THE ULTIMATES: AGAINST ALL
ENEMIES

By Alex Irvine

1
Status Report

The period of retrenchment undertaken in the after-math of the <Arizona> events 1.07617 solar year ago
endsas of thisdirective. Survivors of our forces from off-planet, together with our assimilated members
untouched by the <Arizona> engagement, are being rearranged into aviable force structure. The human
opponent has proved more difficult to surmount than we had anticipated. Steps must be, and are being,

taken to diminate this problem. It will be an ongoing process, and the resourcefulness of the human
oppo-nent cannot be underestimated, but early signasfrom operativesin place indicate that current plans
are proceeding per directive. Prospects for the imposition of order are improving both here and in other
locations where our enemies havefailed to didodge us. Evacuation to the lower fourth dimensionisno
longer necessary or desirable. We can, and will, continue to perform our duties. As of now, operationa
directiveswill beissued from the Western Spird Arm.

A breeding program isin place, concurrent with assmilations and technological development. Force
increaseis asssted by improved cloning technology. We are gpproaching a viable population. If events
do not demand immediate action, we anticipate being able to initiate full-scale operationsin
approximately ten solar years.

One of the lessons of the <Arizona> setback is that we must avoid concentrating our forces where the
humans can bring concentrated firepower to bear. Rather, we should recall that their impulseto act in
large forces served uswl in the <South Pacifio, and we should attempt asimilar misdirection if the
oppor-tunity presentsitsalf. Our actua deploymentswill be smaller and more widespread, and we will be
exploring the assmilation of forms other than the human. Conservation of masslimits our optionsin this
direction, but the benefits of deploying scoutsin nonhuman form makeit worthwhile for usto pursuedl

possibilities

Currently we are maintaining low-profile deploymentsin anumber of North American and European
locations. Our primary god with these deploymentsis surveillance of human security measures, with a
secondary god of influencing policy where deployment makes that possible. The addition of nonhuman

scouts has complicated communication channdls somewhat, snce ashift in form is necessary prior to any
communication; however, these challenges are being addressed.

The dimination of <Kleiser> created atemporary leadership vacuum that has since been filled. Current
command structure is more efficient than what existed under <Kleiser>, and moreflexible in its approach.
<Kleser>, due to an unfortunate indulgence of desirefor revenge, placed too much emphasis on the
miniscule but formidable portion of the human popul ation which has undergone genetic or technologica
augmentation, specifically <Steve Rogers> and <Rogers> colleagues known as the <Ultimates>. New
leadership isrefocusing on theided of order, without counterproductive individua grudges and
pre-dispositions.

We are no longer focused on human politica centersin <New Y ork> and <Washington>; the events
leading up to the <Arizona> setback made clear that our survelllance must be diversified, encompassing



human technological research and cultura production aswell asthe sandard intelligence targets of
military and political activity. The <Nationd Socidist> host understood that the imposition of order
requires domination and control of cultural production aswell as military strength; we are redoubling our
efforts on thisfront. Much of this effort consists of suborning existing structures, such asfilm production,
to increase the dissemination of materid that prepares the human mind for the idea of order.
Consolidation of cultural production in fewer and fewer hands has made this endeavor much easier. To
take one example, <Hollywood> filmmaking has absorbed the idea of order— trandated, in human
terms, as "traditiona vaues'—far more easly than we might have expected given the chaotic and
incongstent history of that industry. The <American> palitica discourse, by and large, hasfollowed this
trend aswell.

What remainsisto take these existing political and culturd trends and systematize them. Developmentsin
ordnance, asset sirength, and facilitieswill paralle thisexploration of human cultural production.

2

At the table in the Triskelion meeting room down the hal from Nick Fury's office sat Six peopleand a
video monitor. The monitor, Situated between Clint Barton and Janet Pym, showed the hangdog face of
Bruce Banner. On the other side of the table, Tony Stark sat between Steve Rogers and Nick.

Every timewewalk into this room, thought Tony, something bad happens, or is set into motion. Usualy
he got juiced, dmost high, when he was headed into a meeting. There were deals to be done, money to
be made, anglesto figure. Today, however, Tony's carefully cultivated cynicism was threstening to
mutate into genuine misgivings, which was strange since the presentation he was about to give could only
be considered good news.

In any case, it wastimeto get things started. He stood up and said, "Okay, so there's good news and
theré's bad news. First, the bad. | couldn't get security upstairsto let me bring martinis down from the

helipad.”

Nobody laughed. Perfect, Tony thought. They weren't supposed to. He started to fedl better. A little
self-deprecation, an intentionaly unfunny joke, and before they knew it, the audience wasliking him
despite themselves. On the other hand, thiswas not atypica pitch audience, in that he knew them all
aready; aso, here hewasn't Tony Stark, multibillionaire industridist. Here he was Tony Stark, dissipated
but necessary in-habitant of the Iron Man suit.

Steve looked annoyed. "Can we—"

"We can, and we will, Cap,” Tony said. "The good news s that due to the enormous black-budget
opportunity given Stark Industriesin the aftermath of the Hulk incident—thanks again, Bruce—I stand
here be-fore you to announce that I've got a prototype imaging technology that will be of greet interest to
al of us”

Tony saw Steve and Nick exchange aglance. Military, he thought. No patience for the art of
presentation. On the video monitor, Banner's face remained glum. | know what you're thinking, Brucie,
Tony thought. We threw you out of a plane when we needed you, and now you're back in this cell until
we might need you again. Well, it'strue. But you brought it on yourself when you shot that needleinto
your arm and created Captain AmeriHulk.

Then again it wasn't like Banner was the only one whaose character could be considered... murky. They
all had secrets. Going clockwise around thetable...

Who knew what sins Hawkeye would be atoning for when he findly met hismaker? Yearsin SHIELD'S



black opswould have piled them up by the dozen. And Janet, ah, Janet. Darling, Tony thought, nobody
likesamutant. Y et here you are. Steve, Captain America, you brought your proto-fascist politics with
you out of theiceberg, even though they have thusfar stayed hidden behind those blue eyes and that
charming naivete. Nick, our fixer, which of uswill you throw under the bus the next time you need afavor
from Capitol Hill? Banner's dready gone. How long before you need another sacrificia lamb?

It won't be me, Tony thought. | don't need these people. Thisis my world. | command resources that
would be the envy of most of theworld's nations. Also | am fairly damn sexy, and cynica enough to
avoid the gee-whiz save-the -world complex that most of the rest of my Super Hero counterparts suffer
from.

Before helet himsdlf get further carried away with self-andyss, Tony returned to his mesting patter.
"Imaging technology? Who needsit?" he asked, | etting the obvious rhetorical question hang for just a
moment. "Well, we do. SHIELD'S got gresat satellite coverage, and the best street-level cameras around,
but there are times when you need to look alittle more deeply.”

Hed lost Nick. "Sometimes | hope that God will one day decide that you can only shovel so much
bullshit,” Nick said, "and then he's going to strike you dead.”

"Hemight," Tony said. "Hejust might. But before he does, et's go into another room wherel've set up a
little presentation. Sorry, Bruce. WEll haveto tell you about this part later.”

He opened the door and with anod and asmile indicated that everyone should exit. They filed out
without comment, but Tony caught a couple of looks that told him he'd gotten what he wanted. They
were bored aready, which would make the coming surprise that much better.

"Ta, Bruce," Tony said to the monitor. He led the party down the hal to another meeting room, selected
for its north-facing windows and genera congenidity. Stopping the party at the door, he said, "Y ou won't
see much at firdt, but don't worry. Like the Jamaicans say, patience make de day come quick.”

AsNick walked past, Tony clapped him on the shoulder and said, "Y ou know me, Generd. The play's
the thing. God, would it be boring just to show you machines.”

"| could stand alittle boredom,” Fury said, pausing for amoment to let Steve by. Then he shrugged
Tony'shand off They started forward together, and Tony angled himsdlf to go through the doorway first,
counting on Fury'singrained military courtesy toward civilians.

Thiswasthe part where Tony had relied on theword of a staffer downstairs that Nick Fury hadn't been
inthis particular conference room since the Triskelion was built. Just insde the doorway, an extra
framework was erected, shaped roughly like an airport screener but—in accordance with Stark
Industries design sandards—much more attractive, utilizing mirror-polished metd aloysinstead of
utilitarian off-white plastics. As Fury entered the room, everyone e se had aready started to mill around
insde, wondering where the presentation was.

The moment Fury's shaved skull passed below the screener's crossbar, ametal mesh deployed from both
sides of the screener, snapping around his upper body. A split second later, automated clamps hooked
around Fury'sthighs and ankles, freezing him where he stood. Red lights flashed, and aKlaxon that
wouldn't have been out of placein an old submarine movie started ah-ooh-ga-ing. Putting on asurprised
face for the benefit of the other Ultimates, who looked like they were about to legp into action even
though there was no visible opponent, Tony dowly turned around.

"What the—?" Fury'svoice was nearly lost over the blaring of the Klaxon. He struggled in the clamps,
but they were designed to restrain someone with the strength of Captain America. He didn't have a



chance.

After letting the scene sink in for afew seconds, Tony stepped up to the screener, paused to make sure
that everyone in the room could see what he was doing, and plucked asmall metal hemisphere off the
back of Fury'suniform. Insde it was gpproximately one gram of Chitauri tissue.

He held the capsule up for dl of them to see, keeping it within the screener's senaing fidld. "Genera
Fury," hesaid. "I would never have imagined that you were a Chitauri in disguise.”

It was perfect. He had the rest of the group looking back toward the screening walk-through, and
immediately to their left was the panoramic view of Upper Bay, punctuated by the Statue of Liberty.
Presentation, Tony thought. That's how you close adedl.

Of course, you dso closed adea by coming up with a product that worked, and demongtrating
conclusively and dramatically that it worked. He studied the looks on his teammates faces. Steve was
suspiciousin histypica knuckle-dragging way, and the others looked plain baffled as they worked out
what Tony-had just demongtrated for them. Fury, manacled and wincing at the Klaxons, was eyeing
Tony with murder in his heart, but even he was obvioudly interested to see how Tony was going to
explain himsdlf. Perfect. "Now watch," Tony said, and with aflourish stepped away from the screener
and dropped the capsule into his coat pocket.

As soon as he took the capsule out of the screener's range, the Klaxons cut out and the clamps relaxed.
Now free, Fury stormed over to Tony and stabbed afinger into his chest. "Where the hell did you get
thet?"

"Ah, | do lovethat Klaxon," Tony sad, ddliberately misunderstanding the question.

"You will tell me whereyou got Chitauri tissue, or | will have you thrown into agoddamn cell with
Banner,” Fury growled. "Right now, Tony."

"Generd," Tony said, spreading hisarms, and playing to the group, "1 can't give awvay my sourceslike
that. Stark Industries takes very serioudy its security obligations under the contracts we signed with the
federal government. What you just sswv—what al of you saw— was adevice that detects the presence
of Chitauri DNA. It'savariation on your standard bomb sniffer, but ahell of alot more sengtive, and
with some extra goodies built in. Stark Industries can be building athousand of them aday by next
week." He removed the capsule from his pocket and handed it to Fury. ™Y ou can check the vaidity of
the sample, just so you know I'm not trying to swindle you, Generd. I've got more." Thislast he
accompanied with awink to the others.

"Thisiskind of closing the barn door after the horseisgone, isn't it?" Clint said.

"Well, we would have thought that after World War 11, wouldn't we?* Tony answered. "The Chitauri
being what they are, | wouldn't discount the possibility that some of them are dill out there. And if there
are some of them, there will be more. The universesimmune system, isn't that how they described
themsdlves? T-cdls multiply in the area of an infection.”

He aimed thislast bit at Fury, who was the one who would have to get the go-ahead from Washington to
put the screener into production. Heré's your angle, Nick, he wasthinking. They don't trust us, but they
aso know that they haveto rely on uswhen it comesto invasions by shapeshifting diens. Give 'em the
old only-good-Chitauri-is-a-dead-Chitauri spidl, and let's get this moving.

Fury picked it up; Tony could see hismind working. So did Janet Pym. "So what," shesad. "Arewe
supposed to al be on permanent standby to go and take care of any random Chitauri who gets caught in



one of these at the mall?"
"Think of it asthe Super Hero Employment Act of 2006," Tony said.

"I'm thinking of it more asthe Tony Stark Self-Aggrandizement Act,” Janet responded. "If | were Nick
I'd kick your ass."

Tony shrugged. "He dtill canif hewantsto. But | think he can gppreciate the value of presentation.”

Which waswhen Fury cracked him with ahard right. One second Tony was grinning at Janet, the next he
wason hisass. "Ah, Jesus, Nick," Tony said. His eye was watering, but he knew Fury hadn't put
everything he had into the punch. "Where's your sense of humor?”

Blinking hiseye clear, helooked up at Fury, who was standing there with abroad grin. "What are you
talking about?' Fury said. "That wasfunny ashell.”

He reached down to give Tony ahand up. "l like this, man,” Fury went on. "I'll take it to Washington
ASAP Meantime, you get someice on that eye. Y ou know whereto find someice, right?"

"Sure," Tony sad. "Aslong asit'sfloating in something acohalic.”
"Men," Janet said. "Y ou redly don't know what abunch of idiots you look like."

Tony tipped an imaginary cap to her. "And with that we adjourn.” Truly, he thought, we are a snakebit
group.

3

Nick Fury's optimism lasted exactly twelve hours, which was aslong asit took for someonein
Washington to get wind of Stark Industries new toy. He didn't know how it happened, athough he
wasn't naive enough to think that the Pentagon and White House didn't have their little spooksinside the
Triskelion. To apolitician, he mused the next morning while on aplaneto D.C., dl factsare thingsto be
smultaneoudy known and denied. That goesfor E Ring of the Pentagon as much asit doesthe West
Wing. But before you could figure out whether you should deny something, you needed to know it, which
meant that everyone who worked for the government—at least in Fury's experience—was constantly
spying on everyone else while at the same time disseminating bad information to throw everyone el sg's
spies off thetrail. Probably not the best way to run ademocracy, but it was the way this democracy was
run. If hewas honest about it, Fury knew that he had edged into politician territory himsalf when he
assumed command of the new SHIELD. Hed done his share of covering up and manipulating. Hell, hed
had Bruce Banner thrown out of an airplane, not knowing whether Banner would change into the Hulk or
agplat. On the other hand, he still got to go out and shoot bad guys oncein awhile, so at least he hadn't
become as usdless and parasitica asmost of his politica brethren.

The plane touched down a Andrews Air Force Base and Fury got into awaiting limo, figuring held have
forty-five minutes or so to organize his thoughts before he had to start choking on the mendacity of
gppointed officias. He was wrong, though. The minute he turned on his phone, it started ringing, and he
wasin the hornet's nest before the limo had even | eft the base grounds. The generds heignored for now,
since he had aworking rapport with uniformed brass. The undersecretaries he had to call back, because
he knew that while they were raking him over the cods they would aso be cluing him in to what he could
expect in the meeting. He made six cals on the ride, and each conversation madeit clearer that hewasin
for abad time.

Some of the agency types he was going to meet today were gung-ho about Tony's gizmo; some weren't;



somewere just professing outrage at the lack of accountability demonstrated by the fact that an acoholic
libertine like Tony Stark had gotten hold of Chitauri tissue. Fury redlized quickly that he was going to be
the focus of their dissension, since tearing him anew one was the one thing they would al be ableto
agree on. He dready knew what was going to happen. The politica appointees would be so hung up on
covering ther asses that they would be willing to bury a piece of tech that could save millions of lives. He
could already seeit hgppening, could imagine the tortured logic of Washington rising up and strangling the
good work that Tony had done. The uniformswould be his buffer there. They would know when hewas
being dog-piled, and they'd step in to help him out.

He got out of the limo, rubbing a spot on his head that he'd somehow missed when held shaved that
morning. It'd beahell of alot easier if he could just go bad. The stubble annoyed him, asif it might
indicate that held been cardessin other waystoo. Oh well, he thought. Timeto dip my toesin the piranha
tank and see which one of them goes after mefirg.

There were nine people in the room when Fury was ushered in. Thefirst to greet him was adelegate
from the Joint Chiefs, an admird named Esteban Garza. "Generd Fury," Garzasaid, and shook Fury's
hand. "Glad you could makethetrip."

Already in interpretive overdrive, Fury read the sub-text: the Joint Chiefsweren't going to take an active
role here, but they wanted him—and everyone e se—to know that they were going to be keeping an eye
on things. "Beautiful morning for aplaneride, Admird," Fury said, and made the rounds shaking hands
until he reached an empty seet.

The White House del egate was a staffer named Maureen Fowler, whom Fury had never met before that
morning. Once Fury wasin his seat and gotten out a notepad, Fowler stood and said, "Thank you dl for
coming. I'm just hereto try and keep the discuss on moving. The President wants to know what the
ramifications of this development are, and what should be done and not done, and he wants the
discusson to stay in thisroom for now. Therewill be no minutes and no recording, and wed prefer that
you take no notes.”

Severad of the attendees put away lega pads and tablet PCs.

"Thank you," Fowler went on. "Now, to catch everyone up and make sure were al leaving from the
same station. We are informed that Stark | ndustries has done some extraordinary work in the area of
detecting certain foreign substances. They are to be applauded for their initiative. We are also informed
that members of the military and intelligence communities, aswell as the executive branch, are concerned
that this new technology may be something of a double-edged sword. | suggest that Generd Fury catch
usdl up, and then well go from there. Generd ?"

Fury stood and nodded at Fowler. "I may not be ableto tell you everything you're looking to learn. | just
heard about this yesterday mysdf. But what | can tell you isthat Tony Stark gave an impressive
presentation yesterday in which he was able to detect agram of Chitauri tissue, encased in metal and
attached to a human body passing at norma walking speed through an airport-style screener. How it
works exactly, | don't know. I'm not an engineer. But does it work? | can assure you that it does. We
tested the tissue sample Tony used and verified that it wasin fact Chitauri.”

He sat and put on his best meeting smile. "There. Now you know as much as| do."

There was a brief pause while everyone waited to see if Maureen Fowler was going to pick up thereins
again. Fury made abet with himsdf: whoever spokefirg, if it wasn't Fowler, was going to be the biggest
painintheassat the meeting.

The bet was on when afunctionary from the congressional Office of Management and Budget spoke up.



"I've been reviewing my files, and | don't see any record of Stark Industries bidding on any contracts
related to these, ah... materiads," he said.

Poor kid, Fury thought. OMB knows they need to show up, but they aso know that they don't have
anything to say about this. So they sent you. He couldn't even remember the kid'sname. .

An undersecretary from the Defense Department named Ozzie Bright said, " Stark Industriesisinto shit
that OMB has nightmares about. Y ou're sure as hdll not going to get details about it at this meeting.”
Bright looked over at Fowler. "Maureen, | want him out of this meeting. We can't talk about any of this
with him here”

Fury watched the quick politica calculus happen in Maureen Fowler'shead. "Travis," she said, decison
made. "Would you mind if | caught you up after we'refinished here?'

The OMB staffer blanched. "I'm going to need to report to—"

"I know," Maureen said. "And I'll make sure | give you something to report.” Shelooked at her watch,
and reflexively Fury looked at his. It wasten forty-two. "Well be done herein timefor acup of coffee at
twelve-thirty. How does that sound?"

Travis might have been new to Washington, but he knew when to throw in the towel. He gave aresigned
nod and left the room. When he was gone, Fowler said, "Okay, Ozzie. Y ou made your point. Now can
we get on with things?'

There goes my bet, Fury thought.
"Il get onwith things," said Vince Altobdli from Homeland Securrity.

Right away Ozzie flushed. Ah, the old DoD/DHS turf war, Fury thought. That's what | should have bet
on. "Vince" Ozziesad, "you can wait your—"

Altobdli kept right on talking. "What | want to get on with isthe question of how inthe hell did Stark
Industries, which is run by afor-Chrissake dipsomaniac playboy, get hold of Chitauri tissue? Genera
Fury, you're going to need to convince me of acouple of things here."

Midway through Altobelli's opening gambit, Ozzie Bright shut his mouth. He's thinking the samething,
Fury guessed. Probably hates agreeing with Altobelli aoout anything.

"Well, Mr. Secretary,” Fury said, being extra polite, "Tony Stark's persond habits are not what | would
consider ided either. But thetruthis, his black-budget accessis mostly outside my purview. Heworks
with your department, he works with Ozzie's department, he works with everyone. Now | know that
both DHS and Defense have Chitauri samples because | made sure you got them after Arizona. And yes,
there are samples at the Triskelion. I've checked our inventory, and it'sintact. Have you surveyed

yours?'

Might have been alittle too aggressive there, Fury thought to himself He glanced over at Garza, who
leaned back in his chair, looking amused.

"You'retrying to tell me, Fury, that Tony Stark got Chitauri samples from our labswhen al he had to do
waswalk into your basement and waltz out with what-ever he wanted?' Altobelli demanded. "'l know
how SHIELD works. Y ou think you've got your own little idand out there and you can do whatever the
hell you want. Don't comein here and smear my department and this government, when we're the ones
who have to step in and clean up the mess after one of your team goes berserk and wrecks Lower
Manhaitan."



"I hardly think that'srelevant, Vince." Heads turned toward Admird Garza
"No?1 do." Altobdlli looked like he was just getting warmed up.

Garzaleaned over thetable. "Are we here to score points or figure out what to do with Tony Stark's new
toy?' Nobody responded. Garzawent on. "Redlly. | want to know. Because | could damn sure think of
some uses for something that would detect Chitauri anyplace they might have cause to go through a
doorway. How about we consider that for a minute?”

It took al of Fury's sdf-control not to smile. Uniforms, he thought. They dways stick together.

"Then I'll ask aquestion having to do with the use and dissemination of thistechnology," said Ozzie
Bright. "That is, if nobody minds.”

"I think we can proceed without the sarcasm, Ozzy If you don't mind,” Maureen Fowler said.

Bright cracked asmile. "I surdly don't, Maureen, and thank you for keeping usdl inline. My dog died
yesterday, and it's put me alittle off my feed. Now, Genera Fury. | think we can dl understand that we
don't need to know the details about where Stark got the samples, or how he spends hisleisure time.
And | think we can dl understand that Stark Industriesis doing dl kinds of things, working on dl kinds of
projects, that some of usin the room may not have the clearance to hear about. Am | right so far?"

"Yes, gr," Fury said. Not just right, he thought. Also grandstanding. Fury wondered if there were
camerasin the room somewhere contrary to Maureen's order, or if Bright, asaformer congressman, was
just playing to an imagined audience because hed never gotten out of the habit.

"Okay, then. The question uppermost in my mind isthis. Can you offer this meeting—and gover nment
—any assurance that the Chitauri will not Smply engineer their way around this problem if the technology
becomeswiddy available?'

Fury had been expecting some variation of this question. He hadn't expected it to come from Defense,
which usudly wasn't quite as paranoid as Homel and Security. Even so, his canned answer came out
smoothly. "Mr. Secretary,” he said. "I don't know if | can assure you of that. But | can assure you that
they will not haveto engineer their way around anything if we Sit on thistech because we're afraid of how
they'll react when it sartsworking.”

"That'satypicd uniform attitude, if you don't mind me saying, Generd. Build it, get it out there, play with
the new toy, the hell with the consequences.”

"The Joint Chiefswill find that an interesting opinion,” Garza said with exaggerated mildness.

"Hell with the Joint Chiefs, Admira, and | don't mean that disrespectfully.” Bright was redder in theface
now, thrusting hisfinger at whomever he spoketo. "If we give thisaway now, before weve redly thought
through how to useit, we could be handing the Chitauri our best tool on a platter.”

"If thereare any Chitauri left," Altobdli said.

"Oh, there are Chitauri left," Fury said. ™Y ou can count on that. Y ou ever heard of asubway tunnel
without arat somewherein it? It's part of the territory. They came here, and we killed most of them.
Then the rest of them multiplied. Then we killed them again. | don't have any reason to expect we've seen
thelast of them now."

"Which isexactly what you would say to keep your... what wasit, Genera ? Remind this meeting of your
last gppropriation.”



"One hundred fifty billion dollars™ Fury said without missing abest.
"And you're going back this year for the same, isthat correct?’
“Itis"

"So you have ared interest in making sure that the threats SHIELD is chartered to counter are taken
srioudy.”

Fury felt histemper rising, and told himself not to open his mouth, but somehow he dready had. "I don't
think Homeland Security isin any position to throw that particular stone, Mr. Secretary.”

That did it, he thought. Now the knives are out. Garza wasn't |looking amused anymore.
"Youmindif | pick thisup again for aminute, Vince?' asked Ozzie Bright. Altobelli nodded.

Bright stood and put both of his handsflat on the table. "It's my opinion, ladies and gentlemen, that
security reasons compel usto limit the dispersa of thistechnology to venues and Situations that are strictly
controlled and monitored. Itslossto the Chitauri would be a devagtating blow."

Not nearly as devastating as never having had it in thefirst place, Fury thought.

"I'll ask you to indulge mein alittle historica pardld," Bright went on. "During World Wear 11, hard
decisions were made about utilizing certain technologies and acting on the information gained thereby.
Had the Allies saved every life and thwarted every minor movement they learned about by cracking the
Enigma code, the Naziswould quickly have abandoned Enigma; by sacrificing those necessary lives, the
Allies maintained their intelligence superiority over the Nazislong enough for that advantage to prove
decisve. Do you understand the analogy, Generd Fury?"

Fury made histone asleve ashe could. "I understand the andogy, Mr. Secretary, but | think
circumstances here are different enough to render it invaid.”

"Well," Bright said. "With al due respect for your understandable differencein opinion, | suggest that the
facts spesk for themselves.”

And Fury knew he had lost. Maybe not just because of his lapse in temper, but he had lost al the same.
4

Steve was watching Some Like It Hot on cable when his cell phone rang. He had to resist the urge to
walk over to the phone on thewall in the kitchen. HEd spent twenty-seven years talking on phones
tethered to walls, and he was having a hard time getting used to the change. He checked the cell phone's
cdler ID, saw that it was Nick Fury cdling. "Generd," he said.

"Cap," came Fury'svoice. "Y ou home?' Thiswas another thing Steve couldn't get used to. Of course he
was home. That's where you were when you talked on the phone.

Only now that wasn't true anymore.
"Yeah," hesad.
"Good," Fury said. "I'm downdtairs. Let me buy you a beer.”

On hisway out, Steve walked over to the TV and turned it of!" Then he remembered that he'd been
sitting next to the remote. Now that's even stranger than the phone, he thought. | never even saw a



televison before | |eft for thewar; every timel'veever used a TV, it'shad aremote. And yet | ill goto
turn them off manualy. Waking downgtairs, he wondered if the problem was that he just assumed al
electronic things had switches. Then he decided that the whole thing wasn't worth worrying about. There
were more important problems.

Such aswhy Nick Fury had come looking for him at ten o'clock on a Tuesday night.

"I'm kind of amorning person, Generd," Steve said when he came out the front door of hisbuilding. "If
you'e looking for adrinking buddy, | might not measure up.”

"l don't even careif you drink," Fury said. They got into Fury's car—his persona car, Steve noticed, not
one of the service limosthat usualy took them around the city. Genera Nick Fury, director of SHIELD,
was driving agreen Toyota Corolla. "1 saw that look," Fury said. "Thisis my incognito car.”

"So we'reincognito?'
"Just don't fed like drawing attention.”
"Okay," Steve said. "Where are we going?"'

"Bar | picked because it has the same name as arestaurant | like in San Francisco. It's caled the
Boulevard, up in Greenpoint.”

Greenpoint, Steve thought. The name brought to mind Polish butchers. "1 used to get pierogiesin
Greenpoint sometimes.”

"You dill can. Don't walk around thinking New Y ork’'s completely different. In some neighborhoods,
fifty-eight yearsisn't that long." They were driving under the Brooklyn-Queens Expresswvay. Fury turned
left and doubled back, parking right in front of abar set in the middle of ablock of four-story walkups.

Insde, the Boulevard was awoody, comfortable spot. Bar on one side, booths on the other, with a
space in the back for apool table. The back door was open, and Steve could see out into what looked
likeasmdl courtyard. Two TVs played the Y ankees game. There were six or eight people Sitting
around, al wearing the costume of a breed Steve had learned was called the hipster. The bartender was
abig longhair with tattoos, wearing ablack shirt that caught Steve's eye because of the German lettering
onit. He gave the shirt acloser look and realized it was a soccer jersey. Deutsche Fussball-Bund.

"For Pete's sake," he said to General Fury. "We go and fight awar so this yahoo can be a soccer fan.”
Fury shrugged. "Past is past, Cap."

Not to me, Steve thought.

Fury bought abeer and aginger de and the two of them sat in a booth beneath one of the television sets.
"So, Generd," Steve said. 'Y ou must have brought me out here for areason.”

"I did," Fury said. "I brought you out here because | spent the morning getting my ass chewed by
politiciansand | wanted to talk to arationa human being.”

"Tony's new toy?" Steve asked.

Fury nodded. "Washington's afraid that if we use it too soon, the bad guyswill figure out away around it.
Plus| got inthe middle of apissing contest between two Cabinet departments.” He shook his head and
drank. " Should have known better. Anyway, long story short, they quashed it. Gave methislong



rigmarole about how Tony shouldn't be trusted with certain materias, how | couldn't be trusted because |
was running SHIELD like somekind of shadow junta, blah blah blah."

"Let meget thisstraight,” Steve said. "They know we have atool that would work against the enemy, and
they'retdling us not to useit because if we useit, the enemy might find out about it?'

"That's the upshot. And you'll gppreciate this. One of them actudly gave me ahigh and mighty speech
about Enigma, how the Allies didn't dways act on the information they got after they broke the code
because they didn't want to let on that they'd cracked it."

"Isthat true?' Steve asked.
Fury just looked a him.
"And good men died because of it," Steve said.

'Yes, they did," Fury said. "But it wasn't necessarily the wrong call. Would more of those good men have
died if the Nazis switched to anew code and the war lasted Six more months?*

"Wrong question,” Steve said vehemently. Y ou have information, you act oniit. Y ou have the enemy in
front of you, you take him out."

"l don't disagree,” Fury said. "But you and | aren't dways the oneswho make the cal."

Paliticians, Steve thought with disgust. "They're out there, though. We didn't get them al. Washington
must know that."

"Washington," Fury said, "knowswhat it wants to know. And it doesn't want to know this. Well, some of
them do. And | had this thought as | waswalking out of the meeting, Cap. | thought, you know, SHIELD
could do whatever it wants. But we decide to go through these channel s because that's the way things are
donein this country, or should be. And then | had another thought, which was that ninety-nine times out
of ahundred that might be the best way to do things... but this might be the hundredth time.”

Hekilled his beer and tipped the glass at Steve. "And that, soldier, iswhat isknown as a privileged
communication.”

"Understood, sir." Steve sat and nursed his ginger de while Fury went to the bar and came back. The
jukebox gtarted blaring, and Steve's mood soured further. A year after he'd been thawed, he till didn't
get themusic.

"So | thought to myself" Fury said when held settled in the booth again, "uniforms stick together. And it
occurred to me that maybe you needed to have abeer. Or aginger de. Whatever." Fury raised hisglass.
"Theuniform."

"Damnright,” Steve said, returning the toadt. "The uniform.”

A cheer went up from agroup of three people a the bar. Steve saw that they were looking at the TV
over hishead. He turned to see the other TV, and watched a 'Y ankee trotting around the bases.

"You look like you just bit into something rotten,” Fury said. "Let me guess. Dodgers fan?'

The depth of hisanger surprised Steve. "Héll yes. That's one of the worst things about coming back. Los
Angeles? How could they moveto Los Angeles? And the Giants moving, too? And who are these Mets?
That's not basebal.”



"Now itis" Fury said with ashrug.
"And this designated hitter rule," Steve went on.
Fury winked hisgood eye. "Un-American, right?"

"Itis" Steveinsgted. 'Y ou play the game the way the gameis supposed to be played... " Hetrailed off,
and redlized that he wasredly thinking about something ese. "Sometimes | think the uniform'sdl | have,"
hesaid. "l turnonthe TV... you know, | was just thinking tonight. Before | got thawed out, I'd never
seen atdevisoninmy life. Now it'son dl thetime, everywhere. Y ou can see anything.”

"Except what'sredlly going on."
"Wll. You don't need to see everything. | mean, the average person doesn't.”
"Y ou don't think so?'

Steve set down hisglass. "No, | don't. That'swhat we're here for. We're here to keep the boogeymen
out from under the bed. It doesn't do any good if we get rid of the boogeyman and then put his picture on
the six o'clock news for everyoneto get scared of al over again.”

Fury waslooking at him, and Steve suddenly redlized that the generd hadn't responded because he was
waiting for Steve to figure out the implications of what hed just said. "No," Steve said. "I don't believe
that. | don't believein al of this mumbo-jumbo about keeping people scared. Thisis America. We don't
do thingslikethat."

'Wdll," Generd Fury said, "wetry not to, anyway."

That's not an Americal recognize, Steve thought. And it'snot an Americal want to livein. The America
| believein doesn't | et politica squabbling compromiseits security.

And if that's how thingsredly are, then I'm going to do something about it. I've done dirty jobsfor this
country before, and I'll do it again.

Hefdt like he wasin dangerousterritory. Y ou're coming close to going off the reservation, son, hetold
himsdlf But if what General Fury wastelling him wastrue, Americahad falen along way since Roosevelt
had told the country that the only thing it had to fear was fear itsdlf.

Fury waslooking at him. "'l can see the whedls spinning, Captain Rogers.”
"Just thinking al of thisover, Sr. What do we do?"

"What do we do? We play the game the way the game is supposed to be played.” Fury drained the rest
of hisbeer and stood. "Back to running SHIELD. Shadow military governments don't run themsalves.
Thanksfor coming out.”

"Any time" Stevesaid.
Outside, Fury offered him aride home, but Steve decided held rather walk.
"You sure?' Fury wasjingling hiskeys, obvioudy in ahurry to get somewhere d<se.

"Yeah," Steve said. The only company he wanted right then was his own thoughts, and hisown
misgivings, and his own sense that something had to be done.



Fury unlocked the Toyota, but paused before getting in. "Cap,” he said. "This country needs people like
you, but the people who run it aren't like you."

Steve nodded.
"Y ou need to understand that or else you're going to go off and do something well al regret.”

"Yes, dr," Steve said. Helifted ahand in ahalf-hearted wave, and walked off. Maybe it's because |
understand that, that | might do something well al regret, he thought. That night hedidnt deep at al.

5
Status Report

Intelligence gathering suggests a possible technologica advance that necessitates an accelerated misson
plan. We proceed accordingly.

Theimpulseto individuaity smultaneoudy retards the progress of Homo sapiens (to borrow their
unwidldy classification system) as a gpecies and enables startling acts of innovation on the part of
individua members of the species. Thisis one reason why Homo sapiens was targeted for ordering. The
parald influences of chaos and reason, however, make humans a particularly difficult case to manage.
Under no circumstances should we mistake the actions and rationaes of one member of the speciesfor a
general tendency on the part of the speciesasawhole.

A further complication is the observed phenomenon of amember of the species reasoning through a set
of circumstances and then acting in away entirely opposed to thelogica conclusion of this reasoning
process. Again, this observed phenomenon was one factor in theinitiation of the human ordering project;
it bears repeeting in the current context, epecialy in view of theinflux of new forces unfamiliar with the
nature of the human.

The human team known as the <Ultimates> suffersfrom al of the defectsin reason that afflict Homo
sapiens asapecies, yet they have proved adifficult obstacle. We are intensifying our surveillance of dl
current and former members of this organi zation, and have reason to believe thet this survelllance will
enable usto penetrate the organization and remove it as an obstacle.

Progressin nonhuman form assmilation has been particularly successful in furthering thisgod.

Increased survelllance, and increased dengity of assimilated assetsin place, isordered in thefollowing
locations

<Manhattan, NewY ork>. Location of team member <Tony Stark> aswell as his corporate endeavor,
<Stark Industries>. L ocation of team member <Nicholas Fury>. Location of team member <Janet
Pym>. Location of <Ultimates> headquarters, <Tris-kelion>, previoudy infiltrated. Full schematics of
<Triskelion> are available and will be utilized as part of the human ordering project.

<Brooklyn, New Y ork>. Location of team member <Steven Rogers>.
<New Rochdle, New Y ork>. Location of team member <Clinton Barton>.

<Wilmette, lllinois>. Location of former team member <Henry Pym>, believed to be engaged in research
directly related to our endeavors.

<Washington, Digtrict of Columbian Frequent destination of team member <Nicholas Fury>, for politica
consultation and guidance. Also seat of government of the nation <United States of Americas-, which



provides the <Ultimates> with financia and infrastructure support.

<Uppsaa, Sweden>. Frequent location of team member known as <Thor>. Notes regarding symbolic
sgnificance of thisidentity to oneiteration of human mythology attached.

Deployment orders pursuant to intensification of surveillance effortsin these locations attached.

Assmilation and infiltration activitiesin other areas of the planet are to remain unchanged. We consider
the <Ultimates> a primary threat, and we redirect our resources to reflect this conclusion.

Previous efforts to eliminate the <Ultimates> focused on direct attacks on members of the group as well
asthe <Triskdlion> headquarters. At thistime that strategy is no longer considered viable. Current
drategy prioritizes more indirect methods. Resultsindicate that this gpproach is successful & thistime,
and it will be pursued. The timetable for execution of this phase of the human ordering project acceerates
dueto security questions noted in appendix. Time before missing humans provoke police investigation not
known, but estimated to be less than .01916 solar yesr.

Appendix: Field Report

Priority human asset assmilated in <Falls Church, Virginia>. Misson security compromised by presence
of human asset's mate and offspring, contrary to advance reports. Human asset's mate and offspring
diminated.

Priority nonhuman asset assmilated in <Didtrict Heights, Maryland>.
Priority human asset assmilated in <Evangon, Illinois®

Priority human asset assmilated in <Manhattan, New Y ork>.

6

Another day, another fruitless hour spent trying to reason with people whose minds were deadened and
senses numbed by the ondaughts of multimedia consumer capitalism. Today Thor wasin Nick Fury's
office trying to convince Nick to throw SHIELD'S weight behind an effort to rel ease the Stark screener
technology. Normally thiswouldn't be the kind of action he could endorse—wheat the world needed was
less surveillance, not more—but Thor knew what was coming. He hoped to be able to impressthe
importance of thison Fury, but he wasn't optimistic. For al of Nick Fury'svirtues, he was still aman of
histimes

And this, Thor thought, isthe difference. | am neither aman nor of any time. In thisway it becomes
impossible for usto understand each other.

Perhaps | understand Steve Rogers alittle better than most, because heislost intimeaswell. But heis
also acreature of duty and obedience, and | understand only the first of those. In obedience | have not
the dightest interest.

"So, Loki said something to me the other day,” he began, just to get Fury in theright frame of mind.

"Oh, did he?' Fury said, not bothering to hide his skepticism. He was a his desk comparing two sets of
figures

"He sad that of dl the Ultimates, Steve Rogers was hisfavorite. | think your conversation the other night
redly madehimafan."



Fury put down his pen and squeezed the bridge of hisnose. "Okay," he said with hiseyes closed. "1 get
it. If I haveto raise my right hand and swear that | believe you're the Norse god of thunder just to get you
to leave, I'll doit." Heraised hisright hand, looking down at his desk. Ten seconds or so later, he looked
up. "You're not gone."

"Y ou're not very convincing,” Thor said.

"Neither are you, Mister Son of Odin, or Wotan, or whatever were supposed to cal him. | don't believe
in gods—any of them—and until you bring Jesus Christ himself in to walk acrossthe Upper Bay from
Battery Park to here, that isn't going to change. Far as1'm concerned, you're a garden-variety
anti-globalization wacko who got hold of some tech that nobody can reverse-engineer. Doesn't make

you anything specid.”

Thor had started smiling at "Wotan," and couldn't stop. "Quite a speech, Genera Fury.”
"Y ou provoke me,” Fury said.

"Well. Let me provoke you to pay attention.”

"Right now I'm paying attention to a question. Where's the belt and hammer?”

"Safe" Thor said.

"If you had to get them right now, could you?"'

"Do | haveto?'

Fury shook his head and laughed. "Here | go, getting sucked into a conversation about possibilitieswith a
crazy man. Okay, never mind, crazy man. What did you comein here and screw up my day for?"

"Y ou need to get Tony Stark's new technology into the—as much as| hate to say it—marketplace,
Generd," Thor said. "Bdlieve me or dont, but it's more important than anything else you can do right

"Okay," Fury said. "Let'ssay | believe you. How do you suggest | explain to the congressiond inquiry
that | knew | had to do it because of the word of the Norse thunder god?”

Thor put away hissmile. "Isthat the worst problem you can think of 7'

Fury was about to answer when his office door opened at the same time as aknock came from the hall.
"Excuse me, Generd, but | just need—"

The uniformed man in the doorway was dark-haired, lithe, mischievous. Loki.

Perfect, Thor thought as he looked back at Fury and saw on the generd'sface only the beleaguered
annoyance of the desk officer who in hismind isnever far from thefidld. "Please,” hesaid. "Comein."

"Wewerejust discussing how to circumvent apolitica roadblock to the production of an extremely
important technology developed under a black-budget contract by Stark Industries,” Thor said. 1 believe
Generd Fury has politica concerns, with which | sympathize, but | can't agree with hisdecison.”

Loki winked at him. "Genera Fury, dl | need isjust thisone sgnature,” he said, approaching Fury's desk
with amanilafolder opened to expose adocument.

"I don't think | haveto tell either of you how important it isto be able to recognize Chitauri infiltration



wherever it may occur,” Thor said. "And Tony'sinnovation—"

"Goddammit,” Fury said. ™Y ou keep talking, and I'm going to have to kill one of my only competent
secretaries. Have you ever heard of agoddamn security clearance?’

Thor put the smile back on. "Oh, but Genera. He dready knows."

In adouble take that would have done Jim Carrey proud, Fury's head snapped back and forth between
Thor and Loki. Then he caught himself and said, dowly and angrily, "Areyou telling me you think this
manisLoki?'

"] don't haveto think it, Generd. Should | make introductions?'

Fury stood behind his desk and pointed at his secretary. "Y ou. Get the hell out and forget whatever you
heard here.”

"Yes, gr," Loki said, and closed the door behind him.
"And you," Fury went on, now pointing & Thor, "are one crazy son of abitch.”

Thor spread hishands. "Generd. After dl weve seeninthispast year, you gill think it's crazy to believe
in shapeshifters?’

Fury glared daggersat him.
"However you want to rationdizeit to yoursdf isfine."
"Oh," Fury said. "Y ou're going to lecture me about rationalizing? Let me get out my tape recorder.”

"Generd Fury," Thor said. "That was Loki. Last night he wastelling me that after your conversation with
Steve Rogers, Steve was angry about the suppression of Tony'stech. Isthat true?' Fury didn't answer.
"Isit dso true that you talked about baseball, and that Steve drank only ginger de?!

Stll only silence from Fury.

"If you need to think I'm crazy because that's the way your world makes sense to you, be my guest,”
Thor said. "But this happened. And what needs to happen now isyou need to get control of the Stark
Industries technology before someone €lse doesit for you." Thor stood. "That'swhat | cameto tell you.
I'll leave now, but remember: if you don't act, someone eseisgoing to. | know that, too. Y ou can figure
out how."

On hisway to the hdipad, Loki fdll in dongside him. "Not everyone finds your righteousness charming,”
Loki said.

"It isn't meant to charm,” Thor said. "It's meant to beright.”
"Y ou know it'snot going to work," Loki said.
Thor looked down a him. "What's the name of Fury's secretary?"

"Who cares?' Loki shrugged. "He's downdtairsfilling out areport on something ridicul ous like equipment
depreciation.”

"| don't care," Thor said. "What's his name?"



Loki sghed. "Arthur Kogielanetz. Why?!

"So | can know who I'm going to be accused of assaulting,” Thor said, and leveled his half brother with a
roundhouse right.

When he got outside and into the helicopter, Thor opened his cell phone and called Steve Rogers. The
phone rang only once before Steve's recorded message clicked on. Thor shut the phone, opened it again,
and re-dialed. Again the message. One moretry, Thor thought. He called Nick Fury.

"I've had enough of you today," Fury said when he answered the phone.
"Do you know where Steve Rogersis, General ?' Thor asked.

"No. And if | did, | wouldn't tell you. I'll see you next time we convene as ateam, and | hope not
before." Fury hung up on him.

Mortals, Thor thought. It'stoo much for them. Everything istoo much for them.
Hecdled Fury again.

"Did you not hear me?' Fury sad.

"No, | did. But | wanted to find out if your secretary Kostelanetz isdl right.”

"Isthat—" Thor could amost hear Fury doing another double take over the phone. ™Y ou son of abitch,”
Fury growled, and hung up again.

Thor laughed. What could you do?

He leaned forward and tapped the pilot on the shoulder. The pilot leaned his head back, still kegping his
eyesfront. "Where can you put me down in Brooklyn?' Thor shouted into his ear.

The pilot leaned forward to consult some gauge or other, then leaned back again. "What part of
Brooklyn?"

"l believeit'scdled FHatbush?'
"What?'
Thor sighed. "Hatbush!" he shouted. "Hatbush Avenue!”

Again the pilot consulted adisplay. "I can't get you down any closer than the Brooklyn Navy Yard," he
yeled. "Unless you want to set down in an empty lot."

"Fine, yes," Thor shouted, nodding, "let's do that."
"Y ou going to explainit to Generd Fury?"
"Hell know why. Just doiit."

Ten minutes later Thor was stooping as the helicopter angled up and away to the southwest. Hewasin
the middle of an acre or so of cracked and weedy asphalt, once atruck yard and now just one more
place where the commerce of New Y ork had come and gone. When he got to the fence, he jumped up
and caught the razor wire, bracing hisfeet on the top of afencepost before vaulting over. Ashisfeet hit
the ground, he saw three passing teenagers gaping at him. "Pretty good trick, isn't it?" he said with agrin,



gpreading his hands so they could see that he hadn't cut himself.
"Damn,” one of them said. "Homey'saninja."

