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            THE SAILING COMPETITION

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aria!” Liam shouts as Aria spins the tiller and their boat jerks sideways. “You’re going to make us crash!” His knuckles turn white as he clings to the side of the boat.

      The lake sparkles under the midday sun, its surface dotted with sailboats zigzagging across the water. The boats’ sails billow to leeward, allowing the two passengers on each boat to advance toward the final line at a constant pace.

      As soon as the warmer weather had returned, Aria and Liam had jumped at the chance to join a sailing camp during school vacation. For Aria, the week got even better when she found out it would end with a competition. What could be more perfect than finishing the holiday with a big win?

      But winning wasn’t going to be easy. Sailing wasn’t the duo’s forte. To solve this, Aria dragged Liam to the library the moment they signed up and insisted they study every page of every book they could find on this activity.

      Liam had signed up for peaceful days on the water with friends, not late-night study sessions. Now, between the library marathons and her wild navigation on the lake, he’d started to regret everything. A quiet vacation? Not a chance.

      After assessing their strengths and weaknesses, they decided on a plan. The boat was large enough to accommodate the duo, yet too small to permit much movement. Aria would be in charge of steering while Liam would manage the two sails. Letting Aria take the helm? A disaster of epic proportions.

      In just five days, their boat had already racked up three collisions and one full-blown shipwreck. Somehow, Aria and Liam’s boat escaped with only a few scratches, while the other vessel split clean in two, sending its passengers flailing into the water. Mr. Murphy, their sailing inspector, turned red as he watched one of his beloved boats vanish beneath Sommetville Lake.

      Now, with the competition in full swing, Aria’s wild maneuvers have the duo on the brink of capsizing—the third time in just a few minutes. Liam struggles to adjust the sails to match her erratic movements. Meanwhile, Aria flashes a thrilled, fearless smile which, in Liam’s opinion, doesn’t bode well for their survival.

      “Look out!” Liam says, his voice cracking as the boat swerves dangerously close to another vessel.

      “You really need to relax,” Aria says, narrowly avoiding their friends’ boats. “It’s not like we’re in the middle of the ocean. And don’t forget, we must do everything we can to win!”

      “It’s a miracle we are still alive. I am glad we didn’t let you be in charge of the boat in Egypt. We’d all have been crocodile dinners by now!”

      The mention of their Nile adventure sends Aria into a dreamy reverie. How cool would it have been to sail on the Nile? she wonders. Her daydream is cut short when a sudden jolt nearly sends her flying overboard.

      “Aria! Liam!”

      Mr. Murphy’s thunderous shout makes Aria and Liam flinch. At the head of his motorboat, he slams the throttle forward, sending the boat surging toward them until it’s just inches away. The veins in his forehead bulge, and his jaw is clenched so tightly it looks like it might crack. “In twenty years of teaching, I’ve never seen students this catastrophically bad at steering a boat,” he barks. “How many times do I have to tell you to look where you’re going? If you keep this up, I’ll disqualify you.” With one last glare, he sails off.

      “Happy now?” Liam says. “Your reckless attitude is going to get us disqualified!”

      “He’s got some nerve.”

      “Excuse me?” Liam stares at her like she’s lost her mind.

      “Didn’t you hear him? He’s just trying to stop us from winning. But we won’t give up!” She tightens her grip on the tiller, working all the muscles in her body as hard as she can.

      Liam stares at her, slack-jawed. “You have to be kidding. You’re so ‘good’ that John ended up in the water, and we nearly joined him!”

      Aria opens her mouth to argue but stops short. After a moment, she exhales and the frustration goes with it. “Fine. Maybe you have a point.”

      Liam stands up, swaying on the unsteady boat. “Let me take the helm before we crash into the rocks.” He seizes the tiller without waiting for Aria’s agreement. “Take care of the sails.”

      “But we’re in the middle of the competition, and you’ve never steered the boat,” Aria protests, dragging her feet to her new station. “You’ll see. It’s not as easy as it looks.”

