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			Season 1, Episode 1

			The Omen
Geoffrey Thorne & Ira Madison III

			T’Challa ran—breathless, heart pounding—as the stairs extended, accordionlike, before him. The walls were close, closer than reality could make them, constructed of his darkest fears.

			He was dreaming of that night again. His fate was at the top of these stairs, this event written already in blood and tears. The part of his mind that didn’t know ran because that was what he did, what he had done, what he always would do.

			T’Challa ran.

			He was panting now, dripping with sweat and desperation, begging time to give enough of itself that he might, just this once, win.

			The door was there at the top, suddenly, just as it had been. Behind it, voices raised in shouts. Men bellowing in Dutch, in French, in Wakandan, their words mingling in his head like a roux. Thick.

			“Wakanda is not mine to give.” He heard his father’s voice, calm, even. “And never yours to take. Not while I live.”

			T’Challa burst through the door in time to see Ulysses Klaue raising a vicious-looking sonic weapon at his father.

			“Then I suppose we have to remedy that last bit, eh?” said Klaue. A rattlesnake smile split his pale, bearded face.

			Then: the muzzle flash, like lightning over the veld, his father leaping at Klaue, alive in the heat of the fight. And once more, T’Challa had come too late.

			There was thunder. There was lightning. There were shots ripping through his father and blood streaming like rivers, spattering his sight in red.

			“And that’s the end of King T’Chaka, eh,” said Klaue. “So much for the Black Panther.”

			T’Challa rushed over, cradled his father, covered in his blood. They shared a look, father and son—and in it T’Challa felt his father ebbing away. Then the world was flooded in blood, drowning him—

			T’Challa shook off the cobwebs of the dream-memory. His eyes fluttered open on his sister standing over him, beaming.

			“Admit it, brother,” said Shuri. “I am the deadliest opponent you’ve ever faced.”

			“Again,” he said. A dull pain shot through the right side of his jaw as he pushed himself up from the mat to stand. Shuri was perhaps not his deadliest opponent, but her back kick was something to marvel. “We will go again.”

			“Go get water, Shuri,” Okoye, the lead of the Dora Milaje, said. The princess nodded before trotting off across the gym. Okoye crossed her arms and circled T’Challa. “You’re unfocused.”

			“I was momentarily distracted.”

			“Perhaps my king should take the day off. Today of all days …”

			T’Challa considered how to respond. It was no coincidence the dream-memory came to him on the anniversary of his father’s death.

			Just then his Kimoyo Beads alerted him. He brought up the hologram of James “Rhodey” Rhodes piloting the Avengers Quinjet. Ant-Man, Wasp, and the Vision were seated behind him.

			“Quinjet to Wakandan Palace,” said Rhodes.

			“We have you, Colonel Rhodes,” T’Challa replied. “What is your situation?”

			“Confirmation,” Rhodes said. “It’s Graviton. We thought we’d seen the last of that psycho but no such luck. He’s definitely back.”

			“Define ‘back,’” said Okoye, stepping in closer beside her king.

			“Sat trackers picked him up, ripping across Central African airspace in that gravity bubble he makes to fly in,” said Rhodes. “I’ll give the man this, he’s never subtle.”

			“He believes himself a god,” T’Challa said. “Gods do not hide their light.”

			“What is his destination?” Okoye asked.

			“Based on his trajectory,” said the Vision in smooth, modulated tones, “we extrapolate his target to be the city of Kiplingaard, in Rudyarda.”

			“Rudyarda,” said Shuri, and her expression creased. “Haven’t those people seen enough?”

			“Bottom line,” said Rhodes, “this Quinjet’s burning rubber but, even at top speed, Graviton’s going to beat us by an hour, maybe two. I wasn’t sure if you’d be joining. I know things between Wakanda and Rudyarda are … complicated.”

			“Of course Wakanda will help in any way we can. We’ll alert Eerste Minister Hanzen that I will personally be joining their defenses.” T’Challa switched off the screen, turning to his sister and Okoye. “There is much to do and we have little time.”

			The newly appointed Eerste Minister Hanzen of Rudyarda worked very hard to appear calm and in control on the large video screen. “I appreciate you letting us know, King T’Challa, but our army is strong, well-prepared, and—”

			“Graviton controls a force of nature,” said T’Challa, cutting in. “Your military response will be inadequate.”

			“We advise a retreat and evacuation strategy. You need to get as many of your people out of his way as fast as you can,” said Okoye.

			Shuri slid in beside her brother’s other shoulder, looking grim. “In other words: you need to evacuate Kiplingaard.”

			The Eerste Minister leaned back in his chair. He tried to look pensive, but his blue eyes were wide and every muscle in his ex-military figure was taut with tension. “How do we know he’s heading for us? Maybe Wakanda is his target?”

			“Wakanda does not have a prototype of a functioning Particle Bridge,” T’Challa said.

			“If we did, no one would know,” Okoye added in her usual grim tone.

			“How do you—that’s a highly classified project!” the Eerste Minister yelled.

			“The point is, Graviton clearly knows,” T’Challa said with certainty. “He is going to your center of scientific research, Kasteel van Navorsing, to take your prototype.”

			“If he’s as powerful as you say, what does he want with our Bridge?”

			“Before he became Graviton, Dr. Franklin Hall did groundbreaking work on the study of gravity,” said T’Challa. “Much of his research was fundamental to your own scientists’ work in constructing the Bridge.”

			“He can do a lot of tricks now with, well, gravitons,” said Shuri. “A lot. Theoretically the Bridge would allow him to extend his control to photons, electrons, positrons, gluons, mesons, sub-mesons—”

			T’Challa held up a hand, not unkindly, and Shuri nodded. Everyone present got the point. “Graviton already possesses exceptional power,” T’Challa said. “If he takes possession of the Bridge, he will be able to reshape reality at its basic level. He will become the god he believes himself to be.”

			“Dear Lord,” Hanzen said. “Why have none of my people told me this?”

			“I am telling you now, in order to convey the importance of our intervention here,” said T’Challa in a low, even tone. He wanted Hanzen calm for this, sober. “And we will intervene, Eerste Minister. I will not allow Graviton to acquire the Bridge.”

			There was much that went unsaid between the two leaders. Hanzen had run on a unity platform that had unveiled concrete plans to fully abolish the vestiges of Rudyarda’s apartheid. So far he’d held to his promises, and T’Challa saw this as an opportunity. He wished to bring their two countries to a new, more prosperous relationship—and he would not watch Rudyarda slip back into the rule of descendants of the Dutch who had originally colonized the land.

			The Eerste Minister ran a hand through his graying blond hair. “All right. Permission for intervention granted. And thank you, T’Challa. I know how difficult it has been to—”

			“What is this rank impiety?” yelled Karim-Salah, a member of the Wakandan Council, as he stormed into the chambers. “T’Challa, you wish to carry on your father’s legacy of opening up Wakanda to the world, I understand. You want to carry on with your super hero friends the Avengers, for the good of the planet, all right. But, involving Wakanda in the internal matters of this colonizer nation? No. Unacceptable.”

			Hanzen went beet red at the councilman’s insult.

			“We have left our past behind us,” he said, and it seemed, had he been able, he would have leapt out of the video screen to confront Karim-Salah directly. “I myself penned the Unity Party’s Referendum on Ethnic and Legal Reform.”

			“Two years of egalitarianism.” Karim-Salah’s contempt was clear in every word. “After centuries of depredation and exploitation of the indigenous population.”

			“And what of Wakanda?” said Hanzen bitterly. “Sitting there in your little utopia for even longer, letting the whole world burn, so long as the fire didn’t touch you!”

			“Perhaps that remains our wisest course,” came the angry reply. “You people are—”

			T’Challa again raised a hand and it was Karim-Salah’s turn to snap his mouth shut, the rest of his retort trapped in his throat. He watched his king stalk toward him, like the cat whose name he bore, coming in so close the councilman stepped back.

			“Wakanda,” said T’Challa, his voice a near growl, “will no longer leave our neighbors to suffer at the hands of outside invaders. We are the strongest in this region, on this planet. We have a responsibility to protect the weak.”

			Shuri cleared her throat. “Graviton is on approach to Kiplingaard.”

			T’Challa turned back to the screen. “Eerste Minister, we will be there directly.”

			“Our talk is not finished,” Karim-Salah said. “I will be heard.”

			“It is and you have been,” said T’Challa. He would not be lectured on his father’s legacy on the anniversary of his death. “Right now, I have a nation to save.”

			He turned, ending the conversation, and exited the chamber with Shuri and Okoye trailing close behind.

