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            ONE

          

          
            THE BULLIED

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam steps off Sommetville Junior High School’s outdoor basketball court to take a short break. A chilly breeze brushes past him, sending goosebumps up his arms. He shivers and pulls at the sleeves of his T-shirt, wishing he’d worn something warmer. It’s not even winter yet, and he’s already dreading the layers of clothes, stiff jackets, and itchy scarves. He hates feeling trapped under them all.

      At the center of the court, his best friend Aria shifts from foot to foot with the ball held tightly between her hands a few inches from her waist, as if it were a stink bomb ready to explode.

      Liam watches her and laughs. “Aria! You know the ball’s not going to attack you, right?”

      “What do you mean? I’m totally ready to shoot. Don’t break my concentration.”

      “Okay, okay … just saying.”

      “Do you think you’re the only one who can make free throws? Just watch this.”

      Liam forms circles with his thumbs and index fingers and holds them up like glasses. “My eyes are wide open.”

      Aria moves forward and stops a few feet away from the hoop just before the white free-throw line. She tosses the ball from hand to hand.
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      Despite not making a single basket since the class began weeks ago, she refuses to give up. She shakes off her doubts, bends her knees, and jumps as she throws the ball. It misses the backboard and bounces off the court, taking Aria’s hope with it. The ball lands between three of their classmates. Amelia scoops it up and throws it back to Liam.

      “You need to fix the angle of your arm,” Liam says to Aria. “You’re throwing too far to the left. That’s why your shots are off. Watch me,” he says, lining up a shot.
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      In seconds, the ball goes through the net—no big deal. He tosses it back to Aria, who catches it like it’s heavier than a bowling ball. Her arms sink, and her back bends. She mutters a quiet, “Thanks,” and gets back into position. Once again, the ball ignores her intention and bounces across the court, rolling to a stop in the grass at the court’s edge.

      Her frustration builds. She hates it when she can’t do something well.

      “You’ll get better. It takes time to improve at a sport,” Liam says. “You can’t expect to be great at everything right away.”

      “I don’t expect⁠—”

      Aria’s cut off by a familiar, unwelcome voice. “So, Miss I-Know-Everything can’t shoot a ball,” their classmate Oliver yells from the other end of the court, laughing in a smug, fake way that Aria and Liam hate.

      “I’d love to see you try,” Liam fires back. “I doubt you’d do any better than Aria.”

      Oliver sneers at Aria, who clenches her fists so hard her knuckles crack. “You can’t even defend yourself?” He laughs louder.

      “I don’t need anyone to defend me,” Aria says. “And coming from a guy who can’t come to school without his mom holding his hand, your wisecracks are pretty ironic. Back off, or else…”

      “Or else what? Gonna call your mommy?” Oliver says, eyes glinting. “Oh wait … she’s dead!”

      Liam’s jaw tightens. “You went too far, Oliver. Take that back. Now.”

      Aria’s face turns the same shade of red as her Sommetville gym-class tee. She opens her mouth, but no words come. Tears well up in her eyes, which only makes her angrier.

      Oliver grins and pulls something from behind his back. “You better be nice to me, or I’ll destroy your precious notebook.”

      It takes Aria a few seconds to realize what she’s seeing. The gold dress of Cleopatra on the cover of her blue journal shimmers as Oliver waves it around. She carries the notebook everywhere, scribbling down every idea or thought that pops into her head.

      “Did you go through my bag?” she blurts out. “How dare you! Give it back!” Aria lunges, but Oliver lifts the notebook high, just out of reach.

      Her eyes are spilling over now, and it fuels Oliver’s mocking laugh. “What? Are you crying? You are such a little girl!”

      “Oliver, stop!” Liam shouts. He picks up his pace as he crosses the court and reaches for the notebook in Oliver’s hands.

      Before he can grab it, Aria pushes Oliver from the side. He stumbles back, and the book slips from his hand.

      But Aria doesn’t pick it up. Instead, she bolts off the court toward the school building, biting her lip to keep any more angry tears from spilling. The rage inside her grows, a small flame turning into a roaring fire until it consumes every part of her.

      Liam glares at the other boy. “You’re such a jerk, Oliver. That’s why no one wants to hang out with you.” Without a backward glance, he takes off after Aria.

      “Aw, go chase your girlfriend, Liam!” Oliver says while rubbing the spot on his arm where Aria pushed him.

      Liam ignores him and runs faster. “Aria! Wait for me!”

      “I just want to be alone,” she calls over her shoulder, wiping her face with her sleeve.

      “Don’t let him get to you. He does it to everyone. He’s just mean.”

