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  Barron

  
  




Joseph Barron stared at his reflection in the glass doors that led to the labs. For a moment, he lingered over the image he had carefully curated during his tenure at SynergyCorp. His hair was silver but thick and glossy. His skin showed the signs of time, especially around his eyes, mouth, and forehead, but looked otherwise healthy. And his body, clad in an expensive navy suit, was still fit, thanks to hours with one of the top personal trainers in Bailey City.

Age was not the enemy. A man of a certain age implied knowledge, experience, perhaps even authority. Frailty was the beast that sowed seeds of doubt. Joseph Barron, the COO of SynergyCorp, was never frail.

Frowning, Barron reached up to adjust his tie, which had shifted slightly to the left. With a nod, he reached forward and typed in a security pin into the keypad, flashing his badge in the process.

Above the laboratory door, the red light switched to green. The doors whirled open, pushing strands of his silver hair back from his face.

Directly across from him stood another man, about fifteen years younger, roughly the same height, and of Chinese descent. He was dressed in a black security uniform, complete with a matching hat. Barron had always been fond of hats.

“Thank you for stopping by so quickly, sir,” the security guard said. “We know this isn’t part of your usual routine.”

Stepping through the door, Barron waved him off. “No trouble, Yang. After all, this situation clearly requires my attention.”

The guard nodded and began to lead Barron through a long hallway of chrome and glass. The latter put the laboratories on clear display for everyone to see. Not that Barron examined them at this moment. Every project needed to have his express approval before beginning. His secretary, Lucinda Carpenter, frequently handed him detailed reports of their progress (or lack thereof). It was a level of micromanaging that irked the staff. Hell, it probably would have done the same for him when he was working as a researcher. But Barron felt that his caution was reasonable. He was aware of what happened the last time he had let one of his projects run without much oversight.

“When did you find her?” he asked Yang.

“Close to midnight.”

“That’s normally when the guards change?”

“I…yes. That is the case.”

“A schedule that she was clearly able to pick up on, or else she wouldn’t have been able to make such an attempt.”

“I take full responsibility for that, sir. We will be more careful from now on.”

“Good,” Barron replied with a curt nod. He didn’t need to waste any time convincing Yang of his duties. There was a reason why he had made him Chief of Security for Anderson Labs.

They turned a corner, ending up in a hallway lined with opaque glass doors. Stopping in front of the first, Yang leaned forward to swipe his badge and entered a unique code. The results were near-instantaneous. Barron watched as the glass shifted from opaque to transparent, revealing a compact cell. His attention was immediately drawn to a dark-haired woman, the one stain against the container’s pure-white walls. She sat in a corner, dressed in white scrubs, her hair a curtain as she bowed over a tablet.

The woman refused to raise her head as the door opened with a swish, which wasn’t terribly surprising. Barron stepped inside, taking a seat on the cell’s only piece of furniture, a bed attached to the wall. It was, just as he recalled, no more comfortable than the floor.

“You’re early, Joseph,” the woman said, eyes glued on the screen in front of her. 

The video began again, showing a family gathered around a small boy. In front of him sat a birthday cake with seven candles. He leaned forward and blew out every single one, filling the room with cheers.

“Happy Birthday, Jacob!” A single voice could be heard above the dim.

“Your actions required me to change my schedule,” Barron said.

She let out a snort. “Such a sacrifice.”

“You are the most important person in this building. I can always make time for you.”

“Most important save for one.” Her hands tightened around the tablet, drawing attention to the bandages around her wrists. Her skin was paler than usual. Barron wondered if it was due to the blood loss.

“You must know that we will need to restrict your movements even more severely,” he stated.

“My predictions aren’t what they once were,” the woman replied, then began the video again.

“Rita. Dr. Hale?” After five seconds of silence, he let out a sigh. “You used to be such a logical woman. So easy to work with.”

“I wonder what changed.”

“We provide everything required for you to live. Food, shelter, work. Yet you fight us every step of the way.”

“You are a fool, Joseph Barron.”

He shook his head. “Far from it. In fact, by the end of this conversation, I know that I will have you over on my side.”