			Engaging Graviton went essentially as predicted. The Avengers arrived in Rudyardan airspace at roughly the same time as T’Challa’s own jet. As soon as they got within a kilometer of Kiplingaard—the limit of Graviton’s strike range—the monster had casually exploded both jets in mid-flight.

			Combat with Graviton quickly devolved into a brutal stand-off. The Avengers ran hit-and-run patterns, attacking and retreating, harrying the villain, rescuing the odd civilian while Graviton hurled massive chunks of the city at them like missiles. It couldn’t go on like this.

			A block of concrete catapulted toward T’Challa. He twisted his torso at the last second, letting the enormous chunk of masonry breeze past. It shattered against another spinning rock that swirled in the air behind him.

			“Nice move, Your Majesty,” said Rhodes. “But gymnastics aren’t getting us any closer to—UGH!”

			T’Challa glanced up in time to see Rhodes pummeled by a giant rock mid-flight. His War Machine armor took the full brunt of the impact. It seemed unlikely the hit would do Rhodes any real damage, but it sent him spinning down.

			“Vision,” said T’Challa into his communications link. “Please assist Colonel Rhodes.”

			“Assistance in progress,” came the cool, modulated voice of the artificial man. His form flashed past T’Challa as he chased after the struggling Rhodes.

			“Nope, nope,” came Rhodes’ voice again, surprisingly calm. As T’Challa watched, War Machine pulled out of his fall and swooped back up to meet the Vision, no longer needed to provide a rescue. “I’ve got it under control.”

			There was a thunderous crash behind him, followed by a choir of screams; the boulder he’d dodged had smashed right through a nearby building. Its passage left an enormous, open crater in its side, providing another view of carnage. There were still civilians present, despite the ongoing evacuation of the city—more lives lost to Graviton’s madness.

			“There are still stragglers in there,” Rhodes said. “Going in to look for injured.” War Machine’s flight path arced, taking him toward the shattered building.

			“Leave them be, Colonel,” his sister said, her tone sober. She’d stayed in Wakanda to use their facilities and monitor from afar. “Rudyarda’s military has the city ninety percent cleared. Let them do their job. Graviton is the problem.”

			“The princess is right,” said the Wasp. “We won’t be able to keep him occupied much longer. He’s got the attention span of a goldfish. Anyone have a plan?”

			T’Challa did have a plan—several, actually. The problem was they all involved lethal force and even more collateral damage. Stopping the threat was paramount, yes, but doing so without further loss of Rudyardan life was the true priority. He glanced one last time at the building he’d unwittingly destroyed.

			Dr. Franklin Hall—the man now calling himself Graviton—stood over Rudyarda as it burned; the canopy of its jungle beyond the city’s perimeter glowed with flame and belched monstrous clouds of smoke into the sky. Huge chasms in the earth had been ripped open, some of them partially filled with the dead. The body count would take weeks and the number would be high, far too high. These were Graviton’s victims.

			Despite T’Challa’s warning, the Rudyardan military had engaged. Graviton had sliced through their ground defenses and crushed their air force quickly. Even now, T’Challa saw how he ripped a fighter jet from the sky and smashed it to bits on the landscape below.

			Municipal cadres had rallied to defend the capital city of Kiplingaard but, really, what was the point? Graviton controlled a fundamental universal force. He could increase or decrease the effect of gravity upon any object of his choosing. And he could use this power to create a force field that was nearly impenetrable.

			The Avengers—Black Panther, the Wasp, Ant-Man, the Vision, and War Machine—were no weaklings, but it would take more than brute force to defeat Graviton. A new stratagem was needed, something elegant and, most important, fast.

			We fight with the claws we have, came his father’s voice in his mind.

			Every minute the Rudyardans fought against Graviton was a quest for survival. The inverted limbs and frozen faces of those lost grew the more that T’Challa surveyed the scene. These people might as well have been toy soldiers assembled for Graviton’s amusement for all the resistance they could offer.

			“My density manipulation powers will allow me to breach his protective field long enough to—” said the Vision.

			“Won’t work,” Shuri cut him off. “As soon as you solidified again to hit him, Graviton would crush you to powder. Next.”

			“My sister is correct. Single strikes, even rapidly delivered, will be insufficient to bring Graviton down. This approach gains nothing but all our useless deaths.”

			“He’s nuts,” said Ant-Man. “But he’s not wrong about his power levels. Anything he sees, anything with mass that’s in range, he can obliterate with a thought.”

			T’Challa leapt onto another floating bit of debris for a better vantage point. Graviton was at the center of the cyclone of rubble.

			“Doctor Hall,” T’Challa bellowed over the din. “Stop this madness! You are harming innocent people!”

			Graviton made an offhand gesture—swatting at an invisible fly—and five slabs, sections of what had been an embassy building, shot toward T’Challa like tiny meteors. In the split second it took him to calculate their vectors and velocities, T’Challa leapt and twisted between them—over, under—until he landed on another flying piece.

			He looked across the capital and saw a land unrecognizable after Graviton’s attack. By the time the Avengers had arrived, the death toll was already in the thousands. Too many, T’Challa thought. And yet he couldn’t stop the deaths from mounting even now. Rudyarda had enough pain and blood in its history, one of enslavement and oppression from which it was finally breaking free.

			“I don’t think he’s listening,” came the voice of the Wasp over their communications link. “If Hank and I weren’t shrunk right now we’d be windshield splatter!”

			As if to directly refute this, the swarm of flying ants under the sway of Ant-Man’s cybernetic helmet blew by his head in a haze of chitters and wings.

			“Speak for yourself!” Hank sounded a little bit harried. “You’ve got your own wings at least!”

			Far below, Graviton stalked toward the Rudyardan Kasteel van Navorsing—their Castle of Research. He gestured again in that same offhand way and sent a hail of stones skyward to T’Challa’s position at ballistic speed. For each one he dodged he was struck by another. But still he moved forward, to stop the killer who’d left this city in ruins.

			“I’d appreciate it if you’d finish this now,” said Shuri. “I’m not concerned about your body but I worked really hard on your habit’s upgrades. If you break it I’ll be weeks in the lab.”

			T’Challa recognized when Shuri fell back on her sarcasm. She was scared, and perhaps he should’ve been, too. Enough hits of this magnitude would eventually wear him down. And a fall from this height, without a fully functional habit, might end him even if the barrage of rubble did not.

			“We’re just lucky he’s easy to distract,” the Wasp chimed in. “As long as he’s focused on fighting us, he’s forgetting why he even came here.”

			A light went on in T’Challa’s mind and, behind his mask, he smiled.

			“That’s it,” he said. “Thank you, Ms. Van Dyne.”

			“Thank me for what?”

			“I now have a plan,” said T’Challa, leaping from one floating section of concrete to another. “Shuri, stand by.”

			Graviton was unhappy. They had actually dared to send this tiny squad of second-string heroes to face him? The audacity. The synthetic fighter—the Vision—was at least reasonably formidable. Its ability to decrease its own mass to near zero was a legitimately interesting conundrum … for about ten seconds. Anything with any mass was his to smash into buildings or hurl into the stratosphere, as the artificial man had learned.

			These others—the soldier in Stark’s borrowed armor, the two insect people, and that second-rate African Captain America Cat Person. Were these the best the world had to throw against him? Where was Thor, damn it? The simple-minded brute The Hulk? Even Stark, whose intellect was overblown to say the least, would’ve been a joy to take down in his state-of-the-art battle armor. But instead he was given this, this facsimile.

			He was Graviton, for God’s sake. His mastery of the fundamental force was absolute and he was due far more respect than this. He could sense them skittering like bugs at the edge of his control field planning some suicidal attack.

			He could feel the Particle Bridge as easily as he felt every person and object in just under a square mile. He had a source who alerted him to its construction, but he didn’t need them to know of its power. He’d been halfway around the world when the normals switched it on, felt it building stronger and lengthier particle chains than he could with his powers. Once he had control of the Rudyardan device, he could extend his reach to the horizon and his grasp to the finest of particles.

			Even gods will tremble before me, he told himself. Even Thor will fall.

			And now, finally, he was poised to take it …

			“I am afraid your way ends here, Dr. Hall.”

			Graviton turned toward the voice to find the cat king of Wakanda, the so-called Black Panther, posed before him as if he weren’t a stick to be snapped. Snorting his disdain, he extended his hand and will. While some of the dust began to swirl around the two of them, nothing else happened. The Black Panther, entirely uncrushed, only studied him in irritating silence. Concentrating, Graviton extended his other hand, applying more of his considerable will to snapping this twig.

			The pavement cracked under them, still the Panther stood. Automobile husks and large chunks of masonry flew at the Panther’s position, smashing into each other like meteors dropping from space. The noise was thunderous. Smoke from the impacts billowed everywhere, obscuring Graviton’s view.

