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“I don’t know where to begin.”

“Let’s start with why.  Why, after all these years, did you decide to come and see me?”  That would have felt like an accusation from some people, not Torment.  Ace’s long-time friend and captain cared enough about her to want to know.

Ace shifted on the couch, trying to get comfortable.  Her discomfort had nothing to do with the couch.  Torment’s office used to be a place where she felt safe, where she could let her guard down a little.  At the moment, that wasn’t the case.  “You’re still safe here, Ace,” her captain assured her.

“That’s not the problem.  It’s just...I’ve done some terrible things.”  Ace paused, taking a breath, trying to steady her emotions.  “I know I’m not the only one who says that.  Other heroes, other soldiers, have gone through similar situations.  Some have gone through worse.  I was following my orders.  I’ve saved lives, but I’ve always wondered if I could have done more.  That’s what eats me up inside.”  Ace looked up, finally daring to meet her friend’s eyes.  

There was no judgment in her captain’s eyes, only understanding.  “You think you could have done things differently because you are a Fifth?”

Of course, Torment understood.  She always seemed to understand what Ace was going through.  “That’s what haunts me.  Could I have done things differently?  I know I was just a kid for some of them.  My powers hadn’t even settled out yet.  But even then, I was exponentially more powerful than the upper of upper-tier Fourths.”

“But you hid that,” Torment said.  “No one knew how powerful you really were.  Not even you.”

“I try to tell myself that, but it doesn’t help.”  Ace’s shoulders slumped, and she leaned back.  “I can’t help but feel responsible for every person I killed, for those I couldn’t save, the mistakes I made that cost lives.  They all weigh on me, and I can’t shake it.”

Torment nodded.  “You’ve told me this before, so what changed?  Why do you want to come to terms with these things now?”

Ace leaned forward again, her nerves keeping her from relaxing.  “When I was in the other timeline, I had an episode.  There was an attack on a construction site.”  The memories came in flashes.  The screams of the injured echoed against piles of twisted metal and concrete.  “I had to go in and save almost a dozen people.  Most of them survived.  Only one was dead when I found him.”  She could still see his broken body impaled on the rebar—the oddly peaceful look on his face, as if death had been a relief.  “When I went home that night, it hit me.  Memories flooded my mind, and if it weren’t for Glitch and Tomahawk, I don’t know what would have happened.”  Even now, Ace could remember the terror, the confusion, the hopelessness.  Fighting all of that without Angela had come as a wake-up call.  

She needed help.

“You don’t want to go through that again.”  Hearing Torment give voice to Ace’s concerns confirmed her conviction.  Now was the time to deal with her PTSD.  She wasn’t on active duty yet, so she had time.  

Time to start, at least.  

Ace nodded.  “I don’t ever want to feel that helpless again.  Everything felt hopeless and my powers reached out to find someone who could help me.  I think they were trying to reach Angela, or you, or Emily, but none of you were there.”

“And that’s how Dani found you.”  Ace had already told Torment everything.  She needed someone she could confide in outside of her family.  Someone else to share the burden with, and Torment was one of the few people she trusted enough to open up to.

“She was already looking for me, but when my powers reached out like that, she was able to follow them to me.  But what if that happens here, and I draw in someone like Cult, or someone worse?”  

“You’re not wrong,” Torment agreed.  Her tone softened.  “So let’s start with one we are both familiar with.  What do you say?”

Ace knew the event she was talking about.  “You mean what happened in Dark Houston.”  That one still bothered her, but not like the others.  It didn’t ache to think about, even if it still gave her nightmares.

“I can only imagine what it’s like for you, with your sister attending the academy,” Torment continued.  Ace was still getting used to the world knowing she had a family.  “So go over it with me.  Picture it in your mind and tell me what you see.  Together, we’ll deal with it.”

“Okay,” Ace agreed.  She tried to relax and remember that day.  “It happened right after Tomahawk’s death.  After the EED had cleared me of any wrongdoing, they wanted our unit to go to the academy and talk about working in New Davenport....”

...They arrived at the academy early in the morning.  At least, that’s what Ace’s device said.  Outside, it was still pitch black, with only stars for light in the sky.  No one knew why night prevailed over the city, but theories abounded.  Most people agreed it had to have been a Global Class that did it.  “When we get there, we’ll be doing a Q&A first.  After lunch, Director Paradigm has a demonstration set up for us,” Torment explained, bringing Ace back to the present.

“They want us to do the newbie demo?” Jacks asked.  It could have sounded rude, but his Quirk prevented it from being offensive.  Every quarter, the Dark Houston Academy did a mock Anti suppression drill.  It gave the cadets a chance to see what it was like to face off against other Exceptionals.

“Yes, we will be in charge of the ‘newbie demo,’” Torment replied.  She didn’t quite roll her eyes at Jacks’s question, even if there was a note of exasperation in her voice.  “We’ll be teaming up with a unit from Dark Houston.  They will be the ‘Antis,’ and we’ll be the ‘heroes.’”

“I remember you were pretty quiet during the Q&A,” Torment said, interrupting Ace’s explanation.

“Most of the cadets were still too scared of me to ask questions.”  Ace thought about how it had felt to see the new heroes staring at her.  There had been a time when admitting people were afraid of her had hurt.  It wasn’t as bad now.  “They’d seen too many videos of my military service.”

“How much did that really bother you?” Torment asked.  There was more to her question than whether their fear bothered her.  She wanted Ace to dig deeper, to see past the surface.

Ace paused and thought.  Had it bothered her?  No, a little fear was reasonable if it taught the cadets to be cautious.  “No, they needed to be a little scared.  Some fear is okay, especially for new heroes.”