      Liam ignores her. How hard can it be? He sits down and starts shifting the wooden stick from side to side. At first, he’s startled by how much effort it takes. The tiller may look light, but each movement resists him, and the breeze pulls the boat with more force than he anticipated.

      Still, he manages to steady the boat, and they move at a solid pace toward the floats marking the finish line. Despite a few wobbles, Liam stays on course.

      For the first time all week, Liam starts to enjoy himself. This calm moment feels almost luxurious after days of Aria’s wild navigation.

      Aria, on the other hand, is less excited. The lack of adrenaline is unbearable. Her legs fidget and she taps her fingers against the side of the boat.

      “Did you know the Hydroptere is the fastest sailboat in the world? It even holds a Guinness World Record,” she says as she beams.

      Liam glances at her, eyebrows raised. “Seriously, Aria? Now you want to talk about world records?”

      “What? Silence makes me nervous.”

      Liam sighs. He knows his best friend too well—there’s no stopping her now. She’s about to launch into every last detail of this record-breaking vessel, ruining what could have been a rare moment of peace.

      “Let me tell you,” Aria says, her voice growing more theatrical by the second. “That boat hit a speed of 51.36 knots over a single nautical mile. That’s about 59 miles per hour! Can you believe it?”

      “Fascinating,” Liam mutters, only half listening as his eyes drift to the three boats ahead in the race.

      “Be careful!” Aria’s sudden scream snaps him to full alert.

      Startled, Liam jerks the tiller too hard to the left and the boat lurches. A rocky shoal looms just feet away on their left, its jagged rocks threatening to tear through the hull.

      With a quick pull, Liam wrenches the tiller and swings the boat back to the right. Aria grabs the mast for balance, and with her other hand, she brings the sail horizontally and slows their speed.

      Before either can do anything more, the boat sails into a narrow passage carved into the rocky mountain bordering the side of the lake.

      Daylight quickly fades, consumed by the shadows. Only the faint glow of crystalline formations on the walls and ceiling provides any light, casting eerie reflections across the water.
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            THE CAVERN

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam glances over his shoulder, desperately searching for a way to turn back. But to his dismay, the corridor is too narrow, and the boat is too big to retreat. His heart races and his breaths grow shallow as the boat glides deeper into the darkness. Its smooth weaving through the twists and turns leaves Liam even more unnerved.

      “I’ve got to admit, you’re not half-bad at steering,” Aria says.

      “I wish I could take credit,” Liam replies with a note of panic in his voice. “But I’m not doing anything.”

      Aria spins around, her brows knitting together. “What do you mean?” She squints into the darkness, but all she can make out is Liam’s shadowy figure.

      Suddenly, the boat leaves the corridor and emerges into a vast cavern.

      Aria’s and Liam’s jaws drop as thousands of crystals blaze across the ceiling and walls, flooding every corner of the space with radiant light.

      The cave feels alive. Each water droplet echoes as it hits the water, and its ripples spread across the surface. The crystals shimmer and cast a spectrum of colors into the dimness.

      For a long moment, neither of them speaks. They simply stare, wide-eyed, as the boat drifts deeper into the cavern carved into the mountain.

      “Wow,” Aria says. “You really found a way to spice up the day.”

      “Where are we?” Liam says as he gulps.

      “I don’t know… Maybe it’s a magical cave that’ll transport us to another time.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Need I remind you that I almost became lion lunch on our last adventure? The escapade went smoothly for you. For me? Not so much.”

      Aria jerks backward, making the boat wobble. “Smooth escapade? Are you kidding? I nearly died saving your sorry butt!”

      “Okay, fair. But we’ve got a race to win, Aria. No time for detours.”

      “Who cares about winning the race when we get to see this?”

      Liam stares at her, baffled. “What’s gotten into you? Did the crystals curse you or something?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Crystals don’t curse people! You really need to start paying attention in science class.”

