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Welcome to the second edition of Power!  Some of you might be wondering why I felt the need to do a second edition.  In simple terms it needed to happen.  When I wrote the original version, I still had a long way to go on my journey as a writer (I still have a long way to go), so there were mistakes and continuity errors that cropped up as I was working.  Since I’m, in general, a one man show (thanks go to my awesome wife for her support), all of the editing falls to me.  And when you work on a project long enough your brain starts glossing over the little mistakes that crop up.  

Since Hero Unit got a full revision, I decided that the other three would as well.  Funnily enough, Power was the easiest of the four to work on.  That comes from how many revision I did on it before I published it.  I was almost 35k words in and started over.  I still have that original version, and will probably make it avaible on my Patreon at some point.

Without further ramblings, please enjoy Hero Unit 2:  Power.
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One year ago:

“NO!” the woman shouted.  “You are going to do it right!  I’m going to make you!”  She then jabbed a needle, that Ace had somehow missed, into her leg.

Watching this strange woman give herself an injection made Ace pause.  What had she done?  What kind of drugs could she have taken?

The woman laughed at Ace’s hesitation.  “Now you’re going to do things right!”

“The hell I am,” Ace snapped and moved to subdue the Anti.  The other Exceptional caught her hands, and for the first time in her life, Ace couldn’t get free.  Panic started to rise.  “What did you do?”

“We finally had a breakthrough,” the woman snarled.  “This serum has given me power.  Power that will rival yours!” the woman screamed, and the laws of nature screamed with her.

The woman threw Ace down the hall.  In her panic, Ace didn’t recover fast enough and was unprepared when the woman slammed her fist into the side of her head.  The impact made a sound like a clap of thunder, rocking Ace’s head to the side.  The pain of the blow blurred her vision.

Before Ace could recover from feeling real pain for the first time, the woman hit her again.  The power of the strike shook the walls and brought Ace to her knees.  It was followed by another and another.  Ace was confused and disoriented by the flurry of strikes and the thunderous noise they created.  It was like when two Fourth Generation Fortress Class clashed, just magnified by a power of a thousand.

It didn’t take long for Ace to be pounded through the floor.  She hit the carpet below with a grunt.  Her attacker was slow in following, giving Ace a minute to recover.  Dammit!  She’s strong, probably as strong as I am.  What the hell am I going to do?  She’d never in her entire life fought a fair fight.  It had never even been a possibility!

As Ace’s mind continued to panic, Rage kicked in.  It was the only power that Ace didn’t have precise control over.  Rage was also the only power she never wanted to use.  It was considered the most dangerous power an Exceptional could have.  Now, though, Ace was grateful for the clarity it gave her.  Rage washed away her panic, sharpened her senses, and dulled the pain.  By the time her attacker jumped through the hole, Ace was ready for her.  

The woman tried to land on Ace with her feet like some deranged cartoon character.  It was a stupid move.  Ace grabbed her feet and slammed her into the floor, leaving a dent.  The woman cried out in pain, but Ace wasn’t finished.  She whipped her opponent over her head and smashed her back into the floor, leaving another dent.  

Before Ace could follow up, the woman thrashed violently, catching Ace on the chin with her foot.  With her newfound strength, the hit was enough to snap Ace’s head back and dislodge her grip.  As she stumbled back, the woman started to crawl away.  

To Ace’s immense frustration, the damage she’d caused was already starting to heal.  Rage took over, and Ace leaped to her opponent and slammed her fist into the back of her head.  This made the loudest crack of all, like an explosion, shattering the windows.  The impact slammed the woman down again, leaving a dent in the floor where her forehead struck.

Ace sat on the downed woman, pinning her arms behind her back.  “I don’t know how you did this to yourself, but I’ll be damned if I let you get that knowledge out to people worse than you,” Ace snarled.

The woman tried to struggle, but with Rage in control, Ace’s strength was unbeatable.  “Let me go!  I have to find the real heroes!” she screamed.  “I have to find someone who knows how it works!”

“Give up already!  There are no heroes!  There are just people.  Some are born with power, others without, that’s all.  And those with power have to protect those without, especially from people like you!” Ace shouted over her prisoner’s screams.

Suddenly, the struggling stopped, and the woman beneath her went limp.  Ace let her go on reflex, worried the woman was dead.  Once free, the woman curled into a ball and started crying.  “I’m still not good enough,” she repeated over and over. 

Ace woke to her device going off.  She shook off the fog of sleep and the memories of her fight with Janice Rodriguez.  Those memories didn’t plague her nearly as often as others.

The device’s clock read 4 am.  Ace was tempted to throw it through the wall.  Keeping a tight rein on her temper, she answered, “Ace.”  Her voice sounded like she wanted to strangle someone.  Maybe she didn’t have as tight of control on her temper as she thought.  She didn’t know a single person, normal or Exceptional, who liked being woken up at four in the morning.

The officer who showed up on the screen was a normal cop and not one she was familiar with.  “Hero Ace, we need you and your unit on scene.”  His voice was calm, which was good.  “We’ve got a weird one for you.”

That was not what Ace wanted to hear.  She sat up, forcing herself to come fully awake.  “Right, send me the info.”  

