
And there was a day unlike any other, when Earth's Mightiest Heroes found themselves united
against a common threat! On that day, the Avengers were born--to fight the foes no single

superhero could withstand...
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Issue #8
The Vibration of Life

By Will Short

Humming. Humming. Hummmmmm.....

The armor Tony Stark wears as Iron Man hums as it suspends him above the titanium training
room floor. His red gloves, imbued with the same technological majesty as the rest of his suit,
steam with spent energy that just narrowly missed Hawkeye's boots. Luckily, he jumped.

"Jesus, Tony!" the bowman exclaims, leaping out of harm's way. "You could've taken something
off!"

"Then keep moving and don't give me another chance to do it," replies Iron Man through his
crackling speaker. He boosts to fly higher and from there he fires yet another beam, though this
time it hits where Hawkeye formerly stood. Turning, Iron Man sees his fellow Avenger flipping
and reaching for three arrows, which he fires from his bow as he lands. He watches on as Iron
Man's skilled hands pause and form a yellow glow that holds the arrows midair before dropping
them like swatted insects.

"Too slow..." the armored man says, then raises his eyes to see another arrow headed straight for
his face. Before he can react, the arrow hits its mark directly in between his eyes, then falls like
the others before. He catches it and lowers to the ground.

"Boom," Iron Man says indifferently. "You got me."

"Well, that was completely pointless," Hawkeye states. Tony watches him strip off his mask and
remove his quiver, moving to the back of the room.

"I couldn't agree more. How about you, Cap?" He turns his gaze to the monitoring room high
above them, through its window and to the legend of a man sitting inside with thick arms folded
and a shield on his back.

"Only because neither of you are giving your full," Captain America says into the microphone,
with his words echoing through the room below him.

Hawkeye joins his sparring partner in speaking through the wall. "Maybe that's because
Shellhead here could tear into me and leave a bow and a pair of boots if he really wanted to."
The Captain sighs.

"That's the reason I'm pairing you two up this way...you both have to deal with the same threats,
high or low tech."
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"Well, no offense to Mr. Barton's own abilities, but he is only a man with a weapon and some
combat training. This suit is designed to deal with much..."

"Tony." The living legend's stare is strong even through the unbreakable layers of glass. His
interruption does not please Iron Man, but even the revered Tony stark must pay respect to the
country's shield-wielding treasure...so, he listens.

"Think about it for a minute and tell me what you are. That armor there...it's nothing more than a
weapon, and that doesn't make you anymore more than a man, as smart and experienced as you
are. The same goes for me."

"Cap, you're a completely different story..." Hawkeye begins, cut off as well.

"Why...because of this shield? Or this 'A'?" He points a red ringer at his masked forehead. "Or is
it just in the name?" The two perspiring men below him are silent this time. "I have to deal with
the same things both of you do... things Simon, even Thor, deal with. There's just as much
chance of losing me out there in the field as there is either of you or anyone else, whether we
give them a bow or a suit of armor or a shield. So please, guys, as elder members and for all our
sakes', trust me and just bare the unfair scenarios, okay? The others and I will do the same."

Once again, gripped and staring, Iron Man and Hawkeye await any further words from their
leader, but Captain America has only this to say. "Hit the showers for now, men. That's enough
for the day."

Quietly, the two heroes turn and make their way out of the training room, already rapidly
preparing itself for future use. As they enter the adjoining room, Iron Man and Hawkeye become
Tony Stark and Clint Barton, retrieving their respective belongings from their lockers while they
allow themselves to relax. Their backs to each other and bent over benches, Clint comments with
an off-hand tone, "The guy knows how to make a speech, I have to give him that."

He hears Tony drop his bag violently to the bench, and Clint turns to see him removing his
yellow faceplate. "What's your problem? I figured you'd be absolutely thrilled to be put at my
power level..." he says snidely, Tony ignoring him as he takes his bag and iron mask in hand and
faces his archer friend.

"I just hate it when he's right sometimes." Already his red boots have engaged to lift him into the
air and carry him away like a bird prey.

Clint smiles lightly as he listens to the golden Avenger's boots' fading hum...

Humming. Humming. Hummmmmm.....

The power from within her is released and hums with its otherworldly fervor. It has made itself a
part of her, and she a part of it. One relies on the other and together they form a mighty whole. It
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takes its place underneath to lift and levitate her while she relaxes in its gentle hold in her
bedroom...

All she has to do is free her mind, her body...

Their bedroom...

"Wanda! Take a look at this...!" Once his hand takes grip on her shoulder and his booming,
excited words erupt, Wonder Man shatters all concentration the Scarlet Witch had built, leaving
her unable to pick up the scattered pieces. Her levitation retreats back to its hiding place, and
only Wanda's lover's strong arms keep her from falling.

"Woah there...you alright?" Simon Williams, the man of endless wonder, asks his lover as she
rubs her head and sighs limp in his embrace. "I thought you were getting better with all this."

She frees herself from his limbs, her loose blue dress, hinting of her Gypsy origins, trailing
behind her, and turns to Simon, breathing loudly. "I am getting better, Simon, but with you
crashing in here and interrupting me every minute I doubt I will improve past an apprentice's
level..." Wanda looks at Simon while she says this and sees his facial features, the ones not
hidden by his red glasses, flex into a frown gradually, each wrinkle a small message of hurt that
is evident in his voice.

"I'm sorry, babe.....sometimes I don't even realize you're meditating or whatever it is. I hope you
weren't doing something too important?"

"Not anymore than usual," Wanda replies, still slightly agitated by Simon's intrustion.

"Oh. Well...okay, sorry. I'll just go, I guess..." His glowing crimson eyes are squinting with
embarassment, and as he begins to turn away the Scarlet Witch can no longer hold her
temporary, yet often found, anger.

"Wait," she says softly, and reiterates with her soft hand on his bulging shoulder. He looks back
at her, and finally Wanda cracks a grimace.

"Sorry...you just startled me, that's all. It really wasn't that important, just some relaxing."

"You sure?" Wonder Man's childish expression devastates what defense Wanda had, and she
pulls him closer with long, bracelet-wearing arms.

"Of course I'm sure..." Their lips couple and dance briefly with each other before they both draw
back and simply stare at each other.

"So, what was it you wanted to show me?" Wanda asks close to his handsome face, which lights
up with juvenille glee at the mention.
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"Oh yeah! I almost forgot..." To bend over, he must break their caress. He does so reluctantly,
reaching for and plucking a crumpled newspaper from the floor, where he had dropped it.

"I was reading through the little ads this morning and look what I found." He presents the paper
to her and points to a small grey and black advertisement with few pictures. Wanda reads aloud.

"Gypsy History Exhibit..."

"It's at the history museum downtown, and they'll have speakers and plenty of exhibits on
display. I knew how you were looking into your ancestry more, so I figured we could plan a
weekend around going to see it, just you and me..."

The bed takes its place as Wanda's seat, where she crosses her shapely thin legs. "That is a
wonderful thought, and I appreciate your taking interest, but..."

"But?" He already looks concerned.

"Well, I've already learned a great deal about my genealogy and the history of Gypsies from
others with the same heritage and from studying the past with books and magic...I really do
appreciate it, though. I'd love to go otherwise, of course."

"But I thought it could be a learning experience for me too, and we could just spend some time
together...there has to be something you don't know about Gypsies that they have."

Once more, Wanda's own thoughts are peeled away by Simon's heartfelt but unsure manner.
"Well... if you've already planned a weekend for it, I suppose we should go..."

"There you go! It'll be great, I swear...I'll let you hex me if it isn't."

His grin is made for the pleasing of audiences, and certainly pleases Wanda as she leans back
slightly and finds herself more in need of Simon's presence. "And who says you have to let me
hex you, hmmm?" the blue-clad witch asks seductively from her place on the bed, and Simon
smiles uncontrollably, pacing closer.

"My ionic energy gives me unlimited endurance, you know...hex me all you want." Their eyes
lock once more, and Simon finds himself drawn in by the decidedly unique qualities of the
Scarlet Witch, leaning closer and closer...

"Listen, kiddies...you want to put on a show for the paparazzi, that's definitely fine by me, but
could you possibly do it with your door locked? Or at least a sign outside?" Hearts racing, both
Simon and Wanda look up to see the compact form of the Wasp, the proud Janet Van Dyne,
standing with lithe hands on her hips and smirking. Breathless, they roll off each other, missing
words as well. The Wasp quickly fills the void. "And yes, I did knock, but no one wants to hear
that when they're busy...believe me, I understand. I'll just be a sec."
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"And what will you take 'just a sec' to do, Janet?" Simon asks with playful hostility to mirror her
own.

"I just wanted to ask where the famous Dr. Pym was right now, if either of you love birds know."

Wanda's answer is rushed. "He's in his old lab with Jarvis. You should find him there."

"Seems like him..." Jan says absent-mindedly, and continues to stand there in the doorway to
look over the couple's quarters with an ever-critical eye.

"Yes. It does." The Scarlet Witch has become very blunt, and Janet giggles.
"Hee hee...ah, the days of sex in the A-Mansion, huh? Never a dull moment. Okay, I can take a
hint, I've been there before...I'll get out. Have fun," the Wasp quips, then slowly backs out of the
room and shuts the door again, still grinning slyly as she hears the muffled noises from within.

"Mmmm...hmmmm....."

Humming. Humming. Hummmmmm.....

Edwin Jarvis hums lightly to himself in an aged baritone that comes as yet another reminder to
Doctor Henry Pym that he could very well be in the place that is truly called "home". The doctor,
here in his laboratory of many assorted years, listens to his old friend dust contentedly while he
himself looks closely at a still, cold machine birthed of his own mind and hand.

"Looks like things are almost done here, Jarvis," the doctor says happily, as much to himself as
the butler. He leans back from his creation, a boxy contraption of metal and glass from the
outside, reveling in admiration of it. "This really should make things a little easier on you and the
other..."

Suddenly, he finds himself stumbling over his own words and looks to Jarvis, who has already
noticed. "...Employees....."

Allowing his gentle smile, Jarvis eyes his sometimes employer. "I have no problem with the
word 'servants', Master Pym, and I doubt that the others do, either. It is our job, you know," the
elderly man claims to ease the doctor.

"I know...but I personally wouldn't want to be called a servant to anyone or anything, whether
that was my job or not."

"It isn't as bad as you might think," Jarvis tells him, placing his small duster back in his pocket,
"One gets used to the title, if they're at it long enough."

"Maybe....." The doctor pauses and sighs. "Yeah, I guess you're right. It took a little while to get
used to being called 'doctor', and even longer to being called a hero..."

"All jobs of great importance, Master Pym," says Jarvis, who looks to Pym's invention curiously.
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Slumping more onto his stool with arms folded, Doctor Pym breathes deeply, also looking at his
own creation, but avoids the desire he has to mention it as something else bears down on him.
"Jarvis, how long have you worked for the Avengers here?"

His eyes turned from the cubical machine to Henry, Jarvis thinks for a moment. "Why, I suppose
it's been over thirty years now...perhaps thirty-three or so. I was a butler for some time before
then, but once I was hired here...well, as you can see, it's a job that seems to keep its
practitioners, haha!" His noble old laugh would normally make Henry Pym smile, but only hints
of such find their way to his dry lips. With the moment over, the laughter ends, and they are in
silence for another short time.

"Thirty-three years...that's almost as long as I've been involved in all this craziness. It seems
longer than that sometimes, like I've been doing it all my life, but others it seems like just
yesterday me and Jan were putting on our hokey old costumes to...together."

Seconds later, Jarvis nods in agreement and looks away. "I believe I know what you mean,
Master Pym."

The whole time, Henry Pym has stared at his machine so hard and long that he possibly could
have fashioned a hole in it. Still looking at the cube on the worktable, he clears his throat. "Are
you content with those thirty some-odd years?"

"What do you mean, sir?" Jarvis hesitantly asks, slightly confused by the question.

"You've dedicated this big chunk of your life always doing one thing for other people, Jarvis. I'm
just wondering, are you content with what you've done?"

"Oh, but of course, sir!" Jarvis claims with bright eyes on Doctor Pym. "It is my joy and pleasure
to serve the very people that make this country, even this planet, safe for me and so many others.
I've made quite a few friends in my service at the Avengers Mansion and I find it good for me to
use my skills this way."

Doctor Pym finds his smile now, a small, closed one. "I'm glad, Jarvis...I'm glad." They sit yet
again in a forced silence, a shorter period this time… ending as Henry opens his mouth again.
"Sorry to turn into Regis here, Jarvis, but I've got to ask you..."

"I don't mind a bit, sir. Go right ahead."

"Are you happy, Jarvis? That's what I meant to ask in the first place. Are you happy with those
thirty years?" Henry Pym now looks Jarvis directly in his ancient eyes. The faithful butler thinks
and searches in silence within himself...

"He damn well better be...he gets a bigger paycheck than any other butler this side of the world
and the best-looking superheroine boss a man could wish for!" Jarvis spins as quickly as he may
with Henry's sight following. As ever, Janet Van Dyne enters with a confident announcement
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that claims the attention of all in the room. She walks further down the steps into the dark,
expansive room, looking from side to side. "Things didn't seem to keep themselves too well in
this place with you gone, Hank. If it wasn't for Jarvis here, I'd have had to redecorate
completely."

"Janet. Hello," Hank says as he stands awkwardly.

"I'm sure you would do a much better than I with the laboratory, Madame Wasp. I merely tried to
see that it never gotten too disorderly," the butler tells his mistress as she smiles.

"Oh Jarvis...modest as ever, and just as busy too, it seems. What are two of my favorite boys
doing down here all alone, anyway?"

"Master Pym invited me to see an invention he has been working on feverishly for the past few
hours...he has yet to explain it to me, though."

"Then he can tell us both, Jarvis. What've you got to show, blondie?" the Wasp asks while she
approaches the two men and the table.

