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Pain.  Everywhere.  

It wasn’t as intense as exposure to her weakness, but it was close.

-This must be what it’s like to be torn apart.

There was no answer:  nothing but emptiness where the comforting presence of her sister should have been.  

Ace opened her eyes, and a few things became clear.  One, it was dark.  Two, she was not at the campground with her family.  And three, she was surrounded by what looked like armed police officers.  Sure enough, she spotted a badge.

“Don’t move!” was being shouted an awful lot.

Since she had no idea what was happening, it was probably best to comply.  “On your feet, freak!”

Freak?  What in the world was going on?  

Ace could feel that something was off in the natural order, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was.  Whatever had happened had left her disoriented.  Her powers were on overdrive, making interpreting the hundreds of sensations crowding her mind difficult.  Without Angela there to help orient her, Ace shut her powers down.  It helped a little.  

She stood up slowly, keeping her hands up.  The people surrounding her were in police tactical gear, with guns pointed in her direction.  In her confusion, Ace couldn’t make out much more than that.  “You are under arrest for the dangerous use of powers!  Where are your Registration Papers?”

Registration Papers?  What?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm.  With all the yelling and her confusion, Rage was attempting to take over.  “I’m an officer for the EED.  My name is-”

“Quiet!  The EED has never hired an Exceptional.  Now, who are you!”  Ace could feel the hostility in the officer’s voice.  But what he was saying made no sense.  The EED had never hired an Exceptional?

“My name is Ace.”  She hoped that giving them her name would help ease the tension.  She was wrong.

“It’s the Fifth!  Open fire!”

Bullets hammered into her.  Ace’s kinetic barrier sprang to life.  This wasn’t the first time she was grateful it defaulted to nullification.  Having a stray ricochet injure someone would have only made the situation worse.  In the ensuing chaos, she realized that the people shooting at her had some pretty heavy artillery for simple police.  Some of the rounds were .50 caliber or higher.  

She barely heard someone yell through the noise, “Ace, up here!”

She looked up and spotted a familiar figure.  Was it a ghost?  Was she hallucinating?  

Ace flew up to the figure, and he flew higher, out of sight of the hostile police. 

When she caught up, Ace only had one question.  “What in the hell is going on here?”

Tomahawk smiled though there was little humor in his eyes.  “Follow me, kid.  I’ll fill you in as we fly.”

Confused and angry, Ace followed her former partner, who she had watched die.  Thankfully, there was no aerial pursuit.  It made their escape that much easier.

They moved to a higher altitude but kept to relatively low speeds.  That’s when Tomahawk started talking.  “I’ll lay things out for you, but don’t expect it to make sense.  You are now in an alternate timeline where the Exceptionals War didn’t turn out the same.  In fact, most Exceptionals are still fighting it in one way or another.  Here, being an Unregistered Exceptional is a crime punishable by death.  In this timeline, you and your sister are public enemy number one.  There is a kill-on-sight order placed on both of you.”

“Why?  I haven’t done anything!” Ace protested.  But if this was a different timeline, then maybe they had.

Tomahawk sighed.  “You were born, Ace, that’s all that matters.”

Ace paused mid-flight.  She knew Tomahawk could hover without issue.  “Are you really Tomahawk, the one from my timeline?”  Right now, she needed clarity, not doubts and confusion.  Ace couldn’t afford to doubt everything she knew about her mentor and friend.

“You haven’t changed at all,” Tomahawk replied.  He chuckled.  “I tell you you’re in a completely different dimension, yet your focus is on what’s right in front of you.”  

Even in the darkness, Ace could make out familiar features.  Tomahawk’s hulking, near nine-foot-tall frame packed with muscle.  His bald head, the authoritative way he held himself, even floating thousands of feet above the ground.  It was all so familiar to her, and yet she’d watched him die.  

“It’s me, Ace,” Tomahawk replied, keeping his gravelly voice low.  “I’m the same guy who watched you go from an awkward rookie to a hero.  The Tomahawk you saw die was my alternate doppelganger.  He was dying from suppression sickness.  He took my place so I could help out here.” 

The flashback hit her hard.  The details of that moment came rushing in like a flood.

“What do you think, Ace?” Tomahawk asked.

Ace shrugged.  “Hard to say, ‘Hawk.  I lost their scent.” 

No, their scent was being masked.  Ace could see it.  Because she was afraid to use her powers to their fullest, their targets could hide from her.  She’d seen too many people flinch away from her—too many people afraid to look her in the eye, so she hid her full capabilities.

They stood on an empty building overlooking one of Detroit’s industrial districts.  They had been dispatched from New Davenport to help the Detroit office of the EED deal with a severe Anti problem.  Three heroes and a score of normals had already been killed.  Their injuries had suggested a large caliber rifle.  That’s when Tomahawk and Ace, the two most indestructible heroes alive, had been called in.