They watched him walk down Flatbush Avenue back toward Rogers's apartment, which wasin the
as-yet-ungentrified hinterlands of Brooklyn. The block Rogerslived on looked like nobody had put a
coat of paint on anything since held left for thewar. At times like these, Thor thought, | would just as
soon fly, and to hell with this pretense for mortals and their smal fears. He felt the absence of Mjolnirin
his hands. Then he cracked a smile again, thinking of the teenagers and their wonder and what must have
seemed an impossible thing to them. Being immortal had its privileges... and its drawbacks, Thor thought,
remembering the dark and shining maice on the face of hishdf brother.

Seve Rogersis my favorite, Loki had said. That much Thor had told Fury. What he had not mentioned
wasthat Loki had said something else. Rogers| love, Loki had said, because he will squeeze so hard
with hisfists of order that chaos will inevitably squirt out. And laughed, Loki had, long and loud.

Thor picked up his pace, spurred on by a sense he couldn't shake that something was about to happen,
sometrick about to be played on aman whose goodness would be the lever that evil would use against
him. To be agod was to know things; the joke of fate was that too often, what even the gods knew was
not quite enough.

Rogers wasn't home. Thor stood on the street, watching the mortals pass. What would he havetold
Rogers? That Loki had taken a specid interest in him? Rogers believed in flag and country, nothing el se.
Hiswas apure bdief, not ignorant of nuance but dismissve of it, deeply invested in a black-and-white
view of theworld. There was an innocence about it that gave Rogers much of his strength, but that
innocence was aso part of what made him auseful tool for those who operated by deceit. Strength of
belief, Thor thought, was admirable, but it was alever that when used against you aways tipped you long
before you knew it was being used.

And so, Thor thought. | have comelooking for himto cal him anaif and tell him that my haf brother,
another god he doesn't believe in, hasa plan for him. Hardly an errand with good prospects of success.

To know and not to be believed. Thiswasthelot of gods. All the same, Thor was glad hewasn't a
mortal. Fate would do what Fate did, to Steve Rogers and to them all.

7

One thing about coming out of afifty-seven-year deep freeze wasthat it diminished the number of people
you could turn to when you needed to figure something out and couldn't do it on your own. All | have
left, Steve thought as he signed in at the visitor desk of Mount Sinai Hospital, is the thread that keeps
Bucky fighting his cancer. When that bresks, my last link to life before the freeze will be gone.

Except for Gail. But she wouldn't ever be ableto get closeto him. All they shared anymore wasthe
knowledge that they'd both gone on without ever quite getting apart. When Bucky dies, Steve thought, I'll
goto thefunerd, and I'll see her there, and then maybe well talk afew more times, but she will bea
widow in her seventiesand I'll be a super-soldier figurehead for SHIELD, and he knew how that would
go. Someone would cal him when she died.

Snap out of it, hetold himsdf. Quit walowing.

The door to Bucky's room was open, which meant he was probably awake. Knowing he was afriend of
Captain Americas, the nurang staff—all of whom had kids who were Captain Americafans—took
outrageoudly good care of him. They did everything but cure his cancer.



Steve tapped on the door. "Hey, Buck," he said.
No answer.

Two stepsinto the room, Steve was certain Bucky was dead. He lay on his back, mouth open, tubes and
needles everywhere... but the monitor next to the bed ticked off a steady heartbeat. Steve took a deep
bregth, let it out dowly, and settled in the chair next to Bucky's bed. He wondered where Gail was.
Usualy when Bucky had to go into the hospital, she spent most of her time there with him.

"Ah, Buck," he said softly. He didn't want to wake Bucky but he couldn't stcop himself from talking. He
hed to talk, evenif it wasjust to hear himsdlf thinking things through.

"I need you on your game, pal," he said. "Y ou want tactics and strategy, bad guys taken out and
objectives accomplished, I'm the guy. But what do you do, Buck?

What do you do when you might be walking past the bad guy on the street, and theré'saway to find out
but they won't let you use it?"

Bucky snorted and shifted alittle in the bed. Steve waited to see if he would wake up, but then Bucky's
breathing settled back to normal. He hasn't got much left, Steve thought, listening to the shdlow,
wheezing bresth of his oldest friend, and his eyes started to sting.

"They're not with us, Buck," he said. "Everyone wants shades of gray, but that's what it boils down to.
Wetrefighting the bad guys, and they're not with us”

The monitor chirped, and Steve heard awhir and click as one of Bucky's machines dispensed meds. For
awhile Steve couldn't think of what elseto say. Thenit cameto him.

"All enemiesforeign and domestic, right?' he said.
"Right," came avoice from the doorway behind him.

Heturned, and there was Gail. "All enemies," she said again. "Foreign and domestic. Y ou do what you
know isright, Steve."

"Yeah," Steve said. Helooked down. "But the thing that | know isright... it's against the law. It'swrong.”

She stepped over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. "We have to trust someone to know when to
make that decison. We haveto trust you, Steve."

His cdl phonerang. Gail whacked him half-serioudy on the shoulder, where her hand had just been
resting. "Y ou get out of thisward with your phone. They're not supposed to be onin here."

Steve muted the phone without looking at the call. A passing nurse stuck her head in the door and said,
"Turn your phone off in here."

"Already did, miss" Steve sad. "Sorry."

"Noyou didnt", shesaid. "I can dill seethe display. Either turn it off or you're going to haveto leave the
ward."

"Okay, I'mturning it off." Heflipped the phone open and as he was hitting the power button, he saw that
the call had come from Admira Esteban Garza, one of the top members on the Joint Chiefs.

He stood up. "I haveto takethisone, Gail."



"Go," she said, and he was struck by how strong and dignified she wasin her old age. Would she have
become the sameif held never hitched aride on that rocket?

Wrong question, he thought. All the questions he came up with were wrong.

"Tekethecdl," Gall said, shooing him out the door. " Then turn your phone off and come back, and welll
talk until hewakesup.”

The cell phone prohibition extended out into the main corridor, and Steve kept on walking until he was
outsde. Why was Admira Garzacalling him ingtead of Nick Fury? The soldier in Steve didn't like
circumventions of the chain of command. He called Garza back, though, as soon as hed gotten away
from the crowded sidewalks around the hospitd.

Garzapicked up on thefirst ring. "Captain Rogers," he said without preamble.
"Admird," Steve sad. "'l wasvidting afriend in the hospital.”

"Ishedying?' Garzaasked.

"Not right now."

"Then get to the Triskelion. I'll have a chopper there. | need you at Andrews pronto.”

Three hours later, Steve was walking alongside Garza down an underground hallway that could be
entered only through atriple-keycarded sted door in the basement of an anonymous Quonset hut set all
the way out at the western perimeter of the base. "Thiswas brought in to uslast night," Garza said, "and
thefirg timel saw it wasthismorning. | believe you'll be able to offer an expert opinion.”

They cameto adead end, with another featureless sted door in front of them. It had been along time
gnce Steve saw asign. We're off the map, he thought. This place doesn't exist. Remembering his
conversation with Fury the night before, he thought: thisiswhere the boogeymen live.

Admird Garzadid hiskeycard through adot. A panel opened inthewall, exposing akeyboard, and he
entered along a phanumeric code. The door opened to reved asmall room, and Steve followed Garza
into it. Garzas keycard was waiting in atray on the other sde. The room was awhite cube with asingle
workstation and another door on the wall opposite the one they'd come in. At the workstation sat apae
woman with gray-shot blond hair and haunted eyes. She stood when they entered.

"Admira Garza," she sad, then looked Steve up and down. "And you must be Captain America"
"Steve Rogers,” he said, and extended his hand.
Shedidnt takeit. "I assume you're here to observe the specimen?' she asked Admira Garza.

"No, Justine, we thought we'd take you to lunch. Cap, meet Justine Ichesco.” Garzawaked over to the
other door.

Thistime accessinvolved a complicated series of key-card readings, code entries, and s multaneous
turnings of physical keys. Everything but a secret handshake, Steve thought. The door opened and they
went into alarger room, one wall of which was obvioudy one-way glass. So we're being observed,
Steve thought... and then his attention was riveted to the thing on the sted! |aboratory tablein the middie
of theroom.

It had the rough shape of aman: bipedd, bilaterally symmetric, and so forth. But it was more than seven



feet tal, and its limbs were deformed, each a different length than the other and each jointed in adightly
different way. But it was the face that Steve couldn't look away from. Scrambled somehow, asif alate
Picasso had been given flesh, the face brought to mind another maformed humanoaid, in the Arizona
desert, with fireand fdling sted dl around...

"They do that when they've been badly injured,” he said, keeping hisvoice level. "L osetheir cohesion.”
"So youresureit's Chitauri?' Garza asked.

"I'm sure,”" Steve said.

"'Sampling matches existing specimens of recovered Chitauri tissue," Justine said.

Garza stepped closer to the strapped-down body. "Well, this one'saways past injured,” he said. "We
killed it on the base perimeter last night.”

"Then you can expect its shape to scramble even more,” Steve said.

Justine walked around to the other side of it. "How many of these have you seen?"
Steve remembered starshipsfalling from the desert sky.

The Chitauri opened itseyes.

Stevefdt the adrendine shock like a punch in the chest, his super-soldier overdrive kickingin. The
Chitauri snapped the straps holding it down, wrenching the table |oose from the floor. One of its hands
shot out and caught Justine around the throat; the other reached for Steve, but he was dready pivoting
out of the way when he saw thefirst twitch of muscle, and he caught the arm &t full extension and broke it
across the edge of the table. The snap of the fracture was counterpointed by the crunch of the Chitauri
crushing thelife out of Justine Ichesco. Garza had falen back and drawn his sdearm; out of the corner of
his eye Steve saw the admird stepping to the side to look for abetter shot. In front of him the Chitauri
gprang from the table. He saw it looking at him, and could have sworn—in the split second before it
shifted itsfocus to Garza—that he saw recognition in itseyes.

A bel went off in his head asthe Chitauri caught him with aroundhouse kick, using the momentum to get
arunning dart at Garza. The admira began firing, emptying the nine-shot magazine of his old Browning.
Each of the shots hit the Chitauri and frozeit in place for an eye blink beforeit drove forward once more.

Until Steve tackled it, crushing its head into the floor. Already he could tell that its shape was
decomposing. Where the human flesh was pedling back, some recognizable Chitauri festures shone
through, and in other places the only thing visible was an anatomica mishmash. Between the bulletsand
its weskening hold on its human shape, the Chitauri looked like some of the bodies Steve had seenin the
aftermath of an artillery barrage in Europe. But it could till fight; it threw him off into the one-way glass,
which rang with the impact but didn't crack. Back on hisfeet, Steve saw it closing on Garzaagain, and
reflexively he drew hisarm back to throw hisshield.

He had no shidd.
The lab table would do just aswell.

Tearing the twisted stedl tabletop |oose from the frame, Steve flung it Frisbee-style. It hit the back of the
Chitauri's head with awet crunch.

The creatureé's arms shot straight out and its back arched. Momentum carried it forward to dam into



Admira Garzaand bear him down to the floor, but Steve could tdll it was dead before the thud of their
impact reached him.

On the other hand, that'swhat Garza had thought last night.
"Admird," Steve sad, pulling thelimp body off Garza. ™Y ou injured?’

The door burst open and aresponse team fanned out, weapons trained on Steve and the admird. Garza
put out ahand, pam down, and the team lowered the muzzles of their rifles. With hisdeeve, Garza
swiped at the Chitauri blood on hisface. "WEell need amedic for Justine," he said. "But | don't think
theré'sany hurry." One of the response team was dready kneegling over her where shelay, thetable
frametipped over onto her body. | did that, Steve thought. He felt asif held defiled her somehow, even
though he could hardly have been concerned with where the framefell. Hed had a Chitauri to kill.

Thisiswhere they keep the boogeymen, he thought. | wasright.
"Captain Rogers," Garzasad. "Follow me."

Five minutes later they'd returned through the three security-keyed doors and were in aground-level
office framed off from the rest of the Quonset hut by naked two-by-fours and drywall. "Were under
congtruction here" Admird Garzasaid. He was till rubbing at streaks of blood on his hands.

"Admird," Steve said. "Isthisthefirst time you've caught a Chitauri on base grounds?’

"Caught? Yes" Garzasaid. "l suspect there might be others." He paused, picking a one thumbnail.
"Captain?' hesaid.

"Yes gr."
"Can | count on you to get Tony Stark'stoy to the right person?”
"With dl due respect, gir, | think Tony's the right person.”

Garzalooked himin the eye. "Noted. Now can you get Tony'stoy to the person | am about to tell you to
getit to?"

In other words, Steve thought, are you willing to commit industria espionage against an American
company for the benefit of Americans? Isthiswhat it's come to? Once held had an argument with Thor
about the point at which it became necessary to contravene your ideals o that other people could believe
that those sameided s dtill existed. In other words, at what point do you grant yoursdlf the privilege of
knowing better than other people what's best for them?

Now, | guess, Steve thought. | guess that timeis now.

"Yes, gr," hesad. "l can.”

"Good answer," Garzasaid. He handed Steve abusiness card. "Memorizeit."
Steve did, and handed it back.

"Y ou know why Stark can't haveit, right?"

"I'm guessing it has something to do with politics,” Steve said. All a once he couldn't look Garzain the
eye.



"Politics," Garzarepeated. "Damn right. If Tony Stark built these things, the next day Nick Fury would be
walking sentry duty in Barrow, Alaska. That's how things work down here."

Therewas along pause. Steve looked at his hands, heard again the sound of the table crushing the
Chitauri's skull, hunted around in his mind for words that weren't there.

"Y ou know, Cap, there are people in this government who think like you do. And like| do," Garzasaid.
"But there aren't enough of them, and they aren't dwaysin the right places.”

"Someone hasto stand up,” Steve said.

"Right. But that someone can't dways stand up in front of everyone. Not right away. It's not the way
weld liketo do this, but it'sthe way we can make it work. Know what | mean?"

Stevedidnt likeit. No. That wasn't true. Part of him did like it, the part that wanted to act, to be done
with rules and procedures. Y ou saw the enemy, you hit the enemy.

But then there was the part that knew the consegquences of acting before you knew what you were doing.
Last year'sHulk incident was al the proof anyone would need of that.

"I know what you mean, sr," hesaid.

"Good," Garzasad. "And the namel gaveyou?| can't givethisto Fury, for the samereasons| just
outlined. He'stoo vulnerable. The Hill doesn't like him anyway. They think he'stoo much of aloose
cannon. But you—you're untouchable paliticaly. Anyone who goes up againgt Captain America better
be planning to retire.”

"] understand, Admird," Steve said.

"And what the hell, we need aloose cannon here and there. Can't dl be deskjockeyslike me" Garza
grinned and chucked Steve on the shoulder. "Time for me to move aong. Good work in there today,
Captain Rogers. Make this happen.”

"Yes, dr," Sevesad. "l will."
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Tony spent most of hismorning running through quarterly reports, and then he went downstairsto see
what the R& D boys had come up with for the new Iron Man prototype. And lo and behold, when he got
there, who should hefind but Nick Fury?

"Generd?' Tony said. "Towhat do | owe this unexpected pleasure?’

"Well, let'ssee” Fury started ticking off pointson hisfingers. "SHIELD is curious about how Stark is
spending al of that money we got for you; I'm curious to see what this new toy can do; and | want to
make sure that you understand the ramifications of what Washington told me yesterday."

"Ah." Turning to the assembled tech team, Tony said, "L adies and gentlemen, would you excuse us?'

When they'd filed out, Tony sat on the stairsthat led up to the prototype staging area. The new suit
loomed over them. He'd had it redone in darker colors asawhim, but on the inside there wereredl
innovations to be excited about. The new battery could deliver 15 percent better acceleration, afull eight
g's, and (luckily for Tony's brain) the team had come up with better acceleration-damping gd. Histurning
capacity wasimproved, the servos and condensate hydraulics had findly caught up with thetensile



drength of the armor plates... "It'sadoozy,” Tony said when hed finished listing al of the new gadgetry.
"Oh, and the force field and force beams, I'm getting 30 percent more repulsion per square centimeter.”

"Dotdl," Fury sad.

"I'll be happy to outfit dl of SHIELD'S shock troops with adightly lessgaudy verson, Generd," Tony
said with amock toast. Then, asif hed reminded himsdlf, he added, "Listen, if we're going to haveto talk
much more, I'll need alittle refreshment. Especidly if you're going to break my heart again about my
marvelous screener.”

"Areyou of the opinion that martinis are going to cure your cancer, Tony? Or areyou just a
garden-variety boozehound?'

"Innoway," Tony said ashe stood, "am | agarden-variety anything. Let'sgo upstairs.”

Tony maintained amodest—for him—suite of gpartments on the top floor of Stark Industries
headquarters. At times he imported Jarvisto work there, when he knew he wasn't going to get home for
long dretches, , and Jarvis had atray of martiniswaiting for Tony and Fury when they came out of the
elevator into Tony's study. "Generd Fury,” Jarvis purred. 'Y our company isfar too rare apleasure, gr.”

Swiping hisglassfrom thetray, Tony rolled hiseyes. "For God's sake, Jarvis. What are you trying to do
here? Genera Fury has closed-minded and brutish superiors! Haven't you heard of don't ask, don't tell?"

"Don't ask," Jarvis shot back. "And Generd, you're under no obligation to tell." With that, he left through
the kitchen door.

"You didn't take your drink, Nick," Tony observed.
"Spareme," Fury said.

Now it was Tony'sturn to roll hiseyes. Ashedid it, he thought, my God, sometimes| come across just
like Jarvis.

Asif hed read Tony's mind, Fury quirked asmile and said, "Not that there's anything wrong with that."

"Goto hdl, Generd Fury," Tony said with agrin. "Now, what wasit you wanted to talk about again? Ah;
wait. | remember. We talked about the toy, so now you must be waiting to hear about Stark Industries
fisca respongbility, aswell as my reaction to the news from Washington. Which, since you haven't given
itto me, | | assume must be bad."

"Bad for you, yeah," Fury said.

"I'll be honest with you, Nick," Tony said. "I'm trying to be agood citizen and do theright thing for my
company at the sametime. Do you see my conflict?"

The phonerang. "It canwait," Fury sad.

"Not when thislinerings, it can't.”” Tony picked up.
"Tony, itsHankPym."

"Well, Doctor. How can | help you?'

"l need to ask you afavor.”



"A favor,"” Tony repested.

"Nick won't take my calls, and | need to get amessageto him. Thisiscrucid, Tony. What if | told you
there were ill Chitauri around?’

"Oh, for God'ssake," Tony said. "Call back when you're taking your meds again.”

Listen to me, Tony thought. If Hank Pym wasn't awife-beating sycophant, | might actudly fed badly
about theway I'm lying to him. He hung up.

"That wasn't Hank Pym, wasit?' Fury asked.

"Nope," Tony said. "Business. Thislingstoo important for troglodyteslike Pym."
"Pretty short for such animportant cal,” Fury observed mildly.

"I know how to get to the point.”

"Okay, then I will, too. | hear you talking about con-flict, and | get alittle worried about what I'm not
hearing you say." Fury sat in one of the chairs Tony had turned toward the window. "Believe me, Tony. |
know how you fed."

"No, you don't,” Tony said. "1 might have made six hundred million dollars this year on those screeners.”

For along moment Fury was silent. Then he stood back up and said, "That's one of those comments that
makesit hard for me to spend time around you.”

"Oh, Generad Fury,” Tony said. "Y ou're not still mad about my little demonstration the other day, are
you? Come on. Y ou were the one | needed to convince."

"That's got nothing to do with it. What worriesmeisthat therewas aleak, and | don't think it came from
SHIELD."

Tony noticed hisdrink was aready gone. He caled for another, mostly to give himself timeto cool off
Banter was one thing, the kind of bullshitting you did with people you worked with. It was something
entirely different when someone who ought to know better—a friend, no less—accused you of being the
source of a serious security breach. Jarvis brought the drinks and, sensing the tension in the room, left
without comment. "Okay, Nick," Tony said. "Apart from adesire to cover your own ass after you got
chewed out in Washington, what makes you think the leak is here? Are you somehow under the
impression that | would let Washington know about a program so they could get cold feet and step on
it?'

Nick didn't turn around. Over his shoulder and out the window, Tony watched a helicopter landing at the
Triskelion, far away to the south. He could see the entire spread of the Upper Bay, except Liberty
Idand, which was blocked by Fury's shining head.

"l haveto tell you, Tony," Fury began. Thetone of hisvoice, more measured and softer than was usud,
hinted to Tony that something unpleasant was coming. "There's quite afew people in Washington who
are dtill fighting the last battle when it comesto you, you know? They want your contracts reviewed, they
want your security clearances revoked on lifestyle-risk grounds... the whole works.”

Now Fury did look back at Tony. "I'm not ahundred percent sure they'rewrong,” he finished.
"Oh, aren't you," Tony said.



"No, I'm not. | bdieve SHIELD needs Iron Man; I'm not sure | bdieve that the defense business needs
Stark Industries.”

"Thisisbecause | have adrink in the morning and I'm not a picket-fence family man?' Tony said. Hewas
getting angrier by the second here, and found himself not caring whether he aienated Nick, or the
government, or anyone else. He was Tony Stark, he was Stark Industries, the economies of nations rose
and fell with the check marks he made in the margins of The Wall Street Journal every morning. Y ou
want to apply those same standards to the people professing their worries about me, Nick? Or iswhat
we have here another version of just plain old jedl ousy? How many congressmen wish they had my
money and my women and my looks?' Tony laughed. "Tony Stark!—not just abillionaire playboy, but a
billionaire playboy egotist! Keep our homeland safe from this monstrosity!™

He got quiet, redlizing that of al the peoplein theworld, Nick Fury was perhapsleast likely to be
affected by arant. "Nick, I've got enough juice in Washington that if | put my mind toiit, | can get this
project cleared. But now you'retelling me that there's going to be opposition that has nothing to do with
the project. So do you want me to seewhat | can do, or will it be easier on your officeif | just stay out of
the way and keep coming up with gresat ideas that nobody will use? | can go either way. Just let me
know."

"Okay, Tony. Thenthetruthis, you amost punked out in Arizona, we have multiple reportsto that effect.
You drink likearock star, you go through women like arock gtar... there are legitimate security
concernsthat come with thiskind of lifestyle. I'm sure | don't haveto tell you what ahoney trapis.”

"No. And I'm sure| don't haveto tell you what abrain tumor is."
Nick was slent for amoment. "No."

"Wl then. I'm sure that you understand why | could not possibly care less about what the defense
bureaucracy in Washington thinks about my girlfriends or the olivesin my martinis.”

"Yes, | do," Nick said. "And | understand something el se, too."
"What'sthat, O swami of SHIELD?"

Now Nick turned around to look Tony inthe eye. "I understand fear. Y ou don't think of yoursdlf this
way, but you're listening to the clock tick, and you're worried that when that tumor findly getsyou,
people are going to stand around your coffin and say what awaste it was that you never did anything but
make money and play with fancy gizmaos. So now that—"

Tony looked away from Nick, his attention caught by a flash outside the window. "Uh oh. Gottago,
country needsme," he said, and shrugged out of his suit coat as he headed for the elevator.

"What... ?' Nick glanced back at the window. Wish | could see the look on hisface, Tony thought. The
elevator door opened, and Tony held it for Nick, who was barreling across the room with his Grim
Reaper face on. A big firebdl like that coming out of the Triskelion, Tony thought. Yessr, that'll takethe
steam out of your armchair psychoanalysis any day.

"Move this goddamn thing," Fury growled. The elevator door shut, and the bottom dropped out of
Tony's ssomach. Expresstrain to hell, he thought. Asthe door closed, he heard the phone ring, but Hank
Pym could wait. After seeing Nick Fury caught speechless, Tony had the ideathat thiswas going to bea
pretty good day. He couldn't wait to put on his suit.
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Status Report

The tension between order and chaos that congtitutes much of what humans call persondity isproving to
beauseful if deicatetoal. It isobserved that in intrachuman conflicts, the Sde operating at amateria and
technological deficit prioritizes the sowing of chaos, while the sde with asurplus of materiel and
personne prioritizes direct assault and the imposition of order. Thus the imbal ance between plenitude and
insufficiency becomes adeterminant in tactical and strategic choice. Lessons are available from this
observation, and are being processed and incorporated into short-term planning. A new emphasis on the
sowing of chaosisingtituted, and assets redeployed accordingly.

In the longer term, open conflict is unavoidable and desirable, once resources are more fully devel oped.
Sengtivity to human politica activity will offer cues asto the correct time to abandon small-scae
operations designed to compromise key individua targetsin favor of astandard battlefield configuration.
Assmilation efforts accelerate, and prognosis for the human ordering project israted good.

Diversonary tactics, dthough of limited long-term value, have previoudy proved useful in managing the
enemy's movements and priorities. Activitiesin thisvein continue. Reports are imminent on the success of
the most recent diversonary mission, location <Triske-lion, New Y ork>. Although complete
ramificationswill not be known immediatdly, early Sgns should indicate whether the misson was
successful on itsterms and should be repeated. The strategic truism that surprise and morale erosion are
force multipliers need not be retested; what remains to be seen isthe specific redization of thistruismin
the actions of <SHIEL D>, especidly with respect to the politica trestment of current <SHIELD>
initiatives.

Politica reaction to <Andrews> mission unfolds as expected. <Garza> has contacted <Steven Rogers>.
Details of the conversation are not available due to minima assets and difficult communication channds. It
however appears asif both <Garza> and <Rogers> have acted according to mission plan. Thissituation
will be monitored intensively.

Intelligence gathering and resource placement in <Wilmette, Illinois> improves. Assetsarein find
placement anticipating orders to execute planned mission.

Mission Timeline and Preiminary Report: Triskelion

-.090349 solar year: Assessment of security proceduresin and around Triskelion. Identification of
possible wesk point in shipping and receiving of cargo due to involvement of severd different groups.

-.078222 solar year: |dentification and survelllance of contracted non-military personne involved in
logidics.

-.038874 solar year: Targeting of <Roger Boudreau> and <Antonio Puyol> due to length of service,
with presumed increasein ingtitutiond trust, and absence of family and socia networks.

-.030582 solar year: Assmilation of <Roger Boudreau> and <Antonio Puyol> Preparation of ordnance.

-.022916 solar year: Elimination of two employees of contracted logistical service, causing reassgnment
of their dutiesto assetsin place, <Boudreau> and <Puyol>.

-.000342 solar year: Deployment of assetsin place on misson.

-.000171 solar year: Assetsin place destroy portions of Triskelion. Assetslost as aplanned
conseguence of misson.

Appendix



Priority nonhuman asset assmilated in <Ronkonkoma, NewY orkx
Priority human asset assmilated in <Buenos Aires, Argenting;..
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Steve Rogers could not remember ever being so angry.

Thirteen SHIELD contractors were dead, and three soldiers. The Triskelion had anirregular holeinits
Sde sixty feet wide and extending up through the third floor over theloading dock where the exploson
had occurred.

The fireswere dmost out, and dready the grim work of recovering remains had begun. Chopperscircled
overhead. New Y ork City fire department boats had come and gone, their offers of help rebuffed for
security reasons. Now came cleanup, and the painstaking reconstruction of how this had happened.
Except Steve dready knew the important thing: two Chitauri suicide bombers had left asmoking holein
the Triskdion, sixteen families grieving, and SHIEL D with ablack eye whose conseguences none of them
would know until the media vultures had finished picking over the corpses.

And if Tony Stark's screeners had been ingtalled at the loading dock, none of it would have happened in
thefirst place.

Before coming down here to work with the fire and cleanup crews, Steve had replayed the security
tapes. Frame: the boat eases into the dock. Frame: aforklift comes out to start offloading pallets. Frame:
one of the boat's crew says something to the forklift operator. Frame: the crewman hops on the forklift
and picks up apallet. As heturnsit around, another member of the boat's crew hoists a stack of three
large totes.

Right there, Steve thought. No man can lift three of those when they're loaded, especidly not askinny
fifty-year-old, which was what the man had been. Correction: what the man had looked like.

Frame: the two crewmen stop for abrief conversation with Master Sergeant Antonio Cullen, who grins
and waves them through.

| can recongtruct that one, Steve thought. Hey, thisisn't on the manifest. Yeah, | know, it wasn't
scheduled till tomorrow, but common carriers, who knows when anything's going to get anywhere
... and now Sergeant Cullen was dead.

Then adifferent camera. Frame: the forklift stops about ten feet inside the intake door. The man with the
totes—the Chitauri with the totes, Steve corrected himself—drops them and rips the top off one. The
forklift driver loosens a cable from insde the shrink-wrap holding the boxes together on the pdlet. The
two of them bend over asmall black box.

Theview dissolvesinto gatic.

From the outside camera: Sergeant Cullen and four of the contractors hired to move freight around inside
the Triskelion are annihilated in astop-motion bloom of fire threaded with black smoke. The camera
washes out. When itslight meters stabilize, the dock areaisin ruins. Smal fires burn on the boat, one
dowly catching on the clothing of an unconscious or dead crew member. The hole blown in the sde of
the Triskelion has cross-sectioned three floors. Papers from upstairs offices flutter out over the Upper
Bay, wafted by the scorching updraft from the fire burning in the intake warehouse. A woman lies dead
near her desk, one of her arms dangling over the edge of the exposed floor. Mgor Christina Akinbiye.
Steve had poured her acup of coffee three weeks before in the Triskelion cafeteria



After that he couldn't look at it anymore. When he'd gotten downgtairs, response teams were aready
reporting nonhuman remains.

Some of which hewas dtill cleaning up. Steve gritted histeeth and let dip acursethat Gail would have
dapped hisfacefor.

Since nobody knewwhat the hell would happen if aseagull happened to fly by and pick up asnack of
Chitauri tissue, every cell needed to be collected and accounted for. They were ill, dmost ayeer later,
doing fina cleanup on the Arizona site. Getting the Triskelion shipshape wouldn't be nearly asbig ajob,
which wasn't much consolation since it sure wasn't the kind of job for which Steve was suited. But he
was here and Generd Fury wasn't, and Banner was still locked up downstairs until they put him in front
of afiring squad. So instead of hunting down the diens, Steve was picking up pieces of them. It wasn't
hisjob. He was wasted here.

"It'slike aWillie and Joe cartoon,” he said to the tech closest to him.
The tech looked up from bagging abloody piece of acoudtictile. "A what?"!

"Never mind," Steve said. He should have known better. Might aswell have made ajoke about a
political cartoon from the Civil War.

Resentment was s0 thick in the back ot histhroat that he could practically spit it out. God, he hated them.
Hated them worse than he'd ever hated the Nazis or the Japs. He would have killed them al himsdf, shot
them in the back asthey fled. If God Himself came down and gave Steve Rogersthe gift of prophecy,
and he knew that the Chitauri would leave tomorrow and never come back, he would still have killed
them asthey filed onto their ships. And they could have done some thing about it.

From the circling cluster of choppers, one detached itsalf and came down to land on the sea-level
helipad. The blast of prop wash blew away some of the smoke that still hung over the dock. When
Generd Fury got out, Steve looked to the skies, searching for some resolve that would help him stop
himself from saying something he shouldntt... and there was Tony Stark, showing off in hissuit, blasting
back and forth long after it might have done any good.

Steve knew at that moment that he couldn't hide from it any more. Admira Garza had been right.
Fury strode through the wreckage to Steve. "Tdl me," he said.

"Chitauri in human form. Suicide bombers,” Steve said. He bent over and picked up a stringy gobbet of
flesh, now sparkling with scales. Holding it up for Genera Fury'sinspection, he snapped, "They lose their
cohesion when they're dead. Only when they're dead.”

"Hold on there, soldier,” Generd Fury said. "Aim that anger whereit counts.”

Steve dropped the hit of flesh into a collection bag, sealed it, and put the bag in a plastic tote not unlike
the one that had carried the detonator. Then he stood up, looked Genera Fury in the eye, and said,
"With al due respect, g, that's the problem here. It might have counted.”

"| don't follow you," Genera Fury said.

Pointing up into the sky, Steve said, "If Tony's tech had been ingtaled, they would have been tagged. |
could have done something.” Whatever resolve held been looking for failed Steve, and he kept talking.
"But ingtead Washington wanted to be careful. Well, thisiswhat careful gets you when you'refighting an
enemy who isn't afraid to die. We've got sixteen in the morgue, and who knows how many others
burned. People died, Nick. Excuse me. Generd."



Fury didn't answer right away. Eventually, after Steve had bagged and tagged two more pieces of
Chitauri tissue, he said, "Y ou're relieved. We can find someone elseto do that.”

"I'm not doing anything dse," Steve said.

"I an relieving you of thisduty, soldier,” Generd Fury said, and let it hang.

Not hurrying, Steve bagged one more piece of tissue and then stood. "Yes, Sir," he said.
"That'smorelikeit," Fury said.

He was about to say something €l se when Tony camein for alanding on the ruined dock. " Perimeter's
clear out to amile" Tony said. "Can someone give me ahand with the helmet here?!

"I'll doit," Steve said. He worked the helmet's sedl's and clamps loose and lifted the faceplate away,
releasing aflood of greenish gdl.

"Hell of an upgrade,” Tony sad. "Although | guesswe can talk about thet later.”

Steveleaned in closeto him. "Onething,” he said quietly, not wanting Fury to hear. ™Y our screener would
have stopped this." .

Caught up short, Tony looked at him, a puzzled expression on hisface. He wiped some of the gel away
from hiseyes. "Y ou're not blaming mefor this?*

"Not ahit,” Steve said, still keeping hisvoice down. "I don't blame you. But | wanted you to face what
happened here because | might need your help.”

"My hdp?'

But Steve had dready turned away. "Generd," he said. "l was here. I'll take media point on this. What
we have istwo Chitauri suicide bombers. | don't haveto tell you that thisisanew tactic for them, and it
tells us quite abit about where they think they are srength-wise."

"Wadll, that's not going to help the reporters,” Generd Fury said.
"No?'

"No. Because we're not going to tell them that,” General Fury said. "People do not need to hear that dien
suicide bombers got into the Triskelion. They are more than willing to laugh at what incompetent idiots
we are, accidentally blowing ourselves up, but they'll forget al about that the next time we save thelr
ases. They will not forget the idea of infiltration, and that iswhat needs to be managed here.”

"Managed," Steve said disheievingly. ™Y ou're worried about how to managethis.”

"Would you rather see our funding gutted because we come across as a bunch of amateurs? Would you
rather go back to working out of whatever space the Army can spare at Fort Drum? Remember what we
talked about the other night, Cap."

Steve looked around and spread his hands. "Isn't this part of what we talked about the other night?”
"What did you two talk about the other night?* Tony wanted to know.

"Nothing," Steve and Genera Fury said in unison.



A slenceféll, broken by the thud of circling helicopters and the scrape and shuffle of the tissue-recovery
detail. "Fing" Steve said. "Okay. My offer to take media point stands. Y ou let me know how we're going
to handleit."

"Well," Tony sad. "That's alittle disgppointing from our straight arrow.”

Steve spun and jabbed afinger in Tony'sdirection. "Y ou get that onefree," he said quietly. "But don't
ever say anything likethat again. Isthat clear?’

He could tell Tony wastrying not to smile, but right then Steve didn't care. Tony Stark could have his
bravado. That, and money, was al he had.

"Clear, mon capitaine,” Tony said.
"French,” Steve said with disgust. "On top of it, he speaks French.”

He stripped off his gloves and threw them on the dock. "Generd. Permission to stand down until a
briefing whenever you decide to scheduleit.”

"Okay," Generd Fury said. "Where are you headed?

"l have adate. If Washington can screw around while we get infiltrated by diens... " Steve let the thought
trall off. ™Y ou dways know where to find me."

"A date" Tony said as Steve waked away. "He'slearning.”

And later that night, after steaks at Peter Luger's— which made Janet laugh about how old-fashioned he
was, but somehow she was the only one of the team who could make that joke without it making him
angry or maudlin—Steve took a piece of paper out of his pocket. He was walking down Broadway in
Brooklyn, under the dlevated BMT tracks. No, not the BMT anymore, now everyone just caled it the
JMZ line. Therewasno more BMT, no more IRT, everything was just the MTA.. Janet was on acab
back over the Williamsburg Bridge. He found a pay phone on Havemeyer and made acall. On the way
back to his apartment, he dropped the paper down astorm drain.
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Nick had maybe five minutes notice that Tony Stark was about to appear in his office and was, in the
words of the desk sergeant, "loaded for bear." Fury put away areport he'd been about to sign off on and
darted to straighten his desk, a pre-mesting reflex he had ingrained in himself when held made the
trangtion from commando to command. It was useful in that it cleared the mind aswell asthe desk.

Two minutes after held been served notice of Stark's approach, there was aknock at the door. "Come
onin," Fury said, and in walked not Tony but Steve Rogers.

"Dont tell me" Fury said.

Rogerslooked like hell, at least for him. Physicaly he wasn't any different, but therewasalook in hiseye
that Fury didn't like at all. He remembered thinking, the day before yesterday after Tony had said He's
learning, that he didn't want Captain Americato learn. He wanted Captain Americato act when he was
told to act.

Now it looked like Steve had both learned and acted, and hadn't done either one the way he was
supposed to. "What else was | supposed to do?' Steve asked.



"l said don't tell me," Fury said, "and | meant it.”

The one thing Fury had left on his desktop was a copy of the business section of that day's New York
Times, the front page of which featured a story about a breakthrough Chitauri screening technology.
Accompanying the article was an illustration of Tony's screener, run through Photoshop just enough to
avoid being identical. A singleline midway through the piece noted the breakthrough had been "partialy
derived from acanceled defense project,” which Nick read as awink from someone in Washington who
had authorized the leak. Limiting himsdlf to people who had attended the meeting where Tony's project
was discussed, Nick had done someinitial handicapping of likely sources. His early favorite for the leak
was Garza, dthough it might have been any of them. Even Alto-belli or Bright, who had made such abig
dedl out of the security risks. The way Washington worked, that might have been nothing but a charade
to polish up their collective deniability.

Nick quashed an impulseto find out whether either Altobelli or Bright held directorships or stock in Stark
Industries or in the company that had miraculoudy invented atech that did exactly what Tony'swould
have. What bothered Nick more than identifying the source of the leak from Washington was that the
lesker had used Steve Rogersto pipeline the project specsto this, who wasit... SKR TechEnt. Ten
minutes on Google had taught Nick that SKR was a development clearinghouse, basically four wallsand
aroof where control-freak venture capitalists funneled projects they wanted to keep an eye on. But Nick
had been around the block long enough to figure out that more was going on there than met theeye. The
whole setup screamed shell company. Who had decided an outfit like SKR could possibly be the best
company for the job?

"Tony'sgoing to be here any minute," Fury said. "Keep your mouth shut until | tell you to openit. That's
anorder.”

Stevedidn't likeit, but hewasasoldier. "Yes, Sr, Generd," he said.

Asif on cue, Tony Stark barged in without knocking. "Nick, goddammit,” he began, then caught himsdlf
up short when he saw Steve standing off to the side of Nick'sdesk. "Ah," he said. "This goes higher than
I'd thought.”

"How do you mean that?" Nick asked.

"Him," Tony said, pointing at Steve. "'If you were just going to do this yoursdlf, you wouldn't need to
wave the Human Fag over there.”

"Permission to spesk, Generd," Steve said.
Fury didn't take hiseyes off Tony. "Granted.”
"I didit, Tony," Steve said. "Generd Fury didn't know."

"He—" Tony took thisin for along moment. "Well. What a coincidence. And am | to assume that when
you were picking up little bits of fricasseed Chitauri, and you said to Genera Fury something about how
we could have done something, it had nothing to do with today's newspaper article?

"Saw this, did you?" Fury said. He picked up the paper. "Figured you might have. | was as surprised as
you until Captain Rogers here showed up and let mein on what happened.”

Fury didn't look at Steve as he said this. They could get their stories straight later. Right now the
important thing was keeping Tony on board, and if Tony could blame Steve for the whole thing, he might
just be ableto get over it and remain amember of the team. Apart from the fact that Steve had doneit,



s0 Nick had told the truth, mostly. Steve hadn't [et him in on what happened yet, but he was damn sure
going to the minute Tony |&ft.

"I hope, at least, that some kind of insubordination or espionage charge is going to keep me from losing
deep over al themoney thisjust cost me," Tony said. He shoved hishandsin his pockets. "l wasn't that
pissed about thiswhen it was just me not making as much money as| might have. Thisisdifferent. Now
someone elseis making money that should have been mine. And the PR, Jesus. Thisiskilling me."

"No, thetumor'skilling you," Steve said. "Also I'm hoping it's the tumor making you complain about
money when we've got anew Chitauri congpiracy on our hands, becauseif it isn't, then you're pretty
much the shallowest son of abitch | ever laid eyeson.”

Tony turned to Fury. "So my medicd history is public now, Nick? Thisishow they tell you to build team
unity?'

"What | cameto say isthis" Steve said. Fury held up ahand to stop him, but Steve pointedly didn't look
a him. "l wasgoing to say it to Generd Fury, but Since you're here, Tony, I'll say it to both of you. The
people need this. And I'm going to make sure they get what they need.”

"Soldier, | don't haveto tell you that's not your job."

"Maybe not,"” Steve said. "Buit I'll do the jobs that need doing, whether they're supposed to be mine or

In the dlence that followed, Fury thought: so thisishow it begins.

Eventualy someone had to say something, and as might have been expected, it was Tony. "Thereés going
to beareview of Stark Industries defense contracting policies” he said. "Even with dl the skimming and
no-bid lard, I can make more money doing other things. Headaches like thisare the last thing | need.”

"Your financid decisonsarent redly what we're talking about here,” Fury said.

"Well, | don't gppear to have much to say about nationa security or thetypical courtesy that one might
hope would be extended when one's proprietary tech is going to be stolen and farmed out to aglorified
machine shop,” Tony said. "So it looks like my finances arethe only thing | can talk about. Generd, |
don't suppose you have abottle in your desk.”

Asamatter of fact, Fury did, but he wasn't about to break out the bourbon &t ten in the morning. Not
even for Tony Stark. "Afraid not," he said.

"And | don't guessthat Captain America hereisabout to go up on espionage charges?'
"l don't see how that'sin the nationd interest,” Fury said.

"Ah. Nationd interest. There was atime when intellectual property was part of nationd interest. | guess
that isn't the case now."

"Oh, for Pete's sake," Steve said. "Areyou redlly going to get self-righteous about this?*

"No, Steve, I'm going to stay angry Y ou might be able to bamboozle the genera here with your line
about the people, and dirty jobs, and whatever else, but I'm going to tell you what that is. Y ou've aways
been alatent fascist wrapped in aflag that we dl happen to love, and we've cut you too much dack for it.
Not anymore."



Stevetook a step toward Tony. "Knock it off,” he said.

"Goto hell," Tony said. "Y ou want to take aswing a me, go right ahead. Who are you serving?
Whoever fed you SKR TechEnt, why do you think they did it? Do you think they care about the people?
"Who are 'the people,' anyway?'

"They'rethe ones | rode aNazi rocket for,” Steve said, moving even closer to Tony. "They'rethe ones|
got shot up with experimental chemicasfor. They'rethe ones| pledged my lifeto, and if you're about to
say that they don't know who | am and don't care what I've done, I'm hereto tell you that doesn't matter.
| believein them. Y ou don't believe in adamn thing except your bank baance.”

"The people, huh?' Tony said. "Shouldn't you say der Volk?

Faster than Fury could see, Steve leveled Tony with apile-driver right hand. Tony went over backward,
banged his head against the wall, and sprawled next to the ficus tree Fury had brought with him from the
last SHIELD headquarters. Then something happened that Fury never would have figured: Tony shook
his head and got to hisfeet. Blood streamed from acut under hisleft eye, and he couldn't quite focus his
eyes, but he got up. Fury'sopinion of Tony Stark changed in that moment. Before then, held aways
thought that Tony without his suit wasjust an unusualy smart rich guy... but anyone who could tekea
shot from Captain Americaand get to hisfeet was more than your ordinary CEO.

"Don't ever say that about me again," Steve said. He was breathing hard, from anger rather than exertion.
"Bver."

"Y ou wouldn't be so pissed about it if you didn't think it wastrue," Tony said. He leaned againgt the wall
and hawked an enormous gob of blood into a handkerchief Blood had started coming from hisnose, a
dow trickle compared to the flow on his cheek.

"Next time I'm not holding back,” Steve said.
Tony grinned. "Next time | won't stand there and wait for youto do it.”

"All right,” Fury said. "I've seen enough. What's done is done. Now it's up to usto make sure that the
consequences work for us. Y ou two want to kill each other, do it some other time. Right now what we
need to doisfind out who we get in touch with at SKR."

"Can't beat them, join them,” Tony said. "Y ou're a better politician than you give yoursdlf credit for, Nick.
And | hope that now you're not so worried that the origina leak came from Stark Industries.” He pressed
the handkerchief to the cut on hisface and added, "Now if you'll excuse me, there's aplastic surgeon
whose golf game | need to interrupt.”

After Tony was gone, Fury said to Steve, "Sit." Heindicated achair.

"Sir," Steve began, but Fury cut him off.

"No. | did not say talk. | said §it."

Steve sat.

"Thank you, Captain. Now. | am going to ask questions and you are going to provide answers.”
'Yes, gr."

"Thefirst question iswho asked you to leak the screener.”



After apause, Steve sad, "Admird Garza."

Sometimes, Nick thought, the obvious answer isthe correct answer. "And | assumethat Admira Garza
suggested SKR?"

"Yes, dr," Stevesaid again.

Fury caught himsalf pacing the room. Pacing annoyed him, in himsalf more than in others. He went back
around behind his desk and sat. "1'm going to repeat one of Tony's questions to you. Why do you think
Admird Garzasuggested SKR?'

Steve shifted inthe chair. "I didn't giveit that much thought, General. Something needed to be done, and
Admird Garzafound away. That'sasfar as| took it."