			“A hologram,” Graviton said, finally realizing. “Afraid to face me yourself? Good. Cowardice will keep you alive. Once I’m a god, I might even let you remain king of your speck of a nation.”

			Graviton took a step, obviously meaning to resume his progress toward the Kasteel van Navorsing.

			“Do you know how I became king?” said T’Challa’s hologram.

			“You pulled a sword from a stone?”

			“My father, T’Chaka, was murdered by Ulysses Klaue, a man of science warped by greed, ambition, and entitlement.”

			“You’re trying to draw parallels between me and Klaw?” Graviton didn’t break stride but the implied insult refocused his attention. “The man’s a hack!”

			“Klaw killed my father with a sonic weapon, an attack for which we were ill-prepared,” said the hologram. “I vowed it wouldn’t happen again.”

			“Why do you imagine I care about your pathetic little tragedy?”

			“I studied sonic technology for many years.” The hologram made a motion like pressing a button, and suddenly a high-pitched squeal bored its way into Graviton’s ears. “Specifically, how it might be weaponized.”

			The scream’s pitch rose higher and higher until it was out of any human’s, even Graviton’s, range of perception. It was as if all the sound in the world had suddenly been switched off. All Graviton could hear was the hologram and its damned lecturing tone.

			“Sound is not, in fact, a thing,” it went on. “It’s the result of vibrations moving through different vectors, conductors. Air, water, even rock or metal. Do you know what is an excellent conductor of sound, Dr. Hall?”

			Graviton didn’t respond, of course; he couldn’t. Something had shifted after the hologram stopped talking and now he was too busy howling, soundlessly, falling to his knees on the shattered pavement. His body was in agony. He couldn’t hear the sonics anymore but he could somehow feel them, tearing through his body like wave after wave of steel teeth.

			“Calcium,” said the hologram. “Or, more specifically, human bones.”

			He tried to reach out his hands, send out his gravitational pull, try somehow to stop the infernal pain, but he could barely think. It seemed every atom in his body was spinning, grinding against the other. The weapon, the invisible weapon, whatever it was, was hurting him. Could it kill him? It was so hard to concentrate. He couldn’t even hear his own screams but he could still hear the damned hologram speaking to him, lecturing in that low, growling tone.

			“We never tested it on anything living, of course,” it said. “But we’re pretty sure the pain is ridiculous. Would you agree, Dr. Hall? Is it ridiculous?”

			Graviton’s face contorted in confused rage. “Clever.” He managed to grind out each syllable, fighting the pain to have the last word. His power meant he could make himself heard at least. “So damned clever. You have no idea what’s coming for you.”

			“I’m pretty sure you don’t, either,” said the hologram.

			The image of T’Challa shimmered, flickered, became instead that of a young African woman in an oversized t-shirt and denim jeans. What the hell? As his mind failed to process what he was seeing, the actual Black Panther, the one with his fist raised for a final strike, stepped through the hologram.

			Ah, thought Graviton. I see. Then the punch landed and his whole universe went black.

			The Avengers watched as the S.H.I.E.L.D. Tac-Tech team secured the unconscious Graviton in a portable cryo-chamber and carted him away.

			“Okay,” said Shuri via hologram, “I admit it: I didn’t think that would work.”

			War Machine shrugged and nodded in agreement.

			“It almost did not,” T’Challa said, rubbing his neck.

			“It was a very good plan,” the Vision said, coming to land beside them. “Shuri’s distraction, your diversion, exploiting his sole weakness.”

			“What sole weakness?” Shuri asked.

			“His lack of perspective,” T’Challa said.

			Now that it was over, T’Challa had time to take in the real consequence of Graviton’s assault on this city and its people. The bodies of the fallen were mostly hidden by the wreckage of vehicles and destroyed buildings, but they were there.

			“A good plan,” he said, finally. “If only it hadn’t taken so long.”

			Concrete crumbled from the buildings littering the ground. Land was scorched and tendrils of smoke wafted into the air. Inverted limbs and faces frozen in fear or shock, it was hard to tell which, were too many to count. And the ones who were left? No doubt many were grievously injured. If Graviton hadn’t completely destroyed Rudyarda, he had come so close, so very close. And T’Challa hadn’t stopped him in time for so many.

			So many dead, he thought. So much senseless destruction.

			T’Challa kept taking in the scene around him. This wasn’t Wakanda but it could have been. He thought back to Graviton’s final words on the battlefield: You have no idea what’s coming for you. He wondered if this was only the beginning of their troubles.

		

	


		
			Season 1, Episode 2

			Resurrection
Geoffrey Thorne & Ira Madison III

			“New York is incredible!” yelled Shuri from the back seat as Okoye drove their black town car through the city. “It looks just like it does in the movies!”

			T’Challa sighed at his sister’s exuberance but gave a small smile. He was obliged to go to this fundraiser for the reconstruction of Kiplingaard, but that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it. Their car pulled up to a tall building where a red carpet was already crowded with people T’Challa did not know and likely did not care to. He took in their smiling faces, the incongruity unsettling him in some way. The media, these guests, all were treating this as some sort of gala, a celebration. Was he the only one present mourning Graviton’s victims?

			“Don’t be such a grump, T’Challa.” Shuri frowned, seeing her brother’s cloudy face. “You’ve fought space aliens. You can handle one party.”

			“I don’t like entertaining.”

			“So, don’t.” Shuri nudged him with her shoulder. “Just don’t doom everyone else to heavy sighs and the dark looks. Pretend you know what fun is.” She pushed open the door and emerged from the car, throwing her arms wide to the screaming crowd and the cameras.

			T’Challa leaned forward to speak to Okoye. “Keep the car ready. I plan to end this quickly.”

			“Are you sure you do not want me to go with you, Your Majesty?” asked Okoye.

			“No,” T’Challa said. Okoye and the Dora had a habit of making people uneasy—and a diplomatic fundraiser did not seem like the forum to have them close. “We’ll be fine.”

			As he walked the carpet, T’Challa watched the growing throng of protestors. They stood behind a police barricade just outside the building, holding signs like NO AID FOR APARTHEID! WAKANDA IS A TRAITOR!

			“Traitors,” he said, processing. “Traitors to whom? To what?”

			Shuri crinkled her nose. “They see us as allying with a government that has denied their citizens’ rights for centuries.”

			“That was the old regime,” said T’Challa. “Hanzen’s Unity Party is doing away with all that.”

			“Not fast enough for some,” said Shuri, taking in the protestors as if she were filing away their words and faces in some mental cache.

			As they entered the gala, all eyes turned to T’Challa. Conversations hushed to whispers. Even with other Avengers in the room, like James Rhodes in full ceremonial military dress sipping champagne, or Ant-Man and Wasp, dressed to the nines and enjoying canapes, the Wakandan king was the main event. Eyes, cell phones, and cameras tracked his every move.

			“It’s like Beyoncé arrived,” Shuri said between giggles. “You’re a celebrity!”

			They were quickly met by the Vision, dressed as he always was, who greeted them with a smile.

			“This is quite the gala,” said Vision, inclining his head to where James Rhodes stood, chatting up an attractive woman. “Though, if he goes on, I believe Colonel Rhodes may become intoxicated.”

			As Shuri laughed, snatching a cauliflower fritter from a passing tray, T’Challa caught sight of an unfamiliar woman making a beeline straight for him. She was dressed in a floor-length, shape-complimenting ebony gown that suggestively matched her skin tone. The spell she cast over T’Challa was broken, charmingly, when she nearly stumbled in her heels. The embarrassed smile she gave was a delight; T’Challa found himself grinning, too.

			“King T’Challa. Hello,” the woman said, breathless. “I’m Dr. Miremba Angom, the Rudyardan Minister of Health.”

			T’Challa extended a handshake. “Dr. Angom,” he said. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

			“Please, call me Miremba,” she said, her smile faltering. Likely because T’Challa caught himself staring.

			“My apologies,” he said, softening his gaze. “I had not expected you to be—ah—”

			“African?” She nodded, her smile returning. “I’m Bantu. And, yes, it is extremely unusual for one of us to hold a cabinet position even in this new Rudyarda.”

			“One of Eerste Minister Hanzen’s reforms,” T’Challa said.

			“I assure you, Your Majesty,” she said, “this is not about quotas. I’m more than qualified for the position I hold.”

			“I have no doubt,” said T’Challa and then there was an increasingly awkward silence while the king and the minister stared at each other.

			Shuri cleared her throat. “Excuse me,” she said, putting her arm through Vision’s and pulling him away. “I love computers. You’re basically a computer. I have so many questions.”

			“Rudyarda appreciates all Wakanda has done,” Miremba said. “Is doing.”