"Well...this." He points to the metallic cube. "It doesn't have a name, I haven't really had time to
give it one, but it just came to me and I had to make it."

"Uh huh...and what exactly does 'this' do?" asks the petite woman named Janet as she bends at
the waist to inspect it further. "Not the most flashy of your inventions, I see..."

"It's an aid for Jarvis and his help at the mansion. Instead of having to call each other or meet
somewhere to organize meals and all that, this little thing lets them relay information
telepathically, but only among themselves."

"Master Pym!" Jarvis says excitedly, "You shouldn't have! I appreciate the thought very much,
sir, but you really didn't have to spend all this time on something for my staff..."

"I kind of did Jarvis...I just thought it up and I couldn't stop until I was done. I hope you don't
mind, Jan."

"If it can make Jarvis and the others work together even better, I have no complaints. A question,
though: how does it work?"

Becoming more confident and smiling, the doctor begins to explain with a giddiness recently lost
on the jaded doctor. "That's the beauty of it. The thing doesn't require any sort of button-pushing
or anything. Anyone who wants to use this thing with other people just has to take a certain pill,
and that will align any thoughts they willfully want to broadcast to the same frequency as anyone
else on the pill and within range."

"Ingenious..." Jarvis utters quietly.
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"Yeah...the pills are still on their way, tho-..."

Interrupting the doctor, a familiar loud crash echoes from the upper regions of the mansion,
which startles the three bodies within Hank Pym's lab but fails to surprise them.

As he looks upwards, Hank says cynically, "Oh God, what could it be now?"

Another crashing and the distant sounds of yelling follow, and immediately Jan shrinks to her
miniature size, hovering in the air on frail, translucent wings. "Probably nothing out of the
ordinary, meaning that it's probably nothing too good. Hurry up and follow, bugman!" The
Wasp's tiny voice is commanding even to Henry Pym, and he runs after the regal woman up the
stairs and out of the laboratory.

Standing very still and looking to the ground of the shadowed inhumanity of Henry Pym's
laboratory, Edwin Jarvis passively ignores the foreboding noises from above while he
thinks...alone...in his ears, the mellow hum of machinery surrounding and isolating him.

Humming. Humming. Hummmmmm.....

Above Avengers Mansion:

"Stop this at once! I must find the Avengers!" The red and blue male figure hovering above the
damaged roof of Avengers Mansion cries desperately as he dodges bursts of flame from a
beautiful young red-haired woman, floating as well only meters away.

"You're talking to one of them, and as an Avenger, I have to say that this isn't the best way to get
our attention." The flaming woman is Firestar, who stands on the air itself while speaking. "Now,
tell me who you are and maybe we can get all this under way."

Maneuvering like a reflected beam of light, the white-haired man flies swiftly with his gold-
banded arms ahead of him. Before Firestar can realize it, he is behind her, speaking loudly. "I am
Captain Marvel...any Avenger would know that."

"What...?" Angelic Jones flies from her relaxed position to twist in the air and face the supposed
intruder. "Captain Marvel's dead...even I know that, and I've only been here a few months! You
may have some of his costume down, but that's an old story, so try again."

"I do not have time for this," the Captain yells as his shining bands increase their lighting, "None
of us do! If you won't let me by then I will force my way to them..." With a quick motion he aims
his bracelets at the charred roof and dives, bursting through in a mess of wood and metal debris,
with Firestar following close behind. Within seconds others arrive at the scene in living room of
their mansion to find Firestar and Captain Marvel firing respective bolts of energy without
thought to consequence. First is Captain America, followed soon by Iron Man and Hawkeye.
Another short moment brings the Wasp and Doctor Pym, then the young Vance Astrovik,
Justice. The last to arrive are the Scarlet Witch and Wonder Man, dressed in shabby tatters of
clothes.



- 10 -

"Angelica! Genis!" Captain America yells to them from a short distance, "Stop this
immediately!" The two young faces turn and must obey at the sight of the star-spangled man in
blue ordering them.

"What's the deal, kids?" Hawkeye asks them as Firestar backs away slightly, still looking at her
opponent as she explains.

"This guy showed up just flying around above the mansion without any good reason. I tried to
talk to him but he got all flustered, and then he said he was Captain Marvel... things didn't go
well."

"Angel, he is Captain Marvel," the girl's lover, Justice, informs her while he comes up behind
her. She looks to him in distress and confusion.

"But...Captain Marvel is dead! Everyone knows that!"

"The man called Mar-Vell left us quite a while ago, Firestar," Captain America says with his
hand on the shoulder of the man in question. "This is his son, Genis-Vell...Captain Marvel."

"Ohmigod...I'm so...sorry, guys. I had no idea..." Firestar says weakly, her lover Vance's own
hands on her shoulders in comfort.

"Worse has happened. It's a tradition, ya know, fighting whatever new hero you meet," Hawkeye
states jokingly, though Iron Man frowns beneath his mask before he speaks.

"It was pointless, and it could've been helped. Why did you attack him, again?"

"Please, none of this matters! Too much time has been wasted..." the young Captain cries out.

"What are you talking about, Genis?" the elder shielded legend inquires with his strong hand
remaining on the snow-haired young man. "Why did you come here?" And as he answers,
Captain Marvel's body looks to become weaker, frailed by the thoughts he has, the sights he has
seen...

"It came to me, Captain...it was more powerful than my usual visions, much more powerful. It
nearly knocked me out just from having it. I saw the entire universe shrinking, crushing
itself...everything was blue...and so was the man, or thing standing in the middle of it.....and then
I saw the face of every living thing in horror as it all ended. Each planet imploded, each star
burned out, the sun shrank and ceased to exist...! Everything was...destroyed." For many, the
despair in the blank eyes of Genis would be reason enough to believe him. However, Iron Man
takes the first word.

"Can you be at all of sure of what you saw, though? Cap and I, some of the others maybe, and
definitely you know the inconsistency of your Cosmic Awareness..."
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"I swear, it must be true...! We've never before had a feeling like this one, a vision so real and
horrible..."

"Does it really matter whether or not we're sure, Iron Man? If Genis has seen it, then there's at
least a possibility of it happening, and that's all I need to hear. How it comes about is what we
need to know, now," Captain America says to his long-time confidant, looking to Marvel to find
an answer.

"That...I do not know. I only saw the destruction, not its cause."

"Well, there you go. I'm always willing to help of course, Cap," the armored Avenger replies,
"But if Genis doesn't even know the reason behind it..."

"He is speaking the truth," the Scarlet Witch says, breaking Iron Man's words. "I've looked at
him through my magic, and his Awareness is shining so bright it could blind a sensitive being.
We must aid him in any way," she says, receiving a quick glance of disapproval from Iron Man.

"The original Captain Marvel was a true hero. He was almost as big a legend as Cap here!"
Justice adds, Firestar remaining close by and quiet. "I didn't even know him, but I'll trust the guy
who carries on his mantle..."

Defensive, Iron Man retorts. "It's not that I don't trust the Captain, it's that I don't always trust his
powers."

"I can't believe anyone's even arguing about this," says the Wasp. "We've got the scientific minds
of Hank Pym and Iron Man at our disposal...I'm saying we do something."

"Actually, Jan, I wouldn't even know where to start....." Doctor Pym begins and quickly ends as a
looming shadow suddenly appears over the uncovered room and its inhabitants. The voice that
invades the mansion is louder than all their own combined and it is a voice that many of them
have heard before.

"You will then soon know, Henry Pym," it says with an underlying power barely
comprehensible. The Avengers and their guest each look through the newly made skylight whose
light has been blocked by a monstrous body, the body of...

"The Watcher!" Captain Marvel exclaims as the rest look on in wonder of the sight. Indeed, the
being called the Watcher stands tall and godlike with its oversized head dotted with two glowing
eyes that have been burdened with observing all that is. Soon, the surveyors' eyes find two other
bodies as well, females of their own size that float at the side of the bald creature. The pair
slowly descend through the roof's remains and into the room to draw a breath from those inside.

"Photon and...Moondragon?" Hawkeye says unconfidently. "Invite anyone else, or is this the
party?"
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The two women stay hovering low to the rubble-covered ground, one an African mistress of light
and the other a bald beauty trained in the arts of the divine Eternals. Both maintain serious
expressions as the Watcher speaks.

"The son of Mar-Vell speaks true...his Cosmic Awareness has given him foresight enough to
behold an imminent threat to the universe at large. This cannot be allowed to happen, Avengers."

"We know, Uatu," Captain America calls up to the Watcher, "But even Captain Marvel doesn't
know what is causing this!"

"That is why I have intervened, Captain America," the being replies, "And that is why I have
brought these two with me, your allies Photon and Moondragon. I will set you on the right path,
Avengers, but I cannot lead you any further from there, as it is my oath."

Looking to the two women, Wonder Man asks hopefully, "Is this going to work, guys?"

"Trust him," Moondragon assures. "I have seen a portion of the end as well, and we are integral
to stopping it." His look shifts to Photon, who nods.

"If you don't trust him...trust me, Simon. This is the only way!"

Baring his shield, Captain America speaks to the Watcher for all. "Then we believe you,
Watcher...the Avengers are ready to help!"

His giant hand's slim fingers spread over the whole of the mansion as if beckoning them to
follow. "You will not all be necessary, Captain..." Uatu tells him as his two guests begin to rise
again, "I cannot allow any superfluous aids." With those words, six from below...Captain
America, the Scarlet Witch, Justice, Iron Man, Doctor Pym, and the harbinger Captain
Marvel...are drawn into the air by forces unseen. In an instant of flash and silence, the Watcher
and his recruited hopefuls are gone, with the Wasp, Hawkeye, Firestar, and Wonder Man
blinking and looking to the skies from the damaged mansion.

Frowning, Hawkeye asks to the barren sky, "...'Superfluous aids'?"

The Planet Pluto:

Eight bodies drop onto a cold wasteland untouched for millennia. Some are prepared, some are
not, but each is there for a reason and each soon realizes that they are no longer where they were
seconds ago...

"Where...where are we?" Justice asks, recovering from his fall. The others grunt in
acknowledgement or try to answer, but all is halted by that demanding alien voice.

"This is the ninth planet of your galaxy, the one Earthmen have named Pluto. From here you will
either save existence or fail trying. That is all I may tell you....." The words of the Watcher melt
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into the inky void above and soon the eight assembled men and women realize that they are now
alone.

"Pluto...? It can't be. How are we breathing?" asks Photon, which Hank quickly answers.

"I can smell normal air...apparently Uatu has given us a temporary atmosphere to work with, like
the one he has on the Blue Area of the Moon."

"That's good to know, guys, but the question remains..." Justice states as he hovers above the
foreign land.....

"How do we save the universe from here?"

And in the distance, some can hear a mechanical noise that keeps getting stronger,
louder.....humming.....

Humming. Humming. Hummmmmm.....

NEXT ISSUE: Mysteries on Pluto, chaos on Earth, and the realization of Genis's vision, all in
Avengers #9!

Contact Will Short at WeekapaugB@aol.com
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Issue #11
Lives Like Clockwork

VISIONS OF THE FUTURE, Episode One
By Mike Exner II (Script) and Will Short (Plot)

Wakanda

It had been long since the man known by his people as T’Challa had set foot, or even laid his
eyes, upon his native soil. For weeks now the Black Panther had been caught up in affairs with
the beautiful mutant known as Storm and the most recent bearer of the War Machine armor*.
The Black Panther was still licking his wounds after the encounter. The new War Machine was
barely more than a maniac in a tin suit. His ignorance and anger had nearly gotten both Storm
and the Panther killed on more than one occasion during their fight with Aziz.

[* See the M2K mini-series Marvel Knights Adnan Khan - David]

Aziz was dead now though, dead at the hands of War Machine. But Aziz wasn’t the only one to
have lost his life. The man who had brought the black plague to Egypt was dead too. The Black
Panther had been the one to kill him. He could still see the pain and confusion in the eyes of the
man as the Black Panther had pierced his chest*. Killing was not something the Panther did
willingly or easily. But he had done it all the same. It was something he would have to think of,
to remember. Taking another man’s life was not something you could easily forget.

[* In Marvel Knights #6 - David]

But now the Black Panther was home. His senses were gradually becoming rejuvenated as he
stalked through the familiar confines of his jungle. His aches and pains faded away, both in his
body and in his mind. His heart beat with a pounding rhythm, the thudding of blood in his ears
and in his spirit. He was headed to a spot he had frequented many times in his life as King of
Wakanda. Warrior Falls. From that high threshold nearly all of the hidden land could be
surveyed. It had been quite some time since he had been there. It was time he visited again.

The Black Panther crept through the jungle and slipped silently onto the face of the ridge. The
falls crashed down to the mighty river below with a thunderous cacophony of sound. The Black
Panther closed his eyes, allowing the sounds and scents to overwhelm him completely. In years
past, warriors had come to these falls as one of the tests to prove their bravery and skill. The falls
were very high. If a warrior were to dive from this high point and make but one mistake, it would
mean his death.

T’Challa had jumped from these cliffs many times before. The first time had been frightening.
But as the water had rushed up to greet his youthful face, the Panther had awoken within him. He
had split the water with his body perfectly and when he had arisen, he had cried like a warrior
long into the night. The jungle had heard his cries on that day. On that day T’Challa had been
made King.
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A snap.

It was a sound T’Challa knew well. Someone was approaching through the jungle. The Panther
had been so caught up in his thoughts and memories that he had been ignoring his senses. The
sound from the jungle had been close, much too close for comfort. The Black Panther focused
his senses in the direction the sound had originated from and immediately tensed. There was
more than just a single presence within the lush green blanket of trees. Many more.

They were too close for T’Challa to make any type of move away from the cliffs. If they were
enemies he would have to stand his ground and fight here. The wind was at T’Challa’s back. It
was making it difficult for him to catch the scent of whoever was approaching. He was both
blind and unable to place a particular smell to his mysterious guests. All the Black Panther had to
use were his ears.