"Did Admird Garza suggest to you that SKR was ready to take the screener into production?”
"No, sr. He suggested them, and | made the call.”

Something about the newspaper article was bothering Fury, but he couldn't figure out what it was. " See,
Cap, my problem hereisthat I'm not necessarily opposed to this, but at the sametime | can't have
SHIEL D team members doing end runs around Congress whenever they don't like the political winds."

"Thisisnt just any circumstance, Sr."

"Agreed, Captain. The point still holds. | took alot of heat about Tony Stark at the meeting in
Washington, because people there think he's aloose cannon. Now | get home, and | have an actual
loose cannon to dedl with, who aso happens to be the public face of SHIELD. Thisisone more
headachethan | need."

Steve stood. Fury eyed him but didn't comment on the small insubordination. Mostly hed put the
conversation on a chain-of-command footing because he wanted to calm Steve down. Now it didn't
seem necessary. "Generd, | stand by what | said to you earlier and to Tony. This needed to be done. |
didit. I'll take whatever heet is coming my way. Admira Garza showed me the corpse of a Chitauri
caught on the grounds of Andrews. Then we have the bombing downgtairs. I'm not the most politically
savvy guy intheworld, but even | can tell something's coming. Do you want to look back and know that
you didn't do everything you could?'

Now Fury stood to look Steve eyeto eye. "I don't know, Cap. Do you want to be the guy who stands
up later and says he had to destroy the village in order to saveit?”

"I don't get the reference,” Steve sad.

"Y ou don't need to. Do you want to be the guy who uses the flag as an excuse to burn the flag? And
what if Garzas got some other plan? Y ou know aswell as| do that you can't trust asingle personin
Washington. Y ou should have brought thisto me."

For the firgt time since hedd comeinto the room, Steve's gaze wavered. "Admiral Garzasuggested | not
dothet, or."

"Which is exactly why you should have doneit, Captain Rogers. Y ou're dismissed.”

Héll of away to art the day, Fury thought after Steve had gone. What do we do now? He sat
congdering for afew minutes, idly spinning the newspaper around on his desk; then he picked up the
phone and started making cals.



12

For Hank Pym, regret was something to be suffocated by work. Also booze, but he was doing his best
to keep the two separate. This morning held woken up with his eyebals throbbing and arailroad spike in
his head, but here he was at the lab at seven am., coffee dowly working itsway through his system and
histech, Greg, dready in place at amicroscope.

"Do you ever degp?' Hank grumbled. Firgt thingsfirst; he went to the lab coffee pot and got it going.
Then he glanced at the morning's news feed. "Hey, would you look at this," he said.

"What'sthat?' Greg said, eye still glued to the microscope. "Oh, and asfar as deep, the answer isno.
Not when there are eggs to count. Y ou tell meto get fertility dataon Myrmecia pilosula, that'swhat I'm
doing, boss."

Lab techs, Hank thought. Either they're humorless drones or merry pranksters. Why couldn't any of them
be normal? Not that he was complaining. Greg was like Super Lab Tech. He worked hard, made few
mistakes, and didn't ask too many questions about things like how Hank had invented awireless method
of controlling ants. In away, Hank felt badly about keeping Greg so completely in the dark. 1t would
have been nice, not to mention more efficient, if Greg understood alittle more about the goals of Hank's
various projects. So, Greg, Hank imagined saying. There's these aliens, and they can take the
appearance of human beings, and | think | can figure out a way to get ants to detect them so we
can stop them from taking over the world. You on board?

Ay yi yi, Hank thought. Time for some normal conversation.

He pushed back hischair. "Y ou see the news today? All of asudden everyone'sin love with screening
technology again. SKR TechEnt. Hmm. Wonder if | should send them aproposa.”

"Might not beabad idea,” Greg said. "But | thought they were a consortium kind of thing. A bunch of
venture types creating a collective in-house lab or something.”

"Whatever," Hank said. "There must be someone there who can read aproposa.” He sat back and
thought about it.

It occurred to him to wonder if anyone at SHIELD wasinvolved. Wouldn't have been the first time that
Fury and the gang had put the mediato work for them... although that thought led down a memory path
that Hank didn't want to travel again. He couldn't help it, though. He dreamed, when he wasn't too drunk
to remember his dreams, of two things. Janet and the Hulk.

The Janet dreams were usualy short, overwhelming spikes of sensation. He could fed the headset, and
through it came the mechanica buzz of predatory satisfaction felt by the tetramorium ants held turned
loose on her. In the dream, that feedback always crested as the darkest of pleasures, which was the
curdled pleasure of revenge—and he woke up with apain in his chest and guilt like a second skin. Hank
knew he couldn't undo what he had done, but he had resolved to atone for it. He would make them
understand that sins could be expiated, failuresforgiven, if he had to spend therest of hislifeinthelab to
doit.

When he dreamed of the Hulk, too, it wastypically the same moment over and over again: the tearing at
the corners of hismouth asthat homicida freek tried to rip off hisjaw. Never in hislife had Hank felt so
vulnerable, and never had he expected his size advantage to be so completely and easily overcome. He
hated himsalf when he woke from that dream, even more than after the Janet dreams, because the Hulk
had made him look weak. Flat on his back, mouth wide open, unable to get loose... he couldn't think
about it. Even Steve Rogers hadn't shamed him that way.



"Huh," Greg said, startling Hank out of his self-loathing. He looked up and saw that Greg was reading
about the screening tech over his shoulder. "L ot of R& D goesinto something likethat," Greg went on.
"Wonder who's keeping his name off it."

"Me, too," Hank said. Thefact that Greg's thoughts were moving adong the same lines as hismade him
fed alittleless paranoid. Maybe he could cal Tony again, dthough he couldn't go to that well very often.
The next time held have to have something concrete. Tony Stark was the only real human being in the
whole damn Triskelion; hed done Hank ahuge favor giving him the Chitauri sample, and Hank would
pay him back for it. Starting today, with any luck.

"If itwasme, I'd just train dogs," Greg said. "Nothing begats Fido when it comesto sniffing.”

"Except what we've got here," Hank said. "These little guys put dogs to shame. Nothing against dogs, but
they work one at atime. What I've got here isthe equivaent of amillion dogs who can communicate
amogt ingantly by chemical signa's, and don't need to be housebroken.”

Greg laughed and went back to his microscope. "There's your proposa, Hank. Writeit up and send it

Hank got up and started running the checklist on the new headset held designed to test alittle screening
process of hisown. It al seemed to bein order, so he went to the farm closet, where he kept something
like fifty million ants of twenty-seven speciesthat he'd found best suited to the kind of work he wanted
them to do. Once held had them move boxes and make coffee; now he was going to put hislittle
myrmidonsto work protecting the people who crushed them on sdewa ks and fried them with magnifying
glasses. Good thing they weren't sentient enough to bear agrudge or note the irony, he thought.

"Paraponera clavata, come on down,” he said, rolling one of die farm boxes out of die closet. He
didn't have too many of these, maybe ten thousand, but it was plenty for atest run. Theinsde of P.
clavata's farm mimicked asystem of tree roots, reflecting their preferred habitat on the South American
Atlantic coast. They were big, about an inch long, and mean ashell.

"What have you got there?' Greg said, coming over from hisworkstation.
"Bullet ants. Most toxic insect in the world except for my soon-to-be-ex wife."
Greg chuckled. "Scientific objectivity.”

Hank grinned dong with Greg, but he hated himsdf for making the joke. "Y ou know why they're called
bullet ants? People who are lucky enough to have been both shot by a bullet and stung by one of these
ants say that the experiences hurt about the same. Fierce little bastards, aren't they?"

"Keep 'emin the box. Jesus," Greg sad.

Back a histerminal, Hank ran through the broadcast sequence held written. With any luck, it would
provoke P. clavata to swarm and bite the Chitauri tissue sample held hidden in one of the lab
wastebaskets. Then Hank would switch off that signal, send them back to the farm, and call Nick Fury
with the test results. Presto! New reputation, big welcome back into the great stew of mutua exploitation
that was SHIELD. If Fury could keep using Banner as aresearcher after what happened in Manhattan,
there was no reason for him not to take Hank back.

Also, maybe Janet would start returning hiscalls.

He finished the pretest check and went back to thefarm. "Okay, fellas" he said. "Showtime." Hank
leaned afour-foot two-by-four againgt the edge of the farm'stop, and then did back part of thelid.



"Putting them through their paces?' Greg asked from hisworkstation.
"Yeah. If any of them look like they're coming after you, go ahead and step on them. There's plenty.”
Greg looked nervous. "Are you saying they might come after me?"

Only if you're a shape-shifting dien, Hank thought. "No," he said. "They have a very specific assignmernt.

| want them to find something in the trash. So stay clear of your trash can and you shouldn't have any
problem.” Greg didn't look any happier, so Hank decided to cut him abreak. "L ook, if you want to leave
until thisisover, go ahead.”

"No, | guessI'm okay. It'sjust that what you said about their stings, man, that shook me alittle.”

"Don't blameyou," Hank said with asmile. "Buit like| said, they'relooking for something dse. If I've got
thistuned right, none of them will even give you a second thought.” Insofar as ants could be said to think,
he added to himsdlf.

The way it was supposed to work, he rehearsed to himsalf ashe did athin stick down into the farm, was
sample. The signd went out saying that the ants should detect and go after Chitauri tissue; the ants sent
out scouts, they found the tissue; they swarmed the tissue; he cut the signal and sent them home. Hank's
previous experimentsin this vein had him predicting that the whole thing would be over in three minutes
or 0. He had the cut-and-return-home commands polished perfectly, to the point where the last couple
of times heéld run them he hadn't found asingle straggler. The search command was allittle tougher to nail
down absolutely, since ants were senstive enough to find minuscule traces of whatever they were
assigned to look for, but in this case Plank had been careful enough with the Chitauri tissue sample that
he didn't believe there was any contamination. So, unless there was some odd chemica intheair that to
an ant would mimic the characteristics of Chitauri tissue, everything was good to go.

The more adventurous members of the P. clavata colony were aready exploring the stick when Hank
got back to histermina, put on the headset, and sent the search command. As soon as he did, the colony
erupted like abomb had gone off. Ants swarmed over the tree roots and boiled around the base of the
gtick that led out of the farm. "Everybody out of the pool,” Hank said. "That'sright.”

From behind him he heard Greg say, "Wow. What are they looking for again?'
"Lunch," Hank said. "It'sthe best way to get them to do anything."

"Me, too," Greg said. Hank was preoccupied with the computer, watching the microtransmitters he'd
attached to some of the bullet antsto seeif they would fan out in amathematicaly expressble way. Some
species were pretty random, but others—usually the more aggressive ones—operated dmost asif they
had the equations worked out ahead of time. The bullet ants, he decided after watching them move for
less than aminute, were about as decisive a species as held ever seen. They came out of the farm, went
down the two-by-four, and spent only afew seconds sniffing around before making abedline... wait.
Two bedlines.

Hank turned around, tapping on the headset asif it were abalky old televison. It was adumb reflex, but
he'd gotten into the habit back when he was till using wires. A thin stream of the ants were marching in
the direction of the trash can, which was good; but amuch heavier stream were headed toward the
workstations, which was not good. Greg's eyes got wider asthe ants got closer. "Hey, Hank?"' he said.

"Sit tight," Hank said. "There must be some contamination from their target sample over there
somewhere.”



He turned back to the monitor and fired off anew command refining the search to prioritize the most
intense source of Chitauri tissue particles. "Okay," he said, swiveling around in his chair again.

Now both streams of ants were headed for Greg.

"No, Hank, not okay. Jeez, look at this. They'real over me... ow!" Greg legped out of hischair and
started dapping at the ants crawling up hislegs. "Ow, ahh, Jesud”

Hank turned to stab a cutoff command into the keyboard—for this experiment, he hadn't got al of it
programmed into the headset's subvocdizer—and then he froze under the weight of ahorrifying
redization. Oh, no, he thought, and spun around again.

The antswere dl over Greg now, stinging him by the dozen. His yel ps of pain had progressed to
full-throated screaming, and then into a sound that no human being could make. As Flank locked eyes
with him, he saw that Greg's face was starting to contort. The muscles jumped, sank, began to reform
themselves as Greg's skin began to blister and pedl. One of his eyes burst and from the socket glittered a
reptilian verticd pupil.

"Did you think we would not find you?' the Chitauri said, and sprang.
13
Status Report

Prospectsfor the success of the human ordering project are immensaly improved. The integration of
operationa goaswith the mechanisms of the human form of government known as representative
democracy presented anumber of challenges due to that government's differences from the totalitarian
ingtitutions previoudy subverted and redeployed. The primary differenceliesin the timetable, and the
delay between initiation of programs and fruition as expressed in direct action. Lessonsin thisareahave
been learned at nontrivia cost in assets and time.

Current forecasts call for completion of asset placement in .084873 solar year. Enaction of final phase of
human ordering project to commence immediately after completion of asset placement in <United
States>, and to progress beyond <United States> according to existing post-assmilation plans.
Pre-<Arizona> project components including chemica and hormonal treatments of water suppliesare
ill envisoned as part of the current project; however, differencesin asset structure call for variations
from former versions of the project. In addition, human awareness of the ordering project necessitates
increased sophidtication in assmilation and subversion. Previous iterations of the project haveyielded
important knowledge regarding human politica inditutions and culturd trends. Thisknowledgeisbeing
exploited as events and assets allow.

Theissue of human surveillance and detection technology has recently become more prominent. Efforts
are under way to retard the progress of this technology, but outcomes are unclear. In thisinstance, the
lack of atruly authoritative central government in the <United States> complicates efforts to control the
dissemination of new technologies. Market imperatives are such that humans are often willing to ignore
the dictates of their dected officidsif their crude risk-benefit andyssindicates such action to be
worthwhilein financid terms. Possibly this processis underway with the <Stark> technology; intelligence
efforts continue.

Alert

Resourcesin <Wilmette, Illinois>, indicate that secrecy has been inadvertently breached. Loss of
assmilated assetsis probable. All assetsin the area undertake extreme precaution. Assume heavy



<SHIEL D> presence for immediate future. All high-risk operations postponed until further notice.
Exception

Assatsin place are ingructed to increase initiative in scouting and planning potentia operationsinvolving
individual <SHIELD> members.

Appendix
Priority human assets assimilated in <New Y ork, New Y ork>.
Priority human assets assmilated in <Christchurch, NewZedand>.
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Hank got his hands up, but the Chitauri'simpact knocked him back into his workstation. He grappled
with it asit got one hand around histhroat. It was till changing, its head flattening and growing a snout
and its hands morphing into claws whose talons dug into the flesh of his shoulder and throat. Its shoes
split open and fell away from long, clawed feet. The two of them wrestled againgt the table until one of its
legs gave way and they hit the floor in an avalanche of papers, takeout cartons, and ballpoint pens. The
computer did along the inclined tabletop and banged Hank's head on itsway to crashing againgt the
chair. Hank threw a punch that tore some of Greg's skin away from the Chitauri'sface; in return, the
Chitauri sgqueezed Hank's throat until he could fed hislarynx pressing into hisairway. Trying to fight it off,
Hank found that it was much stronger than he was; he couldn't loosen its grip. Itstongue flicked out and
stung the flesh of his cheek.

"Very interesting, what you have done with these ants," the Chitauri said. "Their stings are quite painful.”
Hank tried to answer, but even with both hands locked around itswrist, he couldn't get out of its
chokehold. The Chitauri plucked abullet ant from behind its ear and pressed it into the back of one of
Hank's hands. The pain that exploded up hisarm when it stung was like nothing held ever felt before, and
he gargled a scream through his congtricted windpipe. All of the strength went out of hisarm.

'Y es. Quite painful. We are very interested to explore your knowledge and abilities, Dr. Pym," the
Chitauri said, showing itsfangs. Its voice had transformed from Greg's cheery baritoneto agravelly
chirp. ™Y our assmilation will be experiment as much asrepagt.” It flicked itstongue across Hank's face
again and made awordless sound of hunger, asitsfree hand searched for and found abullet ant stinging
itsforehead.

All at once, before he could make a conscious decision, Hank grew. And he grew fast; the headset
cracked into piecesthat bounced off his shoulders as he expanded, feding hislimbslengthen and hearing
the cracklein hisearsthat came as his anvil bones grew to the size of well, anvils. The Chitauri'sgrip
became atearing pinch, and the dien fell free, taking with it adivot of skin from Hank's neck. Hank
grabbed the Chitauri before it could hit the floor—then his head and shoulders crashed into the lab
celling, starting a cascade of acoudtic tiles and light covers, along with an explosion of dust. With agrowl,
Hank heaved against the ceiling and grew through it, feding the steel roof beams bend and pop loose
from their welds asthe roof collapsed with arumble. Standing thigh-deep in the sudden wreckage of his
lab, hisfeet and legs on firewith the stings of P. clavata loosed from the headset's influence, Hank saw
and heard people pointing and shouting in the parking lot his lab shared with acal center and two
nondescript offices. Asthe debris from the lab's collapse settled, he could hear more normal tones of
voiceaswell.

"Holy smokes, it'sthat giant guy,” someone said from the smoker's refuge outside the call center, maybe
ahundred yards from where Hank stood.



"What, the Hulk? thought they got him."
"No, idiot. The Hulk isgreen. Thisguy look green to you?'
"Nope. Just big and naked.”

They weren't even scared of him. He wasfifty feet tall and had just destroyed a building with the back of
his head, and they weren't even scared of him. Hank lost histemper. Raising the Chitauri up to eyeleve,
he said, "Did you think | wouldn't have away out of your kung-fu grip, asshole?’

"The ants, I'm afraid,” the Chitauri said. Hank had it gripped around the torso and one arm. Its other arm,
damaged in its ascent through the lab's roof, dangled over Hank's thumb. "Pain causes confusion, which
compromisesthe ability to think.”

"Y ou're goddamn right about that,” Hank said, and crushed the Chitauri in his hand.

Gasps came from the parking lot. "He just killed that guy!" someone shouted, and then people were
running. Hank looked after them, mouth open, hisfury beginning to recede. No, he wanted to say. Not a
guy. Y ou don't understand.

But they'd seen the gout of blood that came from its mouth and trickled between Hank's fingers, and that
was dl they were going to understand. Screwed up again, Hank thought. Even when | do the right thing,
it doesn't work. He could dready hear Fury saying that he should have kept the Chitauri dive so they
could interrogateit. Like the rest of them, Fury wouldn't understand.

Hank looked around at the sound of sirens. Think, hetold himsdf Worry about Fury later. The thing to
do right then was get out of there.

Hetook adeep breath and laid the mangled Chitauri down between hisfeet. Then, exhaling so hislungs
wouldn't rupture, he dowly let himsdlf back down to norma size, accompanied by a spattering on the
floor as his unclenched hand shrank away from the blood that coated it. Two thingsto do, he thought.
Hide the body, find the samplein the trash can. Then I'm out of here, Wait. Three. Better get dressed,
too.

Two hourslater, he caled Tony's private number. It rang for nearly ninety seconds before Tony findly
picked it up. "Hank," Tony said.

"Y ou watching the news, Tony?' Hank asked.

Hewas in the basement of the house he'd grown up in. His old bedroom had been redoneasa TV
hideaway for hisfather, and Tony was there now, watching helicopter footage of his destroyed lab with a
reporter on voiceover speculating about terrorism.

"Asamatter of fact,” Tony said, "l wasjust having lunch with Nick. The topic of your lab accident had
come up, but were definitely curious about what you might add to our discussion.”

"I'm going to tell you again, Tony. Therewere survivors."
"Of course there were, We know that."
"Y ou... then why did you cut me off last time? IS Nick there?"

"Why don't we put this conversation on the speakerphone?’ There was a pop, and then Tony's voice
cameover theline again. "How'sthat?'



"Fine" Hank said. "Nick?Y ou there?'

"I'm here, Doctor Pym." Fury sounded farther away, but Hank didn't know how the room where they
werewaslaid out. It frustrated him not to be able to get a mentd picture of the arrangement.

"Therewere survivors, Nick."
"I believe Tony just told you that we knew that."

"Yeah;" Hank said. "Hedid, but he still hasn't explained to me why he cut me off when | told him that
before.”

Tony sarted to say something, but Fury got therefirst. "I'll take this one, Tony. Doctor Pym, Tony cut
you off because you are no longer amember of thisteam. That was true when you talked to Tony a
couple of daysago, and it'strue now. | asked him to take your cal today so we could get that clear.”

On TV, areporter was interviewing one of the people Hank remembered from the parking lot. She was
saying that the giant guy had killed someone. The interview cut to a police lieutenant saying that no bodies
had been recovered from the site, and from there the report went to afire department team tearing into
the wreckage of the lab. The reporter noted that severa members of the police and fire departments had
been bitten by extremely venomous ants, which led to ashort interview with aNorthwestern University
political science professor on whether poisonous insects might be used in aterrorist attack.

Hank knew he didn't have much time. He needed SHIEL D to swoop down and trump the local
investigation with black-ops credentids. "Remember what they said to Janet about being the universe's
immune system, Nick?"

Fury said, "How exactly do you know about that, Doctor Pym?"

Areyou going to step in here, Tony? Hank wondered. How's Nick going to fedl about you feeding me
tissue samples?"It'simportant for me to keep up on certain things," Hank said. "For research purposes.”

"Y ou will immediately cut out whatever the hdl it isyou're doing that involves accessto classfied
discussions among the team, Doctor Pym. Do not cross me on this.”

"Nick, I'mwatching TV right now. The fire department is snooping through my lab, and the police are
there too because someone told them they saw me kill somebody. Theresadead Chitauri in the lab
freezer, Nick. When they find it, what's going to happen to me? It'slong past time when you could feed
me any bullshit. Is SKR an accident, and now I've got aspy in my lab? Y ou tell me what the hell isgoing
on!"

"What's going on isthat you were working in an areayou shouldn't have been working in, and now
you've got aproblem,” Fury said coldly.

"And | haveto say you're sounding alittle bit paranoid, Hank," Tony added.

"Oh, am 1?7 Okay, I'll put it to you thisway. If the police show up a my door with an arrest warrant, I'm
going to sing like acanary, and SHIELD can go to hdll. If, on the other hand, SHIELD wantsto step in
and get the cops out of my lab, | might be able to tell you something interesting about the results of the
last experiment | got done before agoddamn Chitauri spy made mewreck my lab. If that's paranoid,
then | plead guilty.”

Silence on the other end of theline,



"Youvegot alittletimeto think about it,” Hank said. "Call me back."

He hung up and watched the report loop back to aeria footage of hislab. The ants worked, he thought.
And they'd work ahell of alot better than whatever sensor SKR TechEnt had come up with. Hank
watched the television and worked himself up into acold fury over how Tony Stark wastreating him. He
resolved that Tony wouldn't get away with it forever. Y ou couldn't just treat someone like that, especidly
not Hank Pym. No, sir. When Nick decided to cover hisass and comein to get the Chitauri out of the
lab, Hank would have a chanceto talk to him without Tony around, and Genera Nicholas Fury was
going to get an earful. That was for sure.
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The cdll from General Fury came while Steve wasin the middle of a cheeseburger and aTCM showing
of The Thin Man. "Need you at the Triskelion pronto, Cap,” Fury said. So Steve got there pronto, and
found hisway to ahedlipad where Genera Fury was waiting for him with Tony Stark and, of al people,
Thor.

"What's he doing here?" Steve said, pointing at the self-professed god of thunder.
"Youll find out when we get there," Generd Fury said.

"Get where?'

"lllinais" Tony said withawink. "Try not to sart any fightsthistime, okay?"

Two hours later they were standing inside a police cordon that extended in ahundred-yard radius from a
partidly collgpsed sngle-story building in abusiness park in Wilmette, Illinois. Hazmat-suited SHIELD
personnd picked through the wreckage, while under the blades of the turbocopter that had brought the
SHIELD team, Generd Fury was making an emphatic point to aloca police detective. "I've got reports
of amurder taking place here, Generd," the detective said. "'Y ou can say national security thisand
terrorism that, but what am | supposed to tell people? We're not investigating amurder?”

"You will tell them to talk to me," Generd Fury said. "If we determine that a murder has been committed,
that part of the investigation goes back to you once we get it untangled from some other thingsthat, |
promise you, you don't want to know anything about.”

Steve could tell from the detective's face that he did in fact want very much to know, but that he knew he
never would. "l have your word on this?' he said eventudly. "Thisisn't Chicago. If somebody waskilled
in there, we've got to know who it is”

Fury handed him acard. ™Y ou cdl me at this number tomorrow morning. By then I'll know what | can tell
you and what | can't. Fair enough?"

The detective took the card, but he didn't likethe deal. "Asfair as1'm going to get, iswhat I'm hearing.”
'Y ou're hearing right, Detective. Now I'm going to ask you afavor.”
"Oh, wdll, we're getting along so well dready. Sure. Whatever | can do.”

"1 know you're going to go right home and find out who was actudly the tenant of thisbuilding,” Generd
Fury said. "So I'm going to save you that trouble. His nameis Doctor Henry Pym. | am going to askyou,
asaprofessona courtesy, to not contact Doctor Pym until you hear from me. Can we agree on that?'

"Ishethe giant guy?' the detective asked.



"Detective," Generd Fury said. "You have al kinds of witness reports saying dl kinds of different things,
I'm sure. If you let me get to what | need to do here, | can save you alot of work putting them al
together."

A silence hung between them, broken after thirty seconds or so when the detective lit a cigarette and
sad, "Okay. Fine. I'm calling you at eight am., General. Hope you keep early hours."

"Eightam.," Fury said, rolling hiseyes. "I'll belucky if | get to deep by then.”
"Boo hoo," the detective said, and walked away trailing cigarette smoke.

Fury walked back over to where Steve was waiting with Tony and Thor. "Nick," Tony said. "I'm
supposed to be at an art opening with Scarlett Johansson. Please explain to me why thisismore
important.”

Steve kept his mouth shut, but he was just about fed up with Tony's posturing. Generd Fury had briefed
them during the flight, as aresult of which Steve knew that Tony had taken the call from Hank Pym that
had brought them al here. What Steve couldn't figure out was why Thor was dong. He couldn't imagine
that Generd Fury had decided to trust an obvioudy crazy pinko with something as serious asthe details
of anew Chitauri incurson. Regardless of what Thor had done with the Chitauri bomb in Arizona, Steve
didn't for aminute believe in athunder god. Either the bomb hadn't done what the Chitauri said it would,
or thetech in Thor's hammer had some secret function that he hadn't told any of them about. Whichever
it was, Thor was aloose cannon and a security risk. If it was up to Steve, Thor wouldn't have been let
withinamile of the Triskelion.

But that wasn't hiscall. It was Generd Fury's.

That thought led Steve in an uncomfortable direction, recalling the Chitauri a Andrews and the phone call
he'd made after dinner at Peter Luger's. From any angle, Steve knew, he was going off the reservation.
Good soldiers didn't do that.

Or did they? It had been along time since held been just asoldier. When held ridden aNazi rocket into
the troposphere, held earned theright to think for himsalf. General Fury ill wanted him to be the
super-soldier chess piece, moved here and there without question, but General Fury—there Steve was
going off the reservation again—too often had to make decisions polluted by political considerations.
Maybe it was up to the soldiersto smply do what wasright.

General Fury didn't answer Tony in any case. He turned to an gpproaching member of the response team
and said, "What have you got?'

Pulling off her suit's hood, the tech said, "Wéll, he was right about the Chitauri in the freezer. Were
pulling the whole appliance as soon aswe get it sedled. Looks like Pym squished it pretty good, but you
can never tdl. I've got guysin there serilizing the blood on the floors. Also he mentioned atest sample,
right? That we haven't found."

Looking away from her to Tony, Genera Fury said, "Y ou have any idea about that?"
Aha, Steve thought. That'swhy he's here.

"None," Tony said. "Isthat what you brought me nine hundred milesto ask?If it is, then I've got ajet
warmed up and waiting over a Palwaukee."

"Not until | get an answer. Did you give Chitauri tissueto Mank Pym?'



"Nick, how much do you redly want to know about how | spend black-budget money?"

Genera Fury walked over to Tony and stood alittle too closeto him. "'l want to know," he said quietly,
"whether you hired Flank Pym or diverted resources, including Chitauri tissue, to him. That'swhat | want
to know."

"Okay," Tony said. "Yes, | did. Heredly has done someinteresting work. Hard to tell from this," he
waved a hand at the wreckage of Pym'slab, "whether any of it worked, but if you want my opinion,
SHIELD'S shooting itself in the foot by turning him into apariah. | mean, my God, the things some of us
have done and you cut him loose for spousal abuse?

"Cutitout,” Stevesaid.

Tony flipped ahand in Steve's direction without looking at him. "' Okay, Romeo. | know you and Janet
have athing going now," he said before continuing his spid to Genera Fury. "Weveadl got our hands
dirty, Nick. I happen to think Hank Pym isacoward and | wouldn't pisson him if hewas on fire; but if
he can help us, that's more important.” Then he looked over his shoulder at Steve and said, "Of course
you'd never do anything that wasn't perfectly aboveboard. That'swhy al of usregular people who
compromise their mora's seem so filthy to you."

"| told you the other day," Steve said. "Next timeyou and | go at it, I'm not holding back.”
"Thendoit,” Tony sad.

"Stand down, Captain,” Generd Fury said. "Last thing intheworld | needis TV cameras catching the
two of you in afight. Tony, get the hell out of here. Cap, you and Thor meet me back in the copter.”

He walked away toward the |ab, where the techs were clearing some of the rubble to make way for the
sedled freezer. Halfway there he stopped, turned around, and caled, "Tony. | meant it. Out. Now."

Tony winked at Steve and said, " Au revoir, mon ami. Next time let's fight some bad guys, how does
that sound?’

Steve didn't answer. He watched Tony walk to the cordon and duck under it. A car pulled up out of
nowhere, and the door was open before Tony could reach for the handle. A guy like that, Steve thought,
everything donefor him, everyone bends over backward for him, and what ishe? An amora
boozehound with abrain tumor. That's not the kind of person we need running things around here.

"So that'swhy Nick brought Tony," Thor said. Steve had forgotten he was there. "What do you think the
two of usare doing here?

Steve shrugged. "I'm following orders. Y ou, who knows?'

"Not me," Thor said. "Although it's crossed my mind that the genera thinksthe two of us might correct
each other'sworg tendencies.”

"Givemeabreak," Steve said, and started to walk away.

"Steve," Thor said, and for some reason Steve stopped. He waited for Thor to go on and deliver
whatever loony speech held cooked up thistime.

But Thor surprised him. " Steve, you need to stop thinking al the time that you're different from the rest of
LBll



Steve turned around. "I'm different from you, that'sfor sure.”

"Fair enough,” Thor said. "If that's the distinction that makes you fed better, go withit. But I'm going to
ive you some advice. When someone wants something from you, ask yoursalf why they want it, and who
wanted them to ask you."

"Okay, Ann Landers,” Steve said.
Thor chuckled. "Funny. Anyway, that's L oki's advice, not mine. He asked meto passit dong.”

"Oh, for Pete's sake," Steve said, and walked over to the lab building's doorway. On the way, he spotted
achdk circlewith aspatter of Chitauri blood init. The team hadn't yet gotten around to serilizing it.

Weé're chasing them, Steve thought. Always a step behind.
Hewent insde. "Watch out for the ants, Sr," asuited tech said. "Some of them bitelike hel."

"Thanks," Steve said. Theingde of the lab, athough partialy cleared out, was a complete wreck. He
could see from the shape of the bent beams where Hank had gone through the roof, and how on hisway
through he'd snapped the main support beam, causing most of the rest of the roof to come down. The
collapse had crushed most of the ant farms, and the response team was getting ready to fire offa series of
insecticide bombs because nobody knew for sure whether Pym had created some kind of mutant ant that
might get out and wreck thelocal ecosystem.

Fury was observing the removal of the freezer. He saw Steve picking his way through the wreckage and
sad, "What bringsyou in here, Captain?'

"Wdl, Generd," Steve said, and findly let go of th question held been asking himsdf dl night. "I've got
another verson of the same question for you. Why did you bring Thor and me?

General Fury looked surprised. "Y ou serious, Captain? Muscle. We didn't know what was out here.
Didn't know whether we might have to take Pym down, for that matter. Turned out we didn't need you,
but better safe than sorry.” He winked his good eye. "Sun Tzu says that somewhere, right?’

The next morning, which made it the third day after heéd made the call from the pay phone on Havemeyer
Street, Steve was eating breakfast at his kitchen table when he heard aknock at the door. Probably the
kids down the hall selling candy bars again, he thought, fishing in his pockets. He still couldn't believe that
anyone could keep astraight face while asking two dollars for a candy bar, but that was the world now...
and what the heck, if any of that money redly did go to whatever causethey said it did, the rip-off would
beworthit.

Opening the door, Steve was dl ready to give the kid histwo bucks and complain about it, but instead of
thekid, he found himsdlf looking at Admirad Esteban Garza. "1—oh,” Steve said. "Admird. | was
expecting someone else."

"Captain. May we comein?'
Steve stepped aside and et Garza pass. A second man, who had spook written al over him, followed.

Garza stood in the middle of Steve'sliving room, not spesking or touching anything while the spook took
out some kind of sensor apparatus and scanned every surface. It took ten minutes or o, at the end of
which hesad, "Looks clear, Admird."

"Okay, Larry. Fire me up abaffler and then Captain Rogersand | will have atak.”



Larry pocketed hisfirst gpparatus, came up with another one, and put it on the coffee table between
Steve's couch and the TV Heflipped alittle toggle switch onitsface, and it began emitting alow hum.

"All set?' Garza asked.

"Yes gar."

"Seeyou inthecar, then." Larry left without another word and Admiral Garza sat on the couch.
"Go ahead and finish your breskfast, Captain,” he said.

Steve found that he wasn't hungry anymore. "If it'sdl the sameto you, Sr, I'd just assoon talk first,” he
sad. "What'swith the spook stuff?"

"I don't redlly havetotdl you that, do 1?' Garzasaid. "Y ou know what were doing here."

| do, Steve wanted to say. And even though I think it's the right thing to do, something about it makes me
sck to my stomach.

"Anyway," Admira Garzasaid. "What I'm here about isthe next step.”
"The next step,” Steve repeated.

"Weve got the screenersin production, Steve. That's an important step. But aready there's pushback
from Altobdlli; hestwisting dl kinds of armson the Hill to try and limit SKR's ability to sell and ingtall the
screen-ers. What needs to happen now is a concerted push on our part. We need to tell the American
people that this can help protect them, and tell them that they need to get behind us so we can make this
argument—their argument—in Congress and over the airwaves." Garzaleaned forward and tapped
Steve on the shoulder. " You're going to be criticdl to this effort. Americansfed like they know you,
Steve. They admire you. The women have crushes on you and the men want to be like you."

Steve's bullshit detector went off. "Admird," he said. "With dl due respect, yourelaying it on alittle
thick."

"Thisisapitch, Steve," Admird Garzasaid. "Y ou don't have to do asinglething I'm asking you to do. |
can't order you around. All | can do istrust that you and | have smilar ideas about what this country
needs. Can | trust in that idea, Captain Rogers?

Therea question here, Steve thought, was whether Garza could trust Steve to do as he wastold. Which
was exactly the question he had been chewing over himself the night before. 1t was decison time. Could
he commit to this, not knowing what exactly might come of that commitment later?

On the other hand, could he stop now?
Garzagtood. "1 can see you need sometimeto think," he said. ™Y ou know how to find me, right?’

He started to walk toward the door, but stopped when Steve, too, stood. Admiral Garzaturned to face
him, and Steve said, "Admird, | wouldn't have comethisfar if | didn't think we were doing the right

thing."

Garzanodded asif he'd heard what he needed to hear. "Good, Captain. Y ou're going to be needed as
we move forward. | might ask you to come to Washington soon. Will you be able to navigate that with
your commitmentsto SHIELD?'

"Yes gr. | will."



Admira Garza opened the door. "And wed like you to meet some peoplein Los Angeles, too,” he said
before leaving. "Y ou won't mind alittle fun in the sun while we save theworld, right?*

Sun Tzu probably said that somewhere, too, Steve thought, as the door swung closed.
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For Janet Pym, the sudden change in Steve's behavior seemed like arelapse after al of the progress held
made during the last year adapting to the twentieth century. For awhile there, heéd amost seemed likea
normal person... not that she could get judgmental about normality given her own, ahem, dtered genome.
But still, he was coming aong, and in the aftermath of what sheinterndly referred to asthe Ant Incident,
shel'd needed someone. Needed him: strong, forthright, honest, confident. Even though she'd been cruel
to him at firgt, hed hung on, and now she was glad that she/d rewarded his persstence. Sheliked
gpending timewith him, feding his combination of naivete and chivary wash over her and cleanse her of
the trauma she'd suffered at Hank's hands. Or (more accurately and flippantly) the mandibles of Hank's
minions.

Since the night they'd had dinner at Peter Luger's, though, he'd been different. Since ashort time before
then, redlly. Something had happened to him, and he'd been acting distant, even bitter. Some bitterness
wasn't particularly strange for someone who had been through the upheavas Steve had, but she'd
watched him get over it in the aftermath of the confrontation with the Chitauri; for awhile after Arizona,
he'd been positively basking in the adulation of twenty-firgt-century America, while ill somehow
retaining the boy-next-door quadity that had attracted her to himin thefirst place. At Luger's, he hadn't
been likethat at dl. Something had been on his mind, distracting him in the middle of sentences. He
hadn't even commented on her dress, which sheld chosen specifically to provoke him because he was il
such afuddy-duddy about women's clothing. After dinner, held disappeared, saying he had something
important to do, and she hadn't seen him since.

Janet sat back on her couch, TV on at low volume, glass of winein her right hand and the fingers of her
left drumming on her knee. It was dmost time for the phoneto ring. Every night at about eleven, Hank
cdled her from wherever hewasin lllinois. Every night shelet the phonering. He only called once each
night, but he never gave her anight off either, and he | ft the same message, practically verbatim, each
night. Janet. Forgive me. I'm not asking you to forget, but please, | love you. Forgive me. For the
last week or s0, Janet had begun to consider either taking out arestraining order or just picking up the
phone. Thefirgt option would be great if successful, but might aso provoke him into another rage. She
shivered alittle at the thought. The second might work out better in the long term, but talking to him...

The phonerang.

Janet let it ring, and waited for the message. The machine clicked, and Hank said, "' Janet. We need to
talk. Itinvolves... let'sjust say it involvesKleiser, and | need your help." Dead air stretched out. " Janet,”
Hank said again.

She picked up the phone, but did not speak.

For athird time, Hank said her name. "What?" she asked softly.
"Y ou picked up the phone," he said, amazed.

"What do you want, Hank?'

"l—thereign't timeto tell you everything," he said. "God, Janet. So good to hear your voice."



No, she thought. We are not going down that conversationa road. "Hank. What do you want? Why did
you mention Kleiser?!

"Because two days ago a Chitauri tried to kill meinmy lab." Hank paused. "Isthisline secure?!
"Hell of atimeto ask that question,” Janet observed.

"Y ou'reright, never mind. The 'terrorist attack' in lllinois? Heard about it?!

"I read the papers, Hank."

"Then you'll notice that they didn't mention me. Or the Chitauri. They're back, Janet. Therewere
survivors after Arizona, and now they're back. Fury knows about it. He was at my lab right after it
happened doing the old scrub-and-shrug. Thor was there, too, God knows why. And your boyfriend.
Uh, Steve”

Janet didn't know what to say. There was too much to respond to. Typical Hank. Throw out ajumble of
conversation containing three or four things that needed to be addressed separately, and then pick the
oneyou didn't address to get pissed about. "Are you okay?" Janet asked.

"Yeah," he sad, and added, with red feding, "I'm glad you asked.”
"What happened to the Chitauri ?"

"I killed it. Fury's probably got it in atank by now. Janet, they must have told you something. Nobody
will talk to me. "What'sgoing on?'

She sat back on the couch. "Come on, Hank. Y ou know | can't—"

"Fine," hesad. "Maybe next timethey'll kill me and you won't have to worry about it anymore.”
"Oh, for God's sake. Do you... no. | am not doing this."

"Do you love him?' Hank asked.

"I'm not doing this," Janet said again.

"I wonder if I'm the only oneit's happened to," Hank mused, histone of voice suddenly different. She
wondered if he was taking his meds, and appreciated once again how glad she was to have someone
gablein her life now.

As shelooked out her living-room window, she could see across the Williamsburg Bridge, and just about
pinpoint the rough location of Steve's apartment farther away; not that she could seeit directly, but a
wasp aways knows the way back to its nest, and she'd inherited some of that trait in the form of anearly
unshakable sense of bearings and distance. Right there, she thought... and then she heard Steve's voice
onTV

"l haveto go," she said to Hank, and hung up the phone.

Staring at the TV, Janet fumbled around on the coffee table for the remote. When shefound it, she
accidentally changed the channd, then started a DV D, then finally got back to where she was and got the
volume up to where she could hear it without Straining. Steve was spesking into a cluster of microphones
againgt abanner backdrop she couldn't quite read from the angle of this network'sfeed: "... here today to
lend my support to efforts to keep Americans safe through the immediate and widespread distribution of
SKR TechEnt's screening technologies. After theterrorist attack in Wilmette, Illinois, two days ago—as



well as other incidents and intelligence not publicly available—it'stime to present aunited front. Civil
libertarians and ACLU types are going to raise hell and file their lawsuits, but the average American
knows that now more than ever, it's criticaly important to maximize the protection of the public through
surveillance and screening of public spaces. Thisisnot Big Brother; the government isn't putting adime or
asngle man-hour into it. Thisisthe free market with aconscience, doing itsjob. If you're not doing
anything wrong, you don't have anything to worry about.”

Steve's voice was swept under atide of questions from the assembled reporters. A splash acrossthe
bottom of the screen announced the location as Los Angdles. "My God, Steve," Janet whispered.

He was answering a question about why the Department of Homeland Security wasn't getting behind the
screener tech. "Governments work dowly," was Steve's answer. " And sometimes events call for speed.
Governmentswork through consensus, and sometimes events cdl for decisive leadership. | believein
America, and | believein our government. In that order.”

The phonerang. Janet let it. "Janet,” Hank said on the machine. "Pick up. Janet. Weve got to talk.” The
machine beeped.

She watched Steve take another Six or eight questions, and with each answer shefdt hersdf faling away
from what she thought she/d known about him. "All enemies, foreign and domestic,” he said. "Wewill
protect this nation.”

The phonerang again, and again Janet didn't pick it up. "My God," came Hank'svoice. ™Y ou must be
watching what I'm watching." There was apause, and then he added, " That's some man you got there."
Janet picked up the phone. "Y ou go to hdll," she said, and hung it up again. Then she unplugged it from
the jack. She'd gotten anew cell, and so far he hadn't called her there, but she knew hed find it if he
really wanted to. In the meantime, she needed to think. And she needed another glass of wine.

She ended up doing both thinking and drinking at the lab, where by approximately four in the morning she
wasin that exhausted interim space that lay at the end of too much work, too little deep, and a bottle of
red wine. Sheld come down to finish the monthly update on the next-generation super-soldier project,
which Fury was going to want tomorrow, and which meant Janet had to dedl with Banner. Knowing all
that, she'd decided to get it out of the way, file the report, and then deep al day and let her dreaming
brain figure out what to do about Steve.

Banner didn't deep much; he was too depressed, and his physical cycles weretoo disrupted by al of the
drugs keeping him from going green again. Janet had known this, but had counted on his morose self-pity
to keep him from talking too much... but things didn't turn out exactly like sheld planned. Bruce was
talkative and relatively unself-pitying, which wasrare for him but made it hard for her to keep her own
confused wallow going. Instead she found hersdf confiding in him from the other sde of the transparent
wall at one end of hiscell, especialy when they were opposite each other on either side of the exchange
tray through which they passed various drafts and documents.

"Y ou know Steve and | have been dating, right?" she asked while they were both running over the
verson of the report they planned to submit to Fury.

"Who doesn't?' Bruce said. "'I'm the only one on the team without a girlfriend, so whenever anyone ese
gets maudlin, they come dumpit on me.”

"Asif youre not maudlin enough,” she said.

Bruce cracked arueful smile, which wasthe only kind he seemed to be capable of "Careful there, Miss
Wasp," he said. "That dmost sounded like backhanded sympathy.”



The truth was that Janet did have a sort of backhanded sympathy for Bruce, even though held done one
of the dumbest things shed ever heard of when he shot himsdlf up with Hulk juice mixed with
super-soldier serum and destroyed much of lower Manhattan... because, hed said at the time, he wanted
to give the Ultimates a public enemy asaway of |etting them show the American public what they could
do. But weren't there enough real enemies? And wasthat Bruce's real reason? Janet had afeding the redl
reason had a bit more to do with Betty Ross than Bruce had ever let on. God, she wanted to ask him
about it; in his current mood, he might even tell her, which would sure liven up the report editing
process... Janet bit her tongue. 1t wouldn't do any good to start talking to Bruce about that now.

He'd belucky if he ever saw the outside of the cdll again.
"So what about Mr. Captain America, anyway?' Bruce wanted to know.

Janet put down her pen. "He's different lately,” she said. "He's had this harder edge the past few weeks,
and then tonight | saw him on TV giving a press conference about this new—" She caught hersdlf,
wondering how much Bruce knew about the suppression of Tony's screener tech and its subsequent lesk
to SKR. No way was she going to bethefirgt to tell him. In some ways the Ultimates as a group were
like abunch of third-graders where gossip was concerned, but thiswas one of the times, Janet thought,
when you needed to know when to keep your mouth shuit.

She shrugged. " Sometimes it seems like hiswhole patriotic thing isan excuse,” she said, and wanted to
go on, but wasn't sure what she might think it was an excusefor.

"Last refuge of ascoundrd,” Bruce said.
"Wha?'

"Samuel Johnson said that," Bruce explained. "Patriotism isthe last refuge of ascoundrd." He must have
seen her expression change, because immediately he started to backpedd. "Not that | think Steveiis, you
know—"

Janet stood and dlid her copy of the report in the exchange tray, haf-edited. "Why don't you finish these,"
she Said, and walked ouit.

