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        The Future

      

      

      Chronos stood in front of a large window, leaning against the guardrail, looking out over the clouds. If he squinted, he could barely make out the lights of one of the cities far down below against the darkness of the night. He’d removed his armor and was given some clothes to wear—a pair of sweatpants and a black t-shirt.

      “You settled in?”

      Chronos turned from the guardrail and saw the youngest member of Vanguard standing behind him. Her name was Talon and the name was an apt description of what her fingers transformed into. She could also sprout wings from her back at will. But now, she looked like just a normal, teenage girl. Chin-length, dark hair tied behind her head in a ponytail.

      “More or less,” said Chronos. “Felt a little weird having the chance to take a real shower.”

      Talon smiled and approached the guardrail, leaning against it beside him. “Beautiful, huh? Even though the world’s in hell, I still feel a little grateful that I got to grow up with a view like this.”

      “You grew up on the Icarus?”

      She nodded. “Pretty much. Uncle Lee built it when I was still a baby. Before that, my parents say that we mostly moved from location to location. Grandpa Leo had a lot of secret bases he knew about, I guess.”

      “So it’s a family operation then?”

      “Of sorts. Uncle Lee and Grandpa Leo, they weren’t blood relatives. But Dad always says that family’s the people who take you in, not always the people you share DNA with.”

      “And Dad is…?”

      Talon gave a smirk. “What, you couldn’t see the resemblance? You just got done talking with my parents.”

      “Sharkskin and Shift,” said Chronos. “Yeah, you do look like your dad, I guess. And you clearly got the shapeshifting gift from both of them.”

      “My name’s Vicky, by the way,” she said. “Vicky Asano.”

      “I’m…just Chronos,” he said.

      “No real name?”

      He shook his head. “We weren’t given names in the camp. Just numbers.” Chronos turned his head so Vicky could see the barcode tattooed on the back of his neck.

      Vicky reached a hand out, her fingers almost brushing against the barcode. But she retracted her arm before she could touch. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Chronos turned his head back around. “So this place…?”

      “Yeah, Uncle Lee built it. Or renovated it, I guess. Vanguard took command of a Kotharian warship and after the battle, Uncle Lee did a lot of work gutting the Kotharian elements, anything that could track us, and launched it as our new mobile base. We kind of needed the extra room.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Vicky moved from the guardrail and waved her hand for Chronos to follow. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      Chronos jogged quickly to catch up to her. Vicky took him to the elevators and they rode up to the middle levels. When the doors opened, they found themselves in a large cafeteria. Staff were dispensing food to a line of people that included men, women, and children. Some of them had strange appearances, mutations that Chronos imagined were caused by the special gene.

      “We’ve got a few hundred families onboard here,” said Vicky. “Nobody is turned away, but most work to help the cause. Some of them work in the kitchen or in maintenance here on the Icarus. Others may work in the infirmary or as teachers. We have a lot who monitor communications traffic, trying to figure out where any at-risk specials might be.”

      “So everyone here’s a special?” asked Chronos.

      “No, we’ve got humans mixed in as well,” said Vicky. “At first, the Kotharians were targeting specials. Then they started targeting humans who had a high probability of their special gene activating or who might have children who would be active specials. That barcode you have? We’ve got something similar. Genetic markers are injected into every newborn baby so the occupation government can monitor the special genes.”

      Vicky and Chronos walked past the cafeteria tables, with a few people offering greetings to the youngest Vanguardian. She returned their greetings with smiles and pleasantries of her own.

      “Basically, if you’re a human without any special potential, you get to live your life as you please,” said Vicky. “Most of the widespread fighting has ceased. There’s still a Kotharian military presence just outside of Earth’s orbit, but for the most part, the human co-conspirators are the ones in charge of the planet.”

      “In some ways, things might be better for you guys than they were in my time,” said Chronos. “Everyone was born into slavery. Being able to turn the Earth’s population against a small minority is pretty useful. You can get them to do anything you want.”

      “Uncle Zen used to say people in power have always been able to easily exploit humanity’s prejudices for their own benefit.”

      “And Vanguard?” asked Chronos. “You guys seem to have an army onboard this ship. Why not take the fight to the Kotharians?”

      “Because things aren’t always that simple.”

      Chronos turned at the sound of a new voice. He saw a woman in her forties with brown skin and long, black hair standing behind him. She wore a green and brown uniform with the Vanguard symbol on it.

      “Chronos, this is Tuwa,” said Vicky. “She and my parents were friends back before the war.”

      “Nice to meet you,” said Chronos.

      Tuwa didn’t offer a greeting, just eyed him with curiosity. “So I understand you’re the one to blame for the world being in this state?”

      Chronos blinked. Vicky glared hard at Tuwa, but the older woman was unfazed. She fixed her gaze on the Icarus’ new arrival.

      “And to answer your question, Chronos. Just because these people are specials doesn’t make them fighters,” she added. “We don’t force anyone to become a soldier. There are those who volunteer, however. We train them, send them on missions, and see what they can bring back.”

