hand, I teleport us inside to find the room covered in dirt and dust, but just as the schematics appeared on my visor. Tapping the side button again, the visor and helmet retract, and we begin to scan the area, but nothing seems out of place.

      “I’m going to check that office there,” Jett says, pointing to our left.

      “Okay.” I nod. “I’ll see if there’s anything behind this desk.”

      Everything is cleared out from what looks like a reception desk. I know the lighthouse hasn’t been in real operation in years, so it wouldn’t seem out of place, but if this is really the place Craig came to, I don’t know where he would’ve gone. Behind the desk, there’s a large bookcase with a couple of random folders lying on their side. My fingers run across the top of the shelf, hoping to find some sort of secret switch, but I only find a thick layer of dust. Behind me, Jett walks out of the office.

      “There’s nothing here. This place looks like no one has been in here since it closed down.”

      “Yeah.” I nod in agreement. Glancing over at the staircase, I approach it and stare up, seeing the lantern above. “I guess we could look up there.”

      “On top? Why?”

      I shrug, running a hand over the dusty railing. “You have any better ideas?”

      Shaking her head, she follows me as we slowly climb the spiral staircase up to the top. As we ascend, my mind starts floating back to the events that just transpired. I try to steady my breathing, not wanting to think about what’s going to happen to Candice and Anthony. If they’re no use to Watkins, would he really just discard them like they’re nothing but trash? I guess Alice and Kevin were disposable, so why wouldn’t any of the others be?

      “Hey, you okay?” Jett asks behind me.

      I realize my pace has slowed and I’m staring down at the stairs. “Yeah.”

      “Robbie, we’re going to get him. You have to believe that. If you start giving up, there aren’t many of us left.”

      “No, I know. I do believe that. It’s just … I still can’t believe it’s come to all of this. And these people who hate me now? Last year I took classes with them. Went to pep rallies and dances with them. They’re my friends.”

      “And that’s why we’re going to figure out how to stop Watkins. And when we do, you’ll be able to save your friends.”

      I nod and continue to climb up to the top of the staircase. Reaching the top, dirt covers fifty percent of the area, while cobwebs cover the other half. The large lantern, which hasn’t shone its brightness over King City coast in years, sits there. We both turn around, aimlessly looking for anything. Could Craig have been lying to me?

      Leaning over the staircase rail, I let out a deep breath, and watch as a small spider begins to climb a web. I shake my head, unsure what to do next. I might be able to get back in and question Craig some more, but will that even do any good? If he lied about this and I go to question him again, what else could he make up? And why would he even make this up? He seemed so genuine when asking me to protect his mom after giving me this information.

      “Maybe we should meet back up with Doc?” Jett asks. “He might be able to fixate a new lead for us.”

      I nod, letting out another breath, and see the spider again. It’s stopped moving from the long web it was climbing up and now seems to be climbing on nothing. “What the?”

      Straightening up, I peer closer and see the spider stop. It’s as if it’s floating in the middle of the air. I reach out slowly and the spider skitters away, seemingly crawling up the air, and then I see it hop to a spider web. As I reach closer, my fingers bump into something in the middle of the staircase.

      “Seriously?” I mumble to myself. Tapping my earpiece, my helmet forms back over my face, and I tap my buttons again. “Scan architecture.”

      The lines cross over my vision but nothing appears out of the ordinary. I reach out and press my hand against something invisible, reaching up and down, but the scans don’t show anything.

      “Holy crap, there’s a hidden area here?”

      “Where?”

      “Here,” I answer and tap on what’s still invisible. “Um … scan for architectural enhancements produced after original lighthouse construction.”

      The scanning continues, and now architecture scans show a new layout of the staircase, with a hidden chamber in the middle.

      Jett taps the area. “Whoa. Stealth reflective tech. This stuff is highly classified.”

      Looking around through my scanner, I find a small area that’s still concealed to the naked eye but shows two hologram buttons. I press the top one and nothing happens, and pressing the bottom one still leaves us with nothing. Pushing them both at the same time, a secret entryway slides open. Glancing back at Jett, her eyes widen, and we both crawl over the staircase rail, entering the hidden chamber area. With a third person, we might be crammed inside, but since it’s just the two of us, we have enough room to move a little bit. There’s one button on the inside, and as soon as I press it, the door slides shut, and we begin to descend.

      With my visor still in place, I watch as we move through the original layout of the lighthouse, and then descend farther underground. When the tiny elevator finally stops, my visor reads it as two hundred feet underground, and the door slides open.

      Like the room above, the area is littered with dirt and dust. But unlike the entry to the lighthouse, this place is far from a business room setting. A table sits in a corner that looks like it would hold a body, with straps for ankles and wrists. Next to the table, a long, dust-coated steel tray, similar to the kind Doc had in his labs. There aren’t any tools or equipment on the tray, but a few pieces of paper stapled together.

      As I’m inspecting everything, Jett walks over to the opposite side of the room and calls me over. “Look at this.”

      Kneeling down next to her, I study the empty vial, which has some discoloration on it, as she picks it up. Etched into its side are a random set of numbers and letters, and as she turns it around in her fingers, I tap my visor again.

      The scans on the vial register fingerprints, but the scans for an ID come up as unknown. A new reading slides in front of my visor, though. “Pyrokinetic traces,” I whisper out.

      “Do you think they tested on McCall down here?” she asks.

      “It’s possible.”

      Scanning the area again, I walk over to a desk smaller than the table with the straps. An overturned pencil holder and pad of paper are on top, with nothing written on it. Rummaging through the desk drawers, I find more of nothing but random office supplies. I push off of the bottom drawer to pick myself up, and as I do, my weight breaks the drawer, and I fall to the ground.

      “You okay?” Jett calls out, hurrying over.

      “Yeah.” I nod, rubbing my elbow. Shaking my head at myself, I glance up and see something that appears to be a hidden compartment. Reaching under, my finger slides across a switch, and a small compartment flips open. Inside of it, a flash drive sits with “Merkian results” etched on the underside of it.

      “Holy crap,” I say to myself.

      “What’d you find?”

      “I don’t know, but if this has any information on some of the experimental results the Merkians were using, we might’ve just found a break.” I get back to my feet, tucking the drive away in a pocket.

      “We need to get this back to Doc. How’d you find out about this place anyway?”

      “Craig told me he received his treatments here when he was Red Claw.”

      “That’s the senior who minioned for Vacuus? When’d you talk to him?”

      “After I spoke to Mimic. I found out what cell he was in and paid him a visit in hopes we might get some more information. Looks like it paid off.”

      I extend my hand to her so we can teleport away, but she doesn’t move. Her eyes stay on me, concern spreading across her face. “Robbie.”

      “What?”

      “You need to slow down.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She shakes her head, letting out a sigh. The concern on her face is matched by hesitation. As if she wants to reprimand me but isn’t sure how to do it. “Ever since Mimic and Supron were arrested, you’ve been running at a hundred miles per hours.”

      “Are you serious?” I can feel the indignation rising. Yes, I may be burning the candle at both ends lately, but there’s so much on the line. Everything. “You know what’s happening right now. How can you even say that?”

      “Because if you don’t, you’re going to burn out and make a mistake. Or you’re going to hurt yourself or someone else. Sometimes less is more.”

      “What does that even mean?” My voice rises, but I don’t do anything to quell the annoyance building up. “The man I’ve looked up to and been trained by has been accused of doing these things, and Supron, one of the greatest heroes ever, is falsely accused of betraying the country and locked up. Heroes are just giving themselves over to Watkins, dwindling our numbers. Watkins is controlling the perception, and Daedalus is winning. Grace, how can you even tell me that?”

      I don’t know if it’s me using her real name or not, but she takes a step closer and pulls down her mask, revealing her dark sapphire eyes. “Because I know what trying to do too much will do to you.”

      Her words stop me.

      The last year of her being a sidekick, she received a lot of guidance from Majestic because her mentor, Haven, was driven insane from trying to stop a supervillain in their city. I remember Mimic telling me a little bit about it. Haven was eventually institutionalized and is still trying to recover on the Lunar Asylum, never having solved the mystery behind the vicious attacks over their city and the supervillain disappearing, never being brought to justice.

      “Grace, I know that might be what this looks like, but I just want Watkins brought to justice.”

      “So did Haven. She wanted to bring Redis down so bad. I watched her lose her mind, Robbie. Literally.”

      “I’m not gonna—”

      “You will. I’ve seen it. You’re trying to do everything you can and get to the bottom of this. But sometimes you need to let the bad guys expose themselves. Robbie, I know you want to bring Watkins down. But at what cost? You already almost ruined Daniel and Doc’s plan today. We barely got out of that fight with the Alphas, and that was only because they started fighting with themselves.”

      “So what? I’m just supposed to let Watkins keep brainwashing my friends? Keep letting him convince the entire city that the Justice Alliance was up to nefarious plans while his mind-controlled Alphas are doing his bidding? How can I do that?”

      “Okay, and then what? You take them all down, but how? Are you going to kill them?”

      “Of course not.”

      “How will you take them down, then? And what happens next? You take down the Alphas, who Watkins has already positioned as the new heroes of the city, and what next? The entire city looks at you like the betrayer. And if he takes you out, you won’t be looked at like a martyr. You’ll be remembered as a lost soul, someone out there who’s fighting against justice and someone who turned their back on King City. Is that how you want to be remembered? We’ve only got one shot at taking Watkins down. We need to do this the smart way, or else he’ll win.”

      It’s not how I want to be remembered. And her words remind me of Mimic’s. Of him being proud of the hero I’ve become. I’ve been running at this headfirst, sometimes thinking with my heart first and not my head. If I screw this up like I’ve screwed up things in the past, then what? Watkins will truly take all of us out, one way or another.

      Taking a deep breath, I nod. “You’re right. I know you’re right.”

      She nods back. “Let’s scan for any more information we might find down here, and then head back to Doc with that thumb drive. From there, we can figure out our next move.”

      “Sounds good.”
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      After the lighthouse, Jett and I meet up with Doc. I turned over what I found, and he filled me in on the plan Daniel’s enacting. The initial plan was for Shadow to try and recon the labs, but Doc still hasn’t been able to find out where Daedalus’ central hub is located. So now we’re all hoping for Daniel to make it out and relay the information to us, but Doc is fully expecting his power to be gone.

      Watkins was quick to put out the press release about the fight we had with the Alphas. A warrant was issued for Worm and Jett to be arrested on sight. There’s practically no way to show my face as Worm out in public. Doc’s been trying to hack into the thumb drive I found, but it’s apparently locked down with multiple digital security codes. Because he’s still working on that, and we’re still waiting to get word back from Daniel, I’ve had to resume my regular schedule of school.

      Continuing with classes isn’t really a problem, but it’s the annoyance of constantly having to listen to everyone in school rave about how great the Alphas are doing, and some even thinking of foregoing college to apply to be in line for the Alphas, when Daedalus begins working on their next recruitment class. There’s no use in trying to talk anyone out of it or even voicing my opinion. Everyone is firmly siding with the Alphas now.

      A vibrating wakes me over the weekend. My eyes crack open, and Jasmin has her arms around me, so I squirm away, trying not to wake her. Able to sit on the side of her bed, I grab my phone and see a message from Doc that says to call him.

      “Hey, Doc,” I try to talk low. “No, it’s the weekend, so I wasn’t doing anything. Just … sleeping.”

      He chuckles. “I’m glad you’ve slowed down a bit. I wasn’t sure how to bring that up, but I’m glad you talked with Jett earlier this week.”

      “More like she put me in my place.” I smirk. “She’s right. I can see that a little better now. You figure anything out from the stuff were found at the lighthouse?”

      “Unfortunately, not much. I was able to crack through a few security defenses and access a file, but there’s still more to try and break through. I did find one thing and was hoping you might be able to look into it.”

      “Yeah, no problem. I’ll get ready, and I’ll message you in a little bit.”

      As I disconnect the call, the bed shifts behind me, and I feel Jasmin sit up, wrapping her arms around me. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, nodding. “Doc might have something. I should probably get home and get some stuff ready.”

      Standing up, I grab my pants from the ground and turn around to see her with an exaggerated pouty face. It makes me laugh. “Don’t give me that.”

      “Did you still want to try and hang out tonight?”

      I grimace. “I don’t know. I’m not sure how late I’ll be looking into whatever Doc found. But I’ll teleport back here as soon as I’m done.”

      She smiles, and with one leg up, trying to put my pants on, her mom swings the door open. “Jas, I switched shifts today so we can look into some additional scholarship—”

      Time freezes. I’m standing on one leg, still trying to slip my pants on, in my boxers, with no shirt. Jasmin’s mouth is dropped, and her mom is in complete shock. My face drains of blood. Her mom’s eyes jump from Jasmin to me, then back to Jasmin, before she slaps her fingers over her face and walks out, slamming the door behind her.

      “I’m so dead,” Jasmin whispers, pulling the sheets over her face. I’m still in shock.

      Then her mother erupts, her voice loud and clear through the door. “Both of you in the living room. Now!”
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      I’m speechless. Jasmin’s head hangs low, as she sits in sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt, her hair up in a bun. I threw on my jeans and the T-shirt I came in, and wait as her mom stands in front of us while we sit on the beige couch. Her arms are folded, and I know she’s staring at us, but I can’t bring myself to meet her eyes, watching her foot annoyingly tap in front of her.