17
Status Report

Operations involving <Steve Rogers> continue to progress. Assetsin place around <New Y ork> and
<Washington> signa readiness to commence the next phase of the human ordering project. Observations
of human cultura production including televison broadcasts indicate that <Rogers> is behaving according

to projections. These observations increase confidence in further projections, which areto be acted on

beginning immediatdly.

<New Y ork> assimilation of honhuman targets should commence immediately as preparation for "the
next wave of diversonary missons.

In addition, redirection of assets away from infiltration and control of human culturd production will
commence. Theingitutionsin question behave according to rulesthat defy systematization, and the
ingtitutions are thus usdless for our purposes. Assets previoudy dedicated to this portion of the human
ordering project will receive orders attached to this directive.

Further misdirection and subversion operations to commencein <New Y ork> at the earliest opportunity.
Assatsin place are given initiative to assess and execute as rules of engagement indicate.



Impeact of research of <Henry Pym> involving manipulation and control of arthropods, order
<Hymenoptera>, uncertain. Consderation of possible consequences for success and timeline of human
ordering project continues. Laboratory at which <Henry Pym> conducted research was destroyed
during combat with assimilated asset in place; however, <SHIEL D> gppears to be constructing anew
laboratory with amilar facilitiesin close proximity to current resdence of <Henry Pym>. Placement of
new assets and adjustment in placement of existing assets to commence immediately per previoudy
issued directives.

Further, it is directed that congtruction be restarted on facility abandoned after eventsin <Arizona>
1.10453 solar year ago. Financing and rearrangement of asset deploymentsis underway, and will be
refined as events dictate. This directive should in no way be considered an expression of doubt in the
human ordering project; rather, infrastructure penetration shoul d—as <Kle ser> articul ated—be one of
the primary long-term goals of the project. Despite <Kleiser>'s many shortcomings, on thistopic hewas
useful. In addition, <Kleiser>'s belief that the human opponent, especidly its augmented
cohort—specificaly the <Ultimates>—should be |everaged and weakened through the exploitation of
individua personditiesisin the process of being vindicated.

Appendix

Pursuant to previous directives encouraging development of viable contingency plans, priority assets have
been assmilated in <Buenos Aires, Argenting;-; <Johannesburg, South Africa>; <Sao Paulo, Brazil>.
Assatsrequired for use of facilities necessary to the execution of viable contingency plans are under
aurveillance in these and other locations. Assimilations ongoing and productive.
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Congdering the fact that 1've bought and sold everything from steel to genesto currency, Tony thought to
himsdlf, it shouldn't have been so damn complicated to get hold of abunch of ants. Hed had an easier
time putting his hands on radioactive isotopes, for God's sake. Harvester ants were the easiest, but even
for them held had to pull al kinds of strings at the Department of Agriculture becauseit turned out that
Pym had been working without the proper permits. Thiswaswhere dl the money he spent on lobbyists
every year paid off... dthough it galled him to think that he was putting $2,000-per-hour lobbyiststo
work on behaf of Hank Pym. His defense of Pym to Fury the other day had been mostly motivated by
annoyance a Fury's high-handedness. The truth was, if Tony never had to lay eyes on Hank Pym again,
it would be too soon.

Another thing that gdled him was that he'd had to fly into the Podunk Palwaukee airport again, so
because of Fury, since Commandante Eyepatch had decreed that the team should come out to observe a
demondtration of Pym'sant wizardry in lllinois. Why not just bring him to the Triskelion, Tony had asked,
instead of dragging everyone off to the Chicago suburbs... but Fury had been hisusual stubborn self

So herethey were. Tony, Fury, Clint, and Thor. Just like last time, except that Clint was aong thistime
and Steve had flatly refused to come (once again getting away with it when the rest of the team wouldn't
have been able to, Tony thought sourly). Janet had begged off for reasons that, Tony assumed, were
more reasonable than whatever Steve had come up with. If held bothered to come up with anything at al.

A SHIELD tech team had built Hank anew lab not too far from his old one, where Hank could show off
his repertoire of trickswith al of the new ants Tony had flown in from al over the world. Probably he'd
just gone out on the sidewalk and kidnapped a bunch more since then; Hank Pym in his headset was a
kind of ant Pied Piper. Tony imagined mother antstelling their babiesto never, ever get closeto the
human with the metal hat on. The anthills around the lab were probably ghost towns by now. Sdewak
ants, leaf-cutter ants, regular old harvester ants, Hank had them al. One of these days he was going to



invent atechnology to turn himsdlf into an ant, and then Hank Pym'’s human problems would be solved.
Tony had half amind to gart the research himself, just to spare the world more of Hank's paranoid,
sdf-pitying neediness.

All indl, Tony wasin the perfect frame of mind to watch a scientific demonstration.

The new lab was about the same Size as the old one, but without the thrown-together qudity that had
been obviousin the old one even when Tony had observed the ruins from out in the parking lot.
Whatever their deficienciesin crestive thinking, SHIEL D teams had agood eye for organizetion. This
gpace was arranged around adightly raised centra control desk, with al kinds of terminas and headgear
piled onit. No organizationa impulse could survive the prolonged presence of Hank Pym. Ringing the
outer wall of the lab were small doors, behind each of which was an ant farm designed along the
environmental lines of each species favored habitat. Compartmentalized areasin front of each door
provided space for observations of the ants and experimentation with various headgear and control
broadcasts.

"Ants and wasps have acommon ancestor. They'reredly very smilar,” Hank said, in responseto a
question Tony hadn't heard. Tony immediately found his attention wandering to the question of whether
Hank's headset would have any power to control Janet Pym, and what one might do with that control in
the event one had it... oh my.

He sngpped out of it in time to see Hank putting on one of his hemets. Something about the sight took all
the steam out of his Janet fantasia, which was just aswell, since Tony had better things to do than joust
with ajealous Steve Rogers. The world was full of women. He could find one who wasn't an emotiondly
scarred mutant.

"Okay, people,”" Fury said. "Everyone up on theidand.”

Thefour Ultimates, plus Hank and two SHIELD techs, clustered in the middle of the lab. Hank touched
atermina screen, and walls did across the gaps through which they'd entered, sedling the command
platform off from the rest of the lab. "The wdls have amild eectrica current running through them, too,"
Hank said. "They won't come near us."

"They'rejust ants” Clint said.

Hank laughed. " Say that again after you've been stung by abullet ant.”
"Where'sthetarget?' Fury asked.

"Therearethreg," Hank said. "I have a couple of thingsto show you."

"Okay. Where arethe targets?' Fury asked, less politely thistime, and with sharp emphasis on the plura
verb and find sin targets.

Hank shot Fury awink. "Y ou'll see soon enough. Just wait. In ten minutes, you're going to wonder why
you ever worried about screenersin thefirst place.”

A veiled shot a me, wondered Tony? Or not so velled? It didn't matter. Y ears had passed since Tony's
ego had been vulnerable to people like Hank Pym. Genius or not, Pym was a pathetic bundle of
inferiority and worry. If you were going to worry about what people like him said about you, you might
aswdl carry grudges againgt bugsthat hit your windshield.

Various chirps and audio dingbats started percolating out of Hank's terminals as he powered up the main
control routines. It fit exactly with Tony's perceptions of Hank that the good doctor was one of those



geekswho had adifferent sound effect for every keystroke. "Okay," Hank said. "When | was designing
and rehearsing this experiment, it occurred to me that you might not be impressed enough if | only had the
antsfind asample. So what I've done hereis run three pardld routines, involving different groups of ants.
Each oneisinstructed to look for a particular mass of Chitauri tissue, as expressed by the density of
particlesintheair. They can tel the three samples gpart on this basis done, but what | want to cal your
attention to isthe way that each specieswill come out, reconnoaiter, and then focusin on the sample
they're directed to find."

"l cantwait,” Tony sad.

"Actudly, neither can I," Hank shot back. "Thisisthefirst timeI'll ever have kept these three plates
spinning live. Oh, and | went for onefind little flourish. Each of these three speciestypicdly attacks one
of the others on sight. So if you see an ant massacre out there, you'll know | dropped the bdl. If not... "
He shrugged and grinned to himsdlf a how smart he was. "Everybody ready?’

"We have the Orkin menin place?' Fury caled out.
"Yes, gr," sad awhite-suited SHIEL D tech waiting near the front door.
Hank spun on Fury. "Areyou kidding me? These—"

"We bought these ants, Doctor Pym. Wewill dispose of them as we seefit, when we seefit.” Fury's
expression and tone of voice suggested that he wanted to say much more. "Now. Kindly proceed.”

"Y ou peopleare sck," Hank said. He put on the headset. " Exploitative, manipulative, soulless... Sck." As
if to emphasize thelast point, he checked the time and then popped a pill from a prescription bottle
before tapping in afina touchscreen sequence. "All of you go to hell. Onfive, four... "

Hank counted off the last three seconds on hisfin-gerslikea TV stage manager. At zero, he clenched his
fist, and three of the ant farm doors rose smoothly until the inhabitants of each cdll had a
twelve-by-eighteen-inch porta to theworld. Antsin tidy columnsfiled out of each, and then spread
across the floor. When members of one species encountered another, they touched feelers briefly before
continuing on their assigned errands. When al three species had intermingled on the floor, Tony gave up
trying to follow what was going on and went over to a series of ant's-eye-view monitorsinstalled aong
the back wall of the control idand. Thor was aready there.

"What's your take, O namesake of my favorite weekday?' Tony asked him.
"Redly?’ Thor said. "l would have figured a party boy like you would be partid to Friday."

"Where| went to college, Friday was retroactively extended to include Thursday. Made us all look
forward to it alittle more. How about you, Clint?"

"Agreed. Pluswho had classes on Fridays, anyway?"

Thor shook his head, and Tony could see him thinking: Americans. Both of them watched the screens
and saw mortal enemies passing each other by without more than a passing exchange of pheromone...
which was dso kind of like some of the undergrad weekends Tony remembered, but that was another
gory. "It redly ispretty impressve” he sad.

Thor shrugged. "It hasn't worked yet. If we could get them to detect my brother, now, that would be a
science project | could get behind.”

"Oh my God," Tony groaned. "Is anyone on this team sane?’



He returned his attention to the ants, which on the monitors he could sort of distinguish by species. Not
that he knew which of them were which, but he could see that one of them was smaller and browner than
another, which was thicker through the thorax than the third, which was an odd reddish color with black

legs.

Or at least, s0 it looked through the monitors. Each of the three species seemed to be forming akind of
scouts perimeter, with more resources following right behind. Tony wished he had away to tell which of
them was looking for which sample, and said so.

"There's ared-time graphic on one of the monitors somewhere,” Hank said. "Not sure where. But sure,
you can see which of themisgoing where."

Tony looked around and found the graphic display. Sure enough, on it you could follow what was
happening in terms of closing distance to each sample. From thelooks of it, al three teamswere closing
on their samples, and there didn't appear to be much deviation or overlap. If that was the truth of the
Stuation, then Hank had done some very good work indeed. "Y ou fedl like explaining thisto me?" Thor
asked over hisshoulder. "1 avoid these machineswhen | can.”

Tony compiled, and about the time he'd finished with the explanation as he understood it, the first team of
antsfound its pot of Chitauri gold. So dl Tony had to say was, " See? Where the glowing spot is, that's
the target they found.”

"Just like | planned it,” Hank was crowing. "Y ou just wait. Give it forty-five seconds. God, look at those
deployment patterns. I'm too good.”

That, Tony thought, was up for debate, but it was beyond question that within about forty-five seconds,
just like Hank had said, both of the other species had tracked and located their targets as well.

"Whoo!" Hank shouted. "That's your ant for you, ladies and gentlemen! SKR TechEnt can... "
"Excdlent result,” Nick Fury cutin.
"Hdl yes, it'san excdlent result,” Hank said. "Better than any machine. Lifewill find life"

Widl, Tony thought. | don't know if we need to turn thisinto an ant versus human machine ingenuity kind
of grudge. Thetech Steve Rogers had leaked to SKR was good. Very good. The only thing Tony had
trouble swallowing, since held been on the wrong side of backroom political decisions before, wasthe
question of where SKR was getting their Chitauri samplesfor cdibration purposes. He surely hoped that
SHIELD wasntinvolvedinit.

"And here, look at this," Hank went on, unfolding a piece of paper from the pocket of hislab coat. |
predicted the order.”

"How many other pieces of paper do you have in there, Doctor Pym?' Clint asked politely. Thor
suppressed agrin; of any of them, Tony thought, he was the one used to having his motives questioned.

Hank just rolled hiseyes. It looked like he was on the manic side of one of histypica swings.

Timeto ensure that the whole thing stays civil, Tony thought. He was the last person who wanted to
make nice with Plank Pym, but if Washington was going to step on hisinnovations and then farm them
out to abunch of yokes, the situation demanded alittle extraeffort. "It's good work, Hank," he said.

"It sureis, Doctor Pym," Fury agreed, and Tony saw ashift in historso, asif Fury had amost shaken
Hank's hand, which might have caused Tony to faint dead away from surprise. But Fury's discipline held.



"SHIEL D extends both congratulations and thanks,” he went on. "Well gladly accept records of your
experiments so we can continue on our own."

There was amoment of stunned silence.
Whoa, Tony thought. So much for civility.
Hank'sjaw literdly dropped. "Nick," hesaid. "I thought... | mean... "

"And well be dismantling thislab,” Fury said. He dipped into his pocket and came up with acheck. "I
think you'll find thisis agenerous consulting fee. Good luck in your work, Doctor Pym."

Asthey filed off the command platform and out the front door, the tech team was dready bringing in
boxes and tools. Tony glanced back at Hank, just once, and wished he hadn't when he saw the
devastating expression of betraya and dashed hope on Hank's face.
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"They did what?' Steve said. He couldn't believe it

"Wrote him a check and then took hislab apart.” Clint wastearing off pieces of apencil eraser and idly
flipping them across the room, where they stuck in abulletin board, finding creases even Steve couldn't
see. "I've seen some dirty shitin my time, Cap, but that was about the coldest thing I'd ever seen
someone do face to face. At least people who were supposedly on the same side.”

The pieces of eraser embedded in the bulletin board formed a pink connect-the-dots outline of an ant.
Clint had gone through five erasers.

"Dirty suff, huh?' Steve said.
"Y ou don't even want to know."

Except Steve did. He was no babe in the woods, despite what dl of these turn-of-the-millennium types
seemed to think. He'd been in Europe during World War 11, for Pete's sake.

Still, there was awhole world of black-ops stuff that he didn't know much about, and something about
his recent Washington experience made him want to know more. A good soldier learned everything he
could about hisenemy. Clint Barton would know about this kind of enemy: not the Chitauri, but the kind
of enemy who worked through apathy and betraya and perversion of theideasthat Steve held dear.

"What made you get out of it?" he asked Clint.

After apause, Clint said, "Truth? | wanted to have akid. And | wanted to be able to get up inthe
morning and feed my kid his Cheerios and know that | wasn't going to go off and spend the next two
days doing thingsthat would disgust him if he knew about them.”

"You didn't get out of black ops before you had kids, though.”

"No," Clint said. "No, | didn't. But | wanted to even then, and | wish | had. Not al of ushave
super-soldier serum in our consciences, Cap. Sometimesit takes awhile for the doing to catch up with
the wishing." Heflicked hiswrist and stuck hislatest pencil in the ant's head. "Listen, why don't we have
this conversation over pizzaingead of in the office, you know?"

The next thing Steve said was one of the hardest things to say he'd ever encountered. "Truth?' He looked
at Clint to seeif Clint had picked up on the copying, but couldn't tell. "I think someoné'slistening at my



goatment.”

"Whoa," Clint said, and sat up Straight. ™Y ou don't think they're listening here? Or are we talking about a
different someone?’

"Y ou know what?1 think you're right about the pizza. Let's get out of here," Steve said.

An hour later, they were munching on dicesin Tompkins Square Park, surrounded by remnant freaks
and momswith gtrollers. ™Y ou know what happened with the screener Tony invented,” Steve said.

"I know hedidn't get to makeit," Clint mumbled around amouthful of crugt. "l try not to pay attention to
political Suff. It'snever pad off for me."

Wish I'd learned that lesson, Steve thought, and then redlized that for along time, he hadn't had to learn
that lesson. Hed never been interested. But then came the long freeze, and the reawakening into thistime
when he was Captain Americainstead of the freak who was the butt of paratroopersjokes... until they
saw himinaction. "Yeah," hesad. "I don't know if it's paying off for me, either, but when that happened,
| thought | had to do something.”

Clint very carefully wiped his mouth and set his napkin on the paper plate hed carried dl the way from
the place held suggested up on Avenue A and 14th. "Cap, | have the feding you're about to tell me
something | don't want to know," he said.

"Maybe," Steve said, and waited.
Clint leaned back on the bench and closed hiseyes. "Oh, well," he said.

"I hatethis" Steve said. "I hatethat it happened, and | hate that | did it, but you know what? | try and |
try, but | can't figure out away to think that it was the wrong thing to do."

"Youleskedit," Clint said.

"l leeked it,"” Steve said, and told him the rest of the story. When he was done, Clint cracked his
knuckles and sailed the paper plate twenty-five feet into atrash can. Steve watched the long, sweeping
arc, and thought: we al have rolesto play. Then he remembered Fury, last week, saying that there were
some things people didn't want to know.

"Why'd you tell methat?' Clint asked.

"Because you've seen people at their dirtiest,” Steve said. "'I—I need to know that I'm not one of those
people. | did what wasright, Clint. The Chitauri are out there. | killed one at Andrews. Andrews Air
Force Base. And nobody wants to do what needs to be done.”

"Oh, man,” Clint said.
"What?'
"Nothing. Kegp going,” Clint said. "Tell me."

"When the people who should be trusted with these problems can't be trusted,” Steve said, biting hard on
every word, "what do you do? What does asoldier do?

Clint shrugged. "I don't know. It's been along time since | was any kind of soldier, redly. Areyou asking
me about chain of command and manuas and that kind of crap?’



"No. Wdll, maybe. What I'm asking you," Steve said, "iswhat do you do when you know you haveto do
something wrong to do something right?'

Standing and stretching, Clint said, "Steve. 1've heard this argument before. Usudly when someone
makesit, bad things happen not too long after.”

"Sometimes they'reright, though,” Steve said. " The people who make those arguments.”
Clint shrugged and started walking back toward Avenue A. "Sometimes. | guessyou'll find out.”
Steve sat there, thinking. Ten minuteslater, he got acal from Admira Garza.

Ten minutes after that, he wasin alimousine heading up the FDR while Garza briefed him on anew
threat.

"The Chitauri have gone after the Triskelion, Pym'slab, and they'veinfiltrated Andrews" Garzawas
saying. He leaned forward and tapped on the window that partitioned off the driver's seat. The window
whirred open, and Garza said, "Go ahead and hop on the Harlem River Drive, Kyle. Well just do a
circlewhile Captain Rogersand | talk.”

"Yes, gr," the driver said, and the window whirred shut again.

"Anyway," Garzawent on, "weve deployed survelllance teams on individua Ultimates, aswell as some
other SHIEL D assets, and we've seen a couple of things that we wanted to passaong. | don't guess|
haveto tel you, Steve, that you're the one we trust right now."

"Yes, dr," Steve sad.

"So we're going to take alittle ride. Oh, and before we get there, | should tell you that the first screeners
are coming out of the factory tomorrow. SKR'sdone ahell of ajob." Garza clapped Steve on the
shoulder. "1 hope you're not having conscience troubles, Captain. What you did was difficult, but the right
thing oftenis”

Exactly what | wasjust telling Clint, Steve thought.

The limo cruised dong the Harlem River and |ooped around onto the West Side Highway. "Who's buying
the screeners, Sir?" Steve asked.

"W, theré's a couple of markets. There's some interest from airports, of course, and the primary
market for thistech will be existing placesthat have screeners and think of these as an upgrade. But I'm
sure you've dready figured that there's amore hush-hush angle on the enterprise as well. We've got CIA
and NSA networks arranging for ingtallations at various targets we think the Chitauri might be interested
in. Military facilities, government offices, and so forth.”

"What about the Triskelion?" Steve asked. "After what happened... "

"Already in process," Admiral Garzasaid. "Infact, I'd be surprised if there wasn't aheap of those
screeners aready sSitting around in the Triskelion's basement.”

Steve nodded. "Good." Remembering the carnage on the loading dock, he felt aflush of the fury hed
experienced then. However Tony'stech got out into the world, if it choked off the Chitauri until every last
one of them had been hunted down and killed and preserved in gar, the methods were justified.

The limo turned off the West Side Highway and rolled through side streets before coming toastop in



front of aturn-of-the-century gpartment building on 81 s Street. Looking out through the windshield,
Steve could see straight down to the bulk of the American Museum of Natura History, and beyond that
into the cool green of Centra Park. "We're here," Garza said. "What 1'm about to show you is... well,
you're going to have to use your best judgment.”

Garzaopened asmall drawer set under the front seats and took out arectangular case of polished metal.
It looked like the kind of box used to ship handguns on airplanes. Opening it, Garzaremoved asmall
machine that bore aresemblance to agun. It had ahandle and atrigger, but where the muzzle of agun
would have been was what |ooked like a microphone head.

"We've had our own geniuses working over the Stark tech,” Garzasaid. "Thisisahandheld version. It's
only aprototype, but lab results are promising. Let's go see how it performsin thefield.”

They got out of the car, Admiral Garza stowing the handheld sensor in his coat pocket. All at once Steve
realized where they were: in the next block, around the corner, was the apartment Janet had moved into
after Hank Pym's|ast assault. Steve had only been there twice; Janet was till clearing things out of the
old place, and the two of them were busy enough that they usualy met up for dinner or anight out.
Thinking of Janet reminded Steve that he hadn't spoken to her in awhile. Hed been distracted, the good
soldier leaving hisgirl behind when he went off to fight abattle. But he needed to keep in mind that Janet
was asoldier in this battle, too. Not an easy trick when you'd grown up in the nineteen-thirties.

Layered over hisswirl of emotions about his relationship with Janet was arising unease about why
Admird Garza had brought him here to show him how the new sensor worked. Reflexively Steve began
scanning the surroundings for things that could be used as wegpons. Mot trash can lids nowadays were
plagtic.

Garza stopped at the corner and leaned in close to Steve. "How thisworksis, the lab boys have isolated
aprotein they think isthe catalyst for the Chitauri ability to change shape. Thereésnothing likeit in any
human species, and thislittle toy is specificaly designed to recognize and discard results that match up
with terrestrid speciesthat can mutate or regenerate. So it's not going to freak out if it runs acrossfrog
DNA, or asign that askink somewhereisregrowing itstail. Watch." He took the sensor out of his
pocket and swept it in asemicircle on the corner. Passersby glanced over and then kept walking; this
was New York, after al.

"Nothing,” Garzasad. "Right?"
Steve looked at the sensor. "I don't know, sir. What does it do when it gets a hit?”

"Weve designed it for a quiet response, so apossible subject won't immediately know he's been tagged,”
Garzasad. He started walking toward Janet's building, and Steve felt arush of adrendine start to flow
through him. "When you see alittle green light go on, right here, that'sahit." He pointed to asmall LED
display about where the hammer on agun would be.

"Admird Garza," Steve said. "It's not an accident that we're walking toward Janet's building, isit?!

Garzalooked grim. "I'm afraid not, Captain. We've tagged one bogey around here. It's been disposed of,
but I'm guessing it wasn't working alone.” They had reached the building's front steps. "L ook at this,"
Garza said. He pointed the sensor at the front door, near the knob. The little green light glowed.

Dear God, Steve thought. Had they gotten in?

"That's the one we took out,” Admira Garzasaid. "We swept the area afterward, and traced it back to a
bus stop over on Centra Park West. We're till running down the bus.”



Steve had his phone out to call Janet, but Admiral Garza stopped him. "We're keeping aclose eye on
her, son. Right now she's at the Triskelion lab. | just wanted to bring you into the loop on this."

Redizing held been holding his breath, Steve sghed. "'l appreciateit, Admirad. Can we get more of those
made? SHIELD sure could put them to good use.”

"I'll see what we can do,” Admird Garza said. They turned away from the door and went back down the
steps, Garza a step ahead of Steve. Right as Garza put afoot on the sdewalk, he said, "Captain.”

Thelight on the sensor was on. Steve looked up and down the street. There were no pedestrians on the
block. Every nervein hisbody on high aert, he watched Garza siweep the sensor out toward the Strest;
the light went off When Garzaturned the sensor back toward the building, it came on again, well beforeiit
was pointed near the doorknob.

Around the south side of the building was anarrow breezeway that ended in an eight-foot concrete wall.
New Y ork City was notorioudy without aleyways, but here and there quirks of gas-main placement or
lot shape had |eft these kinds of gaps. Steve and Admira Garza moved dowly down the breezeway,
Garzamoving the sensor inadow arc. "Right there," Garza said softly, as the sensor'slight went on. He
pointed at ameta grille covering a basement window, and went to the next grille. "Here, too."

Asthewordsleft Admiral Garza's mouth, another sound almost drowned them out. From the courtyard
behind the building, Steve heard the unmistakabl e rusty groan of afire-escape ladder being dragged
down to vertical. Before Garza could say another word, Steve had cleared thewall with arunning jump,
using his handsto pivot on the top of thewall so he landed beyond arow of flower pots against the
insde. Theworld dowed and dilated into combat time, and on the second-floor landing of the fire escape
he saw a human form just taking its first step up toward the third floor. Janet's floor.
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Steve caught the Chitauri before it had gotten to the third-floor landing by vaulting up from the second
floor and driving the dien down under hisweight. "All, Jesus, man! Okay!" the Chitauri said. Itsvoice
was muffled from Steve's forearm mashing itsface into the iron gairs.

"They must send you to acting school," Steve said. He turned the Chitauri over and pinned it on its back.
It looked like akid, maybe nineteen years old, Puerto Rican if the T-shirt of the Virgin Mary was
anything to go by. Leaning in close and putting hisfull weight on the Chitauri's collarbones, Steve
growled, "Who'd you kill to take thisform? What was his name? Did he have afamily?'

"l don't know what you're talking about, man,” the Chitauri said. ™Y ou want my name? It's Eddie
Guzman. Y ou acop? Arrest me, then, fine, okay, but let me get up." Some of the tension went out of its

body.

"One chance," Steve said, not because he was uncertain but because he wanted to learn something about
this adversary. When you could look your enemy in the eye before you killed him, you could learn
something about the next time you would have to fight.

"One chance what?' the Chitauri said.
"Liveor die" Steve sad. "Which floor were you headed for?'
Something changed around its eyes. "Third floor," it said, and spat in Steve'sface.

He blinked reflexively—not even the super-soldier serum could diminate that response—but the
Chitauri's sdlivawas dready in his eyes, and they burned like they were going to melt out of hishead. The



Chitauri twisted out from under him. Steve took a blind swing at it, and connected, but he could barely
see, and hefdt the fire escape tremble as the Chitauri jumped. Swiping at his eyes, he saw asif through a
hundred feet of water. The dien was on the ground and running.

Steve was about to jump after it, but with its head start... wait. He looked up, at the cat's cradle of phone
and cablelines strung from aline of telegphone polesto the buildings on both sdes. Good thing they
haven't gotten around to putting al of them underground yet, he thought, as the geometry did itsdlf in his
head. Steve jumped up and caught the cable-TV line going into the fourth-floor gpartment, jerking it out
of thewall box and swinging down and across the courtyard like Tarzan. The painin his eyes wasn't
going away, but through their watering he could see the Chitauri had aready gotten to ahigh brick wall
that divided the courtyard from a basketball court on the other side. In the three or four secondsit took
Steveto cover the length of the courtyard, the Chitauri had aready gotten its hands on top of the wall.

Steve hit the Chitauri square in the back with both feet, feding its spine crack in the split second before
his momentum crushed it into the brick wall. Letting go of the cable, Steve got the Chitauri in achokehold
and broke its neck asthey fdll together into atangle of morning glory and some kind of bamboo that lined
most of the courtyard'sinterior. The Chitauri was dead before they hit the ground, but Steve made sure,
holding its face pressed into the soft earth while hisvison dowly cleared and the pain in his eye sockets
lessened to aminor irritation. When the Chitauri hadn't moved for afull minute, Steve pickeditupina
fireman's carry and walked back across the courtyard. He threw it over the wall into the breezeway and
vaulted over after it.

"Dammit, Captain Rogers,” Admird Garzasaid, "you dmaogt hit me with that thing."

"Sorry, Admiral," Steve said. He pinched his eyes shut for a second, then blinked away the last of the
Chitauri's saliva. He was gtarting to fedl norma again. "l didn't want to say too much out loud in case that
little fracas drew some attention.”

Helooked around as he said it, and noticed Kyle, Garza's driver, standing sentinel at the head of the
breezeway. On the concrete between them, the Chitauri was dready starting to |ose the cohesion of its
human shape. "God Almighty, but they're hideous,” Admiral Garza said. "What the hell happened to your
eyes?’

Steve looked up from the body of the dead Chitauri. Ignoring Garzas question, he said, "Admira Garza.
Let metakethisto Generd Fury. Hell do theright thing, Sir, once he can redlly see what's happening.”

"Areyou sure of that, Captain?' Garzaresponded. " Seemsto methat Generd Fury's had more than
enough chances.”

"Sr. Youvesadit, I'vesad it, Generd Fury hassaid it. Uniforms have to stick together. Request
permission to inform Genera Fury and mobilize a SHIELD team to perform recovery.”

Admird Garza stowed the sensor and scratched at the back of his neck. "Reluctantly granted. But under
no circumstances will you tell Fury about this sensor, and only if it is unavoidable will you inform him that
| was present when this happened. Understood?!

"Understood, ar."

"I'll bein touch, Captain. I've got afeding this whole stuation's about to come to ahead.” With that,
Admird Garzawaked back down the breezeway, Kyle fdling in step with him asthey turned the corner
out of Sght.

When Nick Fury heard that Steve had killed adisguised Chitauri in Janet Pym's backyard, hisfirst



thought was God, | hope it wasn't just a burglar. Theway Steve had been acting lately, it wasn't
impossible that he could have gone off half-cocked. Between hisworry about that and Thor's tendency
to see Loki everywhere, Nick was starting to get jJumpy himsalf. Pretty soon he'd be seeing Viet Cong
lying inwait for him at the grocery store.

But he got hisassto the Upper West Side so he could manage the recovery team, and he let Janet know
that she probably shouldn't go home until al the loose ends related to this particular incident had been
cleared up.

"Fine," shesaid archly. "Theway you want reports every five minutes, I'll never be ableto go home again
ayway."

"Y ou're welcome to return to the private sector, Miz Pym," Fury said, and hung up. He was going to
have to do something about her and Cap, who shouldn't have had to be told about why you didn't
fraternize with comrades. That was a conversation he wasn't looking forward to having. | would bea
much happier man, Fury reflected, if the members of my team did not have emations. Maybe Janet and
Bruce can build that into the next generation of super-soldiers.

Janet called him back thirty seconds later. "Don't ever cal me Pym again,” she said, and hungup on him.

Fury chuckled to himsdlf about that al the way to the scene. By the time he got there, NY PD had
showed up to see why abig van and abunch of people in bio-hazard suits were cluttering up the
sdewak. Fury gave them the old national-security spiel, and they took it with their usual lack of grace,
and then he found Steve down at the end of anarrow wakway between two gpartment buildings. The
recovery team had aready bagged and removed the body, and was now sterilizing the area. A SHIELD
field medic was washing Steve's eyes out with sdine solution.

"Y ou okay there, soldier?" Fury asked.

Steve wiped away the solution that had run down his cheeks. " Just about, Sir. The Chitauri spat in my
eyes. Stung some for awhile.™

"Doc, take Captain Rogers and run afull workup on him," Fury said. "Head to toe. We need to make
suredl helsgot isred eyes.”

"I'mfine, Generd," Steve protested.

"Y ou look fine and you sound fine," Fury agreed. "But we're both going to leave it up to the docsto
decide whether you arefine. Can we agree on that?"

Steve didn't look happy about it, but he started to walk back toward the street with the medic. "And call
your girlfriend," Fury said as he passed.

"She'snot my girlfriend,” Steve sad.
"Ohno?'

Steveturned to face Nick. "Generd," he said. "With al due respect, | would like to keegp my private life
privae"

Nick looked him in the eye for along moment, and then said, "1 think the doctors can wait aminute. Let's
youand | haveatak."

He walked Steve to the van, then stuck his head in and told the two techs prepping the dead Chitauri for



the drive to walk around the block. When they were gone, Fury climbed into the back of the van and
motioned for Steve to shut the doors behind them.

"All right," he said. "'l hate pep talks, so thisisn't going to be one. Y ou want to say something to me about
Tony'sinventions, or Betway bullshit, or anything ese, now'sthetime. I'm sick and goddamn tired of
having to wonder what's going on in your head dl the time. Y ou're not suited to keeping secrets, Cap.
Don't ever play poker for money."

Steve was looking down at the floor while Nick ddlivered his short speech, and he kept looking at the
floor long enough that Nick amost started talking again. But then Steve said, "Generd, | don't like feding
asif we're not doing everything we could.”

"Y ou don't think we are”?'
"No, gr. | don't."
"Y ou think we should have gone ahead and developed Tony'stech, and just used it ourselves?”

Another long pause, during which Nick could actudly see Steve wrestling with something that he wanted
to say but couldn't quite bring himsdlf to. Then Captain Americalooked Nick intheeyeand said, "I'm
having ahard time with thet, yesh."

"Remember last week, when you told me there were some things people didn't want to know?
Boogeymen under the bed, | think you said. Well, thisiswhat you were talking about. Then you told me
that in America, we don't keep people scared. And so what do you do? Y ou go on TV and stand there
while people talk about terrorist attacks.” Fury paused to consider exactly what he was going to say next.
"I've given you alot of rope, Cap, but the last thing in the worl d—literally—we need right now is dissent
inddethe team.”

Steve nodded. "Yes, sir," he said, but he wasn't looking Nick in the eye anymore, and Nick could see
him trying not to say something again.

"And we don't need secrets, either,” Nick said. "So why don't you just tell me whatever it isthat'son
your mind, and well get it all out in the open and see where we stand?’

Red-eyed and obvioudy miserable, Steve looked up at Nick again and said, "I can't do that, Sir."

Nick held thelook for along time. Then he stood up, or at least as much as he could insde the van, and
put a hand on the door latch. "Then you and | are going to have a problem down the road, Captain.”
Pushing the door open, he said, "1 think it'stime for you to go to the doctor."
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Status Report

Assmilated assetsin place report that publicized screening technology manufactured by <SKR TechEnt>
isbeing ingdled at the following locations.

Military fedilities
<White House> and other nationa political officesin <Washington, D.C>
Federd, state, and county government buildings Airports served by commercia passenger carriers

In the majority of cases, new screeners replace existing screeners, lessening added inconvenience to



human populations. <Steve Rogers> appears less willing to provide a popular face as politica cover for a
possibly unpopular security initiative; reconsderation of asset investment in cultura production has
produced the conclusion that such investment is unwise and unlikely to yield desired rewards. Assetswill
monitor progress of security ingallations and continue to provide information regarding future ingtallations.
Progress of the human ordering project is partidly keyed to locations a which thistechnology isin place.
Comprehensiveintdligencein thisregard, driven by assmilated -assetsin place, isdeemed criticd to
mission success. Concern exigts over scientific advances made by <Henry Pym> involving control and
management of large numbers of arthropods, order <Hymenoptera>. Proposals to retard devel opment of
Pym's project are under consideration.

Mission Report

Operation located at and near residence of <Janet Pym> achieved planned goals. Sequentid loss of
assetsin place is deemed likely to yield desired results with respect to actions of <Steve Rogers> and
other members of the <Ultimates>. Misson timeine:

-.001944 solar year: Assessment of security and surveillance obstacles surrounding <Janet Pym>.
-.010837 solar year: Formulation of mission parameters and selection of necessary assets.
-.004107 solar year: Intentional loss of first asset due to interception by <Esteban Garza>.

-.000342 solar year: Observation and survelllance of <Esteban Garza>'s interactionswith <Steve
Rogers>.

-.000185 solar year: Arrival of <Esteban Garza> and <Steve Rogers> at residence of <Janet Pym>.
-.000183 solar year: Mobilization of second asset.
-.000171 solar year: Intentional loss of second assdl.

Operation required exact timing and placement of assets; success suggests that assets are reaching
optima functiondity. Timetable for human ordering project is adjusted accordingly. Adjustment isalso
deemed prudent due to possihility that the <Pym-Hymenoptera> technology will compromise operations
critical to human ordering project.
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That night, after the medicosfinaly determined he wasn't athrest to the survival of the human race, Steve
caled Bucky. He hadn't seen hisold buddy since Bucky had gotten out of the hospital, and even though
Bucky was home, he clearly didn't have much time left on this Earth. There were no friendslike old
friends, and Steve wasn't going to let hisfriendship with Bucky lapse now. It turned out that Bucky was
having a nephew of hisover for dinner, but he was anxious to see Steve. "Hey, if there's enough for four,
thereésenough for five," he sad. "Come on over."

So Steve did, and found when he got there that in addition to Bucky's nephew Grant and hiswife
Sharon, there was afifth guest: an immense Newfoundland dog named Hobbes. Steve had never been
much of adog person, growing up in asmall apartment and then shipping off into the Army, and he'd
never even seen a Newfoundland before. Hobbes was some dog. Clumsy, overbearing, but so friendly at
the same time that you had ahard time holding it against him when he knocked over your drink or
drooled on your pants. Something about having a dog around a so cleared away the hovering sense of
doom about Bucky's cancer. Bucky looked awful; he'd never been abig man, and now he looked so
wispy that Steve could have done wrist curlswith him even before the super-soldier program came



aong. Dinner was smple but hearty, just like Bucky had dwaysliked it: mest |oaf, mashed potatoes,
green beans. Sitting there with his best friend, ex-girlfriend, and ayoung married couple with a happily
rambunctious dog, Steve longed for alife he was never going to have. And on the hedls of that longing,
he renewed his commitment to protecting those people who could have hearth and home and family. And
dog, he added as Hobbes thumped his muzzle against Steve's el bow.

"Hobbes," Grant admonished. "Go lie down." Hobbes did, but he didn't stay lying down for long.
Bouncing to hisfeet again, he came over and sat next to Steve, tail swishing like adust mop acrossthe
wood floor at the edge of the dining room rug. His head was afoot higher than the dinner table.

"He's decided you'rethe wesk link, Steve," Grant said. "Don't feed him, or you're going to have to take
himhome"

"I don't think held likeit," Steve said. "Hed hardly be able to turn around in my living room.”

Bucky coughed, and everyonefell silent. When someone as sick as Bucky sounded sick, even for a
moment, it seemed that everyone el se stopped existing until they figured out whether Bucky was going to
ked over dead. Thistime he didn't, though. When he was done coughing, he said, "What | was going to
say is, how come you don't get abigger place, Steve? God knows you could afford it.”

"What, 0| can have agiant dog? Nah. | like living where| grew up. Reminds me of where | came from
and where| am now, both at the sametime. Everything'skind of ... " Stevetrailed off, then shrugged. "I
likeitwherel am."

Hobbes woofed, as politely asadog of hissize and ebullience was able. "Go lie down," Grant ordered
him again, and again Hobbes did. Thistime he left them aonelong enough that they got back into
conversation, mogtly about Grant's work—hewas amidleve executive with amutua fund specidizingin
sustainable industries—and Bucky's recent hospitd spell. Bucky wasin surprisingly good humor for a
man measuring hislife expectancy in weeks, he was one of those people who refuse to |et knowledge of
their coming death interfere with their enjoyment of what life they have remaining. "Hell," he said afew
times during the course of the medl, "I'm gonnadie, but that's no excuse to get everyonedse dl
depressed.”

Hed just said it for the third time when Hobbes jumped up and turned quickly around twice, snuffling at
the floor, before Sitting down and gnawing at one of hishind legs. "'l told you he needs abath, Grant,"
Sharon said.

Hobbes yelped and stood up again. Steve looked back over at him.

"What the hell's gotten into your dog?' Bucky wanted to know. He was peering a Hobbes from his seat
al theway at the other end of the table.

Grant got up and went over to Hobbes, who was now chewing on one of hisfront paws. "Hey, buddy,"
he said. "What the matter, fella?' He put his hand on Hobbess head... and Hobbes growled.

"Whoa," Grant said, pulling his hand back. "What'sthat al about?’

He squatted down next to Hobbes and reached for Hobbes's paw. At that moment Steve saw, coming
out from the hegating vent in the corner where Hobbes had been curled up, aline of big black ants.
"Grant," he said, standing up and pushing his chair back, "take a step back, there, okay?'

Grant looked up. "What are you talking about? Something's redlly bugging him."
"Grant," Steve said again. Hobbes growled.



"Easy, buddy," Grant said, and Hobbes |ooked up at Steve. Should have known, Steve thought. If they
can take the form of a person, why not adog?

At that moment, Hobbes lunged and seized Grant'sthroat in his jaws. Sharon screamed and jumped out
of her chair, knocking over her wine glass. Grant got both of his handsinto the ruff around Hobbes's
neck and tried to push him off Steve was dready reaching for the dog—no, the Chitauri masquerading as
adog—and Hobbes gave Grant asingle hard shake. A warning. Grant gurgled and stopped trying to
push Hobbes away.

Steve stood where he was. ™Y ou got bigger problems than me, bucko,” he said. "How many more ants
are going to come through that grate? | hear those bullet ants have asting like a gunshot wound. How
many can you take?"

Hobbes growled, and kept its eyeslocked on Steve. He hadn't been lying about the ants. A thick column
of them flowed up through the vent and disappeared into the dog's thick fur. Won't be long, Steve

thought.
"Ants?' Bucky said. "Steve, what did you say about ants?

"Long story, Bucky," Steve said. Hobbes let out along moan and started to tremble. He was drooling on
Grant's neck, thick salivarunning down into the collar of Grant's shirt. One of his eyestwitched shut, and
when it opened again, Steve was looking into the dit pupil of a Chitauri. Grant gasped, and blood
threaded the sdivaon his neck. Then the Chitauri began to transform in earnest. Hobbes threw himsdf up
onto hishind legs, with a crack of rearranging joints, and great swathes of his skin and fur peded away to
reveal scales. Grant scrabbled backward on the floor away from this sudden monster, and Steve threw
himsdlf &t it. There was pandemonium in the dining room as Sharon ran to help Grant get up off the floor
and Gall pulled Bucky'swhedlchair away from the table and backed up with it into the kitchen.

The Chitauri, which in mid-transformation looked kind of like agrizzly bear given aninfusion of dinosaur
DNA, roared asit grappled with Steve, and its jaws snapped near his ear. "Not a spitter like your friend
wasyedterday,” Steve said, then grunted asit raked claws down hisleft sde. They wrestled into the
corner, damming hard into the wainscoted wall. Theimpact knocked picturesto the floor al over the
room. Steve was landing good hard shots on it, but the Chitauri was giving as good as it got—and as an
added complication, dots of intense agony started to appear up and down Steve'sarms and legs asthe
bullet ants, overwhelmed by being thrown around and crushed in the fight, started stinging everything they
could get agtinger on. Most of those stings hit the Chitauri, which was losing progressively more of the
dog shape, but enough of them got Steve for him to fedl like he was skinny-dipping in apool of acid.

"Y ou brought some unwanted guests,” Steve grunted as the two combatants crashed through the side
table holding the serving dishes with the rest of the night's dinner. Now he was covered in gravy and
mashed potatoes as well as cuts, bruises and ant bites. "Enough dready,” he said. "Nobody startsafood
fight and brings bugs to Bucky's house. Y ou're going to have to go."

Jawss agape, the Chitauri dipped out of Steve's hold and bit down on his shoulder. The pain made Steve
forget dl about the ants. When the alien reared back for another bite, Steve caught one of itsjawsin
each hand. "Didn't you ever see King Kong? he said. "That big mouth iswhat getsyou lizardsin
trouble

He pulled hard. Something cracked. He pulled again, and felt the flesh in his bitten shoulder tear, which
made him angrier. The Chitauri'stail, suddenly regrown, snapped out of nowhere and pounded him on
the side of the head, but Steve kept his grip. One, two, heave... and he felt something giveinthe dien's
skull, itslower jaw breaking loose and twisting as Steve shoved it back into the Chitauri'sthroat. Itstall
lashed furioudy, and its claws left deep bloody furrowsin Steve's forearms, but it was dready getting



wesker, and when he gave the broken jawbone another shoveinto its neck he felt something give way
again and it went limp in his hands.

"Jesus, Steve," Grant said after along silence. "That was my dog.”

"That hasn't been your dog for along time, Grant,” Steve said. He let the dead Chitauri fal to thefloor.
"I'msorry."

"But what isit?" Sharon asked.

Stevelooked at her. "An enemy. That'sal | cantdl you. It's not the only one out there. They must have
used Hobbes as away to get closeto me." He looked back down at the dead Chitauri, which was
swarming with ants. Doctor Pym, he thought, we're going to need to have atalk.

"It hasantsdl over it,” Grant said in the oddly childlike voice of someone dipping into shock.

"I know it does. They'll go away inaminute,” Steve said. "Do you two mind going in the other room? |
need to make aphone call.”

"Okay," Sharon said. She helped Grant to hisfeet and the two of them went into the kitchen. Steve got
his cell phone out and was about to cal Genera Fury when Gail came back in from the kitchen.

"Steve," she said. He caught adight tremor in her | voice, and saw that she was struggling to keep her
com- Sposure. "l think we need to get Bucky to adoctor.”

Steve snapped his phone shut. "Okay, call an ambulance right now. | need to go outside for one second,
1 but I'll beright back."

He burst out onto Bucky's front stoop and looked up and down the street. Pym's headset didn't have
much range, he knew that; it shouldn't be too hard to figure out where the good doctor was. Tomorrow
morning was scheduled street sweeping in this part of Brooklyn, and the opposite Side of the street was
empty except for asingle old Chevy Monte Carlo near the corner to the right. Just around the corner
from it was apolice car. The near side of the street was bumper to bumper except for the standard gap
around the block's fire hydrant.