      “Listen, I didn’t mean anything by it, I was just asking a question.”

      “Just like you didn’t mean to bring the Kotharians to our doorstep?” Tuwa stepped closer, her brown eyes burning with barely restrained anger. “Do you know how many friends I’ve lost over the past twenty years?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “And you didn’t even bother to consider the possibility of what ramifications could come from screwing with the timeline.” Tuwa pushed him out of the way and walked off.

      Chronos watched her leave, his mouth hanging open. Vicky placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder and he looked at her. She tried to flash a faint smile, but it was only a small comfort.

      “Sorry about that. Mom says she wasn’t always like that.”

      “What happened?” asked Chronos.

      “I don’t really know,” said Vicky. “I asked Mom once and all she said was Tuwa lost someone very important. She mostly keeps to herself, barely interacts with anyone unless she has to. To be honest, I’m surprised to see her in the cafeteria.”

      Vicky patted him on the back. “Anyway, come on. I’ll show you the rest of the ship.”
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      In the center of the darkened war room was a round table. The Analyst, in his mobile life-support unit, stared at the holographic map projected above the table. Both Koji Asano and Erin Hastings also stood around the table, looking at the map.

      “This is our target,” said the Analyst. “According to my source, this is where the tachyon experiments are occurring. If we can get our hands on that technology, perhaps Chronos can use it to repair his chronal emitter.”

      Koji folded his arms and frowned as he studied the projection. “I don’t like it, boss. How can we trust this mysterious source when you won’t tell us who it is?”

      “It’s part of the arrangement, Mr. Asano, you know that,” said the Analyst.

      “And you really believe that Chronos can do what he says? That he can somehow stop the invasion before it happens?”

      “His story seems to be on the level,” said the Analyst. “His memories are a bit fractured, but they do paint a picture of an alternate timeline that he successfully changed.”

      “Yeah, but that change brought the Kotharians here sooner,” said Koji. “Say he goes back again. What if this time he makes it so we’re being ruled by Nazi dinosaurs or something?”

      The Analyst blinked a few times. “Koji, I am continually amazed at your ability to leave me dumbfounded and speechless.”

      “It’s a gift,” said Koji. “But you see my point, right?”

      “I do. And you’re right, we’re messing with forces we can’t even begin to comprehend. There is definitely a possibility of Chronos actually making things worse instead of better. But then again, isn’t that something we risk every time we undertake a mission against the Kotharians? We take these chances because to do nothing would be worse than failure.”

      Koji clicked his tongue. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “What about the team?” asked Erin.

      “You will lead a squad composed of your husband, Ink, Tuwa, Cache, and Talon,” said the Analyst.

      Erin shook her head. “No way, not happening.”

      The Analyst sighed. “Erin, we’ve spoken about this.”

      “I’m not sending my daughter on a mission like this. Search and rescue, fine. She can handle the Gunsmiths. But going into a Kotharian research facility? Where security will be amped up? No way, it’s too dangerous.”

      “We need her. Sentinel’s death has dealt a blow to our readiness.”

      “Then get someone else,” said Erin. “Fuerte.”

      “She’s off on a recon mission trying to intercept some specials being rounded up in Europe.”

      “Pyre.”

      “He’s off the grid,” said the Analyst. “I fear he may be dead or captured.”

      “Then what about⁠—”

      “Erin, please,” said the Analyst. “I care for Victoria as if she were my own blood. But we need her in the field. She’s ready. Now, I understand your reluctance⁠—”

      “No, you don’t.” Erin turned from the table and marched out of the war room.

      The Analyst sighed and looked at Koji. He closed his eyes and gave a nod. Koji chased after her, emerging into the corridor and calling out to her. “Hey, Erin!”

      She stopped and turned, folding her arms over her chest. Koji approached her and looked into her yellow eyes. “Look, I know you’re scared. But the Analyst’s got a point. We’re running on fumes here and if Vic can help us turn the tide, then don’t we owe it to her and to ourselves to see that this mission is successful? And besides, she’s about the same age you were when you joined the team.”

      “That was a different time,” said Erin. “We weren’t living under an alien dictatorship.”

      “Yeah, I know. But if we pull it off, then we can change all that.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of…” Erin muttered under her breath.

      Koji raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Changing the past. What if…what if it was the war that brought us together?” she asked. “Being prisoners back then? What if by changing the past, Vicky’s never born?”

      Koji sighed. He wrapped his arms around his wife and pulled her close to him. “We just gotta have faith.”

      But in truth, that same worry had been plaguing him since the Analyst first mentioned his plan.
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      The elevator doors opened and Chronos and Talon stepped onto the floor. They walked across the wide open expanse and towards a small plane that sat in the hangar. The rest of the team was already waiting for them.

      “Ah good, we’ve been waiting for you,” said the Analyst. “You know most of the team already. And I understand you’ve already met Tuwa.”