They were enough.

“There are seven of you. Tell me what business you have approaching the King of this country
on his ancestral homeland?” stated the Panther clearly and firmly. It was the voice of a King. The
movement grew quicker, more decisive. The jungle split and the Black Panther finally had a
vision to place next to the sounds his guests had made.

“What manner of creatures?” muttered the Black Panther to himself as he took stock of what
stood before him. Captain America, Thor, Iron Man, Giant Man, the Wasp, Hawkeye and
Quicksilver. They all stood before the Black Panther with rage and animosity etched on their
features and in the line of their bodies. They stood ready for battle. They stood ready to attack.

“You are not the Avengers,” said the Black Panther as his senses finally caught up to his brain
and forced him to calm. The scent of the men and the woman blocking his way back to the jungle
came to him. These were people he knew well, members of his own tribal nation.

But the scents had been altered slightly. Changed by the cybernetic implants that were strewn
throughout the bodies of each of them. The Black Panther could see the modifications and for a
moment he thought he could also see the pain in his people’s eyes.

“Who did this to you? M’Bala, Lu’Kana, tell me,” said the Black Panther, but it was not his
voice. It was not the voice of a warrior, but the voice of a whimpering child, the voice of a
sobbing woman that cracked and was carried away by the wind.

“I’m not sure who you are, imposter, but my name is Captain America. I’m looking for the real
Black Panther. You would seem to be our best bet towards finding him. Take us to him, or suffer
the consequences,” stated M’Bala in a voice that sounded so unlike his native tongue that the
Black Panther could hardly believe it was his friend that was speaking. All traces of his accent
were gone. The voice was crisp, clean.
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“Like Captain America’s voice,” said the Black Panther silently and then all the air rushed out of
his body as the member of his tribe dressed like Quicksilver raced over to him and slammed a
fist into his stomach.

“Who else would he sound like, imposter?” growled the tribesman Quicksilver as he battered on
the Black Panther with increasingly fast and furious blows. The Black Panther gritted his teeth
against the pain and shot out a hand, swiping the Quicksilver imposter across the chest. The
fabric of the tribesman’s costume tore away and blood leapt from the wound. The imposter
Quicksilver raced backwards and the Black Panther eyed all of the pseudo-Avengers warily.

Though the fresh smell of blood had mixed in with the other scents assaulting the Panther, he
suddenly recognized another. His eyes widened and he scanned the trees for the bearer of the
familiar scent. A flash of crimson energy suddenly erupted from the deep darkness of the jungle
and cut through the rock at T’Challa’s feet. The jungle burned from the passing of the twin
energy beams.

As the Black Panther fell down, plummeting towards the treacherous waters below, he gazed up
at the ersatz-Avengers glaring down at him. They were all dressed as they had been long ago.
Quicksilver wore a costume of green and white, Iron Man’s armor was a model that hadn’t been
in use for many years, Giant Man and the Wasp had on styles that had long been abandoned
through the passage of time, and Captain America had a V on the cowl that covered his face
instead of an A.

“They are all changed. Even Captain America. But I know why, I know by whom,” said the
Black Panther, but his further thoughts went unspoken as his strong frame hit the unrelenting
water. An eternity passed. It never rose to the surface.

“He is dead,” said the tribesman in the guise of Iron Man. The other pseudo-Avengers gathered
around him and peered off the side of what was left of the cliff of Warrior Falls.

“The master has killed him,” said the Wasp imposter.

“No. He is still alive,” said a voice from behind them all. The tribal Avengers stiffened at the
sound of the voice and turned towards the jungle. The thick, lush foliage parted and two figures
emerged from the depths. One was robotic in nature, similar in design to the Ultron models. The
body of the robot curved more in keeping with a woman’s figure. The armor was colored scarlet
red and fashioned to look like a tight-fitting one-piece outfit. The outfit of the Scarlet Witch.

The other figure was more humanoid in appearance, but not human. His skin was crimson and
his eyes blazed the same. Those eyes regarded the ersatz-Avengers coldly. He was cloaked in
yellow and green. A yellow cloak billowed behind him and he seemed to pass through the brush
of the jungle like a ghost.

“Vision, our master,” said the tribesmen who now considered themselves Avengers, in unison.
The Vision approached them with the Scarlet Witch robot at his side. She clung to his cloak and
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his body like a child. The Vision paid her no notice. Ever since the Vision had betrayed the
Avengers and fled with her, she had been utterly devoted to him*.

[* See Avengers #7 - David]

“Should we pursue the imposter?” asked the faux-Captain America and the Vision shook his
head slightly.

“No, the Black Panther is doing exactly as I wish. Soon he and all the others will be within my
grasp,” said the Vision and then turned on his heels and moved away from the cliff. Soon the
other faux-Avengers followed, and the jungle was silent again.

“Think you’re pretty slick, don’tcha?” yelled Hawkeye as he fired a few more arrows in the
direction of the young telekinetic known as Justice. Justice took hold of the arrows and gave
them a slight push with his mind. They reversed and flew directly for the purple-clad archer,
slamming into the wall he had been standing in front of moments before.

“Not slick - Just confident that you’re not going to hit me with any of those arrows,” said Justice
as he wheeled around through the air, pivoting his body and making any shot Hawkeye
attempted that much more difficult.

Hawkeye grinned and nocked another arrow.

“Try this on for size, sonny boy,”

The arrow sprang free of Hawkeye’s bow and rocketed at Vance Astro with tremendous speed.
Justice grinned himself. If Hawkeye couldn’t nail him with three arrows, how would he get him
with one? He took a telekinetic hold on the arrow and then blinked as the arrow kept coming. It
hit Vance square in his chest and rocked him back. A net sprung around him and he fell to the
ground in a heap.

“Exercise over,” commanded Captain America from the observation room above their heads.
Vance cursed under his breath and glared at Hawkeye who was approaching with a big smile on
his face.

“How did you do that?” he asked and Hawkeye’s smile broadened.

“Don’t get all worked up, Vancey. Old Hawkeye just tricked ya, that’s all,” Hawkeye said and
picked up the arrow that had hit Vance. He put it together with another arrow he had been
holding in his hand and they clicked into place.

“The arrow I shot at you was a little something I like to call a double-whammy. You stop the
first piece with your telekinesis and the second piece breaks free and keeps on comin’,”
Hawkeye said and chuckled.
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“I knew you were getting confident so I figured you’d give the first arrow time to get close
enough for the second arrow to whack ya.”

Vance groaned and Hawkeye kneeled down and started cutting the net that was wrapped around
him.

“No need,” said Vance and focused his mind. The net stretched away from his body and then
burst into pieces around him. “I can’t believe I fell for that,”

“Relax kid, happens to the best of us. Matter of fact, did I ever tell you about the time…”

“Time for stories later, Hawkeye. I just got a priority beacon. Avengers Assemble!” yelled
Captain America through the speakers lining the Play Room. Hawkeye shrugged his shoulders
and tapped Justice on the back. They both headed for the conference room.

“So obviously I can’t be held within the confines of such a simple facility and relegate my
powers to such a trivial task as a super-team,” stated Moondragon matter-of-factly as she stood
in front of both Hank Pym and Iron Man in Pym’s research lab.

“Obviously,” said Hank and rolled his eyes.

“Simple facility?” replied Iron Man in a low, tight-lipped voice. Moondragon acted as if she
didn’t hear him. Pym grinned.

“Look Moondragon, the Avengers appreciate what you did for us during the recent crisis*,”
stated Iron Man flatly and Moondragon regarded him with a disinterested stare. “If you choose to
stay on with the Avengers, that’s fine. Your powers and intelligence would be greatly valued.
But nobody’s begging you to stay. Trust me.”

[* See last issue for all the specific details of said crisis - David]

“Here we go,” said Hank and turned slightly in the other direction to fiddle with a project.

“How dare you,” huffed Moondragon and moved to within an inch of Iron Man’s faceplate. “I’m
the best asset you’ve had on this team for months and you have the audacity to pretend that
you’re not desperate for my services.”

“Like I said,” Iron Man growled. “Nobody is begging you to stay.”

“More like, to leave,” said Hank under his breath, but Moondragon’s head shot over to glare at
him. Hank Pym didn’t return her stare and kept working on his project.

“All Avengers report to the conference room, priority one. We have something of an emergency.
Avengers Assemble,” shouted Captain America over the loudspeakers and both Iron Man and
Hank Pym began walking in the direction of the conference room.
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“Coming?” asked Iron Man when Moondragon made no move to follow.

“You can all go to Hell,” stated Moondragon firmly. “When you get back, I’ll still be gone.”

Tony Stark and Hank Pym left the lab with Moondragon drilling holes in their backs with her
stare.

“A pill that might activate the enzyme that controls telepathy?” Iron Man stated as he and Hank
entered the conference room and approached the others already gathered there.

“Yes, I’ve been experimenting with telepathy for quite some time now and I believe I’ve made a
breakthrough*. If I’m right, and I think with my information from multiple tests run on
Moondragon that I am. We’ll be able to grant each member of the Avengers with the powers of
Moondragon, without the fuss,”

[* As seen in Avengers #8 - David]

“Most pompous woman I’ve ever met in my life,” said Tony as he moved to take his seat.

“Iron Man, High Pockets, glad you could make it,” said Captain America with a frown on his
face.

“Sorry, Cap. Had a little trouble in the lab,” replied Hank.

“Where’s Moondragon?” Cap said as he scanned the room.

“She decided her presence wasn’t required in the Avengers any longer,” said Iron Man and
Captain America’s frown deepened.

“That’s a shame, because I think we’re going to need all the help we can get,” Captain America
said and then leaned forward and pressed a single button on his command console.

The individual screens in front of the gathered Avengers sprung to life and the communication
feed was opened. Static spouted from the speakers and made most of the Avengers wince. Then,
with a flash of light, the Black Panther slipped through the snowy static and began to speak.

“Avengers, I beg of you. I am communicating to you from my home of Wakanda. My country is
under attack. Thousands lie dead and more are being wiped out every instant that I speak to you.
I know not who my enemy is, only that he is ruthless and unrelenting. Please Avengers, come to
my aid if you can,” and then the communication feed broke completely and the screens were left
blank.

“Not like T’Challa to beg,” said Hawkeye and Captain America nodded.

“My thoughts exactly, Clint. Whatever is threatening our friend and his nation, the Avengers
must take action against it now,”
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“So what are we waiting for?” Clint shouted and got up from his seat. Captain America stopped
him with a look.

“I have to ask that Justice, Firestar, Photon and Captain Marvel leave,” said Captain America and
Hawkeye blinked.

“What? Are you out of your mind, Cap? We can’t waste any time here!”

“You’re right, Hawkeye. We don’t have any time to waste at all. So please allow me to lead this
team without any second-guessing from you. Photon, Genis, Angelica, Vance… if you would
please step outside,” said Captain America and Hawkeye caught his breath and watched the
others leave. Only Captain America, Hank, Iron Man, Scarlet Witch, Hawkeye, Wonder Man
and the Wasp were left in the room.

“Cap, what’s going on?” asked the Wasp and Captain America silenced her by pressing the
button again. The static flashed on the screen again and then cleared. Cleared to show the face of
the Vision.

“Oh my God,” said Iron Man and then the Vision spoke.

“Avengers…Wanda. As I am one of you, I am sure that you are coming to save T’Challa. Know
that I am the one who has attacked the Panther’s native homeland. As Avengers, I am sure that
you know I have set a trap for you. You are correct. But you will come nevertheless. I look
forward to seeing you all again.”

The screen went blank and Captain America looked hard at the members assembled before him.

“We’re going. But I don’t want to take all the Avengers on this mission. Only the members that
are here in this room are going. This is a personal matter. A matter of family. I think you all
understand what I’m saying,”

“You said it, Cap,” Hawkeye replied and clenched his fists tightly.

“Jan, I’m leaving you here, and I’m suggesting that the founders elect Captain Marvel officially
into our ranks. We’ll need a strong base of Avengers here at the mansion in case anything else
happens. I really wish Moondragon had stuck around. At any rate, Hawkeye, you take the vote in
absence of Thor. What do you say, Avengers?”

“I vote yes,” Hawkeye.

“Yes,” Jan.

“As do I,” Iron Man.

“Of course,” Hank Pym.
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“Then it’s settled,” said Captain America. “Avengers meet in the hangar and prepare for
immediate lift-off. I’ll brief Jan and the others and meet you there. We’re going to Wakanda.”

“I can’t believe this. I’m made an Avenger, a real Avenger, and I just get left behind,” said
Captain Marvel and kicked at the couch Photon, Justice and Firestar were sitting on in the parlor.

“I know what you mean. If it hadn’t been for us, that last mission would have been flushed down
the tubes, along with the entire solar system*,” said Justice. Firestar grabbed his hand tightly in
hers and pressed a finger to his lips.

[* See last issue again - David]

“There’s no use talking about it now, guys. We’re stuck here as the back-up squad. I was stuck
here as back-up on the last mission when you guys got to save the day, remember? Give it a
rest,”

“Sorry, Angel. I didn’t mean it like that. It just seems unfair,” replied Vance.

“Really unfair,” agreed Captain Marvel. Listen to the lady and just give it a rest, blue boy. Cap
has left me behind plenty of times, Said Rick Jones in Genis’ head. Genis groaned and flopped
down in an armchair.

“Really, really, really unfair,”

The Wasp sat alone with her thoughts. She had watched the Quinjet lift-off from one of the many
monitors in the communications room. She wished she was going with the Avengers on this
mission, but she understood why she had been left behind. She wasn’t exactly the most powerful
Avenger on the roster. She had experience leading the team. She could easily guide the
remaining Avengers against a threat if it arose.

