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ACT ONE


FIRST STRIKE







PRELUDE
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IN THE beginning there was the universe.


How it came to exist was a mystery that might never be solved—at least, not in its entirety. For the majority of the inhabitants, it was enough simply to accept its existence and the infinite number of parts that made up all that was known, and all that remained enigma.


Unknown to most, however, a key influence in the development of the universe had crisscrossed the cosmos for unknown eons, shaping worlds, creating and eliminating life, controlling the structures of space and time in ways that seemed incomprehensible. The Builders had always been there, seeding and molding entire civilizations in the name of the entity they knew as “the Mother.”


The sum of the universe, personified.


Even after they ceased to revere the Mother, the different species that constituted the Builders continued to impact the ebb and flow of the universe, operating in this reality and in all realities. They moved through the Multiverse as a driving force— ageless, eternal, and unconcerned with the consequences.


Until that changed.


The vast elements of the Multiverse warned the Builders that all of their realities were in danger of failing, of collapsing, of dying.


This could not be allowed…




CHAPTER ONE
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SELF REPAIR


MOST OF the world did not see the objects as they approached. Only the most advanced cameras and telescopes caught sight of the seven projectiles as they streaked down from the heavens.


High above Earth, the space station known as the Peak peered down toward the planet and outward into the cosmos. Acting as a base for the multinational Sentient World Observation and Response Department, its sole purpose was to address extraterrestrial threats to global security. S.W.O.R.D. saw the beams, and immediately issued an alert.


Too late.


* * *


“WHAT ARE we dealing with?”


“It’s difficult to tell, sir,” Nathanial Byrd replied. When the president just glared up at him, the secretary of defense continued. “Wherever an object strikes, power goes out instantly, along with communications—including computer systems. It’s like an electromagnetic pulse, and the majority of the power grids go out each time it occurs. Each blackout only lasts eight seconds, as far as we can measure, but system reboots take time.”


In some cases a reboot only took a matter of minutes, Byrd knew, but in others the software that had to reload took longer and longer with each pulse as fail-safes and protocols went into overdrive, attempting and failing to regain and restore vital information.


“From what S.W.O.R.D. has reported,” he continued, “the power outages are occurring across the globe, clearly visible from orbit. The damage is minimized where there are defenses set up to deal with electromagnetic assault, but a lot of locations have been crippled entirely.”


The president sat back, but didn’t reply.


Disruptions to the power grids were bad enough, but they were only the tip of the iceberg. Aircraft in flight suffered those same failures. Controls went dark. Radar systems fluttered and failed. Some of the planes managed to land safely, but far too many did not. In a very short time, the body count began to rise.


The Avengers and other superhumans across the planet did what they could. Not all were successful.


The crisis rocked through urban and suburban areas alike. Electronics failed. Backup generators attempted to function, but in some cases they remained dormant as a result of complex computers designed to make them more efficient. Those were compromised again and again.


Information that was buffered and saved became corrupted after repeated attempts to restart and restore that data. Fail-safe systems designed to protect the populace—and indeed, the very world—from critical situations faltered and died.


The most sophisticated technologies managed to pull through the worst situations, because they were designed with catastrophic failure in mind. “This year’s model,” as it were, had all the bells and whistles.


The designs from a few years earlier, however, were lacking.


* * *


THE NUCLEAR plant in Ulchin County, North Gyeongsang Province, South Korea, began having issues only an hour into the interstellar assault on the planet.


At first the technicians and workforce at the plant tried to handle the matter themselves. They were trained for just such situations. When they realized they required outside help, they made the appropriate calls. Further attempts were made to resolve the crisis by following all the appropriate protocols.


Without success.


Dr. Kim Jae-Yin oversaw the running of the Ulchin Nuclear Plant. He sent the majority of the workers away as soon as he safely could, and decided to call in a favor from an old friend. Ignoring the rising radiation levels, and despite the rising tide of ice that tried to freeze his stomach and his heart, Jae-Yin remained calm and efficient. He did not want to die. He suspected, however, that it was already too late for him to have any say in the matter.


Dr. Bruce Banner was an old college friend. They’d debated many times over games of chess or the occasional beer. They had never agreed, but it was an amiable sort of conflict.


When he finally reached Dr. Banner, it was through a S.H.I.E.L.D. communications center—perhaps the only reason his struggling communications got through. Foregoing any pleasantries, Kim begged his acquaintance to use his influence and send the Avengers to the area in an effort to save as many lives as possible. Bruce promised to do what he could. The connection ended.


Dr. Kim Jae-Yin then began to make peace with death.


* * *


AT FIRST it was only the monuments.


Chhatarpur District, India, wasn’t a vastly populated area, and that proved to be for the best. The signal that struck near the Khajuraho Monuments did not care whether people were in the way.


The signal did not feel.


It simply did what it was meant to do.


It changed the world.


There was an extensive collection of temples around Chhatarpur, including the Khajuraho temples dating back a thousand years and more. None were spared. The ground around them was saturated with alien radiations that began their work immediately upon impact, altering not only the landscape, but also all life in the area.


The temples stood near the town of Khajuraho, boasting a population of over twenty thousand people. The ancient structures and the land around them were quickly overwhelmed by huge, twisted, vine-like growths and a dark viscous substance beneath which every living being disappeared.


A strange mist fell over the land, resembling a starry snowfall— and with it came utter silence.


Then the ground began to move, writhe, as new human-like forms rose up and freed themselves from the dark substance. These humanoid forms were muscular giants, naked and genderless, with dark-blue skin and standing twenty feet in height. Each monolithic being had a grotesque, cube-shaped head with four expressionless faces, one pointing in each direction.


Rising from the alien muck, moving without any noticeable form of communication between them, the creatures set about building a large circular structure. Each individual carried huge stones that seemed too heavy to lift. These they assembled with uncanny precision. When complete, the structure’s configuration evoked the symmetries of the Nazca lines of southern Peru as seen from high above.


Their task complete, the blue figures formed a living ring around the construct. As one they reached out, placing their hands against its outer wall. For the first time an expression appeared on their many faces—an expression of pain… or anger.


* * *


DR. BRUCE Banner peered at the screen, studying the feed sent to him by the S.W.O.R.D. telescopes located aboard the orbiting Peak. It revealed what was occurring in India, and elsewhere across the globe.