      “I do—” Liam says, but he stops as the boat bumps into a wooden pier.

      Aria and Liam exchange a glance, holding their breath.

      “So … should we go explore?” Aria says.

      Liam spins around to look behind them. His brows lift as his eyes go round. “Aria!”

      Aria jumps to her feet. “What? What is it?” she asks and hurries to his side.

      “The cavern… It’s closed.” Liam points. “That’s where we came from; now it’s just a wall.”

      Aria’s face lights up with excitement. It seems like they won’t be going back to Sommetville tonight.

      Liam, however, feels his anxiety spike. The cool cave air does nothing to stop the sweat dripping down his face. The ceiling seems lower somehow, the walls pressing closer.

      “You really have a gift for getting us into trouble, my dear Liam,” Aria says with an ironic smile playing on her lips.

      “Me? How is this my fault?”

      “I wasn’t the one driving the boat! I remember⁠—”

      A sudden coughing sound resonates through the cavern.

      They freeze. Slowly, they turn to face the source of the noise.

      At the end of the pier stand a girl and a boy, both appearing to be around Aria and Liam’s age. Their mismatched clothing is so unusual that even Aria, who knows history like the back of her hand, can’t pinpoint the time period.

      The boy wears a khaki jumpsuit that ends just above his knees, layered with a white tunic. A golden necklace rests above a brown belt that cinches his waist. A gold headband, inlaid with red and ocean-blue mother-of-pearl, shines against his dark, curly hair.

      Next to him, the girl wears a draped white tunic that recalls Roman style, but the green fabric wrapped around her waist feels out of place. A broad gold collar, resembling those they saw on their trip to Egypt, adorns her chest, complementing the thick wristbands and the headband resting on her forehead.

      Where have they landed?
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      The girl steps toward them, the wooden dock creaking under her stride. “Are you the people sent by Poseidon?”

      Liam rolls his eyes up to the ceiling like he’s pleading for mercy. “Here we go again.”

      Aria rushes to the front of the boat with a flourish. “We are indeed. Aria and Liam from Sommetville, at your service.”

      The girl smiles. “We’re so happy to see you, my brother and I.” Her expression falters as she glances at Liam, whose face twists into a look of skepticism.

      “Don’t mind him,” Aria says, waving a dismissive hand. “He’s always slow to react, but once his adaptation period passes—which, by the way, keeps getting shorter—he becomes the most daring adventurer you will ever meet.”

      “My what?” Liam says.

      Aria locks eyes with him. “It’s a pattern, Liam. At first, you’re all grumpy and confused whenever we’re thrown into a quest. But little by little, you embrace your fate, and suddenly, you’re charging ahead at full speed.”

      Liam’s frown deepens. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t act like you don’t know.”

      “Ahem.” The young girl coughs, interrupting the argument.

      “Apologies for our manners,” Liam says with mock formality, a sly grin replacing his earlier frustration. “Unfortunately, Aria never learned how to behave in polite society.”

      “Liam!” Aria shouts while he chuckles.

      The boy whispers to the girl, “Thalya, are you sure they’re the ones Poseidon sent?”

      Thalya shifts uneasily. “I … think so. The pendulum clearly indicated on the map that they would arrive in this cave.”

      Liam swallows the last of his laughter. “Okay, okay, I’m done. But just for the record, Aria’s wrong about me. I don’t need any so-called adaptation period. What can we do for you?”

      “Uh, right,” the girl says, sounding hesitant. “I’m Thalya, and this is my little brother, Kael. We are the children of Eudora, the Tenth Empress of the Kingdom of Atlantis, and we need your help to save our Mother and kingdom from ruin.”

      Aria and Liam gasp and stare at each other in disbelief. Atlantis? The legendary island said to have vanished beneath the ocean? Even Liam, whose grasp of history is shaky at best, knows this city—or rather, this myth.