Stevetook acloser look at the Monte Carlo. Someone was leaning up against the window. Then that
someone took a step back and leveled agun at whoever wasin the car, and Steve was tearing acrossthe
street shouting at the top of hislungsfor Hank to get down.
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Got ‘em, Hank thought.

Hed run ant survey missionsaround dl of histeammates... well, former teammates... and come up empty
every time. Either theintensity of ambient odorsin New Y ork was overwhelming the ants ability to
isolate the Chitauri signature, or the aliens were being more clever than they usualy were about disguising
their presence.

Or they were following him and making sure that if he was around, they kept their distance. Hank
preferred not to think about that possibility, Snceit led in too many negative directions. If they were
watching him, that meant they were figuring out how he was controlling the ants—athough they might
well already know that from whatever reports they'd received from Greg. Also, if keeping tabs on Hank
Pym was one of the Chitauri's ongoing tasks, then he wasn't going to be able to swoop in and rescue
anyone with hismillions of myrmidons, and Hank wasn't about to lieto himself A big part of the reason



for his commitment to this project was the prospect of being accepted back into the team. If there was
any possibility of that, any possibility at al, he waswilling to walk around with atarget on hisback for a
while

And now hed struck gold. Steve Rogers might think 1'm a gutless punk, Hank thought, but he can't deny
that | just saved thelives of hisfriend and the shriveled old version of the woman he loved. Eventualy
that dog would have taken histrue form and invited some friends over for alittle Bucky and Gail buffet
(although in Bucky's case, being eaten by a Chitauri would probably be an easier way to go than dowly
being consumed by cancer). Now, because of Hank, they were safe, and Captain Americawould have
tolook him in the eye and say thanks.

He sent the recall command to the ants. On the minicameras he had rigged to afew of them, he could tell
that they were wagting their tings on adead dien, and he could aso tell that no one had been killed.
They owe me, Hank thought. | screwed up, but they owe me, and they had no right to cut me off like
that.

The fact that Janet wouldn't speak to him was less of abother. She'd gone through those times before,
and she'd probably go through them again. She dways came back sooner or later. They were meant for
each other.

Any minute now, Fury would show up, Hank was thinking. One more cleanup, one more Chitauri in gar
somewherein the Triskelion. It was getting repetitious, almost to the point where Hank had entertained
the notion that the Chitauri were leading them along. Maybe they were sacrificing one of their number
every so often to see how SHIELD reacted, or to cement the impression that they were using particular
tactics... while planning something € se? Something completely different? If so, what? Full-scae assault
hadn't worked out for them last time.

There was a sharp tap on his car window. Hank pulled off the headset and |ooked. It was a cop. He
rolled down the window.

"What the hdll isthat on your head?' the cop asked.

"It's... well, it'skind of hard to explain."

"Ah," the cop said. "Would you be able to explain better if you stepped out of the car?’

"l don't think that's necessary, officer,” Hank said. "It's not against the law to St in your car.”

"No, Dr. Pym, it isn't,” the cop said. "But under the circumstances, it isn't smart, either.” Taking astep
back from the car, the cop drew his gun. Hank heard a shout from across the street—someone caling his
name?— and then the world lit up in flashes from the muzzle of the gun.

There was someone buzzing around his ear, atiny man who kept saying Hank, Hank, get down, get
down. And another little man, afly withaman'svoice, saying, Doctor Pym, we need you to return to
your normal size.

Return to your normal size.

Thisismy norma sze, he wanted to say. I'm bigger than you, bigger than your judgments, my work is
bigger than yours. My other sizeislike Janet when she's smdl, giant ambitions and giant persondity and
giant problems crushed and squeezed down into asize that disguisestheir true Size. Thisisme, thisisme.
| have discovered my truesize.

Hetried to get up, and heard the groan and squedl of deforming metal. Something stabbed him under the



armpit, and he was having trouble getting a bresth.
Return to your normal size.

No, you fool, hethought. Then | will be smal and the wounds will be huge. Then my body will be smal
and my painwill be huge. Then | will no longer be bigger than Janet, whoistiny tiny tiny and so full of
anger that maybe | deserve.

Thesetiny people, with their bullets and their judgments, no bigger than ants. The ants stung, and it hurt
like bullets. Janet, he said. Janet. | drove dl night to provethis. | knew it. | knew it. And they knew |
knew it, and their bullets sting like ants.

Doctor Pym. Thisis Nick Fury. If you can hear me, blink twice.

So thisiswhat it takesto get Nick to talk to me again, Hank thought. He blinked. But after the second
time, he couldn't open hiseyesagain.

Get down, get down...

Shafu after snafu after snafu, thought Nick Fury. | got adog who was a Chitauri, and four civilians
who saw it lose coherence. | got a cop who was a Chitauri, and awhole goddamn precinct and
department bureaucracy who didn't see it lose coherence but who aren't very goddamn happy about
SHIELD stepping in and making the body disappear. Granted, two of those four civilians knew about
Steve, so they weren't too surprised to find out that there are other boogeymen under the bed. And
Bucky wasn't long for the world anyway, so no security problem there. But Grant and Sharon, they were
aready demanding to know everything about everything, to the point that Nick was beginning to consder
sending them on alittle vacation until they could reach some kind of understanding about the wisdom of
filing lawsuits againgt the government because their dog was absorbed by an dien infiltrator.

| got one team member in astate of emotiona flux because his best and oldest friend suffered some kind
of cardiac event when the Chitauri started to lose coherence.

| got one ex-team member in intengive care with four holesin him, who is probably only dive because
when he grew, hisbody put itself back together on the way from Lilliputian to Brobdingnagian.

| got acommanding officer who isin the Situation of having an ex-team member in intensive care because
that team member knowingly put himself in danger to prove hisworth to the members of hisformer team.

In other words, Doctor Henry Pym is stuck full of tubes because | kicked him out of the Ultimates, Nick
thought. And between Bucky and whatever he's doing that involves SKR and someonein Washington he
won't tell me about, Steve is about at the end of hisrope. And there are Chitauri everywhere, apparently,
and Pym'santslook like they're doing alot better finding them than this fancy tech that somehow was
leaked by someone within SHIEL D who might or might not occasiondly wear asuit with an
American-flag theme.

The only thing that had gone right was the fact that Pym had gotten the dog before the Chitauri cop had
gotten him. Also Nick was thanking hislucky starsthat at least they'd gotten Pym to shrink back to
norma size before civilian response teams arrived. The Monte Carlo that Pym had apparently stolenin
Skokie, Illinois, now looked likeit had been carrying a car bomb, but thanks to the street-sweeping
schedule there were no other damaged cars... dthough there were going to be some fence and stoop
repairs billed to SHIEL D through one of Tony's shell contracting companies.

One problem at atime, Nick told himself



"Captain Rogers," he said when he saw Steve hang up his phone. "What's the word on Bucky?'

Steve'sface was grim. "They say hels il in sometrouble, General. He's weak enough from the cancer
that they can't treat the heart condition as aggressively asthey'd liketo, or that'swhat | understand from
the medicalese | keep hearing.”

"He's getting the best care he can get," Nick said, which wastrue. Cardiac carein New Y ork City was
about as good asit could be, and Nick had pulled SHIELD stringsto get a couple of top-flight military
cardiac specidists on Bucky's case.

"Generd Fury," Steve said. "'l waited at least five minutesto cal an ambulance because | wastaking care
of the Chitauri that shot Doctor Pym. If that lag made a difference, | won't be ableto live with mysdlf”

"Y ou were saving Pym'slife," Nick said, and could hear the answer even before Steve's mouth formed
the words.

"That's not agood trade.”

"Captain Rogers,” Nick said. "I can't order you to stop being so damn self-righteous, or so damn
stubborn. But | can suggest it. And | can order you, for the second time today, to take your
Chitauri-chewed sdlf to adoctor and get stitched up and checked out. Y ou can't do Bucky any good,
and you can't do Pym any good, but you can do the team and this country some good by staying in
fighting trim. Now. Go to the doctor. Do not pass Go, do not collect two hundred dollars.”

Nick lit acigar. Steve gazed a Bucky's house.
"Captain Rogers," Nick sad. "Go."

Steve went, climbing into awaiting SHIEL D limo. The recovery team inside Bucky's house had just
finished removing the dlien and sterilizing the dining room. Their van pulled away after taking down the
SHIELD scene perimeter... which left Nick aloneto deal with the NY PD investigator, Glenn Owens,
who had displayed what even Nick had to credit as superhuman patience while the SHIEL D processing
had taken place.

"Generd," Owens said when the white van had pulled around the corner. "1 don't know why 1'm the only
guy here. Y ou want to clue mein to the game?”'

Nick gnawed on hiscigar and grinned. "Fraid | can't tell you athing about why your bosses do what they
do," hesad. "I have ahard enough timewith mine."

"See, thething is, there should be brass, mediareations, union suits, theworks,” Owenssaid. "If | didn't
know better, 1'd think you had something to do with the Situation, isdl I'm saying.”

"Detective, | had a conversation with aman in asimilar position to yoursout in lllinoisafew daysago.”
Fury's cigar was dready going out. He puffed it back to life. "He thought | could do this, and | could do
that. Thetruthis, | go through every day hoping for cooperation from people just like you. | don't get i,
my job isthat much harder; but there's no good reason for you to giveit to me, since | can't giveyou a
good reason.”

Owens shrugged. "Haveit your way. So tel me again where the body of Patrolman Victor Elizondo is?'

"Patrolman Elizondo's remains are under examination at afederal laboratory for security reasons,” Nick
sad.



"Isthat what you're going to say at a press conference?’

"Nope," Nick said. "Becauseif this getsto the press conference stage, | will aready know that | can't
hope for any cooperation from you. At apress conference, al you get from Nick Fury isno comment. |
can no-comment for an hour sraight.”

"Understand my position here, Generdl. | caich a case of acop down, | show up, and therésno teamin
place, there's no media, there's no nothing. Tomorrow morning I'm going to have to brief the patrolmen's
union. What do | tell them? Elizondo had four kids and awife. What do | tell them?"

Suddenly Nick wastired of the game. ™Y ou want to know the truth, Owens?’
Owensdidn't say anything.

"Doyou?" Nick asked again. "If you want the plain truth, | will tel you. Do you want it?*
After apause, Owenssaid, "Yeah, | do."

"Okay. At some point, probably in thelast month or so, Victor Elizondo was killed by arace of diens
who can assume the shapes of humans. After they killed him, one of them ate him and took hisform. That
aien probably went and did regular cop work, came home to hiskids, went to bed with hiswife, until he
got an order from his higher-ups. That order wasto track and take out amember of my team.” Nick left
out the question of Pym's status with respect to the Ultimates; no point in muddying the waters. "Then
tonight, he shot my guy four times, and then Captain Americakilled him. That'sthe plain truth, as plain as
| can makeit. | don't careif you believeit or not. And | don't careif you're recording it, because
everywhere | go | am shadowed by people whose job it isto make surethat nothing | say or dois
recorded by people who should not record it. Now, Detective Owens. Are you glad you have the truth?"

Owens stood for along time looking up and down the street, taking in the exploded car, the crumpled
wrought-iron fences, the broken concrete and masonry on various stoops and stairs. He looked at
Bucky's house, dark and empty. He looked at the spot where Patrolman Victor EHzondo had died at the
hands of Captain America. "Generd Fury," hesaid. "'l would like it very much if you could keep me
updated asthis case progresses. Patrolman Elizondo's family and colleagues deserve afull accounting of
the events surrounding his murder.”

"Can do, Detective Owens," Nick said, and toasted the detective with his cigar as Owens went back to
his car and drove away.
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She knew she shouldn't do it, but she couldn't not do it, so Janet found hersalf standing outside the door
of Hank's hospital room at Mount Sinai. And she was 110 percent sure she shouldn't have done it when
the first person she saw coming up the hallway toward her was Steve. When he caught sight of her, he
diffened alittle, but hisvoice stayed levd . "Have you heard how he's doing?!

"I haven't been in, and there's no doctors around that | can see" she said. "But thisisn't intensive care, o
| guessthat's good.”

"Yeah," he said, looking around. "I was downgtairs|ooking in on Bucky, and thought I'd... you know."

"Softie," she said. Something changed in hisface, and she was sorry she'd doneit. "Come on, Steve,” she
sad. "You know I'm just kidding."

"It'snot akidding kind of Stuation,” he said.



"I think that'sredlly up to me, isn't it?" she said. "I mean, since I'm sill married to him and dll.”
Hetook that in for abeat and then said, "Okay. | guesswe should talk later.”

Janet et him get hafway to the bank of eevators before she said, "Steve. Wait aminute.” Steve didn't
turn around, but he stopped walking. When she caught up to him, she said, "Maybe we could both use a
drink or something away from al of this. How does that sound?"

In the elevator, he was quiet until just before they reached the ground floor. Then he said, "Thereisno
away from dl this. Y ou know that. What did you redly mean?"

"I meant not here," Janet said. The doors opened and they walked through the maze of halways and out
the emergency room doors. It was awarm night, and they crossed Fifth Avenue to walk on the park
sde. Steve suggested awak through the park, but Janet, envisioning him taking off to collar a couple of
muggers, wanted to stay on the street. So they ran the gauntlet of hot-dog stands and T-shirt hawkers,
cheesy portrait cartoonists and tourists dazed from Museum Mile. Janet wished any of the museumswere
open, but it was after midnight. Instead she decided on ice cream. Steve didn't want any, so she walked
into the first place she saw, got ahuge cup of pralines and cream, and savored it while they kept south.
When they passed the great granite pile of the Mt it occurred to her that if she was going to go home,
sheld need to turn right pretty soon unless she wanted to walk all the way around the park or take a cab.
"Hey, Captain America," she said, not caring if he got the wrong impression, "wak me past Belvedere
Castle on my way home."

"Yes, mdam," Steve said, which entitled her to get furious a him for caling her maam, and for alittle
whilethingswerelight and easy and okay again.

Then, about the time they were actualy passing Belvedere Castle, she screwed it dl up again. "'l wonder
if he'sredly changed," she said, after asilence had passed between her and Steve.

"You'rekidding," Steve sad.
"I'mnot," she said. "People do change.”

"Janet, I'm an old-fashioned guy. | come from atime when nobody would have cared if Pym changed
because everyone would have accepted what he did. And even | know he's not going to change. He
attacked you with ahorde of ants, for Pete's sake."

"And how many lives did he save by finding out about that dog, Steve?”'

"What doesthat have to do with what he did to you?' Steve was trying not to shout, but the way he
rounded on her—plusthe fact that he stood afoot taller than she did and outweighed her by at least a
hundred pounds—made people stop and look.

"It hasto do,” shesaid icily, "with the fact that as much as you want to reduce him to acartoon, he'san
actual human being. He does good things and bad things, and | made achoice along time ago to
acknowledge that if | wanted him around, 1'd have to take both. Now, the other thing isthat | never said
| was going back to him. | never said | was not going to divorce him. | never even said | wanted him
back on theteam. | just wondered if he had redlly changed.”

Janet started walking again. After abesat, she saw out of the corner of her eye that Steve was coming
aong. "Wdl, do you?' he asked.

"Do | what?'



"Want him back on theteam."

"No, | dont," shesaid. "But | think it'salittle smug of everyone e se to have made that decision without
even conddering what | wanted. What if | thought that Hank would be useful to the team even if every
time | looked a him | wanted him to die? Hey, he does great thingsin the lab. Y ou big men got so caught
up in protecting the little woman that you decided to shoot aredly promising research initiative in the
foot. And you know what? I've had it with being protected.”

She stomped off again, and again she watched Steve come after her. Thistime he came up next to her
and put ahand on her shoulder. Ingtantaneoudy Janet swore to hersdlf that if hetried to pull on her or
spin her around, she was going to sting him until he couldn't see straight, but dl he did was pace her with
ahand regting lightly on her shoulder. "Take your hand off me," she said anyway.

Steve did, and because he did, Janet stopped. "In the end, it doesn't matter what | fedl for him or don't
fed for him," she said. "What mattersisthe Chitauri, and it drives me frankly batshit that someridiculous
leftover chivalry has you and Nick cutting someone out of the team who could make a difference. They
want to kill us, Steve, and if they can't kill us, they want to reduce usto zombies. Do you redly want to
moralize about spousal abuse when the stakes are that high?”

They were across the park, waiting for the light to change at 81st Street and Central Park West because
Steve would never jaywalk. The Museum of Natural History—another great granite pile—loomed just to
the south. Janet wanted to go in there, too, but now it was one o'clock in the morning and she was close
to home, and it was time just to have aglass of wine and go to bed before she got up and had to bathein
Bruce Banner's sdlf-pity for another day whilelooking for away to create the latest generation of
augmented soldierslike Steve Rogers.

What ajob, shethought. Imagine the ad: Challenging work environment, chance to make a real
difference.

While she was woolgathering, Steve had been looking up at the buildings surrounding the park. "Please
don't sart telling me about how different it isnow," Janet said.

"l wasn't going to," he said. " Although there sure wasn't anything like that one." He pointed at the new
Time Warner building on Columbus Circle.

Janet sghed. "What were you going to say, then?'

Thelight changed. Steve was quiet asthey crossed, but as soon asthey got to the sidewalk, he started
talking. "When we best the Chitauri, it's not going to be because some manic-depressive wife-beater with
aBuck Rogers helmet on scsantson them,” he said. "It's going to be because human beings—American
human beings—prove one more time that they're smarter and tougher and more willing to fight for what's
right then interstellar shape-shifting geckos.”

"Heredly getsto you, doesn't he?' Janet asked.
Steve stopped in mid-soliloquy. "Who? Pym?"

She laughed. "Y ou can't even say hisfirst name. Yes, | mean Hank. Thefact that he exists drivesyou
crazy."

"No. Hank isjust loony tunes. A guy like that isn't worth going crazy over, Since he's aready there. What
drives me crazy isthat you, who aren't and should know better, are playing right into his games."

"Don't you dare," Janet said.



Steve looked at her like she'd dgpped him. "Dare what?"

"Don't you tell mewhat I'm doing. Y ou and al the rest of the manly men down at the Triskelion look at
melike I'm alittle girl who needs help learning to ride atwo-wheder. Y ou think you know everything
about me, and you walk around congratul ating yourselves about how you protected me by getting rid of
Hank.

Widll, guess what? Maybe you need Hank. Maybe the world needs Hank. | sure ashell don't, but even |
can see that anyone who's figured out away to track the Chitauri belongsin the Triskelion instead of out
in the suburbs of for-god's-sake Chicago.”

"Ah," Steve said. "We need Hank for hisant gizmo."
"Yes, wedo."

"Because he can track the Chitauri," Steve said.

"es"

"Comeon," Steve said. "l want to show you something.”

Ten minutes later they were standing at the dead end of the breezeway between Janet's building and the
neighboring building to the south. Steve had akey-chain flashlight, and he was using it to show Janet
certain things on the ground near thewall. "Recognize this?' he said, holding the light over aseries of
discolorations on the concrete. No, they were marks.

She was |looking at a series of faded evidence notations of the kind made by SHIELD post-operation
investigation and recovery teams. One string of letters, repeated over and over, stuck out: CTT.

Chitauri tissue.

"One of them was here," Janet said softly. Shelooked up, to the third floor, where her smal bathroom
window |looked out over the breezeway.

"Y eah. One of them was here. Two, actudly An armed-services black-ops team took one of them out,
and the guy who runsit brought me back here to show me how it happened. He was dso showing mea
handheld version of Tony's screener. It sniffs around and detects shed cells carrying Chitauri DNA."
Steve pointed at the window grates, one after another. "The sniffer lit up there, and there.” Then he
pointed at thewall. "And there."

"Oh my God," Janet said.

"l caught it on the fire escape just below the third floor, and | killed it by thewall at the back of the
courtyard." Steve'sface was hard in the wash from the flashlight. " Hank wasn't here for any of that. | just
thought you should know."

He started walking back toward the street. "I'll stand here and make sure you get insde safe”
"Steve," Janet said.
"l don't want to talk anymore,”" he said.

Janet looked at the notations for along time. Then she found her keys and went around to the front door.
"Steve," shesad.



"Good night, Janet,” Steve said.

She opened and closed the door. When she wasinside, in her lobby in her new building unshadowed by
memories or the presence of Hank, she leaned against the bank of mailboxes and said, in avoice barely
above awhisper, "Steve. You don't getit a al. Y ou're missing the point.”
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Status Report

Unplanned loss of assets has occurred in <New Y ork City>. Further complicationsinclude the apparent
reintegration of <Henry Pym> into the operational structure if not member circle of the <Ultimates>.
Assessment of the <Pym> Situation continues.

Assimilated nonhuman asset tasked with survelllance and infiltration of friends and associates of <Steve
Rogers> lost .000456 solar year ago. Assimilated asset in <New Y ork City Police Department lost
000451 solar year ago after undertaking mission to track and eliminate <Henry Pym>. Events appear to
have combined unfortunate timing and unanticipated improvisation on the part of human/augmented
human opponents. Revisonsto operationa planning continue to incorporate this new information.
Suggestions that <Henry Pym> deliberately put himsdlf at risk to provoke response from <Steve
Rogers> and other <Ulti-mates> seem to overestimate human capacity for risk assessment, aswell as
<Henry Pym>'s cgpacity for behavior in the mode of dtruism. It isconsdered morelikely that the
operation of chance was decisivein thiscase.

Operations within media conglomerates proceed at a pace short of projections, and will be discontinued.
Available broadcast technologiesfail to meet necessary standards for proposed component of human
ordering project. Abandoned initiatives involving application of psychoactive substances to municipal
water supplies are undergoing renewed study, but prospects for implementation remain uncertain. More
promising are assets and initiatives existing and devel oping in <Washington, D.C>.

Assetswithin <Stark Industries> report technological advance bearing strong implications for success of
human ordering project. Few details are currently available; investigation ongoing. Planning for
countermeasures will continue on an expedited schedule, as necessary and possible given new
information and changing circumgtancesin thefield.

All assets are ingtructed to be watchful for the presence of invertebrate order <Hymenoptera>. If
assmilated circumstances permit, assets should avoid locations commonly inhabited by <Hymenoptera>.
If such avoidanceisimpossible, curtail the number and duration of visitsto such locations. Thisdirective
isissued with full cognizance of <Hymenoptera>'s wide distribution and near ubiquity.

Efforts to degrade human capacity to control <Hymenoptera> are ongoing. Prospects of success
impossible to determine at thistime. Expenditure of assetsis deemed highly probablein the event of a
direct operation to degrade or eliminate <Pym-Hymenoptera> technology. In anticipation of this
necessity, until extent of development of <Pym-Hyrnenoptera> technology is more fully understood,
asset conservation will be prioritized.

Intelligence regarding imminent human/augmented attack, location <Saxtons River, Vermont>, should be
considered unsubstantiated at thistime. However, consdering events of the previous .000456 solar yesr,
assetsin the area, or with operational connection to <Noofie Acres>, will proceed on maximal aert
gatus.
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On thisfine summer Thursday, Thor had been planning to attend aretreat organized by anew
anti-globaization collective caled CAREFIST. Ingtead he found himsdlf in the bowe s of the
military-industrid beast called Triskdion, listening to Nick Fury expound on the latest developmentsin
the Chitauri saga. We know how thisis going to end, Thor thought. Well run them to ground
somewhere, and kill them; and then, sometime later, well find out that we didn't kill &l of them, and well
haveto doit again.

Or, one of thosetimes, fate will swing the other way, and the Chitauri will win.

The conference room—the same place where Tony had originaly demonstrated his screene—wasfull.
All of the Ultimates were present, including poor Banner viamonitor. In addition, severa tech-support
gaffers milled around in the back of the room tinkering with some kind of gadget that, Thor assumed,
would be the centerpiece of a glamorous demonstration whenever Nick finished his speech. At least Thor
had the good fortune to be sitting next to Clint, who was the only other member of theteam, in Thor's
opinion, with the right (which wasto say, cynicdl) attitude toward the Ultimates and SHIELD asawhole.
Perhaps it was because Clint had come out of the dirtiest of dirty worlds, degp-cover black ops. We
have both seen the worst behavior of human beings, Thor thought. He has been adave of the globaist
hegemony, and haskilled for it; | have dwaysfought againgt it. But we have both seen itsworst
excess... and | have alittle history that he does not.

Nick stood near adisplay screen at the head of the conference table. "It looks like everything is about to
cometo ahead, Chitauri-wise," hewas saying. "We have new technologies for identifying and tracking
them, and they know it. Asaresult, they're becoming more aggressive. The actions of Doctor Hank Pym
have both helped and complicated the Situation, since he has been able to direct antsto attack Chitauri,
but he has a so revealed this ability to them, which may cause them to rethink their tactics.”

Thor saw Steve and Janet exchange a sharp glance.

He wondered what was happening there; hed heard about the Chitauri caught near Janet's apartment,
but didn't know why the two of them looked angry. Lovers quarrel, he decided. Not worth pursuing.

"Most recently, a Chitauri was found in the form of a Newfoundland dog belonging to the nephew of an
old friend of Steve's. Obvioudy this Chitauri was there to observe what Steve was up to, and bein a
place whereit could act immediately if it needed to. We must assume that other such disguised agents
exid.”

"Sicantsondl of us" Tony said with asmirk.

"It may yet cometo that,” Nick said. "We found out where that dog was bred and ran alittle operation
out that way, in southern Vermont. Town called Saxtons River, and the breeder was called Noofie
Acres. Bagged forty-six Chitauri, the biggest single concentration since before Arizona. Plus now we've
got about sixty Newfoundland puppiesthat are verifiably not Chitauri. Anyone here who wantsto go into
the dog-breeding business after we rid the world of our latest dlien menace, let me know."

A ripple of laughter. Sixty Newfoundland dogs, Thor thought. Y ou'd need an idand of your own. A nice
northern idand, granite and tall pines and deep azurefjords...

"According to tax and license records, Noofie Acres has been there since 1981, and hasn't changed
owners. So the Chitauri are getting alittle bit cleverer about where and how they settlein. What with this,
the attack on the Triskelion, and the various lone wolves we've smoked out—some thanks to Dr. Pym's
work with ants—a picture is emerging of an enemy that'slearned it can't defeat usin adirect fight, so it's
adapting itstactics to the resource differentid. Settling in and keeping alow profile at aplace like Noofie
Acresindicates that they're planning long-term; but something like the suicide attack on the Triskelion



means that they've got short-term plans aswell, most likely meant to provoke a specific response.”

Fury looked directly at Steve Rogers. "And unfortunately, | believe we have in certain cases done exactly
what they wanted.”

Hmm, Thor thought. He glanced over at Clint, who returned the glance. They'd both seeniit. "Timeslike
this"" Thor said softly, "make meglad | stayed on the outside of al the power struggles.”

"Yup," Clint sid.

At that moment, Thor saw Loki on the other side of the room. Ah, he thought. So the complications have
not yet finished complicating. Loki stood in the guise of adightly built female technician hel ping to put
together the display for Tony's presentation that was to come after Nick brought them all up to speed.

Brother, Loki said.
Thor nodded.

Thisisadelight to observe, brother, Loki said. It's so rarethat | get to merely watch chaos
instead of having to create it myself.

Y ou've had nothing to do with this? Any of it? Thor won-dered. Solely as spectator, Loki said. But aren't
we in aquantum world? Do we not know that the observer aters what he observes merely by
observing? Hahaha!

Y ou're not going to get me to come after you in the middle of this meeting. Thor shook his head. They
don't need another reason to think I'm crazy.

Oh, Loki said. Worried about what they think now? Worried about the perception of you among
the humans? How very Ultimates. How very image-consultant and focus-group. Our father would
gouge out his good eye if he heard you say that.

We'll settle this another time, Thor said.

And your little comment to Hawkeye there, about power struggles? Oh! Loki laughed. Yes, you've
never taken part in power struggles. No, no. The Aesir are so innocent of turf battles and petty
feuds. We could give lessons. Ha ha haland petty feuds. We could give lessons. Ha ha ha!

"What are you looking at?" Clint whispered.

At that moment, Thor didn't care what anyone thought. "L oki is here watching.”

"No kidding. Where?'

Thor waited until Fury waslooking the other way, then pointed. "Lookslike atech to me" Clint said.
"That'swhat he does," Thor said.

"Well, shit," Clint said. "Bad Sgn?'

"Bad enough.”

"Can we do anything about it?"

"Probably not right now."



"Ah. Wdl, hell with him, then." With that, Clint went back to listening to Fury. What askill, Thor thought.
To be ableto track and untrack your mind in that way. To be able to just stop thinking about
something...

A sharp shriek cut through the room, ending as quickly asit began. Everyone around the conference
table legpt to their feet; various weapons were unlimbered and fighting stances assumed. All of them
focused on the source of the sound: Loki, in his Stark Industries coverdl. He had a hand on the side of
hisface, and Thor watched him quickly adjust it to rub at the Side of his nose. Something gleamed in his
left ear.

"Sorry, everyone! | know that didn't sound like asneeze, but it was one. Sorry. I've dways had aweird
sneeze. Got kicked out of classfor it in high school. Dust gets me every time." Loki smiled, and Thor
wondered what had really happened.

Clint winked at him. "Can't tand a sneak," he whispered. "Especially asnesky Norse god. | mean, if
you're aNorse god, show yourself"

"Wheat did you do?"

Clint held up a paper clip, bent straight except for asingle curl a one end. He made aflicking motion
with thefingers of hisright hand. "Sent him alittle gregting card, isdl.”

"Careful,” Thor said, even though he couldn't help but smile. "L oki hasalong memory, and he carries

grudges.”
"Sodol," Clint sad.

"Generd," Steve said, and Thor turned his attention back to the front of the room. "How exactly have
members of thisteam acted in ways that the Chitauri would have wanted usto?”

Steve'sdirectness surprised Thor. It wasn't like Soldier Boy to bark back at his superiors.

Nick looked abit surprised, too, but he didn't let it show for long. "The Chitauri mean to cause chaos
anddivison,” hesad. "If that'swhat they want, then one responsibility of thisteam isto show aunited
front. We al need to be pulling in the same direction.”

"Classic guerrillatactics,” Steve said. "We dl understand that, Generd. And isn't one of the classic
problems faced by conventiona forcesin aguerrillawar an inability to adapt to the guerrillas way of
fighting because that conventiona force is overconfident by virtue of numerica superiority?*

"Captain," Nick said. "Thisisn't thewar college. Y ou can write your dissertation after we've taken care
of the Chitauri. Unlessyou're trying to make a specific point about SHIELD operations?”’

How interesting, Loki said. | believe we're witnessing a proxy battle here. On the one hand, the
intrepid Seven Rogers, on the other, the indomitable Nicholas Fury. Both of them too stupidly
proud to focus on what's really happening. | love this..

"Can you put one of those paper clipsin hiseye?' Thor whispered.
"Sure" Clint said. "But he wouldn't be able to pretend he was sneezing.”
Too bad, Thor thought.

"I don't think any more needsto be said abouit this." Nick held out ahand toward Tony Stark. "And now



Tony'sgoing to show usthe latest Stark Industriestoy. Before he does, I'll just say that we are all
indebted to the work done by Henry Pym. Pym will not be returning to the team, but hisindependent
research has proved very useful, so credit where credit isdue.”

Thor looked around the room, and saw that Loki was till gitting, still watching. Asif hefelt Thor's gaze,
Loki looked over and gave hishaf brother alittle wink. His new paper clip earring showed through the
dark fal of hishair.

Thisisn't over, Thor thought.
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"Okay," Tony said, standing up and looking around the room. "I'm going to try this one moretime. And
Nick, thistimel promise | won't useyou asaguineapig.” He caught the eye of hislead tech. "Carlo. We
ready to go here?'

At the thumbs-up from Carlo, Tony said, "Thisisanother case of me getting alittle far afield from the
initial purpose of acontract. At one point in the not-too-distant past, Stark Industries was asked by
partieswho shdl remain namdessto investigate the possibilities of using wirdess-enabled consumer
products as akind of distributed surveillance or information-gathering network. | worked on that for a
while, but I'll tell you the truth. The Chitauri problem makesit difficult to focus on basic research, and it
also makesit difficult to stay within the parameters of aresearch contract when | see apossibility that
might have application e sewhere." He grinned and shrugged. " Cal me scatterbrained, | guess. Carlo,
dart themovie

Thelightsin the conference room dimmed as a projector started up. A map of the United States
appeared. "After Arizona," Tony said, "we al decided to believe the Chitauri were gone. But in the last
couple of weeks, weve had confirmed sightingsin Illinoisand New Y brk."

"And Washington, D.C.," Stevesad.
Therewas amoment of slence.

"Isthat s0?7" Tony said. "Hmm. Seems our intelligence sharing isn't what it could be. Okay, and
Washington, D.C. Carlo, next time we show this, bring a Sharpie in case anyone else has a Chitauri
gghtingto add.”

Nobody laughed. Oh well, Tony thought. There are occasionswhen even | can't lighten up aStuation
with ajoke. Kegps me humble.

"In any case, confirmed sightings, and in Situationsthat indicated they weren't just hanging around. They
weretracking us. They infiltrated Hank Pym'sab, they carried out a suicide bombing on the Triskelion
after figuring out exactly how our freight intake was handled, they tried to get into Janet's apartment, and
they even assmilated adog to keep an eye on Steve. Last time around, they went for big clusters and
grandiose gestures. Thistime, it looks like they're taking a much more subtle approach... focused on us.”

AsTony listed each Chitauri action, the projector showed arelated image: Hank's wrecked lab, the
aftermath of the Triskelion bombing, the recovery team in the breezeway next to Janet's building, the
destroyed Monte Carlo where Hank had been shot. That fina image remained as Tony went on. "And
especidly focused on Hank, even though he's not on the team anymore,” Tony said. "Why?
Because—and thisis hard for me to admit—Hank found the silver bullet.”

The screen image flickered and became an ant.



"Bullet ant, | should say. Chitauri under greet physical stress begin to lose their shape-shifting ability. This
ant packs possibly the most painful sting in theinsect kingdom, and alittle cluster of them canruina
Chitauri'sdisguisein no timeflat. How do we know this? Because Hank Pym figured out how to tdll ants
to search for and attack Chitauri.”

Tony paused for just long enough to let that sink in, and then he said, "Kind of makes mewish I'd never
wasted my time on those screeners. They'll do some good, but if the Chitauri don't want to be spotted
that way, they'll just avoid airports and the other places where screenerslike that get ingtalled.”

On the screen, areproduced newspaper headline, clearly from a smal-town weekly: Local Woman
Attacked by Fire Ants. More headlines followed, dl variations on the same theme.

"Apparently Hank couldn't aways get bullet ants, so he practiced with whatever species he had around.
But hisresults, ladies and gentlemen, areimpeccable. Hank Pym has designed broadcast commands for
twenty-odd different species of ant, al of which can now be made to hunt and attack Chitauri on
command. How are we doing so far? Questions?”

"What about—" Steve started to say.

Fury shot out of his seat. "Captain Rogers. Y ou will not waste Tony'stime. Isthat understood?”
Steve looked straight ahead at nothing and folded his hands on the tabletop. "Yes, r," he said.
"Good. Tony, please continue.”

My goodness, Tony thought. A more obvious bitch-dap has probably never occurred in thisroom, or at
least not between members of the team. Wonder what that's al about. "Okay, well, the great thing about
what Hank did isthat antslive nearly everywhere in the world that people do. So we could seea
solution: put the world's ants on high dert for Chitauri presence, and have rapid-response teamsin place
to act whenever the ants turned one up. The problem, asyou have dl doubtless aready figured out, is
that Hank Pym doesn't work for SHIEL D anymore, and anyway, how is one guy going to run around the
world with his ant-controlling helmet on dl thetime?'

The image changed back to the map of the United States. After five seconds, splotches of color began to
cover it. "These are maps of cell-phone coverage,” Tony said. "All the mgor companies, including mine.”
Most of the map was covered, but there were large empty spots, mostly in the Rocky Mountain West.

"Thisis pretty good, right? But not good enough. So we kept looking, and | even tried to buy a couple of
AM radio stationsto fill in some of the holes, but the FCC doesn't move that fast for any man. | tried to
pick up an XM satdllite frequency, but it turns out that none of the onesthat are available would work for
the ants. Then | had anidea. What if we could piggyback on consumer e ectronic devices? GPS
handsets, cell phones, PDAS, everything. They al send out signasto their networks, just to keep in
touch, and if we can add just alittle packet of datato those Sgnds, we can suddenly have literdly trillions
of sentinelson thelookout for Chitauri everywhere. All thetime.”

"I'm going to step in real quick and ask aquestion, Tony," Nick said. "Whichis: but how doesthiswork?
| mean, you can't wave asamplein front of the ants and tell them to go look for something, right?*

"No, but you don't have to. One of the smart things Hank did was figure out how to turn one chemical
ggnature of Chitauri tissueinto aset of eectrical impulses. It's like talking on a phone. Sound becomes
electricity becomes sound. In this case, an odor becomes akind of agorithm, which when broadcast into
the ant's brain becomes the sense of an odor together with the pheromond signd to attack. Put another
way, Hank figured out how to actually broadcast thoughtsinto ants heads. I've got to tip my hat to Hank



onthat one. It'sgood stuff. Stark Industriesis stedling it without shame. And the best thing about the
whole project isthat it works like SETI@Home, or any one of those other geek-nirvana projects,” Tony
said. "It'll broadcast on any wirelessrouter, and pretty much any other Bluetooth device. If you'redriving
across the Mojave and there's not an Internet cafe within ahundred miles... aslong as you've got cell
sarvice, you'll be helping us out. Or if your car has GPS, or whatever. Carlo, we ready?"

"Wesureare," Carlo said.
"Okay, everyone," Tony said. "Turn around so you can see where Carlois, and let'swatch.”

Amid the shuffle and scrape of chair legs, Tony thought he'd talked too much. Always better to let people
comeinonceinawhile, and use their responsesto drive things forward in away that made them fed like
they'd contributed. Nick had kind of put everyone on adert with histakedown of Steve, though; no
wonder the room had been so quiet afterward. What the hell was going on with those two, he
wondered? Wasthis ill about the leak? Did Nick think—or know—that Steve was the cul prit? Was
that why he was keeping Steve on ashort leash?

Spare methe intrigue, Tony thought. I've got brain cancer, and there are dliensamong us. Let's get this
done.

Carlo uncovered alarge Lucite terrarium, gpproximately one-third filled with earth. Therest of it was
filled with a standard assortment of leef litter, pieces of falen trees, and so forth. Y our typical pocket
ecosystem ant farm. "In there are about twelve thousand average harvester ants,” Tony said, "and asingle
half-gram sample of Chitauri tissue. And this" he went on as he held up asmal black rectangle about the
gzeof aremote-entry car key, "isalittle voice that will spesk to the ants. Everybody turn your cell

phones of "

When everyone had done so, Tony set the black rectangle on the table in front of him. He switched it on
and said, "Now look &t the ants.”

The ants weren't doing anything unusua. "Here's the good part,” Tony said. " Someone—ah, how about
you, Janet?—turn your cell phoneon.”

Janet looked annoyed, but she got her phone out of her coat pocket again and turned it on. "The phoneis
going to start looking for its network,” Tony said. "When it doesthat... hey, look at those ants.”

Everyone turned, and it was perfect. The ants came churning up out of the earth and converged on a spot
near the end of alength of decomposing birch. Almost ingtantly, the birch disappeared under the
swarming ants. "Anyone care to guess where | put the sample?’ Tony asked.

"And thiswould have worked no matter which of usturned on a phone?’ Janet asked.

"It would have worked no matter who turned on a phone, or any other persona accessory that
broadcasts its presence to anetwork," Tony said. "There's one other thing, too. Stark Industries owns a
number of communications satellites, and | believe I'm going to be able to dip this messageinto their
sgnals. If that works, then well have coverage of the entireworld, just like that. But if it doesn't, | il
havethis"

The projector showed aroughly cylindrica metal machine sitting on atripod, with antennas fanning out
around its midsection. It looked like asatdllite, but the framing of theimage made clear that it was small
enough to sit on atable. "I thought you said you hadn't gotten the satellites up yet," Janet said.

"Janet, my darling, getting things up is never my problem. | said | hadn't worked out the signd yet, and



thisisn't asatdlite. Thisisan amplifier, which if attached to an aircraft a asufficient height should be able
to bounce asignal to the antsal over aline-of-sight area. Say, atime zone at atime. If | can get adozen
old U-2s, or even asecondhand fleet of Airbus 320s, these amplifierswill give what we cal blanket
coverage.”

"Meaning,” Nick said, "that there's nowhere in the world—-or at least the parts of the world inhabited by
ants—that a Chitauri will be ableto hide."

"And without them, welll haveto rely on one phone, one BlackBerry, one GPS at atime. The amplifiers
arethe trump card.”

"So what, we get the amplifiers deployed and the Chitauri just pull up stakes and head for the North Pole
or the Himalayas or somewhere?' Clint asked.

"Well, thisiswhere Homeland Security's data-mining operations are going to be very useful,” Nick said.
"Some of you have made no secret of your distaste for how closadly SHIEL D hasto work with
Washington, but in this case that cooperation is going to comein handy. Well have accessto everything
they know about sudden movements of population, and we've dready got surveillance satellites on the
lookout for new populationsin areas unoccupied by ants.”

"Already?’ Clint repeated.

Nick looked alittle less confident when he answered. "In the event that the Chitauri have dready figured
out what Hank has been up to. If their agent in Hank's Illinois lab was able to report back, then the
Chitauri might aready have gone to aworst-case scenario and figured that they should head for the hills.
| don't think that's the case, but we've got to include it as apossibility.”

"And if they have, then what?' Thor boomed suddenly. "Another littleincurson into asovereign nation?
Will we be naiondizing any oil assetsaong theway?!

"Keep your pinko politics out of thisroom, mister,” Steve growled. "Y ou're not even American. Were
under attack. They want to kill us. If you don't want to fight back, then there's the door.”

"Captain Rogers," Nick said. "Team unity isvery important here. When the enemy is not obvioudy
identifiable, it's natural to Start suspecting everyone's motives. But we don't need that. What we need is
everyone on-board. Y ou can fight about multinationa corporate hegemony some other time.”

"Asmuch aswed dl loveto tak aout it now," said Tony with arall of hiseyes. "Being ahegemonic
corporate presence mysdlf, | can't wait to have that conversation.”

"Arewe going to be clearing this project with people in Washington? The ant part of it, | mean."” Steve
glanced over at Nick, but for once Nick let him run. Curiouser and curiouser, Tony thought. "Is
Homeland Security just mining data and taking picturesfor us, or are we supposed to be working
together? They killed the screening tech, remember.”

In the silence that followed, Tony looked around the room, just sort of to take everyone'stemperature. A
serious confrontation was brewing between Steve and Nick, that was clear. Asfar as Tony was
concerned, the two of them deserved each other, but everything needed to be kept on less than afull boail
until thislittle problem with the dlien invas on was taken care of .

"They did kill the screening tech,” Nick said. "But it didn't stay dead, now, did it? Which isagood thing.
I'm not atremendous fan of leaks and other security breaches, but that one seemsto have done the job.
My point isthat Washington is Washington. Sometimes they do the right thing, sometimesthey don't. So



when they don't, we need to be flexible enough and smart enough to figure out away to do our jobs even
when the people who are supposed to be helping just get in theway."

"So we are taking thisto Washington," Steve said.

"No, we are certainly not," Nick said. "Officidly, SHIEL D doesn't know a goddamn thing about any ant
project. Plank Pym isnot amember of thisteam, and Stark Industries operates under al kinds of defense
contracting protocoals, very few of which have anything to do with me or with SHIELD." Nick cracked
hisbig action-hero grin. "That, ladies and gentlemen, iswhat is known as plausible deniability.”
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Steve went graight from the unveiling of Tony'samplifier tech to a scheduled meeting with Garza, which
wasthe lagt thing in the world he wanted to do right then. Didn't it just figure that Genera Fury would
throw amonkey wrench into the whole works by doing the right thing? How was a guy supposed to
move ahead when nobody around him would stay consistent?

Faceit, hetold himself Y our red problem isthat you thought you had everyone pegged, and now that
they're not fitting into the holes you made for them, you're second-guessing yourself No timefor that. The
Chitauri aren't second-guessing themsdlves, you can bet on it.

So the thing to do was stick with what he knew. There was athreat; there was away to deal with the
threat. That was al anyone needed to know about the Stuation. The complicating factors—idiotsin
Washington and the bureaucratic saf-preservation ingtinct that infected people who had to work with
idiots in Washington—were part of the equation, but they weren't the primary factors. Stay focused,
Steve thought, and got into the now-familiar black limousine waiting in Battery Park City. Before he
could say anything, Admiral Garzasaid, "Weve got aproblem, Steve.”

Tell me about it, Steve thought. But we've got a solution, too, if people would just stay out of the way.
"What isit, Sr?'

"Weve had to shut down production at SKR. In the past forty-eight hours we've discovered nine
employeeswho were Chitauri.” Ashe said it, Admira Garzalooked angry and embarrassed. "'l don't
haveto tdl you that thisisablack eye for me. We have to assume the Chitauri know the location of
every screener, and will plan to avoid them. Therésaminima benefit to knowing that they won't be going
through security at La Guardia, but it's not nearly what it would have been if we could have had them
believing they were free to move about. Goddammit,” Admird Garzasaid. "I'm furious at mysdlf*

What Admiral Garza hadn't mentioned wasthat Chitauri discovery of the screener tech was exactly the
reason Ozzie Bright had given for not wanting the screeners publicized and privately manufactured in the
fird place. "I guess Ozzie Bright had the right idea,” Steve said.

"Ozzie Bright can go to hdll,” Admird Garzasaid. ™Y ou know the old saying. Even ablind hog findsan
acorn onceinawhile.”

"What do we do?' Steve asked. "Y ou sill have the handheld screeners. Do the Chitauri know about
thos=?"