“Wasp?” said a voice from behind her and Jan jumped. She wheeled around in the chair she was
sitting in and watched as Photon entered the room.

“I slipped away from the others. They’re all a little frustrated and I can’t say I blame them. I can
kind of understand why Captain America would want to leave some of us behind, but you have
to admit that he left some pretty powerful Avengers out of action. Not exactly the sort of thing
you do when fighting a war.”

“I know you have questions, Photon. All I can tell you is that Captain America knows what he’s
doing. He has battle-tested Avengers with him and he feels that the team he put together gives
him the best chance for victory,” Wasp replied and smiled weakly.

“Jan, I never left the room,” said Photon and the Wasp blinked. “I became invisible and sent a
hologram of myself outside with the others. I know the Vision is behind the attack on Wakanda.
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I don’t think it’s right that Captain America is keeping the others out of action for personal
reasons.”

“I don’t think it was right that you eavesdropped on a conversation that you were specifically
asked to remove yourself from, Photon,” said the Wasp and even though Photon met her steely
gaze, she continued.

“Captain America knows what he’s doing. I trust him completely and if you want to stay on the
Avengers I suggest you do the same. This conversation is over.”

“Yes sir,” said Photon and walked out. Wasp looked after her for a long time.

The Quinjet arced out over the ocean on a direct course for the island nation of Wakanda. The
Avengers within sat silently and made no attempt to start any conversations. Each was caught up
with their own thoughts and feelings.

Wanda...
She had been with Simon when the call had come in for the Avengers to assemble at the
mansion. Simon had been badgering her for a while to see the gypsy exhibit at the Natural
History Museum in New York*. Wanda had been avoiding the idea for quite some time, but
Simon had been so persistent that eventually she had relented.

[* See Avengers #8 - David]

The Natural History Museum had gone through quite a bit as of late. The renovations after the
quakes that had occurred on Earth* and the battle between Spider-Man, Doctor Octopus and the
Collector** had taken its toll.

[* See Avengers #8-10 - David]
[** See Amazing Spider-Man #14-16]

Still, the museum had struggled mightily to stay open throughout the adversity and the exhibit
was beautiful. Wanda had passed from display to display like a small child. Simon seemed
pleased that she was happy, but she could tell that something was bothering him. Every time she
looked at him his eyes would become troubled, no matter how hard he tried to hide it with his
smile.

His smile was beautiful though. His body, the way he moved, made love to her. It was while she
was looking at him and pasting a matching smile on her own face that she realized that all they
really had was a physical attraction. Their friendship was strong, to be sure, but was there love?
She really didn’t think so.

They had been distant the entire day at the museum and then when the beacon had sounded
Wanda had grabbed for her communi-card immediately, hoping for any respite from having to
actually talk to Simon about how she felt. She didn’t want to hurt him. The distress was a relief.
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But now she thought that she would have bore any discomfort she might have felt at the museum
if only it wasn’t the Vision they were flying into battle against. He had spoken directly to her in
the communication. He had called her by name. She still loved him. She always had. Why did
things have to be so hard?

Hawkeye...
This was so stupid. Hawkeye could see Wanda and Simon and Cap and Hank fretting like little
kids from his seat. Iron Man was the only other one besides himself that seemed to be cool with
going to Wakanda and doing whatever it took to assure the people would be safe from anything
there.

Even the Vision.

Cap sat in the right side passenger seat next to Iron Man who was piloting the Quinjet and
Hawkeye watched him carefully. It wouldn’t be long until they would arrive at their destination.
If there was any hesitation on their part, the entire team could be wiped out. These baby
emotions were a detriment to the mission.

Vision had been an enemy of the Avengers on more than one occasion. Even though Hawkeye
had grown to trust the android, was even able to call him his friend, if Vizh - (don’t call him that,
he’s the Vision now, nothing more) - tried to hurt Wanda or any of the other Avengers, he’d find
himself on the receiving end of an arrow custom-made to turn android entrails into Christmas
lights.

Wonder Man...
Wanda hadn’t even glanced over at him during the past hour they had been sitting on the Quinjet.
Once he had reached a hand out and put it on her shoulder. She’d accepted it readily enough, but
made no other move. No comforting hand on top of his. Not even a head nod of appreciation that
he was thinking about her. He supposed he was being selfish, but how was he supposed to react?

The Vision was his brother. He was sleeping with his brother’s ex-wife. Now his brother had
turned on the only family he had ever truly known. Was it his fault? Did he drive Vision to this?
If that was so, how could he stay with Wanda? Wonder Man had no answers, so he stared at the
beautiful woman sitting one seat in front of him and tried to push the questions from his mind.

Hank Pym...
Hank Pym looked out the window of the Quinjet at the waters below and thought of all the
conversations and training exercises with the Vision. He thought of all the times he’d been doing
research with the Vision in the Avengers lab.

The Vision was his grandson, in a way. He had never had children with Jan (something he often
regretted). He had created Ultron and Ultron thought that Hank was his father. Ultron had
created the Vision, and even though Hank tried not to think of Ultron as his son, he had never
had a problem with thinking of Vision as his grandson.
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Now the Vision seemed to be turning the same way that Ultron had always gone. It was
frustrating because Ultron had always seemed like a failure in Hank’s eyes. Ultron had seemed
so much like a failure that when Vision had been brought into the circle of Avengers, Hank had
tried with all of his might to make him feel welcome. The Vision was his second chance. If the
Vision had turned on the Avengers, if the Avengers had failed the Vision, then hadn’t Hank
failed him too?

“Brace yourselves,” said Iron Man suddenly and Hank was ripped from his thoughts as the
Quinjet rocked upwards with tremendous force. Iron Man fought the controls and Captain
America’s hands danced lightly across the keys at his own station, trying to give support.

“Well, seems like we’ve arrived in Wakandan airspace,” Hawkeye muttered and clenched his
teeth.

“I’ve triangulated the spot where the blast was fired. The sensors are picking up a dual solar
energy signature,” Iron Man said and all of the Avengers paused momentarily.

“The Vision,” said Captain America. “Take us down, Tony. Center us on the spot where the blast
originated. Avengers, get ready.”

The Quinjet slipped down through the atmosphere. Iron Man rushed the decent to throw off any
additional fire, but it never came. The Avengers’ hearts rushed to their throats at the speedy
downfall and the landing was rough. With a quick press of a button, the Quinjet doors opened
and the Avengers piled out.

Then there was the fire.

For a single instant the Wakandan jungle was quiet all around them, and then the dense brush all
around them erupted into flame. The Avengers were standing in a small clearing, but the fire had
them trapped within it.

“Back to the Quinjet,” commanded Captain America.

“Cap--” said Hawkeye.

“Not now, Hawkeye. We’ve got to get out of here and regroup. We’re sitting ducks in this
inferno.”

“You don’t know the half of it, imposter,” said a voice and for a moment the others looked at
Captain America in wonder. It was his voice that had spoken. The Avengers turned towards the
sound of it and stood silent and shocked at what they saw.

The Avengers slipped through the blaze of fire all around them. Captain America, Thor, Iron
Man, Giant Man, Wasp, Hawkeye and Quicksilver. The Avengers looked into mirror images of
past incarnations of themselves and faltered, if but for a moment.
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It was enough.

The Quicksilver imposter raced forward and drove his fists hard into Captain America’s face.
Iron Man fired at him but his shot was slow and missed completely. A hammer struck him in the
chest and sent Iron Man flying back into the Quinjet.

“Hold, foul villains! Thou hast annoyed the mighty God of Thunder but he shall smite thee as
easily as gnats before the storm!” said the Thor imposter as he retrieved his hammer.

The Scarlet Witch put her hands to the ground and focused her mind. The earth beneath the faux-
Avengers erupted upwards and sent them all flying.

“Good work, Witchie,” said Hawkeye and fired an arrow at the largest target, the ersatz-Giant
Man. His arrow raced for Giant Man’s head, but was deflected by another arrow before it
connected.

“You got some skills, imposter. But you ain’t the real deal Holyfield,” said the faux-Hawkeye as
he fired a blast arrow that hit at the feet of Hank Pym and sent him flying.

“Ugh, don’t tell me I actually talk like that,” said Hawkeye as he nocked another arrow.

“No, the real Hawkeye does,” said the Wasp imposter as she blasted at Hawkeye with her wasp-
sting blast. Suddenly a flash of dark black crossed in front of Hawkeye’s eyes and he was sent
flying.

“Are you all right, archer?” asked a familiar voice and Hawkeye peered up into the eyes of the
Black Panther.

“I am now, kitty-cat. Let’s show these guys what happens when you mess with the Avengers!”

“No,” yelled a voice from behind and Iron Man came rocketing past all the Avengers. He
focused his repulsors at the ground where the faux-Avengers were and sent most of them flying.

“We came here for the Vision, not his toys,” said Iron Man in a voice dripping with anger.

“You have come in vain then, golden one,” said the Thor imposter as he slammed his hammer on
the ground. The shockwave scattered the Avengers and Iron Man fired at him.

A shield came flying through the air and blocked Iron Man’s repulsor blast. Iron Man cursed
under his breath as Wonder Man rose up to fly next to him.

“Let’s finish this Iron Man. These guys are really starting to tick me off,” Wonder Man said and
Iron Man nodded. He could see the other Avengers picking themselves up. If he could push into
the fake Avengers the others would follow his lead and they could win.
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“Wait, what are they doing?” said Simon and Iron Man looked back to the psuedo-Avengers.
They were leaving back through the burning jungle. Iron Man could see that some of them were
still partly flesh and knew they had to be getting burned. What had the Vision done to them?

“Iron Man, Wonder Man, get down here now!” shouted the commanding tone of Captain
America and Iron Man followed Simon to the ground. The Avengers had gathered themselves
and Captain America was visibly upset.

“Iron Man, cut a path through the fire in the direction those imposters went. We’ll follow them,
defeat them and then we’ll find out where the Vision is,” Captain America commanded and Iron
Man slipped the irises open on his palms to do exactly that.

“No, we must flee,” said the Black Panther suddenly and all the Avengers turned to look at him.

“T’challa…what?” Hank Pym asked but the Black Panther ignored him and continued to speak.

“There is a bomb. I can barely sense it above the scent of the flames. We must get out of here
quickly before…”

But then there was no more, as the jungle erupted into a pillar of fire.

The Vision watched as his Avengers battled the true Avengers. He watched as the battle turned
towards one side and then the other. He was in constant communication with his men. Even
though the battle was going well, he knew that the Avengers were resourceful and that eventually
they would find a way to win. They always had.

So he commanded his men to retreat and then armed the bomb lying beneath the battleground.
He had thought it hidden from even the Black Panther’s superior senses, but the Black Panther
was a clever adversary and a very skillful man.

“But just a man,” said the Vision silently to himself.

There was a rustling at his back and the robotic Scarlet Witch stepped into view. They were
together in one of the strongholds of the Black Panther. Together they had watched as the battle
progressed. Together they had watched as the Vision had pressed the button that had erupted
beneath the feet of the mighty Avengers. Together they had watched the end of Earth’s mightiest
super-heroes.

“Congratulations, my dearest. You have finally had your revenge,” said the Scarlet Witch robot.
She stroked the neck of the Vision but he paid her no heed and she soon stopped and stepped
away.

“And finally that damn flesh-witch is gone forever,” she said under her breath and the Vision
stiffened. He turned towards her and leapt from the chair he was sitting in. His face tore into a
mask of rage as he struck at the Scarlet Witch with all his might. She flew into the wall and lay
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unmoving at his feet. He was upon her in an instant. But his face had changed once more. The
rage was gone.

“I am sorry. I...do not know what overcame me. I apologize,” said the Vision and the Scarlet
Witch robot took his hand with her own and brought it to her face.

“It is my fault, beloved. I should never have spoken out of turn. Please forgive me. I thank you
for not doing more. It is what I deserved,”

The Vision looked down at the Scarlet Witch robot as she stroked his hand and pleaded to him,
as images of fire and death blazed at his back.

TO BE CONTINUED IN AVENGERS #12
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Issue #12
The Puppet Show

VISIONS OF THE FUTURE, Episode Two
By Mike Exner III (Script) and Will Short (Plot)

Wakanda

Hawkeye opened his eyes, his sight blurry at best. The last thing he'd seen was an inferno in the
jungle of Wakanda. As Iron Man tried to fly him out of there, Clint had received a burn all along
his right forearm. That would explain the rawness he felt there.

Wanda had done her best to protect them. But the smoke, or likely the gas, was too much. They
fell not far from the blaze. Someone must have taken them. Or something. Clint blinked the
remaining blurriness out of his eyes. He couldn't move his hands to rub it, or to do anything else.
Pain went up his arm as he flexed it against his chair's armrest. That'd take a week to get used to,
at least, assuming he had that time.

...Wait. Armrest?

Hawkeye looked on either side of his latched wrists and saw others. To his left was Iron Man.
Clint wasn't sure because of the armor, but he thought the old rustbucket was still out. On the
right was Simon Williams, Wonder Man. Of course he was awake already. "Williams?" He said
quietly. Simon shot his look over from behind his red glasses.

"Finally," was all he said. Hawkeye snorted.

"Sorry t'keep you waiting. I'll be sure to bring along my ion shots next time..." That reminded
him to check his back. No bow, no quiver. "Where the hell are we?"

Wonder Man breathed in, out deeply. "I don't know. I'm pretty sure we haven't left Wakanda,
though." That was hard to believe for Clint, as he looked around the room. It was more like an
amphitheater, stadium seating for at least one hundred and dimmed lights. Down at the front was
a red curtain, closed. Hardly a jungle kingdom.

Hawkeye sunk further into the chair. "Nice. I think Vizh's been watching Bond flicks in his spare
time." He felt Simon's glowing red eyes on him and sunk even further. "...Sorry. That's just how I
deal, okay? You know that. And there's a lot to deal with right now." Simon nodded.

"I know. For all of us."