      Chronos studied the faces he knew—Shift, Sharkskin, Ink, but Tuwa’s eyes he tried to avoid. There was another man in the group, slightly older than Sharkskin. He had tanned skin and close-cropped hair.

      “Alex Rodriguez,” he said, offering his hand to Chronos. “People call me Cache.”

      “Chronos,” said the time-traveller. He shook Cache’s hand and then looked at the Analyst. “So what’s the plan here?”

      The Analyst looked at Shift. “Erin?”

      Shift took a breath and stepped forward, drawing the entire team’s attention. “We’re going into a Kotharian research facility. It’s located in Nevada, run by Proximo Labs. The Analyst has a source inside Cerberus who tells us that Proximo is conducting tachyon experiments.”

      “Am I supposed to know what all that means?” asked Ink.

      “That’s what makes my time travel possible,” said Chronos.

      “That’s right,” said Shift. “If we can get our hands on some of the equipment they’ve got, we’ve got a good shot at sending Chronos back in time to stop the invasion.”

      “Assuming he doesn’t screw it up again,” said Tuwa.

      “I can fix it this time, I know it,” said Chronos.

      “And how exactly are you going to do that?” asked Tuwa.

      “There’s a Kotharian who came here before the rest. Your friends tell me she’s the one responsible for bringing the rest of their military to Earth. I go back, I kill her, everything is set right.”

      Tuwa scoffed. “I somehow doubt it’s as simple as that.”

      “We can discuss the ethics of time travel later,” said the Analyst. “What’s important is that we get this prototype. Without that, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “Right, so everyone get onboard,” said Shift. “The rest of this bickering can wait until after we’ve finished our job.”

      She turned from the group and marched towards the plane’s ramp. The rest of the group followed, but Tuwa tossed one final glare in Chronos’ direction before following. Chronos lingered behind with the Analyst.

      “Pay her no mind,” said the Analyst. “What we’re doing is necessary to preserve the future.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” said Chronos. “Still…are you sure this can work?”

      “We’ve really no other choice. It’s all we can do to keep this team together. And whether the rest of Vanguard chooses to admit it or not, our numbers aren’t what they used to be. Once, we were strong. United. But now, our numbers are dwindling. Many of our people have been killed or captured. More and more of the specials we care for are afraid to volunteer for active duty.”

      “So it’s all up to me,” said Chronos with a sigh. “No pressure, right?”

      The Analyst smirked as Chronos proceeded to the plane. Once onboard, the ramp closed and the plane activated, departing from the hangar and into the night sky. The Analyst watched it leave and thought on his actions. With a simple command, a comm-link was established with his contact inside Cerberus. The holographic projection of Jim Ellis appeared in front of the Analyst. His hair was short and he had a beard with one eye replaced by a cybernetic implant.

      “They’re en route,” said the Analyst.

      “Good,” said Jim. “I’ve already diverted security from Proximo. They’ll have a window, however small, where the Gunsmith forces will be halved. They can get in and grab the prototype before anyone knows what’s going on.”

      “You’re sure you want to play it this way?” asked the Analyst. “Not informing them of your identity?”

      “They can’t know,” said Jim. “The less people aware of what we’re up to, the safer the people we fight for are. If something should happen to blow my cover, then we’re completely screwed.”

      “Yes, I’m aware,” said the Analyst. “I will contact you later after they return from the mission.”

      Jim nodded and his holographic projection faded.
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      Shift was at the controls of the small jump-ship and Sharkskin by her side in the co-pilot’s seat. Chronos sat strapped into one of the passenger seats. Across the aisle was Talon, who flashed him a smile before returning to her conversation with Ink. Chronos glanced into the back and saw Tuwa sitting as far away from the rest of the group as possible, her eyes closed either in sleep or meditation, he wasn’t sure which.

      “So you’re the future boy,” said Cache, the Vanguardian he’d only just been introduced to. “That armor of yours looks pretty nifty. Sure it can handle what we’re going up against?”

      Chronos examined his armor and gave a nod. “Sure as hell hope so. Otherwise this is going to be a really short fight. What about you? What can you do?”

      Cache held out his hand, palm facing up, and tensed his fingers. Crimson energy arced between the tips of his digits, coalescing into an energy ball in the palm of his hand. He closed his fist and the energy dissipated.

      “I absorb energy, store it, and convert it into other uses. If I’m charged up enough, I can go days, maybe even weeks, without food, water, or sleep. Can also use it to make myself stronger or to just fire it back,” said Cache. “Basically, I’m a walking, talking, badass battery.”

      Chronos smirked. “Sounds like it can come in handy.”

      “Oh it will, trust me on that.”

      “How’d you join the team?”

      Cache jerked his head in the direction of Shift and Sharkskin. “I was in a camp with our fearless leaders. When Vanguard broke them out, I went with them. Joined up right after that.”

      “When was that?”