As terrifying as the images were, he couldn’t help but be excited. This was what he lived for. The mysteries of the world made him feel vital and alive.


Yet excitement wasn’t always the best idea where he was involved. There were very few people who could argue with the merits of keeping Bruce Banner calm. When aroused, his anger tended to result in catastrophic property damage.


However, in times of crisis like this one, he didn’t exactly have a choice. Steve Rogers—Captain America—was counting on him for answers. Banner was an Avenger, after all.


The more he studied the digital feeds, however, the more excitement gave way to horror…


* * *


IN PERTH, Australia, the effects of the impact were similar to what had occurred in the Chhatarpur District. The land and buildings in the city were violently transformed, the ground giving way as massive plants pushed their way out of the fertile soil and up through concrete and asphalt alike. Heavy cloud cover stretched overhead, lightning arcing through the sky.


The vines moved with deliberate design, covering structures, roads, and bridges, and quickly developing a network of organic cables that in turn rose in rapidly growing towers. Along all of those alien structures, heavy pods bloomed like cancerous growths. Swelling quickly to maturation, these bulbous eggs spewed forth cyclopean, beetle-like crustaceans that moved with efficiency as they scurried along the alien vines.


As each reached its destination and faced upward toward space, the creature’s head opened, flaps peeling back to reveal a glowing eye. Beams of unknown energy joined the lightning above.


* * *


ABOARD THE Peak, technicians worked tirelessly to locate the source of the assault coming from the stars. Scanners swept the heavens, yet found the answer surprisingly close to home.


The source was none other than the red planet, Mars.


The strike zones in Japan, India, and Australia were followed by impacts in the Savage Land beneath Antarctica; in Split, Croatia; in Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada; and in Holjanmyaa, Norway. In each location the changes to the atmosphere and environment were immediate and violent. Millions of people were altered, the land transformed beyond recognition.


Time was running out.


Most terrestrial space agencies didn’t even have launch capabilities. Those that did—including NASA, the CNSA of China, Russia’s RFSA, and even the privately owned organizations—didn’t possess the technology or equipment needed to mount a mission from the third planet in the solar system to the fourth without taking more time for preparation and travel than was feasible.


The good news for everyone involved was that the Avengers had other methods of arranging transport.




CHAPTER TWO
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LIFE ON MARS


“WE ARE NOT HERE TO RECREATE, EX NIHILO,” the Aleph asserted. “WE ARE HERE TO PURGE.”


Like the others of his species, Ex Nihilo considered himself a Gardener. His purpose was simple: find life and either help it become what it should become, or pull it like a weed from the garden. In the beginning he’d preferred to pull weeds, but as time passed he started wondering about what could be, what should be—and so he became determined to change things.


That did not sit well with his companions.


The Aleph was taller than he was, and made entirely of metallic alloys that defied analysis. Though not completely indestructible, it was close. There had been a time, in ages past, when both Ex Nihilo and his sister, Abyss, had been seeds carried by the robotic form. Still, it was not their father—more like an equal.


The three of them stared impassively at the massive organic cannon that fired pulses at the Earth, trying—thus far without any success—to re-form the planet that lay 34 million miles away at its closest. Ex Nihilo wanted to reshape the garden of Earth. His sister remained aloof regarding her preferences, and the Aleph disagreed and continued to argue its case.


“THE EARTH IS CORRUPTED,” it said. “OUR DUTY IS TO RAZE THIS WORLD.”


“Nonsense!” Ex Nihilo shook his head, the great horns scraping the air as he did so. “We have a rare opportunity, Aleph. We can reshape the world, help it correct itself and become something greater than it is now—as great as it was meant to be when it was first seeded and shaped.”


“DECLARATIVE: OUR OBJECTIVE IS TIME-SENSITIVE,” the Aleph persisted. “THE EARTH IS A DANGER AND MUST BE ELIMINATED.”


“Perhaps, but first I prefer to see the correction. They are living creatures with great potential. The world is rich and fertile, and deserves a chance to first be nurtured and directed.” He turned to gaze at the dot of life in the sky. “My signals will give the Earth that chance.”


“DECLARATIVE: WORLD-RAZING. OUR OBJECTIVE IS TIME-SENSITIVE.”


Ex Nihilo shook his head, moderately annoyed that the robot would not listen to him. It was sentient. It could think and reason as well as any organic creature. Still, it remained intractable in its solution to their problem.


“I prefer to create life, to guide it.” He waved his arms, trying without words to express his frustration. “I am weary of destroying anything that might have the potential to be a threat. What of the potential to be something better, rather than something worse? What of the possibilities for redemption and growth? We’re Gardeners, not destroyers. Gardens need to be tended, weeds pulled, yes—but not every life is a weed.”


Ex Nihilo gestured, and a form manifested in the air beside him. It was a human form; though mature, it was pulled into a fetal position.


“Observe, even as we speak I am completing the creation of one of their kind—a human without any of the flaws inherent in the species. He will be our new Adam. He will be the first of a perfect race that can replace the flawed.”


His sister spoke softly.


“They’ve sent some of theirs,” she announced. “They send their best fighters to stop us.”


“APES,” Aleph responded. “THEY SEND APES.”


Ex Nihilo nodded. “Perhaps, but they are apes with which we can reason.”


* * *


“WANT TO explain to me how it is we have green vegetation on Mars?”


Captain America frowned as he looked at the heavy forest in which they had landed. The ship settled gently, yet a palpable tension gripped everyone on board. Thor and the Black Widow nodded silently. Hawkeye just glared.


“Why wouldn’t it be there?” Iron Man shook his head. His red-and-gold armor glinted in the dim lighting of the ship’s cabin. “The first bombs that hit Earth completely changed the biospheres of the impact zones. Whoever we’re dealing with, they’ve altered billions of years of evolution in minutes. That’s very nearly godlike.”


Thor snorted in contempt. Iron Man ignored him and turned to address another passenger aboard the quincruiser, a modified Avengers quinjet. With this craft, they could even reach faster- than-light speeds.


“Bruce, you’re better at this sort of thing than I am. Anything you can suggest? How could someone produce a forest out of nowhere?”


Banner scanned the area. Ever since the Curiosity and InSight landings, mankind viewed Mars as a desert landscape—always red, flat or with rolling hills, and dotted with rocks. Where they stood now, it was thick with vegetation—jungle-like with trees and twisted vines and dense undergrowth.


