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      Vicky Asano stared at the date on the newspaper, her eyes fixated on it. Twenty years in the past. Was it possible? Had M’Lak succeeded in his mad plan to open a portal through time?

      Unless she was hallucinating, that seemed exactly what had happened. Vicky looked away from the date and her eyes traveled to the headline on the front page: VANGUARD DEFEATS ALIEN THREAT.

      Defeated? Did that mean Chronos was successful? The Kotharians were gone? Or was this from a time before the invasion, when Vanguard had defeated J’Karra? Vicky looked at the date again. It didn’t mean much, though. She knew years, but not specific dates.

      “Hey, you gonna buy that or what?”

      Vicky was stunned by the newsstand owner’s call. She dropped the paper on the stack of others and quickly moved away. Even if she did have any money on her, there was no reason to believe it was the same currency used in this period. In fact, she could almost certainly guarantee it wasn’t.

      No, her goal was obvious. First thing she had to do was find Vanguard. Go to their Atlas base, that’s what they were still using in this era. But then again, she was brought there by the Red Fist. Vicky herself had no real idea of how to find it.

      Instinct told her to look at the smartwatch on her wrist, and so she did. But when she tried to activate it, the watch simply reported that there was no network available. Maybe with modifications, she could access the networks of this time, but Vicky had no idea how to make those changes herself—Cassie always took care of those things.

      No, she had to find another way. Learn more about this era. Maybe then she could find a way to reach out to Vanguard. Of course, that in itself brought up a whole other host of issues. What was Vicky going to say to them? What was she going to say to her parents? She knew from her mother’s stories that they didn’t fall for each other until they were captives of the Kotharians. To tell them that she was their daughter from a possible apocalyptic future…? It might kill any chance they have of ever getting together, thus erasing Vicky herself from existence.

      There had to be another way. Vicky simply wouldn’t tell them of her parentage. That did mean she’d need another surname. She thought back to her teammate, Ink—Reina Davis. Vicky Davis. Seemed just as good a name as any, no one would question her that way.

      Vicky continued wandering the streets for what felt like hours. There was nothing she wanted to do more than unleash her wings and take to the skies. But she knew she had to stay grounded, at least for now.

      Eventually, she came across a public library and went inside. Computers were available for public Internet usage and Vicky claimed an empty one for herself. Far slower than what she was used to. The Kotharians had accelerated technological development in her time—keep the humans entertained with flashy toys and they wouldn’t give a second thought to the fact that they were controlled by an occupation government.

      Vicky clicked the web search and typed in VANGUARD. A host of articles and websites appeared. All of them extremely positive, praising the team for all the good they’ve done.

      “That…doesn’t make sense…” She kept her voice low as she whispered the words. From the stories she’d heard growing up, Vanguard had their fair amount of detractors in the media. There was one her father mentioned a few times, and Vicky remembered his name. But entering “Eric Fox” into the search box returned very few results. The top one was an obituary.

      Vicky clicked on the headline: TABLOID JOURNALIST COMMITS SUICIDE. After reading the obituary, she was more than a little stunned. The article mentioned drug use, a string of failed marriages, and numerous scandals, including a known bias against the world’s greatest heroes. It seemed like a strange route to take when you were supposed to be celebrating a reporter’s life.

      She went back to researching the stories about Vanguard. All the top results were positive. It took several pages before she found some critical of the team. Yet these articles were mostly only stored on archive pages. Some conspiracy sites had particularly vile things to say about the group.

      Maybe another path was needed, so she did a search for Cerberus. An article from a few months ago stated that the United Nations Security Council made the decision to integrate the Cerberus agency with Vanguard.

      Vicky raised an eyebrow at that article. How much had things changed in this world? Vanguard universally loved without anyone having a bad thing to say about them? And now Cerberus and Vanguard together? There were things about this that didn’t add up for her.

      Continuing her research into the alien threat, she discovered that it was indeed J’Karra Vanguard had stopped, killing her. Vicky wasn’t really a fan of that notion, but if it stopped the threat, all the better. Yet it wasn’t a guarantee—that meant there was still the chance the Kotharians under M’Lak’s leadership were still on their way.

      Stopping J’Karra came at a cost. According to what Vicky had read, she’d managed to kill President Dennis Lawson before Vanguard took her down. The only thing Vicky could do now was locate her team. Was it Chronos’ warning that ordered them to kill her? And if so, did that also mean Chronos had killed Paragon?

      Her accidental trip to this era only raised more questions than they answered. All this time, Vicky thought if she’d managed to make it back here, to see the history she’d grown up hearing stories about unfold before her eyes, that the things which had always confounded her would be made clear.