      “This …” she starts, but finishes with a long sigh. “I know you two have been going out for a while, but this … this … you two are not ready for this.”

      I nervously bite my lip, glance over to my side and see Jasmin. Her gaze meets mine for a moment before she looks over at her mom. “Mom, we are.”

      “No! You’re not.”

      I don’t know if it’s because she raises her voice or not, but Jasmin retorts with a challenging tone. “Yes. We are.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me!” her mom comes back. “Jasmin, you’re still in high school. You too, Robbie.”

      “I know,” I answer, earning a sharp stare from Jasmin.

      “No, that doesn’t matter.” Jasmin jumps to her feet. “Do you know how many kids my age are having sex in school? A lot! And they started way younger than me, so don’t throw that excuse at me.”

      “And what about college, huh? What about Edgewater University?”

      “Just because I’m having sex you think I’m not going to go to college?”

      “No, of course not. But what if—” Her words jolt to a stop, and I suddenly know what she’s alluding to and feel more embarrassed than ever. Jasmin doesn’t cower though.

      “We’re being safe!” she yells at her mom.

      “Can you please stop talking about it?” Her mom covers her eyes, shaking her head.

      “You wanted to talk about it!”

      “Jas—” I try to calm her down, grabbing her hand, but she jerks it away.

      “No, Robbie! We need to talk about this. I’m not your little girl anymore, Mom. I’ll be eighteen in a month, and a few more after that, I’ll be going to college.”

      “We are being safe, Mrs. Fuentes.”

      She lets out a long sigh. “Oh my God. You two … just because you’ll be going off to college doesn’t mean you’re responsible enough—”

      “We’re responsible!” Jasmin shouts. “You know my life, Mom. You’ve always trusted me. Why is this so different? And don’t even talk about Robbie not being responsible. He’s a sidekick for crying out loud!”

      Her words break me from any and all stupor and embarrassment. I do a double take, looking up at her, but she doesn’t break her vision from her mom’s. I glance over, and her mom gazes at me in shock. “What?”

      Her words are what it takes for Jasmin to come to her senses. She stares back down at me, and I look at her, completely dumbfounded. My hands up, my mouth open, absolutely stunned. The apology is painted across her face.

      “A sidekick? What are you talking about?”

      “N-nothing. It’s nothing,” I try to cover.

      “No, Robbie, you have to tell her.”

      “Jasmin,” I grill her through a clenched jaw.

      “I’m sorry, okay?” Jasmin shouts at me. “But this is my life! Our life! How long can you honestly expect to hide it from her?”

      “Are you—” I slap my hands to my head, staring down at the carpet. “Son of a … this cannot be happening.”

      “So it’s true?” her mom asks, but her lingering anger and frustration are gone. She takes a step closer, and though I’m staring at the carpet, I can see her feet moving.

      Finally lifting my head, I stare up at the ceiling, letting out a long breath. Honestly, I would’ve tried to hide it from her forever. Unreasonable? Sure, but everything that’s happened in the past, the fewer people that know, the better. Especially with how Watkins is controlling everything. But the cat’s out of the bag now.

      I stare at Mrs. Fuentes, nodding in submission. Then I teleport behind her. She spins around, utterly shocked, bringing a hand to her mouth. “I’m Worm.”

      “This … th-this …” The words tumble out of her, and her head keeps snapping back and forth between Jasmin and me. “What about all those reports? You’re wanted for—”

      “I didn’t do it,” I cut her off, for the first time sounding completely confident. “Watkins is lying about everything.” Taking a deep breath, my confidence starts to fade again, knowing that besides all of the seriousness surrounding my identity as Worm, being Robbie Garcia right now, standing in front of my girlfriend’s mom while we talk about sex is still something I want nothing to do with.

      Looking back at Jas, I roll my eyes. “Thanks, Jas.” She doesn’t get embarrassed. Instead, she stares at me like this is my fault, and I should’ve told her mom a long time ago. It’s that reaction that makes my next move easier for me. “I have to go. Sorry, Mrs. Fuentes.”

      “Wait, you can’t leave,” Jasmin counters. “We need to talk about this.”

      A scoffing chuckle escapes me. “We? No, you let the cat out of the bag. And I have to get ready to meet up with Doc. I’ll text you later.”

      “Robbie, so help me, if you teleport out of here—”

      “Love you!” I yell, grinning. “Sorry again, Mrs. Fuentes,” I call out, and teleport to my room.
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      Once home, I quickly try to calm my nerves from the parental encounter and everything that just ensued, but I don’t even have time to do that.

      “Robbie!” my mom screams at me from outside my room.

      “Yeah?”

      “Get out here.”

      “Mom, I can’t right now,” I call back, grabbing my backpack. “Doc might have a lead on something, and I want to stop by Pete’s and get my visor analyzed. I need it to be—”

      “Roberto Esteban Garcia! Now!”

      The use of my full name makes me do a double take, staring at my door. She only calls me that when she thinks I’ve done something wrong. Or when I’ve actually done something wrong.

      Dropping my bag on my bed, I head out to our dining room and find my father sitting at the table, with my mother standing over him. He glances up at me, raises his brows, and then shakes his head. That’s odd. He knows my mom overreacts all of the time and usually helps me to either counteract her volatility or agrees with her to get it over with quicker.

      She crosses her arms, and I see her foot tapping.

      “Mom, I don’t know what the news is saying, but we talked about this. You know—”

      “This has nothing to do with what the news is reporting. This doesn’t have anything to do with your powers at all.”

      I cock my head to the side. “Okay?”

      “Hillary just texted me.”

      “Oh crap,” I hiss out. Hillary is Jasmin’s mom’s first name.

      “I can’t believe you!”

      There’s no way this conversation is going to be anything less than two hours. I’ve seen her like this before. And I know this is a serious subject and she’s my mom, but I really want to get over to Pete, to make sure all my tech is properly working before meeting up with Doc.

      “Mom, I know, okay? But I really—”

      “You know? Roberto, I’m not mad about you having sex—”

      “Eesh!” I cringe, sticking out my tongue. “Mom, please don’t talk about it.”

      “Why not? You’re doing it.”

      “Mom!” I throw my hands in the air. “I’ll talk with Dad if it makes you feel better, but I am so not talking to my mom about sex. No way, no how.”

      “Robbie, it’s about you sneaking around under her roof. That is completely disrespectful. If you’re going to be adult enough to have sex—”

      “Please stop saying sex!”

      “Then, you need to be adult enough to have the respect for Jasmin’s mother. And for us.”

      Look, I know what she’s trying to say, but now all I want to do is get out of the house as fast as possible. “I know, I’m sorry,” I call out, turning around and heading back to my room. “But I really have to go. If you want, we can all have one big kumbaya about this later.”

      “Don’t you dare not take this seriously. And we are talking about this now. We’re setting some ground rules until you graduate.”

      “Mom, I really can’t do this right now,” I yell back.

      “Roberto!” she says the name aloud, but I know she’s calling on my dad.

      “Robbie,” he calls out.

      “Dad, I know, I know. I have to go, though.”

      “You are not leaving this house,” she shouts. “If you teleport out of here, you are grounded.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m serious, Roberto.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      “Don’t test me.”

      “Sorry, Ma. Gotta go.”

      “Rob—”

      Her voice cuts off as I sling my bag over my shoulder and teleport to Pete’s room. Leaning against his door, I stare up at the ceiling, letting out a deep breath. “I’m so dead when I get back home.”

      “Uh …” Pete’s voice brings me back to attention, and I look over to see him sitting at his desk, his neck straining as he stares at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Do you really want to know?” He narrows his eyes, thinking about it for a second, then nods. “Avoiding my mom because she just got a text from Jasmin’s mom after finding me in her room in nothing but my boxers.”

      For a split second he stares at me, slightly confused, his eyes scanning my face to check if I’m telling the truth. Then he throws his head back and erupts into laughter. “Oh, that’s too good. And I thought it was bad when I walked in on you.”

      “Very funny,” I retort and plop down on his bed. Reaching into my backpack, I pull out my earpiece. “Hey, I’m meeting up with Doc and was wondering if you could take a look at the specs on my helmet.”

      “Did you break it?” he exclaims, almost insulted.

      “Whoa, calm down. I didn’t break anything.”

      “Lemme see! Put it on.”

      I shake my head, scoffing, but do as he says. Slipping the piece over my ear, I tap the side and the helmet comes alive, covering my face. “See. It’s fine.” He lets out a breath of relief. “Dang, you’d think this was your hardware and not mine.”

      Letting out a soft chuckle, he rolls his eyes. “Sorry, I’m just really proud of this thing.”

      “And you should be.” I smile. “I just wanted some preventative maintenance, or whatever. Make sure everything stays in working order. Oh, and did you ever fix the transition phase from night vision back to day?”

      “Yep.” He smiles, nodding as he pulls out a small pouch of tools. Handing over the earpiece, he grabs a pair of microscope glasses that fit over his head like goggles, and he gets right to work, plugging in a wire to the earpiece.

      I’ve seen him work before; I know he gets silent and sort of in the zone when he’s working on a project. His expression turns intense as he concentrates, his attention solely focused on the device. I’m not sure how long this will take, so I lean back against his headboard and pull out my phone. The headlines today are the same as they’ve been, so it makes it difficult to avoid all of the garbage that Daedalus is spreading and everyone is believing.

      Then Pete surprises me. “Hey, any word—” He immediately snaps his head back to his desk, grabbing what looks like a computer motherboard and soldering iron.

      My eyes narrow for a moment before cocking an eyebrow. “Daniel?”

      “Forget it.” Pete shakes his head.

      “Pete, it’s okay to still care about him.”

      “I know.” He shrugs, setting down the earpiece and the tiny screwdriver he’s holding. Letting out a sigh, he stares at his desk. “I just … I feel bad, you know?”

      I nod in silence. “No word yet. I’m a little anxious over it, but Doc keeps telling me it’ll be fine. We’re expecting him to be powerless though. I hope it’s worth it.”

      “Do you …” Trailing off, he glances over at me, keeping his eyes locked on mine. “Do you think this is my fault?”

      “What? You can’t be serious.”

      “But what if I didn’t break up with him? Maybe he’d still be safe.”

      “You can’t think like that.” Sitting up, I swing my legs off the bed. He looks despondent. Does he really think staying in a relationship he wasn’t fully invested in was the answer? “Him doing this isn’t because of you. Believe me, after everything that’s happened this past year, I’ve double-guessed so many things. You, Jasmin, and everyone else helped me to see that you can’t control everything. Daniel knows what he’s doing.”

      He nods, but I can still see the doubt covering his face. “It’s gonna be fine.”

      I try to sound confident. Like I know what I’m talking about. But the reality is, no matter what Doc tells me, there’s no way to know for sure what’s going to happen. The heroes who’ve gone through the process have all abandoned and nearly shunned anyone associated with the Alliance. We don’t know why. And what happens to Daniel when it’s all over is anyone’s guess.

      “Come on,” I try to encourage, pointing at the earpiece, “let’s check out the helmet. It’ll be okay. You’ll see.”

      With a struggling smile, he nods.
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      Getting to Shadow’s bunker, I’m dressed in regular clothes but keep my earpiece attached after the work Pete did with it. Teleporting in, I find Jett standing off to the side as Doc goes over some information splashed across the monitor. Seeing me walk over, Doc grabs a tablet from a neighboring desk.

      “Robbie, good to see you.”

      “Hey, Doc. Do we really have a lead?”

      He cocks his head to the side, giving me a hopeful but timid smirk. “Possibly.” Pulling up the data from the tablet, I read about a building located on the southeast outskirts of King City. “This building is just outside of city limits. It was once used to house Griffin bionic enhancement systems. It was supposedly shut down when he went to prison, but I’ve recouped some leads that say Watkins has actually used the facility in the last eighteen months.”

      “Okay, should I suit up? If I’m sneaking around behind their lines, I’d rather be fully prepared, instead of just walking in with only my helmet available.”

      Before Doc can answer, Shadow appears out of the darkness with Daniel next to him. He doesn’t look hurt or even out of it like I thought he might be. I know Watkins is telling everyone that Daedalus is genuinely offering a cure, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I’ve been sure it’s some kind of trick. If he’s not torturing the people volunteering, he must be doing something dastardly that would somehow harm the recipients of his meta-gene extraction process. But to my surprise, Daniel seems at ease. Almost content.

      “Daniel? Are you okay?” Doc asks first.

      He nods slowly before meeting my eyes. Taking a deep breath, he raises his hand and inspects it. “It … it worked.”

      Feeling uneasy, I take a step closer to him. I know he said he volunteered, and that his power was something he always fought with internally since he never wanted it, but even with all that, it’s hard to fathom voluntarily giving up our power. “Are you …” I fight for the right words. “What happened?”

      “It’s strange,” he begins, gazing down at the ground. “We’ve been fighting him for so long, I was nervous. I was expecting some diabolical plot to unfold or for him to let out a menacing laugh as soon as we were behind closed doors. But nothing like that happened. I was only around him twice. Once, during the press conference. Then at the end. After the procedure.”

      “Did it …” I glance over at Doc, then Shadow. I don’t know how much to ask or how much he wants to divulge. “Was it painful?”

      He lets out a chuckle. “No. I didn’t feel a thing.” As if he’s regaining his wits, he scans the area. “I have information.”