They had been able to track the Antis to this particular industrial park, but Ace had lost the trail.  Tomahawk’s senses weren’t on par with hers, and they had relied on them too heavily.  Their suspects had been in and out enough that there were too many trails for her to follow.

Ace could have followed them, could have stopped them, had she been willing to let go.  She’d been too restrained, too afraid because she knew what she was capable of.  Her time as a soldier had shown her that.  The nightmares still haunted her.

“Right, you take to the air.  I’ll stick to the ground,” Tomahawk said, his deep, gravelly voice full of anger. “We’ll see if, between the two of us, we can flush the bastards out.”

Ace nodded and took the air.  They had to be cautious with their investigation.  Detroit’s mayor had been reluctant to put Article Two into effect.  He outright refused Exceptionals Lockdown.  His indecision was hamstringing the Hero Units.  The more sympathetic members of the Detroit PD were already starting to pressure the mayor to act.  Heroes weren’t the only ones being killed.

Ace turned to say something to Tomahawk.  She saw her mentor standing tall, the Fourth Generation’s largest, most powerful Fortress Class.  His dark eyes were scanning the buildings.  His shaved head made him come across as a hard ass.

That moment in time froze for just an instant before the projectile hit.  

Ace remembered it now, a power surge.  With her and Tomahawk’s powers active, she’d brushed it off.  What was one more shift in the natural laws?  The air shimmered, and Tomahawk flickered, almost like he’d ghosted for a moment.

Whatever it was tore through Tomahawk’s armor and out his back in a spray of blood and bone.  

“NO!” Ace screamed.  

She snapped out of the memory.  Her confusion was gone, replaced by anger, almost Rage.  Ace kept control of her powers, but only by a fingernail.  “How?  Why?  Why did you shift timelines?”

Tomahawk shook his head and said, “That will require more time than we have.  We need to get under cover.  Our enemies might not be tracking us yet, but the longer we’re outside, the more likely they’ll find us.  I don’t fancy being hit by the suppression satellites.”  Tomahawk continued flying.  Ace followed, her anger starting to cool.  Despite everything that had happened, something told her this was Tomahawk.  The man who had trained her.  She knew she could trust him.

After an hour of flying, they landed somewhere west of the Rockies.  Mountains and foothills surrounded them.  Judging from the scrub brush and evergreens, it could have been in Utah or Nevada.  The night sky was filled with stars, and the air was cold.  

“Where are we?” Ace asked.

“Northern Utah,” Tomahawk replied.  He lifted a massive boulder, revealing a long metal staircase.  “We’ll be safe down here.”

Keeping her questions to herself for the moment, Ace descended the stairs.  Her former partner followed, allowing the rock to fall back in place with a loud thud.  “This was an ARA bunker during the main conflict of the war.  It’s listed as destroyed.  Luckily, your parents found it and got it rebuilt before the Registration Act took effect.”

“My parents?” Ace asked.  “You know my family?”  She’d always suspected Tomahawk had known the truth.

“I served with your mom and dad in the Exceptionals War.  They asked me to keep an eye on you when you joined the EED,” Tomahawk explained.  That answered a few questions.  And it didn’t surprise Ace that they’d asked him to “keep an eye” on her.

“Are they here?”  Being around her mom and dad as Ace the Fifth would be strange, even if they weren’t her “real” parents.

Tomahawk shook his head.  “They were killed a few years before I was brought in.  The EED didn’t want any more Fifths being born.”

“What about Aaron and Amy?”  Ace had a sick feeling that she knew the answer to that question.

“They were never born,” replied, his voice almost a whisper.  “It was dangerous enough having to protect you, well, you and your sister’s doppelgangers.  They never had a chance to have more kids.”

It was hard for Ace to imagine.  It was like all the worst fears caused by the first Registration Act had come true.  “Who else won’t I see here?” she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer to that question, but she had to know.

“So many,” Tomahawk replied, pain filling his voice.  “We can’t save everyone.  The most powerful Exeptionals are usually found first.  The EED has sensors all across the US to pinpoint unauthorized power use.  They have Life Class that they keep like animals to make sure they can kill any of us.  We do our best to smuggle our brothers and sisters to Siberia, but we can’t find everyone.  Whenever we act, the EED is there to interfere.”  Tomahawk sounded tired and angry.  He hated discrimination for any reason.  It was one of his biggest hot buttons.

Ace stopped.  They were still in a dark tunnel, but that meant nothing to her.  Now that her powers had settled down, she could see fine.  “You keep saying the EED, but you and I worked for the EED, and we were never ordered to execute people just for being Exceptionals.  What does this EED stand for?”

“Exceptionals Eradication Division,” Tomahawk growled.  “That’s the difference.  They exist to make sure we don’t get out of hand.  And they do everything they can to do just that.  Suppose an Exceptional infant is born, and it’s determined that he or she will grow and become a threat.  In that case, that baby is ‘quarantined’ behind suppression shielding.”