      A news alert flashed across the screen. An attack by a rogue special in the middle of Times Square. Vicky looked up a route from her current location to Times Square, paying attention to the compass on the web-based map. Standing from the desk, she turned and walked briskly to the library’s exit. Part of her hoped this meant she could run into Vanguard if she went to the scene. Another part of her knew that whether or not Vanguard was there, she spent her whole life training for just these kinds of threats.

      Once exiting the library, Vicky circled around the building until she was out of sight. After confirming the coast was clear, large, feathered wings sprung from her back, her eyes took on a golden color, and long claws grew from her fingertips, completing her transformation into Talon.

      Several flaps of the wings gave her lift and soon, she’d built up enough speed to shoot through the air. Fortunately, the portal had dropped her just outside of New York City and so the trip wouldn’t take too much time to make under her own flight capability. Talon’s wings propelled her forward until she saw smoke rising up in the distance.

      Talon flapped her wings harder, flying towards the smoke. On her approach, she saw the flaming cars on the ground and a man who hovered above the brightly lit square, a flaming man hurling fireballs at buildings, vehicles, and pedestrians.

      Pyre. She recognized him. In her time, he’d even joined Vanguard, taking some jobs for them and aiding specials trying to hide from Cerberus. But in this time, before the invasion, he was still apparently on the wrong side of the law.

      Talon wasted no time in diving towards him, preparing to strike.
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      Talon dove for Pyre, and the flaming man noticed her descent. Coiling his arms, he threw a volley of fireballs in her direction. The time-lost special twisted and turned, moving between the flaming streaks. Coming to a stop in a hover, Talon angled her wings in the direction of Pyre and flapped them as hard and as fast as she could.

      A wind current developed from the wings, buffeting Pyre and extinguishing any fireballs that he attempted to throw. Wasn’t strong enough to extinguish the flames on his body, though. He strained against the wind and increased his output, the fire growing in size and intensity.

      She would have to try another tactic. Diving once more, Talon pulled to the side and circled around Pyre. Her wings pushed, increasing her speed until she began to create a vortex. With the oxygen pulled away, Pyre had difficulty keeping the flames alive.

      “Stop!” He used what strength remained in a desperate gambit. One last burst of flames, one that wasn’t strong enough for the flames to reach Talon, but was bright enough to temporarily blind her and throw her off-course.

      Breaking from the vortex, she plummeted, landing in the street. A police car barreled towards her and she had to jump and roll to get out of the way, moving back into the median.

      That distraction is what it took for Pyre to slam into her, throwing her back against the ground. He slammed her head against the asphalt and stood over her. The flames had died out temporarily and he wore a red and yellow uniform, his head bald and devoid of any scrap of hair. Pyre narrowed his eyes at her, his eyes beginning to burn like hot coals.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked. “Do you know what you’re doing? You’re going to screw this all up!”

      Talon glared at him. “You think I’m gonna stand by and let you terrorize innocent people?”

      “You don’t get it,” he said. “It’s one of their tricks.”

      “Whose trick?” asked Talon. “What do you mean?”

      Pyre looked up to the clouds. He evidently heard something and whatever it was clearly frightened him. Talon noted the look of abject fear written all across his face. His grip had loosened enough on her hair that she was able to pull away from him and get to her feet.

      Turning his head in her direction, Talon thought he wanted to go again. But instead, there seemed to be genuine concern in his eyes. “You have to get out of here.”

      “Why? I’m not going to let you⁠—”

      “You don’t understand!” he spat. “They’ll take you, too!”

      “Who’s ‘they’?”

      But then Talon got the answer. She saw a craft break through the clouds, moving into hover mode with the aid of the VTOL system. With her eagle-eyed vision, Talon could make out the familiar V logo on the wings of the plane. A hatch opened and several individuals emerged, dressed in colorful costumes.

      Talon’s heart soared at the sight. The figures from the stories she heard growing up. Paragon, in her red-and-white costume, cape billowing in the wind as she flew ahead of the rest of the team. Zenith, the robot member of the team with the heart of a human, hovering beside Paragon. And Sentinel, at the time the latest addition, nestled safely in the center of a holographic suit of armor designed by himself. A portal of darkness opened on the ground not far from them and stepping out from that portal was a man who could only be Wraith—his chin-length, dark hair framing his face, jaw covered by a mask while his eyes were pitch-black. The next man out of the portal was Gunsmith, the leader and sole human member of the field team, equipped with a state-of-the-art exoskeleton.

      And then her parents. Sharkskin, a man Talon grew up idolizing, always amazed at his strength and imposing nature—qualities that evidently stood out even more in his youth. Finally, her mother—Shift. So young at this time, still just a teenager. Yet she looked completely unchanged from the woman who raised Talon.