      “Let’s just hold on a second,” Doc interrupts. “Shadow, we need to debug him. I’m sure you have your own set of protocols to make sure no tracking links are—”

      “I’m not bugged.”

      Doc ignores Daniel’s words and looks over at me. “You probably shouldn’t be here. If he’s got some sort of nanotech laced into him, or there are bio-bugs, we need to make sure Watkins doesn’t know where—”

      “Doc,” Daniel interrupts him, “Watkins didn’t do anything.”

      Shadow steps forward, nodding. “I ran through my preliminary scans before transporting us here, and all of his DNA is clean. Nothing that would track through my base, at least. It might—”

      “You guys!” Daniel raises his voices to the sound of annoyance I’ve grown accustomed to. “I’m not being tracked.”

      “How do you know?” Doc questions.

      “Watkins told me.”

      “And you trust him?” I ask, almost appalled.

      Raising his brows, Daniels nods. “I do, actually. Because of what he told me when we met before Daedalus released me.” We all stand quiet, unsure what he’s about to say. “He told me he knows none of us trust him. And he knows why. But Daedalus really is helping people.”

      I let out an aggravated scoff.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but think about it,” Daniel continues. “I don’t know about everything else, like the heroes leaving and avoiding us or about the Alphas, but this? The process he’s developed to get rid of the meta-gene. Robbie, I feel like me for the first time in I don’t know how long. So do a lot of other people out there.”

      “Yeah, but, Daniel, what about everything else, as you so inaptly put it. The Alphas? Daedalus’ past experiments? Everything that happened last year, and how many of my classmates died? And let’s not even talk about Forge or Granite or everyone else. They just left. They’re cured, supposedly, and aren’t talking to anyone.”

      “I know.” Daniel nods. “I don’t trust him when it comes to all of that. I don’t know why none of the superheroes stayed to give us information. But this? He seemed docile. Nothing like what we’ve encountered before. I don’t know what that’s about, but when he spoke to me, I really did believe he wanted to help people with the meta-gene.”

      I still can’t believe what I’m hearing. Watkins always said what he and his people were doing is a cure, but to hear Daniel agreeing with those sentiments? It twists my insides in a knot, making me queasy.

      “He told me Daedalus is in full control now.” I curl a lip at his words, knowing they’re true. “Mimic and Supron and so many others are out of the picture. Dozens and dozens of people, superheroes included, have volunteered for this procedure.” Daniel glances cautiously over at Doc. “He said the Justice Alliance is in the past and we should all accept it.”

      Another audible scoff escapes me. I glance over at Doc, who doesn’t reveal his thoughts, instead focusing intently on Daniel’s words. Shadow stands silent at his side, his arms folded, and Jett next to him with the same composure.

      “He said he doesn’t want the Alliance to fully die though. That it needs to live on, in name only. As a warning to King City that the public shouldn’t put their trust in the superheroes of old.”

      “This is insane,” I spit out.

      “And you.” Daniel glares at me. “He said to tell you directly to stop. Don’t keep fighting him or Daedalus. It’ll only end badly for you and …” Biting his bottom lip, he looks away. The nervous expression spreading across his face begins to mount the tension within me. “And for the people you love.”

      My eyes narrow, and I feel the rage build inside at Daniel’s threatening message. He delivers it so calmly, albeit nervously, that I can’t help but lash out at him. “And you’re just gonna go along with that?” I scream at him.

      “There’s nothing I can do, especially now. But more importantly, I don’t know what any of us can do.”

      “Is this what you wanted?” I continue to yell at him. “To just get rid of your power and have a normal life? Did you even try to get any information out of that place? Or were you just on vacation in there?”

      “That’s enough,” Doc scolds me.

      Taking a deep breath, my gaze meets Daniel’s, and I see a mixture of annoyance and hurt. “Sorry.”

      “I know that’s what it seems like, and I know what all of this sounds like, but I am still on your side,” Daniel says without breaking our stare. “Do I think Daedalus is truly helping people with this procedure? Yes. Do I trust Watkins? Hell no.”

      His words bring a new round of needed ease to my system.

      “As calm as he came across in our interaction, I know the man. We all do. He didn’t create Daedalus and the Alphas for altruistic purposes. I just couldn’t get any other information out of him except the location of the main hub.”

      “He gave it to you?” I ask, stunned.

      “Gave it to me? He took me to it. It’s not the hub where civilians with the meta-gene who’ve never been a part of the Alliance go, that’s a separate location. But for any superheroes, he takes them to his main lab. I think he thinks it’s a way of charming us.”

      “Where is it?” I ask, almost salivating at this enormous coup of information.

      “King City Tower.”

      My jaw drops. I glance over at Doc, then Shadow, unsure I even heard him right. “Did you say King City Tower?”

      Daniels nods. “I couldn’t believe it myself. He’s managed to hide the floors from architectural maps and city surveys.” Jett and I exchange glances, remembering the lighthouse. “We’ve been looking for clues for different places all over the city, and it’s been right in the middle this whole time.”

      “He had to have known you’d give us this information,” Doc says.

      “It’s like I said, he truly doesn’t believe any of us are a threat anymore. It was freaky how calm he seemed to be.”

      Jett steps forward, delivering a weighty stare to me, before glancing over at Doc. “What’s the plan?”

      Pawing at his gray beard, Doc seems to run the plan over in his mind, his eyes jumping back and forth between all of us, before staring straight ahead at nothing. He finally looks over at Shadow.

      “We’re running low on options. It’s now or never.” Shadow nods in agreement. “Shadow, if you can get inside on different floors, we should be able to maneuver our way inside and figure out a good spot to confront him. If he’s proven anything over the years, it’s that he’ll be prepared, but he’s down to the last three Alphas. From everything we’ve seen, Jared and Brad seem like the main focus. And we still don’t know what the seventh one is capable of.”

      “Claire,” I say, aimlessly.

      “Maybe he’s been saving her for a final confrontation. Maybe he’s still had to work on adjusting her power level. Whatever the case is, the memories he’s seemed to twist and install into them is how he’s made himself their savior. Once we get to whatever level he’s on, we need to strike first and strike fast.”

      Jett gives Daniel a quick hug. I feel like a jerk for that last thing I said. I know none of this has been easy on him, and no matter how he’s always felt about his powers, I’m sure coming to the decision he did couldn’t have been easy.

      “Hey, sorry again.”

      “It’s okay. How’s—” He quickly looks away, shaking his head. “Never mind.”

      Though I want to answer him since I know what he was going to ask, I don’t. But I feel like I do have to let him know even though he and Pete broke up, he no longer has powers and lives in a new city, he’s still my friend. “Danny, if you need anything, let me know.”

      He lets out a chuckle. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever called me Danny.”

      I smirk. “I won’t let it be the last.”

      Nodding, he returns the smile.

      Jett walks up behind me, tapping me on the shoulder. “Let’s put an end to this.”
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      It’s still hard to believe that King City Tower, a building I’ve loved watching the city from, a place I’ve been coming to for years to clear my head, has been Watkins’ central hub for extracting the meta-gene from superheroes this entire time. It gives me pause, wondering if he tested on and created the Alphas here as well.

      Shaking my head, I try to focus. I don’t know what we’re going to face inside, how Watkins is going to react, or if the remaining Alphas are going to attack us and turn this entire plan into a huge media fiasco, further causing the public to hate superheroes. All I know is that we have to end it. Here and now.

      With the scans from Doc, Shadow’s covered the entire section of the building where the hidden floors are located on. Jett and I wait atop the building, and I gaze out over the skyline just like I’ve done a hundred times before.

      “This is going to work, Robbie. We’re gonna stop him.”

      “It’s not him I’m worried about if you can believe that.”

      It’s true. Anytime in the past, it’s always been about Daedalus and Watkins. He’s the man behind the madness. He supported and gave Vacuus everything he needed to try and enact his revenge plan on Mimic. Watkins is the one who created McCall, turning him into Magma. And he recruited Leena into his scheme last year, working with her lackeys and offering them weapons and supplies, while they provided him with what he needed to create the Alphas.

      But this is different. He has crimes he has to be held accountable for, and I want to make sure that’s done, but now I’ll be facing his creations: Brad, Jared, and Claire. The others are out of commission or dead, and I truly don’t want that to happen to them. I’m nervous for not only myself and what we’re about to encounter, but for confronting them and what will ensue.

      Shadow walks out near the doorway to the roof of the building. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it.”

      We both turn around to face him. “What?” I ask.

      “He’s somehow invented a light refraction method of hiding objects no matter the size. It works almost like the Dark and how I can walk between shadows.”

      I glance over at Jett. “The hidden elevator in the lighthouse.”

      She nods.

      “I can cast a shadowrift that I can use to get us inside, but even though there are shadows on those floors, I can’t be there.”

      “Why not?” Jett asks.

      “It’s artificial light. The shadows I use are natural occurrences. Whatever he’s using to hide these floors, the reflections of light invisibly bounce off one another. None of my power will work in there.” He takes a deep breath, then curses underneath it. “We still don’t know what the power is of the seventh one. The other two have three superpowers each. I’ll be more of a hindrance to you guys than a benefit.”

      “It’s okay,” I reply. “Get us inside. We’ll handle the rest.”

      Cursing again, he nods and motions for us to follow him. Walking through the Dark, we’re instantly transported to a floor. Off to the side is a long row of windows, all of them looking out over the moonlit buildings of King City. Glancing back at Shadow, he peers around the spacious room, then raises a finger to his lips, motioning for us to be quiet. He points to the ceiling above us. Jett and I exchange a quick glance, and then Shadow pulls out something from his long trench coat.

      Eyeing it carefully, it looks like a small vial filled with purple liquid. I’ve seen him cast darkness all around in the past, so I’m kind of expecting the same thing to happen now, but it doesn’t. He throws the vial into the air and a glowing black and purple portal forms in front of him. As Jett and I approach it, he stops us, handing us each a small, black metal card.

      “Break this in half if you need to.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “An artificial teleporter coded with specific coordinates to my cavern. It’s untraceable. If you feel like this is getting out of hand; if you think you’re gonna lose, use it and get your asses out of there.”

      Exchanging quick but nervous glances, we both nod and then walk through the portal.

      It’s the same as walking through the darkness with Shadow. It’s instantaneous, and we’re immediately in a new room. This one has no windows. No desk, or chairs. It’s completely empty, almost like a boardroom, or the conference room at Alliance headquarters. Only instead of grains of wood paneling on the walls, it’s white. Pure white, with bare walls, and pearl-tiled floors. Off in the corner, a lone door sits. Jett glances at me, nodding over to the door, and we approach it.

      Walking into another room, this one has the same colored walls and tiled floors and still has no windows. But unlike the previous setting, there are multiple desks set up. Different scientific tools that remind me of Doc’s labs and a large computer area with various monitors.

      Reaching the desk with the computer system, a screen lock appears as I tap a key on the keyboard.

      “Tsk, tsk,” a voice sounds behind us. “You shouldn’t go snooping in places that don’t concern you, Mr. Garcia.”

      We both spin around, and Watkins stands before us, dressed neatly in his general attire. “I thought you learned that lesson years ago.” A conniving smirk forms over his lips.

      “It’s over, Watkins,” I call back to him. “I don’t care what kind of lies you’ve indoctrinated in the public or how this is going to paint me. We’re ending this. Now.”

      His eyes dart back and forth, a severe expression crosses his face as if he’s trying to figure out the exact insult he wants to fire off at me. Then he bursts into laughter.

      “It’s that tenacity that I’ve loved about you all these years, Robbie. So determined. Headstrong. Don’t get me wrong, the blood with the meta-gene able to cause teleportation? That’s a golden treat by itself, but if I’ve learned anything in this last year of running Daedalus and administering our own work, it’s that it’s not just about the gene. It’s the entire physiology of the person. It’s why we haven’t been able to produce a second team yet. You need the right individual. The right person with enough willpower, resoluteness, and even a little arrogance. That’s what truly connects the powers people develop and how strong or weak they’ll be.”

      His commendation pisses me off. “I’m glad I’m so high on your list,” I spit back.

      He nods with a smirk, then waves us closer. “Follow me.”
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      With no real option, Jett and I follow Watkins into another room. Like the one before it, there’s a desk with a computer system, but there are two long tables in the middle. The lights are dimmer, and instead of bare white walls, they’re cement. Off in the corner, seven large containers that almost resemble steel coffins stand upright against the wall.

      Watkins casually turns around, waving to the steel chambers behind him. “This is where the Alphas, Daedalus’ pride and joy, finally came to be.” Tossing a slight glance to his side, he clears his throat. “Please come out now.”

      Behind him, Brad, Jared, and Claire walk through a new doorway. The guys still look as I’ve grown accustomed to, but we finally get an up-close and personal look at Claire.

      In the glimpses they’ve shown of her on TV, her black hair’s always been slicked back, dangling at her shoulders. She, like the other two, has a small disc on the side of her temple. With caramel-colored eyes, her light skin almost glows under the fluorescent lights of the room. Dressed in the same dark, black and red uniform attire as Jared and Brad, her frame looks the same as I remember from school. She’s about five inches shorter than me and on the thin side. I remember she was on cheer and would always be the one they threw high into the air to spin around. In the cheerleading outfit, she was just another high school friend. With her hair styled in the almost gothic-like uniform, she has the same frame but comes off menacing.

      She stays back as Jared and Brad step closer, each one flanking Watkins on his sides.