The woman—Dr. Hale—let out a snort. “What? To take back what you were denied as a child?” She shook her head. “When SynergyCorp came to me, they said I would change the world and be forever remembered. Grand words. Empty gestures. Project Regen was never about the wider world. It was just some petty, personal vendetta. How ridiculous.”

At that, Barron’s left eye twitched almost imperceptibly. He shifted his attention toward Yang.

“Please close the door,” he said.

Yang hesitated. “Sir. I don’t think—”

“It’s a good thing I didn’t ask you to think.”

Yang’s mouth snapped shut, his nostrils flaring. But he still leaned forward and typed in his code. The glass door closed and immediately turned opaque, drawing attention to how small the room was.

In the back of Barron’s mind, he heard it, the ghost of a memory. Of his grandmother, shoving him down the basement stairs long ago, her voice a harsh whisper. 

Such a disappointment.

Barron moved to his feet in one smooth movement, ripping the tablet from Dr. Hale’s hands. He dashed it against the floor.

“Jaco—” she began, only to have her voice caught off as Barron wrenched her to her feet, his right hand closing around her throat. He slammed her against the wall. The doctor let out a cry of pain.

“Now,” he said. “Let’s try this again.”

Dr. Hale let out a whimper that quickly transformed into a bitter laugh. “Go ahead. I’ve been through worse down here.”

“None of which you would have needed to withstand if you would just do as we’d asked. You were more than willing once.”

“That’s because I was a paid employee. Not your damn prisoner. And besides.” She let out a wince. “We both know that what you want me to do will only result in failure.”

“I see.” Barron backed off. “Perhaps we should try a different path.”

He reached down to pick up the tablet, its fragile screen now cracked. Unease flickered behind the doctor’s gaze.

“Over the past six months, your son has come to adore us, myself especially. I make sure that I am there for every new gift, every toy. We have spoiled him rotten, given him everything a boy his age could want and more. A solid foundation of trust, and one that we can exploit if necessary.” Barron paused before continuing. “Perhaps we should start with the videos we have. Of Teresa del Toro burning to death, or you skinning a man alive. How horrified would your child be to know the truth about his mother, the monster we rescued him from. To know that everything was your fault.”

“My fault? Project Regen was your idea! You funded it.”

“And you were more than willing to take control.” Barron smiled, a look that did not quite meet his eyes. “How would it feel to know that your son hates you? To see him, for the first time in more than half a year. To desire nothing more than to hold him, only to watch him turn away from you in fear?” He shrugged. “Of course, there are more traditional ways for us to cause him pain. Unless you comply.”

During his speech, the doctor had begun to tremble, squeezing her eyes shut. Once she opened them, Barron could see tears.

“It’s all I have left of him. Of Leonard—”

“Then we must make sure not to waste it.” Barron passed the tablet back to her, closing her hand around its broken surface. “If you retaliate, we will continue to push back in the normal way. Only this time, every blow you feel, every mark that appears on your skin”—he reached out to tuck her hair behind her left ear, revealing a blue and purple bruise on her upper cheek—“will be echoed on him. I don’t think I need to press how serious I am about this.”

Dr. Hale looked up, hatred shining through her tears. “And what will happen when we fail? When everything backfires just like—”

Barron gripped the side of her face. She let out a strangled cry.

“Then,” he replied matter-of-factly, “the pain that you feel will be nothing compared to what we do with your son.”

With that, he let her go and spun toward the door. His arguments were not perfect, of course. The businessman knew that there was a chance that they, over the past several months, had pushed even the famously calm Rita Hale too far. That she would snap, attacking him, forcing him to seek help from Yang.

Fortunately, the odds were in his favor, and she remained still. But of course, still didn’t mean silent.

“Joseph,” she said. “You’ve always been a man of science. You must have run the numbers on this, seen every possible outcome. You have to know that there is no way that this will end up like it did with the Takahashi girl.”

A ghost of a smile appeared on Barron’s face.

“No,” he said. “It will be better.”
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The hotel room stopped shaking after thirty seconds.

I shook my head. What the hell was going on? First, there was Dawn, looking as if she had just lost her best friend. My secret identity had been revealed to my sister, Claire.

And worse of all, my father was here.