“That would kill an infant,” Ace said, appalled that anyone would do such a thing.

Tomahawk nodded.  “That’s why we have agents in every hospital we can manage and prophets whose sole responsibility is to find them before the EED.  We save as many as we can.  This is a war, Ace, and right now, we are at a stalemate.  That’s where you come in.”

She didn’t like that sound of that.  She’d already been used as a hitman recently and wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.  “Why me?”

Tomahawk continued onward.  “One of the major differences between this timeline and ours is the power level of the Exceptionals.  In this reality, Exceptionals are weaker than those in our timeline.  This timeline’s Ace is nothing compared to you.  Here, I’m the pinnacle of Fortress Class, whereas, in our timeline, your daughter is.”

“How do you know about Tabitha?” Ace asked.  More questions came to mind, but she knew she needed to wait and let Tomahawk work through everything.  He was doing his best to fill her in.  Her old partner didn’t like hiding things from people.

“Your doppelganger has more powers than you,” Tomahawk replied.  “And I don’t know why.  It’s one of the questions she’s never answered.  But she can view your timeline and everything that’s happening in it.  It’s how she knew when to switch places with you.”

Ace could barely take in everything she was being told.  Before she could ask another question, the ground rumbled.  At first, she thought it was an earthquake, but it felt off.  Different.  

When the rumbling stopped, Ace looked around.  Nothing seemed damaged.  “What was that?” she asked.  She didn’t fancy being buried.

“That I will have to explain later,” Tomahawk replied.  He gave the walls a worried glance.  “We need to get below, or people will start worrying.  Paranoia runs strong in this group.”  

Tomahawk stayed silent for the rest of their descent, and Ace was glad for it.  She was still trying to come to grips with everything.  Deep down, she couldn’t help but wonder who she would, or wouldn’t, see when they reached the bottom.  How many faces were going to be missing?
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With all of her Life Class powers active, the world came alive around Angela.  She focused her attention on the two patients.  Their vital signs were displayed above them, superimposed over Angela’s sight.

The baby’s heartbeat, oxygen levels, hormone levels, everything was displayed before Angela’s eyes as she slowly began easing her through the birth canal.  Ace kept her breathing gentle and even, careful not to let her muscles tense too much, no small feat in the face of full-blown labor.  The other Angela paced, muttering to herself, but otherwise stayed out of the way.

“Moses, you will need to increase your muscle relaxation aura.  My powers are getting a little out of my control,” Ace instructed.  That she was able to give clear instructions while giving birth was amazing.

To his credit, Moses followed her directions without question.  Angela felt the increased power shift and saw the green glow from his eyes brighten.  She kept most of her focus on the baby.  Thus far, there were no complications.  She didn’t know how normal labor was supposed to go, but she had a feeling it was nothing like this.

Half an hour later, the new baby, Amy, slept peacefully in her mother’s arms while Ace rested.  The other Angela had calmed down and was asleep in a chair.  

“I did her power evaluation.”  Angela could scarcely believe what she’d found during that evaluation.  “Ace, I don’t know how to describe it, but calling her a Sixth seems like an understatement.”

“That was our hope,” Ace replied.  She smiled down at her sleeping daughter.  “By having her here, we hoped to avoid the power loss inherent to our timeline.  Sounds like we were successful.”  She sounded exhausted, which she likely was; what she’d just gone through far exceeded labor.  There was no disguising the joy in her voice either.  

Angela watched the peaceful scene for a moment before letting reality take over.  “I should probably go.  Do you want me to put Amy in her bassinet?”  She doubted Ace would let anything happen to her daughter, but she figured she’d offer.

Ace nodded.  “Please.  I want her to sleep peacefully.”

Angela lifted the tiny infant and placed her in the waiting bassinet at Ace’s bedside.  She couldn’t help but smile.  Baby Amy looked so peaceful that it warmed Angela’s heart.  As much as she wanted to stay, she had too much to do, too many people to reassure.

Before leaving, she looked at the other Angela.  “What about her?” Angela wasn’t sure if she was ready to deal with her doppelganger.

Ace gave her sister a long look.  Angela could see the wheels turning in Ace’s eyes.  She finally said, “She’d better stay.  If she wakes up somewhere unfamiliar, without me to calm her, there could be problems.  This situation is stressful enough for her.”

Angela nodded.  “Okay.  Sleep well.”  Angela was relieved she wouldn’t have to deal with her mentally unstable doppelganger just yet.  She slipped out and gently closed the door.  

In the hall, Angela rested her head against the heavy wooden door.  She closed her eyes and took several deep, slow breaths.  She was struggling to process everything that had just happened, and the others still needed to know the details or what few bits of information she had.  It was a conversation, possibly a series of conversations, that Angela wasn’t sure she was ready for.