“Already on it.  The scene is secure,” the officer continued.

Ace breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thanks for the heads up.  We’ll be there as soon as possible,” she said, ending the call.

At least we don’t have to swing by the precinct first, Ace thought as she got dressed.  If the scene was secure, then there wasn’t an Anti present.  But she also couldn’t help but wonder why they’d called her unit in.  

-He did say it was a weird one, Angela commented.  She didn’t sound any more awake than Ace.

-Handling weird cases could be our MO, Ace replied.

Ace’s device beeped, letting her know she had a message.  She checked and saw directions to the scene.  Ace uploaded the directions to her LiveMap and forwarded the message to the rest of her unit.  She only took a little pleasure at the thought of the others being woken by their devices.

Ace was dressed and at her truck in under ten minutes.  Angela and their roommate, Emily, weren’t far behind.  Like Ace, they both had their hair in braids.  Both were in what they called “business casual,” slacks and a blouse.  Ace wore khakis and a plain T-shirt.  Neither of them looked awake yet.

-No one should look fully awake at this hour.  I don’t care if we need sleep or not, Angela grumbled.

“I agree,” Emily grumbled.

As a Mental Class, Angela could project her voice into the head of anyone she wanted.  She rarely did so without the other person’s permission.  Emily, also a Mental Class, had powers that trended more toward mind reading, empathy, and mind control.  Mental powers were more complicated to categorize, even for their wielders, as the spectrum of powers didn’t yield themselves to as precise study as energy projection or exceptional strength.  

Ace’s Unit was the only one with two Mental Class, primarily because of Ace.  Emily and Angela had the Used Quirk, having little or no conscious control over their aabilities.  Ace’s presence negated the effects of their Quirk, and no one knew why.

The other reason was Ace herself.  Members of the Hero Units usually ended up having post-traumatic stress from having to put down Antis, Exceptionals who violated the Exceptionals Registration Act.  Ace fell into that category, not just from her time in the EED.  She’d enlisted in the Exceptionals Branch of the military right out of high school, and she’d seen and done terrible things while in the service.  Now, her mental health needed monitoring, and Angela, the only other Fifth Generation Exceptional, was assigned that job.  Emily was responsible for the rest of the unit, including Angela.

Without further complaints about the early hour, they got in the truck.  Ace plugged her device into the onboard computer.  Devices had replaced the old smartphones of the early twenty-first century.  They had more capabilities than Ace could ever use, with idiotic names like the ICE or the Wave.  Ace’s device, approved and encrypted by the EED, was called the Sentinel.  According to Maniac, it was currently the best on the market.  Since nearly everyone owned a device, other software developers found ways to integrate them into their systems.  Hence, LiveMap was equipped as standard in most vehicles.  

As she pulled out of the garage, a LiveMap appeared on the lower corner of the windshield, showing her the fastest route to the crime scene.  In pure square miles, New Davenport was the largest city in the United States of North America, especially after the devastation caused by the Exceptionals War.  Ace hadn’t lived there long enough to have memorized all the streets, so she still needed help to get around.
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They arrived at the scene not long after the rest of their unit.  It looked like the New Davenport police had everything in hand.  

Ace spotted her partner, Maniac, talking with a plain-clothes officer.  She sent Emily and Angela to catch up with Duck-n-Cover and Jolt, who were talking with a few of the normal officers.  With the unit assignments taken care of, Ace joined her partner.  

“Ace, glad you made it,” Detective Rick Allen greeted her, extending his hand.  

“Are you always on call, Rick?” Ace replied, taking the proffered hand gently.  Unlike a Used, Ace had precise control over her powers.  She could, for all intents and purposes, shut them off.  No other Exceptional could do that.

“Just whenever your unit is, it seems,” Rick replied.  It never failed; if they got an early morning call, Detective Allen was the detective dealing with the scene.  It happened often enough that Ace suspected their captains of colluding to have them working together.

“So, what do we have?” Ace asked, surveying the area.  She spotted an Exceptionals’ Division Ambulance parked on the street.   A hulking Fortress Class was being looked over by the paramedics.  

Fortress Class were easy to spot.  Ever since the start of the Third Generation, nearly all of them had the Massive Quirk.  In layman’s terms, it meant most were anywhere from seven to nine feet tall and pushing four hundred pounds, and the bigger they were, the more powerful they tended to be.  To top it all off, every Fortress Class Ace knew had better-than-average looks.  Almost all Exceptionals had above-average looks, but Fortress Class exceeded even that standard.

“From what we’ve been able to gather, our victim, Mr. Robert Oaken, an Unregistered Fourth Generation Fortress Class Exceptional, was assaulted by a Mr. Joseph Trujillo, a former professional mixed martial artist and, from the look of things, a normal,” Detective Allen replied as he looked over his notes.  Like many officers, he still used pen and paper at a crime scene.  It was a holdover from the days immediately following the Exceptionals War when technology had been unreliable.  Even now, over thirty years later, the effects of the war lingered.

Ace frowned.  She knew what Rick was getting at.  “You think we have another user?”

Rick nodded.  “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”  

In the past months, a new drug had hit the streets across the United States of North America.  Users temporarily gained Fourth Generation-like powers.  This effect had quickly garnered it a name:  Power.