			“Not all of Rudyarda,” he said, tilting his head to indicate the throng of protestors still milling and shouting just beyond the windows. Her glance followed his and he noted the smallest of frowns crease her features before it was gone.

			“Rudyarda is a complex nation,” she said, parsing the words. “The Graviton situation is only the latest of our afflictions. Wakanda ignored us for so long, never lifting a finger to stop the colonials or their rule of our tribes. To see you allied with the government now? Well …”

			“Wakanda ignored nothing, Doctor,” he said soberly, keeping the edge from his tone. He well understood the anger and bitterness of many upon learning his people had stood by while Europe ran roughshod over Africa. “Seeing the brutality and unending conflict all across the world, my ancestors chose to protect our people from it. My father changed all that.”

			When T’Chaka opened Wakanda to the larger world he released aid to many neighboring nations, but never Rudyarda. The old king had balked at working with an active Apartheid state; it seemed the Rudyardans—indigenous and colonizer—never forgot.

			Miremba took his hand gently, meeting his eyes. Her grip was firm, warm. He was surprised to find it comforting. A little electric thrill went through his body.

			“I didn’t know your father,” she said. Her voice was softer than it had been, almost kindly. “But I read his books. I watched every recording of his speeches. It was like church for me.”

			“Then you did know him,” he replied. “With T’Chaka there was no difference between the man and the king.”

			“And you?” she said. “Is there a line between them for you, Black Panther?”

			There was a moment where T’Challa felt as if they were in a watercolor painting, surrounded by a sort of heat mirage, blurring the crowd. It was unsettling but not unpleasant. He found himself liking Dr. Miremba.

			“That is an interesting question,” he said eventually. “One no one has ever asked.”

			“I’m sorry.” Her hand withdrew. Her face resumed its polite social mask. “I’ve overstepped. I do that. Pushing into people’s lives when I’ve only just met them.”

			“Not at all, Doctor,” he said, not so happy to resume his own official pose. They’d both felt it and both knew it was inappropriate in this venue. Both took the opportunity to withdraw. “I enjoy new things. Especially questions.”

			“All right, then,” she said. “Shall I introduce you to the outside firm involved in the rebuilding effort?”

			Miremba gestured to a group huddled in a corner near the bar. It was part of the agreement he and Hanzen had come to: a neutral third party to help distribute Wakandan aid and spearhead rebuilding in the country. Rudyarda never would’ve accepted an entirely Wakandan venture. Of all the world’s nations, Rudyarda had been hit hardest by T’Chaka’s revelation of Wakanda’s true nature. For a country built on the myth that its European colonizers were innately superior, the factual superiority of Wakanda had cut them to their cultural core. Thus, Hanzen’s cabinet selected Ruby, Inc., an NGO known for humanitarian relief. All parties found the arrangement satisfactory.

			Miremba led him to the group of Rudyardans and a smattering of Europeans. Miremba directed him toward a woman at the forefront, British from her accent, her mane of blond braids. “Your Majesty, may I present Jennifer Lancaster, Director of Media Relations at Ruby, Inc.”

			Jennifer flashed a set of blindingly white teeth at T’Challa. “Jambo.”

			“Swahili,” T’Challa said. “A Bantu language.”

			“An African greeting to show solidarity and support,” said Jennifer. “The benefits of working with the United Nations. We truly appreciate the resources Wakanda’s provided, Your Majesty. Ruby wouldn’t be able to do the work we’re doing in Rudyarda without your help.”

			“Kuluxanduva lwethu,” he said.

			“I’m sorry?” said Lancaster. “Is that Swahili?”

			“Wakandan,” he said. “It refers to one of the five claws.”

			“I—” Lancaster looked to the others for help but found none. “I don’t think I know that one, Your Majesty.”

			“A pleasure to meet you.”

			“Oh, the pleasure’s mine,” she said. “Perhaps you’d come visit us in Rudyarda to see how well Ruby uses your Wakandan resources.”

			“That was always my intention.” T’Challa forced his smile to remain in place. He wasn’t yet certain if he disliked this Lancaster woman, but he was sure he did not like her. “Perhaps I will bring my sister as well. Princess Shuri would be very interested in …”

			T’Challa trailed off, trying to locate Shuri in the crowd. He spotted her talking with a woman in a dark, smart-looking suit. The woman was brown, taller than average with an athlete’s sleek build. She stood there as if she might instantly spring away in any direction—a fighting stance. Interesting. The slight, nearly imperceptible bulges near her jacket’s right shoulder told him the woman was armed as well. This was concerning as no one but the designated security personnel should have been.

			Though she was in conversation with his sister, the woman’s eyes were focused past Shuri at the protestors outside. T’Challa’s gaze followed hers to the spot where several of the protestors had pushed through the security line toward the large glass windows. One of them had drawn something dark and metal from his waistband.

			“Gun!” the woman yelled.

			Time slowed. Guests and journalists scattered, shadowed by private security and the few plain-clothes police who were present. The waiters, too, were swept up in the exodus. T’Challa surged through them, all his intention on placing himself between Shuri and the violence that now seemed imminent.

			Before he reached her, the unknown woman pushed past his sister, moving for the gunman herself. Her right arm was extended the way it might be if one held a pistol ready to fire. But the woman held no gun—it was her hand itself that gleamed of metal. As T’Challa’s mind puzzled over this, his world became a series of snapshots as several things happened at once.

			A shot rang out.

			Window glass shattered.

			People screamed.

			A bullet deflected off the woman’s metal arm, away from his sister, into the floor.

			Shuri looked startled but was unharmed. The woman had protected her.

			T’Challa changed course, jumping through the broken window after the attempted assassin, who was now making a getaway. He lost sight of the man nearly instantly in the crowd, but he did not need to see him to hunt; he had his scent.

			“Okoye,” he said into his beads, “there has been an attack. Protect Shuri. I am on the shooter.”

			“Yes, my king,” came the low, even voice in his ear. “Ukuzingela okuhle.”

			T’Challa ran, his formal attire reshaping into the form of his habit. This was another sort of official business and it called for the Black Panther.

			The city blurred around him, every window and display a glowing stream of neon color as he locked on the two targets. The first, the American woman, was a few rooftops ahead, jogging, then gliding over intervening streets and alleys by means of what appeared to be a collapsible Starktech stealth wing.

			Interesting …

			The shooter was already out of sight but T’Challa still had his scent. In mid-run, T’Challa coiled and sprang, sailing over the first rooftop and onto the next—landing right beside the woman. Her gliding harness folded down between her shoulder blades as she scrambled across the roof.

			“I take you to be an agent of the Strategic Homeland Intervention, Enforcement, and Logistics Division,” he said, falling into step with her.

			“Stand down, Your Majesty,” she said between breaths. She wasn’t even winded, still running at full speed. This woman was perhaps near the level of the Dora Melaje. Impressive for an outsider. “Let law enforcement—”

			But he was gone, bursting out ahead of her in long arcing leaps. He may have heard the word “showboat” as she dwindled behind him. Amusing. As if justice could be bound by something as spindly as a local ordinance.

			Duty. Knowledge. Honor. Loyalty. Justice, he heard his father whisper from his memory. These are the claws of the Panther Clan.

			Justice would be at the tips of his claws as soon as the runner was brought to ground. T’Challa had got a good look at the man during the ceremony but the details remained oddly hard to lock down. If T’Challa hadn’t seen his exit from the ballroom, hadn’t watched the S.H.I.E.L.D. agent dash to follow, he was sure the man would have faded from his mind like smoke in a wind.

			Which should not be possible, he thought as he landed to crouch on the lip of another rooftop. The embassy was far behind him now, and from his high perch he scanned the area, looking for any hint of something out of place. Sirens screamed far below, emergency vehicles moving past his position—on their way to the embassy, most likely. Automobiles parted to let them pass and the ever-flowing crowd had mostly stopped, watching the commotion. All of them were statues except that one tiny figure darting among the onlookers, threading its way up the boulevard, far too quickly.

			T’Challa pounced. He hit the face of the nearest building, his habit’s Vibranium lacing eating the sound, his Vibranium claws raking deep scars in the stone. Riding his momentum, he slid around the corner to where the stone became glass. Then he was running along the sheer face, perpendicular to the pavement, still so far below. He’d already halved the distance between himself and the shooter.

			He vaulted off the wall, twisting his body in the air to hit the ground in a skid that became a dead run through the crush of New Yorkers. T’Challa surged forward, desperate to put eyes on the shooter again. The faintest tendrils of that phantom scent wafted into his nostrils, leading him into an alley. There, at the far end, stood the attempted assassin.

			“It will be better if you surrender,” said T’Challa.