      “I know,” Aria says, her voice tight. “But I need to be alone right now.”

      With both hands, she pushes through the swinging doors leading to the west wing of the school. The doors slam against the walls and bounce back right at Liam’s face. He catches them just in time.

      As Liam opens the doors, he says, “I get it. But I want you to know I’m here if you need anything.” He steps inside but freezes as a bird swoops straight at him. He ducks, barely avoiding a collision, and it flutters away into the sky. Liam straightens, his expression mirroring the shock on Aria’s face.

      He’s not standing in the school hallway as he should be. The posters for the school’s upcoming Christmas show are gone. So is the wooden flooring that runs halfway up the walls, topped by off-white paint that reaches the ceiling.

      Aria and Liam stand on uneven stone pavement. Dead grass sprouts from cracks along the path. Aria looks down and lifts her foot from a square stone carved with the letters SPQR. Senatus Populusque Romanus, she recalls from Latin class.

      A foul smell hits them without warning. Liam winces and covers his nose, but his eyes stay fixed on the street ahead. Houses line both sides, their beige, dirt-stained walls standing out against red-brick roofs. The sun is shining, yet even with its warmth, Liam feels a chill.

      He spins around to open the doors behind him, but they’re gone too.

      He swallows hard and turns to Aria, who stares ahead like she just landed on an alien planet. He waves a hand in front of her face. Nothing. She doesn’t even blink.

      His breathing quickens. His chest tightens. Where are they?

      A young girl and a tiny white dog burst from around the corner of the building nearest to them, racing in their direction.

      Her pastel-pink dress, long and flowy, is streaked with brown at the hem where it brushes the ground. Curly blonde hair frames her oval face, and a pink headband sets off the blush on her cheeks. Her blue eyes almost disappear beneath the fear on her face.

      The clang of metal pulls their attention from the girl to two men running toward them. Metal wrist guards clash against their body armor as they charge with swords raised high.

      “Run! They’re going to kill us!” the girl screams at Aria and Liam, who are standing in the middle of the street.

      Snapping back to life, Aria grabs Liam’s arm. “Come on!”
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      A woman steps out of her home with a basket in her arms. As Aria runs closer, she sees her bend to pick up a few pieces of wood piled near the door. The woman’s head snaps up at the sound of their running footsteps. She gasps, drops the wood, and darts back inside, slamming the door just as the girl and her dog race past with Aria and Liam close behind.

      The girl turns left into an alley barely wide enough for two people to run side by side. Tall jars and bundles of hay stand in rows in front of the houses, making the path even tighter.

      Aria’s knee buckle, and she stumbles, but braces against a wall before she goes down. She pushes forward and runs fast enough to catch up with Liam.
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      Behind them, footsteps pound and armor clanks, growing louder.

      “They’re getting closer. We have to go faster,” Liam says.

      The girl veers right and darts down another passage so narrow that almost no sunlight reaches them. After a few strides, they reach a street buzzing with life.

      “We need to slow down, or people will notice something’s wrong,” the girl says to Aria and Liam. Her voice isn’t quite a child’s, but not yet a woman’s either. “Follow me.”

      They enter the street and weave through the crowd. Some people are walking through the throng, while others stand around, as if trying to block the way. The little white dog, barely as tall as three apples stacked one atop the other, leads the way. It manages to soar over a puddle without slowing down.

      Liam glances back but sees no sign of the two armed men who were chasing them. Hopefully, they’ve lost their pursuers.

      “Ouch,” he mutters as his waist bumps a table, sending a melon rolling to the ground. He rubs his side and looks ahead. On both sides of the street, the houses are barely visible behind all the people selling their goods. Tables filled with vegetables and fruit are squeezed in beside stalls loaded high with meat. Men and women with baskets tucked in the crooks of their elbows jostle each other as if battling for the best items.

      It looks like an ancient version of the Sommetville farmer’s market, the one Aria and Liam visit every Saturday morning.

      A group of children runs right between Aria and Liam as they laugh and chase one another, caught up in their game.

      Liam tugs his T-shirt away from his chest. Sweat soaks the fabric, making it feel three times heavier. Maybe it’s the running that’s made him so hot, or maybe fear is tightening its grip on him. He glances at the people around him, how they dress and speak, and there’s no doubt in his mind—unless this is some kind of huge costume festival that the junior high is putting on, he and Aria have traveled through time again.

      The dog races down a side street, and the girl hurries after it. She stops beside a haystack, crouches, and signals for Aria and Liam to do the same. They duck just as a man’s shout echoes from the alley’s opening.

      Peering cautiously around the pile of hay, Liam spots the two armed men staring directly at the haystack. He pulls back and covers his mouth with his hand to quiet his panting.