Admira Garzashook hishead. "We're building those in-house. Right now we're hammering out the
interagency cooperation protocolsto equip al Transportation Security Administration personnel with
them, and a so begin handing them out to federa law enforcement. Y ou know these Beltway types,
though. Anything that redly needs doing takes forever, and is usudly screwed up from the beginning.”



Looking a hiswatch. Admird Garza opened Steve'sdoor. "Listen, we're going to need to touch base
again tomorrow. I've got an urgent meeting to get to, and | need you to do alittle listening around
SHIELD headquarters. Don't spy for me, Steve. Y ou're not cut Out for it, and it's low work for aman of
your beliefs and integrity. If anyone asks you anything, tell them. Don't keep secrets for me anymore,
either But do tell me what people are asking you. I'm in atight spot right now between Washington
dumbasses and Triskelion paranoids. It's not an easy place to be. We know the aiens are out there, and
we know how they

work. So what we need is enough resources and enough time to put that knowledge to use. I'll put
together the resources. Y ou help me gain the time to use them.”

"Yes, gr," Steve sad, dthough the truth was, he'd followed very little of what Admird Garzahad said.
Everyone, it seemed, was having trouble being coherent and cons stent today.

His phone rang. "Go ahead and take that," Admird Garzasaid. "I'll bein touch. And you can tell Nick
about the SKR problem. I'd do it, but he and | haven't been getting along lately. Maybe you can soften
the blow."

'Yes, gr," Steve said again, and got out of the car. He flipped open the phone and found Tony Stark on
the other end.

"Ligten, my friend,” Tony said. "l wasjust downgtairsin the lab with Janet and she said you told her
something about a handheld dien detector. Isthat right?”

"I'm not &t liberty to tell you about that,” Steve said.

"Okay, s0 you did say it. Don't pussyfoot around with security and chain-of-command crap, Steve.
Where were you when you saw it, and who was using it?"

"I'm not at liberty to tell you—"

Tony exploded. "Goddammit, Steve! It was Janet's building, in the breezeway around the side, and you
were with some of the goddamn spooks you spend al your timewith! You'reaterrible liar, Steve. Even
when you're not trying to tell alie, you might aswell be walking around wearing asign that says| Have
Secrets. You can't bullshit abullshitter, and you're talking to the best. Now are we going to have a
conversation here, or do | haveto go and tell Nick about al the time you're spending with Esteban
Gaza?'

"We had aword for people like you,” Steve said.

"You had alot of words for people like me," Tony shot back. " Fink, stool pigeon, snitch. | don't care.
Drunk? Lush?Whatever. Cadl me whatever you want. Just tell me about this supposed miniature
screener.”

"If you know | talk to Garza, Generd Fury does, too,” Steve said.
"Could be. Y ou want to find out for sure?"

| can't risk it, Steve thought. If Janet told him, Tony's got no reason to think she'slying, and he'sright.
I've got alousy poker face.

"| saw one of the people | wasthere with useit,” Steve said.

"Ah. Honesty. How refreshing. Well, let metdll you something. | optimized that design, Sze-wise. It



doesn't work any smaller because you need too many sniffer points for the processor to come up with a
faultlessresult. If the screener doesn't have enough different sources for its samplers, the computer
doesn't get enough data fast enough to figure out where the source of a particular odor or chemical
sgnatureis. So they're spaced out along the frame.™

"Tony," Steve said. "l saw thisthingwork."

"Steve, if ahandheld version of thisthing was possible, I'd have invented it already and | would dso have
made sure that it wasin every cereal box in the country by thisweek. | know you're not going to believe
this, but you're being suckered. Plain and smple.”

"Y ou think you know everything? Maybe someone just figured out something that you couldnt.”

"About this? Yes, | do know just about everything. One of the thingsthat | know isthat miniaturization
has serious limits when you're talking about screening tech that hasto pick out and process something as
amall as DNA within an operationaly meaningful time frame. It'snot possible. It's like someone was
telling you that they invented a perpetud-motion machine."

"I'mtelling you, | saw it work."

"Steve, don't take thisthe wrong way, but you're not ascientist. Y ou saw what, exactly? Y ou saw
someone wave something around and then you saw alittle light go on. That's how Janet described it.
Pretty accurate?

'Y ou're leaving out the part about bow there redlly was a Chitauri in the backyard about to climb into
Janet'swindow. Thething worked, Tony."

"My God, areyou gullible,”" Tony said. "They sent suicide bombersto the Triskelion, and you don't think
they'd throw one soldier under the busif it meant they could keep you barking up the wrong tree pretty
much forever?"

Steve hung up the phone. He had a country to defend, and he didn't need Tony Stark's acoholic
ramblingsto distract him. Three minutes later, someone caled back from Tony's number, but Steve didn't
pick up. Three minutes after that, he got—of al things—atext message. "Oh, for Pete's sake," he said,
hating text messages and the whole of youth culture. But he openedit. GET TOA TV WATCH CNN, it
sad. It wasfrom Tony.

Battery Park City was crammed with chain restaurants, al of which had TVsoninther bar areas. Steve
walked into the first one he saw and glanced around for news. What he found was mostly baseball
games, but therewas one TV in the back of the bar tuned to National Geographic, and nobody seemed
to bewatching it. "Mind putting on CNN?" Steve asked a passing waiter. It took the waiter a couple of
minutesto find the remote and get the channel changed, and then aseeming eternity of dumb celebrity
news that Hedda Hopper would have been ashamed to print... and then Steve figured out what Tony had
meant.

A news anchor was saying, "Early indications are that Undersecretary of Defense Ozzie Bright went into
anaphylactic shock upon being stung by fire ants while walking acrossthe Mall to get ahot dog.” The
image cut to afull screen of the Washington Mall, full of people taking in the summer sun, the white
obdlisk of the Washington Monument in the middle distance. "Hospitd staff are being very closemouthed
about details of Bright's condition, but witnesses report seeing him being stung by alarge number of the
ants”

Steve watched in shock. Ozzie Bright, he thought. A Chitauri. How doesit dl fit? Variaions ran through



hismind. Bright a Chitauri, so Altobelli and Garzawerent; or dl of them were, and the outbursts Generd
Fury had told him about had been an elaborate charade; or Bright and Altobelli were, but not Garza....
but then Tony's parting shot rang in Steve's mind: You don't think they'd throw one soldier under the
busif it meant they could keep you harking up the wrong tree??

A teenager wearing a Batimore Orioles cap filled the screen. "1 saw him, man. He had them antsall over,
and he was screaming... " The kid shook hishead. "Almogt didn't sound like aman.”

It wasn't aman, Steve thought. And | fdll for it hook, line, and sinker.
"And then did an ambulance come?' came the question from an offscreen reporter.

"No, it wasn't no ambulance. About Six men come piling out of abig black Escaade, drove right out onto
the grass, and they grabbed the man and took him away."

Back to the anchor, who said, "Mall staff sprayed the areaimmediately after the attack, and spokesmen
say they'll keep that part of the Mall cordoned off while they investigate. We turn now to Doctor Ledie
Armentrout of the Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention. Doctor Armentrout tracks incidents
involving venomous insects, and is hereto give usalittle background on this phenomenon. Doctor, it
seemslike al weve been reading about in the paperslately are ants stinging people. Isit redly happening
more often, or isthis acase of the medialatching onto aprevioudy unreported story and making it
news?'

"Well, Bob, there€'s no question that there's been an uptick in the number of serious ant-sting incidents.
Could beit's climate change, could bejust that the ants are tired of waiting for crumbsto fal from the
picnic tables and now they're just going to take the whole picnic, you know what | mean?’

Steve didn't stay to hear any more. He charged back out onto the street, calling Tony back. Tony's
phone cut immediately to voice mail. "Tony, it's Steve," he said, and hung up. Next he tried Generd Fury,
but there was no answer at al there. Then he got an dert: another text message, from anumber he
recognized as the automated Red Alert line used for SHIELD emergency messages.

ATTACK UNDERWAY STARK INDUSTRIES, it said, and nothing more.
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Status Report

Circumstances, and prospects for success of the human ordering project, have undergone aradical
change from -.005476 solar year to present. Under consideration once moreisthe surgica option.
Unfortunately current assets do not include the same caliber of ordnance brought to the last open
confrontation with human defenders. It remains possible, however, that assmilated assetsin place could
cause profound damage to human centers of population. Whether the amount of damage inflicted would,
in the end, precipitate ecologica upheava on the scale necessary to bring about the ordering of Homo
sapiens viaitseimination rather than its dteration remains uncertain. Choiceswill have to be made
whether the remote possibility of such ecologica transformation is enough of apotentia reward to offset
the certain loss of dl existing assetsin the effort to catdyze it. Another possibility is adegradation of
human civilization to its state of gpproximately -1000.00 solar years. This degradation could possibly be
accomplished through asmall number of carefully targeted actions to destabilize food production, clean
water availability, and Smilar resource arenas. Smultaneoudy, ethnic, nationd, and reigioustensons
could be inflamed in flashpoints such as <South Asa>. Smulations and projectionsrelated to the
possibility of successin these and like ventures have thus far yielded unclear results. Further analysisis
ongoing. The ordnance chalenge &fter the events of <Arizona> isformidable, and the possibility exists



that alarge-scae operation designed for pervasive and long-term degradation of human civilization is
beyond the scope of current assets.

If S0, current asset and command structure will refocus around mission of diminating augmented human
assets such asthe <Ultimates>, with aview to future reinforcements and redevel opment of the human
ordering project. Timeline of the project should perhaps be viewed as more flexible than was previoudy
consdered desirable.

Whilethis ultimate decison is analyzed and taken, dl available assmilated assets are to review their
orders. Mission to reduce or liminate Stark Industries amplifier technology commences .000273 solar
year from broadcast of thisreport. Primary focus of mission will be capacity of Stark Industriesto
disseminate software viaexisting public networks. Secondary objectives are contained in individua unit
orders.

Appendix
Unless otherwise noted, asset |osses delineated below are the result of action of arthropods, order
<Hy-menoptera>, presumably directed by <Henry Pym>.
Assmilated human asset lost in <Fort Bragg, North Carolinax
Assimilated human asset lost in <New Y ork, New Y ork>.
Assmilated human asset logt in <Miami Lakes, FHorida>.
Assmilated human asset logt in <Dania, Horida>.
Assmilated human asset lost in <Fort Hood, Texas>.
Assmilated human asset logt in <Atlanta, Georgiax>
Assmilated human asset lost in <Antelope Valey, Cdifornia>
Assmilated human assat lost in <San Diego, Cdifornia>
Assmilated human asset lost in <Imperid, Cdifornia>
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Even aguy with the uncanny accuracy of Clint Barton needed quaity equipment. And for his equipment
he had once gone to a serioudy top-secret NSA lab in West Virginia But then he camein out of the
cold, so to speak, and ended up with the Super Hero Ultimates gig, and now he went shopping for his
gear at Stark Industries, which occupied a fine-looking skyscraper near Bryant Park. Nothing big or
flashy by Manhattan standards: fifty, maybe sixty floors, glass and stedd construction. It was underground
that the place got exciting, because Tony had figured out some way to engineer awholelot of
subbasements that avoided subway tracks, utility conduits, and other existing basements. Thewhole
setup wasamarve of engineering vison and ruthless graft. Clint often wondered what a
three-dimensional schematic of the subterranean parts of Stark Industries would ook like. Swiss cheese,
maybe. Or, to use a comparison more gpropos to current events, an ant farm.

Clint had come to the ant farm to test out some new arrowheads and miscellaneous other doodads that
the tech underlings at Stark were congtantly working on whenever Tony freed them from their
government projects. It ssemed to Clint that the underlings had quite abit more enthusiasm for
Ultimates-rel ated gimcrackery than for their stlandard cluster bombs and cruise missile gyroscopes.



Today he wasthereto look at a prototype arrowhead that would, if it worked as advertised, deliver
serious armor-piercing vaue even at the relatively low velocities an arrow could reach. Thiswas
gpparently achieved by an extraordinary rotationa velocity that caused initial penetration eveninto
hardened sted, after which ahigh-explosive charge did therest. 1t wasthe kind of battlefield
performancefairly easily reached by arocket-propelled grenade or high-caliber depleted uranium bullets,
but you didn't dways want to make your mark with those munitions. What if say, you wanted to punch a
hole through the door of a hardened limo, but you didn't have any way to set up with an RPG or .50-ca?

Andwhat if you just plain loved the feding of the bowstring tautening as you held it back, and then back
alitlemore... and then let fly?

Hell, I can shoot guns, Clint thought. 1've spent more of my lifelooking through crosshairs than most
people have spent eating cheeseburgers. But the bow. The handheld projectile. That was where his body
found its true union with the wesgpon.

"So show me the new toy," he was saying to Arjun, the lead wegponstech in Stark's Low-V e ocity
Research Facility.

"You got it," Arjun said, and started a complicated sequence with akeypad to get them through adoor,
and that's when the first bomb went off upstairs.

Glint and Arjun looked at each other in shock. "Arjun,” Clint said, "I don't careif they work to specsor
not. Give me some goodies.”

Another explosion shook dust from the ceiling. Arjun finished the keypad sequence and stood back as
the door opened. "L ocker'sthefirst door to theright,” he said. "Take what you need. I'm getting the hell
out of here"

Whichisasit should be, Clint was thinking as he headed back up toward ground level, bow in hisleft
hand and forty-eight arrows in three quivers dapping against both hips and hisleft shoulder blade. Get the
civiliansout of theway. If theresfighting to be done, leave it to the soldiers. He wished he had some
regular old arrows. If he was going to be shooting Chitauri with these armor-piercing shafts, they'd likely
be sticking out the other side before the explosives got around to detonating.

Gunfireto hisleft. Clint turned and shot before his conscious mind had identified atarget. The arrow
drilled through the head of the guy with the gun, right behind the hinge of the jaw, and then the charge
went off and the guy's upper body turned into abig bloody loogie on thewall. "Yikes," Clint said. He was
loaded for bear here, and maybe only hunting squirrel. For awould-be perfectionist like him, being
overequipped was amost as bad as being underequipped.

Hetook a second to raise Nick onthe cell. "Nick," hesaid. "I just shot somebody in Tony's basement.”

"Keepit up," camethereply. "We're on the way, but you and Tony are the only onesthere right now,
and he's not sure he can get to the suit.”

Suit, Clint thought dismissivcly as he clicked off Anyone can be ahero insde arobot skin. And anyone
can beaheroif he can grow to be sixty feet tall, but Hank Pymis <till aloser. Me, dl | haveisthe hand
and the eye and the tool. And that's all | need.

Hefound afire stairwell and got on the cell again, looking for Tony thistime. "I'm alittle busy,” Tony sad
when he picked up.

"I'min your basement,” Clint said. "What should | be looking for?"



"Outstanding,” Tony said. "Can you get to 2-B?
Clint looked up the stairs. "I'm at 4-B," he said.
"Then go up two flights and kill anyone who might bean dien,” Tony said. "I'll bethereassoon as| can.”

Clint walked through hisdaily life with apart of hisbrain constantly assessing the manner in which he
could kill anyone who passed through hisfield of vision. It wasn't a character trait he took any pridein,
but it had kept him aive and made him invauable to a certain type of unscrupulous or ideological
bureaucrats until hed woken up one morning, realized held killed nine people the day before without ever
knowing what they'd done to deserve it, and felt nothing. He was out of black opsthe next day, and what
kept him divewasthat dl of the peoplein hisformer areas of employment were too scared of him to try
to take him out. Thiswas the only compliment any of them were ever likely to pay him. He got the
al-hands-on-deck text message when he was waiting outside the door to 2-B. "Hmm," he said to the
gairwel. "Wonder how long it'll take the gang to get here. All | got isforty-seven arrows left.”

The door was locked, and Clint cursed Tony loudly and without reservation until he decided just to blow
the goddamn thing off its hinges. Which he did, the AP-HE arrowhead working admirably when it had a
little more than human bone and tissue to work with. The doorknob and about eighteen inches of the
jamb disappeared in apoof of smoke and asinging haze of shragpnel, and then Clint wasinto Tony's
private lab, where Tony worked on the Iron Man suits. Clint had forty-six arrows and no ideawho he
was supposed to be killing. People were running in every direction, there was ahdll of alot of shooting,
and smoke from aholein thewall made it hard to see and bresthe. During the hit on the Skyscraper last
year, they'd known everyone in the building was Chitauri. Thiswas different. Who were the bad guys?
Chaos, man.

The hole made one aspect of target selection easier; anyone who camein through it got an arrow. Then
anyone who reacted to that got an arrow. The explosions were outright deafening in the closed space of
the lab, and something about the constant impacts on his eardrums dowed Clint's thinking just atouch. It
took him much longer than it should have to figure out that theinfiltrating Chitauri weren't going after
Tony's suits. The ones aready in the room were laying down suppressing fire to get the others through
the lab and into the stairwell.

They want the amplifier, Clint thought. Shit. Here | am trying to save Tony's suits, and they aren't the
objective. Dumb, dumb, dumb.

He'd been firing from behind alab table near the stairwell door where hed comein, and now he ducked
under the table and sprinted through the smoke and chaos to abank of monitors and testing equipment,
from which he had a better angle on the other stairwell door.

From somewhere overhead, a big explosion shook the building. Clint saw the shock wave propagate
through the hanging smoke in the [ab. What were they after? He fired until his arrows were gone, and
then he swept two AK-47s up from dead Chitauri and switched them to single shot.

God, the world was dow. It was a hundred feet or so from the hole in the wall acrossthe lab floor to the
gtairwell door. A fast Chitauri in human guise could cover that distance in less than five seconds. Clint
could draw abead on arunning target, squeeze off, and go to the next in ahundredth of that time. By the
timethe clipsin the AKswere empty, the room was quiet except for theringing in hisearsand the
panicked yeling of the techswho had survived theinitia assaullt.

Clint snapped open his cdl and cdled Tony. No answer. "Shit," he said. Next hetried Nick, and got him
onthefird ring.



"Thelabisclear,” Clint said. "But they weren't after the suits.”

"Weknow," Nick said. "You il on 2-B?"

'Yesh."

"Load up and head for the ground floor. Fastest is through the subway tunnd.”
"Subway tunne?'

"Theholein thewall that goesto the subway. Follow it to your left until you see aholein the celling.
Come up that way and you'll know what to do from there. Haul ass, Clint."

Fury hung up, and Clint headed for the hole, scavenging clips where he could find them. They didn't fit
very well in the quivers he was wearing, but sometimes aman had to improvise.

He poked his head into the tunnd just as an outbound Long Idand Rail Road train was roaring by, not
nearly close enough to hit him but not nearly far enough away that he could avoid an indtinctive flinch
back into the lab. Asthetrain's clack and thunder echoed away east, Clint wondered why the Chitauri
hadn't blown the subway tracks, or one of thetrains, if what they wereredly after was widespread
chaos. Goddamn diens, even when you understood what they wanted you still couldn't figure out how
they'd go about getting it. "Theworld," Clint said, "was a better place when we were the only ones
screwing it up.”

Out in the tunne again, he raced down along-abandoned catwalk, finding aholein the celling about
seventy-five yardswest. Hoigting himsdlf through it, Clint came up into asupply closat with anice clean
hole blown through itswest wall into what must have been level 1-B in Tony's building. Hewasin along,
white hdl, lit only by emergency bulbs near the floor. A large number of dirty footprints, tracking in
subway grime, led off to hisleft. It was suspicioudy quiet, and when his cell phone pinged with an
incoming message Clint had amoment of intolerable paranoia, imagining every riflemuzzleintheworld
picking out this one sound in the dim and silent hall.

He opened his phone and saw the message from Nick: STAY THERE. DON'T LET ANYONE OUT.

Part of Clint wasfurious. He wanted in on whatever was happening. His blood was up, hed logged
maybe sixty kills dready and wanted more. Why were they leaving him here? If the Chitauri got what
they camefor, they could leave any way they wanted. Goddammit.

Then the other part of Clint's mind, the one that lived only for targets and the choreography of eye and
hand and tool, soothed him. Nick must know something, said the predator part of Clint's mind. He needs
someoneto sed off the exit, and there's nobody in the world better.

Nobody.

Clint settled himsdlf just inside the hole blown into the halway. He made himsdlf till, kegping afiring
position, timing his breeth to the flicker of the emergency lights. Whatever came down the hal would
never liveto seethetunnd.
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Steve got to Stark Industries the fastest way he could on aweekday afternoon. He ran. The four miles
between Battery Park City and Tony's headquarters melted away, and the only reason Steve didn't run
right on in the front door—through the cordon that had already formed outside on 34th Street—was that
Generd Fury called hiscdl. "Steve, find the closest subway grate. Go through it and call me back."



Firesburned in severd of the building'slower floors, and Steve could hear smdl-armsfire through
broken windows. As he watched, another window spider-webbed and then disintegrated under the
impact of bullets. Fire crews were starting to respond, and there were so many sirens going off that it
sounded like the last time Steve had beenin an air raid over Germany.

"It'skind of loud out here, sir. Did you say to go through asubway grate?!
"That'swhat | said." Fury hung up.

Steve had gotten some odd ordersin histime, but this one wasright up there. "Yes, Sr," he said, even
though hewastalking to himsdf, and he flipped up thefirst grate he saw. Dropping intoit, helanded ina
thick sediment of cigarette butts, falafe wrappers, tourist flyers, and the miscellaneous muck and scum
that washed through the grates every timeit rained. It smelled like the floor of a Coney Idand bathroom,
if that bathroom had recently been on fire. He called Genera Fury back.

"Okay, get down into the tunndl," General Fury said. "Cross to the north side of the track that runs under
34th Street and head east until you see aholein the celling. Go through it, but sng out firgt."

"Am | hearing you right?" Steve asked. ™Y ou want me to announce my presence?”

"Areyou going deaf?' Genera Fury snapped. Static flared over the phone, and Steve heard aboom
from the street above. Some of the assembled crowd of gawkers screamed. "Yes, | want you to
announce yoursdf, unless you want seven or eight bulletsin your head. Clint's down there, and he's
pissed off and jumpy.”

Which turned out to be afairly exact description. Steve found hisway through and past holesin acouple
of train tunnels, and when he got to the one in the celling where Genera Fury had told him to look, he
cdled softly. "Clint? Steve here.”

"L eft hand through the hole, pinkie and thumb extended. Now."
Stevedidit.

"Huh,” Clint said. "Y ou're pretty fadt. If that had been anorma reaction time, | was going to take off the
thumb just to be sure.”

Steve came through the hole and settled next to where Clint lay in asniper's pronefiring position.
"Been along time since someone said | was only pretty fast,” he said.

"All inyour frame of reference” Clint said, never taking his eyes off the hallway.

"Okay," Steve said. "Where do we go?'

"Not we."

"No?'

"No," Clint said. "I've got ordersto stay right here. Nobody's supposed to get out thisway. Good thing
youretrying to Comein. Nick didn't say anything about that.”

"Sowheredo | go? And isthat a Russan gun?’

Now Clint did look away from the sight of hisrifle. "It's a chegp-ass Chinese knockoff of a Russan gun,
and no, I'm not happy about it. But what you're supposed to do isfollow those tracks, Sherlock. And do



me afavor. Whatever's on the other end, seeif you can flush some of it back my way. | don't want to lie
here dl day and have nothing to show for it but a headache.”

"Will do," Steve said. "By the way, | should have taken you more serioudy the other day.”
"About what?'

"Cyniciam,” Steve said. He started walking down the hdll, thinking of how very much hewould like to kill
the alien masquerading as Admira Esteban Garza. "'I've got alot to learn about it.”

"YouretakingtoaPh.D.," Clint said from behind him. " Stop on back anytime for alesson.”

Around the corner, the boot prints divided. Some went through afire door, and some kept going until
they came to the blown-apart remains of what had been a vestibule between two heavily secured stedl
doors. Both of the doorswere now lying bent and scorched on the floor, and the bodies started to pile
up thereaswell. The acrid stink of gunfire hung heavy in the air. Steve went through the vestibule
unarmed and aone, passing into acomputer lab that looked asif the invading force had dedicated itself
to demoalishing each and every termind, server, and periphera. Severa low fires burned, adding their
fumesto the dready-fouled air. The sprinklers, it gppeared, had come on and then cut out; everything
was wet, but not wet enough to put out the fires. Steve sneezed. Among the bodies of human lab techs
and code monkeys, he saw anumber of Chitauri beginning to decohere. It was hard to tell which were
invaders and which had infiltrated Stark beforehand.

Which, of course, they had. It was plainidiatic to think that they hadn't. If they could get into the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, they could get into Stark Industries. And if they could do that...

Thetruthis, Steve thought, I'm the only guy | know who I'm sureisn't a Chitauri.

Fresh gunfire erupted ahead, on the other sde of another set of blown security doors. Steve hunkered
down and called in, using the number that would link into General Fury's SHIELD comm. "Generd," he
sad. "I'minalab onthetarget floor. Theré's smal-armsfire ahead. Orders?!

"Were out in the main lobby, about to push straight into the lab where you're hearing shooting. That's
where the amplifier is, according to Tony. No idea of enemy sirength on the inside, but Clint reports
upwards of fifty killson their way in and he just caught the end of the break-in. So look for... hang on.”
The line went dead for amoment. When General Fury came back on, he said, "Go, Cap. Well meet you
ingde”

Steve went in shooting, like he was an old-fashioned commando again in an old-fashioned war. At about
the same moment, General Fury's platoon of next-gen super-soldiers camein the front door. The Chitauri
forces had anticipated the frontal assault, but their rear guard was thin and distracted by something out
toward the center of the enormous lab space, which appeared to have a hole in the floor surrounded by
six-foot railings. Glancing up, Steve saw that the floor above was the same. One of those |abs that
occasionaly had to work on something tal, from thelooks of it. But why Tony's amplifier wasin here
was anyone's guess. Hed said it was small enough to fit on the meeting tablein the Triskelion.

Picking off two Chitauri trying to cover their rear, Steve circled around aong the wall, trying to stay out

of Fury'sfield of firewhile ill doing some good. Thiswas one of those times when he wished he had the
suit and shied instead of jeans and a Brooklyn Dodgers T-shirt he'd paid forty dollarsfor. Incredible, he
thought as he nailed a Chitauri about to throw some kind of grenade into the shaft cut through the middle
of thefloor. Forty dollars, and the clerk called it retro and rolled his eyes. The grenade rolled about three
feet and went off, demolishing abank of what looked like chemistry equipment. A beaker, miraculoudy

unbroken, came skipping across the floor in Steve's direction, looking so divein its motion that he dmost



shot it.

Thor gppeared in the middle of things. He was singing some Nordic song in ahearty baritone, dinging
dien bodiesdl over the place and—if Steve was not mistaken—not being overly careful with his
backswing when it might damage some expensve goodies belonging to the global corporate hegemony.
How many people on the team were crazy, Steve wondered? Thor, Banner, Pym .. . heck, how sane
was Steve, if by sane you meant well-adjusted to your surroundings?

Screw it, hetold himself and fought hisway over toward Thor. "Ah, Stevel” Thor shouted. "Enjoying our
little service to humankind and its multinationd overlords?"

"Canit," Stevesad. "Wheresthe amplifier?'

Thor actudly did adouble take. Steve thought that as long as he might live, he would never see anything
quite so strange as aNorse god doing adouble take... if, that is, he was going adong with the proposition
that Thor was a Norse god.

"Amplifier?' Thor said. "So you don't know?"
"Know what?'

"According to Loki, thereisno amplifier." Thor held Mjolnir doft and brought astroke of lightning down
through the shaft to incinerate the Chitauri againgt therailing.

Great, Steve thought. According to Loki.

"So where's Loki now?" he asked, laying down cover for apair of next-gens pinned behind atool cart.
They scampered back to more substantia cover with the main body of General Fury's unit.

"I haven't looked for him," Thor said. "But you can bet your flag he's somewhere watching the show.”
"Bring down thelightning again!”

"I'm not sure | can,” Thor said, looking up the shaft. "It's hard to keep it smal, and you don't want to see
what would happen if it got alittle too big inside a nice skyscraper likethis.”

The look on hisface said different, though. "Y ou're nuts," Steve said. Y ou do want to see what would
happen, don't you?"

A grin spread across Thor'sface. "Well, now that you mention it,” he said. "What a show it would be."
He glanced over at Steve and shrugged. "What can | say? Us gods are capricious, you know? All the
doriessay s0."

Thetwo of them were wedged into a narrow space between an industrial-sized refrigerator containing
God knew what, and the railing around the shaft. Bullets hammered into the fridge, and Steve wondered
what was leaking out. He was about to say something to Thor, dong the lines of give me a break, when
three people in Stark Industries|ab coveralls appeared aong the railing on the next floor up, directly over
Steve's head. A cold feding came over him. They were too calm, and he had no angle to get agood
shot, unless...

Before he could compl ete the thought he was up and running, and then he legpt up and out over the shaft,
pirouetting in midair to empty the clip of the junk commie AK-47 held liberated from adead dien... dl
just aningtant too late. The three targets crumpled and died in the split second after each had shouldered
and fired arocket-propelled grenade into the heart of General Fury's position. The explosions, nearly



smultaneous, drove through Steve like a punch from the Hulk, and hefdll.
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In the sixty seconds between what Nick hoped would be hisfina conversation with Tony and what Nick
hoped would be aquick and decisive elimination of the Chitauri force that had gouged itsway up from
MTA and Long Idand Rail Road tunnelsinto one of Tony's main testing laboratories, Tony—being the
finicky CEO type—found areason to call back.

"Say, Nick," he said over the SHIEL D comm, which only Tony and Nick were wearing. "It occursto me
that Clint'slittle massacre down in 2-B has given me an opportunity. How about | go downstairs and get
my it on?"

"Bemy guest,” Nick said. "If you can get there.”

"Oh, | can get there. I've got an eevator line, powered separately, that takes me straight from home to
lab. So go ahead and cut the power or whatever the SWAT manual says you should do. I'll get dlong
fine"

"Sowhy areyou cdling?1 got diensto shoot.”

"Right, | know. Do you think they've figured out yet that there's no way they can get what they came
for?'

"Tony, | haveto go. If you're going to go get the suit, go get the suit." Nick hung up as something
exploded inddethelab. "Wait aminute," he said, before he remembered that the phone was dead.

What did Tony mean, they couldn't get what they'd come for?

Don't go there, hetold himsdlf "Boys," he said to the assembled dozen or so next-gens, and also to Thor,
who had happened to be at the Triskelion when the call camein, "I don't know exactly what we're going
to find in there, because the management won't tell me." A smirk from Thor. "But | do know that the
enemy cannot go back the way he camein. We've got that seeled off He may or may not know that. If
he does, they may fight just to get out through us, and | can't let that happen, so we're not going full
penetration. Get positions as close to this door as you can, hold them, spread gradualy through the room
only when Thor has softened up areas. We can expect reinforcements from Captain Americafairly
soon."

Annoyed looks among the next-gens at thisnews.

They didn't like Steve, consdered him out of date and ridiculoudy naive. The next-genswere
super-soldiersfor thistime and place. To them, Steve was their own origin myth, alive when he shouldn't
be, walking the earth that rightfully should have been theirs.

"Was that Tony on the comm again?' Thor asked. Nick nodded. "He planning to join us, or isheina
mesting?'

"l think," Nick said, "that you might beinfor asurprise Surveying histroops, hesaid, "All of usmight
be. Okay, on my go."

Boom, through the door with the pieces dtill flying from the set charges. Return fire came immediately,
from well-defined and well-chosen points through a space that Nick assimilated al a once: broadly
rectangular, with their access point near one corner. The center of the room had no floor, and no ceiling,
asif it had been desgned with amissilelaunch sitein mind. Diagondly across the room was another exit



door, destroyed aong with part of that wall. Nick counted a dozen workstations, and more kinds of
equipment than he could recognize. The next-gens were doing their thing the way they'd been trained,
concentrating firepower on specific areas to enable asmall advance, then consolidating that gain. Thor
surged dtraight out into the mass of Chitauri defenders, leveling anyone who got within arm'slength. There
were no worries about target differentiation; whichever members of Tony's staff hadn't dready gotten out
were dead or dying on thefloor.

Thirty seconds after insertion, Steve Rogers came in through the back door, and the dynamic of thefight
changed. Thor had dready cut aswath through the Chitauri dmost dl the way acrossthe lab, leaving
both bodies and wreckage in hiswake, and when he and Steve met up, Nick thought, Good. Now we
queeze.

And then he saw Steve look up. Following Steve'sline of sight, Nick spotted the three Chitauri and their
RPGs, and in the instant before they fired, too many things happened in hismind for him to be ableto
keep track. Hell of amove by Steve, he thought as Steve danced out over the central shaft and drew a
bead on the shooters. At the same time he was thinking how bizarre it was that the Chitauri had gone
from emulating the Third Reich to adopting the tools and tactics of every insurrection from the Viet Cong
to Irag. And then he was ducking for cover as the three Chitauri fired, the heavy whoosh amost
swallowed by the din of automatic-wegponstfire, and the world around Nick went up in flames.

Things were alittle scattered when hedd come to his senses. There was blood in his eyes, and he could
tell that he was deaf. He tried talking into the comm to see where Tony had gotten to, but athough he
could tell he was making words, could fed the vibrationsin histhroat, Nick knew that he wouldn't be
able to hear whatever Tony said in response. Cap was gone, Tony was God knew where, most of the
next-genswerein bad shape... there were more holes in the floor. Nick's | eft leg was dangling over one.
Could be one of the RPGs had dug through the floor before going off Where was everyone? Dimly he
could tell that his eardrums were registering sound, but he couldn't hear, dammit, and when he wiped his
good eyeit hurt like ason of abitch. I don't want to be blind, he thought, and wiped again and again until
he could sort of focus on what was around him.

The Chitauri were coming down from the floor above. Thor waskilling them by the ton, but more were
coming. Where was Steve? Where was Tony? They couldn't actualy belosing here. They'd gonein with
three Ultimates—four, if Tony ever got around to showing up—and two dozen next-gens, and Nick
could not believe they were going to lose this battle. They could not lose this battle.

Then alight flared in the central shaft, so bright that at first Nick thought Thor had called down lightning
again, and out of thelight rose Iron Man. With asweep of hisright arm, Tony brought down the entire far
gde of the floor above, and with it the bodies of Chitauri crushed by the force beam and falling

wreckage. From Tony's left hand hung Steve Rogers, and Steve flipped into a somersault that carried him
back over therailing and into the fray once more. With both hands free now, Tony turned the force
beams on what remained of the floor above, and then he went to work on the floor above that, and Nick
blacked out for abit. When hed cometo again, Thor was carrying him back out into the lobby of Stark
Industries, where a SHIEL D medic whose name Nick could usualy remember was mouthing words that
Nick thought were Sr, can you hear me?

"l sureashdl cannot,” he said, and blacked out again.

The next time Nick woke up, he was in bed, and he could hear. Two improvements over his previous
attempt at consciousness. A doctor camein and informed him that he'd be able to go home the next day.
"I will beleaving herein one hour,” Nick said, "and I'm only giving you that long because | know youll
never get the paperwork done sooner.”



One hour later he was leaving the hospital. One hour after that he was back in his office in the Triskelion,
going over mission reports. Thefirgt thing he did upon sitting down at his desk was put in acal to Tony
Stark. He got voice mail, and said, "Tony. I'm expecting an explanation of your last comment, and | mean
soon.” Then he hung up and started poring over initia results of Homeland Security tracking to seeif
there had been an unexpected influx of new residentsinto any of the populated areas of Earth'slandmass
where ants didn't live. Nothing showed up in the numbers, and Nick leaned back, thinking the situation
over. The Chitauri had clearly put dl they had into the attack on Stark Industries, which meant they il
thought they had something to fight for... which in turn meant that they didn't think the antswere going to
be decisive.

Nick went back over the reasoning. An dternate possibility was that this had been an all-or-nothing
attack because the Chitauri knew they were dready besat, and Stark Industries had been aHail Mary.
Nick couldn't quite make himself believe that, though. They were too cautious, and too good at planning
for thelong haul. If that hadn't been alagt-ditch effort a something, though, the waste of manpower was
huge... which meant the Chitauri had lots of bodiesto waste.

Each line of thought turned itself into its opposite, and Nick gave up after spending the afternoon plowing
the same furrows through his mind. He checked in at the lab downdtairsto seeif any of the Chitauri had
survived, and could be interrogated, but according to Janet there had been no survivors. "And, Nick,"
she added, "just how the hell am | supposed to interpret the fact that everyone on theteam was called in
except me?"!

"l sent out an APB to al team members," Nick'said. "You're on theligt. I'm not going to teke
respongbility for anything beyond thet.”

Over her shoulder he could see Banner looking out of his glassed-in cell with keen interest. Wonder if
anyone's doing the kind of psych prafiling on him that could tell whether hisisolation is changing the way
he getsinterested in other people, Nick thought. Not that it mattered. Looking back at Janet, he saw that
shedidn't believe him. "Janet," he said. "I was damn closeto caling Hank there at the end of that fight. |
mean, look a me. Y ou think I'd have just left you out?!

Wrong thing to say, Nick thought as her soon-to-be-ex-husband's name left his mouth. " Oh, you were,"
Janet said. "Funny. Doesthe SHIELD mordizing have some kind of emergency threshold? When the
chips get down, we call back in the abusers that we cashiered even though we ignored al of the other
things other members of the team had done? That must be one of those Situational ethicsthings they teach
you when you'rein military college”

"It was ajoke, Janet. An exaggeration. We were never going to call Hank," Nick said.
"Goto hell, Nick."

Janet turned and walked off and Nick saw that Banner was gtill looking at him. When Banner noticed
Nick's attention, he shifted his gaze to Janet and followed her al the way to a specimen locker at the
other end of thelab. Psych people would have no trouble figuring that out, Nick thought. He sighed, went
back upstairs, and put in awork order for atech team to figure out if there was something wrong with
Janet's phone or SHIELD comm, if shedd had it available.

It wasfive o'clock, his head waskilling him, he had stitches al over hisarms and shouldersfrom a
menagerie of shrapnel, and he gill hadn't begun to deal with the biggest problem of yesterday. Some
combination of Ozzie Bright, Vince Altobdlli, and Esteban Garzawas Chitauri. Nick's guesswas dl
three, but he wasn't sure about Altobelli. He also wasn't sure how the Chitauri would be reacting to
Bright's outing as one of them. They had to know that SHIEL D would redlize that Bright had been



assmilated, and they had to know that Steve would put together the relationship between Bright and
Garza. Bright played bad cop. Garza played good cop, and Nick Fury bought it hook, line and sinker.
So had Steve, until Tony laid out for him the impaossibility of ahandheld screener. It was al dementary
misdirection, exposed as soon as Steve started telling even afraction of the truth to hisnomind superiors.

Emphasis, Nick thought, on the nominal. Timeto put that to rest. He put in acall to Steve, just to run
through the facts one more time, and then made one of the most difficult decisonsof hisservicelife.
"Steve," he said for the second time in amonth, "how about we get us a beer together?”

"You know | don't drink, Generd," came Steve's response.

"| dso know that you've been lying to me, that you don't trust me, and that thisteam is going to fly apart if
you and | don't clear the air. So you will meet me at the same place as last time, and we will have a beer,
and by the end of the night we will understand each other better than we do now."

"|sthat an order, Sr?"

"All of it'san order. Meseting, drinking, understanding. Y ou are ordered to do dl three." Fury hung up and
started contemplating what apain in the assit was going to be to get to Brooklyn. He hated taxicabs. On
thetrain, theridewasfairly short, but that was only because it left you with quite aways to walk. Nick
didn't know if other peoplefet thisway, but if he was going to walk somewhere, held just as soon walk
there; if he was going to take whedled transportation, he wanted it to drop him off within
sght—preferably within arm's reach—of his destination. Mixing thetwo was not hisstyle.

And thinking about it was tarting to make his battered body feel worse. Here | am with abuilding full of
engineers and geniuses, man, Nick thought, and dl | realy want is one of them to teleport meto abar.
What the hell good is science, anyway?

The only good thing to come out of the day so far wasthat SHIELD'S news-culling service was starting
to spit out increasing numbers of headlines about ant attacks. Somewhere out there, Hank Pym was
doing histhing, and the Chitauri were responding. Thisled to anew set of problems, since there was no
mission coordination. Hank wasn't answering Nick's calls, which Nick could understand on a personal
leve, but thiswas no damn Situation to let fedings get in the way of what needed to be done. Hank was a
liability, team-wise, and he knew it; he aso must know that the ant research could be done faster at
Triskelion |aboratories than at whatever thrown-together facility he could get together. None of that
would make any difference to Hank, because he carried around an inferiority complex big enough to
make anyone paranoid—even if that anyone wasn't bipolar to begin with. So Hank was at the mercy of
hisbrain chemigry. All of them were.

| got aguerrillaant army out there, Nick thought, but no way to control it until Tony gets hisvoice of God
networking thingamajig set up. | sure hope he didn't blow the shit out of his own building to the extent
that he can't go ahead with that little project, which might save dl of us. Bejust my luck if suddenly
there's some kind of continent-wide spraying program that wipes out al the ants. If Steve was right about
Bright and Garza, it wasn't out of the question. They had to movefast.

Life, Nick thought, would be easier if | was as stone-cold a human being as Janet appearsto think | am.
Since he wasn't, he was going to go have a beer.
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Status Report



The <Pym-Hymenoptera> technology beginsto cause cons stent asset |oss, and has resulted in difficult
curtailment of standard survelllance activity and regular mobility. At thistime no viable countermeasureis
available. Frequency jamming fails due to the constant band-switching of <Hymenoptera> sgnds, and
the limitless number of possible sources of such signals now that the <Stark> modification to the
<Pym-Hymenoptera> technology is operationdl.

Planned dimination of the <Stark> modification by means of assault on manufacturing and design fecility
in<New Y ork City> proved unsuccessful. Misson timeline and analysis follow. Due to misson resullts,
retrenchment will occur as of receipt of thistransmission.

Misson Timdine

-.010954 solar year: Initia reportsthat <Stark Industries> has developed a device capable of
tremendoudy enhancing human detection and counter-infiltration activities.

-.010713 solar year: Preparation of mission plans. Reconceptualization of possibilities for success of
human ordering project. Sdlection of mission plan according to primary objective of diminating or
delaying deployment of <Stark Industries> amplifier technology.

-.005422 solar year: Mobilization of assets. Planning for redeployment of assets to minimize impact of
<Pym> technology for control of <Hymenoptera>. Two plans constructed, one subsequent to planned
<Stark> mission success and another envisioned as retrenchment in the event of <Stark> mission failure.

-.002825 solar year: Assetswithin <Stark> secure laboratory where amplifier is believed to be designed
and where prototypes are believed to be housed. Penetration of <Stark Industries> headquarters by
means of subterranean demoalition.

-.002813 solar year: Destruction of utility and network linesin and out of <Stark Industries>
headquarters. Reserve power systems prove resilient and problematic.

-.002795 solar year: Laboratory in which <Tony Stark> designs <Iron Man> exoske etons provisonaly
secured. Forces moving through to next mission objectives.

-.002793 solar year: Unexpected (and believed coincidenta) arrival of <Clint Barton> in <Iron Man>
lab. Consequent failure to deliver full amount of assetsto next set of objectives. Unexpectedly high losses
of assts.

-.002754 solaryear: Penetration of laboratory previoudy secured by assets within <Stark Industries>.
Thorough destruction of [aboratory, penetration of attached facilities on adjacent floors.

-.002749 solaryear: Intelligence of <SHIEL D> rapid-response team. Preparation for counterattack.
Continued degradation of [aboratory capabilities. Numerous amplifier prototypes destroyed.

-.002733 solar year: Arrivd of <Steve Rogers> through ingress previoudy believed controlled by
rearguard assets. Near-smultaneous penetration of laboratory by <SHIEL D> rapid-response team,
induding <Thor>.

-.002723 solar year: Degradation of <SHIEL D> rapid-response team, with exception of <Thor>.

-.002720 solaryear: Arriva of <Tony Stark>, in <lron Man> exoskeleton previoudy believed secured.
Near-total destruction of amplifier laboratory and adjacent floors.

-.002711 solaryear: Loss of mission assets reaches 85 percent. Retreat executed. Egress controlled by
<Clint Barton>. Near-total |oss of misson assets.



Andyssof <Stark> Mission

Mission failuresincluded redeployment of assets away from surveillance of <SHIEL D> team members.
Lack of survelllance resulted in unexpected combat circumstances and unsustainable |osses of assets.
Retrospective analysisindicates that mission planning was reactive and too narrowly focused, aswell as
insufficiently respectful of aternatives and possible consequences of asset redeployment.

A more decisive shortcoming was failure to credit possibility that the <Stark> amplifier was a decoy, of
smilar nature to the <Micronesia> operation carried out against <SHIEL D> forces with notable success
in the previous solar year. Available evidence indicates that <Tony Stark> a one among the <Ultimates>
knew that the amplifiers were fabricated; the only possible conclusonisthat <Stark> deliberately
endangered his comrades and engineered the partia destruction of his headquartersin order to inflict
heavy asset loss. Theirrationdity of thisinitiative needs no explication. Its success demands
congderation.

The <Stark> entrapment appears to have been made possible by the human tendency toward strong
persond identity, without which asingle individua—in this case <Tony Stark> himsalf—would have been
unable to concelve of and execute an operation in which his colleagues and superiors were deceived to
the same degree as our assats. A heterodox possibility presentsitsalf: perhaps, dueto ecological quirks
on alocd scae, <Homo sapiens> is better served by individualism, traceable to primate ancestry, than
other dominant species have been by the more common trait in successful civilizations of mass
identification. Millenniaof documented ordering projects militate againg this possibility, but the human
ordering project has been unusua in anumber of ways. A flexible and committed project guidance
hierarchy would take into consderation this strong variance from the norm when future ordering projects
are being planned.

At thistime, prospects for success of the human ordering project are highly uncertain. Arriva of
reinforcements from other sectorswould positively influence the equation; however, lack of consstent
communication with other sectors would seem to indicate that events e sewhere are unfolding in amanner
unlikely to yield significant asset redeployment to <Earth>.