Thus far, it seemed as if the effects were unpredictable at best.  One use would give the person the power to fly, and another might give super speed.  The random nature of the drug and the fact that they were single powers, not synergistic combinations, was what made it dangerous.

Ever since the Third Generation, all Exceptionals had multiple powers regardless of their primary classification.  Speed Class, for example, all had some kind of invulnerability combined with hyper levels of regeneration.  If they didn’t, their bodies would be torn apart when they moved at high speeds.  Power gave a single power only.  To Ace’s knowledge, none of the known users had been seriously injured or killed, but it was only a matter of time.

“Where’s the suspect?” Maniac asked.  Ace could feel power distortions coming from her partner.  Maniac was a technomancer, so technology did whatever she wanted.  She was probably transcribing their conversation on her device.

“We have him in the Rat,” Rick replied, gesturing to the heavy vehicle that squatted up the street, away from the ambulance.  The ARAT, or Rat, was an Anti-Restraint and Transportation vehicle.  The Rats were built with a suppression field generator.  It nullified the powers of anyone in the holding cells.

“Okay, I’m guessing you want us to handle it?” Ace asked.  The other cases where Power was suspected had been handed over to the EED.  Why would this one be any different?

The detective shrugged.  “Knowing the captain, he’ll shove it off on you anyway.  The way I see it, two Exceptionals had a fight.  We currently have no proof that Trujillo is a Power user.  It’s all yours.”

“Thanks,” Ace said, making Rick smirk.  There was only a little sarcasm in her voice.  The new captain of the Third Street Precinct was notorious for not wanting to even touch cases involving Exceptionals.  He didn’t care if they were under his jurisdiction.  It led to an unnecessary amount of back and forth between the normals and the EED.  Everyone was getting sick of it.

“No problem,” Rick replied.  Of all the normals that Ace had any kind of regular interactions with, Detective Allen was one of the few she considered a friend.

With jurisdictional questions taken care of, Ace took over. “Rick, can you and your guys can finish clean-up?”  He nodded.  Ace thanked him and continued, “Maniac and I will talk to the victim.”

-Angela, I want you, Jolt, Duck-n-Cover, and Emily to get Trujillo back to the precinct.  Make sure Blitz or Bulldog is waiting to escort him once you get there.  Blitz and Bulldog, Third Street’s most powerful Fortress Class, aside from Ace, were always on call for escorting dangerous Exceptionals.  

-Also, call Genesis West and see if Moses or Dove can come over and check him out.

-No problem.  You two be careful, Angela replied.

“I’ll make sure you get anything we find,” Rick said before heading to where the CSUs were working.

“Shall we?” Ace asked, nodding towards their victim.

Maniac shrugged.  The power distortions hadn’t let up.  “It’s all you.  Unregs don’t like the rest of us.  He’ll talk to you, though.  They always do.”

Unregistered Exceptionals, or Unregs, were those Exceptionals who chose not to register their powers under the Exceptionals Registration Act.  What that meant for them was they were generally not allowed to use their powers.  There were exceptions, such as cases of self-defense.  Registered Exceptionals, Regs, had slightly more freedom to use their powers.  The trade-off was that the EED could call on Regs to assist with Antis.

Their victim was averaged sized for a Fortress Class, somewhere between seven and eight feet tall.  It was hard for Ace to tell.  He filled the back of the ambulance.  The paramedics were just finishing up as Ace and Maniac approached.  From the looks of him, the regenerative powers that came with being a Fortress Class had worked.  However, from the bruising on his face, it was clear his powers weren’t as efficient as an upper-tier Fourth.

“Mr. Oaken?” Ace asked.  She kept her voice polite, her face neutral.  She found it was better than trying to fake a smile.  People didn’t react well to fake smiles.

He turned to her and nodded.  “Yeah?”

“I’m Detective Ace from the EED.  This is my partner, Detective Maniac.  We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Ace continued.

“Sure,” he replied.  He looked tired.  Either he didn’t recognize Ace as one of the Fifths, or he wasn’t bothered by her presence.  It was an odd, if welcome, change.

“Can you tell us what exactly happened?” Maniac asked.  She took out her device, “Do I have your permission to record this conversation?”  As a technomancer, Maniac relied on technology more than most.

Mr. Oaken nodded.  “Yeah, you can record it.  I’m not sure why this guy attacked me.”  He leaned against the door frame.  “I was just walking home from visiting my girlfriend.  She lives over on Telegraph.  I passed that alley over there,” he motioned to an alley up the street, “and some guy jumped me.  I figure it’s another Fortress Class ‘cause the dude hit me hard.  I turn around and there’s this guy standing there who looks like a normal.  Since I didn’t see who hit me, I hesitated.  Then he says, ‘Fight back, bitch,’ and takes another swing.  It came fast, like Exceptional fast, so I hit him first.  We traded punches for a bit before the cops showed up.  Someone must’ve called ‘em while we were poundin’ on each other.  Once the cops rolled up, the dude tried to bail, but I tackled him.  Didn’t want him getting away.”