"Aughhh..." The voice came from further down the row. Both men looked past Iron Man and
saw the Scarlet Witch coming to. It sounded painful. "What -- What..."
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"You alright, Wanda?" Hawkeye asked, and she leaned forward cautiously to see him. In the
process, she noticed the unconscious Captain America, Black Panther, and Iron Man separating
them.

"I'm fine," she said and saw Simon behind Hawkeye. Out of all the people who could have
woken up first...She avoided his eyes, just like he did, and they both pulled back. Hawkeye
notice and did the same.

"Great. She's fine, I'm fine...We're all just fine." Seconds passed without a word. "Hey Williams,
you haven't, uh...Tried to break out of those yet, have you?" He eyed the metal holding Wonder
Man's arms to their rest. Simon looked down his nose at him.

"Clint." Hawkeye smiled at him hopefully, almost boyishly. Simon just looked ahead. "Yes, I've
tried. No luck."

"The latches are made of a vibranium alloy," said a new voice, confident and regal. The Black
Panther had joined the waking. He made fists with both hands, flexing his forearm muscles until
they hurt in their confinement. His legs, just as much weapons, were latched as well. "They won't
be broken."

"I can hex them off, if--" Wanda wiggled her fingers in her own direction and focused. There
was a beeping noise, but nothing else. It came from just below her ears, and reaching up, she felt
a hard ring around her neck. "Negation collar," She uttered, with a hint of fear. Wanda had heard
of them being used on mutant slaves...She had never even seen one before. She shivered.

"What about your magic?" Hawkeye asked. "That wouldn't be affected, would it?" Wanda
thought about it briefly.

"It shouldn't be," she said. She drew on something deeper than her natural gifts, from another
plane of existence. The power bubbled in her fingertips and she expected relief. It sizzled out
before it even left her body. She arched her thin eyebrows, because this...This was looking worse
by the moment.

"And yet it is," said Black Panther. He studied the latchets around her thin wrists and looked
back up. "Magic is affected by cold iron, is it not?" It certainly felt cold, but...

"...I remember something like that. But you said they were made of vibranium?"

"It can be mixed with other substances in various forms." Wanda couldn't remember the last time
anything but herself limited her magic. "In fact, all the metal here appears to be at least
vibranium-based."

"You can tell just by looking?" Hawkeye said.

"Men come to Wakanda to take our natural treasure," the king said. "Not for its beauty. I can
tell."
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A sound came from behind Iron Man's faceplate, not from his mouthpiece like usual. His eyes
opened and darted around. He didn't move, otherwise. "Are we...In a theater?"

"Couldn't tell ya for sure," Hawkeye said. "But I'm glad you're up. Wanna blast us out of here?"

"Believe me, I plan on doing much more than that." He fell silent. Nothing happened. Noises of
strain came from his throat as he tried continually. He couldn't even move his fingers.

"If he is prepared for Wanda's magic, I'm sure he is prepared for you," Panther said. Tony Stark
nodded inside of his armor, which felt heavier than ever. "All of us." It took a moment for Stark
to remember who 'he' was. Oh yes: The Vision. Former friend, and most recently, their captor.
He exhaled through his nose loudly.

"My suit's power has been cut off." He sounded less than pleased. "No one can do that except
me." It felt like a violation, for a number of reasons.

"...D-Man..."

"Cap," Simon said. They all felt a relief. Even trapped like this, demeaned, he was hope.

"Cap, wake up. We need you." Sky blue eyes fluttered open and, finally, Captain America was
awake. Once there, he realized it was a situation all too familiar. This part of it.

"...Is this everyone?" No shield on his back to separate him from the chair, but he was prepared.
The Captain looked to both sides. "Where's Hank? I don't see him."

"My 'grandfather' is unaccounted for." The voice came from the front of the auditorium and
echoed. When they looked, no one was there, but in the space at the center something was
coming out of the floor -- Or maybe it was the floor. They weren't sure. Even Tony Stark's jaw
dropped.

It sprouted, a viscous metal, making squelches as it grew. First legs, which had to be popped off
the ground. Then a torso, arms... and a face. The color came in, and the eyes. His eyes. "No
matter," Said the Vision. His cloak covered his body. "Although it's a shame he'll have to miss
the show." That wasn't his usual entrance. That was something new.

"Vizh..." Hawkeye knew no one else would do it. "C'mon, buddy. You're freaking everyone out
here. Whatever's bugging you--" He paused and made a quizzical expression. "Waitaminute.
'Show'?" Vision smiled as the crimson curtains behind him began to open.

"Yes. The puppet show."

The Jungle
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The world came back to Hank Pym as if filtered through a greased piece of glass. His mind felt
muddled. A thick haze hung over his vision. His head pounded with a sickeningly rhythmic beat.
Pym tried to raise his fingers to rub at his throbbing temples but found that his limbs would not
respond. It was as if his arms were weighed down with great slabs of concrete.

Pym blinked rapidly and struggled to clear his vision. The haze did not vanish completely but it
did diminish and Pym became cognizant of the fact that he was still in the lush underbelly of the
jungle. The haze hindering his vision wasn’t simply his eyes struggling to adjust to their
surroundings, but the simple dampness of the jungle causing mist to float through the air before
him.

Hank closed his eyes and thought back to the last thing he remembered before waking. The
Avengers had been battling a contingent of pseudo-Avengers that had obviously been created by
the Vision. Tribal warriors of Wakanda fitted with cybernetic implants that made them as
formidable as any of the true Avengers.

“What happened to you, Vision? Where did we go wrong?” said Hank through clenched teeth as
he strained his muscles and felt the blood begin to flow through his limbs. Sharp tingles wracked
his entire body as Hank wrenched himself to his feet. He looked to his left and then to his right
and could see nothing but dense foliage in every direction. The leaves seemed huge… larger than
any wild flora he had ever observed before…

“Hank Pym, you blithering idiot,” said Hank as he popped a small capsule into his mouth. Hank
still marveled at the sensation the Pym particles generated every time he used them. Within an
instant Pym shot up to his true height of six feet and left the jungle shrubbery he had been lying
in under his feet.

His memory came back to him in a flash as his body recovered from its long hours of
immobility. After the faux-Avengers had fled the scene of the battle, the Black Panther had
sensed an explosive device of some kind. Hank was familiar with the Scarlet Witch and her
powers, and when he saw her motion with her hands to hex the Avengers clear of the blast, Hank
had shrunken down to better accommodate the strain Wanda was going through. Iron Man and
Wonder Man had both moved in front of the other Avengers to shield them as best they could,
but the kinetic energy of the explosion had taken a ride along with them. All of the Avengers had
been rendered unconscious by the remaining flare of energy from the blast, Hank was sure of
that. The only question was… where were they now?

Hank looked around once more and noticed tracks leading off through the jungle. In certain areas
there were only depressions in the earth to mark the passage of footfalls. But in others there were
significant grooves in the damp mud of the jungle.

“Iron Man too heavy for you to carry, I’d wager,” said Hank as the picture in his head began to
come together. Vision had obviously set up the battle with the faux-Avengers to bait the
Avengers into a trap. After the explosion the altered tribal warriors had no doubt come to take
the Avengers to their master.
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“But you didn’t find me… because I shrunk before the blast knocked us out,” said Hank and then
paused as the snapping of a twig sounded off somewhere in the jungle.

“No more time to waste, Pym. You can’t take these guys on your own. Find the Quinjet. Fly
home. Get help. Simple,” said Pym as he moved in a tight circle. He knew Wanda didn’t have
enough time to cast a complicated spell. There was no way she could have hexed the Avengers
far from the blast area. But the jungle was too dense to see anything but… well, jungle.

“Terrific,” said Hank as he kicked at the muddy earth beneath him. “How the hell am I supposed
to… wait… wait just a minute.”

Hank looked up and smiled. “I thought it was a bit dark for the middle of the afternoon.”

Smoke curled through the air above his head and Hank knew that it originated from the blast. If
the Quinjet had survived the blast with only a minimum of damage, Hank could pilot it all the
way back to New York. Hank began to move in the direction of the smoke when a voice echoed
through the trees in front of him.

“Stop there, imposter,” said the voice and Hank groaned. He knew it had to be the pseudo-
Avengers that had battled his team earlier in the day. He could pop another Pym pill and shrink
before they came into view. But there was no way he could reach the Quinjet anytime before
next week at that size.

“Hold, foul villain… the Mighty Thor commands thee!” said a powerful voice from above and
Hank Pym looked up just in time to dodge to the side as the faux-Thor’s hammer slammed into
the ground where he had stood only moments before.

The ground shook violently and a huge mass of dirt and debris scattered throughout the air. Hank
shielded his eyes from the offensive fragments and when the dust had cleared, he lowered his
arms to his sides.

“I don’t suppose you guys would take a rain-check on this fight… would you?” said Hank as the
tribal-Avengers slipped from the depths of the jungle and began to approach.

The Theater

The stage was set. Through the rectangular window, they studied the props. Everything must
have been meticulously chosen or made for accuracy -- It looked like the interior of Avengers
Mansion. Exactly like it.

"'Unnamed Tragedy'. Scene One," Vision announced, seating himself a few rows in front of the
others. He clapped once. "Begin." Before another word could be spoken, the lights dimmed all
the way, and the show began.

Entering the stage was the Scarlet Witch, or rather, the robot playing her. She was very lifelike
and wandered onto the stage in artificial tears.
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Wanda.
Oh! My pain! It does drag me low, so low.
The terrors of love and life take so much:
My wed's injuries force distance to grow,
Spurns me mind and body, to die as such.
Oh! My dear Vision has left me alone.
Is there another who could take his place?
"It would be I who tries," said a bodiless voice. Onto the stage came another robot, resembling
Wonder Man, clunking around jerkily. The audience recognized him as the one they had seen
before*, but his use had changed since then. He was a perversion strung along by the mind of
Vision; laughable in his attempts, if this had been a laughable situation.

[Vision's robotic Avengers were last seen in M2K's AVENGERS #7.]
Simon.
I, who denied Death to return to life
For you. The power of our love did call.
[SCARLET WITCH spins into SIMON'S arms.]

Wanda.
Yes! You, to whom I called amidst the strife,
For it's you whom I lust for most of all.
A body of flesh vulner'ble to knife
Handsome, human: Not one of his downfalls.
The Vision's replacement you must be, sir:
I find my cares for him fading away,
And leaving a want for only you, sir.
In memory, dead will my husband stay.

Curtains closed on the robots' embrace. Vision didn't move in the darkness. Wanda felt the blood
rising to her skin. "That isn't how it was," she declared. Once she thought this problem solved.
Obviously, things had changed. Simon squeezed his fists together hard. Nothing was budging --
Yet.

"No," said Vision, still not looking back. "There was much, much more than that. Scene Two."
Clap. "Begin." The curtains revealed the same set, empty this time. Simon and Iron Man watched
distorted reflections of themselves walk onstage with varying degrees of success. The Iron-bot
fell once, raising a stifled laugh out of Vision. Tony felt hot in his armor, the air conditioning
long failed. He wasn't laughing.

Simon.
My woman, she lies with the best of them,
Something her fake man could never do well.
Yet still she trembles at the thought of him
Because a fire burns. One I should quell.
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Stark.
Strike him! Haha! Beat him down like a slave!
'Tis all he ever could have been to us.
Let him not steal, returned, what she has gave:
Such gifts, the love your sweet succubus.

Simon.
What do you know of my Wanda's gifts, sir?
I'll not take such talk from princes who stunk.

Stark.
Forgive me, Simon, I do not know her.
I admit, I have become more than drunk.
Thus, at this hour, I have lost all sense,
My jests are on equal ground with wasp stings.
And still, these flaws make me no less a prince.
Drink is a great provoker of three things.

Simon.
What three things does drink especially provoke?

Stark.
Clumsiness, sir, sleep, and urine. Lechery, though, it provokes and unprovokes; it provokes the
desire, but it takes away from the performance.

"Let me out of this chair, Vision," Tony said. A tiny fleck of spittle shot from his flexed lips to
the inside of his faceplate. "Just let me out, turn this suit on, and I'll show you what ymmfff--!"
The metal of the chair had flexed a tendril up into his mask and shaped a cool caress across his
mouth. Vision hushed him without ever looking back.

[They laugh. Enter STEVE.]

Steve.
My friends, my countrymen! Lend sympathy
To your Captain. My worth, I fear, is lost!
My rank and ego have shrunk, you agree,
And all that was normal to me is tossed!
Woe for I, who can be no longer fit
To lead an army who can lead itself.

Stark.
Then I will take your position. Take it!
Under Stark, worries are stocked on the shelf.

[Enter HENRY, dismayed.]
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Henry.
Forget your inner troubles for the hour:
Vision himself stands outside, looking sour!

Simon (charging).
For Wanda's honor!

They watched quietly, left with little other choice. T'Challa cared less for the show than thoughts
of his people, but he couldn't help noticing the statuesque quality of Captain America's face, nor
the pinkish hue of Wanda's skin. He had fought many years with the Avengers, spread from their
earliest days to recent times. Never like this.

A scene change occurred instantly, the entire set molding itself into a version of the grounds
surrounding Avengers Mansion. The Vision remained silent during this. From the floor was born
another metal thing, a Vision again, his twin. He rose into the air and began battle with the
Wonder Robot. Watching, all Simon found himself capable of was imagining himself in his
twin's place, and the same for the Vision. His eyes glowed blood crimson.

And Hawkeye sat with bad posture, dreading the time he might be poked fun at -- Wondering the
whole time just where Hank was, and how the Hell he got so lucky to not have to endure this.

The Jungle

Quicksilver - or the tribesman meant to impersonate him - was the first of the faux-Avengers to
make a move. Hank Pym knew he had no chance against seven adversaries. Three or maybe even
four he could handle. But seven enemies all with the powers of the World’s Mightiest Heroes
were too much for a simple scientist with the power to grow and shrink.