      For a moment, the cavern is silent except for the dripping of water. Kael pulls an object from his jumpsuit pocket. He approaches the boat and opens his hand.

      Liam leans in and sees a pale-yellow crystal, rough and jagged, glittering faintly in the boy’s palm.

      “What is it?” Aria calls from behind him, unable to see.

      Impatient, she steps toward Liam and rocks the boat. The vessel responds with a sharp pitch. Liam flails his arms to steady himself, but Aria grabs his sweatshirt in a desperate attempt to regain her balance. With a thud, the two adventurers crash into the icy lake, shattering its stillness as water splashes onto Thalya’s and Kael’s feet.
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      Kael stumbles back and tucks the stone back into his pocket. Thalya rushes to the edge of the dock and crouches down.

      “Take my hand,” she says, helping Aria climb out of the water.

      Liam scrambles out and twists the front of his jacket to wring out the water. “We were this close to staying dry,” he exclaims, holding his thumb and index finger inches apart.

      “It’s not my fault the boat isn’t very steady!” Aria says. Then, eager to move on, she asks Kael, “So, you were saying? You’re from Atlantis?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Kael says. “Are you both okay?”

      “Fine, fine. We’ve been through worse,” Liam replies, recalling past disasters. His eyes narrow. “That stone you showed us. What is it?”

      Kael hesitates, then carefully retrieves the crystal. “It’s the Crystal of Life from Atlantis. As long as it shines, Atlantis will live in prosperity.”

      Aria grimaces. If this crystal determines the kingdom’s future, it’s not looking good. There is barely any light coming out of it.

      “You’re right to be concerned,” Thalya says as she watches Aria. “The shimmer is fading, along with our kingdom and our mother, Empress Eudora. That’s why we sought Poseidon’s help. We need you to save Atlantis.”

      “It’s just that…” Liam says through gritted teeth.

      “Adaptation period, Liam.” Aria pats her best friend’s back.

      “Right, right. So, do you know what happened?”

      “No,” Kael replies. “We only know that our mother has been cursed, but how? We have no idea.”

      “Any idea of who might be behind it?” Aria asks.

      Kael shakes his head.

      “Atlantis has always been a prosperous island,” Thalya continues. “We are the greatest civilization the world has ever known. But that title comes with a disadvantage. Our prosperity has made us targets for jealousy from nearby kingdoms. We think one of our neighbors might be behind it.”

      Liam leans closer to Aria. “They think they’re the bee’s knees.”

      A frown creeps onto Thalya’s forehead. “Excuse me?”

      “Liam was just telling me that Atlantis seems like paradise on Earth. Why would someone want to destroy it?”

      “I don’t quite understand,” Thalya replies in confusion. “Aren’t you supposed to be superheroes from the future who know everything?”

      “Whoa, whoa, let’s calm down.” Liam raises his hands like he’s stopping traffic. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but we’re not superheroes. Not even close. Half the time, we don’t know what we’re doing.”

      “Liam.” Aria grabs his arms and pulls them down. “What he means is that we don’t always have a plan. We sort of … go with the flow.”

      “I see,” Thalya says, her expression growing stern. “The rumors might be true. Poseidon must have turned his back on us by sending you. We won’t waste any more of your time.” She turns on her heel and walks away.

      “Wait, what?” Liam says.

      “Come on, Kael. Let’s go,” Thalya says.

      Aria and Liam watch the girl leave, stunned into silence.
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      Thalya vanishes inside a corridor at the end of the dock without glancing back. Kael hesitates, gives Aria and Liam a shy smile, and then dashes after her.

      “What’s with the attitude?” Liam states more than asks.

      “I think we failed to win unanimous approval,” Aria says, still dumbfounded by the sudden rejection. “It’s a pity. I would’ve loved to visit Atlantis.”