“Then let’s move forward to the demonstration when Blood Host attacked.”  

The memories started again, playing in Ace’s mind as clear as the day they’d happened....

...the attack happened so fast.  One minute we were laughing and joking with Dallas’ unit; the next, people were dying.  

There was so much confusion.  

I wanted to act, but I hesitated.

“You hesitated because of what happened in Detroit.”  This time, Torment’s voice didn’t interrupt Ace’s memories; it came over them like the narration for a movie.

I couldn’t bring myself to respond.  I was too afraid of my power.  To this day, I can still hear Blood Host taunting me.  “The mighty Fifth reduced to a cowering child!” Blood Host sneered.  He flung his power out, infecting even more bystanders as they tried to run.

“But you did act, Ace.  Remember what happened next.”  Torment interrupted the memory.  “This is what I saw happening.”  Torment’s power shifted.  She superimposed her memories over Ace’s.

Torment ducked down.  “I can’t get a clear shot!  He’s got his damn contagion shields up!”

“Deuce has pulled nearly everyone to safety,” Maniac reported.  “But I can’t find Ace!”

A sudden, massive disruption in the natural laws, followed by utter silence, made Torment peek over the barrier.  Past the rubble, she saw Ace putting Blood Host in suppressors.  And just like that, it was over, all because the Fifth had acted.

Ace blinked and shook her head.  “Is that really how you saw it?”  Torment hadn’t blamed her for her hesitation.  She’d only felt relief that everything was over.  

“Yes,” Torment replied.  “All I saw was you acting.  I didn’t care about a moment of hesitation.  And that’s how the others felt as well.  Everyone—the heroes, the staff, the news crews, the audience—felt nothing but gratitude for your actions.  The blame was laid at the feet of the academy.  They were the ones who’d been lax in their security.  They’d become complacent, and that complacency had cost lives.”  As she spoke, she showed Ace what she was talking about...

From one reporter, “If it weren’t for the Fifth, we’d all be dead.  Thank heavens she was here!” 

“The Fifth is amazing!  She stopped that lunatic when no one else could!” from a bystander.

“That was unbelievable!  The Fifth is a Hero!” from another reporter.

“I knew Ace could handle it.  I’m glad she’s in our unit!” from Jacks.

More and more thoughts and images from the day filtered through Ace’s negativity.  She shook her head, almost overwhelmed.  “I didn’t even realize.  All I saw were terrified faces.”

“Of course, people were terrified.  An insane Anti had just attacked them.  None of that fear was directed at you,” Torment explained, keeping her tone soothing, which was no mean feat, with her Quirk adding an echo to her voice.  “Ace, you view your interactions with others through a negative lens.  You internalize even the smallest negative comments.  People are generally less critical of you than you believe.”

“It still doesn’t fix the fact that, had I acted faster, some of those people would be alive,” Ace countered.  That was the problem.  She knew she could have done more.  If she hadn’t hesitated, Ace could have stopped Blood Host from killing anyone.

Torment didn’t address her statement immediately.  She wrote a few notes before looking up.  “We’ve talked a little about why you hesitated.  That you were afraid of your own power.  And we both know it was because of what happened in Detroit.  I was there, and I felt the anguish and grief that drove your actions, so what made that different from any other time you’ve used your powers?”  Ace could feel Torment using her powers to understand.  It took a conscious effort to allow her captain in.  Letting Torment have full access to her mind, permitting her to see everything, was difficult.  Hiding certain things from everyone had become a habit, and it was a difficult one to break.

“It was Rage.  That was the difference.”  Torment knew Rage was one of her powers, but not many others did.  Ace intended to keep it that way.  “I was out of control.  You saw what I did.  My actions stopped being about finding the Antis responsible.  I just wanted to kill them,” she continued.  “And there was very little the rest of you could have done to stop me.”  To this day, she could remember what it had felt like to let go.  She’d allowed her Rage power to take over.  And she let Torment feel it so her captain could understand, could understand what it was like to let go, just for a moment.

Torment was silent as she processed what Ace had shown her.  Ace could still feel her captain’s powers working, but was grateful for a quiet moment of reflection.  It had been over a year since she’d tried to deal with the memories of what had gone down in Dark Houston.  It wasn’t the worst experience in her life, but it happened right after one of the most traumatic moments Ace had ever suffered.  Having Tomahawk back, alive and well, had helped, but hadn’t fixed the damage.  She wasn’t sure if anything would.

“Ace, do you feel up to talking about Detroit?”  

She tried to respond, but the panic hit before she could get the words out.  All she could do was shake her head.  Ace tried to breathe, to calm her fear, but it started spiraling out of control.  A calming sensation washed over her.  The anxiety eased, and she could breathe again.  “Not today, then.  Let’s continue with Dark Houston.”

“How’d it go?” Angela asked once Ace had settled into her favorite chair.

Ace paused before replying.  Her sister deserved an answer, but she was still trying to process everything.  After thinking through her first session, Ace had an answer.  “It went better than I expected.”

“Good.  I’m glad,” Angela said, giving her an encouraging smile from where she was making lunch.  Before moving out, Emily had given Angela some of her cooking skills as a farewell gift.  Memory transfer was one thing, but full-on skill transfer was a power reserved for only the most powerful Fourth Generation Mental Class.  It didn’t even exist in the earlier generations.  “Mom and Dad took baby Amy to her appointment.  They should be home any time now.”  

“Is Tabitha home yet?”  Ace’s oldest daughter was working hard to become a professional mixed martial artist.  Ace was glad that Tabitha had found something she was passionate about, but watching her daughter get into fights wasn’t easy as a new mom.  She kept her fears mostly to herself, not wanting to squash her daughter’s enthusiasm.