“Tony, two of the first bombs hit Perth and Regina. Those alone affected over two million people.” His voice began to change, growing deeper. His body morphed, as well, growing in size at an alarming rate—even as his skin went from a pale peach hue to a shade of green as deep as the darkest emerald.


“I think we’re done talking,” he growled.


The Hulk left the ship through the rear port. He was walking when he exited, and then broke into a run. Tony Stark sighed inside his armor and moved after the green goliath.


Three figures stood not far away. The first was a woman, dressed mostly in black, with long, thick black hair that seemed made of living shadows. Next was a humanoid male, with golden skin and an Omega sign painted across his chest. He had no hair, but two mismatched horns perched on the sides of his head. His eyes were solid blue, with no pupils, and a third one sat in the middle of his forehead directly above his nose. Off to one side a humanoid figure floated in the air, unmoving.


Even as the Hulk charged, the golden-skinned man smiled warmly.


“Visitors!” he exclaimed. “And not the boring kind.”


Some people just aren’t very bright, Stark mused.


Before the Hulk could reach the smiling horned man, however, the woman made a gesture. A thick dome of black shadows appeared in his path. Carried by his own momentum, the Hulk vanished inside.


“Well, damn,” Stark muttered. “That’s not a good sign.” Quickly running through a set of protocols, he prepared to launch an assault. Abruptly he felt a tugging, and a warning alarm sounded inside his armor.


“Armor integrity compromised. Systems failing. Power levels at twenty percent… thirteen percent… six percent…”


“What the hell?”


The tugging continued as the plant life around him wormed its way into his armor.


“Powering dow—”


All systems ground to a halt.


“Come to me, metal man!” The voice came from the golden figure, who was still smiling as he gestured. “Thank the Goddess in all her splendor… I am dying for some entertainment.”


The plants responded to him, hauling around Tony and his inactive ninety-five pounds of inert armor like it was nothing at all. Before he could respond, the plants began stripping away the metal shielding. It shouldn’t have been that easy. There were redundancies in place, yet it was like peeling an orange.


“You have an exoskeleton!” the golden man exclaimed. “Only three percent of races possess exoskeletons. You are a rare find indeed!” He sounded so cheerful as the armor continued to peel back. “Let’s see what you look like after we speed up your evolu—” Abruptly he screamed in pain, his teeth clenching past bared lips as explosions erupted from his back. All traces of cheer dissolved as he turned to face his attackers.


“Step away from the man with all the money,” Black Widow said tersely.


Hawkeye finished with, “Please.”


Regaining his balance, the golden man crackled with energy.


“You dare violence?” he said. “Violence for the sake of violence? When I offer so much to your people and your planet?” Such was the energy that his skin was obscured in the glare of power that surrounded him. “This is the thanks you offer, for all I would gift you?”


The energies around him coalesced and flared outward into a blast that struck where the two Avengers stood, shredding the trees and plants alike. Stark couldn’t tell whether they were alive or dead.


To his relief, as the flash and debris of the attack diminished, the Black Widow and Hawkeye emerged from cover to either side. Beyond them there was motion as the woman with the shadows in her hair slid into the sphere of darkness that surrounded the Hulk. An instant later the green goliath burst out of the shadow sphere and shot straight toward Thor, one massive fist forward.


The golden man struck a second time. This time the impact caught both of his targets, sending them rolling across the ground and trying their best to absorb the force of the assault. When they skidded to a stop, they lay there, unmoving. Stark hoped they were only unconscious.


The Asgardian had just long enough to be surprised before the Hulk’s massive fist made contact with his head and sent him sprawling backward. He hit a tree and knocked it down, bounced off a second tree, and then crashed into the dense foliage. His assailant went after him, roaring like an animal. As Thor slowly but surely rose to his feet, the Hulk crashed into him again, roaring his fury for all to hear.


As he did, the woman in black emerged from the dome, which faded away.


The golden man started to turn from his defeated foes when a disc-shaped shield cut through the air and smashed into his face. It ricocheted off and into the back of the shadow woman’s head, knocking her to the ground.


Still gripped by the vines and unable to move, Stark noticed the third figure standing impassively not far away. Distance made a trick of the thing. At first he thought the newcomer was the same size as the golden man—largish, but roughly the height of a human.


No. It was much larger.


Reaching Captain America in four strides, it seemed to grow as it moved closer. The shield was flying back toward Cap’s waiting hand when the robot moved and intercepted it, catching the object before it could reach its owner. As it stepped up next to the star-spangled Avenger, the thing stood at least twelve feet tall.


It looked like a grown man addressing a third-grader.


“YIELD?” The thing looked down and asked once.


“No.” Captain America spoke just as softly.


Its free hand was a blur, moving too fast to follow, as the alien pounded a fist into his opponent’s face. Something in its movements convinced Stark it was entirely mechanical.


“YIELD,” it said.


“No.”


Cap tried to block the next blow, but the robot was merciless, unyielding, and fast. He slammed the Avenger’s head into the ground with the second blow, and then a third, a fourth. He was ready to strike again when the golden man stopped it.


“Enough, Aleph. We have no need to kill him. We will send him back home with a message. We will let the Earth know that resistance is a futile waste of time. They will adapt to the changes we make, or they will die.”


Sounds of carnage indicated Thor and the Hulk were continuing their fight somewhere out of sight. Through it all, Tony Stark strained to turn his head to see what was occurring. He tried to incite his armor to work, tried to break free of the vines that held him and his armor alike, and through it all he failed miserably.


Without warning, all was silent.


The Hulk and Thor, both unconscious, were gripped in the vines and brought toward him, wrapped in greenery. The same was done with the Widow and Hawkeye—all except Captain America. When the vines lifted his badly battered form, it was moved into their ship, followed by the golden man.


Moments later the alien left the vessel and nodded his satisfaction. The hatch shut with a metallic click, and the vessel launched into the atmosphere of Mars, receding until it was little more than a bright glow.


And then it was gone.


The golden man smiled.


“You see?” he said, his cheerful demeanor returning. “We choose not to harm you. We want only what is best for your Earth. We want to make you better.” He smiled at Tony as he approached. “We will reshape your planet as it should be.”


The woman was up and standing now, alongside the towering robot.


What now? Stark thought, his mind racing. Well, where tech failed, maybe communication will work. If it doesn’t… He couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought.