      “Visit?” Liam exclaims, his frustration bubbling over. “How do you plan to leave now? Do I need to remind you that we never get a choice in these situations? We have to settle this, and the sooner the better. Honestly, given their behavior, I have zero interest in being stuck here any longer than necessary.”

      Aria meets his gaze, and her lips form a thoughtful line. He’s right. Suddenly, her eyebrows shoot up.

      “What?” Liam asks. “Do you actually have an idea?”

      “Not exactly. More like a revelation. Can you believe I was ready to give up? And you were the one who wanted to keep going.”

      “Huh. You’re right. Maybe I should rethink hanging out with you. Clearly, you’re rubbing off on me.”

      He chuckles, only to receive a playful pat on the back from Aria.
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        * * *

      

      Kael races after his sister. “Thalya! Wait!”

      “Come on, Kael. Mother will worry if we don’t get back soon.”

      “Wait! We can’t leave them behind. We have to go back.”

      “Are you serious? Do you really want to bring those clowns to Atlantis? They don’t know the first thing about our island. Did you see how clueless they were? They can’t even stay upright in a boat.”

      “But Thalya, do you really think Poseidon would have sent them if they couldn’t help us? We’ve tried everything else. We must give them a chance; we don’t have any other choice.”

      Thalya softens just a little. “Kael, you trust people too easily. And maybe … maybe Poseidon did remove his protection. Let’s go. We’ll figure something out when we get home. Mom’s probably worried sick.” She reaches for his shoulder, but he jerks away.

      “No. If you don’t trust Poseidon anymore, that’s your problem. But I’m not giving up on Atlantis.”

      Kael spins around and runs back to Aria and Liam.

      “So, are you ready to discover Atlantis?” he asks the duo with a hint of nervousness.

      “Yes, of course,” Liam replies, caught off guard.

      Aria hops toward Kael. “Absolutely, Kael. We’re ready and honored!”

      “But fair warning,” Liam says, “she’s very particular about food. I hope you’ve got good ones.”

      “Atlantis’s cuisine is the finest in the region. You won’t be disappointed,” says a voice from farther away.

      “Thalya!” Kael exclaims, lighting up as his sister steps into view.

      “Let’s not waste any more time,” Thalya says, flashing a brief smile at her brother. “It’s time to show them around Atlantis.”

      “This is amazing.” Aria claps her hands as if she won the lottery.

      “Yes, thrilling,” Liam adds, less animated. “Now, where are our new clothes? And before Aria starts teasing me, let me say: I’m more than happy to adopt the local style.”

      “Well done!” Aria says. “Truly, we’re full of surprises today.”

      Their enthusiasm is met with blank stares from Kael and Thalya.

      “What do you mean, ‘local style’?” Kael asks. “We didn’t bring you anything. You look fine as you are.”

      Aria and Liam glance at their soaked sailing outfits. If everyone in Atlantis dresses like the siblings, their gym shorts and matching jackets will make them stand out.

      “For once, I was prepared,” Liam mumbles to Aria, earning a burst of laughter from his best friend.

      “What can I say? Something tells me this mission will be quite different from the previous ones.”
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      After a long walk through a pitch-black corridor, where Aria bumps into the wall and Liam nearly trips several times, they finally reach the other end. A burst of radiant sunlight greets them, and the sound of birdsong fills the air. They inhale deeply and the salty scent of the ocean tickles their nostrils.

      Thalya and Kael lead the way down a stone-paved trail along the shoreline. Waves crash against the cliff, their roar blending with the sounds of nearby dolphins at play.

      Aria and Liam follow their new friends over an arched wooden bridge, its banisters wrapped in green leaves and flower buds. The trail ahead is marked with similar bridges, intersected by streets that branch off toward the heart of the city on the right and the ocean on the left. Their steps slow as a deep sense of peace envelops them.

      Aria turns to look at the city. “Whoa,” she gasps, throwing an arm out to stop Liam in his tracks.
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      Before them lies a breathtaking view of the island—a vibrant mix of colorful trees, lush greenery, and architecture that combines the best of the ancient world with a modern city.