“Not yet.  She’ll probably be home for lunch,” Angela replied, still focused on cooking.

“Good, I’m going to take a nap.”  It was a rare moment of calm in their house, and Ace was going to capitalize on it.  The session with Torment had left her drained.  All she wanted to do was sleep.

Angela glanced up and smiled.  “Sleep good, sis.”

Ace stopped.  She could feel that her sister wanted to tell her something.  In the past, she wouldn’t have picked up on Angela’s slight hesitation, but ever since she’d returned from the alternate timeline, she’d been more sensitive to Angela’s emotions.  “Do we need to talk?”

“Not right now.  Later, once you’re more awake.  You look like you’re about to fall asleep standing up.  Don’t worry; it can wait, I promise,” Angela replied, her smile getting a little bigger.  That was confirmation enough for Ace.  Angela couldn’t lie to her and smile like that.  With another nod to her sister, Ace retired to her room to get as much sleep as possible.
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Ace looked over the scene and shook her head.  “This is not how I wanted my first day back on the job to go.”  She had to push down memories of the high-rise collapse in the other timeline.  After weeks of therapy, it was easier to avoid flashbacks.

-Technically, your first day doesn’t start for another few hours.

-Too bad that excuse would never fly.  Ace appreciated her sister’s attempt to lighten the mood.  It helped push the memories back.

They’d already gotten statements from Jessica and Eve and sent them on their way.  Both women had been pretty rattled, but being close to an explosion could do that.  She glanced at Maniac.  Her partner was still fixated on her device.  “Hey partner, you okay?”

“Yes and no,” Maniac replied.  She looked up and gave Ace a flicker of a smile, but the tension remained.  “I know Eve has perfect invulnerability, but I can’t help worrying about her.”

Ace patted her partner’s shoulder.  “Welcome to parenthood.  I’d say it gets easier, but I’d be lying.”

Maniac chuckled, and some of the tension went away.  She pocketed her device and focused on the scene.  “I’ve already contacted Harrison Security and scheduled a meeting during their normal business hours.  Any luck contacting Mr. Drake?” 

“I left a message at the two numbers Jessica gave us.  I imagine he’s already on his way,” Ace replied.  She’d gotten a good impression of Darren Drake from Jessica.  Despite his wealth, Mr. Drake seemed to be a down-to-earth person.

“I’ll have the uniforms keep an eye out for him,” Maniac said.  She relayed the orders to one of the normals watching the perimeter.  The explosion had attracted an enormous crowd.  They’d had to call in double the number of officers to keep everyone back.

Silence blanketed the scene.  People weren’t talking or trying to take videos.  They were standing and staring, transfixed.  Something about it just seemed off.  -Angela, are you getting a weird vibe?

-I was hoping I wasn’t the only one, her sister replied.  -I’m going to see what Jolt and DC think.

“Hey, does something seem weird?” Ace asked when her partner got back from talking with the normal police.

Maniac paused and looked around.  “Now that you mention it, yeah.  Something doesn’t feel right.  This almost looks staged, like it was meant to fall just like this.”

-Oh.  Oooh.  Oh no, Ace, this is bad.  This looks just like the- Angela cut herself off, but it was too late.  

Ace remembered.  

She stepped back, giving herself a clearer picture of the rubble.  “It looks just like Cairo...” she trailed off as the memory crashed over her.

...

The echoes of gunfire and distortions in the natural laws washed over Ace as she stalked Mayhem through the abandoned building.  Her unit would handle the insurgents, but she had a different mission:  kill Mayhem.  He’d been a thorn in the side of the US and its allies long enough.  Pharaoh had given them license to handle the situation however they saw fit.  It was time for Mayhem to die.

The violence around Ace was nothing compared to what her unit had been facing for the last few months.  Everything was proceeding according to plan, everything except finding Mayhem.  Then she caught his scent.  

As fast as she dared, Ace followed the insane Anti’s trail.  Anyone who tried to stop her didn’t live long enough to regret it.  The scent led to a room that could have been in any generic office building if not for the piles of munitions in the corners.  Mayhem was there, but between them was a shield.  The wall of energy left occasional ripples in the air, like rocks dropped into a pond.

Ace fired twice.  The rounds struck the shield but couldn’t penetrate it.  “Not even going to ask me to surrender?  Doesn’t that violate some agreement or treaty?” Mayhem taunted.  As always, he stood with supreme confidence, assured of his safety behind the shield.

“I have Mayhem in my sights.  He’s got a shield between us,” Ace reported, ignoring the mercenary.  This wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get a rise out of her.  Nothing he said was terribly original, either.

“Is the shield going to be a problem?” Sarge asked.

Ace flexed as much of her power as she dared, sending ripples through the building and drowning out all other distortions. “No, sir.”

“That power!  You could rule this world, and yet you follow the orders of lesser men.  I must have you!”  A feverish gleam lit Mayhem’s eyes as he spoke.  It was a new and unwelcome change.

Ace threw her gun down, Rage filling her mind.  His taunting, his arrogance, had finally pushed her too far.  She grasped the shield protecting Mayhem.  Using a fraction of her strength, she tore the gel-like barrier in half.  Somewhere close, she heard swearing.  The natural laws shifted, and Mayhem flowed away from her like smoke.

“Such strength!  Such control!  Such power!  Join me, Ace, become mine, and let us bring an end to conflict,” Mayhem declared as another shield appeared between them.  This one was thicker, the ripples more pronounced.