“Was the person who attacked you someone you knew?” Ace asked.  The fact that their victim was walking home at three or four in the morning didn’t strike her as unusual.  Exceptionals didn’t have to sleep, so they tended to keep odd hours.  And there were very few people dumb enough to attack a Fortress Class.  Not even other Exceptionals would risk it.  More and more Fortress Class were completely invulnerable, except for their weakness.  All Exceptionals had one, but not everyone knew what their weakness was.

-Pay attention, sis, Angela chided.  She had a point.  Ace refocused on the victim.

Mr. Oaken shook his head.  “Maybe?  I might have seen him at the gym, but I couldn’t say for sure.”

“What gym do you go to?” Ace asked.  Only a few gyms in this particular part of the city allowed Exceptionals, even Unregs, to train in them.  In general, it had more to do with insurance premiums than discrimination.

“Over at the Dungeon,” Mr. Oaken replied.  He still looked a little shaken.  Ace got the feeling he wasn’t a fighter by nature.  It would explain why he wasn’t a Reg.  Just because a Fortress Class looked like a good fighter didn’t mean they were.  And Fortress Class Regs were called on to deal with Antis more than any other class of Exceptional.

Fortunately, Ace was familiar with the Dungeon and its owner.  She’d tried training there when she’d moved to New Davenport but hadn’t liked the gym’s atmosphere.  That didn’t include the fact that the name sounded like a bad BDSM club.  “We are going to need to speak with your girlfriend as well.  Can we get her address and your contact information?” Ace continued.

“Yeah,” he replied and started rattling off the information.  Ace relied on her partner to get the info they needed.

Ace took another look around.  The area was quiet, not surprising considering the early hour.  It was relatively cool for late August.  There weren’t any apartments around, so whoever had called in the fight must have driven by.  

When their victim finished with his contact details, he paused.  “Am-” he started but paused to clear his throat.  “Am I going to be in trouble?  I mean, I just used my powers, and it was on a normal.”  He had every right to be worried.  Punishments for violation of the Exceptionals Registration Act were severe.

Ace gave him what reassurance she could.  “I can’t say for certain, but there shouldn’t be any problems.  The Exceptionals Registration Act makes a provision for self-defense, even for Unregistered Exceptionals.  We might need you to come to the precinct and give an official statement, but that depends on what Mr. Trujillo tells us.”

That seemed to ease his mind.  “Okay, sure.  No problem.”

“I think that’s all,” Ace continued.  She glanced at the EMTs, “Unless the paramedics think you need to get checked out at the hospital?”  

“You’re good to go, Mr. Oaken,” the lead EMT replied.  She hopped down from the back of the ambulance.  “If, for any reason, you feel like you need further medical attention, head to the ER.”  She looked familiar, but Ace couldn’t recall her name.

-Becky Mortenson.  She’s a low-range Life Class and a Third, Angela supplied.  Of course, Angela remembered.  Her powers didn’t let her forget anything.

-It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, her sister grumbled.

-I’ll bet, Ace replied.  There were plenty of things she wished she could forget.

The memories hit her like a truck.  Gunfire came from all directions.  Bullets tore through her squad.  Blood sprayed, and people screamed.  Death was all around her.

-ACE! Angela’s shout brought her back.

Ace took a deep breath and focused on the here and now.  It had been a while since her last PTSD episode.

-Thanks, sis, Ace said, giving herself a mental shake and pointedly not thinking about what she’d just seen.

-Do you need me there?  Proximity to Angela usually helped her keep the memories in check.

-Not this time.  It was only a little flash.  I’ll be okay, Ace replied.  If her sister was asking, it meant she was pretty sure Ace didn’t need her help.  Despite their bond, Angela usually let Ace decide if she needed extra assitance.

-Okay.  We’re almost at the precinct.  Bulldog is waiting for us.  We’ll wait until you’re here to question him, Angela continued.  Ace knew they were going to talk about her lapse.  They always did, but now wasn’t the time.

-We’ll be done after a visit to Mr. Oaken’s girlfriend, Ace said.

-Alright.  See you later.

“Hey partner, you okay?” Maniac asked quietly.  She would have noticed that something was wrong.  Whenever flashbacks hit Ace unexpectedly, members of her unit were the first to notice.  Maniac was used to running interference for her.

“Yeah, I’ll be okay.  Angela helped me get it back together,” Ace replied.  She was glad her partner was used to her flashbacks.  It helped Ace feel less self-conscious about them.

Maniac nodded.  She was a Truth Sensor, so she knew when Ace was lying.  “Good.  I’ve got some uniforms canvassing the area.  We aren’t expecting much success.  Most of the buildings around here are warehouses.  At best, they’ll find some homeless people looking to earn a food voucher,” Maniac continued.  “Turns out the fight was called in by a passing car.  The driver was also on her way home.”

“At four in the morning?” Ace asked.  There were very few jobs that were allowed to have night shifts.  Mostly EMS, police, and fire.  

“She works over at the Rusty Nail,” Maniac explained.

That answered the question.  The Rusty Nail was a bar in west New Davenport.  The city was starting to relax some of its restrictions on how late restaurants and bars could stay open.  The woman who called was probably getting off her shift.