Given results of <Stark> mission, existing redeployment plans for minimizing impact of
<Pym-Hymenoptera> technology are to be implemented as of receipt of thistransmission.
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The Boulevard was alittle more lively than it had been, if by lively you meant more populated by the kind
of noisy freaksthat could make you second-guess your life's dedication to protecting American citizens.
The hairy bartender was behind the bar again, wearing his German soccer jersey that probably hadn't
been washed since the last time Steve had been there. At least thistime the other guy behind the bar, a
long-haired Chinese, had on aMets cap. The Mets till didn't seem like ared baseball team to Steve, but
then again, neither did the Los Angeles Dodgers or San Francisco Giants. In some ways, he thought, hed
never catch up to the fifty-seven years hed missed. He ordered aginger de from the Chinese bartender,
whose name—Steve discovered when the other bartender asked him where something was—turned out
to be Steve.

Go figure. There sure weren't any Chinese named Steve when | was growing up around here, Steve

thought.

While he waited for Generd Fury to get there, Steve wondered how often in the history of military
operations asoldier had been ordered to sit in abar and wait for his superior so they could have adrink.
Probably it happened fairly often to spies, but Steve Rogers would sooner have worn ahammer and



scklethan consdered himsdf agpy.

Whoathere, hetold himself. What have you been doing this past couple of weeks? Keeping secrets,
executing plansthat directly contravene your orders... if that wasn't Spying, it was surein the same
territory.

Steve'sfather had dways drilled into him the importance of being aman when you found out you'd been
wrong about something. A real man admitted his errors and would move heaven and earth to make them
right. Now Steve found himself in the position of having to do that. Generd Fury had called him out.

Thejukebox abruptly switched from some kind of incomprehens ble noise to music that Steve
recognized, even if hedd never learned to appreciate it: the Delta blues held never known anything about
until hed gone into the service and heard it coming from the kitchens and maintenance yards where most
of the black soldiers were assigned. The only black person in the bar was wearing aleather cowboy hat
and long braids. Not abluestype, that was for sure. And now here came Genera Fury through the door,
more walking evidence that Steve was aman out of histime as surdly as Rip Van Winkle. A black
genera. With aflush of embarrassment, Steve remembered breaking Genera Fury's nose, and later
gpologizing about it. When you made amistake, you madeit right, no matter how hard or humbling it
was.

"Generd," Steve said, standing up as Genera Fury approached his booth.
"Sit down," Genera Fury said. "We're off duty here. Y ou want that freshened up?*

"Thanks," Steve said. When Genera Fuiy had come back with another ginger defor Steve and abeer
for himsdf, Steve said, "Okay. | have three orders, and I've completed one. Gan | get a pass on the
second if that makesit easier to fulfill the third?'

"Y ou mean I'm not going to be able to get you drunk?" Genera Fury said. He did not smile, which put
Steve off baanceright away.

"I got drunk oncein my life, when | was sixteen,” Steve sad. " That was enough.”

"Fair enough. Consider the second order rescinded. Now let's get on with the third. | need you to lay out
for me exactly what you've been doing with Esteban Garza. Has he been in touch with you since Ozzie
Bright had hislittle accident?"

"No, gr. | haven't heard from him. | imaginethat | won't be hearing from him." How did you say it, Steve
wondered? When you were Captain America, how did you admit that you'd been suckered because you
were 0 hungry for action, for the grim sdf-satisfied thrill of deciding what was right and then doing it, that
you decided to ignore the oaths you'd sworn? He couldn't make the words leave his mouth. Pride, he

thought.
"Did he ever ask you to report on SHIELD activity?' Genera Fuiy asked.

Steve remembered Admird Garza saying something aong the lines of I'm not asking you to spy for me,
but I am asking you to listen. "Not directly," he said. "He did ask meto pay attention to how you were
dedling with Washington."

"And did you?"

"|—" Steve caught himsdlf He was only going to get one chanceto say this, and he had to both tell the
truth and make sure that it sounded right. But he spoke quietly, both because there were civilians around
to hear and because he was going to be saying words he never thought he would haveto say. "I never



told him anything that compromised any misson or SHIELD security, Sr.”

"Okay. What did you tdl him?"

"Mostly that | was angry and dissatisfied with the way SHIEL D was approaching the Chitauri threet.”
"Wasthis after Garza used you to leak the screener to SKR?"

"Yes gar."

"You know that SKR was shut down."

"Yes, gr. Admira Garzatold me."

"He make a big show about how embarrassed he was?’

Steve nodded.

"Youredize," Generd Fury said, "that he flew you like aflag. | sent out atest crew with Chitauri
samples, and they waked right through every single SKR screener they tried. You got upon TV totdll
everyone about terrorism and how SKR was going to make them safer, and what happened was that
they made goddamn placebo screeners, and now the Chitauri know exactly where they can go, unless
we'regoing to fill every airport and federd building in the country with ants. Let me put thisas clearly asl
can: if you weren't who you are, you'd beinjail. In some situations, you'd bein agrave. | never thought
I'd say this, but Hank Pym's been a damn sight more useful to us the past few weeks than you have.”

Steve could fed hisface burning. Still he did not speak, because he could not defend himsdlf. What he
could do was St and take his medicine, and wait for his chanceto makeit right.

"Now," Genera Fury said. "Am | wrong?'

"No, 5r," Steve said. "Y ou're not wrong.”

"I'm glad we agree. Now would you like to get started on fixing this mess?
"l very muchwould, Sir."

Generd Fury killed off hisbeer. "'l thought you might. Find Garza. When you find him, call me so we can
bring him in. Under no circumstances are you to take him down yoursdlf. Areal parts of those orders
understood?!

"Yes, dr," Stevesad. "May | ask aquestion?”
"You suremay."
"Will | have SHIEL D resources avallable to me while I'm looking?"

For thefirst time since hed walked into the bar, Generd Fury cracked asmile. "Oh, now hewantsto
work with the team. Y es, Captain. They're waiting for you at the satellite tracking lab right now."

It took less than six hours. Garza had been smart enough to ditch his cell phone—which pinged from a
Dumpster on Great Jones Street—and nobody at the Pentagon would alow SHIELD to piggyback on
the homing beacon they had in dl high-level saff cars. Initidly that was a problem. Then Steveredized
that the Chitauri might not know that SHIEL D had pegged exactly the way in which SKR had faked the
screeners, and he commandeered security footage from Washington and New Y ork airports. Presto.



Either Garza hadn't had time to consume and assimilate anew identity, or he hadn't thought he needed to.
Whichever wasthe case, alab tech caught him viafacia-recognition software coming out of long-term
parking at JFK. With that hit, they tracked him into histerminal, through a gate with abrand-new SKR
screener, and to the gate where he boarded aflight... for Buenos Aires.

Back to the Pentagon, where after some wrangling Steve was able to get alook at tapes from Ezeiza
Airport in Buenos Aires. Again the techs went to work, and they pegged Garza getting on a chartered
flight. Using the gate number, they cracked Ezeiza's records... and found that there was no record of any
flightstaking off from or landing at that gate on the day in question.

"Hmm," Steve said. "Lookslike our lizard friends have gotten into the airport before us.™

"Y ou want my guess?' said one of the techs. "Heading through Argenting, plus no ants, equas
Antarctica."

Steve watched the map, wondering how he might test that hypothesis. "Could be you'reright,” he said.
"Let'snal that down."

Ninety minuteslater, armed with satellite tracks of aprivatejet leaving Buenos Aires a the right time and
then landing in the Antarctic interior, Steve was on hisway by helicopter to McGuire Air Force Basein
New Jersey. An hour after that, he was thundering south in an F-16. He left amessage for Genera Fury:
GONE ICE FISHING.

35

It all comesto ahead, Nick thought. One last meeting, one last set of orders, and one more time we set
out to take care of business. Normally he was starting to get jazzed up about amission by thetimeit
came to this point—knowing combat was on the way was the second-most powerful buzz in the world,
combat itsdf being the firs—but for some reason he was coming into thisfinal briefing annoyed and out
of sorts because they should have put the goddamn Chitauri away the last time.

Which iswhat hetold the team right off the bat. "What we're doing here," he said, "is cleaning up amess
that we never should have made. We had the Chitauri on the ropesin Arizona, and we got distracted by
other things, and look where that got us. Today or tomorrow, we finish thejob once and for dl." He
looked around the room, from Janet to Clint to Thor to Tony. Banner hadn't been invited today. They
would aso be using severa squads of next-gens, but Nick planned to brief them separately later.

"Okay," Nick said. "Steveisen route to Antarcticaright now. It looks like the Chitauri have decided that
the ants are their biggest problem, so they've cleared out to where ants don't live. Unless Hank comes up
with away to control penguins, we're working with awhole new set of circumstances on the ground.”

"Sounds alittle like Micronesadl over again,” Tony said. "I'd sure hate to have to do that again. It was
hell on my batteries.”

"Keep onjoking, Tony. Twenty thousand people died that day. It's not a mistake we're likely to repeat.”

Tony stood. "Nick, can the sanctimony. Y eah, | wasjoking, but I'm also right. The last time we decided
to go in and take on the Chitauri face-to-face without Bruce, we ended up with awrecked fleet and a
hundred square miles where the fish are going to grow three heads for the next thousand years. What I'm
saying, in my own inimitable fashion, islet's make sure we don't fall for the sametrap again.”

"The differenceis, they're on therun thistime,” Nick said.

"And armies on the run lay traps behind them, do they not?' Thor said. "I'm afraid Tony might be right



here. How do we know what were in for? Have we even seen this place where they're going? Do we
know it exigs?"

Nick pulled up alargeimage of Antarctica, and rescaled it to infrared. "Right there," he said, zooming in
on amountain tagged Vinson Massif, near an inlet of the Wedddl Sea, "iswhat looks alot like avolcanic
vent. Thing is, the geologists say there€'s no vol canic activity anywhere near there. After Steve and the lab
tracked down these invisible flights from Buenos Aires, we found others aswell, from Johannesburg,
Christ-church, and Mebourne. Weve backtracked the manifests of those flights, and an awful lot of
them had a passenger or passengers who originated in the United States but has no return flight booked.
So, lady and gentlemen, | believe we have found our Chitauri stronghold. It's cold, it'sisolated, and
theré's no telling how long they've had to prepare it or how many of them are thereto hold it. Weleavein
twelve hours. Any questions?'

Tony, who had taken his seat, now stood again. "Just one, Nick, and I'm serious. How do we know this
isn't another Micronesa?'

"Because, like | said, they're on therun,” Nick said. "From what we know about their fertility rates and
so forth, there can't be that many of them unlessthey've been cloning like crazy or they've been
reinforced from off-planet.” He turned his attention from Tony specificaly to the group asawhole.
"Neither one of thoseislikely, because their tacticsto this point haven't squared with the ideathat they're
operating from what they fed isapostion of strength right now. Suicide attacks, infiltrations, attempted
assassnations... these are the tool s of the outmanned force. I'm guessing they're low on manpower, but
maybe not low on weapons, and they were going to be content with laying low until they found out about
Hank's breakthrough with the ants. So they tried to take that out... ah. Maybe now isagood time for
Tony to explain to us exactly what the sory iswith the amplifier.”

"What'sto explain?' Clint asked. "Wegot it dl before.”
"All except for the part about the amplifier being fake," Thor said.
Clint looked from Thor to Tony to Nick, and then back to Thor. "What?"

"Sure. Ask him. Thereisno amplifier. He showed it to us, then put out adistress cdll to get usto come
saveit. Only it was... what's the best way to put it, Tony? Would you call it ingtilling brand loyaty?"

"Oh, for Christ's sake," Tony said. "Y ou and your hippie canards. It worked, didn't it? And aren't you the
onewho called down lightning in the middle of my headquarters, with my employeesdl over the place?
Y ou can shove your sanctimony, too."

"Let meget thisgtraight,” Clint said. "Y ou showed off afake amplifier in the lab, and then built your
whole presentation at the Triskelion around the same fake amplifier? And then got the whole team to
show up because the Chitauri were blowing up your building to get an amplifier that didn't exist?’

"Moreor less" Tony said. "Except you haven't talked about the reasons.”
"Screw thereasons,” Clint said. "Y ou put our liveson thelinefor ajoke.”

"Clint, aren't you about the last one in the room who should be mordizing about the vaue of alife?' Tony
asked.

"Stay on track here, people," Nick warned.

"Weareontrack, Nick," Tony said. "Thetrack isto figure out what's a stake, where the enemy is, and
how to fight it. That'swhat | did. We've got Chitauri in the Cabinet of the United States. How do | know



there aren't any in SHIELD?Y ou can be pissed about it if you want to, but from my point of view it
lookslikel just sacrificed my company headquarters as a decoy to round up awholelot of Chitauri.
They put dl their eggsin thisbasket, Nick. Now it's either go back underground or rally for some big
doomsday like the bomb they had before. The one that Thor teleported off to wherever.”

"Niflheim,” Thor said.

Tony tipped an imaginary cap. " Thanks, big man. Niflheim. And the dragon’'s name was, what, Bimblog
or something?'

“Nidhogg."

"Okay. So Thor teleported their last bomb to Niflheim, as aresult of which Nidhogg bears a serious
grudge againg al of us. Unintended consequences. That's fine. But we need to consider whether they
might not have something smilar planned right now. They know we're coming.”

"If they'd had another doomsday kind of bomb, wouldn't they have set it off after Arizona?' Janet said.

"If they were thinking like human beings, maybe, sure,” Nick said. "That doesn't appear to be the case,
however. Now can we get back to the briefing?”

"I'd say it's part of the briefing to know what our odds are of being suckered in and incinerated, Nick.
Wouldn't you?' Janet said dryly. Everyonein the room at least cracked a smile, and Tony laughed out
loud.

"Our odds of being suckered in and incinerated are unknowable," Nick said. "We know they're there this
time, because we've tracked them there. That's one thing that's different from Micronesia. Also, ther€'s
no place they could have gone. Weve been watching that areain Antarctica since we found those first
flights, and ther€'s been a steedly trickle of people—by which | mean Chitauri—coming in, but nobody's
coming out. Does that make you fed better?' Nick paused to give Janet room to answer if shewas going
to. When she didn't, he said, ""Fine. Now maybe we can get on to the actua mechanics of our operation.”

"Why," Thor said, "when dl of thissniping is so entertaining?"

Ignoring him, Nick said, "Estimates of the number of Chitauri in thisingalation vary depending on
whether you think we've tracked down dl of theinvisbleflights. If we have, there are severd dozen. If
we haven't, there might be alot more. And we must assume that they have been taking careto fortify the
ingtdlation and anticipate our most likely actions. Tony, your satdllites did most of the thermd imaging, so
why don't you tell uswhat this set of images means?'

On the projector screen, they saw the same heat vent, only in infrared, with the ghost of arectangular
outlinevisbleframing it. "It looksliketherés at least onelevd," Tony said. "Thelevd werrelooking at is
acouple hundred thousand square feet, and it's definitely got warm bodiesin it. Now ook at the sonar
imeging.”

Theimageflipped, and the outline became more precise. "Y oull see here,” Tony said, indicating asharp
line of cliffsjust to the west of the heat vent, "that it ppears they've built abig driveway up to the surface.
Therearen't aton of tracksthere, but the Antarctic winds make it hard for tracks to survive more than a
couple of days. Katabatic winds at the base of those cliffs are probably sixty or seventy miles per hour
on average. They're at least as strong near the vent, and around the other entrance that | was ableto find.
See here?' Tony pointed at acrack intheice, visble only after he had enlarged theimage. "That, lady
and gentlemen, isthe front entrance to the Chitauri South Pole Resort and Shape-Shifting Club.
Admisson, I'm surel don't haveto remind you, isvery selective.”



"So who goesin the front and who goesin the back?' Clint said. "Let's get thisfigured out and do it."

"My sentiments exactly,” Nick said. "WEell be using approximately six hundred next-gens, and they'll be
deployed to al three gpparent entrances. We're going in hard, and fast, and without much care for
whether they know were coming or not. Wed prefer notto goin at all, but"—-he glanced at Tony—"the
lesson of Micronesiaisthat you have to go look to make sure the enemy is present. Then you can worry
about whether everything is booby-trapped. So we go. We hit dl three entrances. Tony, | think the only
one of uswho can go through the heat vent isyou, so that'll be you. Heet tolerances of Chitauri vary
enough that some of them can probably come out that way, so aperimeter of next-genswill be set up
around the heat vent. Other next-genswill act as support and infantry for afull-on frontal assault on the
other two entrances. Thor and Janet lead one, me and Clint will lead the other.”

"And whenever Steve getsthere," Clint said with weary sarcasm, "hell go ahead and do whatever he
wants™"

"Do you want to go through thisagain, Clint?" Nick asked. Thetension in theroom, Nick thought, was
enough to give even him a heart attack.

"No, Nick, | don't. But I do want to know that we can count on Steve, because if we can't, I'd just as
soon he wasn't there.”

That hung inthe air, and Nick could fed the room taking sides. The truth was, Nick figured he could
count on Steve because of Steve's shame, which was one of the most powerful motivators aman could
know. The problem with that truth was that Nick could only share so much of it with the team before the
disclosures tore the group dynamic into even smaller shreds than currently flapped againgt each other. He
was about to make adecision, and even he wasn't sure what it would be, when a Triskelion warning siren
went off. Quickly othersjoined in, including one that Nick recognized asthe new darm system built on
the dock where the bombing had occurred.

"All hands on deck, people,” he said, and there was ahuge impact againgt the side of the Triskelion.
Everyonein the briefing room headed for the door, and a second impact threw them off balance. "What
the hell?' Janet said. "Is Bruce out again?'

Nick's phone chirped and he answered it. After apause, he said, "Thank you. Tell him well beright
down."

He returned the phone to his pocket and said, "Ultimates, we have avisitor. Hisnameis Hank Pym, and
| believe he's cometo plead his case. We will now go downstairs and listen to what he hasto say.”

36

Hank had his speech dl prepared before he jumped off the back of the Statue of Liberty ferry. HEd
wanted to grow while underwater, but figured that the sudden expansion of hislungs without
corresponding increase in the amount of air in them would create avacuum, and the last thing in the world
he needed was for hislungs to collapse while he was underwater. HEd never get Nick to listen to him
that way. So he jumped, listened to the screams of hisfellow passengers, and then popped his head up
out of thewater to shout, "I'm okay! Everything'sfine! Enjoy the statuel”

Then he grew, bam, to afull sixty feet. The sounds of the transformation echoed in his newly expanded
inner ears, where suddenly hisanvilswere the size of red anvils and the grind of his bones growing
sounded like arock dide—especialy underwater, where sound was transmitted so much more intensely.
Hed never grown underwater before, and for amoment he could fed the water ressting him, before the
force of the Pym particles overcame the water's dengity. Hisincrease in width and girth caused a



Shockwave that propagated outward with areceding thrum, and histenfold increase in height
momentarily stood him on apillar of pressurized water. Shrouded in an explosion of foam, most of
Hank's body burst upward above the surface, as ahuge bulge in the meniscus of the Upper Bay crested
and rolled away torail theferry'swake and dap againg its stern. Then Hank sank down again, rolling
over likeawhdeto flash hisass at the gawkers on the ferry, loving the feding of the cold water on his
skin even though he knew that he might aswell be swimming through the containment lagoon at a
chemical plant. That, though, was part of the point. He did it because he could. Hell, what was the point
of being aSuper Hero if you didn't get to do stuff like thisoncein awhile?

Onething, Plank thought as he started swimming toward the Triskelion. He would never forget the looks
on the faces of the people who had gathered around the ferry's back railing. Open mouths, wide eyes,
pure dack-jawed amazement. Hank wanted everyoneto look at him like that. Awe. Hank wanted awe.

And hegot it, a least when he boomed out of the water at the edge of the Triskelion and climbed up
onto itsmain pier. "Hey, Nick!" he shouted, his voice strong enough to send ripples through the American
flag hanging above the front door. "Come on out!" Hank banged his elbow into the wall near the front
door, SHIEL D security peoplelooked at him but made no move to stop him.

"Shoot if you want,” he told them with agigantic grin. "Redly. Fire when ready. | won't even hit you."

They didn't, and Hank shot another elbow into the wall. One of the windows, designed to withstand
explosiveimpact, cracked. "Hey, Nick!" he shouted again. "I've got an ideafor you!"

Looking back down at the door guards, Hank said, ""One of you mind going to get him? He's not
answering the door."

All of the guards disappeared, and Hank sat down to wait. It was alovely sunny day, and he enjoyed the
feding of the sun on his back. When there was so much more of him, the warming effect seemed much
larger. He knew it wasn't—in fact, it was probably smaler since his mass had increased so much more
than his surface area—but it seemed that way, possibly because even when hewas sixty feet tal, Hank's
perceptud framework still was that of someone who stood six-one. The discontinuity there made for all
kinds of strange sensory effects. However the effect happened, though, Hank liked it. He basked like a
crocodile on the Triskdion's deck, between the VIP helipad and the ceremonid front door. Someone
ought to draw me, he thought. It was dmost a shame when Nick showed up, followed by Clint, Thor,
Tony... and Janet.

"Hey, babe," he said.

The way she nodded at him made him fed kind of like they were on opposite sides of the fence at the
O.K. Corrd, but even that couldn't bring him down right then. "So, here| am," he said. "It's about time
we |et bygones be bygones, right? My hit rate's gone way down, which I'm guessing meansthat the ants
have the Chitauri ontherun. Am | right?'

Nick raised ahand as a couple of the others sarted to speak. "Two things, Hank. One, we're not going
to discuss things like what the Chitauri are doing. Two, you're trespassing.”

"I'll add athird,” Tony said. "Isn't there some kind of SHIEL D bylaw about showing up to ameeting
naked? | mean redly, Hank."

"Naked, shmaked," Hank said. "The Chitauri headed out, didn't they? Maybe | should say bugged out.”
He couldn't help but laugh &t his own joke. "Where did they go? My money's on the Himalayas. Talk

about remote. They could hide out up there forever, and by the time we tracked them down they might
have figured out something to counter the ants. At least temporarily. | don't think there's any permanent



way around the antsfor them, especialy if someone can cook up some way to broadcast the signals over
awider area. Tony, you're probably working on that, right?"

"Confidentid, old boy," Tony said withawink and agrin.

"Okay, sure. | getit,” Hank said. "That's not what | came for, anyway. I'm not hereto talk science. I'm
hereto squash lizards. Let'sdo it.”

"Wearedoing it," Janet said. "But you aren't.”

Hank stood up and stretched. God, the sun felt good. " Jan, come on,” he said. "' People work together
after adivorce all thetime. Let's be adults about this."

"People don't work together after one of them hastried to kill the other one," she said. "Get the hell out
of here, Hank."

"Well, now, wait aminute,” Tony said. "Weren't you the one who was saying alittle while ago that if we
needed Hank to fight the Chitauri, that was more important than persond issues?'

"Shesad that?' Hank asked. He couldn't bdieveit.

Janet spun on Tony and jabbed afinger in hisface. "That was a private conversation, Tony. How the hell
do you know about it, and where do you get off bringing it up right now?"

Tony looked over at Hank. "Private conversation with Steve, isthe part she didn't mention. And | bring it
up right now, darling, because you said it and it's germane to the current conversation.”

"No, itisn't,” Nick said, in atone that shut them al up. "Janet doesn't make those kinds of decisions
around here. | do, and the decision was made awhile ago. Hank, I'm going to tell you again. ™Y ou need
to leave the Triskelion, and you need to leave it now. Whatever anybody said or didn't say beforeis
irrdlevant. Get gone. Y ou did the work with the ants, and well tip our capsto you for that. In fact, we
managed to squash awhole ot of mediainterest in the way you put away your former lab assstant, so
wedid you alittle favor, too. And now it'stime for you to move along."

Hank folded his arms and |ooked down on the five of them. "Clint? Thor?" he said. 'Y ou guys have
nothing to add?"

"They have nothing to add to thisdiscussion,” Nick said. "It'snot their cdll. It'smine, and | madeit.”

"Thereisonething I'd liketo say,” Clint put in. "I've done alot of things|'d rather not remember, but |
never hit awoman. Killed abunch, but never hit one who wasn't an enemy in afair fight. Y ou're apunk,
Hank. I wouldn't pisson you if you were on fire, and if you don't get the hell out of hereright now, Nick's
going to have to reprimand me for undisciplined use of force."

"What are you going to do, poke my eyes out with paint chips?' Hank chuckled. " Sever my jugular with
your wedding ring? Give me abreek, Clint. If | wasworried about you, I'd squeeze you until | felt you

pop.”

Hank had always known that he was prone to mood swings, and long before doctors had begun strafing
him with termslike bipolar and manic-depressive, he had aso known when the shift was about to
happen. In retrospect,

it had dways seemed to him that an external stimulusdid it: asound, an odor, acolor. The shiftsdidn't
seem to have much to do with his particular emotional responsesto the particular actions of other people.



He remembered once being moved nearly to ecstasy, from adepression as black as any held ever
experienced, by the glint of sunlight off the surface of a car windshield—and he remembered fdling into
an emotiona black hole because of the way Soknopsisinvicta articulated its antennae. Thistime, it was
theword pop. Theway it fdt in hismouth and echoed in hisears, it waslike thefirs minute shiftina
mile-wide dliff of snow. Invigbly it began an avdanche.

Janet hated him. The team scorned him. He was standing naked at the front of the Triskelion, with news
helicopters probably circling overhead waiting to tell the viewers at home what aridicul ous buffoon Plank
Pym had again proved himsdlf to be.

"Fisson meif | wasonfire, Clint?' Hank said. "If | pissed on you right now, bucko, you'd drown." He
bent over and scooped Clint up in hisleft hand. "Or maybe | could squeeze you until you went pop. Pop!
How doesthat sound, Clint?Y ou going to put my eyes out with both of your arms pinned? Who'sa
punk now, Clint?"

He had Clint held up in front of hisface, close enough that sharp consonants out of Hank's mouth carried
enough punch to make Clint involuntarily flinch.

"Put him down, Hank," Fury said. Janet said it dmost smultaneoudy, their two contrasting voices making
astrange chord of disapproval.

"I don't think I will, Nick," Hank said, ignoring Janet. "In fact, maybe I'll eat him the way the Hulk was
going to eat me. Remember that? Remember how he ripped the hdll out of Manhattan? He's till on the
team, Nick. You keep him in abox, but he's still around. Nobody ostracized him."

"Take your medstoday, Hank?' Clint said.

"You goto hel," Hank said, and threw Clint asfar as he could out into the bay. Janet screamed
something, and Hank dropped to his hands and knees so he could get hisface closer to hers. "He
another one of your boyfriends, Jan? Couldn't wait until the divorce went through?' Faintly the sound of
Clint Barton's splashdown reached Hank's ears. "Did you tell them you thought the team needed me
back, Jan? Yesor no?| just want astraight answer."

"No," shesaid. "I never told them that.”
And then she disappeared, and at dmost the same instant Hank's eyes lit up with the pain of her stings.
"Janet!" heroared. "Don't sart thisagain, Janet!"

He could just barely see her, aswhispers of motion in his periphera vison asplit second before she stung
him again. Hank flailed at the air around his head, shouting at her to stop. Once hefelt the back of his
hand graze her, and heard her tiny grunt at the impact. "'I'm not trying to hurt you, Jan, but stop thisl" he
shouted.

Then aline of bullets stitched itsway across hisleft leg and he forgot al about Janet. Dropping briefly to
one knee, Hank looked at Nick Fury and said, " Shooting me, Nick? Isthiswhat it's come to?"

"Had to get your attention,” Nick said.

"Ah," Hank said. "Of course. | understand." He took one step to hisright, ripped the flagpole out of its
concrete base and hurled it like a spear through the Triskelion's front door. The bulletproof glass went off
like abomb, and the flagpole buried itself at the base of the rear atrium wall after splintering the reception
desk. "Now," Hank said. "Did | get your attention? Go ahead, shoot me again, Nick. | can takeit."



"How about this?* avoice said from behind him. Hank spun around to seewho it was, and just had time
to glimpse the gleaming head of Mjolnir before it crashed into the point of his shoulder.

Hisarm went numb, and Hank stumbled toward the broken door. " Thor, buddy, | thought we aways got
along,” Hank said. "Guess | was wrong about that, too." With his good arm, he swatted Thor away and
returned his attention to Nick. "Tell me something, Nick," Hank said in the brief pause. "Have you ever
made amigakein your life?"

Still pointing the gun a Hank, Nick said, "Sure| have. But that doesn't mean | assume'll ways be
trying to get everyone e seto go dong with it. My mistakes are mine—I should never have goneto D.C.
when | knew what was going to happen, and | for damn sure should have played smarter by anticipating
the Chitauri tactics sooner.” Nick raised the gun. "But you | was right about. Stand down.”

Hank saw Nick's gaze flick up and back, an instant before the back of Hank's neck lit up with Jan's
dings. "Dammit, Jan!" Hank said, hunching away from the stings and swiping hisarms around his head
agan."Sopit!"

"Stand down, Hank," Fury said coldly. "Last chance.”

"Last chance?' Hank repeated. Inside his head was a great black emptiness, alack of hope so absolute
that he couldn't even imagine what hope might fed like. He took a step toward Nick, and didn't even
pause when Nick squeezed off ashot that hit Hank square on the knee. "What the hell do you know
about being out of chances?'

"I know enough,” Nick said, "to know that you had yours. Do it, big man.”

For asplit second, Hank took that as a chalenge; then he realized that Nick had been talking to someone
else. A crackle of energy lit up in the corner of hiseye, and he turned to see Thor, Mjolnir at the ready.
He got one arm up as Thor started his swing, and then—far too late—he thought, Where's Tony?

Simultaneoudy, Mjolnir dammed into Hank's jaw and aforce like Hank had never felt crushed him down
from behind to the sted deck of the Triskelion. Hetried to get up, and heard Tony's voice, amplified
through the Iron Man suit: " Stay down, Hank."

"No," Hank said. All of hisanger evaporated. Theimpact of Mjolnir ill rang in his head, and hefdlt asif
Tony'sforce beams had crushed dl of theair out of hislungs. Janet's stings still burned dl over hisskin
andin hiseyes. HEd never hurt likethisin hislife.

"No," he said again, and pushed himsdlf up to his hands and knees.

Like abomb going off in Hank's head, Mjolnir dammed him back to the ground. His eyes, dready
swelling shut from Wasp stings, wouldn't focus.

"No," he said one moretime, and started to rise.

Janet's voice cameto him, from near hishead. "Don't," she said, but he couldn't see her and he waan't
doing it for her anyway. He got dmost to his knees again.

"Stay down, Hank," Nick said. "Tony warned you."

"Tony," Hank said, and spat blood. He got one of hisfeet under him. No one said anything, but Hank felt
the static charge in the air—the moment before Tony's force beams dedgehammered him into the deck
again. Still hetried to get up again, but he couldn't make his limbswork, and he could fed consciousness

dipping avay.



AsHank faded to black, the last thing he heard was Tony saying, "I just heard Cap over the comm. He's
found them for sure, but there's nowhere for him to land. We need to... "

Take me with you, Hank tried to say.
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SHIELD helicarrier Algol was abig sturdy ship, but even it was having trouble with the storms boiling off
the Antarctic coast herein the dead of the Southern Hemisphere winter. Antarcticawas the driest place
on Earth, but the wind sure did like to blow around whatever snow did fdl, and it was al blowing right
now, as Steve tried to figure out what was going on around the Chitauri base at the edge of the Weddell
Sea. The best therma imaging technology SHIEL D could offer had only confirmed the existence of an
artificial heat source, and because the Antarctic cold and wind dispersed the heat so quickly, SHIELD
scientists were having trouble coming up with any kind of ballpark estimate of how big the heat source
really was, which meant that nobody had any idea how large a space was being heated... which meant
that there was no way to tell how many Chitauri were down there.

"You can't bring us any lower?" he asked the pilot for the dozenth time since held landed on Algol twelve
hours before.

"Nope," the pilot said. "Y ou think the wind is bad up here, try it dong the face of the mountain there. We
could probably handle it—well, we could maybe handle it—but we'd only get to be wrong once. And my
ordersfrom Generd Fury areto avoid contact with the enemy.”

Which, sincethey didn't know what kind of surveillance capability the Chitauri had down therein their
nest, meant that the captain was going to play it safe. Steve was annoyed with himsdlf for asking, sSnce
he'd known the answer before he opened his mouth, and aso since that kind of pointless repetition
lacked discipline. He resolved that held asked for the last time.

"What'sthe ETA on therest of theteam?' Steve asked. Genera Fury hadn't shared that bit of
information with him, an omisson Steve attributed to the generd’s lingering anger and disappointment
over Steve's recent actions. And | deserve it, too, Steve thought. | haven't been worthy of my
commisson.

"Last | knew, Iron Man should have been here by now," the pilot said. "Therest of theteamisdueinthe
next two hours, give or take."

Steve looked out through the window at the swirl of clouds on the face of Vinson Massif Algol hddits
position level with thetop of the mountain, at about sixteen thousand feet, and maybe ten miles out over
the Weddell Sea. From this high, it was practicaly impossible to tell where sea ended and land began. It
was al ice— more specifically, the six-hundred-meter-thick Filchner-Ronne Ice Shelf, and dl of the
glaciersthat fed it—until the black stone face of the mountain reared up. And even the mountain was
mostly covered in snow and ice. In Antarctica, a surface had to be pretty steep to not get a coating of the
white Suff

I've dways wanted to go here, Steve thought. When he'd been a kid, Scott, Shackleton, and Amundsen
had been names to conjure with. And now he was here, after his own time spent frozen, but he wouldn't
get to enjoy it much. Battling enemies of the United States and of freedom brought a certain kind of
satisfaction, but it wasn't fun.

Although neither was polar exploration, to judge from most of the stories.

"So Tony's supposed to be here by now?' he said, just to be saying something. The nerves he wasfedling



weren't normal for him. Thiswas abig show, for sure, but it wasn't like he hadn't been in the big shows
before. The difference now wasthat Steve fdt like he had to redeem himself. He had to prove himself
worthy.

Specificaly, he had to find the Chitauri who caled himsdf Admiral Esteban Garza, and he had to settle
things

The pilot didn't answer him. Good, Steve thought. By thistime, | wouldn't be answering me either. He
scanned through his comm channelsto seeif he could raise Tony, but Tony was elther out of
range—which shouldn't have been possible, unless he wasin outer space or under a volcano—or he was
just being histypica drunken idiot playboy self. Amazing, the people brought together to bethe
Ultimates, Steve thought. A delusond Scandinavian nurse, ascientist who occasondly turnsinto anearly
invincible freak, an dcohoalic with abrain tumor, a manic-depressive wife-beater... they make Clint ook
normal, and he's a psychotic assassin. Heck, they make Janet ook normal, and she's amutant.

Hefdt alittletwinge a that |ast thought. Hisfedlings for Janet ran hot and cold... well, hot and warm...
and if Steve was honest with himsdlf he redlized that the reason for that variance was that deep down
ingde, hefet strange about being with amutant girl. Hewas old-fashioned. If hewaswith agirl for a
while, he started thinking about white picket fences and kid-size baseba | mittslying in the yard. What
kind of kidswould he and Janet have?

None, was the answer. They'd never get that far. They dated sometimes, and that was asfar asit would
ever go. Janet would never be histwenty-first-century Gail, and that had much lessto do with Hank Pym
than with Steve Rogers. Another word for old-fashioned, Janet had told him once, was bigoted. Well,
fine, Steve thought. I'm abigot. I'm bigoted in the direction of normd, regular life, and if that'sabad
thing, then put me up againgt the wall and shoot me. Until then, I'll keep going out there and putting my
lifeonthelinefor my bigoted ideds.

Steve's comm popped. "Ahoy there, Captain Flag," came Tony'svoice. "'l seethat you've been cdling.”

Steve waslooking out the window, but couldn't seetheion trall |eft by the Iron Man suit anywhere.
"What'syour ETA to Algol ?"

"Couple of minutes," Tony said breezily. "1 took aturn around the South Pole, just to seeit, and then |
thought | should have alook at the magnetic pole, too, so that was another little detour. But I'm coming
at you from the south-southwest right now."

Sure enough, there was the twinkling of theion trail as Tony neared Algol, cutting through the sorm like
it didn't exigt. "Thisisn't the best time for tourism, Tony," Steve said. "Y ou know, we're supposed to be
exterminating a bunch of aiens here pretty soon."

"What, you and me? Or were we going to wait for the rest of the gang and their legions of next-gens?’
Theiontrail grew brighter, and then Tony streaked overhead. "I'm coming down. Meet me inside so you
don't catch your death of cold."

"Goto hel," Steve said. He cut the link and went to meet Tony in Algol's rear interna hangar.

Thelatest verson of the Iron Man suit had, among its other updates, a quick-exit feature. Basicaly, Tony
gave averba command and the suit sprang open. Thiswas convenient for Tony, but not so much for the
support crew, since the suit's opening caused a dow-motion flood of inertial-damping gel. All SHIELD
helicarriers kept a supply of the ge on hand. When Steve got to the hangar, Tony was toweling off while
the hangar crew scraped and mopped up the gel and got the suit prepped for redeployment. “I'm going to
need to siphon off whatever excess power thereis until we head out,” Tony was saying as Steve walked



in."A quick ten-thousand-milejaunt is hell on the batteries, you know."

"No problem,” one of the hangar crew said. He was dready dragging an arm-thick cable from the wall
over to the where the suit ood againgt itsframe. "Well have you topped off insde an hour, aslong as
we don't haveto do anything ese”

"And where can aguy get adrink around here?' Tony added.

"Can't help you there," thetech said.

"Barbarians,” Tony said. "Steve, I'm surrounded by barbarians. Including you."
"Sometimesit'stough being aliberting,” Steve said.

Tony's eyebrows shot up. "Ajoke from Captain Flag, so closeto our find confrontation with the dien
menace? Ajoke including the word libertine? Good Lord. I'm starting to think I'm having an influence on
you."

Steve ignored this, not even wanting to contempl ate the question of how he might influence Tony, and
how any possible channd of influence might run both ways. "Instead of adrink, you ought to have
something to edt.

Won't belong before Attair and Alshain arewithin range. | think we're going to go tonight.”

"Not until tonight? | was hoping to be done by then. Ahwdll," Tony said. Hefinished drying off and got
into aplain SHIELD jumpsuit. "My diss pated life can resume tomorrow.”

Forty-five minutes later, as Tony wasfinishing asandwich from Algol's mess, word came from Genera
Fury that Attair and Alshain were within two hundred miles. "Favorable winds,” Genera Fury said. "We
go inthirty minutesif Tony'ssuit isready.”

"The hangar monkeys say it will be,” Tony said. "So let's get this show on the road.”

"Weather being what it is," Generd Fury said, "we're not going to be able to land with copters. I've got
Clint and Janet here, dthough Clint'salittle gimpy from Hank's tantrum yesterday, and four companies of
next-gens. Wewill deploy using jetpacks.”

"Where's our Norse god of thunder?' Tony asked.
"No idea. He said he'd be here, and | took him at hisword."

Again Steve was reminded of just how loopy everyone on thisteam was. "Did he say why he didn't come
adong with everyone e se?'

Generd Fury rolled hiseyes. "What do you think? Loki, he said. It had something to do with Loki."

Seven-thirteen p.m. local time, the Antarctic winter winds coming down off Vinson Massf a asteady
gaeforcewith gusts over ahundred miles per hour, windchill closeto the negative century mark. Hell of
atimeto bejumping off ahelicarrier, Steve thought. He imagined trying to parachute in wesether like this,
and just had to laugh. Y ou'd end up floating dl the way to the Falklands, or landing on an iceberg
somewhere in the Southern Ocean. Thank God for technologica advances, specificdly jetpacks. Asa
temporary concession to the weather, Steve was wearing atherma oversuit; no sense freezing before he
got to the ground. The mission plan wasfairly straightforward. Individud jetpack deploymentswould
coincide with aerid bombing of the heat source, with the ideathat by the time the Ultimates and the



supporting next-gens hit the ground, the Chitauri nest would be blown wide open. What they knew of
Chitauri physiology inclined SHIEL D scientists—including Janet and Bruce—to believe that the Chitauri
couldn't survivein the Antarctic, and their adoption of human form would only mean that they could go as
far as an average human. Which, given the ambient conditions, wasn't far at dll.

So SHIEL D would hit hard, not give the Chitauri timeto suit up for a coordinated flight, and go straight
into the nest to mop them up. Genera Fury had ordered that as many Chitauri as possible wereto be
taken prisoner, but Steve was having alittle trouble reconciling that order with the rules of engagement,
which were smple. Anything that moved inside the Chitauri facility wasto be consdered hogtile. The
base of Vinson Massf was, until further notice, afree-fire zone.

Steve stood in a sheltered hangar bay facing Algol's stern. The jetpack and therma suit made him fedl
dow; he couldn't wait to hit the ground and get them off His shield hung over his chest. Therewasno sign
that the Chitauri knew they were coming, but there was aso no way to know whether the Chitauri were

playing possum.
Well find out soon enough, Steve thought.

Next to him, Tony waited in the Iron Man suit. Y ou ever see The Thing?' Tony asked. "Movie about
an Antarctic research station that finds an dien that can change shape. Y ou can guess where it goes.”

"Don't think 90," Steve said. "When did it come out?"
"Oh. Right. After your time."

Like so much else, Steve thought. "Wait aminute,” he said, at the faint spark of amemory. "I read astory
when | was ateenager that was something like that. | think it was caled "Who Goes There? Maybe the
samething.”

"Maybe. Y ou're going to freeze your ass off," Tony said.
"Already am,” Steve sad.

Behind them stood two platoons of next-gens. Algol held its position over the shalows of the Weddell
Sea. Altair and Alshain weretriangulating the Chitauri nest, stationing themselves at the northern and
southern edges of Vinson Massif.

"Haven't heard from The Man in alittlewhile" Tony said. "What's kegping him?*
Shut up, Steve thought. Just shut up and do your job.

Below, the landscape lit up with missileimpacts. Huge white flashes walked a ong the base of the
mountain, dmost immediately obscured by clouds of steam

"Way to keep the troopsinformed, Nick," Tony commented dryly. "What if I'd gone to the bathroom?"

Huh, Steve thought. Wonder how he doesthat in the suit. Knowing him, he'sfigured out an instantaneous
way to turn crap into energy, and he's keeping it to himsdif.

His cornm popped. "We are go on the jetpacks,” said a SHIELD officer. "Repest, jetpacks go."

Stevelifted hisright hand, made afist, and cocked it forward. Behind him, he heard the shuffle and
scrape of the next-gens getting themselvesinto position. Dropping hisarm, Steve took three steps
forward, powered the jetpack on, and stepped out into the void. For amoment he let himself fal, getting



clear of Algol's wash beforetrying to steer through the ferocious wind. Tony, who could cut through a
hurricane in his suit, thundered over Steve's head and arced away toward the ground, where a second
round of missile strikes was gouging deeper into the Chitauri nest. "That's your ar support, ladiesand
gentlemen,” came Generd Fury'svoice over the comm. "Therewill be no further air support until al
ground forces are out of the target area.”

"Understood,” Steve said. He glanced up and saw that the next-gens were fanning out into their formation
above and behind him. It was go time. Firing up the jetpack, hefollowed Tony'sion trail down into the
roiling clouds of steam.
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Status Report

Relocation to the <Antarctic> facility begun before the <Arizona> event is complete. All assets
previoudy emplaced in other locations are either eliminated, en route, or aready at thislocation. One
lesson of <Arizona> was the undesirability of dlowing abroad fronta confrontation with human forces,
however, given the introduction of the <Pym-Hymenoptera> technology and its next-generation
improvements by <Tony Stark> and <Stark Industries>, the concentration of assetsin alocation
uninhabited by <Hymenoptera> was an unavoidable tactical concession. The limited success of the
<Polynesia> decoy, immediately previous to the <Arizona> events, isaguidepost both with respect to its
successes and itsfailures. <Polynesia> failed inits primary god of eiminating one or more of the core
<SHIEL D> operatives due to previous asset grouping's incomplete understanding of individua
<SHIEL D> members capabilities. Too, <Arizona> did not achieve useful strategic or tactical outcomes
dueto failure to anticipate or understand the capabilities of the <SHIEL D> operative known as <Thor>.
It is not known whether <Thor> will be present at any <SHIEL D> action againgt the <Antarctic> facility.
If so, dl effort must be expended to direct him away from the <Rogers> gambit, outlined later in this
directive. Dedrable outcomes following this reocation include:

Reduction or dimination of <SHIEL D> capacity to perform defendve and counter-infiltration function
Retrenchment and increase of available asset strength

Maintenance of channdsfor future assmilations and asset placement

Development of technical and ordnance facilities unavailable in current dispersed asset grouping

Under active consderation isthe possibility that the primary goa of this asset grouping should be the
weakening of human res stance to afuture phase of the human ordering project. The
<Pym-Hymenoptera> technology, while surmountable, is adecisive tactica influence under current
circumstances. In addition, the tactical Situation islikely to worsen given the failure of current asset group
to prevent <Stark> innovation in <Hymenoptera> control. In view of this, recdibration of godsof this
asset group has led to the conclusion that surviva beyond the next .002738 solar year isunlikely.

Loss of <Bright> has hampered intelligence-coordination efforts, and discovery of <Garza>'s asamilation
has compromised ability to manipulate actions of <SHIEL D> and <Ultimates>. In addition, continuing
losses due to the <Pym-Hymenoptera> technol ogy further exacerbate the aready prominent problem of
assat paucity. It isunknown at this point when operationa and assat reinforcements will be forthcoming.

A possible usefor asset <Garza>, involving planned loss, is under advisement. Involved isa
psychologica gambit aimed &t utilizing existing menta state of <Steve Rogers>, which isdeemed ungtable
following <Rogers>'s discovery of hisexploitation in intelligence and logistical work of this asset
grouping. Resources and planning for this gambit are operationd at thistime.