Ace didn’t bother answering.  Nothing she said would change him; she’d learned that after their first encounter.  She tore through this new shield, and the next that was thrown in her path.  She had to move deliberately.  If she wasn’t careful, Rage would dominate her.  Ace had promised that would never happen. 

“Ace, get out!  This place is rigged to blow!”  Sarge’s orders caused her to pause.  

“The fool.  Why would I harm you?  I love you!” Mayhem declared.  The way he said love made Ace’s skin crawl.

She opened herself to more of her power.  Mayhem would not escape this time.  

As the distortions crashed through the room, Mayhem’s face fell. “No, that can’t be.  You’ve been hiding your strength.”  Two more shields appeared in front of Mayhem.  He sounded panicked.  “I have to escape, to plan.  I’ll come for you again, my sweet Ace.”  

Mayhem vanished just as Ace reached him.  Then the explosion hit.

-
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OUTSIDE, HER UNIT SURVEYED the rubble.  “Mayhem killed the remaining insurgents so he could escape,” Sarge stated.  The casualty report for their unit was the only bit of good news.  Everyone else made it out alive.

“He didn’t care about them,” Ace said.  She’d already changed out of her ruined uniform.  “All he wanted was to taunt me.  And he’ll do it again.”

The rest of her unit turned their attention to her.  “How can you be sure?” Sarge asked.

Ace sighed.  She really didn’t want to answer, but Sarge needed to know.  “Because he said he loved me.”

Ace’s vision cleared, and she stumbled a little as reality reasserted itself.  Maniac caught her.  “Easy partner.  You okay?  Angela said you were having a flashback.”

With another head shake, the last of the disorientation faded.  Ace looked around.  No one else seemed to notice her lapse.  She straightened up.  “Yeah, I’m fine now.”

“I’m guessing something about this scene triggered it,” Maniac continued.  Ace could still see the concern in her partner’s eyes. 

Ace surveyed the scene again, taking in every detail.  Everything was just like the wreckage in Cairo.  As the reality of what she was seeing set it, Ace’s emotions were in chaos.  Physically, she felt fine.  Mentally...that was a different story.  “We need to talk to Torment and Bones as soon as possible.  We might have a situation.”

“I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about it here.”  

“No, because I might be wrong,” Ace replied.  She took a deep breath, trying to relax.  “I really, really hope I’m wrong.”
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Chapter 3
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Torment and Bones met them an hour later at Third Street Precinct.  Ace gave their preliminary report.  “Angela is meeting with Mr. Drake right now to see if he has any leads for us,” Ace finished.  

“But you don’t think it has anything to do with Mr. Drake, do you?”  Torment knew Ace wouldn’t have called a meeting with her and Bones before the scene was taken care of without a good reason. 

Ace nodded.  “I think this was a message to me.”

Bones frowned.  “From who?”

“Hellion.”

Torment let out a stream of curses in several languages before she asked, “You’re not sure, though?”

“Not yet.  But that building looked exactly like the one Mayhem dropped on me when I was in the military.  Even Angela thought so,” Ace replied.  She shrugged, leaving them to come to their own conclusions.  Ace would need some compelling evidence to believe this was a coincidence.

“Can you elaborate further?” Bones asked.  Ace couldn’t blame her uncle for not wanting the bombing to be tied to Hellion.  But he hadn’t seen her flashback yet.

“It will be easier if you see for yourself.”  Ace didn’t want to go through the memory again, but her commanding officers needed to see it.  She dredged up the memory of when Mayhem had declared his love for her.  Then she compared the aftermath with the scene they’d just left.  The similarities were creepy.  “I’ve got the memory for you to look at.”

Ace could feel Torment and Bones searching through her mind.  The natural laws rippled and distorted as they used their powers.  It took conscious effort on her part to let them look that closely into her past.  She didn’t like letting people see her past, even those she trusted, and her powers responded to that discomfort, creating a barrier between her and others, unless she forced them to let go.

The two senior heroes took their time analyzing what Ace was showing them.  Bones eventually let his powers go.  “You weren’t exaggerating.  The two buildings look exactly the same.”  He glanced at Torment.  “Do you agree?”

Torment let her powers go.  “I do.  My question is, how did she do it?”

“Angela thinks a competent Energy Class could have placed the charges properly and a powerful Mental Class could have shaped the explosion and collapse appropriately,” Maniac said.

Bones rubbed the stubble on his chin.  Ace’s message must have rattled him.  Her uncle preferred to look professional.  Even at six in the morning.

“Okay, so at the very least, we are looking at an Energy Class and a Mental, both likely upper-tier.  Do we have anything else that points to Hellion being involved?”

Ace shook her head.  “Not at the moment, but because of the similarities, I wanted to get your take on the situation.”

Bones started pacing.  “Okay, then this is my take:  We’ll contact Abraham and see if he has any further information on Hellion’s movements.  Other than that, we won’t treat this case any differently than we usually do.  We don’t want to jump to conclusions until we have something concrete to work from.  And if we react, and it is Hellion, we can’t risk her changing her pattern.”

“Yessir,” Ace said.  He was right.  Hellion followed a predictable pattern most of the time.  If they overreacted, it might provoke the insane Anti.  Of course, that was assuming she was still following her rules.

“Sounds good,” Maniac added.  “We’ll get back to the scene and see if our guys have picked up anything new.”

They shook hands with Bones and Torment and went back to their cruiser.  “What do you think, honestly?” Maniac asked as they left the precinct.