      “You guys don’t have to do this. Remember what’s real!” I know my plea will yet again fall on deaf ears, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m hoping against hope that my words will miraculously trigger a memory or thought. They don’t.

      “This might not end well, Robbie,” Jett whispers over to me.

      Readying my fists, I keep my hands up, waiting for whatever’s going to happen, and take a deep breath. “Well or not, we’re ending it.”

      Watkins lets loose another chuckle, scratching his chin. “I have to give it to you, Mr. Garcia. In these last couple of years, you’ve been the biggest pain in my ass I think I’ve ever had to deal with.”

      “Anything I can do to piss you off, Watkins,” I retort.

      “It’s a shame because we could’ve done a lot of good together.” He folds his arms over his chest. “I might’ve not even needed to recruit the Alphas had you joined me that day in my office.”

      I know the day he’s talking about, and it stings. It brings thoughts of guilt to the forefront; not only because of the Alphas but all of the pain and destructions he’s caused since. I clench my fists tighter, shaking off the memory.

      “I’m not gonna let you hurt them anymore.” He continues to smirk at my words, while Brad and Jared don’t even react to them.

      “Still naïve, I see,” he replies. “Even through all of this, you still believe in your precious superheroes. Mason Morris? Chris Covington? Gods among men and they needed to be put in check. Daedalus and the Alphas do just that.”

      “Yeah, all with you at the helm. You can say whatever you want, and the public might believe it, but I know the truth. You’ve always wanted control. You’re no savior to King City. You’re just a monster masquerading as if you’re something you’re not. And come hell or high water, I’m going to prove it.”

      My words finally seem to strike a chord, and he takes a step forward, pointing at me.

      “Listen to me, you little shit. Those psychopaths who broke away from my leash in the past were unstable. I’m not McCall and Voltai, driven by revenge. I’m not burdened with that weight.” His head ticks to the side, almost like he’s trying to calm himself. But his face is pained. He twitches again, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      Taking a deep breath, he resumes his cool and sticks his hands in his pockets.

      “Where was I? Oh, yes. The Merkians are a peaceful nation now, thanks to me. Who cares what happened to a king that was falling behind the times and his mentally unstable daughter? She gave me what I needed. Supplies. King City, hell the entire world, needs a guiding light, and I’m the one to shine it.”

      Something about his tone is off. He’s spoken to me with a calm and even tone in the past, but I could always sense the malice behind his words. The hatred of Supron and the others. His words, though they come out flowingly, almost seem strained. Clenching his eyes shut, he pinches the bridge of his nose again.

      He grimaces, and as he stands there, staring back at me, he tics again. Almost as if he tries to speak but is stopped, there’s another twitch. His head snaps to the side, and his eyes glance over his shoulder. I see Claire take a step forward and Watkins lets out a low growl of frustration. I quickly glance to my side, and Jett exchanges the same confused stare with me. Looking back at Watkins, I watch as he wrinkles his nose and curls a lip.

      “I’m tired of all of this,” Claire hisses.

      When Watkins looks back at me, there’s confusion and terror and hate covering his eyes. His jaw twitches as if he’s trying to talk, but his lips never part. Claire walks closer, and finally passes by all three, stepping in front of them.

      Standing only five feet in front of us, she unleashes a sinister smile. “And to think, he’s been so aggravated with you.” Glancing back, she nods to Brad. “Do it.”

      Brad takes a step closer to him, then begins to hover so his shoulders are level with the top of Watkins’ height. In an instant, Brad grabs Watkins around the head and viciously snaps his neck. Watkins drops to the ground.

      “Oh my God,” Jett calls out.

      “What did you do?” I scream.

      She lets out a small giggle. “Robbie, you’ve been telling us since you’ve found out about us how vile he was. I expected a thank you, not a condemning question.”

      “I never said he deserved to die.”

      Another giggle from her. “Poor little Robbie. Watkins was right about your misplaced morals. We do what’s best for the greater good.” Turning around, she gazes upon Watkins’ motionless body. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He did save us. We have these powers thanks to him. But after Alice and Kevin fell, I couldn’t continue with him. We couldn’t.” She glances up, and Brad lands back on his feet. Both he and Jared nod to her in confirmation.

      Spinning back around, she crosses her arms, staring at me. “I had to let him frame you. It’s a shame because I liked Anthony and Candice. But if I would’ve stepped in at that time, I might’ve not had the opening I had to burrow into his mind.”

      My brain’s running a thousand miles a minute. Watkins tried to frame me, but she’s been behind Watkins since then? For how long? If she’s in control, does that mean she’s controlling Brad and Jared now? How was she even able to enter Watkins’ mind? Wait, can she read my mind? Is she reading it right now?

      A long laugh falls out of her, and she takes a step closer. “I can see your mind running a mile a minute. Don’t worry, I’m not reading your thoughts. Not yet. My telepathic powers work in ways that I can’t wait to show you.” The evil smile reappears as she glares at me. “Before that, I will offer you two an invitation. I already know the answer, but I feel it’d be rude not to extend it. Join us or die along with him.”

      “You’re insane if you think we’d ever join you,” Jett yells at her. “You guys have been brainwashed. But it doesn’t matter. You’re going down.”

      She scoffs. “We were named the Alphas because we’re just that. You can’t beat us.” Keeping her gaze on me, her face softens a touch. “I was in control of Watkins when he gave Daniel the warning, Robbie. That was expressly for you. Why do you think he didn’t just disappear? Watkins had me lure a group of supers to Daedalus. After enough showed up, the others volunteered with ease. And when they were powerless, I erased certain parts of their memories. To give them a clean slate as it were. I left Daniel’s. I didn’t want it to come to this. Even after everything you caused, everything you did to us, I was still going to let you walk away. We’ll control King City now.”

      “Claire, don’t do this.”

      “Robbie.” She shakes her head, staring down at the tiled floor. “Robbie, Robbie, Robbie.” Letting out a low sigh, she returns her gaze to me, and there’s nothing but malice. “You did this. You made me this way.”

      “I have no idea—”

      “Remember when you humiliated me?” she asks.

      “What?”

      “When you rejected me? I never forgot it. And when the time came that I could actually take power back, I seized it. Watkins wanted the control, that much is true, but he’s also been able to establish peace through Daedalus. And now that he’s gone, we’ll continue to free people from a power they don’t want. We’ll be in control the way we see fit.”

      I turn my attention to Jared and Brad, who have menacing grins on their faces. “You guys, Watkins distorted whatever memories you think you have.”

      “Watkins was power-hungry, but he helped us see clearly,” Brad responds.

      “You’re an egomaniac,” Jared adds. “And it’s finally time you get what you deserve.”

      He motions toward me but immediately stops in his track. “No,” Claire calls out. “He’s mine.”

      “But—”

      “I said no!” Claire shouts, and Jared immediately drops to the ground, grabbing his head in pain.

      Claire’s the key. She has a direct link to their mind. The same disc on her temple is on Brad and Jared. But Watkins didn’t have one, which must mean she doesn’t need a direct link like she has with them to attack.

      “Now, Robbie!” Jett shouts.
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      As soon as Jett calls out, the entire room goes black. It’s more than the lights going out. It’s muggy in the room. My breathing seems to get harder. It’s as if we’ve been transported to another place entirely.

      “Robbie!” I hear a faint cry for help in the distance.

      Spinning around, I’m met with something solid cracking into my jaw, and I drop to the ground. The murky darkness lifts for a second, like the sunlight breaking through clouds, and I see a glimpse of Claire standing above me with a sick smile.

      As soon as I see her, I’m surrounded by a dark void again. A chill runs along my skin, and as I breathe out, I see steam rise from my breath. My teeth begin to chatter.

      “Wh-wh-what is this?” I ask around, feeling the chill around me. “How are you teleporting—”

      “No, Robbie. You haven’t moved a step,” a small whisper floats over my face, and I feel Claire’s breath against my chin. “But your mind? That’s another thing entirely.”

      “D-d-don’t do this,” I stutter, trying to gather myself.

      “I already told you. You did this.”

      She trips into me, and suddenly I’m back in the room. Jett calls out my name. My head snaps around. She dodges an attack from Brad, blasting a pulse from her hands. Jared crawls up in front of me, helping Claire to her feet.

      “You idiot!” she yells at him. “Watch where you’re going!”

      “Screw you, oh fearless leader,” he spits, cracking his neck. “I wanted that douchebag. You know what he did to me. Embarrassing me in front of everyone at the dance.”

      “You’ll get your turn, Jared,” Claire snaps back. “That is if you can handle the superhero who shouldn’t be a problem. All she can do is pulse through the air.”

      “She’s been trained!” Jared screams at her. “All we’ve had is Watkins ordering his checkpoint list and you installing it in us. Don’t be a bitch.”

      “Robbie!” Jett calls out again.

      I teleport over to her as Brad hyperspeeds toward us. I’m able to spin us around just in time, then stick my leg out, sending him tumbling down to the ground. I hold on to Jett, still trying to regain my senses, and see her wiping blood from her cheek.

      “What’s happening?” she asks.

      “She’s controlling what I see. What I feel. I don’t think I’ve ever been in anything like that.”

      “I thought they were going to be much better trained than they are. I think Watkins must’ve been feeding them information, telling them exactly what to do and say.”

      “It explains how they seemed so efficient and organized after only a few months.”

      “Enough!” Claire screams out, pointing at Jett. “Get her!”

      The other two hover in the air. As soon as I lift my hands to defend myself, I’m falling through a pitch-black sky, reaching for anything to stop my fall.

      “Robbie! It’s not—” Jett’s voice instantly shuts off as I slam on the cold hard ground.

      Trying to pick myself up, I spit out blood, kicking rocks out of the way as I regain my balance. It’s still dark, but I can see where I am now. It’s a lone, dark road. Tall peaks of grass come up waist-high, fencing in the long, dirt road. From a distance, the shining of two headlights pierce through the darkness. Raising an arm to cover my eyes, I’m instantly tackled to the ground, and feel moist dirt.

      When I look around, my heart drops. I know this place. It’s the beachside cave I was stuck in last year. The place Leena took us. Where she experimented on Pete and Jasmin. Where she killed—

      “Robbie?” a soft, timid voice calls out from behind me.

      Spinning around, I see Maria. She’s wearing one of her pairs of jean shorts, low-top Converse Chucks, and a small shirt with a sarcastic saying. “Sorry, I’m not listening.” Even her clothing was snarky.

      “Maria.”

      She looks around slowly, holding herself. “Where are we?”

      “Maria? Is that really you?”

      “What … what is this place?” She scans the area, and tears start to fall down her cheeks. “Why’d you bring me back here?”

      “No.” I finally try to break through my thoughts. Shaking my head, I stare down at the soft sand beneath our feet. “No, this isn’t real.”

      “You let me die.” Her words force my head up. She’s now standing directly in front of me, and the tears are gone. Hatred is strewn about her face. “You let them kill me.”

      “N-no,” I stutter, my nightmares starting to resurface. “No, I tried to save you.”

      She starts to laugh. It’s soft at first, almost a giggle. Soon the giggle floats to a chuckle. Reaching up, she holds her face, and she’s now in hysterics. “Save me,” she yells out through the laughter. “You didn’t want to save me. Or anyone else. All you cared about was your precious Jasmin.”

      “No!”

      “That’s all you were doing! That’s all you’ve ever cared about! You even let your supposed best friend get crippled!”

      “Shut up!”

      I clench my eyes shut, shaking my head, fighting her words and my fears. Fingers clasp my face, pulling me closer. When I open my eyes, it’s not Maria there, but Claire. “You rejected me a week before our friends were taken,” she seethes. “I was powerless, but then Watkins offered me this.”

      Slowly, she waves her hand in between us.

      “You’re wrong,” I reply, but my words are laced with fear. “You were taken that day, too. All of you were. Watkins just scrambled your memories.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, still holding my face. “Look at her.” My eyes bounce to the side. I see Maria standing there, still scared. “You could’ve saved her, but you didn’t. How does that make you feel, Robbie? Does it torture you? Does it make you feel worthless? That’s exactly how you made me feel. I hid how I felt about you for so long, and when I finally asked you out, you rejected me. Told me I’d never be good enough for you to date.”

      “Claire, you don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Pulling her hand back, she unleashes a vicious slap across my face. My head jerks to the side from the force. When I look back at her, she’s gone. So is Maria and the cave.

      Now Jasmin stands in front of me. Claire appears behind her, stepping to her side, almost inspecting her with a fine-tooth comb. “What is it about her, Robbie? Why her and not me?”

      “This … this isn’t real. Claire, you—”

      “When Jared told me she turned him down, I wasn’t surprised. He’s cute, but he’s always been a little slow on the uptake. He didn’t get a scholarship for his brains.”

      “I can’t … What are you doing?”

      Ignoring me, Jasmin stands as still as a statue, and Claire crosses over, drawing ever closer to her. Slowly, she moves the hair from off her forehead, tucking it behind her ear. “She is beautiful. But when she told Jared why she turned him down … I don’t get it, Robbie. I’m just as pretty as her.”

      “Jared’s wrong,” I try to counter. I fight with the internal thoughts, attempting to remember this isn’t real, but they’re both right in front of me.

      “She told him she’d rather go alone if she couldn’t go with you. Can you believe that? I remember hearing that, and thinking she was out of her mind.  But then I saw it.”

      “Please … stop this.”