      Cache rolled his eyes towards the ceiling, doing the math in his head. “’Bout… five years after the invasion started is when we were sprung.”

      “Before that?”

      “Before that, I was just a working stiff. My family ran a restaurant in Phoenix and I’d just taken it over. Kotharians destroyed the damn place when they came for me, killed my whole family.”

      Chronos looked away. “I’m sorry.” He wasn’t sure if the words sounded genuine or not. Where he came from, everyone had a story about their loved ones being killed by the Kotharians. So whenever he heard the same story again from someone new, he felt numb to it. It was something he hated about himself. He supposed he could understand Tuwa’s reaction to him. In many ways, he was in the same position as her.

      Shift and Sharkskin emerged from the cockpit to address the rest of the team. From a small tablet in the palm of her hand, Shift was able to control the plane’s holographic projectors. She brought up an overhead layout of the facility they were heading towards.

      “This is Proximo Labs,” she said. “Security’s supposed to be pretty tight out there, but the Analyst’s contact inside Cerberus said that a good portion of them have been diverted to another location. Still, we should be careful.”

      “What kind of security we looking at?” asked Ink.

      “Gunsmith squads for the most part, nothing we can’t handle,” said Sharkskin.

      “Chronos and I will be going inside alone,” said Shift. “Need the rest of you to provide a distraction, keep the guards busy so we can move around inside.”

      “No layout?” asked Tuwa.

      Shift shook her head. “Our contact wasn’t able to get us specifics of the interior. So we’ll be flying blind once we’re on the inside.”

      “That’s why it’s our job to keep those bastards busy for as long as possible,” said Sharkskin.

      “I like the sound of that,” said Cache. “I’m always up for blowing up Gunsmiths.”

      “Then you’ll be real happy with this job,” said Sharkskin.

      Shift looked at Chronos. “I’ve got biometric information on who has access to the labs. It’s a simple matter to assume their form and get inside. Once we find this prototype, it’ll be up to you to figure out what it is we need.”

      “Got it,” said Chronos.

      “We’re about twenty minutes out,” said Sharkskin. “The jump-ship will stay in stealth mode and we’ll teleport down to the ground. Take down as many of ‘em as you can, this won’t be some walk in the park.”

      “What about reinforcements?” asked Tuwa.

      “Comm channels will be scrambled, should give us enough of a window,” said Shift. “Once you raise the alarm, they’ll have security from inside the facility rush out to meet the threat. So hopefully this won’t take more than an hour or so to find what we need.”

      Nods of agreement came and Shift and Sharkskin returned to the cockpit. They continued the flight to their destination in silence.
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      Proximo Labs had changed a lot in twenty years. Back then, it was a simple research facility. But after the Kotharians arrived, former Secretary of Defense Joseph Ramsey had made arrangements with their high command. He became one of the human co-conspirators and ensured that his friends and followers were among those given positions of privilege over the new Kotharian territory.

      Proximo was considered a valuable resource and anyone at the company who disagreed was quickly disposed of. Now it served as the chief source of research and development for the Kotharian war effort. Their lab in Nevada, which once saw the birth of the special called Lucent, had become a crucial facility.

      The enhanced security certainly reflected that. There were high, electrified fences all around the perimeter. Soldiers clad in Gunsmith armor roamed the grounds. Cameras were positioned everywhere.

      Although the jump-ship’s teleportation capabilities could transport the group inside the fence, Vanguard materialized outside the gates. Cache approached the gate and wrapped his fingers around the chain-linked fence. Electricity flowed from the metal into his body. But Cache soaked it all up, laughing as his eyes crackled with crimson power. He rerouted the power, directing it right back into the fence. The surge of energy overloaded and the fence blew inwards.

      Cache stepped first past the fence and the rest of the team followed behind him. The destruction of the gate triggered an alarm that rang loud enough to be heard from some distance away. Gunsmith units ran from their posts, bringing up their teleforce rifles and taking aim at the specials. Cache calmly stepped out and held his arms to the sides, a “bring it on” gesture daring the Gunsmiths.

      They took the bait and triggers were pulled. The night was lit up with the azure glow of the teleforce projectiles as they cut the distance from the barrels and Cache. He just stood still, the blasts striking him harmlessly and the energy absorbing into his body.

      “Hold fire!” one of the Gunsmiths called and the onslaught ceased for a moment.

      The siren continued to sound, but with that one exception, the field of battle grew deathly silent. The Gunsmiths watched as Cache’s body hummed with a soft, blue glue, slowly converting into red. He grinned wide, his eyes burning brightly with the same crimson hue.

      “My turn, boys.”

      Cache held his hands out in front of him, powerful blasts of energy firing from his palms and his eyes. It sent the Gunsmiths scattering across the field. Many were caught in his fire, though, taking them out of the fight quickly.

      Tuwa knelt down, channeling her power into the earth. The ground quaked and rumbled, cracks appearing beneath the Gunsmiths’ feet. The earth rose up, columns of dirt crashing down on them, gumming up their weapons and their armor.