Moses and Magnus approached her when she straightened.  Angela blocked anyone from hearing their conversation.  She didn’t have the time or patience to deal with rumors. 

“I’m guessing this is another one of those ‘don’t put it in the official report’ kind of situations,” Moses said.  He would have felt her put up her barrier.  This wasn’t the first time he’d experienced it.

“You have no idea,” Angela replied.  They had to prevent people from finding out what had happened.  “Magnus, I hate to do this to you, but she’s all yours until she’s released from the hospital.  I don’t want anyone else to interact with her until we get more information.”

Moses nodded in agreement.  “It’s a wise choice.  We’ve already stirred up the rumor mill enough.  Some of my nurses are notorious gossips.”

“Which is why he puts me in charge of the difficult cases.  I can keep my mouth shut.  Not that I understand this one,” Magnus said.  He lowered his voice.  “Is that really Ace from another timeline?”

Angela couldn’t bring herself to say it, so she nodded.  It was terrifying to think that her sister, her source of strength, her stability, was in another timeline.  And until this Ace recovered, her Ace was stuck there.  “You did the power evaluation on the infant?” Moses asked.

Angela handed him the paper.  He read it, looked at her, and reread it.  “If you were anyone else, I would call you a liar,” Moses said, shaking his head.  “There is no way I can put this on the official records.  I’ll fudge the numbers and make her look like a Fifth.”  He looked at Angela and asked yet another question she didn’t have the answer to.  “Who is her father?”

Angela shook her head.  “I don’t know.  I haven’t had the chance to ask.  The last few hours have been hectic.”

Moses returned the evaluation and said, “I never thought I’d have to say this about the Fifth, but we’ll make sure all three are safe.”  He patted Angela on the shoulder.  “Go home, get some rest.  You deserve it.”  Moses walked away slowly, exhaustion evident in every deliberate step.

“He’s a good man, and we’ve put one hell of a burden on him,” Magnus said as he watched the other Exceptional walk away.

“He’s one of the few people I’d trust with my life,” Angela said.  She knew Moses to his very core.  He was a good man indeed.  She looked up at Magnus.  “Everyone else is at my place?”

Magnus nodded.  “Yup.  Rachel, Tabitha, James, and the other two from your unit.  You all will have to come up with a story to explain the power surge because everyone in the world felt it.  I’ve been keeping an eye on things online, and every government, news site, and conspiracy theorist is trying to figure out what happened.”

Angela resisted the urge to bang her head against the wall.  “I was afraid you were going to say that.  I have an idea that people might accept, but first, I’m going home.  They need to know the truth.  We’ll see if they think my plan will work.  Thanks again, Magnus.”  She hugged him, which was always an awkward experience since he was three feet taller than her.  After another goodbye, Angela teleported back to her room.  

Once she was home, Angela took a few deep breaths.  She could feel the others in the house and see their life signs, but she didn’t hear much conversation.  The old man was there, and so was Black Dahlia.  And Victoria, probably because of the old man.

-Are you really gone?

There was no answer.  Terror threatened to overwhelm her.  She broke into a cold sweat, her breath came in short gasps, and her heart rate spiked.  Hearing Tabitha’s worried voice was the only thing that saved her from a full-blown panic attack.  Her niece was going to need Angela to be strong.  Shoving down her rising panic, she walked to the living room.

When Angela walked into the room, all conversations ceased.  Everyone focused on her.  She locked down the house, blocking anyone and anything from listening to what she was about to say.  At that moment, controlling information was paramount.

Angela answered the question she could feel on everyone’s mind.  “Everything went fine.  Ace and her baby are resting at the hospital.  Moses and Magnus are keeping a close eye on things.  They’ve both agreed to keep this under wraps.”

“That’s why I brought her,” the old man said, nodding towards Victoria.  “I know you, Angela.  You’re already formulating a story, so let’s hear it.  Victoria, pay attention.  This just might make your career.”

The reporter nodded.  Victoria looked both excited and confused.  What Angela was about to tell them wasn’t going to help.  “First, here’s the reality.  The Ace and Angela, who are resting at the hospital, are from an alternate timeline.  In their reality, the Exceptionals War didn’t go in our favor.  Unregistered Exceptionals are outlaws in the US.  Truly powerful ones are outright killed, regardless of whether they are Registered.”

“Is that why they came here?” Black Dahlia asked.  She was doing a better job of hiding her anxiety than the others.  Angela could feel that her grandmother was just as scared as the rest.

“They shifted timelines for two reasons,” Angela replied.  “The most important reason was so Ace could have her baby in a safe place.  The second is so our Ace, they call her Ace Prime, can fix things in the alternate timeline.”

“They told you all this while Ace was giving birth?” Victoria asked, her eyes wide, mouth hanging open.