“Honestly, I hope they’re right, but deep down, I think Hellion is back,” Ace replied.  “And I think Bones and Torment agree.  They have to be cautious.  This city doesn’t forget.”  She didn’t like the idea of Hellion being in New Davenport.  With Cult gone, the insane Anti count in the city had gone down.  She didn’t want it going back up.  “But they are right about not provoking her.  We think we know her, but we don’t know how her brother’s execution affected her.”

-If it is Hellion, she’s here for revenge, Angela said.

“Angela’s right.”  Maniac had consented to letting Angela use mental communication with her more often, though her sister kept the more sarcastic remarks just for Ace.  “But Bones is also right that we don’t want to be jumping at shadows.  Man, I already don’t like this case.”

Ace wanted to laugh at her partner’s dismay, but she agreed with Maniac.  This case was shaping up to be a real pain.
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Chapter 4
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Back at the scene, the reporters had arrived.  Ace was surprised that Victoria wasn’t there.  Her reporter friend usually showed up at times like this, but Ace didn’t see her in the crowd of people trying to get a statement from her.

-She’s on another story, Angela informed her.

Ace thanked her sister and continued to ignore the press until she was on the other side of the crime scene tape.  She then turned to the assembled reporters, who all shut up as she faced them.  “At this time, we have very little information.  Last night, an unknown individual, or group of individuals, caused an explosion in this building.  That’s all we have.  As always, we encourage anyone who may have witnessed the crime to come forward.  Until we have more information, the EED will be working with the New Davenport PD to find the person, or persons, responsible.  Thank you for your time.”

Of course, they tried to get more information from her; they needed a soundbite or quote to use as a flashy headline, as if an explosion wasn’t flashy enough, but Ace wouldn’t play ball.  Nothing said she had to give them what they wanted.  Ace turned her back on the assembled reporters.  She needed to catch up with Angela and the crime scene guys.

-Will has something for you.  We’re at the CSU van.

-Thanks, sis.  

She let Maniac know what Angela had told her.  “I’ll head to the CSU van, what about you?”

“I’ll see if I can catch up with Jolt or Duck-n-Cover,” Maniac said.  She was scanning the scene, looking for the other members of their unit.

“Sounds like a plan.”  Ace and her partner split up.  Ace might have been in charge of the unit, but everyone knew Maniac had just as much authority.  Their unit worked better that way.

Ace found Angela and her new partner, Gaia, waiting outside the CSU van.  Angela’s previous partner and their former roommate, Emily, had retired from the EED, instead choosing to work at TechSoft.  Emily had never quite fit in at the EED, and now that her Used Quirk was less of an issue, it made sense for her to move into a different career.

Gaia was still a rookie and the pinnacle of the Fourth Generation Nature Class.  Her power levels were impressive, as was her dedication.  Working with Angela was helping the young Exceptional figure out how she fit into their unit.

The two of them were talking with Will Sanchez, head of Third Street’s crime scene division.  Angela was doing most of the talking.  Gaia was listening and occasionally adding her input.  Will spotted Ace first.  “Ace, good; I’ve got some information for you.”

“I’ll take anything you’ve got.”  Will was good at his job, one of the best she’d ever worked with.  She always felt a sense of relief when he was assigned to a scene.  If Will said he had information, then she needed to pay attention.  Ace was glad for any leads this early in the case.  

Ace joined Will at his station.  He pulled up a display with various bits of information.  Some of it made sense; some didn’t.  “First, the explosive used has a unique chemical signature.  Which is both a good thing and a bad thing.”

“Okay.  Why?” Ace asked.  Will wasn’t prone to being dramatic.

“Because only one person leaves this particular chemical signature with their explosives,” Will replied.  Ace could feel the anger and disgust in his voice.

“I’m guessing by your tone that you know, or know of, this person, and you don’t like them,” Ace said.  Will rarely let his emotions show at a scene.  At the precinct, in the safety of his lab, sure, but not where the public might see.

“That would be an understatement,” Will replied.  His lip curled as he continued.  “Her name is Fallout, formerly Lana Walker.  A mid-range Energy Class who used to be an EED researcher here in New Davenport.  She developed an unhealthy fascination with explosions.  When she learned how much people were willing to pay for high-quality explosives, she went Anti.  Einstein will know more about her.  He was her mentor for a while.  Her betrayal hit him the hardest.”

Ace made a note to speak with Einstein.  “Anything else?”  Having a name was huge, but they were going to need more.

“Whoever planted the bombs knew this building inside and out.  They either had copies of the plans or worked for the company that built it,” Will explained.  “There is no way they could have achieved the specific results they were looking for without an insider.  And a powerful telekinetic Mental Class to make sure it fell like they wanted it to.  From what Angela told me, this mimics something from your days in the military, so they would have needed powerful Exceptionals to get this specific outcome.  No matter how precisely the charges were placed, explosions are too chaotic to control without outside interference.”

“Jessica and Eve didn’t notice any power distortions, but they were distracted by running from the explosion,” Angela added.  

Will nodded.  “That would probably have been enough to disguise what was happening.  I read their statements.  Jessica said she was flying away from the building when it went, so those distortions could have masked what the Mental Class was doing.”

“Ms. Collinsworth said she and Ms. Brown crashed on that building there,” Gaia said, pointing to a building half a block away.  “And I tracked two life signals leaving the building from the opposite side.  Even if they hadn’t crashed, it would have been difficult to see through the debris from the explosion.”

Ace frowned.  Gaia’s ability to track life signals would prove invaluable once they learned how to utilize it.  They were still trying to understand its nuances.  “You think they were inside the building before the explosion?”

Angela’s partner started to respond but paused to reconsider.  “I am not one hundred percent sure.  From the strength of the signal, I think they were in the building when it blew up.  They seemed to ride the debris as it fell and exited the rubble there.”  She pointed to the farside of the building.