      A few silent seconds pass. He looks again.

      They’re gone.

      Liam’s shoulders drop, and he lets out a sigh, leaning back against the wall behind them.
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      “What’s going on? Where are we?” he asks the girl.

      But Aria answers first. “The carving on the stone, SPQR. The Senate and People of Rome. We’re in Rome, Liam. And based on how people are dressed, I’m guessing we traveled back around 2100 years.”

      Liam’s throat tightens so much hardly any air can get through.

      “You know our motto?” the girl says. “Are you the kids who saved Egypt?”

      Aria and Liam recoil in perfect sync, like they’re mirroring each other. How could she know about them?

      To Aria’s knowledge—and she spent hours digging through old books in the Sommetville library—their time in Egypt was never recorded anywhere. She was disappointed about it. They’d risked their lives to save Ramesses II and his kingdom! They deserved some credit.

      A smile spreads across her face. Maybe their story made it through time after all. Not all history leaves a paper trail.

      “Yes, it was us,” Aria says with forced modesty. “We helped Ramesses II. No big deal.”

      “No big deal?” Liam blurts out, his higher-than-normal voice echoing off the walls.

      Aria presses a finger to her lips and hushes him so sharply that a tiny spray of spit lands on Liam’s nose.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” the girl says. “I heard all about your adventure in Egypt from a storyteller, and I just knew you would come to help me save Rome. I wasn’t sure you were real, or if any of the story was true, but I had to try to find you. That’s why I asked the god Janus, who presides over the beginning and ending of conflict, for help.”

      Liam’s brows furrow like an old man’s. Their adventure in Egypt was intense. He didn’t like it at first, and if he had the choice, he probably would have quit. But after a while, he got used to it, and the thrill of the adventure began to win him over. Worse still, the more dangerous it became, the more alive he felt. Not that he could ever admit that to Aria. She’d only drag him into more dangerous situations, and he loves his life far too much to gamble it away.

      So doing it all over again? That’s a different story. They almost died last time!

      And now, the moment they arrive somewhere new, someone’s already trying to kill them. Why would he risk his life for strangers again?
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      Wedged between the haystack and Aria, Liam leans forward to lock eyes with the girl. “Sorry, but who are you?”

      “Oh! Where are my manners? I’m Gaia. My father is Tiro Carina. He’s a Senator. And this is my dog, Aello.” She gestures at the tiny furball curled up on her crossed legs.

      Liam grimaces at the dog, and Aria stifles a laugh. There’s a certain joy in watching her best friend squirm. She never understood why, but for as long as she’s known him, Liam has always been afraid of small animals. He could shake paws with a bear, but a rabbit would send him running.

      “Nice to meet you, Gaia. I’m Aria, and the weird one here is my best friend, Liam. Why did you call us? And why are those men chasing you?”

      Gaia’s eyebrows pull together. “That’s the thing. I don’t know why those men were after me.” She glances in every direction, then leans closer to Aria and Liam. “Rome isn’t what it used to be. It’s not safe anymore,” she whispers. “I was with my friend Titus at our usual meeting place, not far from where I found you. Titus is…” She looks down at Aello and pats her fur a few times. “Titus doesn’t have the same social status as me anymore. That’s why we meet in secret. No one from my circle can see us together.”

      “Wait,” Liam cuts in. “You mean just because you’re not in the same social class, you can’t hang out with him?”

      Gaia nods. “My parents would never allow it, especially after what happened to his family.”

      Liam’s eyes bulge as he says to Aria, “What the heck is this place?”

      “Calm down,” Aria says. “This isn’t Sommetville. Things were different back then.”

      “Yes, but—” Liam cuts himself off when he sees Aria’s reproachful glance. He sighs. “Sorry, Gaia. I got carried away. I’m listening now.”

      Aria smiles with such satisfaction that Liam wishes he could wipe it off her face.

      Gaia clears her throat. “Thank you. Titus and I were sitting on our bench, talking like always. It was getting late, so I had to get back home if I didn’t want my mother to get suspicious. She knows what time school finishes. Not even five minutes into my walk back, those two guards started chasing Aello and me.”

      She pets her dog. “And luckily, even with her short legs, she runs like a cheetah.”

      Liam opens his mouth to comment, but Gaia is faster. “Then I saw you. When I noticed how strangely you were dressed, I knew you must be the duo from the future, coming to help me. You showed up just in time.”

      “How fabulous for us,” Liam mutters, but a shrill horse’s neigh drowns out his remark.

      “Can you believe it, Liam?” Aria beams like she’s just won the lottery—again. “We’re so famous now that we get called all across history to save the world!”