“So what happens now…” he began. “I’m sorry, Goldie, what’s your name?”


Goldie smiled. “I am Ex Nihilo. This is my sister, Abyss”—he gestured—“and this is Aleph. We are here to change your world, to save it from itself.”


“Yeah, well, we’ve seen how that works,” Stark replied. “It’s not that we don’t appreciate your concern, but no thanks. We’ll pass.”


Goldie laughed and spoke to him as if he might be addled.


“We are not here to ask if you want our help,” he said. “We are here to change you before the Builders decide to change you.” His expression went serious. “They will not be as kind, or as forgiving.”


“What do you mean?” Stark responded, and he had a feeling he wasn’t going to like the answer.


“Your world has two choices,” Ex Nihilo said. “Adapt or perish. We are here to help you adapt. Your people will not survive, but what comes after them will be much better for the effort, and your world will continue on. If we fail in this, your world will die. The Builders will see to that.”


Tony smiled grimly. “Okay, work with me here and assume I’ve never heard of these ‘Builders.’ What are we dealing with?”


“At the dawn of everything, there were the Builders. They were the first race, the oldest living things in the cosmos.” Goldie smiled again and looked warmly at Tony. It made his skin crawl. “They were a perfect people, and for a while they worshipped the Goddess, the Mother maker herself. The universe.”


He stepped back and gestured. “Eventually they grew beyond this way of life. They abandoned the old ways of reverence for a new path of, well… of relevance. As expansion and evolution occurred, the Builders created aggressive systems to direct, control, and shape the very structure of space and time. The first of these systems were the Gardeners.” He pointed toward the robot. “Alephs sent out into the wild to purge species unfit and unsuitable for the Builders’ new universe.


“This is our Aleph,” he continued. “For countless millions of years, it razed world after world, destroying all it deemed unfit for progress, until finally it found a world with potential. One worthy of keeping. One worthy of evolution. Then the Gardener released the seeds it had kept inside of itself for all that time.”


Goldie looked around, seeming to forget Stark was even there, and spoke with a subtle awe in his voice.


“No two seeds are the same. The Builders, in all of their wisdom, knew that creation is chaos and embraced this inconstant constant. This Aleph—our Aleph—yielded my sister and myself. From that day until now, whenever we encounter a world that is living or has the potential for life, we either offer it change or we end the life that exists. Here we are, ready to offer your planet the chance to transcend all that it is, and offer it far greater potential than currently exists. Aleph says we should destroy your world. I disagree, and so we approach with evolution in mind.”


“And whatever happened to the idea of free choice?” Stark demanded. “What say do we have? It is our planet, after all.”


“There is no free choice here,” Ex Nihilo said, again as if to a simpleton. It was beginning to get on Stark’s nerves. “Your world will evolve, or it will be destroyed.”


Stark closed his eyes and took a deep breath. It was going to be a long argument, but talk was all he had to work with.




CHAPTER THREE
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A GATHERING OF FORCES


STEVE ROGERS woke in Avengers Tower in Manhattan. That was where the ship had originated, and where it had returned. It took twenty minutes to bring him up to date on what had transpired. The rest of the away team had not returned.


He had been sent back as a warning.


Cap was urged to remain in bed, to allow his body to recuperate from the vicious beating he’d received. He listened to the medical staff, then responded in the only way he could. There were calls that had to be made, and he made them. Then he took a brief shower, and suited up.


His face ached where he had not yet fully healed. Thanks to the Super-Soldier Serum, he was faster at recovering from injuries than most people, but still he was only human.


As he prepared for the return mission, those he had contacted answered his call. There were more of them this time—they would not be caught ill-prepared again. Some of those who arrived were mutants, others had been altered in ways that couldn’t easily be explained. They were humans and superhumans alike, and they answered the summons because it was more than just a call to arms.


It was a call from Captain America.


* * *


“SO THE signal originated from Mars?”


Cannonball frowned and peered at the display in front of him. He had been off-planet before, yet the very prospect remained both exhilarating and frightening at the same time. Hailing from Kentucky, Sam Guthrie been raised among coal miners and had expected to live his life with them. Then his mutant powers had manifested. The world since then had never been quite what he’d been raised in, but it had always been… interesting.


“Well, it didn’t come from Planet X.”


Guthrie pressed his lips together to avoid making a comment. He admired Spider-Man. He had seen footage, watched videos, heard stories from any number of people who had worked with the man, but he didn’t much like him. He was too sarcastic. He lacked manners.


The guy standing next to him was an Aborigine—an indigenous Australian. His name was Eden, though they called him Manifold. A teleporter. Never in a million years would Guthrie have expected to meet someone like him.


“We are going to Mars,” the man said. Manifold’s accent was different than what Sam might have expected, but he couldn’t have said just how. Really, sometimes the world just seemed incredibly large, even after all he’d seen.


“Thank you, all of you, for coming.” Captain America looked around and nodded. They all knew the situation, and the mood in the room was grim. “This isn’t going to be easy. We’re going to have to go very fast, and take these people out before they can pull any of the tricks they did on the first wave of Avengers. I don’t know if any of that team is even alive—I just know that we have to stop these people before they can cause any more damage down here.”


Guthrie stared at him, stunned. There were people who just had a kind of presence, and Captain America was one of them. He seemed larger than life. Sam had met heroes and villains aplenty, but few of them came close to making him feel like he was in the wrong room. And yet the Captain had called him and invited him to join the Avengers.


You just don’t say no to that.


“You ready, Sam?” Roberto tapped him on the arm, and he jumped a little. He’d known Sunspot ever since he’d become a super hero.


Guthrie nodded. The team Cap had chosen gathered together—Sam himself, Sunspot, a massively muscular man called Hyperion, Smasher, Captain Marvel, Captain Universe, Shang-Chi, Spider-Man, Spider-Woman, Wolverine, and Manifold— and began to glow. It lasted only an instant, and there wasn’t any of the vertigo Sam had expected to experience. One moment they were standing in Avengers Tower—


—the next moment they were facing their targets. Targets they’d only seen in surveillance images taken by the quincruiser.


The photos hadn’t done them justice.




CHAPTER FOUR
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RESCUE MISSION


THEY’D HAD all the talks they were going to have. Each time it came down to the same thing.


Evolve or die.