What are you whining for, Henry? Take them!

Hank wasn’t sure where the voice came from, but as Hank watched Quicksilver increase his
speed and begin to race towards him… Hank decided he wasn’t going down without a fight. Pym
backed against a large tree and watched as Quicksilver zipped ever closer. Hank popped a
shrinking pill into his mouth and immediately shrunk down and out of sight.

Quicksilver was moving at a tremendous speed and although the tribesman had the speed of
Quicksilver, he had not mastered his reflexes. The faux-Quicksilver lanced his fists out and
slammed them into the hard and unforgiving bark of the tree where Hank had been moments ago.
There was the snap of bones as the fingers of the tribesman shattered beneath the intense
pressure.

Quicksilver screamed and backpedaled away from the tree as Hank Pym watched from his
concealment behind a blade of grass. The tribesman faltered and fell to the ground. The faux-
Hawkeye moved quickly to the tribal-Quicksilver’s side and frowned.
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“He’s passed out. That imposter tricked him!” said Hawkeye and Hank Pym made his move. He
darted from the blade of grass and moved near the ear of the downed pseudo-Quicksilver. Hank
reached into his pocket and popped another Pym pill.

“Eat this,” said Hank as he shot to ten feet. As Hank grew he swung with his fist and connected
squarely with Hawkeye’s jaw. The faux-Hawkeye flew backwards through the air and crashed
into the foliage and out of sight.

“Brother Hawkeye has been attacked,” boomed the voice of Thor and Hank turned to the voice
just in time to duck under the twin shots of the faux-Iron Man’s repulsor blasts.

“Think, Henry… think!” said Hank to himself as Captain America’s shield whizzed by his face.
Twin slivers of lightning shot into his oversized back and Hank grunted in pain.

“I’d know those stings anywhere,” said Hank and then whirled around to face the tribal woman
playing the role of the Wasp.

“You don’t know me… you’re not my husband,” screeched the woman and then Hank felt a
shadow pass over him. The faux-Giant Man had moved behind him to attack while the Wasp
distracted him.

“Clever,” said Hank as he moved to the side. The Giant Man tribesman had grown to twenty-five
feet and slammed his fists down towards Hank. The blow missed and the shockwave lifted the
pseudo-Wasp from her feet. “But not clever enough.”

Hank popped another pill and shot up to twenty-five feet. He lanced out a leg and tripped the
faux-Giant Man who fell heavily in the mud. “The bigger they are… the harder they fall, my
friend.”

Hank raised one gigantic boot-clad foot and brought it down on his tribal counterpart. The ersatz-
Giant Man twitched once and then grew still, shrinking down to his regular size. Hank smiled.

“Four down… three to…” said Hank but was interrupted as the pseudo-Captain America’s shield
crashed into the back of his leg. Hank’s knee bent involuntarily and he was staggered. The faux-
Iron Man rose above him and blasted him full force in the chest with his repulsors.

Hank crashed to the ground and felt more than heard the steps of another enemy approaching.
Hank opened his eyes and saw the faux-Thor hovering over him with his hammer held tightly
over his head.

“Have… at… thee!” said Thor and then brought the hammer down straight for Hank’s face.
Hank was barely able to twist out of the way. The hammer grazed his ear and Hank felt and
heard the flesh tear away as the hammer passed.
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Hank struggled to his feet as the tremors from the hammer staggered the remaining tribal-
Avengers. His ear was bleeding freely and he knew he had no chance to take the rest of his
adversaries. Despite the fact that these weren’t the real Avengers… they were still the Big Three.

“I know I’m going to regret this,” said Hank and reached into one of his pouches. A number of
growth pills spilled into his over-sized hand and he stuffed them all into his mouth. Hank felt the
shockwave from Thor’s hammer diminish, but the tremors didn’t stop for him. His entire body
quaked and shuddered as he shot up to well over fifty feet. From his vantage point Hank could
clearly see the shining hull of the Quinjet in the burned clearing of the jungle below.

“He’s trying to escape!” shouted the commanding tone of the faux-Captain America and Hank
marveled at the resemblance the voice held to the true Captain America’s voice. It was almost as
if he were fighting the real Avengers. Hank took a single step and he was in the smoldering
clearing. The pseudo-Thor and Iron Man would be upon him in instants. Hank gathered a
number of shrinking pills into his hand and again shoveled them down his throat.

The tremors shook him violently and his insides screamed as Hank reduced to his natural size.
Hank stumbled and fell to his knees as a violent pounding overtook his head. His entire body was
exhausted and covered in sweat. But he had to get to the Quinjet. He was the only chance that he
or the other Avengers had for survival.

Hank staggered up the ramp of the Quinjet and stumbled to the cockpit. He could hear the
thrusters of the faux-Iron Man and thought he could hear the whistling cry of displaced air from
the swinging of the pseudo-Thor’s hammer. They were both growing closer by the minute.

Hank manipulated the controls of the Quinjet and the engines hummed to life. Hank fired the
boosters and the Quinjet jolted into the air. Hank pushed the thrusters to the max and yanked up
hard on the controls. There was no time for pleasantries. The Quinjet screamed into the air and
raced for the open sky.

“He is fleeing,” said the faux-Thor as he landed in the burned clearing. The pseudo-Iron Man
charged his repulsors for a shot at the Quinjet but a restraining hand on his shoulder held him
back.

“Let him go,” said the ersatz-Captain America. “He runs like the coward he is. There is nothing
the imposter Hank Pym can do for his band of pretenders now. Our brethren need our aid, Iron
Man… and the master will want our report. Come.”

The tribal-Iron Man charged down his repulsors as the fleeing Quinjet became nothing more but
a glint in the sky. Captain America turned and disappeared into the jungle depths… soon the
other faux-Avengers moved to follow.

The Theater

Scene 5. Enter VISION.
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Vision.
Ho! The sounds of battle have faded now,
Leaving silence enough to hear my heart,
The cringing tear of metal as it breaks.
Not for thee, Wanda, but for thy whole race.
For, though I'm glad to be not of thy kind,
I fear you may never be part of mine.
Such vice and ignorance may be thy way,
Thy people absent from their own black hearts.
Distrust me, if you must: I take no shame.
One shan't crave it any longer from you,
The fleshy plague of Gaea: The Humans.
I shall be thy puppet no longer, and
You may soon know a fraction of my pain.
The sounds of battle have faded for now,
But their return is my promise to you.

[Exeunt.]

It ended as it began -- The Vision, clapping. He gave his creations a standing ovation, for which
he willed them to bow. They were then dismissed, Vision's twin returning to the ground he came
from, the others clanking offstage, except for the Scarlet Witch. She approached him in the
theater. The Avengers watched them kiss passionately. Wanda's eyes wouldn't stay open, and she
felt her own warm skin. Simon flashed a glance at her. But no one spoke.

"Well?" Vision faced them for the first time, breaking the embrace with his Witch. She stood
behind him mostly. "What did you think?" They stared back, speechless. He frowned. "Someone
must have something to say."

"Uh, yeah...Over here." Hawkeye would have raised his hand if he could. Then again, he'd have
done a lot of things differently. "Okay: First, you're a nutjob. I mean, you were an Avenger and a
friend and all, but now you're just a nutjob. And second -- Why did my guy sound so stupid,
huh?" The Vision blinked, then looked to the rest of them.

"Anyone else?"

Simon spoke up. "How about this? I think it was melodramatic and unoriginal. I think you stole
too much from 'Macbeth' and told a predictable, one-sided story, about the outsider who was
ousted unfairly." He could feel all eyes on him, including Wanda's. "I'm an actor," He said, "not
just a bimbo. I know my Shakespeare, at least. And you ousted yourself, Vision--"

"That will be enough," Vision said. Simon leaned forward as much as his constraints would
allow.

"I wasn't done. We never did any of those things to you -- Not on purpose. Is that how you really
saw it? The humans leaving out the poor robot?"
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"You couldn't understand how I really see it. I didn't either, until Ultron improved my design*.
He allowed me sanity. He opened my eyes -- To art, to the world. And to the fact that I was a
machine trying to be human, when rightfully you should want to be like me. And soon you will
be."

[*Ultron tampered with Vision's inner workings in M2K's AVENGERS #4.]
Captain America's voice hushed the room. "This is sick. How will we be like you?"

The Scarlet Witch robot clung close behind her master and peered over his shoulder at the man
who spoke. She followed the seats down to that flesh witch. That--

"You've encountered my... homages to you? My Avengers." The Captain made a face. "Yes.
They are mine, and when you are as well, humanity is not far behind. The Avengers assimilate
the Fantastic Four, the Defenders...Who could help but fold under that power? It is a power I will
hold. And the world will be ruled by perfection."

It couldn't be seen because of his mask, but a vein had quietly formed on T'Challa's forehead.
"You raped their bodies...My friends and people. Where are the rest of them?"

"Oh...Some dead. Some alive, but wishing they weren't. You're all starting to look the same to
me, even the people of your beautiful land."

"Why Wakanda?" The question had been burning his mind since he arrived home*. Perhaps this
could have been prevented if he had been home. Or perhaps not.

[*Black Panther returned to Wakanda last issue after the events of M2K's MARVEL KNIGHTS
mini-series.]
Vision smiled. "You said yourself before, your country is only visited for its vibranium. I made
my own improvements once Ultron enlightened me." His surface became shinier... until it was a
metallic hue. "I am now eighty percent liquid vibranium. This entire land is rich with my very
own power source. From here I can control any," and he eyed Tony Stark, forced into silence,
"and all machinery. As will be the case with you."

"You..." No one was expecting to hear anything but the Vision's confident voice. Simon began
hoarsely. "You think that you are perfection? You? You stole half your play from someone else.
I can't think of anything more human."

"Watch it, Simon," Captain America said. Vision raised his hand, and Simon half expected to
feel a metal muzzle, or worse.

"Let him speak."

"...And your plan. What are you doing differently that any other idiot you fought on this team?
Take over the world. We've heard it a million times! It's human. You still want to be like us."
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"Shut up!" Like a pet, Vision's lover held onto him while yelling. "Just shut up! He is more than
any of you can ever dream to be!" Simon let a smirk cross his lips.

"Prove it."

For the first time since they'd arrived, Wanda purposefully looked down the row at him.
"Simon," she said, almost to where he couldn't here. "Simon, no..." but he continued, never
lifting his glare from Vision.

"Let me up right now and prove it. Show me just how damn perfect you are. Show us all."
Captain America struggled in his seat.

"Simon, for God's sake, stop--"

Ching-ching, ching-ching. The latchets that had held Wonder Man fell to the side. He stood, felt
his wrists, and then looked up. There was the Vision, watching him. So this was it: Time for the
truth. The Witch-bot backed away slowly. There were no words that could start it -- It just
happened. Simon felt the yell begin deep down inside and, launching into the air, muscles and
sinew turning to ionic energy, he let it all out at once. It stopped just as quickly.

Simon had hit something, something that was hard at first and then covered him like glue. No,
more than covered him -- Smothered him. He could barely see, but his world had quickly
become liquid vibranium. He strained to breathe, to move, and just over it he could hear the
Vision. His voice was distant.

"You were always a puppet, Simon."

Avengers Mansion

“If this is what it means to be an Avenger… I can’t believe I waited this long to join the club,”
said Captain Marvel as he trudged up the front steps to Avengers Mansion. Photon, Firestar and
Justice followed closely behind and were all smiling as Jarvis opened the door for them.

“I take it the distress call wasn’t as serious as originally thought?” said Jarvis as the Avengers
approached. Captain Marvel paused and looked up at Jarvis with frustration evident on his face.

“I’m telling you, Jarv. We go to this movie premiere because the NYPD calls us in personally to
take out this guy robbing all the movie stars and producers and society types… it’s high profile
so I can dig it,” said Genis as he began to pace on the steps. “But then before we even get there
some random kid hero takes the bad guy out.* It’s enough to make a respectable super-hero and
cosmic savior want to retire.”

[*Bolt defeated the Eel at a NYC movie premiere in M2K's NEW WARRIORS #3.]
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“C’mon, Genis… it isn’t that bad. At least we got to schmooze with the famous people,” said
Justice and Captain Marvel turned around and glared at him. Before Genis could respond a
screeching peal filled the air and all the Avengers looked to the sky.

The Quinjet split the heavens and plummeted towards the ground. The Avengers rushed to the
landing pad as the Quinjet dropped out of sight. Captain Marvel and Photon arrived first and
watched as the Quinjet skidded to a halt and the rear bay-door opened. A single figure staggered
out and collapsed to the ground.

“Hank?” said Photon as she rushed to his side. Firestar and Justice landed beside Captain Marvel
as Photon cradled Hank’s head in her arms.

“The… Avengers… in trouble… Vision has taken over Wakanda… have to get back… have
to… save them…” said Hank, and then passed out.

Photon turned to look at the Avengers and the looks she saw there told her all she needed to
know. “Justice, tell Jarvis to keep the tea on the stove… we’re going to Wakanda.”

TO BE CONTINUED IN AVENGERS #13
NOTES FROM THE AUTHORS
Hold on -- An Avengers issue less than a month after its last release? And I actually wrote half of
it? Wow. I wouldn't have predicted that a month ago. I'm Will Short, and I'm having a great time.
You can thank Microsoft for that, as they're the ones that made making a table, and thus a
calender, and deeper still a fanfiction schedule, so easy in Word. That's a large part of why you're
seeing this issue so soon: I'm on a schedule.

A quick apology: I really am sorry for how distant I've been from fanfiction in general,
especially this title. Simply put, that wasn't the right time for me to be writing. Now is, for some
reason or another, and I've found my inspiration again. (By the way, thanks very much to
William Shakespeare for inspiration and some material this issue. If at some point you were
saying to yourlsef, "Where all 'dem purty words comin' from?", that was probably his fault.)