      “If this city is on the brink of collapse, how magnificent must it have been at the height of its prosperity?” Aria wonders aloud.

      Across the island, a towering building rises high enough for its peak to blend with a cloud. The sun glints off its surface, making it shine as if it were the sun itself. A lush garden separates the palace from the city.

      A ring of houses painted in pastel shades of blue, pink, and green marks the beginning of the city. Streets radiate from the center like rays, each lined with identical two-story homes, their backs facing a river that flows down to the ocean. The houses are interspersed with flourishing trees, giving the city a sense of being built around nature, not the other way around.

      Aria and Liam catch up with Thalya and Kael as they turn onto a narrow street beside one of the rivers. An acrid smell drifts from a perpendicular alley.

      Aria suddenly stops, seized by a violent cough. She clutches her chest as the fit worsens, her breath coming in short, desperate gasps. Her eyes water and her face reddens.

      “Are you okay?” Liam asks, caressing her back.

      “I—I think I’m having an allergic reaction,” she says. “What is that smell?”

      “That’s the banana field not far from here. It burned last week,” Thalya explains. “The smoke has faded, but the scent still lingers.”

      “How did it catch fire?” Liam asks.

      “No one knows for sure, but the police suspect arson,” Kael replies. “Now you understand why we need your help.”

      Aria forces herself to steady her breathing. “What does this have to do with a curse?”

      A boat glides along the river, stopping at a pier ahead. A group of Atlanteans disembark, exchange quick greetings with Kael and Thalya, then disappear through the backdoor of a house, concealed by tall stone walls and thick trees.

      Kael lowers his voice. “Let’s talk in the palace.”

      The group moves on, with Aria and Liam trailing a step behind. They turn into an alley between two houses. The trees provide shade from the sun. The quietness fades, giving way to the joyful bustle of a dynamic city. As they enter an avenue, Kael says, “This is where you’ll find the best restaurants.”

      They stroll down the street in the direction of the palace. Aria and Liam marvel at the gardens bursting with exotic plants and fountains that shoot water high into the air. Nature mixes perfectly with the architecture, making the city feel like a paradise.

      “I can see why some might want to invade you,” Aria says, her gaze wandering over the beauty around them.

      “That’s why we know that it’s not someone from Atlantis,” Kael replies. “And besides, nobody here lacks anything. Everyone works according to their talents to keep the kingdom running smoothly. We’re a tight-knit community, and I’ve never met a malicious person here.”

      “Kael might be exaggerating,” Thalya says. “But he’s not wrong. I can’t imagine an Atlantean wanting to destroy our island or curse us. Only a foreigner could do something like that.”

      Liam’s eyebrows knit into a single line. If there’s one thing their previous missions taught him, it’s that people often have hidden motives. Just
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HEy FELLOW
ADVENTURERS!
MEET LiAMm,

My BEST FRIEND
AND PARTNER IN
CRIME.

HE’S A THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD KID
FROM SOMMETVILLE WHO CAN
CODE LIKE A WIZARD, KICK A
SOCCER BALL LIKE A PRO, AND
PLAY THE PIANO SO WELL
BEETHOVEN WOULD BE
SPEECHLESS. (BUT SERIOUSLY,
DON’T TELL HIM | SAID THAT. His
HEAD’S BIG ENOUGH ALREADY!)
WHEN LiaM’s NOT BUSY ACING
SCHOOL, YOU CAN USUALLY FIND
HIM DOING ONE OF THOSE
THINGS.

UNLESS, OF COURSE, I'VE GoT
SOME WILD IDEA TO DRAG US
INTO TROUBLE. AND LET’S BE
HONEST, | usuALLy Do! LIk
THE TIME | ACCIDENTALLY
CRACKED OPEN A PORTAL TO
THE PAST AND LAUNCHED US
INTO OUR FIRST ADVENTURE.
(L1AM’s STILL DEBATING
WHETHER TO THANK ME OR
THROTTLE ME FOR THAT ONE!)
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HEY THERE,
FELLOW
ADVENTURERS!
LET ME
INTRODUCE YOU
TO MY BEST
FRIEND, ARIA.