Near as Tony understood it, Ex Nihilo—the Golden Child— wanted to save the Earth by forcing evolution. Aleph wanted to end the whole thing, and Abyss didn’t care either way. She was just going with the flow. The new human Ex Nihilo had created didn’t seem capable of caring about much of anything. Yet it spoke, and when it spoke Goldie was like a proud papa excited to discover his new life-form had developed speech.


He wasn’t sure what the language was, but gathered it was the same language the Builders spoke, so Tony did his best to memorize the words, even if he couldn’t understand them. The other Avengers were nearby, still unconscious and held firm by a gargantuan, unnatural tree-thing.


“Did you hear that, Abyss?” Goldie said, gesturing toward his creation. “That was life. Life happened. Unforeseen, uncontrollable, wild, unfettered life!” He laughed. “I know because this is who I am, sister. I’ve created something new. Something unexpected.”


For all the world he sounded like Victor Frankenstein.


“Something—” Ex Nihilo was cut off by a blast of energy that came down from above and knocked him into the ground. He hit hard enough to leave a fourteen-foot trench in the dirt.


Tony couldn’t help but smile.


“APES,” the Aleph said, then Captain America drove his shield into the robot’s face and broke part of it. From far above two shapes looked down. One was a female form in black and white. He knew her from the files. Smasher. She was a relative newcomer with a serious power boost from alien tech.


Next to her was Hyperion, who was—as far as they could figure—one of the most powerful beings currently on the Earth. Well, on Mars now. He hovered in the air, his body floating effortlessly, his cape billowing in a wind Tony couldn’t feel. His uniform was black and gold, and he watched as Goldie tried to get up. Without warning, Hyperion shot eye-beams that struck Ex Nihilo hard enough to make him scream.


That made Tony chuckle more than it should have.


Then Abyss woke the Hulk.


“Kill him.” She pointed at Hyperion. Freed from the vines the Hulk launched himself into the air like a green missile, swinging a fist bigger than Hyperion’s head and connecting with his face.


Hyperion hit the ground hard, but was back up and soaring toward the Hulk at a speed almost impossible to catch with the naked eye. When he hit his target, the impact was enough to shake the air around them and send his enemy flying back a few hundred yards.


The fight was on. The group Cap had selected appeared out of thin air, and again Tony smiled, secure in what the outcome had to be.


Ex Nihilo gestured, and the landscape exploded into activity, birthing wolf-like creatures that rapidly matured and attacked the Avengers with feral ferocity. The lupine things were six feet at the shoulder, and came out of the ground with an attitude that made Wolverine seem like a Cub Scout by comparison.


Without hesitation, Captain America dove into the thick of combat, moving with deliberation toward the robot Aleph. With his attention diverted, Carol Danvers—Captain Marvel—called out instructions, directing the Avengers in their counter-assault. They followed those commands without hesitation.


One by one she hauled the wolflings into the air and threw them away from the center of the fray. The entire time she focused on the three sentient creatures that to all appearances had instigated an attack on Earth.


Stark could only watch the chaotic melee from his vantage point, wrapped to the side of a very large tree that had been formed for the sole purpose of holding the Avengers captive. The vines were powerful enough to restrain even Thor, whose hammer rested only a few feet from him on the ground.


The vines were tough.


Adamantium was tougher.


While many of the new group fought the wolf-things, Wolverine moved through the fight, easily dodging opponents and making a beeline for the tree. Then he began cutting the vines that held Thor in place. Metallic claws carved away the vines easily, and within moments Thor fell to the ground, remaining there a moment, recovering from his captivity. Stark noted his expression, and a ripple of anticipation shivered through him.


The God of Thunder did not look amused.


There was a flash of red and blue as Spider-Man moved across the field of battle, his webs covering wolfling after wolfling, pinning them in place. Roberto da Costa, now in his ebon Sunspot form, lashed out, and the things obligingly broke on his fists. Hyperion continued his assault on the Hulk, moving at superhuman speed and forcing the gamma-spawned brute back again and again, seldom letting himself get hit.


The Hulk raged, but was unable to get the upper hand. Tony prayed the man didn’t get cocky. The green goliath had caught more than one person off-guard with a sudden fast move, as Stark knew from personal experience.


Spider-Woman launched into the air and targeted wolflings with her bio-electric “venom” blasts. Smasher tracked the creatures and shot them from the air, incapacitating them. Cannonball blasted through at full speed and crashed into the giant robot fighting Captain America, his indestructible form staggering the thing.


Suddenly the vines holding Stark went loose around him, and he found Wolverine slicing through them with deadly precision. The mutant said not a single word, but a low rumble came from the man’s chest—and then he was gone, back in the thick of combat.


Another rumble, this time from a different direction.


Thor stood now, holding the hammer he called Mjolnir up into the air. Above him clouds formed in an instant, blackening the sky over an impossible forest that never should have existed on Mars.


Hyperion paused in the air. The Hulk was below him, on the ground and tensing to leap up and renew his assault. Aleph and Captain America were momentarily separated. The siblings Abyss and Ex Nihilo stood close to each other, poised to attack.


The lightning that came down was selective.


First it speared Ex Nihilo, then tore through Abyss and danced across the surface of the Aleph, leaving black burn marks across his metallic form. The thunder born of the lightning was explosive, and so was the roar that came from the Hulk as Hyperion unleashed a haymaker across the brute’s face.


An instant later the Hulk crashed to the ground, sending out shockwaves in all directions. His skin smoked as if he’d been struck by the very lightning that assaulted the others, and despite the ringing in his ears Tony heard Abyss speak.


“I’ve lost him.”


She fell gracelessly to the ground.


Then the Hulk disappeared. He shrank down into the form of an unconscious Bruce Banner—a transformation that never ceased to fascinate Tony.


As the ripples and debris settled, new motion attracted his attention. Half a football field distant, Captain Universe hovered in the air and looked down at the new “Adam” Ex Nihilo had created. She spoke, and it was in the same gibberish language he’d heard from the Gardeners—and from Adam himself.


Closer still, the Aleph rose to his feet. Dammit, Stark raged inwardly, I should be out there helping them. Once again he tried to reboot his systems, but nothing worked. He was forced to remain an observer, watching for anything that might grant them an advantage.


“Not again.” Captain America faced the thing and shook his head. “Not this time,” he said. “Yield.”


“NO.”