The sonofabitch stood across the room. The man who had missed every birthday since I was fifteen. Who had failed to be there for us when our mother was dying and we were drowning in debt. He just fucking stood there as if it was nothing.

No, it was worse. Because I knew the truth. My father was Forecaster, the bastard that had been pulling our strings behind the scenes for months.

I turned on him, the sparks around the edges of my vision intensifying, my jaw clenching. My next words were stiff.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Forecaster took a step back. He paused, licking his lips before replying.

“It was never my intention to disturb you, or your sisters for that matter—”

Jesus Christ, his voice was still the same. So dry, so emotionless, as if he was barely invested in the problem in front of him. At the situation that he had created.

“My sisters?” I swung an arm toward the door. “One is standing right here! Or did you not even recognize Claire?”

That got a rise out of him. The stunned look could be seen by everyone in the room, including Claire. I watched as her gaze dropped and jaw set.

“I-I…” Forecaster began to stammer then stopped to shake his head. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. The plan was to meet Hikari separately. This wasn’t supposed to—”

“Then why the hell didn’t you see this coming, Forecaster. Isn’t that supposed to be your thing? The mysterious seer in the background, sending out cryptic messages, forcing Dawn to relive painful memories.”

“Alex.”

I spun around in surprise to look at the dark-haired girl. She was the only stranger in the room, and I had forgotten she was even there. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But you’re going to need to calm down.”

“Don’t fucking tell me to calm down!”

And then, strange sparks of light began to break out along Forecaster’s arms and hands. His fingers gripped into claws. Panic flashed across his face, and the lights started to glow brighter. I backed up a step.

“What the—” I began.

“That’s enough!”

As she spoke, the girl raised her arms. A half-second later, it hit me. And shit, it was like being punched in the gut. I found myself doubling over, only instead of pain, I felt nothing. All my anger erased, robbing me of the sweet release that came with lashing out with my powers. Leaving me just…empty.

And I wasn’t alone.

A single glance around the room let me know that everyone else was feeling it. Claire grabbed at her head, Dawn’s face twisted into a frown, and Forecaster? He leaned against the wall as if it were the only thing that kept him standing, the strange lights gone.

Now that I thought of it, I was feeling a bit lightheaded myself.

The girl lowered her arms. The second the strange force left me, I felt instantly lighter, if somewhat numb. But at least I felt something.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t usually use my powers out of the blue like that. If you don’t know what’s happening, it can be a bit, ah…uncomfortable.”

“I felt like I was about to melt into the floor,” Claire said with a shiver.

“That’s…almost accurate.” She turned to Dawn. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t a hundred percent honest before. It’s true I’m an empath. But, in addition to picking up on other people’s emotions, I can also control them.” She shifted from foot to foot. “It’s why I’m kinda perfect to be Forecaster’s assistant. His powers are triggered by anger. If he becomes upset, he can pull people into visions, and that’s bad. You can get lost in there for hours, even days.”

“Daisy.” Forecaster’s voice was hoarse. “This is not information they need to know.”

The dark-haired girl—Daisy—flinched. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to let them know…”

At the hurt on her face, I felt my frustration begin to rise again. If this chick had just helped Forecaster out, then why was he pushing her around like that? I turned back to him.

“Why the hell are you here?” I asked. “What knowledge were you supposed to ‘impart’ to Dawn?” I spread out my hands. “What could be so important that made you come all the way back here?”

“You’re going to destroy the city.”

I blinked. It was the first time Dawn had spoken up in minutes. Her words sunk in.

“What?” I turned to her.

“Forecaster showed me a vision.” Dawn paused, then shook her head. “No, it was more than just a vision. Forecaster sent me years into the future. So, I know. Five years from now, a villain named Warp comes to Bailey City. He hurts Alan and Claire and kills Mariah and me. And you…” She swallowed. “You become so upset that you trigger an earthquake powerful enough to destroy the city, um… killing a lot of people.”

The shock was enough to cut through my frustration and anger. Had Dawn just said that she and Mariah were going to die?