      Vanguard. Talon was blown away by seeing them standing here before her. And yet, there was something…off about them. Something in the way Sharkskin smiled when he laid eyes on Pyre. Talon had seen her father’s trademark grin in his shark-form many times, but not once did it ever leave her with an unsettled feeling.

      “Ah Pyre, still up to your old tricks again, eh?” asked Sharkskin. “You know we can’t let you get away with it this time.”

      “No!” shouted Pyre, hurling a fireball at Sharkskin. “Stay away from me!”

      Sharkskin easily jumped over the flaming projectile and once his feet touched the ground again, broke into a dash. After building up speed and rolling and leaping over a few more fireballs, he jumped for his prey. Moving too fast for Pyre to keep up, Sharkskin crossed the distance and landed within arm’s reach, grabbing Pyre by his throat and hurling him towards his teammates.

      Zenith picked up the attack, his arms transforming into teleforce cannons and quickly pelting the special with energy blasts. Sentinel and Paragon flew at him together, their fists connecting with his face at the same time.

      Pyre dropped to the ground, landing flat on his back. He blinked, his eyes trying to focus. Green tendrils wrapped around his body and he screamed, but his mouth was quickly covered. Every inch of his body was, save his eyes. Shift raised him from the ground and retracted her tendrils, just in time for Wraith’s ebony blast to engulf Pyre.

      The flaming special dropped to his knees, and Talon simply watched. Wraith had died long before she was born, but she’d heard stories about him. He was a bit of a rogue element on the team, yet could be counted on in the end. Seeing him now, though, he looked frightening.

      With Pyre on his hands and knees, begging for relief, it was Gunsmith who stepped up next. He drew one of his teleforce blasters and held it up, the red lights on the surface glowing brightly. Gunsmith pressed the barrel to Pyre’s head and stared at him with a dispassionate look.

      “We’ve put up with your shit for long enough, Pyre. The people of this world won’t tolerate your presence anymore. So by the power vested in me by the United Nations Security Council, on the charges of enhanced terrorism, I find you, Clarence Black, guilty and shall now carry out your sentence.”

      “Please…please, don’t do this.” Pyre reached his hands up for Gunsmith, but his begging didn’t seem to have any effect on the former soldier.

      Gunsmith pulled the trigger. Talon gasped as she watched Pyre’s body fall back, his head striking the ground, his eyes fixed open and staring at nothing. What flames remained on his body died out, leaving just a lifeless body.

      Vanguard’s leader holstered his weapon, never taking his eyes off Pyre’s face. “The sentence is death.”

      “My god…” muttered Talon.

      Gunsmith sprung into action, drawing his weapon again and aiming it at her. The rest of Vanguard moved into action as well, quickly surrounding her. Through his yellow targeting lens, Talon saw Gunsmith’s eyes narrow.

      “And just who are you?” he asked.

      “It’s okay, I’m not here to hurt anyone.” Talon retracted her claws and her wings shrunk back into her body. “My name’s Talon, but my real name’s Vicky As—Vicky Davis.”

      “What are you doing here?” asked Sharkskin, stepping closer to her, towering over her. “Were you workin’ with Pyre?”

      “No, I came here to stop him!”

      “Gunsmith,” said Zenith, touching down beside the leader. “CCTV surveillance footage confirms the girl’s story. She engaged him in combat before we arrived on the scene.”

      “Interesting uniform,” said Shift, circling around Talon, eyeing her carefully. But what caught her attention the most was the V badge. Shift grabbed it. “Why are you wearing that?”

      “It’s not what you think,” said Talon.

      “Those badges are for authorized Vanguard members only,” said Paragon. “So you’d better start talking, and fast.”

      “I am a member of Vanguard,” said Talon. “Except not from this time period. I got sucked in here through a time vortex.”

      “So where are you from?” asked Sentinel.

      “About twenty years in the future,” said Talon. “From a time when the Kotharians have taken control of this planet.”

      Stares of skepticism was the reaction Talon expected—and she received it. Gunsmith in particular kept his gaze focused on her. “Paragon, what do you think?”

      Paragon moved closer, hovering just a few inches off the ground and approaching. She gently laid her fingers on Talon’s head and closed her eyes. After a few moments, Paragon pulled away and gave Talon a knowing look. She’d seen that Talon had lied about her last name, planned to keep her parentage a secret. And Talon wondered if that decision would now work against her.

      “She’s telling the truth,” said Paragon. “Or at least she thinks she is.”