The Aleph started forward—when it was struck from one side. If there was a weapon, Stark didn’t see it, yet Shang-Chi drove his fist through the robot’s knee as if he were punching through balsa wood. The Aleph let out a squawk and fell forward, catching itself on its hands.


Immediately the damage done to the thing—by both Cap’s shield and Shang-Chi’s fist—began to repair itself. Stark was unable to look away, trying to understand exactly how the repairs were initiated.


With a bellow of rage, Ex Nihilo rejoined the fray, his demeanor completely altered now that his little pipe dream was falling apart. His third eye opened wide, and a blast of energy shot toward Captain America. His shield—a unique alloy combining Vibranium and Adamantium in a way that had never been duplicated—took the blast. It was as close to indestructible as anything could be, and it absorbed impacts that should have destroyed the bearer with ease. Cap stood his ground and barely grunted.


The Aleph clambered back up, fully repaired.


It also grew larger.


Captain Universe turned away from Adam and rose into the air.


They knew very little about Captain Universe, Stark thought to himself. “She” wasn’t a person, per se, but a power that made use of people. The current host for the power was a woman who had few memories of her past—perhaps none. At times the force acted on the side of humanity, yet there were long periods when Captain Universe was nowhere to be seen. There was little they could do to influence its decisions, but for the moment the woman hosting that power chose to aid them.


In the next instant every living creature in the combat zone was bathed in a pure white light that was nearly blinding in its intensity. Ex Nihilo and Abyss looked into that light and immediately prostrated themselves on the ground.


What the hell?


They remained there, cringing.


“Please. Equilibrium.” Captain Universe spoke, and the siblings listened. “You recognize me in this form? You know who I am?”


“Legend,” Ex Nihilo said. “You are the Mother.”


“Goddess,” Abyss added. “You are the universe itself.”


“ERROR,” the Aleph countered. “DEITY NEGATIVE.”


Captain Universe shook her head. “No. Deity positive. My children—your Builders—are adrift. They flail. They and you have become insufficient. The cycle is broken. The systems are broken.”


Then Captain Universe’s voice changed. It became uncertain and took on, for lack of a better term, a more human tone.


“When I was a girl, my momma always made me pie. Is there pie?” She shook her head as if to clear it, and the uncertainty departed. “Destroy no more worlds that possess life. Transform no more inhabited planets.” Her words were infused with a powerful presence that was far beyond human.


“Mother, are you certain?” Abyss asked. “It’s who we are.”


Ex Nihilo… smiled.


“It is who we were, Abyss,” he said, animation creeping back into his tone. “This is change, the very stuff of life. Now we fly into the unknown, as we should.” He turned his head toward the metallic man who had carried him as a seed and birthed him into the world. “What say you, Aleph?”


The towering robotic form looked at Captain Universe, then down to Ex Nihilo and Abyss. After a long moment, it looked back to Captain Universe where she floated in the air.


“DECLARATIVE: NO.”


Oh, crap…


The mechanical form changed. It grew even larger as sections of its exterior armor moved and revealed a series of assault cannons hidden underneath. Tony gaped. He didn’t want to consider the raw firepower.


“THIS ALEPH HAD DETERMINED THAT THE HUMAN WORLD MUST BE DESTROYED. THIS ALEPH MUST PERFORM ITS DUTIES.”


Captain Universe rose higher into the air until she stared into the face of the massive machine, now towering some twenty feet tall.


“There are seemingly infinite mysteries within my expanse, machine,” she said. “This is not one of them.” She shook her head as she spoke. “What good is any system built by children—even my own—if the children refuse to mature?”


The Aleph looked at her, weapons continuing to crawl free from its interior. The damned thing had more extras than a Swiss army knife, but Captain Universe didn’t seem to care much.


“Stand down,” she said. “The end is not what you think it’s going to be.”


Suddenly Tony’s attention was grabbed by a familiar voice. “Back away.” Not far off, Black Widow was gesturing. “We need to back away.” Though he still wore his powerless armor, he felt the fine hairs on his body rising. He nodded his agreement and retreated.


Ex Nihilo shook his head. “Aleph, please…”


“DECLARATIVE: I CANNOT OBEY.” At that, the mechanical cut loose with several cannons, all firing simultaneously. The powerful barrage burned the air and completely engulfed Captain Universe. The assault lasted for three full seconds before it stopped.


From the center of the carnage, Captain Universe moved forward. Her finger touched the Aleph…


…and it ceased to be. Its entire gargantuan structure, all the amazing machine was, vibrated into dust in an instant. Even as the flecks of debris drifted to the ground, so too did Captain Universe.


Cap was close by, and Tony leaned in. “When we get back,” he said, “remind me to put ‘get pies’ on Jarvis’ to-do list.”


Cap nodded, and said not a word.


* * *


THE COMBINED Avengers away parties gathered together. What few wolf-creatures remained now disappeared, their purpose removed. Left untended, Ex Nihilo’s “new Adam” had died, never truly having lived.


Captain America, Iron Man, and Captain Marvel conferred, then joined the rest. Within short order the decisions were made. Ex Nihilo and Abyss would depart with the Avengers. Captain Universe would destroy the cannon with which they had sought to transform the Earth. Stark suspected that, had it just been the Avengers who made the proposal, the fight would still be raging. But Captain Universe spoke with the authority of a god or a grandmother.


He wasn’t sure which was more powerful.




CHAPTER FIVE
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BUGS


“IT’S NEVER easy, is it?”


Back on the Peak, Bruce Banner spoke mostly to himself. His hands moved constantly, encountering new textures, the constant input balancing the tempest that existed in his mind. It was a method he’d tried over the years to calm himself when he found that he was becoming too excited. He thought he could have written a master thesis on how to meditate, to remain focused.


The nuclear physicist’s narrow shoulders held burdens that would have terrified Atlas. He had saved the world, yet destroyed entire towns. His allies trusted Bruce Banner, but not so much the Hulk. So for the most part Banner had to remain calm, centered.


“It’s Perth, Cap,” he said. “The Perth site is where all of this is focused. Whatever these damned pulses are supposed to do, it’s all with the goal of making Perth the epicenter.”


“What do you mean ‘epicenter,’ Bruce?” Captain America replied. “Epicenter of what?”