“Angela, do you think that will hold up in court?” Ace asked.  Her sister knew legal precedent better than Ace.

Angela nodded.  “I think it will.  I’m going to run it by the DA first.  If we can get video evidence to back up Gaia’s observations, it will make things easier in court.  If we can find who did this.”

That was always the catch.  Ace glanced at her device; eight o’clock.  “Maniac and I have an appointment at Harrison Security this morning; hopefully, they have a backup of the security footage.  For now, Gaia, I want you and Angela to track those signals as far as you can.”  Ace didn’t think the signals would lead them to their suspects, but it might give them an idea of where to start looking.

“Yes, ma’am,” Gaia replied.  She tried to meet Ace’s eyes but couldn’t quite manage it.

-You still intimidate her, poor kid, Angela explained.  -Ever since the day we tracked down Cult, she’s had a hard time interacting with you.

-Why just me?  You are just as powerful.  Ace knew she wasn’t being entirely honest with herself.  Angela wasn’t as powerful as she was, but a Fourth wouldn’t necessarily be able to tell the difference.

-What makes you think you’re more powerful than I am?  Angela asked.  She sounded worried.

-Nothing concrete.  It’s just something I’ve felt since I came back from the alternate timeline, Ace replied.  She tried to keep her response nonchalant.  The last thing she wanted was her sister getting worried.  -I’ve noticed a few things, some oddities, since coming back.

-Like what? Angela asked.  She was still worried despite Ace’s efforts.

Now was not the time to go over all the changes with her sister, and Ace said as much.  -I promise we’ll talk when we get home, she added, hoping to soothe Angela’s concerns.

-Okay, you’re right.  We need to focus on this case, Angela said.  She patted her partner’s shoulder.  “Come on, partner.  Let’s see if we can get a better handle on those life signatures.”

Ace felt the natural laws start to shift as the two of them walked away.  “Wow.  So that’s what a pinnacle feels like,” Will whispered.

“You notice a difference?” Ace asked, glancing at him.  She was glad he kept his voice down.  Gaia already felt like she stood out.  If the young woman heard other Exceptionals making comments, it would undermine her confidence.  Something Ace was all too familiar with.

“It’s not like you, if that’s what you are wondering,” Will replied.  “When Gaia uses her powers, the distortions feel more real, I guess.  It’s hard to explain.”

Ace laughed.  “Just like most things involving us.  ‘It’s hard to explain’ covers the Exceptionals phenomenon.”

Will gave a brief chuckle.  “True.  I’ll get back to my tests.  If anything else comes up, I’ll message you.”

“Thanks, Will.”  

Ace stepped away from the van and scanned the scene.  The normal police were doing their job, keeping the gawkers at bay.  Ace spotted the officer in charge.  She needed to double-check with him before she and Maniac headed to Harrison Security. 

“Hey, Nick, got a minute?”

Nick Wild was a ten-year veteran of the NDPD.  Not much fazed him anymore.  “Sure.  What can I do for you, detective?”  

“Just checking in.  Looks like you and your men have everything in hand.  Is there anything you need from us before we go question some people?”  Ace knew better than to assume things were calm at a crime scene.

Nick shook his head.  “We got things pretty much under control.  If that changes, I’ll let you know.  Mr. Drake said his insurance company should be by sometime this morning, but we can handle that.”

“Thanks, Nick.”  The last thing Ace wanted to deal with was an insurance agent.  She was glad they existed, but they asked repetitive questions and never seemed to like the answers she gave them.  Ace glanced around, looking for Maniac, but didn’t spot her.  “You seen my partner?”

“Yeah, she and the other two from your unit, Jolt, and Duck-n-Cover, are behind this pile of rubble.  Something Jolt spotted,” Nick replied, nodding toward the wreckage.

Ace thanked him again and took to the air to find her partner.
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Angela kept a close eye on Gaia as she worked.  Her new partner excelled at police work, but being around Ace rattled her.  “From what I can tell, they rode the debris down and then left out the side alley.  It’s away from the direction Ms. Collinsworth and Ms. Brown flew to escape the explosion, which is probably why they didn’t see them,” Gaia explained again.  Angela didn’t mind the repetition.  She’d learned that details became clearer if she gave Gaia a chance to talk things over a few times.  

“Do the life signs stay pretty consistent?” Angela asked.  She had the same power that Gaia was using, but she wouldn’t access it unless it became necessary.  It would only undermine her partner’s confidence.

“Yes.  There’s no change as far as I can see them, but I think they got into a car a block or so away from here.  That’s where my sense of them starts to get a little tenuous,” Gaia replied.  Her confidence was reasserting itself after talking with Ace.  

Gaia wasn’t weak-willed, not by a long shot, but she was from a tiny town in Idaho.  Being transferred to the urban sprawl that was New Davenport was taking time for her to adjust to.  Couple that with being partnered with a Fifth, and the poor woman constantly felt off balance.  

“Good work, Gaia.  That will give us something to do while Ace and Maniac are at Harrison Security.”  Angela gave her partner an encouraging pat on the shoulder, hoping to boost her confidence some more.  “Do we need to walk, or can we drive?”

Gaia considered her answer.  “I should be able to follow the signal from a car.”

That was a relief.  Angela didn’t relish the idea of traipsing all over the city following the trail of their suspects.  “I’ll go get our cruiser.  I want you to see if you can tell for certain if they got into a car.”  The more information they had, the better.

“On it,” her partner replied and started walking down the sidewalk, following a trail only she could sense.