Future iterations of the human ordering project would be well advised to take into consideration the
peculiar circumgtancesinvolved in the interaction between human tribalism—and its more fully devel oped
descendant, the nation-state and media-driven cultura grouping—and <Homo sapiens> ssemingly
geneticaly coded impetus toward individua achievement and individua action. <Kleiser> and the
previousiteration of this project faled to fully anticipate the effect this dynamic would have on human
resistance. The current asset groups attempted a more comprehensive gpproach incorporating previous
learning in thisarea, but increased understanding yielded smdl gainsin light of the broader god of the
success of the human ordering project.

Alert

Attack underway. All assets defend. Primary objective to repel attack. Secondary objective to degrade

or eliminate <SHIEL D> resources for purposes of assigting future iterations of human ordering project.

Specid emphasison removal of <Steve Rogers> from active opposition to human ordering project. All
assets mobilize to execute gambit referred to in previous paragraphs of thisdirective.
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On ashdf of stonetwo thousand feet above the storm of missileimpacts, Thor closed hiseyes and felt
the wash of steam and heat. Now thisismy kind of fight, Thor thought. Give mefire and ice, sone and
smoke, air that burns coldly in the lungs, swest that vanishesinto steam. He raised both hands and threw
his head back aslightning forked and crackled in the skies above the mountain. Then he said to the
gonesand the sky, "Loki. If you are here, | will find you. If | find you, it will not go well for you,
brother." He sensed L oki's presence the way a dog senses athresat just at the edge of thefirdight. From
the sky fell the embers of SHIELD troopsin formation, led by the blue stresk of Tony'sIron Man armor.
Gods know the approach of endings, thought Thor. And an ending approaches.

He leapt from the stone, and fell into steam. | cebergs caved into the Weddell Sea at the impact of his
feet on theice. Before him, achasm yawned in theice, and continued down into the stone roots of
Vinson Massif. Mdtwater from the missile strikes ran in streams down into the depths of the exposed
Chitauri complex. So very much like an anthill kicked open by acareless boy, Thor thought. Thefirst
wave of next-gens arrowed down into the ruins, and was met by afusillade of defensvefire. Inthe
vanguard came Steve Rogers, and Thor also saw Clint firing arrows from arocky outcrop exposed by
the melting ice. Janet would not be far awvay. Tony, though...

"Sothereyou are," Tony said.

Thor glanced to hisright and saw Tony hovering afoot off the ground. "Here |l am,” Thor said.

"Nick was gtarting to wonder if you'd show up. Enjoying the view, or were you planning to join in?”'
"Loki isdown there," Thor said, returning his gaze to the battle below. "Do not question my courage.”
"Perish the thought,” Tony said, and chuckled.

Thor took adeep breath, letting the smells of the land and the battle flood through him. As he exhded, he
sad, "Hereamid icebergsrule | the nations.”

"Oh God," Tony groaned. "Are we quoting eddas today?'
Thor shot himagrin. "No, that's Longfellow. Hewas abig fan of mine. Gotcha"

And then heraised Mjolnir and legpt down again, blood singing with the battle to come.



From the bridge of Altair, Nick watched Thor join the battle. If therésonething | hate, he thought, it's
not being able to make adecision. And | just cannot decide whether Thor isthered thing or not. All of
the jabbering about Loki makes me think he's anutcase, but then he brings the lightning and teleports
bombsto other dimensions. He just doesn't fit in any framework | can put together.

One possihility, Nick had to admit, was that he needed a new framework, but he was not about to admit
the existence of Norse gods. If you let the Norse godsin, next thing you knew you had Kali and Ogun
and Quetza coatl and Jesus H. Christ Himsalf wearing costumes and fighting bad guys. No man could
stay sanefor long if he took that scenario serioudly.

Whatever Thor was, he sure could kick ass. That was what Nick needed right then, and that was all he
was going to think about until this operation was over and they could all take a breath.

Simultaneousto this takedown of the nest, SHIELD had operatives al over theworld cleaning
assmilated Chitauri out of airports and other facilities used to grease the skids for the mass exodusto
Antarctica. Thistime they were going to get them dl, and if they didn't get them dl today, they were going
to stay on the case and hunt them down one by one for aslong asit took. They had the ants, they had
Tony's screener tech, and they had plain old human doggedness and ingenuity. Surviva was one thing
humans did aswell as any other vertebrate on the planet.

Below him, the exposed warrens of the Chitauri nest were still mostly obscured by steam and smoke.
Flashes of light gppeared from within the clouds, mostly the little flickers of smdl-armsfire but sometimes
much larger burststhat could have been either some kind of heavy ordnance or collateral explosonsfrom
theinitia bombardment. There was no way to tell. Nick itched to be down there finding out, but he had
to coordinate the bug-zapping operations € sawhere. Dammit. There were times when command was no
bowl of peaches. Ah, to be asergeant again.

At least he could follow on the comm to get the radio-play version of what was happening on the ground.
Once Thor had taken the jump, Tony had boosted himsdlf away from the edge of the blown-open next;
now hisforce beams picked out targetsin the fog, flaring to life and disappearing just asfast. The effect
was dmogt like watching lightning... which put Nick in mind of Thor again.

Would Thor be ableto just bring the heavens down and melt the whole Chitauri nest? Maybe he could.
Nick wasn't at dl sureif he would, though—especially if he was asked to. Nick's take on Thor was that
the putative god of thunder was alot more likely to come through for the team if nobody made him fedl
obligated. He was one of those guys—or gods—who wanted to be allowed to come to the right
concluson for himsdlf

Unlike Steve Rogers, who was allittle too sure about his own goas and motives. That wasgoing to bea
problem if it kept up; Nick hoped that Steve would be chastened by his gullibility with Garza. Actudly,
no. Right then, Nick hoped that Steve would be so focused and angry that he couldn't think about
anything else but taking that anger out on the Chitauri. Reflection was for another time.

"Swveet Jesus, ook at the size of this."

Clint's voice over the coram got Nick's attention. "Clint," he said. "A little more detail in the report, if you
don't mind."

"I'm four, maybefive levelsdown,” camethereply. "A lot of it's collgpsed, and alot of what's farther
down isflooded, but there are plenty of targets, and | just found awhole new wing of the complex that
goesout into theinterior of theice shelf | don't know, Nick. Could be they have away out into the
water. Anybody reported any submarines stolen lately?*



Just what | need, Nick thought. "Hold there, Clint," he said. "I'll beright back.” He switched channelsand
pinged the pilot on Alshain's bridge. "Genera Fury here. | need coverage of the open water at the edges
of theWeddel| Sea, where the ice shelf petersout. It's possible the Chitauri could get out that way."

"Understood,” the pilot said. "We're on our way. Y ou're picking up our next-gens?"'
"l will, or Algol will," Nick said. "Go."

Hewatched until Alshain had made the turn and headed northwest for open water, then flipped channels
again. "Clint. Can you move forward and find out for sure whether therésaway out under there?'

"Will do."

"Isanyonewith you?'

"Hying solo," Clint sad.

"Youfedingdl right? Hepison theway."

"Took someaspirin,” Clint said. "And if | need help, | don't think it's going to get herein time. But thanks
for thinking of me."

"Right. Team," Nick said. "Report locations."

"At the perimeter of the blast opening,” Janet said. "'If | knock them down out here, they diein the cold
pretty quickly. It'san ugly thing, watching a Chitauri decohere and freeze a the sametime.”

Steve was next. "I'm dead center, on the floor of the deepest level the missiles opened up. Could be I'm
on the same level with Clint. Not sure with thefog, though.”

"| think you are, too, Steve," Tony said. "Nick, you can see me, right?’

"l sure can," Nick said, meaning it in two ways. He did in fact have visua contact with Tony, but each of
their comms aso had ahoming beacon built in. So, as each of them checked in, he was dso correlating
their reportswith athree-dimensiona display in front of him on the bridge. So far it all seemed to match
up, and looking &t the display gave him an unsettling idea of exactly how big the Chitauri nest was. He
wondered how long they'd been working on it. "*Can anyone see Thor?"

"He's clearing out part of the area over under the mountain, | think," Janet said. "Wasthelast | saw him,
anyway. And Snging, my God. Hessinging old Viking songs or something.”

"Okay. Keegp in touch with each other, and do what you can to keep the next-gens working in squads to
Support you."

"Generd," Stevesaid. "'I'm closest to Clint, | think. Should | head toward him?'

"Good idea, Cap. Clint, hold steady until Steve getsthere.”

"Just like Tony's basement,” Clint said. "Except maybe | get in onthered fight thistime? Can I, Nick?
Please, please, can |7

"Shut up,” Nick said. "We need to make a concerted push to keep the Chitauri from getting out under the
ice, if they in fact can do that. Team, if Steve or Clint reports that there are Chitauri escaping that way,
your new primary objective isto stop that. L et the next-gens and the weather and us hdlicarrierstake
care of Chitauri coming up. Y ou concentrate on taking care of them when and if they head down."



Steve came back on, bresthing heavily. "Oh, they're heading down, dl right. Lots of them. | think a
memo went around. Janet? Tony? How'sit look up top?"

"Still plenty to do," Janet said. "'l think we're keeping alid on it, though. Some of the next-gensare up on
the rocks picking off the ones we miss. Thiswould be ajob for Clint, redly. Where did Thor go?'

It occurred to Nick that the cold would be dangerous for a Wasp-sized Janet Pym. "Are you staying
warm, Janet?!

"Suream," she chirped. "Every so often | dip down for a steam bath. They can't ssemeat dl down
there. | only stay up inthe cold for aminute or so a atime."

"Okay," Nick said. "Get out of there. Steve, Janet is coming your way. Wait for her, and then the two of
you mest Clint."

"Yes, dr," Stevesad, as Janet said, "You got it, chief"

"Boysand girls," Clint said then. "We've got aserious Jules Verne setup back here. | think Steve and Jan
ought to step onit, and if anyone else can get here, send them, too.”
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"On my way, Clint,” Steve barked into the comm. He spun through a barrage of machine-gun fire from
behind arockfall and had amost closed on the shooter when the actinic blast of Tony's force beams
shattered the rocksinto gravel. In the swirl of steam, it was next to impossible to identify targets until they
were on top of you or you were on top of them. The Chitauri apparently were solving this problem by
shooting at anything that moved, unconcerned about taking out their own forces. The tactic made them
seem to Steve to be suicidaly resigned, which made Clint's surprise discovery alittle hard to figure out.

Unless, Steve thought as he caught a Chitauri lining up one of the next-gens and broke its neck with a
sweep of hisshield, the onesleft out here are just fighting some kind of holding action. He was swesting,
more from the humidity than the heat since frigid air was pouring down into the cratered ruin of the
Chitauri redoubt. "Jan, where are you?' he caled out.

"Beright there," she said, and afew seconds later she was, threeinchestal and gorgeous.

On the coram Genera Fury wastrying to wring details out of Clint, but Clint wasn't talking, which Steve
took to be abad sign. He wasn't especidly worried that the Chitauri had taken Clint out, but if there
were enough of them around that Clint didn't think he could kill them single-handedly, then the airstrikes
hadn't done their job. It just went to prove the old military adage that you can't win awar without boots
on the ground.

"Tony," Steve said. "Areyou il seeing lots of bogeys from up there?"

"Not too many,” Tony said. "The next-gens have them pretty well corralled, and they're organizing
search-and-destroy teams to go into the parts of the nest that haven't collapsed. Man, you should see
what it lookslike from up here now that some of the sseamis clearing out.”

Stevelooked around. "From where git, it still lookslike fog and broken rocks.” And dead Chitauri
dowly decohering in thefog... and dead next-gens, too. As he looked, the steam lifted from one side of
the crater, and Steve had hisfirg red glimpse of both the size of the Chitauri installation and the damage
SHIELD had doneto it. He was looking nearly straight up a sixty-foot cross-section of the net, with at
least five distinct levels. Lights sparked and flared from the darkness within, and water cascaded down,
catching the light. Some of it was aready freezing again, waling off parts of each ripped-open floor in



gleaming, Snuous sheets of ice. How long had they been at this? There was no way they could have built
such ahuge hideaway in the... what, two weeks since they'd learned about Hank's work with the ants?

"They must have been working on thissince Arizona," Tony said. "Ligten, shouldn't you be finding Clint?!

"Yep," Steve said, and glanced at the display of hiswatch, which gave him adirectiona bearing on Clint's
sgna. And, he added to himsdlf, | need to befinding Garza. Asthey headed deeper into the complex,
entering the part untouched by SHIEL D missiles, Janet touched him on the shoul der.

He cocked an eyebrow at her and she said, "Listen."”

Hedid, and heard it, echoing through the maze of passageways by some strange trick of acoustics: Thor,
gill snging as he tore a path through the Chitauri looking for Loki.

"Cap," Generd Fury said in the comm. ™Y ou and Janet en route?"
"Yes, dr," Steve said. "We just heard Thor, too, but nobody's seen him since we got here.”

"l don't have aread on Thor, and | don't care about him right now," General Fury said. "Y ou get to Clint
and take care of what you find down there. Alshain is stationed out at the edge of the Weddell Sea, and
if the Chitauri get out that way, well know about it. Weve got subs on the way, too, but they're not going
to get here soon. Long story short, you're on your own down there. | need to keep the next-gens back
for containment topside. Find Thor if you can, but don't put too much timeinto it. Just go."

"Ordersfor me, O Potentate?' Tony asked.

"Stay put. If and when you run out of targets, well talk then.”

"Oh, wdll," Tony sighed. "Y ou two have fun down there. I'll just try to enjoy the target practice.”
"Generd?' Steve said. "It lookslike were heading down under theice. If we go off comm... ?*

"If you're off comm, you will recon the situation and Janet will report back to comm range to keep me
informed. Do what you haveto do in the meantime. Now go,” Genera Fury said. "Everything's under
control up here.”

They went, and pinged Clint every so often, but there was no answer. Clint'slocation stayed steady—
about two milesto the northwest and two hundred yards down—and Steve started to get worried. It
wasn't like Clint to stay till for so long unless he was waiting for ashot, and the Stuation down there
didn't sound like it could be taken care of with one shot.

Don't overthink this, Steve told himsdf Y ou have amisson. Executeit.

Except the mission didn't include tracking down Garza, and that was the one thing that still had Steve
itching to go fredlance. If they got down there and solved whatever problem they found, and Garza
wasn't there...

Crossthat bridge when we cometo it, Steve thought. For now, just down.

They werein adoping hallway, built a the level of the ground, which was mud and ice pressurized into
water that ran out into the hal, froze, then melted again at the head from some unseen source. The
bottoms of glaciers, Steve remembered, were akind of soup; theimmense weight of theice above
compressed less dense ice into more dense water, and that lubricated the glacier's movement. Then,
amost before they'd noticed it, they were waking solely on ice. Steve stopped, and played aflashlight



back the way they'd come. Sure enough. For the last hundred yards or so, they'd been out of the
dush-and-ground-bedrock mixture.

"We're over water now," Janet said.
"Wesureare," Steve agreed. He aimed the flashlight ahead. "And still going down.”

They had to move much more carefully now, or at least Steve did. Janet flew near him, sometimesflitting
up ahead to reconnoiter. The dope was gentle enough that the soles of Steve's boots, and the softness of
the surface ice due to whatever was heating the tunndl, kept him from dipping. He couldn't movetoo
quickly, though, and ten minutesin it was al he could do to keep from cursing a blue stresk. He looked
at hiswatch, and saw that he still had abead on Clint, which meant that the comm equipment was il
working at thisdepth. "Generd," he said quietly. "Werein atunne through theice. Coming up on Clint,
but I'm not sure how much longer were going to haveasignd.”

"We show you ahundred meters below the ice surface,” Genera Fury replied. Steve thought he sounded
farther away, or tinnier, or something. Maybe the comm wasn't working so well, and the locators had a
gronger sgnd. "Lookslike Clint's about another hundred down," the genera continued. "We pulled
maps of theice shelf, and near aswe can tell he's close to the bottom of theice layer. Right where heis,
there's about fifty meters of water under theice.”

In other words, plenty of room for asubmarine, if the Chitauri were planning on getting out that way.
Behind that knowledge hung the memory of Polynesia, and of Arizona, where the Chitauri had l€ft little
presents for pursuing forces. If they'd had the resources to put another little present together, Steve and
Jan and Clint would know about it soon enough. Steve didn't say anything abouit it. He figured they were
dl riding the sametrain of thought.

Jan had gone ahead to scout again. Thistime when she came back, she landed on Steve's shoulder.
"There's another tunnel up ahead that runsinto thisone from theleft,” she said. "1 could hear Thor singing

agan."

Steve nodded, and they approached the junction carefully. When they were even with the other tunnel,
Steve paused and listened. Hearing nothing, he looked at Jan.

Sheshrugged. "'l heard it," she said softly. "I'm going to go look."

"Jan," he said, but she was dready gone. Steve stood fuming, wondering what he should do. Clint was
down below, obvioudy in trouble. Thor would be able to help, but what if he wasn't redly there? Whet if
the sound of his voice had carried from somewhere el se in the ice? Mission priority was Clint and
whatever he had found. Thor was secondary.

And Steve was garting to get the feding that Garza was down there.
That made the decision for him. "Jan,” he said softly into the comm. "I'm going ahead. Y ou catch up.”

She didn't answer. That was almost enough to make him head up the side tunndl looking for her, but
mission discipline reasserted itsalf. Maybe the comm was out. Either way, he had ajob to do. Down the
main tunnel he went.

From above the Mare Chitauri, as Tony had taken to cdling it when nobody ese was listening, things
were pretty quiet. Oh, sure, there was till the occasiond structurd collapse, and lots of steam and
smoke and water flowing and dripping here and there, but the main action was over. He was sanding
sentry over agraveyard. "Nick," he said into the comm. "There's nothing happening here. I'm starting to



fed leftout.”

"Hold your position,” Nick said.

"Comeon. "You're not till holding agrudge because of that screener gag, are you?”
"Please," Nick said.

"Nick, I'm serious. | haven't squashed alizard in fifteen minutes. Thisis getting—oh. Never mind, there's
one." Tony sighted in on a Chitauri coming out of ahole in the northern end of the Mare Chitauri, and let
go the force beams. The Chitauri was crushed againgt the far wall asif it had been hit by ameteor.

Hmm, Tony thought. Was that the same hole that Steve and Janet went into? " Say, Nick," he said, and
then the entirewal| of ice, broken stone, and eviscerated structure exploded. The blast wave was
powerful enough to rock Tony's gyros even thisfar away; he could only imagine what would be
happening down under theice shdf. "Nick, did you seethat? Jesus!" he shouted. "They blew the tunnel
Steve and Jan went into! Steve! Jan! Clint! Can you hear me?”

No answer from them. "Hold, Tony," Nick said. "We're—"

"Forget it,” Tony said. One of hisvisor readouts tracked al of the team members. Steve and Janet were
dill moving in Clint'sdirection. "I'm not holding while they're buried down there"

He arrowed off over the Weddell Sea, still fulminating. "1 cannot believe you would tell me to stand there
with my thumb up my asswhile the entire works down there might be collapsing. What the hell iswrong
with you, Nick?'

"If you'd shut up asecond, I'd tel you," Nick said mildly. "Y ou mind?'

"No." Tony pulled up into ahover directly over where the readout said Clint Barton was, below two
hundred-plus meters of ice. "Go right ahead.”

"| was about to suggest,” Nick said as Tony fired up the force beams, "that you take the direct route. See
how we can agree?"

Tony'sreply waslogt in the thunder of the force beams cratering theice.
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"Oh," Janet said. "It wasyou."

Sheldd amost run smack into Thor coming around a bend in the tunnel, even though she'd seen aglow that
she now redlized was coming from Mjolnir. "Loki isnear,” Thor said.

"SoisClint, and Steveis back down thisway." "That'stheway | was heading,” Thor said. They turned
and moved back the way Janet had come. She realized she was getting cold, her tiny size working
againg her even in the rdative warmth of the tunnel, and she returned to normal size just to have her
added body massworking for her for awhile. A split second later she remembered that she was naked
except for her scomm, apecialy miniaturized modd that fit inside her ear no matter what Size shewas.

"If I even think you're staring a me, I'm going to sting you like | was mistletoe and you were Badur,” she
said. They were at the tunnel junction, and sheled him to the left and down. Her feet were freezing
againg theice, but therest of her felt alittle warmer. Sheld burned alot of energy stinging today, though,
and wasn't sure how much she had left.



"Not funny,” Thor said. "And don't take this the wrong way, but 1've seen naked women before.”

The words had hardly left his mouth when they heard arolling boom from back up the tunndl sheld first
come down with Steve. Thor looked over his shoulder. " Sounds like the party's still going on up there,"
he commented, and they kept walking. A few minutes|ater, though, atrickle of water appeared at their
fet. It quickly grew into an energetic stream, and then they heard abuilding roar.

"Shrink, Janet," Thor said.

Shedid, and seconds later he was swept away by awave that nearly filled the tunnd. "Thor!" she
screamed after him, but the sound of the water swept her voice away, too. The water dmost caught her
then, but she pressed hersdlf to theicy celling until, just afew seconds later, the water receded to an
ankle-deep stream. Janet put it together: the explosion must have melted alot of ice near the end of the
hall where they'd comein, and that meltwater raced through in aflash flood.

How far would it carry him? Hewasagod, or at least sometimesit seemed that he might be. And they
were getting close to Clint and Steve and whatever the Chitauri were doing down there where the bottom
of theice shdf met the midnight sea. Janet stayed smdll, and raced down the tunndl, feding the beginnings
of exhaustion in her wings but knowing she had to carry on.

Tony's batteries started complaining before he'd blasted hisway through fifty meters of theice. He
couldn't just go full-bore, for fear that he would collapse whatever chamber existed below—or that the
shock waves would propagate and shatter theice floor that kept Clint and Steve and Janet out of the
Weddel Sea. At least he hoped it was keeping them out of the Weddell Sea. "I don't trave for funerads,”
Tony sad.

"What?' Nick said.

"Nothing. Taking to mysdf" Cdibrating the force beams one moretime, Tony started drilling again. And
he started talking again, too, but only in his head. Don't you dare collapse, ice shelf. And don't you dare
die, my friends. None of us diestoday.

Between the force of the water and the lack of anything to get agrip on in the tunnel, Thor was carried
quite some distance before he got himself turned around and planted Mjolnir's spike in the tunnel wall.
Thewater roared in his ears and nearly pulled his boots off, but he kept hisgrip on Mjolnir and dmost
immediately the water started to recede. A moment later it was gone, rushing ahead to its reunion with
whichever ocean lived below theice, and Thor worked Mjolnir out of the tunnd wall. He dicked his hair
out of hiseyesand got hisbearings. He listened for the faint buzz of Janet'swings, hoping that she'd had
time to shrink before the water caught her; if she hadn't, she was probably ahead somewhere, wherever
the tunnel opened out into awider spaceinsdetheice.

Ahead he heard a sudden tumult of voices, and athough he guessed that this was because a group of
Chitauri had been surprised by the same mini-flood that had just given him such acarnival ride, he sarted
to run, because the commotion might have been due to Janet arriving in the water. Or, if sheld shrunk and
was still back up the tunnel, there was still Steve's presence to consider. He'd been ahead of them, and
perhaps avoided the water entirely, depending on what happened in the tunnels. Thor's guesswas that he
wasn't too far from the chamber Steve and Janet had been heading for to back Clint up, which meant that
the Chitauri were there, too... which in turn meant that a fight was about to start, and Thor wanted to be
there when it happened. A hundred Chitauri, maybe more, he had killed today, but he was not finished.

Not until he found Loki would he befinished.

And Loki was near.



Three sgnstold Steve knew he was getting close: the sounds of machinery, the pale light that began to
infusethe walls of the tunnel, and the sprawled bodies of dead Chitauri littering the tunnel floor over the
last two or three hundred yards. Clint'swork. Then tunnel had leveled out, and alittle water pooled on its
floor. Six hundred feet of ice over my head, Steve thought. I've been here before. He checked to seeif
he could still get Clint'slocation, and was surprised to find that he could; Clint was dead ahead about
forty yards, and gpparently hadn't moved in nearly ahaf hour. Steve moved dowly, staying on theinner
bend of the tunnel and creeping forward to get aview of the Situation before he got himsdlf dl theway
intoit.

First he saw stedl scaffolding, reaching from the floor maybe fifty feet up to the ceiling of ahuge bubblein
theice. Sted mesh covered the floor, and Chitauri nimbly ran up and down the scaffolding, somein
human guise and othersin their natura forms. Steve shifted hisweight and leaned to take in more of the
room. Looking down to make sure of hisfooting, he saw atrickle of water running by hisright boot. He
glanced back, wondering if Janet was close and whether she'd tracked Thor down, and just had time to
register the wave front boiling around the previous curvein the tunnel before the water knocked hislegs
out from under him and spilled him out into the room. The rush of meltwater lasted only fifteen seconds or
s0 before spreading out into apool on the expansive floor of the room, but it left Steve scrambling to his
feet on the steel mesh with maybe a hundred Chitauri looking at him the way dogslook at asquirrd that
falsoff atree branch into their kenndl.

Things happened fast then. Steve registered the presence of arectangular hole in the floor, reinforced by
aged frame, and what |ooked like a conning tower coming up out of the water in the hole. Hedso
registered something long and sted and gleaming supported by the scaffolding he'd seen from the mouth
of thetunnd. And then the Chitauri were on him, and he wasfighting for hislife. They camea himin
waves, and from the scaffolding they fired down on him with some kind of energy weapon that vaporized
theicein basketbal-sized chunks. He caught some of the shots on his shield, and felt hisforearm burning
even though the shidd diffused heat asfast as any materia known to man.

Luckily the Chitauri on the scaffolding weren't the best shots, or maybe they were just willing to sacrifice
accuracy for rate of fire, but alarge number of their shots hit their own forces. Or so it seemed, until out
of the corner of hiseye Steve saw aglint of light and it dawned on him that some of the Chitauri around
him were going down courtesy of Clint Barton, who with histypica virtuosity had turned littleice chips
into letha wegpons.

"Clint,” Steve grunted into the comm. "Where the hdll have you been?

"Lying low waiting for you. | couldn't get ‘em dl with ice chips, Cap. What do you think | am, somekind
of Super Hero?'

And then something & se went whizzing by Steve's head, and another of the Chitauri fell and spasmed on
the floor. Janet. "Was wondering when you'd show up,” Steve said. Hed started to get the rhythm of the
shots coming from the scaffolding, and he angled the shield to deflect one so that it blew the guts out of a
Chitauri taking aswing a Janet.

"Aren't you swest," she said. "'l brought company.”

And here came Thor, scattering the Chitauri and their works with sweeping arcs of Mjolnir. Over thedin,
too, Steve heard some kind of booming crack in the ceiling. He wondered how much theice shelf shifted
at atime, and how stable this bubblein its bottom was.

"Thor!" Steve shouted. "The scaffold!”
Generd Fury'svoice cut in on the comm. "Goddammit,” he said. "Where the hell has everybody been?



And what are you seeing?"

"Weve had to be quiet, sir,” Steve said. "And we're seeing a submarine, some kind of rocket on a
scaffolding, and awholelot of Chitauri."

But so far they hadn't seen what Steve was looking for. Where was Garza?
Thor cocked hisarm to throw Mjolnir... and froze.
"The scaffolding, big man!" Janet sang out. "Let'sdoit!”

"A rocket under two hundred meters of ice?' Fury was saying into the comm. "Team: the submarineis
your firg priority. We are trying to dig you out.”

"Digusout?' Clint said.
"The Chitauri blew the mouth of the tunndl you camein through,” Fury said.
"So you want us to take out the sub? How about we just commandeer it instead?' Clint came back.

"We're coming to get you. "ybur objectives are to destroy Chitauri assets and prevent them from getting
out. Worry about extraction later.”

Tony Stark's voice came across the channe for the first timein awhile. "1'm on the extraction, boys and
girl. Never fear." His comm fuzzed out for amoment as another boom echoed through theice.

"Thor!" Janet screamed. "Throw the goddamn hammer!™
"Loki, my brother,” Thor said, and bared histeeth in apredatory smile. "Clever asaways."

Stevetried to follow Thor's gaze, and there on the second level of the scaffolding, near an open panel on
the body of the rocket, stood Garza. His vision narrowed to alaser focus, and determination to kill Garza
absorbed hiswhole mind; hewas till killing Chitauri, but the blows of shield and fist were autometic.
Steve broke free of the knot of fighting and sprinted toward the scaffolding. From the corner of hiseye,
he saw Thor coming with him, but thiswas his show. The rocket, the Chitauri, theice... it wasdl

happening again.
"Cap," Genera Fury was saying in the comm. "The submarinefirg.”

Stevelet hisshidd fly, straight and true. It hit Garza square in the head, edge-on, with asound likethe
seigmic shifting of theice over their heads, hammering Garza off the scaffolding with al the pent-up anger
of fifty-seven yearslost to ablock of ice. His broken body rebounded off the wall and tumbled to the
floor.

From above, another boom, sounding closer thistime. A huge sheet of the ceiling sheared away and fell,
crushing anumber of Chitauri who were running for the submarine. The impact broke thefloor into a
number of shifting chunks, barely held together by the stedl mesh. The water of the Weddell Seasurged
tip through the cracks, dopping in waves over onto the shattered floor, and the conning tower of the
submarine rocked back and forth. A Chitauri on the deck dipped and was crushed againg the ice. Steve
took dl thisin, hisfury momentarily blown away by thetitanic sound of the faling icein the enclosed
gpace... and then, on the conning tower of the sub, he saw Garza. Again.

And next to Steve Thor was at |ast | etting go of Mjolnir, which crashed into the base of the conning
tower with all the force of the thunder god's anger. The tower buckled, and Garza teetered againgt the



railling for a sugpended moment before toppling headfirst into the turbulent water. The submarinerolled,
itshull heaving up againgt the confines of its pen and wrecking die sted framework. Water rushed in
through the gaping hole |eft by Mjolnir, and the submarine kept rolling until it had capsized. It settled
dowly into the water and was gone.

In the aftermath, the chamber was quiet except for the grinding and crackling of theice. "Jan? Clint? Y ou
dill there?' Steve cdled. Hewas till confused.

Jan buzzed up next to him, landing clumsly on his shoulder. " Steve," she said, and he noticed she was
durring alittle. "It's over, right? I'm about stung out.”

He cupped her in the pam of his hand. She was so cold, he couldn't believe she was till conscious.
"Yeah," hesad. "l think it'sover." Janet was dready dipping into deep, her tiny body having burned the
last of itsreserves.

Clint appeared from aseam in the ice, where he'd gpparently been the whole time. He moved gingerly,
and held shards of ice between dl of hisfingersthe way a nervous woman holds her keysin aparking lot
late at night. "Man," he said. "Holding still on ice sure makes the knees creaky." He scanned the room for
targets, and seemed to relax ever so dightly.

"Gang," Tony'sVvoice came over the comm. "I'm about to come through the roof. Y ou might want to
move off to theside.”

"Excdlent, the cavdry arrives" Clint headed toward the scaffolding, and the rest of them followed. It
stood under an angled part of the wall, and seemed best protected from falling ice boulders. Plus, Steve
noted asthey al followed Clint, the floor was more stablein that area

"| takeit from the banter that everything isall right down there,” Genera Fury said in the comm.

"Correct, 9r," Steve sad. "The submarine is destroyed. We don't see any Chitauri survivors. WEll need
to take care of thisrocket thing, though.”

"Current plan isto let the water take care of that," General Fury said. "The amount of damage you've
doneto thefloor, it should give way. If you want to tip it over before you head out, though, that might be
agood idea.

"Yes, gr," Steve said. Helooked over at the rocket. It wouldn't be too hard to knock it down once Tony
arrived. "Two Garzas," he muttered to himsdlf He waslooking at the body of one of them, in agraceless
heap near one post of the scaffolding. HeEd never heard of two Chitauri assuming the same human form.

"One Garza, one Loki," Thor corrected him.
Steve shook hishead. "l guess."

"No guessing,” said Thor. "Loki hasaway of getting the last word in. Thistime, we thought—well, |
thought—he was trying to undermine us. Now I'm thinking he decided to sabotage the Chitauri—he
wanted that sub destroyed.”

"l don't get it,” Steve said. "I thought he had it in for you."

Thor shrugged. "What Loki wantsis chaos. Every oncein awhilethat puts him on the right side of things.
Could be he doesn't like the Chitauri because of their fetish for order.”

"Could be he just wants to push your buttons," Clint said. "Family. My kids do the same thing.”



Thor chuckled, but there wasn't much humor iniit.

An enormous crackling sound, like lightning directly overhead before the thunder sounds, rolled through
theroom, and ahugeicefdl gutted the center of the calling. All four of them ducked away fromit, but
when the collapse hit the already-broken floor, the impact knocked them off their feet. Steve took the fall
on his shoulders, cradling Jan'stiny form in both hands with the shield dung over his back. Its edges cut
painfully into his shoulder blades, and awash of displaced sea-water drenched him. The whole floor of
the chamber was moving now, and when Steve looked up he saw that the scaffolding had begun toftilt. A
column of light shone down like something out of a UFO abduction movie, and the feet of the Iron Man
suit appeared as Tony dowly descended into the chamber.

"Invigorating," somebody said. Steve had alittle water in hisears, and didn't place the voiceright away.
"That'soneword for it," he said, and got to hisfeet. Then he froze as he placed the voice.

"Timeto go, boysand girl,” Tony said. "I'm running on fumes here, but | can take two. Thor, you mind
giving someone aride?'

But Thor wasn't listening to him. Neither was Steve. They had both turned to see Garza staggering to his
feet, the Sde of hishead grotesquely caved in but hiseyes fill maevolently dive. He was starting to
decoherein the area of the wound inflicted by Steve's shield; as he spoke, a reptilian tongue flicked out
between broken fangs and one of his eyesturned over in its shattered socket, reveding adit pupil.

"Great godsrequire great sacrifice," he said, gaze locked on Steve. "Y ou are one. | am another.” In one
hand he held asmall rectangular box, much like the sample container Tony had planted on Nick Fury
back when this had dl started. With awhickering sound, eight shards of ice cut through the air and buried
themselvesin Garzas head and the hand holding the box, but he didn't drop it, and his gaze never
wavered from Steve.

"Thelong view," the Chitauri said, hisvoice gurgling around an ice splinter sunk under hisjaw, "is
something at which we excd." Histhumb flicked aswitch on the box.

Again, Stevethought. It al happens again. The rocket, the Chitauri, theice. He remembered thinking, not
too long after his encounter at Andrews, that they were a step behind the Chitauri, and now redlized that
he hadn't taken the thought far enough. They hadn't just been a step behind. They'd been led.

"Ah," Thor said. "Of course. Well played, my brother.” He spread hisarms asif to welcome what was to
come.

And theworld disappeared in fireand ice.

Tony sank in darkness. Around him the suit tried to repair itsdf, but his batteries were d most gone, and
every motion of arm or leg cost him energy that he needed for the nano-sized oxygen exchangers. He
nearly started moving anyway, to speed the whole thing up, because Tony Stark had failed and he
wanted to die.

Over and over theloop played itself in hismemory:

He looked down at the tableau of Thor, Steve, and Clint, shadowed by the looming rocket and its dowly
tilting support scaffold. Knock the rocket over, hel, he thought. It'll take care of itsdf before long.

He saw the Chitauri get up, and zeroed in on the object in its hand, and understood.

He pivoted in midair, reaching down. Thor would save himself, and Clint was asoldier... but he had to



save Steve. Too many people needed Steve, and Tony Stark might have been avain, acohalic, dying
playboy with no evident mora fiber or ethica beiefs, but he would have given hislifein that moment to
save Steve Rogers.

He reached, and Steve was gone, and the explosion overwhelmed Tony's sensors and gyros, pinwhesdling
him across the room to smash into the far wall. Dampersin the suit, and the damping gel, saved hislife,
but a acost of that much more precious energy. From reflex, he put his hands out, but the floor was
gone, and in the next moment amillion tons of ice carried him far down into the Wedde | Sea.

Theicelifted away, and briefly Tony rosetoo, in the drag of the ice's buoyancy. Then came a moment of
perfect suspension, and perfect darkness, before Tony spiraled down and cameto rest with afaint
grinding sound of the suit scraping the seafloor sediment.

He damped the heaters, and bought himsalf another hour of oxygen. The cold immediately seeped in, first
at thejoints of the suit and then spreading to his hands and feet. He felt himself dowly going out, guttering
like acandleflame on the last strands of itswick. Above him were sounds of ice, cracking and shifting
and collgpsing, grinding the bodies of hisfriends and colleagues together with those of hisenemies. Tony
grew colder, and listened.

And then, after enough time had passed that he had lost track of time, and felt his limbs grow numb and
hismind grow dow, camealight.

The minisub breached the surface amid icebergs, scaring agathering of penguins who shot off into the
water, leaving pale bubble trails that faded into the water's dark gray. Clutched in the minisub's robot
arm, head and shoulders out of the water, was the Iron Man suit with either Tony Stark or Tony Stark's
body inside. Nick gnawed on a cigar and watched as a SHIEL D helicopter took up aposition over the
minisub. Two men rappelled down to hook the suit, and the helicopter drew Tony up to its belly before
swinging over in Nick's direction, where the ice was solid enough for it to land. As soon asit wason the
deck, two techs hopped out and started working on getting the suit open, while amed team stood by.
Another team put up atent over the whole scene and fired up a space heater. Thiswasdl just triage; if
Tony was dive, they were going to get him in the copter and up to Algol pronto. Nick waited until the
tent was set up, then went inside.

They'd had Jarvis send the suit specs, but this new verson wastrickier to open from the outside than
previousiterations. Also, the dead servos and freezing temperatures didn't help. But SHIELD hired only
the best, and pretty soon the techs had the helmet off, and asthe air inside the tent warmed, the rest of
the suit started to come off more quickly.

"He'sdive," said one of the medics. "Core temp'sway down, though. Get some hot blankets, and we
need him on the copter yesterday."

Tony had garted talking incoherently as soon as the hdlmet came off and trying to move, but even though
the techs had gotten the arms and torso of the suit unlocked, he didn't seem to be able to move hisarms.
Medicswiped theinertid gel off and got him wrapped in blankets while the techs moved on to hislegs.

Abruptly, asif some kind of switch had been flipped in his metabolism, Tony started to cry and talk at the
sametime. "All, God, | couldn't save him," Tony sobbed. "I didn't quit, Nick, | just couldn't save him."

"Beeasy," Nick said. He squatted down next to Tony.
"| tried, Nick, | just didn't ha—havethejuice. And then—"

In agesture so unlike him that even Nick had ahard time believing he was doing it, he put a hand gently



on Tony's shoulder. "We know what you did. And everyone got out.”
"Wha... 7' Tony'seyesrolled in Nick'sdirection. His skin was il terribly blue. "Everyone?!
"Yeah," Nick said. "Thor got them out.”

Tony was having trouble focusing hiseyes. "Thor," he whispered. "That crazy son of abitch. He did,
huh?"

Nick nodded. "Y eah, hedid."

"Good for him." Tony started shivering violently. Thiswasagood sign, Nick thought. It meant hewas
warming up enough to waste spare energy on shivering. Hypothermia victims often rel gpsed after rescue,
though, as heat loss from their breathing caught up to them.

"I'm going to quit this robot suit business and become aNorse god,” Tony said through the chattering of
histeeth.

"The way Thor comes and goes, we could use a backup,” Nick said. Thor had in fact disappeared as
soon has held showed up on the flight deck of Algol with Steve, Clint, and anearly frozen Janet. Tony
was the second case of hypothermiathey'd dedlt with in the last Sixteen hours. "But right now,” Nick
went on, "you're going to get into awarm bath and do nothing for awhile." The techs were working the
last of the suit's clamps and sedls open, and Nick saw Tony's hands moving under the blankets. "Okay,
let's get moving here," he said. "I've had about goddamn enough of Antarctica.”

"Warm bath," Tony murmured. "Long day... " Hefdl adeep, or passed out, and the medics moved Nick
out of theway.

"Respiratory loss, Genera," one of them said. "We've got to get him up to Algol right now.”

"Go, then,” Nick said. He stood back until Tony was stretchered onto the copter and secured insde a
heated medevac tent, and then he climbed aboard and watched the Antarctic |landscape recede asthe
helicopter powered up and wheeled away into the sky.

42

For awhile hewould call someone he knew at McGuire and informally requisition an F-16, just so he
could seefor himsdlf. It was an eight-hour flight, with three refuding stops a ong the way, and Steve had
alittletinge of guilt about the cost to the taxpayers... but he had to see for himsdlf. He had to fly over the
shallow depression in the Filchner-Ronne I ce Shelf, and tip hiswings at the SHIEL D personnel stationed
out at the edge of the shelf whereit calved into the Weddell Sea. And he had to circle theiced-over
crater where SHIELD missile strikes and a perimeter of next-gens had made sure that the Chitauri had
nowhere to go but down. Then, after he had seen all of this, he would know again. For alittle while.

It haunted him that he had made the problem worse before he had made it better. That wasn't what
soldiersdid, and it wasn't what Captain Americawas supposed to do.

And it haunted him that he had come so close to being entombed inice again. He dreamed sometimes
that he was waking up in the year 2249, or 3188, or 9999; the year didn't matter. Every time he had the
dream, he awoke in an unrecognizable future, and was never able to become part of it.

Then, every morning, he woke up and did everything he could to make alie of the dream. He went out to
the moviesingtead of staying up with Turner Classics; he read abook oncein awhileif the Times Book
Review suggested be should; he kept up adesultory kind of relationship with Janet until shetold him one



morning over eggs benedict that she thought they'd both be better off trying to find someone who redly
made each of them happy, instead of just keeping a place warm for someone else who was redlly never
coming back. Hed argued at first, but only the way you argue when you know that the other party will be
angry if you acquiesce too easily to what's obvioudy the right thing to do.

And o they didn't talk much anymore.

It wasdl fine, it was going to be fine. The Chitauri were gone completely, asfar as anyone could be
certain. Tony had succeeded in buying hisradio stations, and aong with a steedy diet of top-40 hitsand
boilerplate talk, each broadcast derted al the ants within range to attack and destroy acertain alien
invader. So far—and it had been three months since Antarctica—not a single confirmed hit had been
reported. Steve was beginning to let himsdlf believe that they'd redlly gotten rid of the Chitauri thistime,
which aso meant that everything held said about the triumph of human ingenuity was, for the moment,
vindicated.

Until the next threat came dong, which waswhere he till had a problem. If he got up in the morning and
looked at himsdlf in the mirror with the kind of ruthless honesty he expected of himself, Steve Rogers had
to admit that he'd been seduced by the idea that he knew better than the people he was sworn to protect.
He wanted to believe that held never fall for the same scam again, but how did you know?

Genera Fury had no answers.
How did you know?

The answer, perhaps unsurprisingly, had come from Gail. Bucky wasin the hospital again, and dthough
the doctors said he would get out, every time they signed Bucky in, Steve confronted the cold fact that
the world was too damn full of people he was going to outlive. One night, not too long after hed found
himsdlf on the flight deck of SHIELD hdlicarrier Algol with his eyebrows singed off and one of Thor's
mesty arms draped around his neck, heldd confided in her. "I blew it, Gail," he said. "They used me, and |
let them, and | let myself think that | was bigger than the flag. Now everyonein SHIELD knowsl| did it.
How do you... | mean, why should anyone ever trust me again?'

"Becauseyou did it for the right reasons,” Gail said without hesitation. It waslate fdl, three full months
after Antarctica, and for some reason sheld wanted to walk from Mount Sinai down through Central
Park to the petting zoo. They were feeding two Vietnamese potbellied pigs, al by themsdvesin the late
afternoon chill.

"Everyonethinkstheir reasons are the right reasons,” Steve said. " That wasn't good enough thistime.”
"It might be next time," she said, and moved on from the potbellied pigsto apen full of various goats.

Petting zoos, Steve thought. What are we doing here? I'm the onewho'slost in time, and Gail's acting
likeaten-year-old. "And it might not," he said.

Gall fed the goats the rest of the feed they'd bought from the vending machines near the entrance to the
bird enclosure, which was closed for some reason. " Steve," she said. "We've both had way too much
timeto think about what might have been different, and dl of that time to think hasn't done either of usa
lick of good. Y ou werewrong? Fine. Y ou werewrong. Let it bethelessonitis, but don't et it change
the things about you that made Nick Fury want you out therein thefirst place. If therésonething | can't
stand, it's awishy-washy man. Now take me back to the hospital."

And he did, waking her back up Fifth Avenuein the degpening twilight and thinking that maybe she was
right. Y ou couldn't be wishy-washy. If you were wrong, you were wrong, and you admitted it to the



people who mattered. But when the bugle sounded and you were out there in the field defending America
againg all enemiesforeign and domestic, what you had to go on was your gut.

Acknowledgments

Thanksfirg of dl to Millar and Hitch for giving me such arich field to work with. Also to Jen Heddle for
thinking of me, and to the ever-anonymous copyeditor for some excellent caiches. And thanksto Pand t
and L, for superhero conversation and for being the people | can count on.

About the Author

Alex Irvineisthe author of the novels The Narrows; The Life of Riley; Batman: Inferno; One King, One
Soldier; and A Scattering of Jades. His short fiction, published in Salon, Vestd Review, The Magazine of
Fantasy and Science Fiction, Trampoline, and elsewhere, is collected in Unintended Consequences and
Pictures from an Expedition. He has a so written comic books and online narratives. He haswon the
Locus, Crawford, and International Horror Guild awardsfor hisfiction, and has been nominated for the
Pushcart Prize and the World Fantasy Award. Hisfiction has been trandated into French, Spanish,
Italian, Czech, Polish, Hebrew, Russian, and Chinese. In 2005, he was awarded the New England Press
Association'stop prizefor investigativejournaism, and that same year was part of awriting team that won
aWebby and the Internationa Game Developers Association Innovation Award. He is an assistant
professor of English at the University of Maine.

Revison Notes;

Initid Scan by Unknown
Ver 1.0: OCR'd, Converted to html and proofread by ST7