Steve Rogers had been employing military strategies and fighting to make the world a better place since before most of the Avengers had been born. A veteran of World War II, he spent years in a state of suspended animation, literally frozen. He was one of the best when it came to deploying his forces. That said, the Avengers were spread thin.


“Each site has experienced the pulses, the power outages,” Banner replied. “Like the Ulchin Nuclear Plant. If we didn’t have a team on the ground there, we might be facing a catastrophic meltdown. But the greatest concentration is coming from one site. Perth.” He rubbed the back of his neck, adjusted his glasses. “There’s something unique happening there. Whatever the nature of this assault, that’s where you need to be.”


Cap nodded. “Stay on it, Bruce. Keep us apprised of anything new.” His voice was steady. “You’re doing an amazing job, and I need you here and calm, got me?”


“I hear you.”


* * *


“‘COME WITH us,’ the men in brightly colored clothing said. ‘We will show you the wonders of the universe, and have great adventures,’” Eden Fesi said. “Didn’t you just convince me to leave Australia, Captain? And now you want me to go back?”


Manifold was an Australian with the ability to warp space. For many teleporters, the ability to shift from one place to another was exhausting. Worse was the notion of moving others in the same fashion—it could be the stuff of nightmares.


Fesi wasn’t like other teleporters. He had yet to find a limit to his ability to move himself and his companions over vast distances. It was as easy for him as breathing. As talents go, it was the sort that made Captain America glad to have him as an Avenger.


“Afraid so,” Cap replied. “We need to get to Perth now.” He stepped closer, accompanied by a handful of others. Wolverine, a fighter with bones coated in nearly indestructible Adamantium, and claws covered in the same incredible metal. His ability to heal from almost any injury had saved him countless times. Like Eden, he was a mutant, considered by many to be the next stage of human evolution.


Cannonball and Sunspot, new recruits to the Avengers, were also mutants. Sam Guthrie could fly at incredible speeds and generated a force barrier around himself while he was in flight. Sunspot—Roberto da Costa—was a human solar battery who could convert his stored energies into raw physical power.


Spider-Man, however, was not a mutant. He’d been in the super-hero business for years, and had a reputation for beating the odds. The remaining member of the away team was a martial artist with incredible skills and a family pedigree that would have terrified most people. Shang-Chi was quiet, enigmatic and deadly.


“Keep alert once we land,” Cap said. “There’s no guarantee that we’ll be able to communicate with the Hub, so we might be on our own.”


“Pretty sure—” Cannonball began.


Manifold lifted his spear—a modern take on a traditional aboriginal weapon. The tip glowed, and the glow surrounded the entire group. In less time than it took to take a breath…


…they were in Perth.


“—we’ll survive it,” Cannonball finished. Then his eyes went wide.


The capital of Western Australia, known as the “City of Lights,” was a hellscape. Vast organic structures rose to terrifying heights above the streets. These alien structures were connected, woven together over buildings, bridges, and roads alike.


Everywhere the Avengers looked, cyclopean creatures crawled over everything. Looking like gargantuan pill bugs, they possessed hard, layered carapaces, too many legs, and antennae waving above wicked-looking mandibles. The smallest of the creatures was more than four feet in length, but some looked closer to the size of a school bus. They were everywhere, swarming over buildings and climbing the vast vines and constructs that were growing from the ground, stretching into the skies above Perth.


The sight rendered the newcomers speechless. Even Spider-Man, ever ready with a quip, just crouched on a pile of rubble, peering this way and that. Cap hoped he would hold it together.


“Where are the people?” Sunspot looked around, frowning.


“They might not be here anymore,” Cap replied.


“What do you mean?”


Spider-Man answered, his voice shaky. “Nothing comes out of nothing. I mean, there has to be a source for all the physical material being grown here.”


Roberto da Costa looked around, his eyes round with horror, and shifted, letting his innate powers come to the surface. His body remained the same shape, but a thick caul of black energy crawled over his skin and sputtered around him in a Kirlian dance. The reaction was purely instinctive: He was better defended against attacks while allowing the solar radiation to shield his body.


“You mean the people are the bugs?”


“Maybe.” Spider-Man shook his head. “But they might also be in the plant stuff growing everywhere.”


“We don’t have all the information we need,” Cap said, his voice remarkably calm. He needed to put a lid on it before panic set in. “We just know that there are no people here. That means we proceed with caution—and if anything attacks, defend yourself with appropriate force.”


That was when the bugs noticed them.


The things had been crawling this way and that, seemingly oblivious to the newcomers. Then one of the creatures turned their way. As if on cue others noticed them as well, perhaps directed by the first. Several of the creatures that were higher off the ground and moving along vines abruptly dropped down, spreading wings that rose from beneath their carapaces. They descended in a swarm.


Cannonball launched himself toward them, flying along a blast of concussive force that surrounded his body. He collided with the closest of the insects and knocked it aside. The creature fell to the ground with a sickening crunch and lay unmoving.


There were plenty more.


The rest of the nightmarish things were upon them, attacking in a fury. It was just a matter of moments before the area erupted into full-blown combat. One of the things landed on Wolverine, its many legs grasping. Adamantium cut through organic armor with ease, coming free with a trail of green ichor and ropy innards.


Another landed on him, then a third, mandibles cutting away a part of his thigh before he could pull back. Wolverine let out a growl of pure rage and attacked even more viciously, tearing through the creature even as the wound in his bleeding thigh began to shrink. By the time he had dispatched the third assailant, the cut had sealed, the scar already fading.


Sunspot moved to intercept another of the things before it could land on his feral teammate, tossing it to the ground hard enough to shatter the body and crack the asphalt beneath it. Still his eyes were wild and his breathing came out in loud gasps. The next one that attacked moved straight for him and met the same fate. The bugs seemed to realize that, like Wolverine, he was a serious threat, and they came in even faster.


A familiar voice sounded in their ears. “Cap, whatever you’re doing down there, it got the attention of the things in India—they must have some sort of telepathic connection.” Bruce Banner’s words came in loud and clear despite the communications issues most of the world was experiencing. No telling how long that would last, though. Their tech was only so good. “They’re moving away from their work and gathering together. You might have a problem coming your way.”


Manifold gestured, and a dozen of the bugs disappeared. Knowing Eden, it would be nowhere on Earth. Hopefully the things couldn’t survive the vacuum of space.


“No sign of anything yet,” Cap replied, “but thanks for the warning.”