“Yes.”  Shock ran through the room.  Even Angela wasn’t sure she believed it, and she’d been there.  Before anyone could ask another question, she continued, “There was more she wanted to tell me, but delivering her baby was more important.  Afterward, she was exhausted.”

Silence.  

Angela could feel the shock and horror radiating from her friends and family.  Everyone here relied on Ace to some extent.  They’d learned that the hard way a few months ago.  If Ace was gone, life might get more complicated for everyone.

Eventually, Black Dahlia asked, “So what’s your cover story?”  

Angela shoved down her rising fear, refusing to let the emotions of the others affect her.  Right now, they needed her calm so she would remain calm.  She glanced at Victoria, “Are you ready?”

Victoria nodded.  With her eidetic memory, she didn’t need to write anything down.  Angela took a deep breath and explained, “The story is this:  Ace’s powers caused her to conceive.”  She refrained from glancing at James.  He’d given her the idea when Angela had revealed that she’d had a prophecy of Ace pregnant.  “The majority of people will accept that.  They believe the craziest things about us.  You’re the writer, Victoria.  Make your story a good one, and the world will eat it up.”

Victoria laughed, of all things.  Angela could feel the panic the laughter hid.  “You’re not wrong,” Victoria admitted.  “Whenever I even mention you two, the number of hits on the article is double what it normally would be.”  She tapped her lips and said, “I think I can manage the right spin on it.”

“That’s all well and good, but what do we do with the two that took her place?” Maniac asked.  She was pacing in the kitchen.  Her sister’s partner was understandably on edge.  Just when it looked like things were getting back to normal, this happened.  The frustrating thing was that until they got their issues figured out, Angela couldn’t help her.

“For now, we have to wait until Ace Alternate recovers.  Her powers are exhausted, so we have to wait for her to be able to use them before she brings our Ace back, and she and Angela Alternate go back,” Angela replied, trying to ease Maniac’s concerns.  It didn’t work.

“Why can’t you do it?” Maniac snapped.

Angela fought down the urge to snap back.  They were all on edge.  Now was not the time for animosity or condescension.  “I’ve never used that power before,” Angela replied.  “I didn’t even know it existed.  According to Ace Alternate, she had to practice with it for years before she could use it to shift timelines safely.  She’s had to time it with massive power surges on our side to disguise her attempts.  If I tried it, I could kill all of us.”

It was the truth, and Maniac’s truth sensor power would know it.  “Dammit.”

“And the baby?  Are they taking it with them?” the old man asked, ignoring the exchange between Maniac and Angela.

“No,” Angela replied.  That was another surprise.  “Ace Alternate wants the baby to be raised here.  She mentioned something about her timeline not being ready.  She was wiped out at the end, so I didn’t ask her to elaborate.”  And she’d had enough surprises by then that she wasn’t ready to process anything else.

This did little to ease their concerns and fears.  At the moment, that was all Angela had.  Until Ace Alternate was out of the hospital, there wasn’t much they could do.  Not that sitting and waiting was in any of their natures.

Before any more questions could be asked, the old man stood up and said, “Okay, that’s enough for now.  We can talk more once we have these alternates here to give us more information.  Angela, when you get the chance, fill Emily and Aaron in on what’s happened.  I’ll deal with Torment.  She doesn’t need to know everything, but she needs to know that Ace will be out of commission for a while.  Duck-n-Cover, Jolt, welcome to the family.  You keep all of this to yourselves.  I’m sorry you’ve been put in this situation, but if I didn’t think you could handle it, I would have mind-wiped you and left you at home.”

Angela knew that the old man would eventually tell the world the truth.  It was just a matter of when.  He had access to thousands of prophecies from the various Exceptionals with that power, so he had a more precise picture of the future than most.  He just had to make the right choices.  She did what she could to help, most of the time, but now wasn’t one of those times.  Right now, Ace was her primary concern.  

The old man continued giving orders.  “Dahlia, you and I are going to keep the advisory council busy so they don’t go sticking their noses where they don’t belong.  Maniac, I want you to take your and Torment’s units to the hospital.  These alternates aren’t allowed to go wandering around by themselves.  I’ll pass the word on to Bones and get him up to speed with everything.

“We should probably send some reserve units here to cover for Ace and Angela at the precinct,” Black Dahlia suggested.

The old man nodded.  “Good point.”  He rubbed his chin, then nodded.  Angela could feel his resolve return.  “As long as Victoria spins the cover story right, no one will ask too many questions.  Now, all of you go home and rest up.  Your lives have just got a lot more interesting.”

And just like that, he and Black Dahlia were gone.  Angela knew that the old man only had one power, mind-reading, but sometimes she had to wonder if he hadn’t developed more and hadn’t told anyone.  Firsts were notoriously close-mouthed about themselves.  