      “Then I saw just how haughty and arrogant you two were.” She snaps her fingers and Jasmin disappears in a cloud of smoke. It wafers around me, and my eyes start to sting. Drifting closer to my nose, I begin to choke, grabbing my throat in pain. I drop to my knees, then feel Claire’s fingers under my chin. She lifts my head up, and my lungs burn from trying to breathe but I’m unable to.

      “The day I finally confided my feelings to you, you were standing next to your locker. I walked up, a complete nervous wreck, and after I finally told you, you laughed. You actually laughed at me.”

      “Claire—” I try to argue, but end up choking, still trying to take in a breath.

      “You said I’d never be as pretty as her. As smart as her. I should’ve hated her, and I did a little. But it was your reaction. That laugh. The sight of you looking down at me. How dare Claire Nguyen think she ever had a chance with Robbie Garcia.”

      “Please …” I choke out. “That … wasn’t real.”

      Suddenly, the smoke disappears, and I gasp for air. On my hands and knees, I peer up at her. She glares back, curling a lip. “You can plead all you want, but it won’t change anything. I can do as I wish now, Robbie. Have anything I desire. And what I want most is for you to die.”

      Bringing her hand closer to my face, her fist clenches. A piercing siren echoes in my brain, forcing me to grab my temples in excruciating pain. My throat begins to close. I feel liquid seeping out of my eyes and down my nose. Then, in an instant, it stops.

      Claire drops to her knees, screaming out in pain.

      My hands are cover in blood, which is also seeping out of my ears now. Looking up, I see Brad on his knees, too. Jett huffs in exhaustion, and Jared works his way out of a pile of rubble built up of the stainless-steel tables, desks, and the seven large chambers. The entire room is in disarray from the fight Jett’s been battling. She runs over and slides down next to me on her knees.

      “It’s the discs,” she yells at me.

      “What?”

      “The discs. They don’t only hurt them and scramble their connection to her, but she feels that pain, too.”

      “You’re dead!” Jared screams, leaping at both of us. Jett grabs me around the waist, and using her free hand to pulse the air, shoots us out of the way.

      “Robbie, you need to focus,” she yells. “You two have been standing in the chaos. She’s fighting you in your mind.”

      “I … it’s real. I can’t breathe.”

      “It’s the same as a dream. The mental anguish, the fear. It feels real in a dream, but it’s not. You need to remember that.”

      Before she can say anything else, Jared rushes at both of us, knocking us into Claire. She still grabs the disc on her head, and I look up to see Brad trying to gather his bearings. If we can take either one of them out right now, that might do the trick.

      Tapping my earpiece, I radio in. “Doc! Doc, can you read me?”

      “Worm, what’s happening in there?”

      “We’re coming in hot, Doc.”

      “What?”

      Looking over at Jett, I find her staring back at me with a perplexed expression. “Get that card out that Shadow gave you.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Claire huffs, and Brad stumbles to his feet. Seething, Jared glares down at me. “I hope this works,” I whisper to myself.

      Teleporting as fast as I can over to Brad, I slam my fist across his face, and he drops back down to the ground. I glance back at Claire, whose hatred burns through me, and though I know it’s going to hurt them both, I kick Brad in the head, right across the metal disc on his temple. Instantly both he and Claire cringe in pain.

      Grabbing him by the wrist, I take my black card and snap it in half. It instantly transfers us to Shadow’s base, and Brad continues to yell in agony.

      “Worm!” Doc screams at me, but I ignore him and search for Shadow. Thankfully, he’s standing at a separate desk and stares at me like I lost my mind.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Shadow, incapacitate him. In the third level of the Dark.”

      “Are you insane? That could kill him.”

      “Do it! It’s the only way. Pull him out before he dies.”

      “Robbie, this is ludicrous,” Doc screams at me.

      “It’s the only way!” I yell back. “Claire is in their heads. She can get in everyone’s. We have to separate them, and hopefully, we can get to her.”

      Staring nervously for what feels like hours, I wait for Shadow to agree. When he finally does, I teleport back to the room. Just as I land, Jett dodges an attack from Jared. He drops to the ground, picking up a huge chamber and throws it across the room. Luckily, Jett dives out of the way just in time.

      Teleporting over to Claire, I trip her down to the ground and take her legs out from under her. As she crashes to the ground, it gives me enough time to slam my fist down directly across the metal disc on her temple.

      She screams out in agony, and I’m tackled to the ground. Jared raises his fist high and swings wildly. I inch out of the way as his fist slams into the tiles beneath my head, pieces of tile and dirt flying everywhere. As he’s raising his hand again, Jett rushes over to us, and throws her hands into the air, blowing a massive surge at him. He flies off of me, crashing into a wall.

      Crawling to his feet, Jett and I both ready ourselves, and he hyperspeeds over to us. Jett pushes me out of the way, and taking the brunt of the attack, they both go flying backward into the opposite wall. Rushing over, I’m standing in front of Jared as he begins to crawl out of the rubble that’s fallen around them. While he does, Jett struggles to move. Her left leg is twisted the wrong way. Her right wrist is the same. Blood drips from the corner of her mouth.

      Getting to his feet, he leans down and grabs a metal rod that’s broken off from something—a table, a desk, a piece of the chambers? I don’t know. All I know is time freezes as he raises it high, ready to impale her. She lifts her good arm and releases a colossal pulse from her palm.

      Not only does the force blow me back but it hits him directly in the chest. He slams into the ceiling and comes down in a devastating thud.

      I rush over to them, and see Jared has somehow impaled himself on the rod he was going to attack with. Falling to my knees, I reach to help Jett as she coughs in pain, drops of blood dribbling down her chin. I’m startled to feel Jared’s hand on my calf. I spin around, unsure what his next attack will be, only to find a confused and beaten person.

      With dirt and blood scattered over his face, he lies on his side, slowly pulling his hand back, feeling the rod sticking out of his chest. “Robbie?”

      His voice is missing any of the malice and vitriol I’ve experienced from him. He’s confused and hurt. And scared.

      “She’s getting back up,” Jett whispers. I look over to see Claire finally gathering her faculties. “We need to end this.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I need to get you out of here. Both of you.” I gesture to Jared, who’s fallen unconscious.

      “I can—”

      “You can’t.” I stare at her.

      “She’s too powerful. If she takes control—”

      “I know.” I nod, unsure how I’ll combat Claire when she’s not even physically fighting me.

      I grab Jared’s shoulder, then nod to Jett. She holds her card that Shadow gave us. I could teleport us, but I want to make sure no matter what happens, Claire doesn’t have his location.

      As soon as the card snaps, we’re on the floor of the Cavern. I look up to see Brad unconscious, strapped to a desk. Shadow and Doc both turn around, caught off guard by the sight of all three of us, broken and bloodied. Before Doc can say a word, I teleport back to the room, where Claire’s waiting.
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      The moment my feet hit the ground, Claire raises her hand and then drops it. Confused, I inch closer to her while she holds her position. Then she rolls her eyes.

      “When Watkins finally told me you were Worm, I couldn’t believe it.” She takes a small step forward, then wipes the dirt and sweat from her forehead. “Why do you continue to wear that uniform though? Your precious heroes aren’t coming. The Justice Alliance is over. There’s no reason to be a sidekick at all. And in a few moments, you’ll be dead.”

      Taking a deep breath, I’m unsure why she hasn’t immediately tried to attack. Maybe it’s the lack of training from Watkins, or perhaps she truly wants to toy with me. Whatever it is, I have an opening, and I’m taking it. I jump to teleport behind her and instantly trip and fall on my face, my helmet and visor blocking me from cracking my nose on the tiles.

      A giddy laugh erupts out of her. “Oh, I didn’t think it’d work that well.”

      Glaring up at her, I move to teleport from the ground but can’t. “What the hell?”

      “Poor little Robbie. Are they dead?”

      “What’d you do to me?” I ignore her question with one of my own.

      “Jared and Brad were the strongest ones I had a connection with, and I can’t feel the mental link anymore. Are they dead? Pity. Our tie is probably why Watkins enacted the plan that forced us to turn our backs on Anthony and Candice.”

      Getting to my feet, remembering what they did to them breaks through my thoughts. “You went along with that?”

      She shrugs. “It was the only way. Of course, right after that is when I took the opportunity to find a way to slither through Watkins’ brain. That was interesting. A lot of dark tunnels in that one.”

      Going to teleport again, I remember I can’t and stare back at her. “What’d you do to me?”

      “It’s a mental block.” She smiles a conniving grin. “Makes you think, doesn’t it? Am I already in your mind right now? Did you even get your little friend back to wherever you took them? Is any of this real?”

      “It’s real.” I breathe out slowly, trying to remember what Jett said. “And I’m ending this now.”

      Claire moves closer, stepping over the rubble that’s amounted from the battle Jett was having. Pausing for a moment, she stares over at the large chambers, now bent, crushed, and broken. “This is the place we were born. The place I was born.”

      Her words remind me that this entire thing is all because Watkins experimented on her and the others. It builds the anger back up inside. “No! Remember who you are. You weren’t born here; Watkins did this to you. You don’t have to do this. Please! Remember King City High. Our friends.”

      “Friends?” she screams at me. “Oh, I remember our friends. I remember them laughing at me. I remember Maria teasing me, telling me how could I even think you’d like me!”

      “That didn’t happen! Please, you have to believe me. Watkins scrambled your mind. We never dated. You never asked me out!”

      “I did!” she shouts back. Not only do I see her anger rising, but the pain. The memories she’s been embedded with I don’t think I’ll be able to overcome. “I did,” she repeats, this time almost as a whimper. “And I could literally feel my heart crumble when you treated me like a pathetic little spec.”

      “Claire …”

      “You told me I’d never be good enough. That I’d never be Jasmin, so why even bother asking. I hated her, but I hated you more.”

      “We had English together! You helped me on a midterm.”

      “Watkins told me you’d deny it.”

      I’m trying to piece together any information she’s giving me. Trying to recall if at any time she ever flirted with me in school, or if I ever gave her the impression I was interested in her, but there’s nothing. Watkins has completely altered her memories. Raising my hands, I approach her slowly. She stays where she’s at, her posture ready to pounce, carefully studying my movement.

      “Claire, listen to me.” I try to sound as calm as possible. “Watkins has screwed with you. I dealt with him before. I know he can say things, twist things. Whatever he did to you guys, it’s not your fault. Please, let me help you.”

      For a millisecond I think I’m getting through to her. She stays there, her eyes studying mine, with a line across her brow. But it vanishes. The confused brow morphs into anger and hatred, and she curls her lip.

      “No. He may have made me what I am. He may have given me these powers, but he’ll never control me again. And I know what I remember.”

      “Please, don’t do this.”

      “You did this, Robbie.” Her words make me freeze. “And now you’re going to pay.”

      Throwing her hand up, an instant buzz rattles my skull. I grab my temples in pain, falling to my knees. Letting out a scream, I double over, pressing my head to the cement, still feeling my brain scramble. In a flash, the pain subsides, and I’m kneeling down on a bed of grass.

      Looking out, I’m near a clifftop, overlooking the King City Coast. Out in the distance, I can see Romita Lighthouse.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” The soft words float around me. Claire’s sitting on the grass with her hair pulled back and a light blush across her cheeks and nose. She’s not in her uniform anymore but a pair of white shorts and a slim-fitting yellow tank top with spaghetti straps. “I imagined this would’ve been our first date.”

      “No …” I shake my head and look around. “No, this isn’t real.”

      Vines shoot out from the ground, wrapping around my wrists and pulling me down. I’m forced to my knees, and Claire gets to her feet. Gone is her innocent demeanor and the light-yellow top and shorts she was just wearing. She’s back in her Alpha gear standing over me.

      “You’re right. It was never real. You humiliated me!”

      “You’re wrong!”

      “Shut up!” Swinging her arm out, her hand stops a foot away, but I feel an invisible force slap against my face, somehow my helmet’s gone. “I liked you all throughout high school. I saw you with Jasmin, and that girl from Edgewater, and even a backstabbing princess. But me? You’d never even look at me.”

      “Claire—”

      “And you tore my heart out!” she screams and throws her fingers out, the vines wrapping tighter around my wrists. More crawl up my back and force me down to the ground, burying my face in the dirt and grass. Closing my eyes, I feel the debris, then coldness. Opening my eyes, I’m now surrounded by steel and concrete, which looks familiar. Then I hear a scream.

      I’m on my feet and spin around, only to see Claire sitting in a dark and cold corner of what seems like a cell. Watkins approaches her, kneeling down in front. “I’m so sorry, Claire,” he whispers.

      “I … I just wanted him to love me.”

      “I know, sweetheart.”

      “Claire!” I scream out. “This isn’t real!”

      There’s no answer as the scene plays out in front of me. Watkins gently taps her knee. “It’s going to be okay, Claire. I can help you. You can get your revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Her head snaps up, her eyes staring at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Robbie Garcia is not who you think he is. He uses people. He hurts people. All of your friends who died when the princess attacked your school? He caused that.”

      Tears fall from her eyes, and I force back my own. Her jaded and twisted implanted memories are bringing back my own real ones.

      “Robbie … I hate him, but …” She sniffles. “How could he cause that? It was the princess, wasn’t it?”

      Like a comforting grandfather, Watkins sits down next to her, putting an arm around her shoulder, holding her closer. “I’m going to tell you something that no one knows.”

      “No,” I whisper, stepping closer to the fake memory. “Don’t you do it.”