If you find notes similar to the above in other issues I put out soon, don't feel cheated: I do say it
to everyone, but I mean it for everyone, too.

Like my other main M2K title, Defenders, this has become a pure collaboration. Both Mike and I
plot as well as script each issue...Equally. Consider last issue, where I only plotted and Mike did
all the scripting, sort of a "fill-in" (a "fill-in" that happened to be picked as Editor's Choice the
week it came out). As it is, I'm back for this team-up until at very least issue #14 or 15. From
there, we'll see. All I can say is I'm having fun, I'm lucky to be teamed up with Mike, who's more
than proven his worth with his work on this title and his patience with me, and I'm very, very
glad (and surprised) that esteemed EiC, could-be conqueror, and self-styled god David Wheatley
didn't kick me off of this title in the...Oh, almost year or so I didn't write issues.

So join us next issue and rest assured that there will be a next issue. And soon. I now hand the
mic to my partner in crime, "Madman" Mike Exner III.
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Thanks, Will. Yep, there's no doubt that Avengers is back and better than ever. I'm really pleased
that Will has decided to resume his more active role in the fanfiction world and I guarantee the
fanfiction world will be the better for it. Like Will said, expect Avengers to come out on a much
more regular basis now that we're working together. I'm not going anywhere anytime soon and
neither is Will. Maybe I am a "madman", but with a little luck, maybe we can bring the Avengers
title here at M2K to the status it deserves... the showcase for the Earth's Mightiest Heroes, and
the premiere title at Marvel 2000!
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Issue #13
Civil War

VISIONS OF THE FUTURE, Episode Three
By Will Short

WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE:
The Vision, having taken the Avengers hostage after the alterations Ultron performed drove him
mad, displayed his contempt for humanity by acting out a twisted puppet show. While they
learned of his plans to turn humanity into mindless machines, Hank Pym fought a cybernetic
group of Wakandans and barely escaped with his life. Doing so, he retrieved the remaining
Avengers for a counter-strike.

Wakanda

All was good in the jungle, though it was becoming less a jungle each day. The humans slaved,
and the seven watched on with empty eyes, their machine-parts shining in the sun. Calm and still
in Vision’s country.

The seven walked through the village of vibranium huts and the converted – the citizens –
watched on with programmed awe. They shared one mind, free of true emotion, all of them. But
the seven were their Avengers, and they were special.

“Five o’clock perimeter check commencing,” the Wasp said, her dark chocolate skin exposed
readily to the sun. The rest was covered in gleaming vibranium and skimpy cloth.

Captain America responded, “Commence,” and she was off on paper-thin wings of metal. The
six went on.

They walked shoulder-to-shoulder – more of a march, in perfect unison. Even Quicksilver
sauntered at rhythm. This is what happened when things were peaceful: they marched.

Past each hut, where no converted man, woman, or child had anything to fear. They were one,
and obeyed all of the Vision’s laws and commands. Left alone, they were wind-up toys. The six
marched past a line of slaves, all-flesh and disgusting, carrying vibranium. Precious vibranium.
They marched on the beach, and they marched through the clearings, just to show that they were
there, and that they were the Avengers.

This is what happened when all was well, and all was – until the calm voice, or automation, of
the Wasp sounded through the mind.

Slave disturbance: northern mines, she announced. Assistance needed.

Assistance granted, Iron Man replied, sweating underneath his vibranium armor. He and Thor
took to the air headed north, with Quicksilver in tow, the implants in his legs getting him there at
the speed of sound.
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With a look, the Captain ordered help from Giant Man. The latter grew – no pain for expanding
his muscles, as pain no longer existed – to ten times his normal height and took the other into his
hand. It took mere steps to arrive there. The slaves looked like insects from above.

The Captain was lowered to the scene: a number of slaves had been freed by holdovers from
before the conversion. They offered little but their primitive weapons and irrational cries.

“Free!” one called. “We will be free even if it means killing you, old friends! King T’Challa
would spit in disgust at this sight.”

He aimed his gun and fired a spray of bullets into Thor’s chest. The dark god walked up easily,
projectiles sinking into him, and firmly took the weapon. He towered over the wild human.

“You are his toys – puppets. You are no longer Wakan—“

“Silence,” said Thor, and made sure it was so with a quick swipe of his fist.

It wasn’t a challenge, containing them – not for the Avengers. This is why they existed. Together
they easily stifled the rebellion, the slaves old and newly-acquired alike on their knees in a line.
The humans still working watched nervously from the corners of their eyes.

What do we do, sir? Captain America asked the mind. It responded:

Show them what happens when they don’t conform. Teach them a lesson – I’m busy with my
own.

Yes, sir.

It would be so, the seven knew.

The Captain went to the fiercest slave, one with wily eyes and blood on his shoulder. He looked
up at the Avenger standing before him.

“You...can’t do this...” said the slave. The Captain looked down at him with the closest thing to
disgust he was allowed. Metal-alloyed fingers gripped his vibranium shield tightly as he raised it
high. It cast a shadow on the man.

“We can. We will,” said the Captain, the ebony patches of skin exposed through his shabby
costume perspiring.

“You will break.”

The human bowed his head, closed his eyes, prepared...and nothing came. When he looked back
up, the Captain was the same, but looking at his own hand.
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His shield – it wouldn’t move.

“That’s enough,” said a young male voice. The seven, and the slaves, and the on looking citizens
turned – and there they were, exiting a still cooling Quinjet. Justice clenched his mind harder,
and the Captain’s shield bent.

He, Firestar, Captain Marvel, and Photon stood or hovered among the slaves. A blonde man
emerged among them, looking much in need of rest.

Hank Pym pulled a capsule from his belt. “Now it’s a fair fight.”

The slaves felt their rebellion surge again.

The Theater

“Are you through, Simon?”

Wonder Man peered up the hovering Vision and sucked in a shuddering breath.

“Never,” he said as he struggled to regain his feet. He nearly slipped on a loose piece of flooring
and found himself hunching in a crater the size of Thor’s bed. Dozens more were strewn
throughout the theater – each a testament to the Vision’s superior might.

The android was merciless.

“For once in your life, Simon – don’t be a fool.”

He snapped his fingers and one of the robots came shambling onto the stage. It wore an aged, red
and green version of Wonder Man’s original outfit and a jester’s hat with bells ringing and
tingling through the still air.

“A fool,” said the Vision, “a court jester, someone for the gods, savants, and beautiful women to
look down upon and laugh. You are a discredit even to your own pitiful race, Simon. Nothing
more than a pretty boy in a pretty outfit – a muscle-bound lackey. A pathetic excuse for a—“

The ground and walls quaked slightly, a sound echoing in the distance. The room temporarily
lost its menacing quality, its master faltering. Simon barely noticed.

“Shut up!” He fired himself from the crater. For a moment the face of the Vision lost its
confident sneer and shining luster. Wonder Man collided with the android and battered it with all
of his might. Ionic fists slammed into malleable vibranium with enough force to shatter
diamonds, and for an instant it seemed as if the Vision might be beatable. Even human.

The instant passed. Simon was wrenched from the Vision and sent careening into the ground like
a sack of worn clothing. Tendrils of vibranium wound their way around his body and then
flowed back into their master. The other Avengers grimaced as Simon crashed and formed a new
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crater in the metal floor. Vision descended – perhaps to deliver the killing blow – and then
paused again.

Another explosion.

“The hell is that?” Hawkeye said. Vision would have exhaled, if he needed to breathe.

“My grandfather and your friends, here to save you – destroying in the process, as you all do.”

“Pym?” Tony Stark called out from his shell. “Hank is here?” There was another explosion away
from them – even greater than before. Vision winced.

“He and your teammates have been here for some time. I can feel them like insects crawling on
my neck. They’re being – taken care of...”

A fourth explosion and the Vision fell to his knees with a grunt. It was pain – along with
everything else, he’d learned to feel pain. But it didn’t matter. He would finish off Simon, the
rest of the Avengers – even the new ones. Nothing was going to stop him. Nothing...

He looked up as the shield of Captain America crashed into his vibranium face. The shield
rebounded into the hands of the freed Captain and as the Vision reformed his facial features, he
noticed the other Avengers had cast off their bonds as well. His momentary lapse of control had
freed them: a flaw.

“Now, Vizh,” Hawkeye said with a smirk of his own. “You gonna go down quietly? Or are we
gonna take you down kickin’ and screamin’?”

The Vision stood and smiled.

“There will be screams, Barton,” the android’s eyes went dull. “But it will be you and your kind
who wail like children, not I.”

“You speak with tainted tongue, Vision,” T’Challa roared. “You raped this land – turned my
people into slaves. You will pay. With your life, you will pay!”

The Captain blinked. “T’Challa—”

He couldn’t finish. The room exploded to luster-life and the Avengers scattered for their lives.
Tendrils, spikes, snares, blades and more of Wakanda’s vibranium uprooted itself from the floor.

“Does it ever end?” Hawkeye said. But Tony Stark knew, as power surged through his armor
again. “...he’s controlling it. The vibranium is a part of him and he’s a part of it – all of it! All of
the vibranium in Wakanda!”

The Jungle
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Hot shrapnel tore through Jarkanga’s left arm. Of the four explosions, the last was the worst. The
vibranium vats had been ruptured in the fray – the land outside the mines was rife with burning
holes.

The vibranium sat heavy inside his muscle and it hurt just to move. But it didn’t matter – the
Avengers were here. He didn’t want to hurt his people, but this was war. The revolution was on.

The Avengers worked swiftly, most of them silent. A dark-skinned Thor hurled himself hammer-
first at Justice. Vance shut his eyes and thought. His mind pushed.

When he opened his eyes, the cyborg was there, inches away from him and frozen in mid-air.

Vance knew the real Thor would have smashed him to nothing. He tossed the imposter into the
fake Quicksilver and had to restrain himself from saying, “Sorry, sir.”

“I don’t want to hurt them, Vance,” Firestar said, evading the Wasp through the air. “I mean, I
can’t just throw fire at them!”

“Do what you can, Angel,” her lover said. Okay – she would. She’d use her head, like she used
to. You couldn’t set street thugs on fire, not as a hero. Think.

She increased her speed, descending towards a rocky escarpment. It took dodging the electrical
stings the imposter threw at her, but the Wasp followed, and—

Pull up!

Firestar looked down just in time to see the Wasp falling back from the rocks, dented, bruised,
but better than burned. Just like on the street. Just like it’d been in the New...

“Never thought I’d get to lay the smackdown on Iron Man and Captain America when I joined,”
Captain Marvel said hovering over his opponents – loudly, on purpose. Photon ignored him,
darting around to confuse a recovered Quicksilver. Vance heard and shot him a narrow look.

“What? What—” asked the Captain. Come on, Genie, man, a voice in his head. Now’s not the
time to make with the jokes.

“I thought it was good to make jokes. That’s what heroes do, right Rick?”

Not now. This – oh, man, this just isn’t the time. This is bad.

Vance jumped in and shredded Iron Man’s armor, revealing an unfed, half-human tribesman
inside. “Show some respect, Marvel,” he said. Genis frowned.

“Ah, grozit.”
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Rick Jones’s voice continued in Marvel’s head. The Wakandans are a proud people. Or – they
were. And look at them. He looked at the former Iron Man, cold, helpless, practically dissected
by Vision as he lay on the ground.

And over there.

It wasn’t just the Avengers – the converted, the citizens, had joined in. Even the children,
cybernetic enhancements displayed, now stronger than grown men. A wave of slaves met them
with reluctance.

They’re fighting their own people. God...

Captain Marvel fought in silence. He skimmed past a foot bigger than he was and ignored it.

Sixty feet up, another battle took place.

“You’re just hurting yourself,” Hank Pym said, grappling with hands big as houses. He and the
Wakandan Giant Man wrestled above the battlefield. “Can’t you see that? Feel it? The cybernetic
implants in your body – they don’t do it right. You’ll die if you—“

“Humans die.” Giant Man’s fist connected and Hank stumbled back. “Machines thrive.” He
wiped blood from his lips and looked at his dark reflection.

“...that’s Vision in there, isn’t it?”

Rearing back for another blow, Giant Man said, “He is in all of us.” Hank caught it and pulled
roughly, jerking the black giant to him.

“I want to talk to the Vision. Only Vision.”

A pause. Giant Man’s eyes became, if they could, even duller. Then a smile curled his dark lips,
and he spoke in a tone familiar to Hank.

“Hello, grandfather. I’m somewhat preoccupied, but—“

“What have you done to these people, Vision?” Hank said, shoving Giant Man onto a ledge away
from the battle below and leaping there himself.

“I’ve freed them,” Vision said through his puppet.

Something cracked in Giant Man’s jaw when Hank struck it. “I’m not here to play games.”

“But you will play. You’re playing now. Do you think I have to sit here and talk to you?”

What kind of question was—
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“No. Of course I don’t. But it amuses me to see you in pain, grandfather, just as it amused you to
create a machine capable of upgrading itself – capable of evil, and of creating other artificial
life.”

Hank’s fists tightened, but remained at his sides. Giant Man stood, Vision continuing.

“Ultron upgraded me. I feel emotion. I realize the sickness of humanity upon this planet. And
you will all be like them—“ he pointed at the cybernetic citizens below, “—as close to perfection
as I can make your race. First the Avengers. Then the world.”

It was no use hitting him, Pym knew. If he had been an irrational man, he would have anyway.
But he wasn’t – and he didn’t.

“I control every aspect of this island. Further – I am all the vibranium of Wakanda. I’m better
than Ultron ever envisioned. You should be proud of your legacy.”

A. Rational. Man.

“Your friends are with me. Alone. I can trace your every move. I can feel your pulse through
your boots and through the ground, into the vibranium deep below. Try to find us, if you like.

“Goodbye, grandfather,” said the fading tone of the Vision. Giant Man’s eyes fluttered as the
presence left him. By the time he came to, Pym was gone.