The others filed out after giving Angela nods or hugs of encouragement.  That left her with Tabitha and James.  She sat down, and James gave her a look.  Angela let his concern wash over her and fill her for a moment.  He knew just how much she relied on Ace.  Her sister couldn’t have picked a better man to fall in love with.  

After a few minutes, Angela said, “I’m not fine, not by a long shot.”

“I figured as much,” James said.  She could feel his concern for her.  It felt like Aaron or her dad when they worried about her.  “I doubt there is much I can do for you, but the offer is always there.”

James was a good man, one of the best she knew, but for the moment, there wasn’t anything he could do.  “If anything comes up, I’ll let you know.  I promise,” Angela replied.  “I’m just holding on until my sister is back.”

“I think that’s where we’re all going to be in a few days,” James said.  He stood and gave Angela a hug.  “I’m going to hold you to your promise.”  He put her down and turned his attention to Tabitha.   “If you want, I can handle things at school.”

Tabitha shook her head.  “Thanks, but I’m going to try and get to class.  It’s finals week.  I need to focus.  I could use something normal.”  

Angela could read her niece’s thoughts and knew she wasn’t nearly so sure of herself as she was acting, but she was doing her best to put on a brave face.  Ace constantly worried that she wouldn’t be able to provide a stable life for Tabitha.  Situations like this proved that her worries had merit.  But Tabitha was more resilient than Ace sometimes gave her credit.

“Okay, but if you need to talk, my office is always open,” James said, hugging her.

Tabitha returned the hug with interest.  “Thank you,” she whispered.  Tabitha loved James and looked up to him.  To her, he was “dad,” but until he and Ace got married, she’d never let him know.  After a minute, she stepped back and scrubbed the tears from her eyes.  “I’m going to go to bed.  I need sleep after... after everything that’s happened.”

“Sleep good, sweetie,” Angela said.  Tabitha gave her a quick hug and went to the basement.  Once in her room, Angela ensured her niece would sleep peacefully.  It was still early, only six o’clock, but Tabitha needed the rest.  They all needed rest.

“Your visions of Ace being pregnant, that was you seeing into the alternate timeline, wasn’t it?”  James said.  He was still watching the stairs.  Angela could feel his desire to make sure Tabitha was safe.  In the same way that Tabitha saw him as her dad, James increasingly viewed her as his daughter.

He was probably right about her visions.  “That’s the only explanation I have,” she agreed.  “Looking back on them, it makes sense.  I’ll have to talk to the alternate timeline Ace to understand how she monitored our timeline.  There’s a lot I still don’t understand.”

James chuckled and shook his head.  “Welcome to the club.”  He looked at his watch and shook his head again.  “I’ll be going.  Call if you need anything.”

“Sure.”  She saw him out.  Once the door was closed and the security enabled, Angela sat on the couch and felt lost.  Even when she had been physically isolated because of her Used quirk, she had had Ace there to talk to and mentally lean on.  Now, she had nothing, and that echoing emptiness terrified her.  Please be safe, sis.
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“Well, I’ll be damned.  Ace was right; this version of her is a lot more powerful.”  Ace had never met the Exceptional who’d evaluated her power level before today, but she didn’t like him.  He reminded her of officers in the military who’d sucked up to whomever they could to get ahead.  It made her want to punch him.

“‘A lot’ doesn’t tell me jack, Bill.  How powerful is she?” the old man snapped.  He hadn't looked at her yet, and she wondered how different he would be from the old man she knew.

Bill shrugged.  “I couldn’t tell you, Abraham.  I could almost quantify our Ace’s powers, but this one, hell, she could rule the damned world, and there isn’t a thing anyone could do to stop her.  If the EED caught wind of an Exceptional with this level of power, they’d piss themselves.  Knowing those paranoid assholes, they’d send a whole army to kill her.”

The old man grumbled something and sent Bill away.  He looked Ace over.  The way he stood, the frown on his face, and his eyes, which always seemed to see more than anyone else, made Ace reevaluate her first impression.  The same old man, no matter where I am.  “In your timeline, they have suppressors, right?” he asked.

Ace nodded.  She knew what he was angling at.  “And they don’t work on me.”

The old man sat behind his desk and leaned back.  He wasn’t relaxed, but he made a good show of it.  “I was hoping you’d say that.  The number one problem we face is the suppressor satellites that sit in low earth orbit.  They are heavily armored, armed, and guarded.  Not even our Ace could get to them, and she has more powers than you.  Suppressor tech doesn’t work completely on her.  It weakens her enough to make her vulnerable, especially once she got pregnant.”

Ace had a pretty good idea of what he was planning.  She sat on the other side of his desk.  The old man laid out a series of satellite schematics.  Ace had never seen anything like them.  She picked up one of the pages and looked it over.  The numbers didn’t mean much.  