      “It will hurt you, my dear,” Watkins says. “But you need to know the truth.”

      “Don’t you do it!”

      “Robbie Garcia is the sidekick Worm.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, more tears falling. “That’s … impossible.”

      “Is it?” he questions her. “He was always missing from classes. It’s why Jared hates him.”

      “Jared?”

      “Jared asked the girl, Jasmin, to a dance one year. She said no because Jared could never measure up to Robbie.”

      “Jasmin?” Her tears begin to dry. Her voice steadies. “Jasmin knows?”

      “She does. And Anthony? His girlfriend died because Robbie was using the princess. This was right before he broke your heart.”

      “I … I don’t believe it.” Her eyes wide, her expression one of shock, she shakes her head.

      “Why do you think he spurned you like he did. He only cares about himself and that girl. He even let his best friend be paralyzed.”

      She gasps. “What?”

      Watkins nods. “So many of your friends died because of him. Robbie told them to take Peter. He was hoping the princess would exchange Peter for Jasmin. Of course, Robbie spurned her, too, so she took everyone. She hurt everyone because of him. All of this is his fault.”

      “Liar!” I scream and run over to them, dropping to my knees, pleading with what I’ve now forgotten is a fake, implanted memory. “Claire, don’t listen to him! I tried to save you guys. You have to believe me!”

      Her tears are entirely gone. She straightens her shoulders as Watkins is already on his feet. Letting down his hand to her, he helps her up. “How … how can you help me?” she asks him.

      “Robbie and the others. The Alliance. We have to get rid of them. They live by their own rules. Their power makes them a threat. I’ve discovered how to hone powers. I can give you that power, Claire. I can give you the power to not only get even with Robbie but be a better hero than he could ever hope to be.”

      Instantly I’m swirling around in a cloud of air. I try to grasp for something—anything—but my balance is completely lost. I slam down, face-first, into cold concrete. Reaching out my arm, I feel a foot.

      Claire’s voice echoes around me. “You did this, Robbie. You caused the death of our friends. Watkins may have given me my power, but you’re the one who truly made me.”

      “Please …” I peer up at her, feeling the blood around my gums. “None of this is real.”

      “Doesn’t this feel real?” In a thunderous clap, her palms slam together in front of me, causing my insides to vibrate. I scramble back, trying to get to my feet, and when I look up, she’s standing in front of me again. “You’re going to pay for what you did to me.”

      I wildly roll away and get to my feet, then swing my legs out as fast as I can to trip her. She falls down, giving me a slight opening. I look around for anything to help, but there’s nothing other than the rubble of chaos from the fight, strewn crates, and broken bricks and concrete. I grab a piece of cement and hurl it at her, but she dodges out of the way.

      Her voice echoes in my mind as smoke wraps around me. “How does it feel, Robbie?”

      A vibration runs through my body, and I fight to stop from convulsing.

      “You think you’re better than everyone because of your power.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “And now you have none. You toyed with my emotions. You’re the reason our friends died.”

      “No!”

      Scrambling away on my hands and knees, my fingers slide across more broken rubble. I frantically grab something on the ground and throw it, but it flies through more smoke. Instinctually, I try to teleport and feel a compression inside of my brain. Then I feel an invisible force pushing through my eyes, and drop to my knees, wildly swinging again.

      A sinister giggle echoes in my ears, as more smoke clouds my vision. “I will kill you, Robbie. But I have to admit, I love watching you squirm like this. Now you know how I felt.”

      I feel the slight running of her fingers slide over my helmet, then they tap my nose and chin. “Before I do this, before I tear your memories apart and infest your mind with all the torment you laid upon me—”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Shh.” Her finger slides over my lips. “Before all of that, I want you to know no one else who was ever close to you will have anything to fear from me. You’re responsible for it all and—”

      “I’m not responsible!” I scream out, grabbing a piece of concrete that’s next to me and take one more wild swing. Through the clouds, I connect with something, and all of a sudden, the haze vanishes. Claire stumbles back, grabbing her face.

      “You’re gonna pay for that.”

      Her eyes squint, but I roll to the side, grabbing another piece of rubble and fling it at her. She lets out a yell and dives to the ground. Taking the opening, I spring over to her and tackle us both to the ground.

      As we scramble, a knee strikes my ribs, and I grab them in pain. She climbs over my back, wrapping her arms around my neck. I quickly stumble back, and we crash into the wall behind us. With her on my back, she hits the wall first, and immediately lets go, dropping to the ground. I know I can’t give her any more openings, so I spin around and grab her hair. She fights to break away, but I hit a low spinning heel kick, taking her feet out from under her.

      Kneeling down to grab her, she returns with a chopping strike to my throat. I clutch my throat, gagging, then stumble back. Jumping to her feet, she runs at me, and I grab another piece of cement from the floor, swinging at her. It connects to the side of her face, and she drops to the ground with a thud.

      “Claire!” I yell, dropping to my knees.

      She starts screaming into her hands, and as she pulls away, it’s then that I see the blood dripping from her temple. I didn’t just connect with the metal disc, it’s broken. Blood drips from her skull, half of the disc still lodge into her skin, the other half missing. Panic-stricken, she starts scratching at it, kicking at me to get away. She claws at the ground, toward the corner of the room, still scratching the side of her face.

      “Claire!” I shout again, but it’s no use.

      Beginning to mumble, her head snaps from side to side, as if she’s watching people. “No! No, I can’t do this!”

      “What is—”

      “Please, I want to go home!” she screams. “But I don’t know … I don’t want to hurt him …”

      Cautiously, I edge toward her. “Claire, it’s okay. It’s gonna be—”

      “Get away!” She shoves her hands out, knocking me to the ground. “You did this to me!”

      “I just want to—”

      Letting out another scream, she frantically crawls away and slips over the concrete, rods, and broken tiles covering the floor. As she turns around, she grabs one of the steel rods, swinging it at me.

      “Stay away!”

      “You’re hurt.”

      “You—” Another scream cuts off whatever she was going to say, and she drops the rod, grabbing her head in pain again. “No, no, no. Please, make it stop.”

      “Claire.”

      Her eyes shoot up at me, now bloodshot and tears falling from them. “Robbie … Help me.”

      Running toward her, I slide to my knees and try to lift her up. She continues to shake her head, looking around, as if she’s watching people around us. “It’s gonna be okay,” I whisper to her.

      A twitch takes hold of her, and she skirts back, pushing me away. Realizing what she’s doing, her eyes pop open. “I can’t … everything’s twisted …”

      “I know. Let me get you to Doc. Take my mental blockers off, and we can help you.”

      “No,” she whimpers. “I don’t know what’s real.”

      Letting out another guttural yell, she jumps away from me, and then she’s calm. Glaring at me, her lip curls. “You have to die.”

      She throws her fingers out; I feel my brain twisting inside and drop to my knees. “Claire, no!”

      “Watkins told me what you did!” she yells back. “He said—”

      She’s cut off by another painful cry. The pain in my head instantly alleviates. I look up to find her shaking, her eyes jumping everywhere in the room. First, at me, then the ground, then the ceiling. Stumbling backward, she falls to the ground. “What … I have to kill you … no! No, why don’t you love me, Robbie!”

      “Claire, wake up!”

      “It’s not his fault! No, he was my friend!” she screams again. Suddenly, she goes silent. She narrows her eyes and scans the empty room. Finding the rod she dropped, she calmly picks it up and gets to her feet, swinging it at me. I duck out of the way just in time. “You’re gonna pay for what you did!”

      “Stop! Your memories are all frayed!”

      “My memories are fine!” she retorts. “And after you’re gone, I’ll finally be free from—” Another shake of her head, and she reaches up to her temple. More blood falls from the fractured metal disc. “I … I don’t … Why did you do this? We never asked for these powers.” She turns around as if she’s talking face-to-face with Watkins. “I know, but that girl was crazy! No, he didn’t do that to me. We never—”

      A growl erupts from her, and she spins around, swinging the rod. I block it with my forearm, instantly regretting the defensive maneuver, grabbing my arm in pain. She swings again, and this time I roll out of the way. When I turn around, she’s still on the attack, so I spin and grab her arm. Twisting it behind her back, I wrestle the rod free from her. She stamps her foot down on top of mine, then flings her head back, crashing her skull into my nose, busting it open. I stumble back, and she runs at me, but I swing the weapon, nailing her on the side and she falls down.

      I bring up the rod to swing it when she raises her hands and cries out, “Stop!”

      My breathing is heavy, and I keep the rod high, unsure what to expect next.

      “I can’t … I can’t control them …”

      “Please, just release the mental blockers. I can get you help.”

      “There’s no help. Watkins did this, and everything is jumbled. I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.”

      “Please. Trust me.”

      “Trust you?” Her tone instantly changes, and she scowls at me. “You’re the reason I’m like this!”

      She jumps up and swings a high kick at me, her foot connecting with the side of my head, knocking my helmet off. On the ground, it retracts into the earpiece. Spitting out blood, I glance back at her just in time to see her running. I get my hands up, still holding the rod, flipping her off to the side.

      Letting out heavy breaths, her red eyes find mine, and she shakes her head. “I can’t control this, Robbie. Please, you have to end this.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I can feel it. My mind coming apart. It feels like tearing off a scab, only it’s layers of my brain. And then it stings. The memories are like acid.” She growls, clenching her eyes shut. “I can’t … fight it much longer. Please …” Another long breath while she stares at the ground. For a moment, she sits in silence. Then she raises her hands, staring at them in awe. Finally, her gaze finds mine. “Please … you have to kill me.”
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      “No!” I shout at her, struggling to get to my feet. “What are you saying? No. I won’t.”

      Her demeanor instantly morphs again. Through blood-soaked gums and teeth, she grins at me. “You’re going to die. Watkins told me everything. You lied to everyone. You told me—” Another horrific scream erupts from her and she drops back to her knees.

      I approach slowly, still holding the rod in my hand. “Claire?”

      “Please.” She lets out a painful whimper. “Please, Robbie. I’m remembering things. I feel it. I remember the truth, and then the lies take hold. They’re like quicksand, and as soon as I recall something real, the fake memories suffocate them out. All I remember is what Watkins installed in me. Please …”

      “I can’t!” I yell at her, hearing my voice break. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

      “I won’t stop,” she seethes, crawling up to her feet. “I had one break, two weeks after Watkins gave me my last treatment. I can feel my mind pulling apart. It … He made me like this.”

      “There has to be another way!”

      “I don’t know what he did, but I can feel it …” She tightens her fists and then drops, slamming them back down to the ground. Grimacing, her face morphs yet again, and she scowls at me. “You did this to me!”

      A reverberating sonic pound slices through the air. I grab my temples in pain, feeling my brain slosh around. My fingers clench, one hand still holding the rod, as I hold my head in agony.

      “Stop me!” she screams out in tormented pain again.

      Gagging, I feel my ribs begin to bend like I’m being wrapped by a boa constrictor, squeezing the life out of me. Finally, the throbbing subsides, and I look over to see her start to scream, clawing at her hair.

      The pain relents, and I let out a long, tired breath. Struggling to hold myself up, I use the rod as leverage and slowly try to get back to her. She sits on her knees, deep breaths going in and out. Her head twitches and I know she’s fighting off everything Watkins did to her. I can’t do this.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she lifts her head, taking another breath. Her eyes pop open, more tears falling from them, and she pleads, “Please …”

      “I can’t … There has to be—”

      “There’s not …” This time she drops her face, staring back down at the concrete. “I see the visions. The things he put in my brain. Flashes happen, like right now … I know they aren’t true. I know you didn’t cause any of this, but … when I see the visions, it’s like it happened yesterday. You double-crossing everyone. Breaking my heart. Rage takes over … if you don’t do this …” Her eyes finally lift, finding mine. “I will kill you.”

      “Please …” My voice cracks again. “Don’t make me—”

      A visceral scream shoots out of her, and she jumps to her feet. Lunging at me, her fingers scrape my neck, and on instinct, I take a step away, shoving the weapon I’m holding at her. She gags, and I glance down to see the rod piercing her chest.

      “No! No, no, no.” My initial scream turns to a whimper as she goes limp, and I catch her body. As if her entire brain is being shut down, her face finally softens from the pain and anger. “Claire!”

      “It’s …” She gags again. “It’s okay …”

      “Help! Someone help me!” I scream out. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know no one will come. We’re alone on a hidden floor. Blocked off from intruders and prying digital eyes, there’s no one else. “I’m gonna get you out of here. Take the block off my power.”

      “It’s … gone. I stopped blocking your power five minutes ago.”

      “Good, I’m going to—”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      She extends her dirtied, bloodied fingers up to my face. With a soft motion, her thumb wipes away the tears that have begun to fall. “No. This is the end.”

      “No!” I reply. “I can get you to Doc. He might be able to—”

      “Robbie. I don’t know … how deep he engrained this into me. This … is the end. It has to be.”

      “No,” I argue still, but make no motion to leave. Instead, my face drops, and I feel more tears fall. “I’m sorry … I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      “You … just did.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I should’ve done more. None of you should’ve been experimented on.”

      She coughs, and drops of blood spread across her chin. Reaching her hand up again, she rests it on my cheek. “Robbie, if you didn’t help end it, it could’ve been worse.”

      “How can you say that? Look at you. How can it get worse than this?”