“The message has been delivered, clearly.” Forecaster pushed away from the wall. “There’s no need—”

“Oh, bullshit.” I wheeled back on him. “You can’t just drop a bombshell like that and leave. Aren’t you at least going to drop a few cryptic hints? Give us some guidance on how to fix this?”

“Bailey City is a blind spot for Forecaster,” Daisy said. “He can’t see things as clearly here as in other places.”

“Daisy,” Forecaster snapped. “That’s not something they need to know.”

She winced as if she had been slapped. Forecaster basically ignored her, heading toward the exit. I fought back the urge to reach out and grab him, to force him to stay, do something. But I remembered enough from being a kid. If there was anything that Dad was good at, it was running away.

Then Claire stepped in front of the doorway, hands balled into fists.

“No,” she said, voice firm.

“Claire,” he replied. “Now is not the time.”

“What? You’ll…pull me into a vision or whatever the girl said?” She let out a dry chuckle. “If anything, that’ll force you to spend time with me.”

Hurt flashed over Forecaster’s face. For a second, I wondered if that would do it. If Claire would be enough to make him stay.

Instead, he reached past, shoving Claire aside to open the door.

He slammed it shut behind him, leaving my little sister looking like she was going to cry.

“I… I’m sorry, but I need to stay with him.” Daisy headed to the door. As she made it to Claire, she hesitated. 

“I’m sorry,” she said again before exiting the hotel room.

The door shut behind her, leaving the three of us alone. For a few seconds, all we could hear was the sound of a car backing up and driving away.

Claire was the first to speak. “Alex. What the fuck is going on?”




“You should go talk to her. She needs you.”

Dawn glanced toward my eighteen-year-old sister, sitting in the passenger seat of my Jetta. I let out a sigh. It was hard to disagree with her there.

“She’s not the only one who needs me.” I ran a hand down the side of my girlfriend’s tear-stained face. For a moment, she leaned into me, taking comfort in my touch.

And then she shook her head. “I…as horrible as what I just witnessed was, it’s not supposed to happen for years. This?” She nodded at the Jetta. “This is now. We can talk about the future later.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, skepticism clear in my voice. Dawn wasn’t always the best at dealing with negative shit in her life. This could just be her way of avoiding the truth.

“I…I just need a moment to collect my thoughts. Go and jump off some rooftops. Maybe I’ll get lucky and run across a mugging or something.”

She let out a chuckle that sounded plenty forced. Dawn had never been that great at lying. It kinda made me wonder how she had done so well keeping her Actual identity a secret for so long.

“Go talk to your sister,” she said. “But make time for me tonight, okay?”

“After dinner.”

I leaned in for what was supposed to be a quick peck, only to have Dawn grab the front of my t-shirt and pull me in, kissing me more firmly. She backed off soon enough, blushing as if embarrassed.

“Be careful, okay?” she said before turning away.

Jesus. How did I find myself in this mess?

Shaking my head, I headed back to the car and took my place behind the wheel. I shut the door. Silence filled the vehicle. 

Claire looked at me, a single eyebrow raised. “Well?”

I let out a sigh and reached into the back seat, where there was more trash than I was technically comfortable with. This piece, at least, would come in handy. It was a glass bottle of some sort of weird heath drink from a local company that had been trying to nail a contract with Colossus Fitness. The stuff hadn’t tasted bad, but the deal hadn’t gone through.

I hadn’t minded the free sample, at least.

With everything that had happened, it didn’t take much effort to find the anger to crack it, sending a series of fractures through the glass surface.

“Whoa.” Claire reached for the bottle.

“Careful,” I warned. 

“What?” she asked, voice dry. “Is it gonna break on me?”

“Actually, that’s what my powers are all about. I can see the weak points in things, and when I’m upset, I can exploit them. When I’m really upset, I can make my own weak point. It came in handy back when I worked for Calypso.”

At this, Claire blinked and then let out a chuckle. “Holy shit. You were Faultline. My brother, who never picked up a comic book his entire life, was a damn superhero.”

“Yeah, kinda the opposite. But I don’t do that anymore. It was why I never told you or Mariah. I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me.” I looked at her curiously. “In fact…I expected you to be more upset.”