She laid the paper on the desk and said, “You want me to see if I can take out the satellites.  If they are calibrated for this timeline’s power level, then probably.”  There was no probably about it.  Suppressor tech didn’t work on her, but she didn’t want to make any definitive statements.  Not yet, at least.  “The question is:  are you ready to face the backlash that will erupt if I act?”

The old man smiled.  It wasn’t a happy one.  “She was right.  You are a soldier.”  

He stood and walked towards the large window of his office.  The old man waved her over.  The window looked down on a massive underground hangar filled with people and equipment.  It was an impressive collection for any non-government group, but it wasn’t enough.  

“Down there is just one branch of the resistance,” the old man explained.  “Are we ready for a full-scale war?  Hell no, but we are ready to make some people listen.  You take out those satellites and even the playing field a little, and we might be able to act.”

“Just removing the satellites won’t be enough,” Ace stated.  She could read between the lines.  She knew that if they acted, then the normals would respond.  It would reignite the war.

Was she ready to have the deaths of millions on her conscience?

The old man agreed.  “No, not enough.  Before we eliminate the satellites, you might have to kill some people.  Are you ready to kill normals?  I’ve talked a lot with Tomahawk.  From what he tells me, you don’t like killing.”  He was weighing her, taking the measure of who she was.

Ace considered her response.  The old man was right; she didn’t like killing.  For her, killing someone was taking the easy way out.  “Do you remember what it felt like when you discovered your powers?  When you realized you were different from everyone else in the world?” she asked.

He nodded.  “I remember.  It wasn’t easy.”

“I understand that, probably more than anyone else.  My sister, my Angela, once told me I have the power to destroy the world,” she paused to let that sink in.  The old man only nodded, so Ace continued, “I used to keep myself so bottled up that I never used all my powers, and those I did use, I didn’t utilize to my full potential.  Over the past couple of years, those limits have been taken from me.  I had to beat a man to death with my bare hands because he refused to back down.”

“Our Ace told us about that.  She said it hurt to watch you have to do it.”  The old man turned his gaze back to those below.  He knew what she was getting at.  Now that she was there, they had the power to change the world for good or ill.  “Kid, if there was a better answer for you, I would give it.”

She looked down on the people below, men, women, and children, all trying to act like they weren’t terrified that the EED would find them and kill them for being what they were.  Exceptionals, like her, forced into hiding because the wrong people were in power.  

“I’m tired of being told there isn’t a better answer,” Ace said.  She stepped away from the window and faced the old man.  “I’ll tell you what, let me look the situation over.  Once I have more information, then I’ll make my decision.  You’ve been making your plans under certain assumed limitations.  I don’t have those.”

Her answer put a genuine smile on his face.  He shook her hand and said, “Deal.  Now, come on, you have a lot to learn about our world.”

Hours later, Ace took a break from her studies to eat.  She’d learned about some of the differences between this timeline and her own.  Ideas were starting to form, but nothing concrete.  Eating would help.

Tomahawk joined her.  She had a feeling he was going to ask her about their timeline.  Sure enough, after they found a place in the mostly empty mess hall, he asked, “How’s Liz?”

“She’s doing okay, all things considered,” Ace replied.  “The first year was hard, but seeing a grief counselor got her moving forward.”  Tomahawk’s wife was one of the nicest people Ace had ever met.  

“Is she seeing anyone?” Tomahawk was trying to be nonchalant, but Ace could see how worried he was.

She shook her head.  “Not since the last time she invited me to dinner.  I honestly don’t think she believes you’re dead.”

He chuckled.  “Sounds about right.  Hard to believe it’s been as long as it has.”

“Are you planning on coming back?”

“I want to,” Tomahawk replied.  “It’s hard to say what your doppelganger has planned.  She would have sent me back a while ago, but when she got pregnant, our plans changed.  A lot of the heavy lifting got passed off to me.”

The reminder that her doppelganger had been pregnant brought to mind a question.  “Who was the father?”

“No idea,” Tomahawk replied.  “No one knows except her.  All I know is that she started wearing a wedding ring one day, and not long after that, she announced she was pregnant.  Not even the old man dared to push her about telling us who the father was.  I get the feeling whoever it was is dead now.”

“What gives you that idea?”

Tomahawk shook his head.  “It wasn’t too long ago that she started acting differently.  It was subtle, but there.  But the biggest clue was when I caught her crying in her room.  She’s a lot like you used to be, keeping things hidden to keep morale up.”

Ace understood that desire.  She decided to change the subject.  “What’s your take on the situation?  What do you think would happen if I destroyed the suppressor satellites?”  Tomahawk was a soldier through and through.  He’d survived the Exceptionals War.  If anyone understood the situation, it was him.