      While Tuwa and Cache kept the Gunsmiths off-balance, Ink’s tattoos hummed with green power. They rose off her skin, forming into giant creatures that crossed the battlefield and attacked the team’s enemies. One was a Chinese dragon, flying and drawing the teleforce fire. The dragon easily avoided the blasts, circling around the soldiers and breathing a kind of green fire on them.

      Another tattoo was a lion and the third was an eagle. Both of them attacked the Gunsmiths, the lion charging across the distance and tackling two of the Gunsmiths. The eagle flew overhead and dove down, its powerful talons tearing armor components off.

      Talon watched as the battle raged. She hadn’t been in a fight like this before. She’d encountered Gunsmiths before, but the idea was always to keep the fight short and get away as soon as an opportunity presented itself. This, though. This was something different.

      A hand fell on her shoulder and she spun, her fingers growing into talons. She saw her father standing there, having already bulked up and transformed into his Sharkskin form.

      “Easy, kid,” he said. “You ready for this?”

      Talon took a breath and nodded. Sharkskin winked at her and ran across the field. He pounced, roaring as he tackled a Gunsmith to the ground. His powerful jaws tore into the armor, the circuitry sparking as it was ripped away. Talon knew she had to live up to the example both her parents had set for her. And she knew it was their job to keep the Gunsmiths distracted for however long it took Shift and Chronos to get what they needed.

      Large, feathered wings sprouted from Talon’s back. They flapped, propelling her off the ground. Two Gunsmiths saw her rising into the air and activated their jetpacks. They came at her, firing their rifles. Talon’s eyes morphed as well, becoming more angular. Her eyesight was also enhanced in this form and she was able to nimbly strafe from side to side to avoid the projectiles.

      She flew higher, the Gunsmiths pursuing her. Talon glanced back occasionally to see they were still following. She continued moving from side to side, front and back, in order to make her a more difficult target to hit. Once she was high enough, Talon looped around, diving right past them. She held her namesake in front of her, the sharp tips of her fingers slicing into one of the jetpacks.

      The Gunsmith’s flight went erratic, losing control over his propulsion. He slammed into his partner and the two of them went crashing to the ground. Talon ignored them and continued to dive, tackling a small group of three Gunsmiths. Her wings were more than accessories for flight—they were strong appendages in their own right and powerful enough to easily throw back opponents. They kept the other two off her back as her talons tore through the first. She then used the second as a human shield to take the teleforce blast from the third. With him gone, Talon pounced at the final Gunsmith, slicing through his rifle and digging her claws into his chest-plate. Her wings lifted her off the ground and she threw him into another group of guards.

      Sharkskin spat out a chunk of armor and looked up at his daughter. He smiled as he watched her move and muttered to himself, “That’s my girl.” Sharkskin stood upright and spun on his heel, slamming his fist into the face of a Gunsmith who had tried to sneak up on him.

      The klaxons rang out even louder than before. Sharkskin looked to the entrances and saw the doors opening with more soldiers pouring out. The earbud picked up his voice as he transmitted a message to his wife.

      “The cavalry’s here, babe. You and Chronos should probably get ready to teleport inside Proximo. We’ll hold ’em off.”

      “Got it,” came Shift’s voice through his comm-link. “Be safe, Koji.”

      “You, too.” Sharkskin ended the call and charged at the new targets. He jumped and slid on the ground as he moved, dodging their weapons fire. Sharkskin pounced and dove into the midst of the group. His fists, claws, and powerful jaws tore through the Gunsmiths.

      Soon, he was joined by help in the form of an ethereal, green lion, hawk, and dragon. Ink’s manifestations joined the combat with him, and the Gunsmiths barely stood a chance.

      Tuwa stood on a column of rock that rose from the ground. She kept her hands positioned over the surface, the green energy seeping into the soil. The earth formed into twin behemoths that fought on her behalf. Whenever the Gunsmiths destroyed one, Tuwa quickly created another to take its place.

      Cache channeled the absorbed energy into his muscles, moving about at superhuman speed and enhancing his strength. He was joined in the close-quarters attack by Talon, who dive-bombed into the midst and helped him fight off his attackers.

      The attack was going well so far. Sharkskin was impressed at how well his teammates were holding their own against the onslaught of Gunsmiths. With this level of security, it was clear that the Analyst’s source was right—Cerberus wouldn’t devote this kind of defense to any simple research laboratory. There was a lot more going on here and it had to be the tachyon generator Chronos needed.

      “Keep on ’em!” shouted Sharkskin to his teammates. “Let’s show these bastards what Vanguard is capable of!”

      “You’re the boss,” said Cache with a smile.

      “Nah, you’re thinking of his wife,” offered Ink.

      Sharkskin chuckled just before elbowing a Gunsmith in the side of the head and tearing the helmet from his face. “Hey, you know what they say. Happy wife, happy life.”