      “Zenith, get the Icarus down here,” said Gunsmith. “We’ll take her back to the base and figure out just how much of her story is true.”
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      The Icarus of this time period was much smaller than the one in Vicky’s native era. She sat quietly in the passenger bay, her powers kept at bay with an inhibitor Sentinel placed on her. Zenith and Shift were at the controls of the plane, while the rest of the team mostly kept away from her, eyeing her with suspicion.

      No one said anything about Gunsmith’s murder of Pyre, and that only disturbed Vicky even more. From everything she learned from her parents, and even in the hellish world she came from, Vanguard still wouldn’t resort to killing a fallen enemy who begged for his life.

      The craft came to a stop and then started to lower. They must have arrived. Just a few moments later, the Icarus came to a complete rest and the rear hatch opened. Paragon pulled Vicky to her feet and led her towards the hatch.

      “Come on, let’s go.” She made no effort to be gentle.

      Filing out from the hatch, the team proceeded from the hangar to the adjoining tunnel. This must be Atlas. Obviously in far better care than when Vicky had seen it in her time. This was where her parents first met, where Vanguard resided.

      The tunnel connected to another portion of the base, the famed monitor room where the large table with a giant V engraved on the surface sat in the center surrounded by screens and computer terminals. Paragon led Vicky to one of the chairs and the young special sat down.

      “Now, you’ve got a story to tell us,” said Gunsmith, standing across the table from Vicky, arms folded.

      Vicky nodded and leaned forward, resting her hands on the table’s surface. She stared at them, still somewhat nervous looking at these younger versions of her family and friends. “Like I said, I came from twenty years in the future. In my time, J’Karra’s attack on the President was just the beginning. Soon after, the Kotharians came to the planet, led by a mad general named M’Lak. They managed to decimate Vanguard and quickly overpower Earth’s defenses.”

      “How’d they decimate us?” asked Wraith.

      “Misdirection.” Vicky looked up, seeing Paragon and then Shift. Could she tell them about what happened? She decided it was the only option. Secrets had caused too many problems in her time. “I know you fought J’Karra.”

      “And killed her,” said Sentinel. It was so matter-of-fact.

      “Right,” Vicky continued. “The point is you saw the powers she had, that she was a special herself. The Kotharians have this material, they call it the Chaknaar. It’s…an energy or something, I don’t know the specifics. But it enhances their physiology, gives them psychic abilities. In another world, they came to Earth, but far later. A rebellion was formed and they found a way to steal the Chaknaar reserves and use a time machine to send someone to the past. He released the Chaknaar on Earth.”

      “And when was this?” asked Zenith.

      “A few years before now. The Chaknaar works differently on humans. The results are unpredictable. Which is what gave humanity the special gene. Chronos—that’s his name—he and his teammates thought if mankind had generations to master these powers, they’d be prepared for the invasion. But the problem was it only served to attract the Kotharians even earlier.”

      “So this time traveler, what happened to him?” asked Paragon.

      “He came to my time. We helped him repair his technology and he was supposed to come back to this era. But I don’t know where he is and judging from the looks on all of your faces, none of you have ever heard of him.”

      “If you sent him, how’d you get here?” asked Sharkskin. “Didn’t trust him to do the job?”

      “There was a complication. In my time, M’Lak learned about Chronos. The Kotharians were beginning to work on technology to travel through time. M’Lak used that technology and opened a time vortex. I was sucked into it and I ended up here.”

      “Paragon?” asked Gunsmith, looking out the corner of his eyes.

      “I’m monitoring her thoughts, she hasn’t said anything she believes to be a lie,” said Paragon.

      “Fine. Tell us more about this invasion,” said Gunsmith. “And this misdirection.”

      “J’Karra and Paragon established something of a psychic connection and it worried the team that maybe Paragon was being influenced by her. During the invasion, those fears seemed confirmed. Paragon apparently killed one of her teammates.”

      “Which one?” asked Wraith.

      Vicky sighed and looked him in the eye. “You.” She let her head drop and looked down at the table. “It turns out it wasn’t Paragon. M’Lak captured and turned someone else into a sleeper agent.” A pause. Vicky drew in a breath, afraid to say the words.

      “Shift,” said Paragon, taking the burden off Vicky. “This M’Lak turned Shift into a sleeper. She killed Wraith while impersonating me.”

      “Yeah well, we don’t have any M’Lak out here. And J’Karra’s dead.” Shift walked towards the table and sat on the surface, resting her feet on one of the chairs. She looked at the young woman she had no idea was her future daughter. “So looks like you came back in time for nothing.”

      “I hope so. But you never met Chronos? How did things change so much?”

      “That is something we must discuss,” said Zenith. “Sentinel, would you escort Ms. Davis to a room where she can rest?”

      “No, I’ll do it,” said Paragon. “Come on, Vicky.”