			The shooter didn’t move. His hawkish mahogany features betrayed no thought, no intention. T’Challa thought he might be petrified, cornered as he was. But the assassin’s eyes were reminiscent of a doll—clear, but seeing nothing. There was no emotion behind them, no fear, no anger or hatred, just … nothing.

			Silent as a statue, the man lunged for him. The attack was so fast, T’Challa only barely managed to dodge clear. He raked his claws down the man’s back in passing, shredding his jacket to confetti along with the flesh beneath. The man spun, smashing his heel into T’Challa’s sternum. The impact sent a sudden, jarring jolt of electricity through him. Some technology meant to disrupt his habit’s functions?

			The man was fast, certainly stronger than human, but his fighting style was little more than that of a street brawler. It was, perhaps, the result of the strange buzzing in his head, the fissures of static running through him each time the assassin’s hands made contact. Try as he might, T’Challa could not clear the static from his brain. Which was why it came as a complete surprise to him when he felt the man’s hands lock tight on his throat and squeeze.

			Focus, T’Challa.

			He brought his arms up between the assassin’s and pushed out, but couldn’t break his grip. The man continued to tighten his hold. The buzzing in his mind and body cut his thoughts. He could feel himself blacking out—

			“Hey!”

			A woman’s voice, angry, commanding, cut into his fugue. The assassin jolted as if struck by something and the grip on T’Challa’s throat vanished. Stumbling back into a crouch, T’Challa forced his mind to clear. He looked up to find the assassin in close combat with the S.H.I.E.L.D. woman who seemed, impossibly, to be holding her own. She danced around each of the man’s attacks only to come right back at him with blow after staggering blow. Though she seemed to favor her right arm, each of her strikes forced the man back.

			“Yo! Cat King!” she said. “This guy’s not going to arrest himself!”

			“Right,” said T’Challa, and sprang.

			He smashed the shooter away from the woman, into the alley wall. Giving him no chance to recover, T’Challa delivered a hurricane of slashes and blows to his chest and face, keeping him off-balance, pinned in the alley’s corner.

			With a great exhalation he clasped his fists and brought them down on the man’s skull. There was thud as Vibranium met flesh and then the would-be assassin was facedown on the ground, done.

			The S.H.I.E.L.D. woman swept in with a set of restraints, deftly snapping them around the assassin’s wrists.

			“You okay there, Panther Man?” she asked.

			“I am.” He exhaled, feeling most if not all of his disorientation subside. “Agent…?”

			“Name’s Knight,” she said. She seemed to be rifling through the man’s pockets. “Misty. And I’m a P.I., not an agent.”

			“Pardon me, Ms. Knight,” T’Challa said. “‘P.I.?’”

			“Private investigator,” she said. “Strictly freelance. Done some work with S.H.I.E.L.D. in the past—that’s how I scored the wings.”

			“So, your presence at the gala was unofficial?” he said.

			“Semi-official, but it wasn’t about you,” she said. “Some high-profile clients were there, so I scored an invite to keep an eye on them.”

			T’Challa smiled. “In any case, you have my thanks for your assistance.”

			“Yeah, you might want to hold off on that. We got a problem.” Her tone turned grim. “I think you just killed this guy.”

			T’Challa had taken lives before, but in self-defense—calculated, and with the intention. He had meant to subdue the assassin, present him to justice. The fight would never have dragged on as it had otherwise. He said as much to Knight who took in his words without comment. Still, the look on her face …

			“It is not possible,” he said.

			“It’s a fact,” said Knight. Her eyes darted toward the open end of the alley, where a crowd had somehow gathered. A crowd with their cell phones raised, recording all of this. “So are they.”

			“I did not kill this man.”

			“You can keep saying that,” she said. “But those cameras are telling another story.”

			He bent next to her, running his fingers over the prone assassin—No, the corpse, he reminded himself. He was certainly dead. It was equally certain that none of T’Challa’s blows had done this. The puzzle of it needed solving but it couldn’t be done here.

			“Shuri,” he said, softly. Immediately her hologram flickered into presence beside them.

			“And you said you didn’t like putting on a show,” she said, taking in the scene. “You’re all over the internet, brother.”

			“Now isn’t the time,” he said, standing and keeping his back to the crowd. “This body needs to be examined, quickly, by people used to … esoteric circumstances. Transport the body to the Avengers tower. Quietly, wena.”

			“When am I not quiet?” The hologram vanished. T’Challa felt Knight’s eyes on him, assessing, judging.

			“This is your play?” she said in an icy tone. “Flash the diplomatic immunity and hustle your butt back to Wakanda?”

			“You imply cowardice,” he said. “And a desire to escape punishment.”

			“Hey,” she said. “If it walks like a duck, man …”

			“Justice will be done,” said T’Challa. “This man is several kinds of mystery. If solving him puts my head under an ax, so be it.”

			“It’s adorable how you think I’m letting you walk out of here.”

			T’Challa watched her flexing her robotic hand and allowed himself a smile. She really was so like a Dora. Duty first, last, always.

			“You mean to prevent me taking the body?”

			“Man, you got a pair on you,” she said but there was a hint of a smile in her voice. “It’s not like I can. You’ve got Avengers authority on top of all the rest.”

			“That is correct.” In fact he hadn’t thought to invoke his status as a member of that team. But Knight was right, at least, for now.

			“Fine,” she said in a tone the let him know it wasn’t. “I got to file a report anyway. It’s not like you can take him home with you.”

			“It might prove challenging at this juncture,” said T’Challa.

			She looked up and down, once, in a manner that could only be described as appraising. She turned and strode off toward the open end of the alley. She stopped after a few steps, turned, and came back to him.

			“Yes, Ms. Knight?”

			She handed him a small cybercard with the names Misty Knight and Colleen Wing on it, and a logo reading Knightwing Investigations.

			“Life you lead, you never know when you might need a good P.I.,” she said. “We’re the best.”

			Then she left him there, alone with the body and the constellation of cellphone flashes.

			“Have you lost your wits, T’Challa?” Karim-Salah, the Birnin Djata Elder, roared. “Bast’s Teeth, what were you thinking?”

			Before he could answer, M’Bali, the Jabari Tribe elder, said, “He was not thinking, of course. He is his father’s child.” T’Challa always found her an unpleasant woman.

			“T’Chaka at least knew better than to hunt openly in Colonizer lands.” That was the Birnin Azzaria Elder, Changamire. The big man seemed to rumble even when he was sitting still, and he rarely sat still. Even now he stalked the perimeter of the council chamber.

			“When T’Chaka chose to open our borders to the Colonizers’ world, he was warned against recklessness,” said Karim-Salah. “Unlike you, your father listened.”

			It was the same old song—T’Chaka’s Mistake, dropping the veil around their once-hidden nation—followed by T’Challa’s Folly, actually forming bonds with the outside world. T’Challa was beginning to wish he’d stayed in New York.

			“Your concerns are noted,” he said when they took a collective pause, presumably to reload. “The situation is being managed.”

			“In what way managed?” growled Changamire. “Have you not seen the Colonizers’ broadcast communications? They present you killing a man. Their intelligentsia imply you are a coward, running home to escape their justice.”

			“Let them chatter,” said T’Challa. “Words are only air.”

			“They will take any excuse to bring war to our borders,” Karim-Salah spat. “If they do, they will not find Wakanda sleeping.”

			“I have told you,” said T’Challa, making every effort to keep his teeth ungritted. “The situation is being managed. That is all there is.”

			“Your pardon, my king, that is not all,” said M’Bali, but she was wrong. T’Challa had already left the chamber.

			Hidden from the open pathways by two leaning trees, T’Challa stood in a little-known corner of the palace—beyond him was an unmatched view of Birnin Zana and the lands beyond. Every building made to fold in seamlessly and harmlessly with the living world. He thought of his father.

			“Wakanda must be the shield of the world,” his father would say. “But to shield them, we must know them. And to know them we must be among them.”

			Even as a child, T’Challa loved that sentiment. After his father’s death it had become his life’s blood. Yet, despite all the clean intentions, he and Wakanda were on the precipice of precisely what his council feared. The council would follow him, of course. They were his people as this was his nation. But for the first time since taking the throne, he was unsure where he was leading them.

			“You won’t find what you want here,” said a honey-soft voice just behind him.

			T’Challa turned from the view, bowing to show respect to the wife of his late father.

			“Hello, Ingonyamakazi,” he said, kissing Ramonda’s cheek. The faint comforting scent of cherry wood wafted over him. What is a mother but she who loves you through childhood, helping to guide the boy to the man? Was that not Ramonda? Though they shared no blood, she was still a mother to him. “If I say, at this moment, what I want is five minutes of my father’s advice, would that make me a poor king?”

			“No more than it makes me a bad widow,” she said with that same sad half-smile. “Neither of us had that man for as long as we’d have liked. Let me guess. The council?”