      “But why us?” Liam asks. “It’s not like we’re the best at anything.”

      Gaia scoops Aello into her arms and stands up. “I can’t give you an answer, but we should head to my house before the men find us. I’ll explain everything about the mission on the way, but first, we need to find clothes for you two. You can’t walk around dressed like that. People will get suspicious.”

      “Listen,” Liam says, “I’m sure you’re a really nice girl, but I’m getting tired of people wanting us to change our outfits every time we’re asked to help them.”

      “Don’t worry, Liam,” Aria says, batting her eyelashes at him. “This time you won’t need makeup, just a dress.” She presses her lips together, trying not to laugh.

      “You can keep your clothes if you want,” Gaia says. “But if you stand out too much, there’s a greater risk you’ll get arrested, and I doubt you’d enjoy prison or the arena.”

      Liam gulps. “Okay, point taken. I’ll stay low-key. I’ve got a soccer game this weekend, and I plan to win. So bring on the dress.”

      “Perfect.” Gaia puts Aello on the ground. She pulls a few silver coins from a pouch attached to her belt and gives her dog instructions. Aello takes the coins in her mouth, biting down with her sharp canines, then trots off toward the merchant street.

      “What is she doing?” Liam asks, completely baffled.

      “She’s buying you some clothes,” Gaia says matter-of-factly. “I’d go, but I’m worried those men might still be nearby.”

      “But how can she manage? She’s just a dog,” Liam says. He shakes his head in disbelief, a feeling that only grows when the dog returns with one piece of green and one piece of yellow fabric clutched in her teeth.
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      Gaia hands Aria and Liam a tunic; the longer green one is for Aria and the shorter yellow one for Liam. “Here you go. Not the fanciest, but they’ll do until we get to my house.”

      Liam unfolds his tunic—a pastel-yellow rectangle with a rounded collar. He can tell that when he puts it on, the hem will come to his knees. With no pockets and no embellishments, the outfit is definitely more Spartan than stylish. And where is he supposed to hide his phone? He’s not giving that up.

      Aria slips her tunic on over her gym clothes. The dark red of her Sommetville Junior High tee still shows faintly through the light shade of green linen, but the loose fit helps her school clothes blend in.

      “Smart,” Liam says, and puts his tunic on over his gym clothes too.

      Liam looks down and sighs with relief. His tunic is so sheer, he’s glad he has something on underneath. His gym clothes are saving him from embarrassment.

      Gaia smiles at them, but her expression tenses when her gaze drops to their white sneakers. “We’ll find you proper footwear on the way. I know the best shoe shop in town. They sell sandals made from the finest papyrus leather. You’ll love them.”

      “I’m sure I will,” Liam says through clenched teeth.

      Gaia heads out from behind the haystack and adds, “Stay close to me so I can tell you why you are here, and let’s keep our voices down. You never know who might be listening.”

      “Did you hear that, Aria? Try not to scream when you talk,” Liam says, winking.

      “How dare you? You’ve been shouting like we’re deaf ever since we got here.”

      “I’m sorry for being shocked that we’re once again stranded thousands of years in the past,” Liam says, his voice rising.

      “Shh!” Gaia and Aria say.

      Liam zips his mouth shut, twists an imaginary lock, and tosses the key over his shoulder.

      After making sure no men in armor are waiting for them around the corner, they turn onto the main avenue. Aello takes the lead, and despite her tiny size, the furry, four-legged creature struts like she owns the city.

      The scents of spices and baked bread drift from nearby food stalls, giving Liam a moment of comfort. He takes a deep breath. As the familiar aromas fill his nose, he closes his eyes and for a second, it feels like he’s back in Sommetville, standing in front of Baguetteville, the best bakery in town.

      The group weaves through the lively city, every step carrying them deeper into another world. Aria’s mind spins in a hundred directions. The noise, the smells, the crowds—it’s all too much. She tries to focus on Gaia’s words, but her attention keeps slipping to her surroundings.
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      Then she hears one word Gaia is saying. It’s six letters long, and it brings her back to the conversation.

      Her blood runs cold as the word murder echoes through her mind.
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      Gaia stops in front of a house that appears to double as a shoe shop. Two tables outside the front door are covered with all kinds of sandals—some plain brown, some black, others decorated with tiny gemstones woven into the straps.

      She picks up a basic brown pair and holds it next to Aria’s foot. “These should fit you.”

      She does the same for Liam, and they swap their comfy sneakers for open-toed sandals. Liam wiggles his left foot and tugs at the two pieces of papyrus that look like shoelaces attached to the sides of his new sandals. He glances at Aria, who’s busy wrapping the laces around her shin and tying them in a bow. He copies her. When he finishes, he stands and looks proudly at his legs.