      Vicky cast an uncertain glance around the room, then stood. She followed Paragon out the monitor room and back through the tunnel to the main area of the base. They boarded the elevator and Paragon pushed a button for one of the lower levels.

      “I know you’re keeping some secrets.”

      Vicky cringed at the mental voice intruding on her thoughts. She was used to telepathic conversations with the Analyst, but it seemed like Paragon was still new at this.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” asked Vicky through the newly established link.

      “I could sense you were afraid to tell them the truth about who your parents are. Maybe I can sympathize with your situation. Maybe I don’t want to cause my friends any trouble. Or maybe I just want something to hold over you.”

      Paragon gave her a smile. Vicky wasn’t sure if she was joking or being serious. Either way, the smile was unsettling.

      The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Paragon led Vicky into the hallway and to one of the bedrooms. She opened the door and gestured inside. Vicky walked into the room and looked around.

      It was a basic room, not all that different from what she had on the Icarus in her own time. A bed, a dresser, bathroom, and a television set.

      “Feel free to take a shower, lay down, watch something,” said Paragon.

      “Do you know what’s going to happen now?”

      “The team will have a meeting. We have to talk about your story and figure out what to do about it.”

      “Thanks for your help,” said Vicky. “And thanks for not telling them.”

      “Just relax for now. I’ll come check on you later.”

      “Wait, what about⁠—”

      Before Vicky could finish her question, Paragon closed the door. Vicky heard her footsteps receding down the hall and sighed.

      “The inhibitor.”

      She rested her back against the wall and saw a button next to light switches by her side. Probably the door control. Vicky pushed the button, but nothing happened. She checked the door, seeing no way to open it other than the button, which didn’t work.

      Was she locked in here? Why would they do that?

      Vicky stepped from the foyer into her room. She supposed the only thing she could really do now was take Paragon’s advice and try and relax. The first step was probably taking a shower and then lying down for a little.

      There were still so many questions she had, questions that needed to be answered very soon. Chronos hadn’t come here, but something happened in this era to change the timeline. Something happened to make them kill J’Karra. And then another thought occurred to her.

      Where was Colonel Leonard Thorne?
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      Paragon returned to the monitor room and found the rest of the team seated around the table and waiting for her. She took her seat and regarded her teammates. Gunsmith, who had since removed his armor, leaned over the table.

      “Any complications?”

      “She’s in her room, I locked the door,” said Paragon. “Now the question is what do we do about her?”

      “The potential for time travel is quite fascinating. Perhaps with some study, Lee and I can discover how she arrived here. There might be a way for us to replicate the process,” said Zenith.

      “Yeah, all well and good, but did you see the way she looked when Jim offed Pyre?” asked Sharkskin. “Didn’t seem too happy about it. If we keep her around, what if she finds out something we don’t want her to?”

      “Koji’s got a point. The girl’s a security risk,” said Wraith.

      “Maybe you should’ve held off on shooting him,” said Shift. “Pyre still could’ve been useful.”

      “We needed to reassure the public,” said Gunsmith. “Killing a rogue special was the best way to do it. Remind them why they need us.”

      “What if she’s right about this invasion?” asked Paragon.

      “It’s probably not an issue,” said Sentinel. “We already killed J’Karra.”

      “But she said J’Karra wasn’t killed in her time,” said Shift. “How’s that work? Why would things be different now?”

      “I have a theory,” said Zenith. “The many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics.”

      Sharkskin blinked and shook his head. “English, please?”

      “The hypothesis states that there are potentially an infinite number of universes and because of this, anything that could possibly have occurred in our past but did not has occurred in the past of some other universe.”

      “That doesn’t really help, Zenith,” said Shift.

      “Alternate realities,” said Sentinel. “So there’s one world where the American Revolution failed, another world might see the Nazis winning World War II, in a third world maybe the Soviet Union never existed.”

      “Exactly,” said Zenith. “If this Talon traveled through a temporal vortex, it is quite possible that she not only traveled through time, but through a tear in the universe itself. If that is the case, it makes studying her all the more crucial.”

      “So you’re saying her universe is one where Anita didn’t kill J’Karra,” said Gunsmith. “And as a result, the Kotharians invaded.”

      “What are you thinking?” asked Wraith.

      “I’m thinking that if we could find a way to access that universe, or at least get a glimpse of it, we could show the world what sort of chaos would be in store for them if our efforts are impeded in any way.”

      “That would shut up some of the pussies on the Security Council,” said Wraith with a grin.

      “Exactly what I’m thinking, too.” Gunsmith turned his gaze onto Zenith. “What do you think? Can you examine her without killing her?”

      “We’ll do what we can to preserve her life. The longer she lives, the more we can learn from her,” said Zenith.