      “Who knows … how far Watkins would’ve gotten? Who knows how many others he would’ve made? Maria always believed in you …”

      Her words catch me off guard.

      “I found out you were Worm the day we were taken. I … I remember now. Watkins twisted that, but that’s not when I found out. I found out when we were locked away underground.”

      “I don’t …”

      “Maria—” A strained and painful chuckle escapes her. “She said, don’t worry. That Worm would save us. I … I asked her how she knew and … you know Maria could never keep a secret.”

      A strained and hurt laugh now leaves me. “But I didn’t.”

      “Maybe not that day … maybe … not in the short term. But you did. And … you’re saving me now. I don’t want to hurt anymore.”

      “I wish I could’ve done more.”

      Both of our faces are covered in tears, dirt, and blood. Her hand drifts away from my face. “Please, Robbie … Please …”

      “What?”

      “Don’t … don’t let them remember me this way. Us. I … don’t want my family thinking I’m a monster.”

      “I won’t. They won’t. None of this is your fault, Claire. I’ll make sure they know that.”

      “Make sure … they know …”

      Her eyelids grow heavy, and I know she’s fading.

      “I will,” I answer. “I’ll make sure they know.”

      “No …” As if the little light peeking through the dirt and dust floating in the air hurts, she squints. “You. Make sure everyone knows you … saved us … you’re …” Another round of coughing skitters out of her and more splatter of blood from it.

      “Shh, don’t talk.”

      “You’re … my hero, Robbie. Thank you …”
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        ~ ~BREAKING NEWS~ ~

      

      

      TCZ has just received evidence that the Alphas, the group of super-powered individuals who’ve taken over the role of protectors of King City since the demise of the Justice Alliance, may never have been the heroes we’ve been led to believe.

      Early this morning, TCZ received word a battle had broken out between the remaining healthy Alphas, along with Worm and Jett. Chaos was strewn about through secret hidden floors and passageways inside of King City Tower. King City Police and the mayor are said to be working with the formerly charged Doctor Grandside in piecing together all of the destruction.

      Many former superheroes are astonishingly returning to King City, voicing their opinions and revealing their mysterious circumstances. While some admit to volunteering for the meta-gene removal program, others are reporting they never volunteered for said program. All of them have also said they have no memories of what happened after. Suddenly, many memories returned just moments after the altercation subsided in King City Tower.

      Much of the public had little to no knowledge about the seventh member of the Alphas, now known as Claire Nguyen. It’s being reported that Nguyen overtook Watkins’ mind and subsequently embarked on a mission to gain control of King City. Jared McMann, another Alpha member, has succumbed to injuries from the battles and Jett is recovering in an undisclosed location.

      The Super Human Commission is being called on for an emergency hearing to see how much the SHC may have known and what part they may have played in the Alphas’ developmental process.

      This story is developing.
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          General Watkins’ Body Recovered

        

      

    

    
      In what has been an absolutely wild forty-eight hours, new revelations continue to be unveiled on the Alphas and the organization known as Daedalus. As previously reported, inside of the top floors of King City Tower, a massive fight took place between Brad Stephens, Jared McMann, and Claire Nguyen who battled Worm and Jett, both of whom still have not been seen since or made any public statements.

      We can now confirm the body of General Watkins has been found at the same location. After the emergency hearing between the SHC, it’s been revealed that though General Samuel Watkins worked on and established the meta-gene removal process, which has since been indefinitely halted, he is also behind past criminals such as Dean McCall, otherwise known as Magma. Further documents found on classified digital files within Daedalus now prove General Watkins not only assisted Princess Razana’s coup to kill and overthrow her father, but he embezzled millions of funds from the Griffin Consortium and hijacked countless classified projects from other government agencies.

      The remaining Alphas have been locked away in an unknown location while authorities continue to investigate. It’s being rumored they are in an underground, meta-proof bunker, underneath Steelrock Penitentiary. The public outcry for stricter guidelines on the meta-gene removal process has grown loud also, and many members of the community want the remaining Alphas interrogated to further find out any other information they have and to be held accountable for the lies they spread through General Watkins’ program.

      Since the battle occurred, Doctor Grandside has issued a statement from the dormant Justice Alliance, stating Worm and Jett are continuing to recover from their injuries. When inquiries about their encounter with the Alphas were made, Grandside declined to comment further.
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          Supron and Mr. Mimic Cleared of Charges

        

      

    

    
      It’s been ten days since the revelation of Daedalus and its program known as the Alphas. TCZ has just learned that due to the continual findings of the entire program, and the fallout of the battle between the Alphas, Worm, and Jett; Supron and Mr. Mimic have both been exonerated of all charges, after working with city and government officials to further uncover multiple sites Daedalus used in its creation process of the artificial meta-gene and the removal of said genes.

      The superheroes, who were initially revealed to be Chris Covington and Mason Morris, respectively, have not issued any comment. Doctor Grandside continues to be the sole official making public statements in association with the Justice Alliance, but no new activity has been seen from the dormant institution. Many are wondering what will happen next.

      With multiple members of the Alliance having forgone their powers, only a handful of heroes remain around the country with their ability still intact. King City officials have stated they want to work with Grandside in organizing a new team, but the process has been slow-moving. Much of the public is now on guard, unsure who to believe.

      Due to the timing of their capture, during which they were underage, the remaining Alphas have gone into witness protection programs and have not been seen since. Public outcry for them to be held accountable for their actions has been loud. King City officials have had to keep an eye on multiple protests, demanding the Alphas be charged as adults and sentenced for their crimes.

      In this new era that seems to be dawning on King City, TCZ will continue to cover this story and any future ones that appear. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens next as far as the superheroes the city has come to rely on for years.
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      Everyone’s gearing up for finals, finalizing their living situations for the fall semester: our first year at college. It’s all right around the corner. Once the truth was out, King City as a whole rejected Watkins and everything he put together. As if they were the ones brainwashed and not my former classmates, the public acted like they didn’t really know what happened and condemned all the parties involved. It’s as if they all forgot that they spurned the heroes of the Justice Alliance, who protected them for years, and sided with someone who gave them a shiny new toy.

      The Alliance is technically reinstated, but it’s remained defunct. Doc keeps up the day-to-day paperwork while remaining superheroes work on their own. They’ll reach out to him if they need information, but meeting up like we once did doesn’t happen anymore. Criminal activity has shot back up, so the remaining superheroes are working double duty. After recovering, I can’t bring myself to get out there. I feel bad, but Doc tells me it’s okay. That with everything I’ve been through, it’s best to just focus on school and graduating. I still have my powers, so I can help in the future. But for now, I agree with him and remain out of sight.

      Claire and the others’ faces were plastered over every news site, blog, and media outlet. It’s died down a bit since everything happened, but they are still blamed for everything. The general public continues to paint them as monsters who tricked King City. Even as I pass by friends in the hallways, while gossiping about who’s dating who or what fraternity or sorority they want to rush for, there are still lingering whispers. Hushed words about how any of the Alphas could’ve done what they did. Even though it’s been revealed of the mental link Watkins had with them all, no one talks about that. All they say is how horrible they are under quiet whispers because no one will say their names out loud.

      It’s funny. Everyone always talks about how impressionable the youth are. When we try and take a stand and believe in something, to stand up for rights or try to fight for good, those in power say no. We’re not old enough. We’re not responsible enough. We don’t know what we’re doing because we haven’t lived enough.

      But now, when people I called friends did these atrocities, they don’t think anything of it by calling them enemies, monsters, and murderers. They act like they knew exactly what they were doing, and they could’ve chosen to do the right thing but voluntarily chose to side with Daedalus. It’s disgusting.

      Which is why I’ve been visiting their parents.

      I actually started with Craig’s mom. I removed all the security devices quietly, and as I stood on top of her roof, I felt like I had to at least talk to her. Her husband, Craig’s stepfather, is gone. Who knows how long Craig will be in Chromium for? I don’t even know if he has family that visits her, but she’s still a parent. Like all the others, she loves her son. He may have been more agreeing than the Alphas, going along with Vacuus and actually siding with him, but he was still her child.

      Timidly, I approach her front door and lightly tap on it. Her car is in the driveway, so I know she’s home. About to knock again, the door swings open, and I see a middle-aged lady standing in front of me. She looks worn. Tired. There’s an edge to her, but she still looks like a mom, if that makes any sense.

      “Yes?”

      “Uh, hi …” The words escape me, and I look around, scratching the back of my head. “I went to school with your son.”

      A frown with a hard line across her brow forms. “He wasn’t one of them. And he doesn’t live here anymore, so stop checking with me. Tell your editor, or whoever you’re with that I—”

      “No, no.” I shake my hands. “Sorry, I know he wasn’t a member of the Alphas.”

      “Oh.”

      “A few years back. When he was a senior, I was a freshman. I knew him at King City High.” She seems a little shocked, and her face softens a touch. “I just wanted to stop by and see …” I stop, shaking my head at myself. See how he is? What am I thinking? “I just thought I’d stop by and say I know what he went through and what he did …”

      I continue to struggle to find the right words, and as I look back at her, the hard edge of her is now gone. Folding her arms, she almost looks embarrassed.

      “We had a couple interactions,” I continue. “And we didn’t see eye to eye. I think we, uh … we had a few arguments—”

      “Fights,” she corrects me. “I know my son. He had a temper.”

      I light-hearted chuckle seeps out from me. “Yeah.”

      “Honey, I’m sorry. I’m sure it might’ve been worse than that due to who he decided to follow. I don’t have long to talk, I have to get back to work. I’m working a double today.”

      I nod. “It’s okay. I just wanted to stop by and let you know, even though we had our differences, I know Craig …” Staring at the ground, I scan the concrete beneath my feet, unsure what I want to say. It wasn’t his fault? In my heart, I genuinely don’t believe that. So why am I here?

      “He did what he did,” I continue, glancing back up at her. “But I believe he can change if he wants to. There’s still good in him.”

      Her face crumples. Pursing her lips together, I see her throat bob, and her eyes mist over. I offer her one last smile and see the tears begin to fall from her eyes.

      “I’ll let you go.”

      Before I turn around, she reaches out and grabs my arm. The tears freely flowing, she nods, offering a hurt smile. “Thank you.”

      Nodding again, I turn around and head down the street. Now, weeks after I started, I find myself at the final door. It was difficult talking to the other parents, but I got through it. Speaking with Jared’s mom was odd. She remembered nothing of our encounter at the mall. They all seemed thankful that I was there talking with them. Not accusing their children of the horrible things they did, or trying to get them to apologize for their kid’s actions, but just there to tell them I know the Alphas weren’t their kids. Not really.

      Knocking on the door in an apartment building, I wait nervously for Claire’s parents to answer. I don’t know if they’re home, and if they aren’t, I’ll make sure to come back, but waiting at the door I’ve realized has become one of the most nervous feelings I get during these entire interactions.

      The door cracks open, and a middle-aged Asian woman with suspicious eyes peers out. The door is barely open, still being held in place by a chain lock on the other side.

      “Yes?” she answers.

      “Hi. Mrs. Nguyen?”

      “Who are you?” Her words are low and wary.

      “Hi,” I repeat. “My name’s Robbie. I went to school with your daughter.”

      “No. No.” She shakes her head quickly and slams the door shut.

      This has happened already. Brad’s dad did it. I was able to get him to open back up, but only for a minute. He thanked me and then slammed the door shut. Anthony’s parents also. So, I knock again, hoping she at least gives me thirty seconds to say my piece.

      I hear the chain lock slide open. This time the door swings open to reveal a man scowling at me. Claire’s mom stands behind him, glaring as well.

      “What do you want?” he demands. “We don’t know anything. We don’t remember allowing her to join that general. Our Claire was a good girl. We’re sorry for whatever happened, but there’s nothing we can do. Please, stop harassing—”

      “I’m sorry,” I interrupt him. “I’m not here to blame you or anything like that.”

      “Then, leave!” he shouts.

      About to slam the door, I jut out my arm and keep it from closing. His scowl grows even more menacing, and I can feel the force of him pressing against the door. “Please.” I step closer. “I only want a chance to talk to you about her. She was my friend.”

      The inclusion of the last word seems to break through the scorn of both of them. I feel the pressure he’s holding against the door weaken, so I pull my hand back. Glancing over his shoulder, he eyes his wife carefully. She returns the expression, and looks me up and down, deciding whether or not to believe me. Then she gives him a quick nod.

      Upon letting me inside, she ushers me to their living room. The apartment’s small but homey. I see pictures of Claire on the wall and lining a bookshelf. A television sits off to the side, turned off, and I can smell something cooking. Mrs. Nguyen leaves me at the sofa, and I take a seat as Claire’s dad sits in front of me in a recliner.

      The silence builds, and I begin fidgeting with my fingers. I’ve talked to everyone else’s parents. After each time, it’s never gotten easier talking to the next set. I don’t know how long Claire’s will allow me in here, and I’m unsure how to start. Maybe it’s because of being able to reach her at the end and her pleas. Maybe it’s everything as a whole and this being the last family I’m visiting, and it’s finally taking a toll.

      “I’m so sorry for what you’ve had to go through,” I begin, staring at the oak and glass coffee table in front of me. I feel the couch dip, and her mother takes a seat next to me. “Claire was a friend. We didn’t hang out much at school. She mostly talked to my girlfriend, and …”

      The words leave me, thinking of Maria. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath to compose myself.