      “Yeah, especially when letting her be happy means you can probably convince her to look like anyone she wants,” said Cache.

      “Brother, you got no idea,” said Sharkskin.

      “Oh…oh gross!” shouted Talon, slicing into a Gunsmith’s armor. “I really did not need to hear that!”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you about some of the noises I’ve heard coming from their room at night,” said Cache.

      “I swear, I will gut you in your sleep,” said Talon.

      The ground opened up, swallowing a small contingent of Gunsmiths. Tuwa moved to the team’s side, the column of earth shrinking down until she stood on the same level as they did.

      “Are you done with the banter? We have work to do,” she said.
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      A blue energy signature appeared within the halls of Proximo Labs. Shift and Chronos stood ready, with Shift quickly moving into a combat stance and assessing the area.

      “We’re clear,” said Chronos. “Armor’s not picking up any lifeforms.”

      “Good,” said Shift. “Can you pick up the tachyon generator?”

      Chronos paused, waiting for the armor to respond to his cybernetic command. The armor had a symbiotic relationship with him, fully integrated to his nervous system. A moment of silence passed before his visor’s HUD displayed the information he needed.

      “Follow me.” Chronos ran down the corridor and Shift followed. His HUD displayed the best route to take, providing an augmented reality overlay with the best route lit up.

      Chronos stopped in the middle of the hall and pointed at the end of a corridor. A camera attached to the roof pivoted, scanning for any intruders. Chronos extended his hand and his gauntlet fed him one of his batons. He aimed it at the camera and an burst of orange energy emitted from the tip, destroying the camera.

      “That will probably make them suspicious,” said Shift.

      “By the time they’re able to investigate, we’ll have reached the tachyon generator,” said Chronos.

      He ran ahead and Shift chased after him. They turned the corner and came to a stop in front of an elevator. Chronos gripped the doors and pulled them open. His muscles strained against the resistance and the armor compensated, providing more strength needed to pry them apart. Chronos looked up and saw the elevator a few floors above. He jumped into the shaft and the components on his leg slid down to form a glider almost instantly.

      Chronos offered his hand to Shift as he hovered in the center of the empty elevator shaft. She just scoffed and held out her arms. They morphed right before his very eyes. Leathery wings extended from beneath her arms and she flapped them, creating enough lift to move into the elevator shaft under her own power.

      “Vicky’s not the only one in the family who can grow wings,” she said.

      They slowly moved down the tunnel. But as they did, they heard something above them. Both Chronos and Shift looked up to see the elevator lowering. And it was picking up speed.

      “Shit!” said Chronos.

      “Go!” shouted Shift.

      They both flew towards the bottom of the shaft, and Chronos held out his hands, batons feeding into both palms. He hovered in front of the doors on the lowermost floor, aiming the tips at them and unleashing the energy blasts. They barely scorched the surface.

      The elevator continued to descend quickly. Shift flew up the shaft and grabbed onto the bottom of the car. Her wings retracted and her muscles increased in size, granting her more strength. Her legs extended down to the ground, also gaining bulk. The new burst of strength allowed her to slow the elevator, but it was putting a clear strain on her body.

      “Hurry!” she shouted. “Not sure…how long I can hold this…!”

      Chronos focused back on the doors. He channeled his armor’s power into the batons and fired again. This time, the blast was powerful enough that the kick threw him back, slamming into the side of the tunnel. But when the blast struck the doors, it blew them open.

      “Come on!” he shouted and flew through the newly made hole.

      Shift kept the elevator still, trying to push it back up. It was strong, though. She had to time her movements just right or else she could end up being crushed. She took a breath and shrunk back down, her entire form becoming almost snake-like as she slithered through the hole.

      The elevator quickly descended, crashing on their floor. Inside the area they arrived in were two men wearing white coats. Research staff, it seemed. Chronos held the batons out in front of him, the tips sparking with orange energy. They just looked at him in horror.

      “Out,” he said.

      The scientists did as they were told, raising their arms into the air. Chronos chanced a glance down at Shift, who had returned to her normal form but was breathing heavily.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      Shift nodded between deep breaths. “Yeah…I’m good.”

      Chronos nodded and looked at the scientists. “Now you’re going to tell us where the tachyon generator is.”

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” said one of the scientists. The badge clipped to his jacket identified him as Walsh.

      Chronos fired a warning shot at his feet. “Don’t test my patience. I’m really in no mood.”

      “Okay, just take it easy,” said the other scientist, his badge naming him Perkins. He slowly pointed towards the center of the room. “It’s over there.”

      Shift, now having caught her breath, moved to the large device in the center of the room. There was a glass orb suspended by cables attached to the ceiling and floor with flashing lights moving around inside. Shift stared at the device, watching the lights flicker past her eyes.

      “I think this is what we’re looking for,” she said.

      “So let’s get it and go,” said Chronos.