“Oh, please. I do not have a leg to stand on in this one.” I must have given her a look because she shook her head and immediately clarified. “No, dear brother, I have not worked for any supervillains, but I have been lying to you and Mariah for about five years.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Time for more show and tell.” She reached out and grabbed my hand.

And then, I was miles away, sitting in the park by my house. I hadn’t done more than walk past the place in years, but I had spent hours here when Mariah and Claire had been young. In fact, it looked a hell of a lot like it had back then. The leaves were changing, covering the green grass in a blanket of brown and gold. The air was crisp and cool—a nice change from the late August heatwave.

But the biggest difference was the fact that my eighteen-year-old sister had been shrunk down to a five-year-old girl.

The blond pigtails and overalls were a change from the dark eyeliner and black clothing she usually wore. Hell, the grin on her face wasn’t exactly a common occurrence. When’s the last time I had seen my sister smile like that?

She ran through the leaves, shrieking, an eight-year-old Mariah hot on her heels, foliage stuck into her own dark curls.

“Claire?” I heard a familiar voice yell behind me.

I turned around to see my mother, standing on the edge of the park in ripped jeans and a denim jacket. She looked exhausted, but of course, she always had. It was a natural byproduct of raising three children with three different sets of problems. And even though Dad had yet to get up and leave for good, he was gone so frequently that she was basically a single parent.

“Claire?” my mother repeated. “Have you seen your brother?”

Before she could respond, I blinked, finding myself back in my car, thirteen years later. I let out a long breath and leaned back in my seat.

“Damn,” I said. “What was that?”

“Ye-ah,” Claire said. “It took me a long-ass time to put two and two together. At first, I thought that I was just nodding off, you know? Falling asleep and dreaming? But even my most vivid dreams are nothing like that. So, for a little while, I thought I was nuts. And then, more and more people started to come out with powers, and I figured it out.”

“You can pull people into your memories?”

“Not just mine. Other people’s as well. And let me tell you, I have seen some things that no woman should ever have to see.” She made a face.

“How long?”

“Oh…it started when I was thirteen, after…you know.”

I nodded. When Claire had been in middle school, she had been bullied, and there were a couple of girls that really took it to the next level. One day, one of them had shoved her out into traffic, and Claire had been hit by a car.

At the time, I had been twenty and still kinda a mess. Sure, it wasn’t like I was breaking into cars anymore, but I wasn’t doing much else with my life. I had spent my days bouncing from minimum wage job to minimum wage job and hanging out at my friends’ places. 

I remembered coming home to find my house empty, with several missed calls on my cellphone. When I had learned the truth, I’m not gonna deny it, I had felt like shit. I couldn’t help but wonder. Had I been home a little more often, would Claire have talked to me about all this? Fuck, I could have served as a bodyguard or something. But I hadn’t been there, and Claire had almost died.

It had been a massive deal at her school, and the two girls had been expelled. But even though her bullies were long gone, Claire had missed a lot of time and had really struggled to catch up.

Now that I thought about it, this was around the time she had started struggling with school in general.

“That makes sense,” I said. “We learned from the Forgers that people’s powers would sometimes awaken on their own if you felt like you were about to die.”

“Who are the Forgers?”

I let out a long breath. This was gonna take a little while.

I filled her in as best I could. On the Forgers, my time with Calypso, and the truth behind SynergyCorp. Claire had been gobsmacked when I told her that Dawn was Hikari. Even more surprised than learning about Faultline. It was, I had to remind myself, a bit of a stretch for people not already in the know. She was usually so shy.

Beyond Dawn’s secret identity, which I know she didn’t mind me revealing to my sister, I tried to respect people’s privacy. I didn’t tell her who Golden Strike and Silver Shot were, for example. Or Riley and Jane, the two Forgers who had visited Bailey City last fall.

No, in fact, the only Forgers that I mentioned by name was good ole Dad.

“Christ,” Claire said at the end of it. “And you had no idea that it was actually him?”

“Zero,” I replied.

“Do you think anyone else did?”

Before I could respond, my phone vibrated. I glanced down to see a text from Mariah, asking if Claire and I would still be home for dinner.

“Shit. I didn’t realize this would take so long. We need to get back.” I reached for my seat belt. “Thanks for being so understanding, by the way.”