      “Good, then do it,” said Gunsmith. “I want to know how we can get a look at this other world, assuming that’s really where she’s from.”

      “Anyone consider the possibility that she’s just crazy?” asked Shift. “Wouldn’t be the first time we ran into a whacked-out special.”

      “Yeah, but Anita said she was telling the truth,” said Sharkskin.

      “Actually, Erin’s right, it is possible,” said Paragon. “I can only tell if she’s knowingly telling a lie. If she actually believes these things, then I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.”

      “Our tests will answer that question,” said Sentinel. “We’ll examine her, see what we can learn. If she’s telling the truth, then we’ll figure out how to get back to her world.”

      “And if she isn’t?” asked Wraith.

      “If she’s lying, then we put her on the Island with the others,” said Zenith.
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      After taking a shower, Vicky pulled on some sweat pants and a t-shirt found in the drawers. She was exhausted, but sleep eluded her. The bed was comfortable enough, maybe even more comfortable than her own onboard the Icarus. But her questions and concerns kept her awake. Vicky tossed in the bed, flipping from side to side, fluffing and re-fluffing the pillows, but nothing really did the trick.

      Just as she had started to doze for a few minutes at a time, the sound of a knocking at the door snapped her out of it completely. Vicky climbed out of bed and walked over to the door. She folded her arms and leaned against the wall.

      “I’d let you in, but someone locked the door from the outside.”

      The door slid open and Sentinel and Zenith both stood outside her room. Sentinel offered a small smile to try and reassure her. “Sorry about that. Just wanted to take precautions. Your story’s caught us a little bit by surprise.”

      “So what do we do now?” she asked.

      “With your permission, we would like to run some tests on you,” said Zenith. “Discover more about how you came here. Perhaps we can learn how to send you back.”

      Vicky was a little hesitant. Uncle Zen and Uncle Lee had been a huge part of her childhood, but she didn’t get the sense that the two standing before her were anything like the ones she knew. There seemed to be no other option, so she nodded.

      “Let me just change into my uniform.”

      “Just knock when you’re ready to go,” said Sentinel.

      The door closed and Vicky removed her sleeping clothes, pulling her Vanguard uniform back on. When she was set, she knocked on the door and it opened. Sentinel and Zenith escorted her to the elevator and they all piled in, with Sentinel pressing the button for the seventh floor.

      Once the elevator stopped, the doors opened, revealing a large laboratory and workshop that spanned the entire floor. Zenith led Vicky to a body scanner.

      “Please step on the platform so I can begin the scan,” he said.

      Vicky gave a cautious nod and did as she was told. She stepped onto the platform and once she was in place, a solid, blue light activated beneath her feet. Sentinel took his seat at a console and started up the machinery. The chamber moved around the platform, lights flashing over Vicky’s body. She closed her eyes and stood still.

      Zenith moved behind Sentinel, looking over his shoulders at the readouts on the monitor. Sentinel pointed to some of the results of the scan as they came in. “Her uniform’s made of the same material as ours. Adapts to the body—temperature control, lightweight armor, size. Lends weight to her story, doesn’t it?”

      “Mm.” Zenith tapped his metal fingers against his chin. “And the special gene?”

      “Definitely there. Her body shows metamorphic abilities and her bones seem to have an avian-like structure.”

      “What about energy output?”

      “There is some unique signatures being picked up. Pretty faint, though.”

      “Likely residuals from the vortex.”

      “Here’s something else.” Sentinel rotated the computer model of Vicky’s body and zoomed in on the back of her neck. “Where the inhibitor is implanted. Looks like it’s not the first time she’s worn one.”

      “Analyze the energy signature,” said Zenith.

      Sentinel did as he was ordered. Zenith watched as the young prodigy did his work, his technopathy enabling him to communicate with the computers to get the best results out of them. A few more moments passed and Sentinel sat back.

      “The properties of this, are we looking at what I think we’re looking at?” asked Sentinel.

      “I believe so. They’re tachyon particles,” said Zenith. “That would explain how she was able to travel through time. And it also gives me an idea. Let’s develop a tracking algorithm to search for this signature across the world, see where else it may have cropped up.”

      Sentinel turned his chair and looked at his teammate. “You think something else came through that vortex?”

      “Talon,” said Zenith, walking over to the scanner, “you mentioned another time traveler?”

      Vicky nodded. “Chronos. He traveled back before the vortex was opened.”

      Zenith looked in Sentinel’s direction. “If this energy we’ve detected proves to be tachyon particles, then it stands to reason Chronos would also use it to achieve time travel.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Vicky.

      “It means if he is in the present, we can try and pinpoint his location,” said Sentinel.

      “How soon can you find out?”