      “No, you don’t understand,” said Walsh. “The tachyon generator is just a prototype. Right now, we’re able to measure its output. But if you disconnect it, there’s no telling what might happen.”

      “You don’t understand, I need this thing,” said Chronos. “Without it, the entire world is screwed.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you can’t just remove the tachyon generator,” said Walsh.

      “What do you need it for?” asked Perkins.

      “To keep you from asking questions,” said Shift, still focused on the orb. “This is…familiar.”

      “What do you mean familiar?” asked Chronos. “Familiar how?”

      Shift couldn’t quite explain it, but a memory from the past. Something about the energy signature was making her remember the last time she was here. And then she realized far too late that this was all a trap.

      “Chronos, we have to get out of here!” she shouted.

      “Huh?” Chronos turned around just as the orb exploded, sending shards of glass flying everywhere.

      Shift ducked, her skin hardening to protect her from the projectiles. Chronos stood in front of Walsh and Perkins, his armor protecting him from the shards and blasting any others that came towards him with his batons. But Chronos’ visor showed him that there was a massive increase in energy, all channeling into a large, blue sphere where the glass orb once was. The sphere changed its form, becoming almost humanoid. A being whose entire body crackled with azure energy, his head completely bald and his eyes burning with raw power.

      “What the hell is that?” asked Chronos.

      The figure looked around the room. He remembered being here before. This was where he was born, for all intents and purposes. This was where he’d taken his first breaths as a special.

      His eyes examined the people in the room. The man with the armor looked strange. Something somewhat familiar about the technology he used, but couldn’t place it beyond that. But then the woman…he recognized her. The green and gold costume she wore was familiar, as was her unique appearance. That and the badge she wore on her uniform—a V breaking out of an oval. He’d seen that image many times, it was burned into his memory.

      Memories of a time when he was a prisoner in his own body. And the people who proudly wore that symbol made it that way. They were supposed to be protectors of his kind, but instead they served only their own interests.

      “You, I remember you,” he said, his voice accompanied by a slight echo.

      “Dammit,” cursed Shift.

      “What is he?” asked Chronos.

      “He’s—”

      Before Shift could finish her sentence, the blue man moved faster than lightning, his fist connecting with her jaw. The blow was powerful enough that Shift’s head was nearly torn from her neck. She flew back, hitting the ground hard. She tried to get up, but her attacker was on her again. He pinned her to the ground with his foot and held out his hand. Energy arced from his fingertips and coursed into Shift’s body.

      The pain was intense. She opened her mouth, wanting to scream, but no sound came out. If he couldn’t have the metal one, he’d settle for his student.

      “Get away from her!” Chronos combined his batons together into a staff and activated his glider. He flew at the pair and channeled energy through his staff, the tip firing blasts at his enemy.

      The blue man turned, the energy harmlessly striking him in the chest. He hovered above the ground and smiled at Chronos. In a flash of light, he was gone. Chronos tried to keep track of the signature and he received a warning on his HUD that it appeared behind him. Chronos spun, but just in time to see the strange special right behind him. He stared into the blue man’s eyes, which erupted with energy and hit him in the face at point-blank range.

      Chronos fell to the ground. His armor protected him from the worst of it, but this was definitely not a good situation. He looked up and saw the blue man moving closer to him.

      “The name is Lucent,” he said. “And if you’re with Vanguard, that means I’m going to tear you apart!”
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      Sharkskin couldn’t believe what he’d just heard through his comm-link. He tapped it and asked Shift to repeat her last transmission. But before the message could come through, the ground rumbled. Sharkskin looked in Tuwa’s direction, but she seemed just as confused as he was.

      The ground cracked and energy shot through the ground, forming a large hole. Rising up from the hole was a man surrounded by a glowing, blue aura, energy crackling all around his form.

      “I said it’s Lucent!” Shift’s voice came through on his comm-link.

      “Yeah…I know,” said Sharkskin, his black eyes bulging at the sight of Vanguard’s old enemy hovering before them.

      Lucent looked down at the gathered team. The only one he recognized was Sharkskin. Still no sign of Zenith, the one he really wanted to kill. He’d have to settle for these guys, maybe keep one or two of them alive so he could torture the information he needed out of them.

      He held out his hands and power burst forth from his fingertips. Sharkskin moved fast to avoid the blasts, flipping and dodging past them. But his concern was more on his daughter. He looked up towards the sky and saw Talon easily maneuvering out of range of the blasts.

      Ink took the initiative, commanding her ethereal dragon to attack Lucent. It flew around him, breathing fire on his body. Lucent was drawn to the creature, watching it carefully. But whenever it tried to attack, Lucent just absorbed the energy it threw at him.

      Lucent flew at the dragon, gripping hold of its head. The dragon screeched as its essence flowed inside Lucent’s body, adding to his already incredible storage of power.