“Did she have anything to add?” Ace asked.  She wasn’t expecting much of anything from that angle.  The lady had probably kept driving, not wanting to get involved.  It was a safe attitude when dealing with Fortress Class.

“No,” Maniac replied.  “Said she drives this way every night she works.  Supposedly, this wasn’t the first time she’d seen our vic walking home.  Not much else.”  The power distortions from her partner faded, and the lightning storm in her eyes disappeared.  Occular Modification was one of the more interesting Quirks.

After one last look around the scene, Ace decided they had all they needed.  “Let’s talk to the CSUs, then we’ll see if Oaken’s girlfriend has anything to add before heading back for the interrogation.”

Maniac nodded.  They walked to the CSU mobile lab.  The tech that met them was shorter than Ace’s five-foot-six.  Her badge read “Hayes.”  She shook their hands and said, “Detectives.  I’ve sent a preliminary report to your unit’s network drive.  I don’t think we’re going to get much more than what we’ve already sent you, though.”

“I figured,” Ace said.  She shook her head, pushing down her frustration, and asked, “Was there anything unusual?”

A year ago, she wouldn’t have bothered trying to talk to the normal CSUs.  It wasn’t against protocol; they just wouldn’t have spoken with her, or any Exceptional for that matter.  Ace’s involvement in the Homo Superior incident last year had gone a long way to change that.  The Homo Superior Organization, or HSO, was a group of Exceptionals that felt they should be ruling the world.  Some wanted normals enslaved, others wanted them wiped out.  

A splinter group from the HSO had unleashed a series of Antis on the city.  To deal with the threat, both the normal police and the EED had to work together.  The case did a lot to clear up misunderstandings and lingering animosity between the two organizations.

CSU Hayes nodded.  “There was a foreign substance in Trujillo’s blood.  The preliminary tests suggest that it’s Power.  Once we have the full report, I’ll forward it to you.”  Field tests were accurate, but they always waited for the main lab to run things before confirming anything.

“I appreciate it,” Ace said.  

Hayes smiled and shook Ace’s hand.  “No problem.  Good luck with the case.”  She shook Maniac’s hand and went back into the mobile lab.  

“So, on to the girlfriend’s?” Maniac said.

“Yup.”

––––––––
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The address that Mr. Oaken had given them for his girlfriend was a few blocks from the crime scene.  It was an old warehouse that had been converted into apartments a few years back.  Annabelle Gray’s apartment was on the fourth floor.

Ace knocked.  They didn’t expect an immediate answer.  It was getting close to five in the morning.  According to Mr. Oaken, he’d left the apartment around three-thirty, more than enough time for Ms. Gray to have gone to bed.

Finally, a muffled and annoyed voice came through the door, “Who is it?”

Ace held up her badge to the tiny camera on the wall under the number plate.  “We’re from the EED.  We would like to speak with Annabelle Gray, please.”

“Just a minute,” came the reply.

There was another brief wait while locks clicked and the door opened.  The woman standing on the other side was probably eight feet tall.  Even under her heavy robe, Ace could tell Ms. Gray was heavily muscled, even for a Fortress Class.

-Annabelle Gray, Registered, mid-range, Fourth Generation Fortress Class, Angela supplied for Ace.

“Ms. Gray?” Maniac asked.

“Yes,” she replied.

“We have some questions about your boyfriend, Robert Oaken.  May we come in?” Ace continued.  She tried to sound friendly, but she was never sure if that’s how she came across.

Annabelle clutched her robe tighter, worry flooding her voice, “Is Robert alright?”

Ace tried to reassure her.  “He’s going to be fine, but earlier this evening, he was assaulted.  We were wondering if you could give us more information.”  She knew she wasn’t the most reassuring person in the world.

-That’s an understatement, Angela said.

-Shut up.

Still, she tried to appear open and honest.  It seemed to help.  Sometimes.

“I don’t know if I can help,” Annabelle replied.  She motioned them in and led them to a nicely furnished, if small, living room.  Ace had to admit the room only seemed small because Annabelle was in it.  Apartments specifically designed for Fortress Class Exceptionals were rare and usually expensive.

“Do you train at the same gym as Mr. Oaken?” Ace asked after they were all seated.  

Annabelle nodded.  “It’s how we met.  The Dungeon doesn’t discriminate against Exceptionals.”

“Robert said he thought the man who attacked him trained at the Dungeon.  His name is Joseph Trujillo.  Does that name sound familiar?” Maniac asked.  The storm in her eyes flared to life, accompanied by power distortions.

“It does, but Joseph Trujillo is a normal.  He was a decent fighter but still no match for an Exceptional,” Annabelle replied.  She looked genuinely confused.  That was understandable.  As of yet, Power wasn’t in the public eye.  That was due, in no small part, to an aggressive campaign by the EED to keep its existence under wraps.  Unfortunately, that campaign was starting to fail.

“Have you ever heard of a drug called Power?” Ace asked.  She had to take a chance.  

Annabelle shook her head.  “Donald Greer, the owner?  He has a pretty harsh substance abuse policy.  The Dungeon is registered with the IMMAF, and he doesn’t want to lose his certification.  If he thought someone was using anything, he’d kick them out.”  The International Mixed Martial Arts Federation; understandably, Mr. Greer would want to keep everything on the up and up to attract that clientele.  “And Robert and I don’t go out much, so we don’t hear much gossip.”