      “It’ll take some time to work out the logistics, but we should be able to start scanning within a day or two,” said Sentinel.

      “Okay, great. So what happens now?”

      “You go back to your room,” said Zenith. “We will let you know once we learn more.”

      “Can you leave the door unlocked this time?” asked Vicky. “I’m starting to feel like I might be a prisoner here or something.”

      Zenith stood tall before the scanner, his cold, lifeless blue eyes fixated on her. “I’m afraid it’s for your own protection.”

      “Protection from what?” asked Vicky.

      “We still have…concerns.” The scanner stopped and Zenith stepped towards it, holding his hand out to Vicky. “Please, just do as we ask.”

      “You can trust us,” said Sentinel. “We’re the good guys.”

      Vicky was really starting to doubt whether that was actually true.
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      Sleep still didn’t come easily to Vicky. The tests conducted by Sentinel and Zenith left her feeling uncomfortable. Why were they so interested in locating Chronos? How were they going to get her back to her own time? And why did she get the feeling they were hiding something.

      “Vicky!”

      Her eyes opened. She heard a voice in her mind, accompanied by a minor headache. Vicky sat up and looked at the clock. It was three in the morning. She concentrated her mental voice. “Paragon…?”

      “Get dressed, it’s time to leave.”

      She didn’t waste another second and did as she was told, once more changing out of her sleep clothes and into her uniform. Talon approached the door to her bedroom.

      “But I’m locked in.”

      “Try the button again.”

      Talon hit the small device and much to her surprise, the door opened. The hallway was dark, only some lights along the floor serving as a basic illumination.

      “Get up to the hangar. Take the stairwell, not the elevator.”

      It seemed like an odd request, but Talon followed it. She found the stairwell and climbed the steps as quickly as she could. Once reaching the top floor, she carefully opened the door and found herself standing in the hangar.

      It was still dark. But once Talon took a few steps out of the stairwell, the lights activated one by one, illuminating the hangar, the Icarus, and another, smaller craft Talon recognized as being Kotharian in origin.

      Also standing in the hangar was Paragon, but not dressed in her uniform. Instead, she wore sleeping clothes—shorts and a t-shirt and her hands rested on her hips as she stood in front of the Kotharian ship.

      “What’s going on?” asked Talon in a whisper.

      “Come here.” Anita gestured for Talon to approach and she did. “Turn around.”

      Talon blinked, then did as she was told. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Anita had a device in her hand. Anita turned Talon’s head so she faced straight and Talon felt some pressure on the back of her neck. It was only there for a moment before relief extended over her body. Talon reached a hand back to her neck and felt along there.

      The inhibitor was gone.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked as she turned around.

      “Vanguard…we’ve lost our way,” said Anita with a sigh. “You’re in danger here. You need to get help.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll come up with a story. Now come here.” Anita turned to the craft, which had the canopy disengaged. “There’s a destination programmed into the ship’s computer, it will take you somewhere safe, to people who can help you. I couldn’t risk sending a transmission, so they won’t be expecting you. And they’re somewhat paranoid, but they can help. Just keep your guard up.”

      “Zenith and Sentinel, they said they were going to look for Chronos,” said Talon. “If they find him…”

      “I’ll protect him,” said Anita. “But you need to go before they get up.”

      Talon climbed into the ship and the canopy forcefield engaged, sealing the Kotharian craft that brought J’Karra to Earth. The controls activated and engaged the autopilot.

      Anita took a few steps back as the plane’s VTOL system activated. The hangar doors opened overhead and the craft rose up, moving higher into the air. Once it reached an appropriate altitude, the thrusters activated and the ship rocketed over the Adirondacks and to its destination.

      The entire situation seemed more than a little ironic to Talon. She was using a Kotharian vessel to escape Vanguard. And the person who helped her escape was the very same woman that she’d been taught all her life was a traitor. Everything in this time period was backwards, like she’d stepped into a mirror version of reality.

      The trip lasted a few hours and Talon found herself dozing off in that time. The craft switching to VTOL mode is what woke her. It touched down on the ground and the canopy vanished. Talon climbed out of the cockpit and onto the plane’s nose. Her wings extended from her back and she used them to hover above the ship, examining her surroundings.

      She was on a beach, dawn just beginning to break on the horizon. Talon’s wings carried her across the beach and over the ridge. Here were the remnants of a town, apparently destroyed. Landing on the ground, Talon cast her gaze across the small town. Off in the distance was a forest, one that looked very familiar.

      “Arcadia,” she whispered. In her time, this was where Nathan Callus kept Paragon in suspended animation. Tuwa had also told Talon stories of how Arcadia was a nation she and the Exemplar established to give specials a place to be themselves, free from persecution.