			T’Challa stared out at the landscape. “Father could always shape them to fit his plans. I wish I knew his secrets.”

			Ramonda smiled. “Well, why not go ask him?”

			The City of the Dead was only twenty leagues from Birnin Zana but, on entering the mist-shrouded environs, T’Challa felt as if he’d travelled a million years in time. The entire world seemed to hold its breath as he stopped his speeder just outside the perimeter and dismounted.

			“Welcome me, ancestors,” he said, letting the mists wrap around him as he strode deeper between the crags. “I am T’Challa, son of T’Chaka, son of Azzuri. The Black Panther. I have need of your wisdom.”

			Perhaps it was the spirits of his ancestors that caused the mists to part, giving him entrance to the catacombs; perhaps it was a trick of the natural environment. In any case the path cleared and he followed it down into the caves below.

			The rough stone gave way to the sculpted likenesses of all the Black Panthers who’d come before him, a lineage of kings and queens reaching back into deepest antiquity.

			Arranged in no order he’d ever been able to discern, yet which had always felt somehow correct, he walked between the parents of his parents and theirs, feeling the weight of all those years.

			The luminescent blossoms of the plant that produced the heart-shaped herb puckered and vined through cracks in the high cave roof, casting their ethereal glow across the space.

			Clad only in the robes and loincloth of a penitent, his bare feet made no noise as he padded along the stone path. Presently he found himself at the feet of the statue of Yemandi, the so-called Wandering Queen. It seemed a fitting place to begin his journey to the Ancestral Plane. She, like his father, had never been content within the safe utopian world of Wakanda. Her eyes had always been set beyond the far horizon.

			“I thank you for your wanderlust, Grandmother,” he said, speaking to the statue as if it really were she. “Perhaps it will be your wisdom I need to navigate these unusual times.”

			He reverently discarded his robes, folding and laying them down on the stone near where he now sat. He took a breath, pulling in the calm of the place, seeking the same serenity in himself. When inner and outer were in synch, harmonized, he would be open to whatever gift or knowledge the ancestors chose to provide.

			He performed the ritual of clearing his mind and opening of his soul.

			But there was nothing.

			T’Challa tried again to access that spiritual weightlessness—longing to be adrift in the memories of all his forebears. The world fell away, as it should, but his sense of self peeled off along with it. Instead of the great wide veld of the Ancestral Plane rising up around him, he was submerged into a dark violence.

			A series of electric jolts ripped through his body like an avalanche of broken glass. He was suffocating in the pain, choking on the infinite black that was the maw of something huge and ravenous. T’Challa screamed into the darkness for aid from his ancestors.

			The void answered in a voice, distant still but familiar: “T’Challa.”

			“T’Challa.” The voice kept calling his name, crooning to him in a sort of rumbling sing-song that promised safety and shelter, and then …

			His eyes were open. He was himself. Not on the ancestral plain, but in the world of the living. And across from him—no ancestral spirit, astral projection, or reverent sculpture—stood his father, in the flesh and blood of T’Challa’s world. On the anniversary of his death, his father had returned.

			“My son,” said T’Chaka, a miracle among them. “I have missed you.”
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			His father stood before him in the sacred cave of catacombs. T’Challa had hoped to visit the Ancestral Plane, but instead an ancestor appeared to come to him on the plane of the living, in the mundane world of stone and soil. How could it be?

			His father’s face was an assault to his senses. Instinctively, T’Challa’s habit gathered around him—humming across his skin with his hitched breath, sealing him inside as if he faced an army. Whoever this stranger was, he wore his father’s face as a mask, a terrible trap. And his smile, half-crooked … perfect! The slope of his shoulders. Even those happy tears across the man’s cheeks felt as authentic as T’Challa’s sharpest childhood memories. What trickster would dare to taunt him this way? And for what purpose?

			“Speak now,” T’Challa said. “Your king commands it.”

			“You see exactly who I am, T’Challa,” the trickster said, his voice’s imitation so perfect that the sound of his own name seared T’Challa’s stomach like acid.

			The stranger outstretched his arms. Did he expect an embrace? More likely, T’Challa would lash out his claws and cleave this man’s head from his shoulders.

			“Identify yourself now, or we will identify your corpse instead. Speak now or die!” He had never uttered those words as king, no matter what his detractors claimed after the shooter in New York dropped dead at his touch—but consequences be damned.

			“I have already spoken, T’Challa,” the man said. “And you see who I am. This is not a trick upon your eyes, nor a failure of your mind. I am T’Chaka.” Then he smiled. “As a boy, you stole my Kimoyo Beads and woke up the entire Council in the dead of night. You said lions had broken into the palace. I hope that satisfies you, eh? I should not like to be put to death again.” Beneath his jest, a hint of disapproval just like …

			T’Chaka. It was T’Chaka! The earth itself seemed to tremor as T’Challa’s heart was reborn with joy and wonder. Until now, he had not realized how much of his own heart had died with his father.

			“You … are dead,” T’Challa said. “We buried you.” He fought away the memory of his father’s blood, which had spilled so freely before his eyes.

			“Yes,” T’Chaka said, and stared down at his own impossible body; if anything, he seemed younger, a bit tighter in the belly, fuller in the face. “I remember … dying. I remember being so angry with myself, wishing to Bast I could undo only fifteen seconds. Ten seconds. I remember my blood drowning my lungs. So, yes … I am more surprised to find myself standing here than you, my son.”

			T’Challa’s armor vanished. He felt like a boy again as he embraced his father, newly returned from his long and mysterious absence. Home again at last. The prickling sensation across his cheek as he hugged T’Chaka felt like entering a new world.

			After he alerted the Council that he was convening an emergency meeting, T’Challa ferried his father back to Birnin Zana, the Golden City, in his personal transport. He knew he must announce T’Chaka’s return at his first opportunity. Though he had walked out of the last meeting in the midst of their complaints, their grievances would seem petty now.

			“I need to see Ramonda,” T’Chaka said as the transport broke through the fog, bringing even more clarity to his father’s unmistakable features, down to the spattering of moles on his cheek.

			“Of course,” T’Challa said. “But duty takes us to the Council first. She will be there.”

			“If she is there,” T’Chaka said, “then it is Ramonda I will go to see. I have no other duties with the Council.”

			T’Challa stared to be sure he understood his father’s meaning. “But you have returned …”

			“T’Chaka has returned, yes,” his father said. “But Wakanda already has its king. A good king,” he added.

			“You don’t know the stories yet, Baba.” T’Challa hadn’t had time to tell his father about his latest difficulties in Rudyarda and then New York. He dreaded revealing to his father how he had tarnished his throne so soon.

			“My son, the story of every leader unfolds one page at a time.”

			As they walked into the Council Hall, T’Chaka did not wait for T’Challa to introduce him. All eyes turned to the former king, now dressed in his resplendent ceremonial robe that draped from his arms like wings. T’Challa had never heard such a commotion. Chairs were upended as people scrambled back in fear. Several members of the Council gasped with shock as one. His father looked only at Ramonda, as if no one else were in the room.

			Ramonda’s face twisted with a blend of confusion, joy, and sharp sorrow as she stood. Her head whipped back to look at T’Challa. “Son …” Ramonda whispered, a gentle begging. In her voice he heard her true message: If this is a lie, release me before I begin to hope.

			T’Challa nodded that it was safe to believe. So she stepped closer to T’Chaka, who grinned with all his teeth.

			“My … love?” Ramonda said. “I cannot trust my eyes, but I trust my heart.”

			His presence electrified the Council Hall, everyone talking at once.

			“Yes, my love,” he said. “I have returned to you.” The others moved aside to let Ramonda and Shuri make their way to him. Shuri hung slightly back, but when T’Chaka and Ramonda kissed, they were the portrait of love itself: joy, sadness, and ardor all at once. Afterward, Ramonda rubbed her lips as if the reunion had been powerful enough to singe her.

			Chaos swelled within the Council chambers, a contrast to the couple’s moving embrace. Dora were stationed discreetly behind decorative fabrics, and three began a rapid advance—either to protect T’Chaka or to put him down.

			“No!” T’Challa instructed the Dora, and they fell back. “This is no trick! This is my father, T’Chaka—he has returned from the dead. I cannot explain how, but he is who he appears to be.”

			“How could you fall for such a flimsy impersonation? Can any actor in a costume fool you?” T’Challa heard Shuri mutter as she made her way closer to T’Chaka. T’Chaka had his arm open to hug his daughter, but her face bore no affection in return. When she snatched a rod-shaped item from her pocket in a flash of motion, T’Challa was worried his sister might have found a weapon … but she only brought out her scanning wand. Of course.