      “I just wanted to tell you I know what happened wasn’t Claire’s fault. She was a good person.”

      Her mother looks over at her father. I bite my lip nervously and see both of their eyes tear up.

      “I don’t believe any of the Alphas meant to do what they were doing. I know a lot of people think they’re horrible people, but … I knew them. Claire … the others? That wasn’t them.”

      Her father reaches over, taking her mother’s hand. Swallowing down the rest of my nerves, I wipe my eyes and struggle to smile. “She was a good person. I know she was. I’ll make sure everyone else does, too.”

      Knowing if I try to say anymore or stay any longer, I’ll probably turn into an enormous ball of tears, I get myself up and head to the door. I open it up, but before I can walk through, her father grabs me by the wrist.

      “Thank you.”

      Getting outside of their apartment building, the strength in my legs fade, and I lean against the wall. The traffic zooms by on the busy street in front of me. I hear people talking on their phones or to one another, and I double over, resting my hands on my knees. Two boots approach and stand in front of me. Looking up, I find Mimic dressed down in civilian clothes, a sight I’ve hardly ever seen. Jeans, a forest-green button-up underneath a light brown trench coat, with a baseball hat and sunglasses on. Hiding from anyone who’d recognize him.

      “Mason,” I whisper out.

      “I’ve been watching you.” A small smirk crosses his lips.

      I gulp. I didn’t tell anyone about what I’ve been doing except Pete and Jasmin. And even with them knowing, they don’t truly understand why I’m doing this. He sticks his hand out. “We should’ve come forward a long time ago to offer our thanks, but Chris and I wanted to make sure we had everything squared away.”

      I take his hand, shaking it. “Squared away?”

      He nods. “The Justice Alliance will continue on, but on a much tighter watch from the Super Human Commission. Doc is watching over the entire organization now.”

      “What will you do? And the others?”

      He takes a deep breath, scanning the people passing us by who pay us no mind. “I don’t know. We’ll still be available for anything on a global scale, but the JA as it once ran is no more. It’ll be something else now. And maybe that’s for the best.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “No way. The Alliance protected everyone. Watkins messed everything up. He was wrong. I can’t believe he won in the end.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “He did. You guys have to take a back seat. What about helping people in trouble? What about justice?”

      “The city has it’s justice departments. And superheroes aren’t going anywhere. But this is a new era. Whether good or bad, it’s new. Secret identities can hide ulterior motives. Masks …” He lets out a chuckle. “It was one of the reasons Supron never liked masks. We need to keep ourselves and our families safe, but when someone hides under a mask, whether they have good intentions or not, how can you ever really trust them? Our masks were obvious. Watkins’ mask was deception.”

      Taking a deep breath, he looks around once again. I can see the wear of everything we’ve encountered and how it’s taken a toll on him. He doesn’t look defeated, but he’s definitely tired.

      “The golden age is over,” he says. “Maybe that’s a good thing. It’s time for a new generation. Your generation.”

      I don’t know what to say. He sounds like he’s calling it quits, even though he told me he’d still be available if needed. I want to plead with him to stay out in the open as Mr. Mimic, even if his identity was exposed. But I don’t know if it would do any good. The war with Watkins has taken the best out of everyone.

      “Doc told me you’re taking a leave,” he changes the subject.

      “Yeah. I got in at Edgewater U.”

      “I know.” He grins. It’s the first warm and sincere one I’ve received from him in what feels like forever. “It’s been amazing training you, Robbie. Not matter what form a super has to take in the future, please consider it. You’re one of the good ones.”

      “I will.” I nod. “I’ve had too many examples of what fighting for truth and justice can do to not help people anymore.”

      He smiles again. “I have to know, Robbie.” He looks up at the apartment building. “Why are you really doing this?”

      “Claire and the others. Their parents deserve to know.”

      “They do,” he agrees, finding my gaze. “But you don’t have to do this. You’re not responsible for them, remember?”

      Nodding, my mind transports back to the feeling of guilt after last year. Feeling like I was the cause of it all. I’ve fought past those feelings, so I nod, but I know I can’t feign my expression.

      “Everyone should know,” I reply. “Their families, our friends, the entire city. They weren’t bad people.”

      Keeping our gaze locked on one another, I’m not sure how much more I should say. Then he says it for me. “Be careful.”

      He knows.

      “And if you need anything, anything at all, you contact me. I don’t think you will, though. I believe in you, and afterward, King City will, too.” He sticks his hand out again, and I take it.

      “It’s been an honor, Mason.”

      “No.” He smiles, shaking my hand. “The honor’s been mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      The day is finally here. Graduation day. Last week the high school got in contact with Doc and inquired about Worm giving an uplifting speech for its graduates. When Doc told me, I hesitated. What could I possibly say to my classmates to uplift them? I may have been a sidekick, but I went through much of the same as them. And it threw me into a tornado of emotions, doubt, and feeling like I just wanted to give up. I would imagine that much of them felt the same, even if they didn’t face the kind of things I did.

      But the longer I thought about it, the more I felt like it’s the perfect opportunity to finally clear the Alphas’ names. So now, as I stand here with Jasmin, and Pete sits next to me, we all wait with our other classmates in a large conference room. In a few minutes, the faculty will call us to attention, and we’ll make our way out to the main auditorium for our graduation. Pete and Jasmin both know that Worm’s giving the speech, so we wait toward the back of the room as we’re being called out. I hear the roar of applause from parents, family members, and other onlookers in the crowd.

      Pete scans the area, then looks over at me. “Don’t forget to breathe. I don’t want to see you passing out up there.” He laughs.

      Jasmin gives me a quick hug. “Make sure you hurry up and figure out a way back into the crowd after the speech. I want to throw my hat in the air with you.”

      I smirk, trying to sound confident. “Don’t worry, I’ll be around for the hat throw.”

      A few students are left in the room, but they’re all facing the doorway, so I take the opportunity to teleport back to my room. Quickly undressing from the graduation cap and gown, I change into my Worm uniform. This will probably be one of the last times I wear this thing. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know I have my best friends around me. My family. I’ll be going to college, but I still have my power. And no matter what happens, what I told Mason was the absolute truth. I’ll always find a way to help and inspire people.

      I teleport to the top of the auditorium and tap a button on my helmet, picking up the audio clearer from our principal commencing the graduation ceremony.

      “… And now, we’d like to welcome our special guest for the ceremony. He’s been at the forefront of a battle King City has witnessed these past few months. Before he gets to the stage, I’d like to offer a personal apology. The city turned its back on its heroes, but this young man never wavered. Now that the truth is out, we know exactly what the late general was up to and the atrocities the Alphas inflicted. We live in a new world now, a world without the Justice Alliance as we’ve known it. But there are still a few heroes out there, and he is one of them. Ladies and gentlemen? Graduates? Please welcome to the stage, Worm!”

      Taking a deep breath, I teleport down to the stage area, next to the principal. It’s a surreal feeling, not only standing in front of all my classmates but also the principal. All of them with no idea they know me. Approaching the podium, I stare down at the microphone in front of me, taking another deep breath. I’ve never given a speech before. My nerves are amped up, and as I gaze out across the crowd, I find Pete and Jasmin. Jas smiles and Pete offers a small thumbs-up, his hand staying on his chair. Giving them both a tiny smirk, I nod and stare out to everyone.

      “When this school year started, I think a lot of people were lost,” I begin, trying to calm the nerves inside. “I was lost. I didn’t know what to feel. When the school held the memorial pep rally, a lot of you don’t know this, but … I was here.”

      A light buzzing floats through my classmates, I’m sure wondering what I mean by that.

      “But I couldn’t stay for it. If I’m honest, I felt like a failure. I’ve had family members tell me I’m not. My mentor, who you all know now is Mason Morris, tried to tell me I’m not. Even people I’m closest to.” I find Jasmin’s eyes in the crowd, and she offers me a warm smile. “They all told me that things happen. That I can’t control everything. And they’re right.”

      More buzzing starts, and I’m sure it’s because everyone’s expecting me to give some sort of motivational talk. Some type of discourse that tells them the world is at their fingertips, and they can achieve anything. But I have to get through this.

      “The world is dangerous and scary. Believe me, I know better than most. Your classmates, they knew that, too. I’m not up here to tell you that you can achieve your wildest dreams, because that’s not always possible. For people like Claire Nguyen, it’s not.”

      The buzz slices through the crowd. All of their names have been hush-hush ever since everything ended. I know bringing up not only her name, but the other’s will make everyone uncomfortable. It’ll make parents and teachers squirm. But I made her a promise.

      “It’s not their fault. Your friend—my friend—Maria Ruiz would’ve graduated today. But she didn’t get that chance. We can honor those friends we lost by living the best life we can, and never taking a day for granted. Because we never know what will happen. Even if you lose your way, you can fight to make your way back. Some of you knew Jared McMann. He was one of the Alphas, and no matter what, he’s not here today. And that’s not his fault.”

      I take a deep breath. I feel like I’m rambling. What I need to do is to let everyone know they were good people.

      “Jared and Claire. Brad Stephens, Anthony Ochoa, and Candice Harrison. They didn’t deserve what happened to them. Kevin Miles and Alice Fernandez? They were my friends and were not at fault. None of them deserved what happened to them. You asked me here today because I helped stopped them. While that’s true, I also learned so much more about them. They were fighters. And if the people responsible didn’t do what they did, they’d be here today with you. With us. They weren’t bad people; they were just lost. Led astray by General Watkins. And again, none of it was their fault.”

      The murmurs have grown louder, and I can see parents in the crowd point at one another, unsure what’s happening.

      “I want to do everything in my power so people like them aren’t hurt anymore. And I will. But I can’t do that as this anymore.” I hold my hand over my chest and the emblem of my uniform. “Being Worm, the sidekick to Mr. Mimic, has been a thrill. It’s been one of the greatest joys in my life. And I’ll still help people, I know that. I’ll still use my power to protect and uplift those who can’t do that for themselves. However, I don’t feel like I can do that as Worm.”

      More chatter skitters through not only the crowd but now the students.

      “Like you, shedding your high school lives and marching toward your next goal, I have to do the same. I have to shed this life I’ve been living, finally get over my hurdles, and march on toward a new destination. I need to start a new journey. King City High, my name is Robbie Garcia.”

      I hit the button on my helmet, retracting it, and a huge gasp falls over everyone. Some of the students jump to their feet, others start talking amongst themselves. Parents and teachers off to the side do the same.

      “I’ve gone to school with many of you for my entire life. And now that you know the truth, I don’t know what’s next for me. Just like you. But I do know one thing—I will always help people. Now, though, it’s time to start a new journey. Now, we start a new journey. Graduating class of King City High, are you ready to start a brand-new adventure and live your life to the fullest?”

      And heavy eruption bursts forward, and everyone jumps to their feet, all of the students throwing their graduations caps into the air.

      Our principal hurries up to the stage amidst the applause and thanks everyone for coming. After offering another round of congratulations to the students, I make my way over to Jasmin and Pete. I feel all eyes on me, my name floats across everyone’s lips, but my eyes are focused on the two closest people in my life.

      “Well?” I look down at Pete, who’s shaking his head. “What’d you think?”

      He slaps my leg. “I think you’re a jerk for not telling me you were going to do it!” He starts laughing, then looks over to Jasmin. “Oh, but I’m sure you knew, didn’t you?”

      Her jaw is still open, her eyes lingering on me. “I had no idea.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say to both of them. “I thought if I told you guys, you would’ve tried to talk me out of it. But it’s something I had to do.”

      Pete nods, and Jasmin wraps her arms around me, kissing me. The rest of the students throw their hats into the air, as the principal gives up an official ending to the ceremony and congratulates our class.

      “Did you want me to leave you two alone? You can get a room, just make sure you lock the door,” Pete jokes.

      “Nope.” I finally break away from her, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve got my best friend and my girl next to me.” I smile at both of them. “And now, I have no secret identity. What do you guys feel like? New York or Miami Beach as a graduation trip.”

      Both of their jaws drop.

      “New York!” Pete shouts.

      “Miami!” Jasmin yells at the same time.

      They both exchange embarrassed looks, then start laughing. It’s a new start for me. For us. And I’m going to make sure I make the best of it. And no matter what happens, I’ll keep the memory of the Alphas in my mind. I’ll keep Maria with me. I’ll make sure to live a life they’re proud of and honor their memory.

      “How about both?” I ask, my eyes darting between both of them with a smirk.

      “Deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Well, here we are. It’s finally over.

      

      

      Freshman Sidekick was a story I’ve had brewing in my mind for a long time. I’m a huge fan of Smallville. I’m also a huge fan of coming of age tales. I’ve wanted to tell the story of a teenager, coming into his own, trying to hone his superpower, all while dealing with normal teenage drama that everyone goes through at one point or another. I hope I’ve accomplished that, at least a little.

      Thank you for coming on this journey with Robbie, Pete, and Jasmin. I do have other ideas for them which is why they are all going to Edgewater. College is an interesting time in one’s life, so who know what kind of trouble they can get into. But for now, I think they’ve all earned some time off.

      Finally, thank you for taking a chance on an unknown author. I love superheroes and teen drama and I hope I’ve delivered a story that not only covers epic superhero moments, but also those teen angst times that shows like Smallville, Runaways, and others have.

      
        
        THANK YOU.
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        You can sign up for my newsletter to get the free prequel novella, Freshman Sidekick: Origins, future updates, excerpts, and more.
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