Ace hated telling people, especially good people, about Power.  To her, it was like an admission of guilt.  Power existed because the EED had made a mistake.

-All you can do is move on.  There is no point in dwelling on it, Angela said.

-I’m trying, Ace replied, -It’s not easy.

Ace knew Angela was right.  She took a deep breath and explained, “Power is the name of a new drug that can give normals temporary powers.” Annabelle’s eyes widened.  Ace continued, “Right now, its presence on the street is small, but we are getting more and more reports from across the US.  From what little we know, the powers are Fourth Generation equivalent, but they are unpredictable, and the effects are short-lived.”

“Where-” Annabelle stumbled over words, trying to wrap her head around what Ace had told her. “How does something like that even get made?”  

“We don’t know.  Right now, the EED, the DEA, and all state and local police agencies are working on figuring out where Power is coming from.  Anything you could tell us about Mr. Trujillo would be helpful,” Ace replied.  It comes from a lunatic with no morals experimenting on Exceptionals.

-Let it go, Ace.  You can’t keep dwelling on this.  Ace knew Angela was right but struggled to follow her sister’s advice.

Annabelle shrugged.  “I didn’t really know him.  Joe was just one of the fighters at the gym.  Kept to himself mostly.  He had a couple of training buddies.  He spent most of his time around them.”

That was something.  “Do you remember the names of Mr. Trujillo’s training buddies?” Maniac asked.  

“Frank Daniels and William Jacobs.  Though I don’t think they are on such good terms now,” Annabelle answered.  

“Did something happen between them?” Ace asked.  From her experience, professional, or even semi-professional, athletes were touchy about some strange things.

“Two weeks before Joe’s last fight, he dropped the Dungeon as his sponsor.  From what I gathered, Frank and Will were pretty upset.”

Ace had to wonder if there was more to the story.  “Fighters change sponsors, coaches, and training partners.  Was there more to it?”

“I don’t really know.  I think there was mention of a professional contract in the offer or something.  I try not to show too much interest in what goes on with the fighters,” Annabelle explained.  It was clear she was uncomfortable with the topic of fighting.

“Did you have issues with them?” Ace asked.  Problems between normals and Exceptionals were more common than anyone wanted to admit.  They ranged from simple dislike to extremist groups like the Homo Superior Organization or the anti-Exceptional group, the Children of God.

Annabelle shook her head.  “Not with anyone at the gym.  I just try to avoid that whole scene.  I was a fighter in the Exceptionals League for a few years during college.  I didn’t like the person it was turning me into.  Everything was about the next fight.  Outside of class, training consumed my life.  I lost two boyfriends because fighting and training was all I wanted to do.”

Ace understood that.  She’d seen what obsessing over a sport could do to a person.  Her brother, Aaron, had almost run into a similar situation with his college career.  Luckily, a few talks with his big sister had helped straighten him out.

“Is there anything else you can add?” Maniac asked, bringing Ace back to the conversation.

“That’s all I can think of.  I haven’t seen Joe since he dropped the gym.  I never heard where he went to after that,” Annabelle replied.

“What about Robert?  Did he ever express any interest in fighting?” Ace asked.

Annabelle laughed and shook her head.  “Robert hates fighting.  Besides, he and I are only mid-range Fourths.  Anymore, you have to be upper-tier to compete.  And Robert has a bit of a temper.  When he gets upset, he loses control over his powers.  Being a professional fighter wouldn’t be a good idea.”

That explained why Robert hadn’t let Trujillo go when the police arrived.  Ace was out of questions for the moment.  She glanced at Maniac.  Her partner nodded toward the door; she didn’t have any other questions either.  

Ace stood and offered her hand.  “I think that’s all our questions for now, Ms. Gray.  Thank you for your time.  If we have any further questions, we’ll be in contact.”

Annabelle stood and shook their hands.  She gave Ace another worried look.  “Is Robert really okay?”

Ace patted the woman’s arm, trying again to reassure her.  “He’ll be okay.  By the time we left the scene, his regenerative powers had nearly taken care of all his injuries.”

“And he’s not in any trouble?”  Annabelle’s grip on Ace’s hand tightened.

“That we can’t say,” Ace replied.  Annabelle’s grip tightened further, and Ace tried to temper her response.  “At the moment, it’s a case of self-defense, but because his attacker is a normal, we can’t say for certain what kind of repercussions there might be.  I don’t think Mr. Trujillo will be in any position to press charges,” Ace replied.  Annabelle looked unconvinced.

-You’re just bad at putting people at ease.

Ace ignored her sister, and she and Maniac left.  The drive to the precinct was quick and quiet, something Ace remedied by turning on her truck’s stereo.  She wasn’t a fan of silence.  And since Maniac wasn’t with her, Ace could listen to whatever she wanted.
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At the precinct, they split up.  Ace went down to interrogation while her partner went upstairs to start in on their preliminary report.

All police precincts that housed a branch of the EED had special interrogation rooms designed to prevent break-ins or escapes by Exceptionals.  Third Street Precinct was no exception.  