“They’re gone,” Banner replied. “No warning, just vanished.”


There was an explosion of displaced air, and the creatures appeared. Blue giants with cubed heads and multiple faces—all of which looked angry. Surveillance footage had made it seem as if they were roughly twenty feet in height.


They were bigger.


“Thanks for the warning, Bruce,” Cap said. “They just showed themselves.”


The giants came in hard and fast. A massive foot came barreling down, landing with an impact that shook the ground, cracked pavement, and scattered Avengers as if they were dolls. More of the gargantuans followed suit—there seemed to be a half-dozen of them.


“Are you kidding me?” Wolverine’s voice was low and loud, and he dodged out of the way as one of the things tried to stomp him into the ground.


“See? This is what I’ve been living with my entire life. Bugs trying to eat me and guys trying to squish me.” Spider-Man’s voice was sarcastic, and he seemed to have regained his cavalier cheerfulness. Wolverine ignored him as he swung his claws at the nearest blue leg.


From the midst of the melee, Captain America assessed the situation.


As he did, Spider-Man’s webs blocked a behemoth that was reaching for the Super-Soldier. The thick strands of synthetic webbing stopped the arm in mid-motion, and the web-slinger hauled back with enough force to stagger the giant. Cannonball saw the opportunity and took it. He struck at the leaning giant and knocked it back. It crashed to the ground, taking part of the closest building with it.


An instant later the bugs swarmed in again, moving between the giants, crashing against the heroes, engulfing them with their sheer numbers. Sunspot bellowed as several of the things crawled over him, pressing down. A moment later they sailed backward, knocked aside by his desperate attempt to defend himself.


“This is getting worse, not better,” Manifold called out. He nodded his head and sent three of the giants away, destination unknown to anyone but himself. “There are more of the bugs showing up every second.”


“They’re multiplying,” Captain America said. “At the current rate, we’re going to drown in them soon. We need help.” He spun and threw his shield. It cut through the air and shattered a face of the closest giant, then arced back to his waiting hand.


“Captain, I don’t know if you’re going to have time to bring in reinforcements before it is too late.” Even as Shang-Chi spoke a giant struck out at him, trying to swat him away. The master of the martial arts carried a perfectly balanced bō staff, and he lashed out with it, ruining the towering attacker’s knee. Spinning, he planted the staff in the head of one of the van-sized bugs.


Cap nodded, and scanned the area to find one person in particular. “Manifold, I need you to go get the team from Ulchin.”


Fesi frowned.


“They’re dealing with a nuclear reactor.”


“They’ve had enough time to address it,” Cap replied, adding silently, I hope. “Right now, Perth is the priority.”


“A wise course, Captain,” Shang-Chi offered, “but do we have the—”


Before he could finish, Manifold was gone.


* * *


IT WAS the beginning of a biological disaster of epic scale. The Ulchin County Nuclear Power Plant was dead. Whatever defenses it had were gone, the radioactive waste it produced was going to kill everything for miles around, and there seemed to be nothing they could do about it.


Thor was the God of Thunder. He had walked the planet at varying times over centuries, and battled creatures of myth and legend—more often than not leaving his enemies beaten into submission.


This, however, was something he could not fix. Hyperion stood by his side and looked equally frustrated. Hawkeye, Captain Universe, and the Black Widow stood with him as well, though he doubted any of them could hope to repair the death coming from those reactors.


Rage played across Thor’s features.


“We’re too late.” Natasha Romanoff was a trained assassin, a spy and infiltrator who had found herself in the employ of more than one nation on any number of high-risk assignments. That time was long past, but the gravity of their current situation was all too familiar.


“Stage-seven reactor meltdown,” she continued. “There won’t be any survivors. We should—”


“Enough!” The thunder god peered at the reactor as if it were a living enemy. “This should not be happening. The lightning and thunder are mine to command, and I can do nothing to stop this.”


Like Natasha, Hawkeye was a mortal. He stood currently with two men who really were godlike in their abilities, and with a woman who had powers that might even dwarf theirs. He wasn’t worried about being their equals: He was worried about all of them surviving. The radiation levels would be rising soon, and there wasn’t a damned thing they could do about it.


“Let it go, Thor,” Hawkeye replied. “We lost this one.” The archer stood close by, and the Black Widow could tell that he was just as frustrated as Thor. He just had a grip on his emotions.


“We can’t win every fight.” The voice held a soft, sing-song quality. “Grandma said that to me a long time ago.” It wasn’t the voice that chilled Natasha, however—it was the power that rested beneath it. The speaker wasn’t a large woman, she did not carry herself as if she had great purpose, but she held power on a level that had seldom been seen in the universe.


Indeed, that was her name. Captain Universe.


The ramifications were mind-boggling. The universe itself was an Avenger. Her host, Tamara Devoux, nearly died in an automobile crash, only to be chosen by the mysterious “Enigma Force.” The mission to Mars has been her first outing with the team, and without her it might have ended in failure.


“Captain Universe?” Hyperion said, shooting her a curious look.


“Grandma always said that everyone gets sick, sooner or later.” The outfit she wore was white from her toes to her ribcage, and then the ebony of deep space spotted with interconnected circles of white. Only her head was bare, allowing for a full display of tight curls. As she spoke, that too was covered in blackness, and her eyes shone with an indecipherable glow. She gestured, fingers dancing in the air like those of a concert conductor.


As if answering a silent call, the raw energies spilling from the reactors coalesced into a loose sphere of dancing green. She gestured again, and they were lifted from the earth, moving higher and higher.


“You did it.” Even Hyperion, who possessed Thor-level strength, looked on with awe. “You stopped the reaction.”


Captain Universe nodded. “We’ll all be together again someday, Grandma and Grandpa and all the children.” With a flourish she sent the radiation out of their sight, beyond the atmosphere. They didn’t know where it went, and Captain Universe didn’t say. It was tempting to be terrified by the tone of the woman’s voice, by her disconnected words and the sheer power she displayed.


If ever we needed to stop her, Natasha thought, could we do so? Would any of us stand a chance? She didn’t say the words aloud, however, and with some effort she discarded even the thought. Someone with that level of power might be able to read minds.


Hawkeye seemed as if he were about to say something, and the Black Widow silenced him with a look. This wasn’t the time for an emotional outburst.


Thor opened his mouth to speak.
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