			Laughing, T’Chaka raised his arm higher to allow her to scan him. “As cautious as ever,” he said. “You might have scanned me, too, T’Challa.”

			“I didn’t need to,” T’Challa said. He had relied upon his Panther instincts, as he did now with more and more confidence. “My heart knows. Every instinct in me knows.”

			All eyes watched as Shuri read her wand’s results. She shook her head in disbelief and scanned T’Chaka again. Read the results again. The second time, her face softened until she looked as childlike as T’Challa had felt when he first realized the truth. She gazed up at T’Chaka, moon-eyed.

			“Father …” Shuri said. Her mouth worked, but she could say no more.

			A cheer went up in the hall as T’Chaka hugged both his wife and daughter. Ramonda motioned to T’Challa, and he joined their hug, too—but he kept one eye on the Council. Okoye was posted respectfully at the edge of their huddle, and she did not look pleased, avoiding his gaze. Okoye was not yet a believer, then. She would be—in time.

			Bedlam descended as everyone shouted questions, voices raised with shock and joy. But how could T’Challa blame them? After all, T’Chaka was walking proof that even the most enduring traditions—such as life and death itself—could change.

			After a time, every embrace received and given, every tear wiped dry, a lone voice rang from the wings: “But what does this make of the throne? When so much work has been done to ‘modernize Wakanda,’ and so quickly?”

			Karim-Salah wasn’t courageous enough to speak T’Challa’s name. The intent of his question was obvious, all under the flimsy pretense of defending T’Challa. Karim-Salah’s politics had always been slippery, from both sides of his mouth.

			The room’s buzz of excitement shifted at the mention of the throne, first lower and then more fevered, like a swarm of gnats in T’Challa’s ear.

			Uncertainty clouded every face, and their eyes went to the father and son. The two kings.

			“There is only one Black Panther,” T’Chaka said, his voice raised. “And that is T’Challa.” And he bowed to his son. Even Ramonda’s lips parted with surprise at the sight.

			The skin on T’Challa’s face felt aflame with a mix of both relief … and shame. So odd and obscene that T’Chaka should bring his head low before his son. Bowing was not even a tradition in Wakanda! But the effect upon the Council was immediate: they reaffirmed their fealty to T’Challa with the crossed arms of the Wakanda salute. Yes, T’Challa was the king, however unsteady in the Council’s mind. And with T’Chaka at his side, as both father and counsel, he could build a legacy bigger than both of them. T’Challa’s chest swelled with possibilities.

			“You have no reason to worry, Karim-Salah,” T’Challa said, cleaving the voices to silence. “As you see, there is no challenge to the throne. I am still your king.”

			He felt a tug on his arm.

			Okoye, silent as a cat, had moved beside him and nodded her request to speak to him. Urgency shined in her eyes, so he stepped away from his family to consult with her. “It’s quite a coincidence, don’t you think?” she said. “That your father ‘appears’ precisely at your moment of difficulty with our neighbor?”

			The question irritated T’Challa. It carried an assumption that his emotions clouded his judgment. Worse, he could not say they did not.

			“You saw Shuri’s scan,” T’Challa said quietly. “And I know—it is him.”

			Okoye cast T’Chaka a quick, sour gaze that showed him she did not believe he was T’Chaka at all. Had she shed the love she’d had for her former king and mentor? T’Chaka’s return clearly represented something unknown to her … and dangerous.

			“Even if that is so … do not forget to ask questions, my king. Especially those you may not want the answer to.” Her face pinched with unspoken words. But T’Challa could guess at her thoughts, which were the same ones flaring in the shadows of his mind. How had he come back?

			More importantly … why?

			“He is my father, yes, but I have not lost my senses,” T’Challa told Okoye from behind his teeth, aided by his Beads. “I want those answers more than anyone. And I will have them.”

			At last, Okoye smiled. But the muscles in her spear arm remained tense, etched stone, as they had been since the moment she saw the dead king.

			The Council insisted that T’Chaka should tour Wakanda to give thanks to Bast for the miracle of his return. They agreed, however, that the tour should be in secrecy and happen immediately, as if they were afraid he might vanish. Ramonda fussed over T’Chaka’s traditional clothing and face paint, with a sacred mask modeled after the great Bashenga, who was anointed personally by the goddess Bast. But T’Chaka clearly was disappointed he had no opportunity to catch up with her or Shuri privately.

			“Give the Council what they want,” Ramonda said. “You are the newest face of our national pride, T’Chaka. You remind them who we are.”

			The transport banked alongside the city’s skyscrapers and busy monorail trains full of riders who had no idea that T’Chaka was passing their windows. They flew close to the ever-shining beam from the City of the Dead in the lake encircled by the Golden City. T’Challa felt a chill as he remembered, yet again, But my father was dead. Each moment brought the shock anew.

			“Where should we fly first, my king?” Okoye called from the controls.

			“To the Vibranium mines. I want to show Father the advances to increase the output.”

			Shuri quietly beamed at the mention of the mines, one of her projects, but T’Challa saw something cool in his father’s eyes. “Why do we need to increase production?” T’Chaka said. “Don’t the people have more than they need?”

			Shuri flinched at the question, glancing at T’Challa.

			“The exports,” T’Challa said.

			T’Chaka’s eyes went from cool to fiery, but he did not say more. T’Challa reminded himself that every conversation with his father was laden with potential arguments. And he was relieved to avoid this one, since it led down a path far unhappier than trade debates. T’Chaka had fought to bring Wakanda into the wider world, but he’d also believed that trading Vibranium was crass and could lead to corruption of their nation’s ideals. And wasn’t that already true?

			An alert vibrated T’Challa’s Beads, and he recognized the chime as one of the fellow Avengers. “Excuse me,” he said. Shuri gave him an expectant look as he retreated to a tiny chamber at the rear of the transport for privacy. He felt the bitter, unfamiliar taste of shame, as if he truly had behaved in the murderous fashion of which he had been accused.

			“T’Challa,” came Janet’s voice.

			“Do you have news?” T’Challa asked.

			“No news that will make you happy, I’m afraid,” she said. “He’s a John Doe.”

			“A name!” T’Challa said, an instant before he remembered the odd Americanism denoting an unknown person. He clicked his tongue. “A name … would be helpful. So the dental records yielded no results?”

			“Nothing,” Janet said. “I’ve combed through our international database. He’s a ghost.”

			The term ghost cut at him. T’Challa cursed his decision to leave the body in New York for the sake of appearances and Avengers protocol. Shuri would make quick work of this.

			“I will make arrangements to have the body brought to Wakanda.” This mystery man had dared to attack him and was stronger and faster than he should have been. Almost as strong as a Panther. They needed more information about him, now.

			“That’s pulling a lot of strings,” she said. “As an Avenger, it will look like we think we’re above the law.”

			T’Challa was inclined to agree and remembered the catastrophe in the wake of their fight against Graviton. “Apologies, Janet—if I may. I’ll find another way. The Dora will be responsible for his transport.”

			When Misty Knight answered his call, he was glad to see her appear as if she were sitting before him, although she was at her desk in what looked like a smallish office thousands of miles away. To him, she seemed misplaced. African-Americans often described themselves as feeling lost from their homeland, and he preferred to imagine Misty wearing Dora armor rather than an unadorned leather jacket. He quickly shared what he had learned from Janet about the forensics report.

			“Tough break on the forensics report, Your Majesty,” Misty said. Of course she knew; she had her own network of contacts. “This has gone way past messy to ‘what the hell.’”

			“Agreed,” T’Challa said. “I can’t restore my name and redeem my nation until I know who he is. I need that body.”

			“There’s a lot more than your reputation at stake—maybe,” she said.

			“And ‘maybe’ is a word I do not like,” T’Challa said. “Instead of trying to placate bureaucrats, what if I knew someone in New York who could release that body? Someone with contacts with New York police? Rather than aiming for the head, perhaps I aim for the knees instead? Closer to the ground.”

			“Are you asking for a favor?”

			“I’m merely speaking to a friend, reminiscing over ‘old times.’”

			“Oh—friends?” she said. “Then that friend should stop calling you ‘Your Highness,’ huh?”

			“That friend may call me anything she likes.” 

			Misty laughed, a deep laugh from her throat with an abandon T’Challa envied.

			“No promises,” the investigator said. “But I’ll see what I can do—Panther Man.”

			T’Challa winced. “Correction: you may call me anything except—”

			But she had clicked away. Gone.

			Shuri walked alongside her father as she showed him the mine’s corridors. He wore the hood of his robe low to hide his face.