      A scream from the ground drew Lucent’s attention and he saw the tattooed Vanguardian watching in horror. She pointed at Lucent and her other creations moved in for the attack. Lucent tangled with the hawk first, quickly drawing it into his form as well. The lion roared from the ground and Lucent dove at it, barreling into the ground. When Lucent rose, the lion was gone and his aura fluctuated, briefly flashing the green colors of Ink’s power signature.

      “That the best you got? The old Vanguard put up more of a fight,” he said.

      “Oh, we’re gonna show you what we got,” said Cache, stepping up to him. “Lucent, huh? Yeah, I read about you.”

      Lucent watched the man clad in red walk in front of him and gave a grin. “And what can you do?”

      “See for yourself.” Cache held out his hands and fired crimson energy blasts. Lucent simply stood there and absorbed the attack. Once it passed, he looked up at Cache and began to chuckle.

      “So you read up on me, huh? Did you happen to read the part where energy’s kind of my thing?”

      Lucent flew at Cache, hands wrapping around his target’s neck. He channeled his power into Cache’s body, but something odd was happening. Cache’s aura grew stronger and his eyes surged with power. Cache took hold of Lucent’s wrists and squeezed, easily pulling his hands off his neck.

      “What are you doing?” asked Lucent.

      “This is what I do,” said Cache. “You’re energy? Guess what? I absorb energy!”

      But it wasn’t as simple as that. Lucent was generating a large amount of power and Cache wasn’t sure how much he could safely absorb. The limits of his powers had never been tested and if he took in more than his body could process, what would happen to him? Already, Cache felt his body being pushed to its limits. He quickly tried to convert the energy into his muscles, and they grew larger and stronger.

      Cache grabbed Lucent by the wrists and swung him, throwing him through the wall of the Proximo facility. The power was still burning through him, though. Cache screamed as he looked up to the sky and released it, energy discharging from his eyes and hands.

      When it passed, he fell to the ground. Talon dropped down beside him, but he was unconscious. “Cache? Cache?”

      “How is he?” asked Ink, moving over to her friend’s side.

      “He’s breathing, but looks like he’s down for the count,” said Talon. “At least he was able to take down that freak.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” said Tuwa.

      Sure enough, Lucent emerged from Proximo, now full of anger. He located Cache and fired a massive optic blast. Tuwa raised a chunk of earth to shield her teammates from Lucent’s attack. With the shield in place, it gave Talon a chance to grab hold of both Ink and Cache and fly from the spot.

      “Talon, get Cache back to the ship!” ordered Sharkskin.

      “But what about Lucent?” she asked.

      “You’re the only flyer we got right now, so it’s up to you!”

      Talon set Ink down and looked at her. “You okay down here?”

      Ink nodded. “Just go. Get back here quick.”

      Talon took hold of Cache and flew up towards the invisible jump-ship. Lucent saw her ascension and moved to intercept. But Sharkskin pounced on his back, wrapping his arm around Lucent’s throat. Sharkskin bit down into Lucent’s shoulder and the villain screamed. He expelled energy from the pores on his body, knocking Sharkskin free.

      Lucent was about to return towards the ship when a chunk of rock staggered him. He shook it off, then turned and found himself facing off against three rock-like humanoids. Lucent blasted one of them at point-blank range and it fell apart. The other two moved in to batter him with their fists as the one that Lucent struck reformed into three smaller creatures.

      Tuwa stood near Ink, moving her hands in manipulation of her rock-like creations. Ink felt helpless, unable to do anything more than watch as they battled Lucent. She saw something move down below and looked into the hole.

      Chronos emerged from below on his glider, Shift holding to his back. They emerged from the same hole Lucent created and flew in his direction. Tuwa’s soldiers were still doing their best to fight him off as Sharkskin tackled him again from behind.

      Shift stepped off the glider and caught the edge with her hands. Her arms stretched out like rubber bands and snapped back. She flew over Chronos’ head and after reaching an apex, rapidly dove towards Lucent. Shift stretched her arms out in front of her and linked her hands together. Her fingers merged, her arms becoming a large battering ram.

      Sharkskin saw what his wife was doing and delivered one final punch to Lucent before leaping to safety. Shift crashed down into the energy being, burying him in a crater.

      An azure glow appeared at the bottom of the crater, quickly growing in intensity. Shift jumped just as Lucent unleashed another burst of power, rising up and hovering before the team.

      Chronos flew towards their enemy, his glider retracting back into his legs. He drew his staff and telescoped it to its full length and drove the point into Lucent’s chest. Chronos flipped back from the attack and twirled the staff in his hands, bringing it to bear.

      Lucent stood, observing the group that surrounded him. His powers began building up again, moving with greater intensity. But then he was struck with a sudden burst of pain slicing through his back. Lucent spun just to see a mass of feathers strike him in the face and throw him back. He landed on the ground and before he could get back up, the ground beneath him opened up wide.

      With his powers of flight, Lucent was able to remain in place as the earth threatened to swallow him whole. So instead, Tuwa caused the ground to rise up around him and slam right down on his head, driving him deep below the surface.
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