SHE’S NOT YOUR AVERAGE
THIRTEEN-YEAR-0OLD. THIS GIRL
IS OBSESSED WITH HISTORY.
SERIOUSLY, DON’T EVEN THINK
ABOUT CHALLENGING HER TO A
HISTORY QUIZ, SHE'LL BEAT YOU
EVERY SINGLE TIME. THAT'S WHY
| CALL HER THE WALKING
ENCYCLOPEDIA.

ARIA’S ALL ABOUT LIVING LIFE
TO THE FULLEST, EVEN IF IT
MEANS BREAKING A FEW RULES

(WHICH SEEMS TO HAPPEN A
LoT WHEN |I’M AROUND, FOR
SOME REASON).

BUT HONESTLY, IT'S HER
CURIOSITY THAT GOT US INTO
THIS WHOLE TIME-TRAVELING
ADVENTURE IN THE FIRST
PLACE. WE ENDED UP IN THE
KinaDoM oF RAMESSES I, A
PLACE SO OLD IT MAKES MY
GRANDPA’S GRANDPA'S
GRANDPA LOOK YOUNG.
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SURE, MY HISTORICAL
KNOW-HOW HAS SAVED OUR
BUTTS A FEW TIMES, BUT
CREDIT WHERE CREDIT’S DUE:
LIAM’S MAD ARCHERY SKILLS
HAVE BEEN TOTAL
LIFESAVERS. WITHOUT HIM,
WE'D PROBABLY STILL BE
STUCK IN SOME MEDIEVAL
DUNGEON!

Now, WE’RE BASICALLY TIME-TRAVELING HEROES, SAVING
CIVILIZATIONS AND MAKING SURE HISTORY STAYS ON
TRACK. AND WHILE LIAM ALWAYS PRETENDS TO FREAK
OUT WHEN WE LAND IN ANOTHER TIME PERIOD, | KNow HE
SECRETLY LOVES IT.
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WHEN WE WERE YOUNG, SHE
STARTED CALLING ME "My DEAR
L1AM,” SAYING IT MADE US
SOUND LIKE WE LIVED IN SOME
GRANDIOSE ERA OF THE PAST
(HER woRDS, NoT MINE!). |
THOUGHT IT WAS HILARIOUS, SO
| FOLLOWED SUIT AND STARTED
CALLING HER "My DEAR ARIA.”
LiTTLE DID | KNOW IT WOULD
TURN OUT TO BE A
PREMONITION OF OUR
TIME-TRAVELING ESCAPADES!

AT FIRST, | WASN'T EXACTLY THRILLED ABOUT BEING DRAGGED INTO

THE PAST WHENEVER SOMEONE NEEDED OUR HELP. BUT I’LL ADMIT

IT’S KIND OF GROWN ON ME. JUST, YOU KNow, DON’T TELL ARIA |
SAID THAT. SHE’LL NEVER LET ME LIVE IT DOWN.

OF COURSE, WE CAN'T
INTRODUCE EACH OTHER
WITHOUT MENTIONING OUR
FURRY BEST FRIEND, PINGO.
WE ADOPTED HIM AFTER OUR
ADVENTURE IN ATLANTIS, AND
NOW HE'S PART OF THE TEAM.
WHEN WE'RE NOT ALL
TOGETHER (WHICH ALMOST
NEVER HAPPENS!), PINGO
BOUNCES BETWEEN OUR TWO
HOUSES.

OH, AND DID | MENTION THAT ARIA AND | LIVE JUST A FEW HOUSES
APART? TALK ABOUT A BEST FRIEND DREAM COME TRUE!
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