“Nah, after all that shit you got into when you were in high school, it’s not that surprising you turned to a life of more crime.”

“Gee, thanks. But you did say you might have been more upset if you didn’t have a secret of your own.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Don’t be stupid. I wouldn’t be upset about your checkered past. I’d be upset about the fact you lied to me.”

At those words, I found my gaze tracking back to my phone. I let out a long sigh.

“We’re gonna have to tell Mariah about all this, aren’t we?” I asked.

Claire paused for a long second before replying. “Shit, you’re right. And the stuff about Dad too.”

Shit, indeed.




By the time we pulled into the driveway, we were only about five minutes late for dinner, impressive given the rush hour traffic. But I couldn’t linger over our rare win. Claire and I were completely silent as we headed into the house, our minds focused on the same thing. I opened the door to the kitchen and…

I blinked to find it completely empty. A casserole dish of something had been recently removed from the oven, the table half set. Where was my sister?

“Mariah?” I felt a pit of dread in my stomach.

“In here.”

Mariah’s reply came from the living room. It was impossible not to pick up on the strain in her voice.

I marched ahead, Claire quick on my heels.

I entered the room to find Mariah sitting on the edge of the couch, her shoulders tense, her gaze trained forward.

Glued on my father, who sat on the other side of the room, completely alone.
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It may sound crazy but jumping from rooftop to rooftop was actually a great way for me to clear my head. Of course, I couldn’t really explain why. Maybe it was the freedom of it all, the wind in my hair, the sight of Bailey City unfolding beneath me. Or it could be the fact that if I didn’t time my jumps just right, I would end up a pile of broken bones on the pavement, or worse.

An excellent way to drown out distractions!

As I made my way from one building to the next, I heard someone let out an excited whoop below. I felt a smile crack across my face. As Dawn, being the center of attention tended to make me crazy queasy. But as Hikari, it was nice to know that people cared. I had been serving as Bailey City’s resident superhero for close to ten months. People had more or less gotten used to seeing me above their heads.

Of course, I hadn’t charmed everyone. Some people looked at Actuals, and empowered people in general, and got all nervous. But I was fortunate enough that most saw my efforts to protect the city as a force for good.

Efforts that I was destined to fail.

I felt the smile fall from my lips as I remembered the sight of the Commerce Center crumbling in front of me. Of my brother, forced to spend most of his life as a shadow. And of Alex, falling to the ground, a bullet in his forehead.

The memory sent a twist through my chest. I let out a gasp as my legs almost went out from under me upon landing on the top of a building. My feet scraped against the roof as I scrambled to find my footing. As I drew closer to the edge, my mind flashed to an image of me tumbling down to the pavement several stories below.

Not again! Please don’t break anything too big. And geez, don’t let there be someone down there vlogging or anything. I do not need my faceplanting to go viral!

I came to a shaky stop about two paces from the edge, my arms windmilling. It wasn’t until I was able to rock back on my heels that I allowed myself to relax, my heartbeat like thunder in my ears.

Phew! That had been close. So much for dealing with distractions.

I leaned over, pressing my hands into the tops of my thighs. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t because I was winded or anything. It took a lot to wear me out when I was in this form. No, that racing heartbeat and shaky hands? They were a hundred percent due to those memories of the future repeatedly playing in my mind.

Okay, maybe just ninety-five percent perfect. The building across the street wasn’t exactly helping.

It belonged to SynergyCorp. Given that the pharmaceutical corporation owned dozens of buildings in Bailey City, that wasn’t all that surprising. But what most people didn’t know was SynergyCorp was responsible for Project Regen, a series of experiments all about creating Captain America-esque super soldiers. Of course, unlike Steve Rogers, none of the subjects had actually signed up for this program. SynergyCorp was big on the whole kidnapping and torturing angle.

Out of the dozens of unwilling participants, only two people had survived. Me, thanks to my healing abilities (which, apparently, weren’t really healing abilities, but that was a whole other can of worms), and my ex-boyfriend Mark. His body now contained an unbreakable layer just beneath his skin. Dr. Hale, the lead scientist for Project Regen, had given up the source of the vaccine responsible for the entire experiment to the Forgers. She had even been willing to turn herself in to the police and speak out against SynergyCorp. But before she could, she had been abducted by an empowered person likely working for her old bosses.