“Photon!” he called, changing to normal size as he sprinted past the flood of citizens. She flew to
his side and shifted from light to human. “Monica – you’re coming with me.”

“What about us?” Captain Marvel asked, straining to lift his own mob of converts.

“You’re Avengers. You can handle this. Besides—“ Pym said, gesturing to the battling slaves,
“You’ve got help.”

Genis only thought for a second. Seeing the look in Pym’s eye, he nodded, and continued to
fighting.

Photon flew at Hank’s side as he ran towards a compound away from the mines. “Hank,” she
asked, “what’s going on? We can’t leave them there. Not like—“

“We just did. We have to,” he said. They reached the side of the building and halted. “What this
is about...Monica, I need you to focus. We’re going to try something.”

She hovered, an angel of pure illumination before him, and nodded.

“When you’re in your light form – you always retain your human shape. Frankly, that’s you
limiting yourself.”
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“What? Hank, I—“

“Just listen! Light can take any form, Monica. The Vision is this entire island right now. I’m sure
he can hear us as we speak. So I need you to do exactly as I say as quickly as you possibly can.
Okay?”

Photon hesitated only for a second. “...okay.”

“You’re going to shift to sunlight. Very low intensity sunlight.” She did so easily. “And now –
now you’re going to be sunlight. Relax your shape. You’re not Monica Rambeau. You’re Photon
– you’re light and can restrict you but yourself.”

It was natural, the change of shape. A barely-noticeable ball of sunlight hovered before Pym, and
even he was amazed – briefly. He took out a capsule, exposed the gas inside, and in seconds an
inch-tall man called up to the light.

“Vision can sense me – but light is everywhere.”

The light that was Photon understood and engulfed Pym. He felt slightly warm, and when he
opened his eyes, the world looked a little brighter.

“Now...” he said, a tiny man-shaped ray of sunlight climbing between the bars of a ventilation
duct. “Now we see if this works. And we save our friends.”

Avengers Mansion

She hated the waiting. You’d think, after all these years – of battles with time lords, and being
lost in space, and insane robots – that Janet van Dyne, the Wasp, would be used to it. Not just
Hank (although she prayed for him after seeing his eyes when he’d come back for the others),
but for all of them.

Maybe she was used to it. But this felt different. This felt bad, bad like the pit of her stomach
was boiling rotten meat. The kind of bad only a woman can sense.

She half-wished she was there, just to know she could help, or to just know – period. But she was
here. She was...

Left behind. She was a founding Avenger and she’d been left behind. It was the same business as
when the universe nearly imploded itself – left behind.

The question had crossed her mind before, of course: what could an inch-tall daddy’s girl do?
And she’d answered it again and again, “This,” and led the team to victory – or at least did a hell
of a job.

Always do a hell of a job, her father had told her. Do what you enjoy and do a hell of a job.
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Janet figured she was doing a hell of a job doing nothing right then. And there were plenty of
things she enjoyed:

Internet shopping. Dinner parties. Reading the cheesy human interest stories in the middle of the
paper. Driving up with a limo full of gifts for charity each Christmas. Curling up beside Hank in
the crisp fall.

And that’s when she realized that the list didn’t include world-conquering villains, or friends
turned sour – or sitting at home stuck worrying about what she’s not doing.

Janet had put on the costume so long ago, and it had changed so, so many times...

What the hell was the meaning of the Wasp?

“Madame Van Dyne?”

Jarvis stuck his head through the door, his body following in once he saw that it was acceptable.

“Hi, Jarvis,” said Janet. The old butler walked over – slowly, humbly – and stood over her in her
chair. He looked at the back of her head for a moment, as it was all she offered.

And then he touched her shoulder, something neither remembered him ever doing in his time
under her employment. Janet looked up at him. He waited for her.

“...is this what you feel, Jarvis?” she asked. “Every time we go off to fight?”

Jarvis tilted his head. “Helplessness? Worry so heavy it hurts?” He nodded. “Yes. Every time.

“That I call Stage One. Stage Two is next: when you realize that they are Captain America, Iron
Man, and all the others. That they are the Avengers. This is what they do. It is why they exist.
Stage Three is—“

“No Jarvis,” said Janet, standing up and looking somehow rejuvenated. “You know what?”

“What, Madame Van Dyne?”

“I think Stage Two is as far as I want to go.”

He studied her for sincerity, and when he found it, he nodded slowly and exited. Janet sat again
and looked out the window. She would have news for the others when they got back.

If they got back.

The Theater
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The man Wanda Maximoff had married was also the room she stood in, fought against. He had
been a father to their temporary children. He was a friend and a lover.

No longer.

She knew this as a ten-foot spike whisked before her nose. It was as close to a hit as a miss could
get.

The Vision was the room, and it attacked them from all sides and directions. She watched the
Avengers dodging, barely having the time or energy to fight back. They had to move constantly.
Stop and be hurt; be hurt and die. They were sure. He wasn’t pulling his punches. He had a soul
before...

No longer.

No longer was there cold iron denying Wanda her gifts. With the touch of her lithe fingers and a
focus of magic the inhibitor collar fell off with a chink.

The rest were men of physical prowess, geniuses, kings. And she was the Scarlet Witch – Gypsy,
mutant. And most importantly, Avenger. There was a part only she could play: the sorceress.

It bubbled up from her soul to her eyes and fingertips. Pure magic bathed the lava-like floor of
the auditorium and the Vision cried out painfully as he struck Simon again.

“You witch,” said a cold female voice. It was right behind Wanda and very familiar. She spun
around and felt like she was looking into a mirror.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you.” The Vision’s bride – Wanda’s own shabby robot copy. She looked
into its black eyes and saw nothing. Wanda almost felt sorry for her.

The robot stepped forward, hands glowing, and Wanda held them in the air. Bless Cap for
training her – even if she couldn’t hold long against a machine.

She wouldn’t have to. Wanda felt a hex coming on.

“He gave you everything,” the robot screamed, sounding like a screeching AM radio. “You
broke him! You – you—!”

“Go ahead and say it. I’m a witch.” Wanda stared deeper into the robot as her own hands glowed
magenta. There was a flare in her double’s eyes. “I’m a witch and you’re just a copy for him to
use.”

Sinking to the ground, the robot realized her forearms were melded together. Wanda returned to
the room.



- 53 -

A soldier must look after himself on the battlefield. A leader has his men to worry about. Captain
America had both as he fought through walls of vibranium.

He saw Iron Man tugging free of a gray hand the size of his body. Hawkeye had lost his quiver
and was being boxed around by any number of orbs from the wall.

They weren’t winning.

The Captain’s eyes found the shadow of a figure looming over the Vision’s back as the latter
grappled with Wonder Man.

T’Challa was sneaking. The Black Panther would pounce. He did so, silently, and found himself
wrapped around the Vision’s back.

“I thought of you as a better man than this, Vision,” he said, ripping into the liquid metal with
miniature claws. “Even with all you’ve done, I still feel pain in doing this. But my people
demand your punishment – and—“

Like a giant mallet, the Vision’s back deformed and punched the Panther’s chest hard enough to
send him into the wall, where he was grabbed and sucked into vibranium quicksand.

The Vision reformed what had been shredded.

“I am no man,” he said, and struck Simon in the jaw with a crack.

They weren’t winning. He was.

Vance Astro’s mind flexed to lift the weight of fifteen islanders, cybernetic implants and all.
They were tossed into their own and were at least down for the moment.

He watched Captain Marvel trade blows with the fake Thor easily. A voice of experience
whispered advice in his mind. Firestar, his own Angel, had created a firewall that separated more
converted drones from the battle. And the rebels continued fighting with reluctant vigor.

Vance rose to the air and with sheer thought struck down a perversion of Captain America. There
were faux Avengers and drones down – humans as well. Some rose, and some didn’t.

But it was all done in silence. Justice didn’t speak a word, flying by his Angel, thinking the
boulders into toppling and blocking off a sect of drones.

This wasn’t the battle they were worried about even if they really should have been. There was
fire and death and civil war (if there was such a thing) around Justice, Captain Marvel, and
Firestar, they at the center of it all. But there was no talking.

There was no talking.
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Vision would hear it. Hank wasn’t even sure that Photon could talk in this state.

The air conditioning vents were like labyrinths – hall-size mazes to Hank Pym as he ran, light-
footed as he could go. They would seem dark, but not now. Photon lit his way with her presence.

It didn’t help much. Each turn looked exactly the same and every way out was an empty room, or
a place of drones, or just entire halls of machinery. None of them held his friends.

Hank wondered how much time was left, and how much he had spent so far looking for them. If
he was too late, how was he to know?

There had to be hope. That’s why he was still running. And it sounded strange to him: Hank
Pym, the optimist. Then he heard it – the banging noise. Over and over, shaking his tiny body
with its tremors. The whole duct was quaking. There. He would follow it.

Hank had never run faster or more surely. Not since – no. Not ever. Each vent exit passed him in
a flash and he ignored them all. Next, next, next...

Then he stopped. He could see little through the vent, but he was sure of this:

Those were his friends being beaten by the walls of the room. And that was his former friend and
“grandson” at the center of it all – the conductor. The Vision.

Hank slipped through the vent and into the room.

The scene was practically a massacre. Most of the movement had stopped long ago, aside from
the room itself. Each Avenger was trapped, gagged, bound by cold, flowing metal. T’Challa was
gasping for each of his breaths through the wall.

The Vision collected himself.

“You don’t have to be alive when you are converted. None of you. And I don’t have the patience
to go through this again. We’ll end it quickly, then,” he said, eyeing Simon (who kneeled before
him, choking on the tendril down his throat). “Most of you, anyway.”

No matter how he fought, Captain America couldn’t raise his shield. He was helpless. Tony
Stark balled fists inside his armor, his mouth uncovered.

“It won’t happen, Vision. I know this – I know it!” he said through his intercom. “I’ve seen what
happens when machines lose it. You kill us and others are going to stop you. You’re just one
mind. And – I never said this, Vision, but you’re created by us. By humans. We made you and
we’ll end you.”

A leg of vibranium crept its way up Stark’s spine inside of his armor and got a tight grip on his
neck.
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“You’ll be the first example then, Tony. You’re the one dependant on machines as it is.”

Tony felt it tighten. He grit his teeth, flexed his neck, and shut his eyes. The blasts from his
gloves did nothing. His armor’s strength was nothing.

But he had tried. And he was going down in the suit. Iron Man was prepared. He waited for it to
come.

...and waited. They all did. And when nothing happened, the ones still in control of their necks
looked to the Vision.

“What—“ The synthezoid stuttered a string of non-words and sound bytes.

The room dropped its victims and they watched their captor go rigid. He strained to speak.

“Get...out of me...grandfather.”

Oh God, Hank hoped this would work. He had to trust it would. Monica trusted him with her
powers, her life here, still covering his whole body as he shrank even lower and swam the metal
currents of the Vision’s body.

“Hard light, Monica!” he cried out to her, praying she could understand. “Hard light!”

He felt the change in his light-shield, and though the undertow was getting stronger, it no longer
hit him like steel waves.

Time was of the essence. It always was in the Avengers. Now more than earlier and than ever.

They often followed the same design, androids. Snythezoids. Whatever Vision wanted to be
called. This liquid metal was all expendable except for the one thing everyone needs – the brain.

Vision’s head was an upwards swim away. Hank never slowed down.

The voice echoed throughout as the body became even denser. “Get out of me, grandfather, or I
will squash you.” Just keep going. “I’m going to squash you, grandfather. Ant-Man.”

Denser metal. Hank was smaller. It was getting hard to breath. But there was something dark in
the distance...

The brain was at hand. Hank found himself inside it, moving faster than he could process by total
nature – like a dream. He passed through its wall just barely and stood inside. The design was
masterful, as detailed and complicated as a human’s.

And it was just as vital.



- 56 -

Hank popped a capsule out and exposed the gas inside of it. As it entered his lungs, he closed his
eyes and trusted that Monica would protect him. They both would survive. They had to.

“...squash you...”

The sound was like muck splattered on the wall. It freckled the Avengers, more densely the
closer it got to the Vision – or where he had stood. Nearby was Photon, leaning against the wall
in her short-of-breath stupor. But even she was staring, along with all the others.

Where the Vision had stood was Hank Pym: six feet tall, trembling, and mostly covered in gray
stains of liquid vibranium. His hands were darkest. When he looked down at them, he saw that
he held the two (or four or so, now) lobes of the Vision’s brain in his shaky hands.

Then he looked up. The stares of all his friends met him. He had saved them. It was over. Hank
had done it.

He had to.

Hank stood there, in the wavy metal room, holding his dead friend’s brain, vibranium staining
his hands like blood. There was no talking.

Concluded in AVENGERS #14.
Send letters and comments to
A V E N G E R S + A S S E M B L E
Care of Will Short
I finished this issue just last night – the last third was all that needed to be done, and I did it in a
fury of typing in an attempt to capture the disparity of the situation.

Also last night (or just yesterday), our friend Mike Exner III announced that he would be taking a
leave of absence from fanfiction for an unspecified amount of time. I respect Mike’s decision,
and can only hope that he comes back to us soon, refreshed and ready to go.

In the meantime, here’s an issue from me. Mike and I discussed the plot, and he wrote a scene,
which I rewrote with his permission to make the issue flow under one author. I missed his
presence, but it’s good to write alone sometimes, so hopefully I did alright. Let me know.

Next issue should also be a solo effort from me. From there, we’ll see what happens. If Mike
comes back, then we could definitely get started again. If not, I may be able to continue doing
solo issues for a little while. And if not that then I may have to leave.

Either way, I just realized that last night I killed the Vision and that, beforehand, the android was
kicking the asses of the entire team.

God, what a mistress fanfiction can be...
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-Will Short
Tuesday, August 6, 2002
1:37 PM
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