“If you were to go out and destroy those satellites right now, the whole of the US would erupt into chaos,” he replied without hesitation.  “There are other groups out there like ours, but with a whole lot less discipline.  They would take the chance to strike out against the EED.  It would be a war, and that war would spread across the planet.  I’ve said it a hundred times: destroying the satellites would be stupid.”  

That was the answer Ace had expected.  Paranoia and fear seemed to be the driving forces in this timeline.  How could they change that?  Then she remembered something she’d read in this timeline’s accounts of the Exceptionals War.  “What if we try to change public perception?”

Tomahawk folded his arms and leaned on the table.  It creaked under his weight.  “You mean like the vigilantes?”  He’d been born at the tail end of the vigilante days when Exceptionals had worked as “superheroes” to sway public opinion.  Their efforts had been met with mixed results.

“Well, yes and no,” Ace replied.  “We’d have to start small at first.  But think about it: if you and I started handling crime and getting people to trust us, we would eventually find a sympathetic ear.  We would have to follow strict rules and do our best to operate within the law, but if we could lower crime even a little, people might be willing to listen.”

“It’s the ‘eventually’ that’s the problem, Ace,” Tomahawk interjected.  “I don’t know how long your doppelganger plans on keeping you here.  All she told us before leaving was, ‘I’ll know when the time is right.’  We can’t rely on a long-term plan because she is not you.”  He wasn’t totally against the idea.  Ace could see the glint in his eye.  It reminded her of the first days of their partnership, back when he wanted to test her limits.

“Then we find a sympathetic reporter or group of reporters,” Ace insisted.  “Freedom of the press still exists, even if it’s used more for propaganda these days.  I know reporters.  They don’t like being told what to write, the good ones, at least.  We need someone like Victoria.”  A plan was starting to form, but she needed to convince the old man first.  “I’ve got to talk to the old man.”

“You want us to be vigilantes?”  The old man looked unconvinced.  In her timeline, he’d hated the vigilantes.

Ace nodded.  “I want us to turn public perception in our favor.  That’s the big difference between my timeline and this one.  Key news stories from the war and important moments were reported differently here versus there.  Combined with the terrible handling of the war in general, and you have a nation that blames all Exceptionals for the war.  If you want freedom for Exceptionals, we have to get normal, everyday people on our side.”  It was a long shot, and Ace knew it, but it was better than potentially sparking another war.

The old man didn’t say anything for a long time, just stared out the window at those training below.  Ace waited; she wasn’t going to force the issue.  This wasn’t her fight.  He finally sat down and said, “Suppose we can find some sympathetic ears.  Where do we start?  What’s our first move?”

That she had an answer to.  “The general public needs to trust Exceptionals, which means making damn certain that none of us cross any lines.  We can’t control the other organizations, but our people will follow our rules.  Anyone who doesn’t gets exiled to Siberia.  We can’t make demands, no ultimatums, and any other group who tries to screw us up gets wiped out.”  It was a harsh approach, but it was better than the alternatives.

“That’s not going to make us any friends among the other Exceptional organizations,” the old man said.

“Fine.  Let the others hate us.  Let them keep acting like their petty defiance means a damn thing to the EED.  Just remind them that we hold all the cards.  We don’t need the suppression satellites to take away their powers.  I can do that on my own,” Ace replied.  She hated the idea of being a vigilante, but if it was going to give them a chance, she would do it.

The old man laughed.  “You know, I figured you’d come up with something, but this was the last thing I expected.  Lucky for you, I know some people.  Give me some time.  While I’m working on my end, you and Tomahawk get things figured out for yourselves.”

Ace nodded.  Her plan was going to work; it had to.
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Chapter 4
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“How are you feeling?”  The air in the room was peaceful.  Even the beep and hum of the hospital equipment couldn’t disrupt the feeling.

“I’m tired.  Not something I’m used to feeling,” Ace Alternate replied.  She was sitting up in her hospital bed, nursing baby Amy.  The other Angela was sitting across the room, mumbling to herself.

“Is there anything you need?” Angela asked from her chair by the window.  She felt awkward.  Usually, Ace did this kind of thing.  Her sister was good at relating to people, even if she insisted she wasn’t.

Ace Alternate shook her head.  “Just rest.  My powers are only working sporadically, which is more taxing than if they were off completely.  Magnus is taking excellent care of all of us.”  She paused, gazing down at her baby.  “It is a relief knowing she will have a safe home.”

“You really intend to leave her here?” Angela asked.  What kind of world did she live in that leaving baby Amy behind was the best choice?

“I do,” Ace Alternate replied.  She smiled, sadness in her eyes.  “My child will be safe.  Here, Amy will be loved and celebrated.  In our timeline, she will have a life of running, hiding, and fighting.  Even if Ace Prime manages to fix most of the problems, there is one huge one I’ve not told many people about.”  Before she could continue, baby Amy finished nursing and needed to be taken care of.  
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