I had never been sure whether to count SynergyCorp as a win or not. But now that I had seen the future, I knew it was a fail. I saw how they had continued to use a brainwashed Mark and other empowered people to do their dirty work. If I wanted to prevent that future, I had another wrong to right in the present.

Speaking of the present…

Smoke poured from one of the windows of SynergyCorp’s building. I frowned. I wasn’t familiar with this place. In fact, the only reason I knew it belonged to SynergyCorp was because of their logo—three descending test tubes—painted on the walls. This was probably a research lab or office building. How could I tell if this was a minor mishap or an actual emergency?

In response, I saw a hand slap against the glass. The window opened an additional inch before stopping. The hand formed into a first and pounded against the surface, over and over.

Okay, that was bad.

I soared across the empty street in one long jump. As I drew close, I could hear coughing on the other side of the glass.

“Citizen?” I asked in my best superhero voice. “You appear to be in distress.”

“Oh god, yes,” a relieved voice came from beyond the window. 

A woman pressed her face up against the glass. Her eyes were red, probably due to the smoke. She wore a white lab coat and a matching mask. Her hair was covered by a bright blue hair net, her eyes with plastic goggles, revealing only a small portion of her fair-skinned face.

“There’s some sort of fire in the building,” she said. “And smoke is pouring into the lab, but none of the emergency systems are working. We’re trapped in here.”

I nodded. “Okay then, take a step back.”

The woman did so without complaint. I went for the window, yanking it the rest of the way down. I heard (and felt) a snap as the security measures were broken, allowing the window to hang open.

I reached forward, and a blue-gloved hand shot out from the smoke, grabbing onto my own. Moderating my strength (dislocating the woman’s shoulder wouldn’t be great), I helped her out of the window and onto the ground.

“Are you okay?” I asked as she let out a flurry of coughs.

“Yes,” she replied. “But there are more people inside.”

I nodded and turned back to the window. The next person was already there, reaching for my hand.

Over the next few minutes, I helped each of them out. The final woman, who had a bad hip, took a little more time. Once all were outside, I turned to the scientists.

“Someone needs to call the fire department,” I said.

“Deborah is already on that,” a male scientist, balding and dark-skinned, said. “But it shouldn’t have gone this far.”

“What do you mean?”

“The fire-suppression system! None of it seems to be working. Not the smoke detectors, not the alarm. Hell, all the doors in the lab are supposed to swing shut, keeping the blaze trapped in one place. Some of the chemicals we work with are flammable. This is very dangerous!”

I felt my stomach sink. “Do you know where the fire began?”

He shook his head. “Our room just filled up with smoke. We have no idea where the source is.”

“Is there anyone else in the building?”

“It’s the weekend, so we have more of a skeleton crew, but Chuck, the security guard, went to investigate once he smelled smoke and never came back.”

“Don’t worry.” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll get him. You just focus on getting the fire department here before the flames reach any of those chemicals you mentioned.”

The man nodded, and I turned to the window. And as I pulled myself inside, I realized that I had basically just saved a team of White Masks.

It wasn’t an official title or anything. Just the term we had used for SynergyCorp scientists during Project Regen. Not that any of these four looked like they were up for a bout of pain and torture right now. They had seemed….normal. But Dr. Hale and her helpers had looked normal as well.

Come on, Dawn. No time for that now. Chuck needs your help! I pushed those thoughts from my brain as I jumped through the window. The second I was in the thick of it, my eyes became irritated by the smoke. I had a feeling that the only thing keeping me from coughing was my powers. After a year of being empowered, I had a pretty good gauge of the level of physical damage it took to drain me and had even built up some stamina over time. Still, I had no idea what effect long-term smoke inhalation would have on me.

Best to make this quick.

“Chuck?” I called out as I exited the lab, entering a long hallway with several doors. Most of them were shut, probably areas that didn’t need to be in use over the weekend. But a couple doors, leading to a staff room and an office, were wide open, just like the male scientist had said.

Something was very wrong.