The interrogation rooms were in the subbasement, protected by layers of the toughest anti-Exceptional shielding available.  As a result of last year’s HSO incident, the EED had begun upgrading its facilities throughout the USNA.  New Davenport received the first round of improvements because of its higher-than-average population of Exceptionals. 

Einstein, the head of EED Research and Development, had used Ace and Angela to test each upgrade.  While they couldn’t stop Fifth Generation-level powers, they had proven more resilient than previous iterations.

When Ace had been just another hero in the EED, she’d gone out of her way to avoid the interrogation rooms.  She always felt her presence in an interrogation came across as a threat.  

-It does, Angela commented.

Her sister’s confirmation didn’t help.  Even as a lieutenant, Ace preferred to leave the interrogations to their two Mental Class.  She was required to observe as lead detective, but she tried not to be seen by any of their suspects unless they were considered dangerous.

-We are in room six, Angela informed her.  

Ace entered observation for room six and found Captain Angel waiting for her.  He was holding a steaming cup of coffee and looked more awake than Ace felt.  Ace opened her can of Monster Energy Drink and took a long drink.

“Rough morning,” he said, not taking his eyes from the large screen in front of him.  It took up the entire wall and showed Angela and Emily sitting across a table from Trujillo, who looked almost comfortable despite the suppressor cuffs on his wrists.  It was the first time she’d laid eyes on their suspect.  He was about six-foot-five and built like a truck.  He was probably used to being the biggest guy in the room.    

“You could say that,” Ace replied.  She saw Bulldog standing directly behind their suspect.  He was a senior hero and generally well-liked, at least by people who weren’t suspects.  Ace used him as a sparring partner whenever he was up for it.  Next to a Fortress Class like Bulldog, Trujillo seemed small.

-Go ahead, Ace told her sister.

“Mr. Trujillo, before we start, I must remind you that you have the right to have a lawyer present at these proceedings,” Angela began.

Trujillo shrugged.  “Don’t want one.”

“So you are giving up your right to legal counsel?” Angela asked.  She had to get a clear refusal before continuing.

“Don’t see how they can help,” came the reply.  

There seemed to be something off in Trujillo’s tone.  When she asked, Angela explained, -From what I can tell, that’s just him.  Emily and I are pretty confident it has nothing to do with Power.

“Just so we are clear, you do not want an attorney present?” Angela asked again.

“Nope,” Trujillo replied, still in that same disinterested tone.  

Ace glanced at her captain.  “Is that good enough?”

Angel nodded.  “We can continue.”

Ace relayed the captain’s response to her sister.

With the legalities taken care of, Angela began with her questions.  “Very well.  Why did you attack Mr. Oaken?”

Trujillo shrugged.  “He seemed like a good enough target.”

“Is this something you’ve done before?” Emily asked.  She was writing everything down, including their questions and Trujillo’s responses.

“Yeah, I used to be a fighter until a month ago.  I was on the fast track to a professional contract.  Then I lost a title fight.  Everyone said it was rigged, that I took a fall.  Rumors like that killed my chances.  I needed to take my frustration out on something.  Regular people are no fun to hit.  They don’t know how to hit back,” Trujillo explained.  His words became more precise, as if talking about beating people helped him focus.

“Were your other targets Exceptionals as well?” Emily continued.

Trujillo shook his head.  “Not all of ‘em.  The first few were in underground fights.”

“Underground fights?” Emily asked.  Ace knew what Trujillo meant.  Underground fights were unsanctioned bouts held for amateur fighters who couldn’t afford good coaches or for pros who had been blackballed for one reason or another, usually for steroid use.  The venues tended to be warehouses, parking garages, or anywhere with enough space and isolated enough to avoid noise complaints.  While the fights weren’t technically illegal, they were often dangerous for the fighters involved.  Every so often, there was a fatality because someone didn’t intervene quick enough.

“So you wanted to keep fighting despite your professional setbacks?” Angela asked.

“Yup.  ‘Cept none of ‘em were challenges for me.  They were all amateurs, weaklings.  After my second time pounding some dumb chump bloody, I decided to look for better targets.  I wanted people who could fight back.  That’s when I started looking for Exceptionals to take on.  Nothing like pounding on a Fortress Class to give me that same rush,” Trujillo replied.  His eyes showed a feverish gleam, and the more he talked about fighting, the more animated he became.  Trujillo started clenching his fists.  He sat straighter in his chair like he wanted to get up and show them.  The only thing that seemed to keep him in check was the hulking presence of Bulldog.

-I hope that is a side effect of Power.  Otherwise, this guy should be jailed for the good of humanity, Angela said.  Ace could feel her sister’s disgust at Trujillo’s attitude.  He wasn’t the first person they’d arrested who enjoyed hurting others.

“If that’s a side effect, it might be possible for the defense to argue that this confession was coerced,” Captain Angel said.  Ace wasn’t surprised her sister had included the captain in her observation.  Angel liked to be kept in the loop. 

“Any word from Bones about whether this stuff will be made illegal?” Ace asked as her sister continued to question Trujillo.