-We’re going to follow the trail and see what we can find, Angela reported to her sister.  Protocol dictated that she keep her unit leader informed.  Following protocol on cases like this, when someone like Hellion was likely involved, could make all the difference in court.

-Be careful, Ace replied.  -Maniac and I will probably be at Harrison for a while.

-Will do.  Good luck.  Angela didn’t end the contact with her sister like she used to.  In the past, she’d let their connection fade to the barest trace.  She couldn’t bring herself to do that anymore.  After the alternate timeline incident, Angela couldn’t let go, too afraid of losing her sister again.  It was an insecurity she would have to deal with sooner rather than later.  Ace needed her to be strong as she went through her therapy.  Angela made a mental note to make an appointment with Torment.
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“Angela and Gaia are following the trail of our two suspects,” Ace said as Maniac guided their cruiser through traffic.  After a fruitless meeting with Duck-n-Cover and Jolt, she’d sent them to gather statements.

“Good.  Between the two of them, they should be able to track them down.”  Maniac’s attention didn’t stray from weaving through traffic.  “Jolt just reported that he and Duck-n-Cover have finished gathering all the witness statements, what few we have.  They’re heading back to the precinct to go over them.”

Ace nodded.  Jolt and Duck-n-Cover were a dynamite team for going over witness statements.  The two of them worked seamlessly together.  Not all partnerships were like that.  Ace was glad to have her old unit back, even if Emily wasn’t part of it anymore.

“From what Jessica and Eve told us, Harrison has no Exceptionals on staff.  Do we know why?” Maniac asked.  As always, her eyes were a storm of electricity.  It was rare for Maniac not to use her powers while driving.

“As of right now, no,” Ace replied.  “Mr. Drake hired them because of their reputation, and from what I’ve found, they are one of the best in the city.” Angela had done some preliminary research after talking with Darren Drake.  She hadn’t found anything suspicious about Harrison Security on the surface, but she was still digging.

“It seems weird,” Maniac said.  “I can’t think of any other security firm that doesn’t employ at least one technomancer.”

Ace shared her partner’s concern, but she was inclined to give Harrison the benefit of the doubt.  The reason could be as simple as no Exceptionals had applied for open positions.  It happened occasionally.  

Still, Maniac was right; it seemed weird.

“We’re not going there to solve employment issues,” Ace said, trying to change the subject.  “We need access to their security feed.  Mr. Drake has already called ahead and asked them to cooperate with us.  That should be enough.  They can’t risk losing their contract with him, not after this.”

“Good point.  Money is a great motivator.  That and what Will told us about it possibly being an inside job.  If it wasn’t someone from Harrison, we’ll have to talk to the general contractor,” Maniac replied.  “Then we’ll have to cross-check and see if any employees have connections with Fallout.”

“Mr. Drake said he used Denison Construction.  He gave me their contact info, just in case.”  Ace held up a business card made of paper-thin granite, but stronger than steel.  

“Fancy,” Maniac said, admiring the card out of the corner of her eye.  “So what’s your read on Darren Drake?”

“Other than him being totally in love with Jessica?”  The first thing Darren Drake asked was if Jessica was okay.  Not about his building or if they had any suspects, nothing about the case at all.  Mr. Drake had only been concerned about Jessica Collinsworth.

Maniac laughed.  “Picked up on that, did you?  Turns out he went to the same high school as the Collinsworth sisters.  He’s a couple of years older, so she might not remember, but he sure does.”

“You think that’s why he hired Jessica?” Ace asked.  People like Darren Drake rarely made decisions based on emotions, but there were always exceptions.

“No doubt.  I was about to get mad at him for not mentioning Eve, but he apologized to me directly for involving my daughter in something dangerous.  Never mind that Eve is a borderline indestructible AI Exceptional.  To him, it was his fault that she almost got hurt.  He even offered to pay any medical bills.”  Maniac chuckled a little at the thought.  Her good mood didn’t last long.  “The more I think about this case, the more I doubt this has anything to do with Darren Drake or his building.  I honestly think it was Hellion.  She’s been too quiet since her brother’s execution.”

“That’s what scares me.  She’s had a couple of years to plan.  I think our unit needs to take extra precautions.  I don’t want a repeat of what happened to you.”

Maniac would always carry the scars from Cult torturing her.  Ace didn’t want to think about what would happen if Hellion took someone she was close to.  One of the Anti’s powers was weakness detection.  All she had to do was touch someone to learn their weakness.  That, combined with her ruthless nature, made her a danger to everyone.

-I’m keeping tabs on everyone.  I will not allow that psychotic bitch to harm our family, Angela stated.  It shocked Ace to hear her sister curse.  Angela had been working on cleaning up her language for Tabitha’s sake.

-And I mean everyone, Maniac.  Magnus and Freya will always be safe as long as I live, Angela added.

That last statement almost brought Maniac to tears.  She tried to stammer out her thanks, but the words wouldn’t come.  “Don’t worry, partner, she knows,” Ace said.  “Now focus on the road.  We might be invulnerable, but normals aren’t.”

Maniac wiped her eyes and nodded, putting her full attention on maneuvering through traffic. 

[image: A silver emblem with stars

Description automatically generated]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7


[image: ]




Half an hour later, they pulled into the parking lot for Harrison Security’s corporate headquarters, which wasn’t surprising.  This bombing was a massive black mark against their company.  If they were smart, they’d do everything possible to cooperate in the investigation.

In the lobby, a young woman approached them, extending her hand.  “Detectives Ace and Maniac, my name is Anna Martin.  I’ve been asked to assist you while you are here.  My boss and Mr. Drake have asked that I do everything I can to help with your investigation.”  Her greeting and demeanor were professional, but Ace noticed the slight tightening around her eyes that betrayed anger or frustration.