I heard a low moan come from the end of the hallway and paused. Was that Chuck? I picked up my pace, turning a corner to find a gentleman with dark hair and brown skin lying on the floor. He was wearing a security guard’s uniform, eerily like what the Black Hats had worn in Project Regen.

Shaking that memory away, I dropped to my knees, then paused when I saw a cut on his forehead. This man wasn’t passed out from smoke inhalation. He had been knocked out! I looked up to see a closed door. Had he been trying to get inside?

Chuck let out another moan, and I readjusted my priorities. This man was clearly hurt and needed to be helped before anything else.

I reached down and picked him up. His weight, close to two hundred pounds, was easy-peasy in this form. I took the trip back to the lab at a jog, catching sight of something bright and red near what looked like a stairwell. A fire pull, which had clearly been activated, and just as clearly hadn’t worked.

We hit the open window. The second the fresh air met the man’s lungs, he began to stir.

“Chuck?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You can put me down.”

I do so but didn’t feel comfortable leaving him. The fact that he had to hold himself up by the windowsill made me worry about the lingering effects of that head injury.

“Went to pull the alarm. Couldn’t find the fire, but the smoke was obvious enough.” He paused, wincing. “Only it didn’t work. But I saw someone in my office with a mask. He was using the computer. When I tried to question him, he hit me. Shoved me outside.” He shook his head. “I’m gonna go out on a limb and assume he’s the one behind the fire.”

“Seems like a solid hypothesis to me.”

The fire was causing a ton of confusion. It was a messy but effective way to gain access to the lab and whatever happened to be on that computer.

“Chuck?” One of the scientists yelled from outside. “Chuck?”

I looked up at the window to see the male scientist.

“There’s someone still in the building,” I said. “Maybe the person who started the fire.”

The scientist nodded, understanding. “We’ll help Chuck. You go get them.”

“Had a feeling you’d be smart,” I quipped with a smile. “Take care, though. He has a head injury.”

With that, I turned back into the smoke, heading toward that closed door. I reached for the knob and found it unlocked. Doing my best not to make a peep, I began to open it.

Inside was, as Chuck had said, not a lab but an office. A man sat at a computer. His back was to me, his attention on the screen in front of him.

“Do you have access?” he asked.

He was using some sort of voice modifier, making him sound unnaturally robotic. Beneath that, I could hear some kind of accent.

The door let out a creak, and the man spun toward me, his body tense. I felt mine tense up too. How could I not, with that mask?

It was a single seamless piece, with no indentations to show off the shape of the user’s face. The entire surface was reflective, like a mirror. And even though I had never seen it before, I instantly recognized it.

Because it wasn’t just a mask, but Warp’s mask. The man destined to kill Mariah and me, hurting Alan and Claire in the process. That man whose actions would result in Alex destroying the city.

I couldn’t even move. 

And then I remembered why I was here.

“Well, if it isn’t our firebug,” I said, keeping my voice mostly light. “I’m gonna have to ask you to step away from the computer.”

In response, the man hesitated, but just for a second. Then he bolted, heading toward the only other exit in the room.

Not the reaction I expected the first time I came face-to-face with my nemesis.

The door swung shut behind him, slowing me up. I opened it to reveal a long hallway with the masked man near the end of it. Looked like he was taking this at a sprint. Fine by me. I may not be a speedster, but I could cross that space pretty quickly.

I bent my knees and jumped, leaping the hallway in a single bound, the top of my head brushing against the ceiling. I hit the floor just in time to see the man leave through an emergency exit. I was a step behind once more.

An alarm cut through the air. Not a fire alarm, but it was something at least. The emergency exit led out into the alleyway. The jingle of a chain-link fence filled the air, and I turned to see the man scaling one at the end of it.

I crossed the space between the two of us with one smooth jump.

“Not so fast!”

I grabbed onto the back of his shirt and yanked him to the ground. He went down, the mirrored mask tumbling from his face and clamoring to the pavement.

“Alright,” I began. “I have a few questions for…”

My voice trailed off the moment the man turned to me. His hair was dark and curly, his skin a light brown. All familiar, save for the mustache. The groomed facial hair, so unlike the
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