      Movement came from the forest and Talon spun in that direction. Her claws grew from her fingers and she poised her wings to lift her off the ground at a moment’s notice.

      A rustling. And then something moved. Talon could sense the shift in the wind, but couldn’t see what it was. Then she was hit from behind and tumbled face-first on the ground.

      Talon rolled over and jumped to her feet. Still no sign of anything. Not even her keen vision could see anything out of the ordinary. But then she did notice some slight indentations on the ground near the forest. Footprints. Talon stepped in one of them and found her foot was just slightly smaller.

      Another blow, this one against the side of her face. Felt like a punch, but no sign of it. And Talon knew what she was dealing with. Her wings lifted her off the ground, rising high enough so that she was out of reach of someone who couldn’t fly.

      “I know who you are,” she said. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      What Talon didn’t count on was that her enemy wasn’t alone. And flying up had made her an obvious target. Electricity arced through the air and struck Talon, coursing through her body. She plummeted to the ground, only to be caught by an agile figure who jumped to her rescue. He landed in a crouch and set her down on the ground.

      Talon looked up at him and saw he wore a suit of armor with a featureless mask. As she tried to sit up, he held out his hand and the forcefield that surrounded his hand extended into a blade. She remained still.

      Two other figures appeared. One of them was a woman dressed in armor with electricity moving along the edges of her gauntlets. And then the other flickered into view, wearing a crimson suit of armor. She disengaged the helmet and removed it, revealing her short, red hair.

      “Hellhounds,” said Talon. Three of them, in fact—Blindside was the red-headed leader, Spark could generate electricity, and her unlikely rescuer was Zero. “Why would Paragon send me to you?”

      “Paragon?” asked Blindside.

      “Yeah, I was a prisoner of Vanguard,” said Talon.

      “Stand down!”

      Blindside and Spark stepped to the side, but Zero remained in place. Two other figures emerged from the bushes, both of them armed with teleforce rifles. But from her current vantage point, Talon couldn’t really get a good look at them.

      “Zero, he said stand down, dammit.”

      The silent assassin disengaged his forcefield with some hesitation and then stood, but kept his eyes on Talon. The special pulled herself into a sitting position and got a good look at the two men. One of them she recognized, but he was younger now. Brown hair, going gray at the temples. Him she expected to see here.

      “Nathan Callus,” said Talon. But then she looked at the other man. Slightly older than Callus, with silver hair and a thick mustache, with the beginnings of a beard forming around the rest of his face. An imposing presence. She squinted as she studied his features. There was something familiar about him, but she didn’t quite know what. “Who are you?”

      “The name’s Leonard Thorne,” he said. “I used to be in charge of Vanguard, until they decided they no longer had any use for me.”

      “Thorne…?” Even saying the name was difficult for her. Thorne had died when she was still a child and her memories of him were vague at best. Still, she couldn’t help the urge to hug him, and she turned thought into action.

      The gesture evidently surprised Thorne, as well as his companions because they raised their weapons. Thorne gestured for them to relax.

      “Not that I don’t like getting hugs from pretty young women, but do we know each other?” he asked.

      “It’s a pretty long story,” said Talon, breaking the hug. “Things are really messed up.”

      “You’re tellin’ us, sister,” said Spark.

      “Why don’t we return to base, then you can tell us your story,” said Thorne. “And then we can figure out just why Paragon thought it was wise to nearly blow her cover so she could get you to us.”
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      Talon was taken through the forest, with Thorne and Callus leading the way. Zero and Spark remained behind while Blindside never left the young special’s side. Evidently, they didn’t trust her very much, no matter what she said. After close to an hour, they came to the mouth of a cave and Thorne and Callus led them inside.

      Looking around, Talon realized it was the same cave where in her time, Callus kept Paragon. Three other people were standing in the cave, one of whom Talon recognized immediately. She was younger, sure, but there was no mistaking that it was Tuwa. The second wore a hood that bathed his face in shadow, holding a staff. The third was a lupine man with a coat of brown fur and claws and teeth. From stories Tuwa had told her, Talon assumed the man in the hood was the Ferryman, and the werewolf must be Fenris. Talon had to admit some surprise, but then again, desperate times made for strange bedfellows.

      With a wave of her hand and the flow of green energy, Tuwa formed a table out of the stony earth and stumps for everyone to sit around. The group did and Talon was the last to sit, right across from Thorne and Callus and sandwiched between Tuwa and Blindside.





OEBPS/images/omega-knights-05---fire--lightning-cover-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/vanguardlogo2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pulp-corner-press-logo.jpg
g

~
Pulp CORNER PRESS





OEBPS/images/vanguardlogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/vanguard-s05n3.jpg