      “More comfortable than I expected,” he says, surprised.

      A man comes out of the store and says, “Five hundred denarii.”

      “Here you go,” says Gaia, and she hands him the coins.

      As they walk away, Aria leans closer to Gaia. “You were saying your friend Titus learned about a plot to murder someone?”

      “Yes. He delivers wine barrels to a tavern, and he overheard two men talking about it.”

      “Do you know who they want to assassinate?” Liam asks.

      “Julius Caesar.”

      Aria covers her mouth to suppress a gasp.

      Liam turns to his best friend. “Wait, isn’t that a Roman senator we learned about a couple of weeks ago?”

      Aria only manages a nod.

      “But isn’t he a bad guy?” Liam says. “Aren’t the senators keeping all the riches for themselves and abusing their powers, so they feel better about themselves?”

      Aria looks up at the sky, as if pleading for help. “Liam, it’s not our place to decide who should live or die. From what we know, Caesar was loved by the Romans, and he wasn’t the worst person of his time. The citizens of Rome placed a lot of hope in Julius Caesar. According to history books, he defended the rights of common people and wanted to limit the power of aristocrats.”

      “Really?” Liam asks. “I should probably start paying attention in class,” he mumbles, mostly to himself. He feels Aria’s glare and adds, “Sorry, keep going.”

      “What came after his death was terrible for Rome. Maybe things wouldn’t have been perfect if he’d lived, but honestly, I can’t see how they could’ve been worse.”

      Gaia stops walking. “What do you mean?”

      Aria’s face tightens. Why does she always get stuck delivering the bad news?

      She knows she won’t receive any help from Liam to answer Gaia’s question. They had the lesson on Julius Caesar a month ago, but he slept through it. Aria was so annoyed, she drew cat whiskers on his cheeks with her black pen in revenge. He woke up furious and later had to come up with an excuse to explain his face decorations to his mom.

      Aria hesitates, then begins, “As I was saying, most Romans loved Caesar. But not everyone felt the same. Some senators supported him, but many hated him because they didn’t want to lose their privileges. We don’t know who betrayed him, but Julius Caesar was murdered. After that, a wave of terror swept through Rome. The poor lost their rights and were treated like slaves. Rome never really shone again once he was killed.”

      Gaia turns ashen. “That’s awful,” she whispers.

      “But we can fix it,” Aria says. “Do you have any idea who might be behind the murder plot?”

      Gaia glances around and replies in a voice barely above a whisper. “Actually, yes. I think it’s Septimus. He’s the most powerful senator in Rome right now, and one of the worst. He and Caesar don’t see eye to eye when it comes to managing the Empire and distributing resources. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s wanted to eliminate a rival.”

      “Okay, but is he so upset he’d want to kill someone? It’s extreme,” Liam says.

      “Unfortunately, committing murder to get rid of a rival is not that rare for this time,” Aria says.

      Her thoughts begin to drift. Ancient Rome has always been one of her favorite eras of history. But she can’t forget how brutal the past could sometimes be. She knows it’s unfair to judge people in ancient cultures by today’s standards, but it’s still hard to understand how they could be so cruel to one another.

      “He already committed a murder,” Gaia says, drawing Aria out of her reverie. “And he got away with it.”
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      “What do you … mean?” Liam asks, his voice sounding as shaky as his legs feel.

      “Septimus murdered Titus’s father.”

      Aria’s eyes fly wide as she draws in a startled breath. “How do you know?”

      Gaia moves forward again. “It’s complicated, and I can’t risk someone overhearing us here. I’ll tell you once we’re at my house. But Titus wasn’t always poor, far from it. His family used to be richer and more powerful than mine, in fact. Let’s keep walking.”

      The streets have no sidewalks, so everyone walks down the center, stepping aside when a horse pulling a cart passes through.

      Until she can learn more about the plot threatening one of the most famous people in history, Aria finds comfort in the beauty around her. The city looks just as she imagined it.

      Her eyes shine when she spots the Capitoline Hill, the religious heart of Rome dedicated to Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva. At its summit stands the majestic Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Tall white marble columns rise toward the sky, supporting a richly decorated pediment. Figures of the gods—Jupiter at the center, with Juno and Minerva beside him—stand above the entrance as if guarding the city.

      “Liam, do you have your phone? Mine was in my backpack. I want to take a picture of the Temple of Jupiter.”

      “Are you kidding?” Liam replies, exasperated. “Did you not hear what Gaia just said? We have a killer on
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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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