Captain Angel shook his head.  “Nope.  We haven’t had a case like this to push things one way or the other.  Besides a few live streams and two or three attempted burglaries, we don’t have much to go on.  This case is going to change things.  Both sides are going to try and use it.”

Ace agreed with his assessment.  This case could be a tool for the anti-Power and the pro-Power platforms.  It showed how dangerous Power was in the wrong hands, but it also showed that normals could defend themselves from Exceptionals.  If they got the right powers. 

The People versus Joseph Trujillo.  It had the hallmarks of a landmark case that could shape legal precedent.  If they could find out the names of the other Exceptionals he’d attacked, it would give the EED a leg up in the fight.

“Who were the others you assaulted?” Angela asked.

“Hell, I don’t know, lady.  I didn’t interview them.  I just waited until the timing was right.  Had to make sure I got the right powers, and there was a Fortress Class on his own,” Trujillo replied.  

Angela nodded and asked, “How many did you assault before tonight?”

“Three.”

-Who was his sponsor for the underground fights, Ace asked Angela.

“We know you need a sponsor for the underground fights.  Who was it?” Angela pressed.

Trujillo snorted.  “I ain’t telling you that.  They ain’t illegal.”

“And Power, how’d you hear about that?” Angela continued.  Sudden changes in the line of questioning occasionally got people to slip up.

“You just hear about it.  I don’t remember when,” Trujillo replied.  It was the same kind of response they were getting from users all over.  Every last one the EED had interviewed had “just heard about it.”  Whoever was making Power was going the extra mile to make sure they didn’t get caught.  They didn’t bother asking who his dealer was.  None of the other users had turned their suppliers in.

Emily and Angela spent the next ten minutes trying to get more information but with no real success.  They did get the locations of Trujillo’s other attacks on Exceptionals and some vague descriptions of his victims, but not much else.  

When it was clear they weren’t going to make any more progress, they called Ace in to escort Trujillo to the Exceptionals holding on the far side of the precinct.  Now that she was there, Bulldog was free to go home until his unit was scheduled.

When Ace walked in, Trujillo blinked, looking back and forth between Angela and Ace.  Then he laughed.  “I thought you was familiar.  You’re that Fifth.”

Ace ignored his observation and told him to come with her.  “Sure, sure.  Ain’t no way I’m taking on a Fifth.  Not without more than a couple of doses in me.”

“Not even that would be enough,” Emily warned.  She was right.  The power gap between each generation was substantial and had grown with each successive generation.  The gap between Ace, Angela, and the Fourth Generation was the biggest.  People tended to underestimate them because they tried to keep a tight rein on their powers.  

When Ace was younger, she’d wondered what would happen if she really let loose but had never tried to find out.  After what she’d done in Detroit that desire had vanished.

-Nothing good would ever come of you letting loose, Angela said.  Something in her voice made Ace suspect that her sister had a vision about that very thing.  

One of the rarest, and in Ace’s opinion, one of the most terrible, powers was prophecy, and Angela was stuck with it.  They’d had many long discussions about the myriad of timelines Angela witnessed daily.  Seeing the future was not all it was cracked up to be.

Ace stayed silent through the whole walk to the holding cells.  At first, Trujillo talked, bragged really, about his attacks on other Exceptionals.  Ace recorded it all but said nothing in response.  She suspected Trujillo was trying to get a rise from her.  He just didn’t know the right buttons to press to set her off.  

-I think he’s just out of his mind, Angela commented.

-I agree, but that’s hardly our call to make, Ace replied.

Once Trujillo was in a holding cell and all his paperwork filed, Ace took the elevator to the precinct’s top floor.  All EED departments were on the top floor to allow Sky Class and other flight-enabled Exceptionals quicker access to the department.  

Ace found Maniac’s preliminary report waiting for her.  Ace gave it a cursory glance, added her observations, and sent it to the captain.  Maniac was good with details and a better writer than Ace.  The only reason she had to see it first was protocol.  The senior hero gave the reports.

-It's funny that the younger officer is the “senior hero” between you two, Angela quipped.

Maniac was two years older than Ace and had been in the EED for two years longer.  Oddly, it didn’t seem to bother her that she had to follow the orders of a younger hero. 

-People have learned that when it comes to you, your age isn’t something they should take into consideration,  Angela explained.

-Some people, Ace added.  

A knock on Ace’s door announced the arrival of her sister.  Angela entered and took her usual spot to the side of Ace’s desk.  “We sent the descriptions of Trujillo’s other victims to Genesis and Trinity Medical Groups to see if any of them checked in with injuries.”  When she saw Ace’s expression, Angela shrugged.  “It’s a long shot, I know, but we’ve got to cover our bases.”  

Ace agreed it was the right decision, even if her skepticism made her doubt they would get results.  If Trujillo’s victims were all Fortress Class, which was probably the case, then it was likely they hadn’t gone to the hospital.  

“That’s something, at least.  Next, we need to figure out where Trujillo got Power from.  Our best bet will be to start with his known associates.  Maniac and I will go to his gym and see what the owner can tell us,” Ace said.  She leaned back in her chair and stretched.  “If I remember correctly, the Dungeon isn’t a twenty-four-hour gym.”
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