“Ms. Martin, thank you for your time and assistance.”  Ace shook her hand and noticed the slight tremble, but it didn’t feel like she was afraid.

“I’m hoping we can resolve this quickly,” Anna said, then shook Maniac’s hand.  “Detective Maniac, I’m assuming you’ll be doing most of the work.”

“I’ll be in charge of looking over your security feed, but my partner is the one who usually asks the questions,” Maniac replied, hiding her annoyance at Anna’s apparent disdain for Ace’s abilities.

-Something about her seems off, Angela interjected.

Ace made a note of her sister’s observation but, as always, reserved judgment until later.  For all they knew, Anna Martin was mad about their security system being breached.  “I’ll take you to my workstation, where I have full access to the servers.  I’ve reviewed the security feed, but there’s nothing on it.  But you probably know that by now,” Ms. Martin said.  

She led them deeper into the facility.  They stopped at a check-in desk, where Anna handed them security badges.  “I know you don’t need me to tell you this, but please keep these visible at all times.”

“No problem.”  Ace slipped the lanyard over her head.

Maniac did the same.  “Lead on.”

Anna Martin’s office was neat, organized, and full of computers.  “This is where I manage the security for all our clients,” Anna explained, rounding her desk.  She did not, however, sit.  “I have six people assigned to each client.  If anything, even remotely odd, comes to their attention, they pass it on to me.  My job is to evaluate and decide on a course of action.”

“And you didn’t notice anything last night or during the week at all?” Maniac asked.  

“No one did,” Anna replied.  “Jim Jones did the initial installation.  He was our liaison with Mr. Drake and the PIs he hired to help us keep the building secure during its construction.  My boss asked me to monitor the situation directly.  He even approved overtime for me to cover everything until Ms. Collinsworth and Ms. Brown came in for the evening.”  The agitation in her voice rose as she spoke.  There had to be something else going on, beyond the breach in their security system.

Maniac frowned.  “So instead of hiring an Exceptional, who could have done the monitoring at all times, they made Mr. Drake contract external help.  That doesn’t make sense.”

Anna opened her mouth as if she had something to add, but snapped it closed, not daring to look them in the eye.  “Is there something you’d like to tell us, Ms. Martin?” Ace asked.  Even if it wasn’t directly related to the case, her information could give them another lead.  

It looked like Anna wasn’t going to say anything, but then she blurted out, “This whole situation could have been avoided if our head of HR wasn’t a closed-minded witch!” 

Ace and Maniac exchanged glances.  “Care to elaborate?” Ace asked.  As much as she wanted to focus on the case, this sounded like something they needed to deal with.

“She refuses to hire Exceptionals,” Anna explained.  “I’ve interviewed a dozen or more technomancers who could do the job of our entire security team, but Cindy refused all of them!  All of her excuses sound reasonable on the surface, but I know she’s lying!  It’s so damn frustrating!”

The woman’s attitude wasn’t a surprise.  People still held prejudices against Exceptionals.  “Can you prove she has violated anti-discrimination laws?”  That was the question.  If Anna had evidence, then the NDPD or the EED could act.

“Yes!  Only, I don’t know who will listen,” Anna replied.  She slumped into her chair.  “All the higher-ups just take her word.  As long as the company is making money, and our clients are happy, they don’t care who Cindy hires.”

“Ignorance isn’t a defense,” Maniac said.  She shook her head.  “I’d contact a lawyer if I were you.”

“I will, thank you.”  Anna let out a deep breath and straightened in her chair.  “Now I can concentrate a little better.”  She turned her attention to the central display.  “This one has all the information from the Drake building.  It’s the one Ms. Brown was tied into.”

“Do your thing, partner.” Ace waved Maniac forward.  Ace didn’t know enough about computers to help.

-I’ve done some searching, and there are a few people who are looking to sue Harrison for their hiring practices.  The thing is, one of them is a powerful technomancer, stronger than Maniac, according to her Reg profile.  Ms. Lea Wells was part of the group at first, but she’s taken her name off the lawsuit entirely.  From what I can tell, she’s vanished.

-What are her secondaries?  If she had Stealth Class as one of her secondaries, Ms. Wells would be their prime suspect.

-Stealth Class, and she’s nearly a double upper-tier, Angela replied.  

That was suspicious.  Hellion liked using powerful Exceptionals to do her dirty work.  They needed to find Lea Wells, and fast.  -Tell Duck-n-Cover and Jolt to find her and bring her in.  We’ll follow up when we’re done here.

-On it.  Angela’s presence faded back to observation, but it never left her.

“I’ll be honest with you, Anna, this footage is so clean that it’s suspicious,” Maniac said as she looked through Harrison’s systems.

“That’s what I thought as well.  Even with the best equipment out there, there’s always some noise.  But there’s nothing here.  And if you look at the code, you’ll see how it’s been altered.”

Ace let the conversation wash over her, only understanding some of it.  She’d tried brushing up on her tech knowledge, but this was way beyond what she was familiar with.  And she was fine with that lack.  Her partner was one of the best technomancers in the EED, so having that level of expertise wasn’t necessary.

By the time they’d finished at Harrison Security, it was lunchtime.  Anna walked them to their cruiser.  They thanked her for her time, and Ace gave her a card.  “If anything else pops up, call me.  Also, you might consider contacting the Hobbs and Lawson Group.”  She gave Anna their contact information.  “They will probably be interested in what you told us about your HR manager.”

Anna thanked them both and watched as they drove away.  

“Where to now?” Maniac asked before leaving the parking lot.

“Food.  I’m hungry.”
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