			“Remarkable!” T’Chaka said, repeating the word at almost every turn, and each time Shuri felt herself flush. With her brother’s blessing, she had led the revitalization and expansion of the mines. Even with Vibranium enhanced clothing, building supplies, household luxuries, vehicles, crafts, and weaponry, large mine tracts had been untouched until Shuri designed the new excavation system.

			Now, newly carved passageways hummed with noise-controlled machinery and opened up into a space so bright and oxygenated with plant life that T’Chaka seemed amazed that he was underground. They passed a crowd of miners laughing at a storyteller entertaining the food stands.

			“The people have never seemed happier,” T’Chaka said.

			“It’s clearly because of me,” Shuri began. “I—”

			“We have ratified a co-op agreement …” T’Challa interrupted her.

			“A what?”

			“A co-operative, Father,” Shuri said. “This is a new model to share in the profits from the mining.” T’Chaka’s face soured at the word profits, and suddenly Shuri wished she’d not been so eager to charge ahead of her more diplomatic brother. “Since … you know … we have reimagined our nation’s role in … world affairs …” She fumbled, looking for assistance from T’Challa, but he only watched her with raised eyebrows, amused. “While we have not profited from Vibranium in the past, commerce is the language of the world, so we must accept future payment or be considered fools. The miners have negotiated a co-op that gives them ownership over a good percentage of the profits as their own family legacies. My slogan is ‘Your Toil—Your Future.’ The funds are theirs whether they choose to remain in Wakanda or join the others.”

			“The others?” T’Chaka asked.

			Again, Shuri realized her flub: her father knew nothing of the new ambassadorial programs that took more Wakandans than ever overseas. “Wakanda is changing, Father,” she said simply. “But not too quickly, I hope.”

			“You do not trouble me, dear daughter,” T’Chaka assured her, glancing toward her brother. T’Chaka touched her cheek. She was so happy with his favor that his fingertip seemed to thrill against her skin. “This is a marvel,” he told Shuri. “You lead like your brother.”

			“Shuri is my most valuable ally on the throne,” T’Challa said. She waited for a mischievous grin or a wink, but his face was earnest. “I only have to say it—or sometimes only think an idea—and she has already set a plan into motion. But her true talent is the ideas she brings to me. Statues will be built honoring her.”

			“Brother, you flatter me!” Shuri said, alarmed. “Are you lightheaded from the trace processing fumes? If so, that’s a breach in the—”

			“He’s speaking his heart,” Ramonda said. “He’s saying what all of us know to be true.”

			“Then, Father, you should know what kind of king your son is …” Shuri said, rushing to match T’Challa’s graciousness, but she faltered because her mind had not yet provided the words. “… He is a visionary misunderstood by the entire world. He is no murderer!” Shuri was surprised by how passionately she’d spoken.

			The entire party stopped in its tracks. The look her brother gave was full of pain and anger. She had thought, or at least hoped, that T’Challa had already told their father about the ongoing nightmare in Rudyarda and then New York. But clearly he had not.

			“‘He … is … no … murderer,’” T’Chaka repeated quietly, drawing out every word so long that it seemed as if she could snatch them all back from the air. “Is this your highest praise as king?” He gazed at T’Challa, his face stone. Ramonda, hearing his tone, suddenly busied herself with a nearby food vendor.

			“Give us a moment,” T’Challa said to Okoye behind them. He patted Shuri’s shoulder, an assurance. And a dismissal. “It’s time Father and I had a word alone.”

			“King’s guard,” Okoye reminded him. “‘Guard’ being the significant function.”

			T’Challa waved her away, annoyed. T’Challa and T’Chaka were already going back the way they had come, walking briskly side by side. T’Challa’s gesturing told Shuri that he had already begun the story. Okoye made a clucking sound, eyeing the two men as they retreated in the passageway.

			“Hayi!” Shuri said. “I didn’t bring it up on purpose. And why are you scowling? Haven’t you heard today is a celebration?”

			“Is it?” Okoye said.

			Anger swelled in Shuri’s chest. “My father has returned!”

			Okoye only hummed in response. Barely audible. Shuri cupped Okoye’s elbow and led her a few paces away from Ramonda’s ears. “What is this about? You saw the scan.”

			“You did, too,” Okoye said. “You ran it twice. Why?”

			“Because …” And her voice trailed off. They both knew the answer: It was impossible.

			“Yes,” Okoye said. “You did not believe your eyes. You were sure there was a mistake. That hasn’t changed, no matter what the scan says.”

			Okoye was right. The joy she felt in her father’s presence had turned to lead, hardening into grief both old and new. She might lose him again! In fact, she would—but perhaps sooner than she might have feared. The behavior of a new and impossible phenomenon could not be predicted except that its end would be as unpredictable as its origins. Tears she had held at bay escaped. Embarrassed, Shuri wiped her eyes dry with her sleeve. “I have an allergy to mine dust.”

			“And I have an allergy to ghosts,” Okoye said. “It’s an allergy many people share.”

			“Meaning what, Okoye? I’ve never known you to speak riddles.”

			“You know I loved your father,” Okoye said. “As did we all. I’m not mocking your tears—but your brother, like you, is enchanted by him.” If Okoye did not know Shuri and T’Challa so well, her frank talk might at times be considered treasonous. “Appearing in public when we do not know how he got here? T’Challa should be under guard with him most of all! We need to know how and why that reconstruction of King T’Chaka—”

			“It’s him! It’s no—”

			“You prefer a ghost to a reconstruction? Call him what you will, but all I know is that his … presence … here is not good for Wakanda. No matter what the Council said, you saw the faces of the Council members. He is also their king. Wakanda is now a beast with two heads. The Council is smiling today … but tomorrow?” She threw up her hand, her gesture for the rare occasions when she held her tongue.

			“I still feel the words you’re hiding, Okoye.”

			“Mutiny,” Okoye said, voice low, momentarily looking away. “That is the word I hate to say or even think, Shuri. I can protect T’Challa from enemies beyond our borders, or an enemy within. But I cannot protect him from the will of his people. No one can.”
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			Superstition
Tananarive Due & Steven Barnes

			Every Wakandan school child knew of Rudyarda’s ruthlessness. At a young age, T’Challa himself had learned the shocking tale: how the Rudyardans had somehow slipped past the defenses. Warrior after warrior had slipped into the country, fighting like madmen with no worry for their lives—or the lives of children. It had happened during his father’s rule and it was almost fitting that T’Chaka should return at the start of a new, different kind of crisis with Rudyarda. Almost as if the crisis itself had summoned him.

			Now it was T’Chaka who listened in studious silence—as T’Challa told the disastrous tale of the damage done to Rudyarda and the dead shooter in New York City.

			By the time the story was finished, their elevator had brought them back to T’Challa’s private entrance to the Vibranium mine. The two emerged into softer natural sunshine. The jungle at this end was snaked by antelope trails through the juniper trees, all in view of the breathtaking rock art that lined the mountainside.

			From this direction, he might be able to see the Rudyardan border if not for the light fog misting the mountain. He felt a sting as he remembered Miremba’s glowing face as she spoke of healing their nations. How could old wounds be healed when new ones were mounting?

			“As you can see …” T’Challa said, “I’ve made quite the mess of diplomacy.”

			“So it seems in today’s light,” T’Chaka said. “But clearly you are not the only one to blame. And I will tell you a story, T’Challa. Perhaps you have heard one version, but hear me to the end … We have an unhappy history with Rudyarda, and I lay much of that history upon my own feet just as you do today.”

			“Your feet?” T’Challa said. He had a distant memory of schoolmates telling him to stick close to the roads or the Rudyardans might snatch him. “They tried to overwhelm us!”

			“Oh, yes, the old story—the invaders came and tried to take our land, but we beat them back and kept Wakanda’s borders safe. Now do you want to hear the truth?”

			T’Challa felt a flash of anger. How could a king not know the “truth” about his own country? “Always, Baba,” T’Challa said, a bit sharply.

			“They were never invaders,” T’Chaka said, his voice grave. “They brought no weapons. Many of them had no proper clothes or shoes. And they came so quickly, like the tide of a mighty ocean. They were not trying to invade us—they were trying to flee.”

			“Flee?” Anger twisted to shock and disillusionment. “What do you mean?”

			“You know Rudyarda’s history,” T’Chaka said. “How it has mistreated its people.” Rudyarda’s borders had been drawn by Boers fleeing South Africa, and many of South Africa’s racist habits had dogged the new nation until the people’s uprisings. “The government cracked down harshly on protesters who wanted liberation from tyranny. I did not know all of the stories then because its propaganda hid the truth from the world—but entire villages were razed. In the southern provinces, they saw no hope except—”

			“Wakanda,” T’Challa said, breathing his nation’s name in a whisper.

			“Despite being hidden—despite the secret travel passages—somehow they knew how to come to our doorstep. They begged us to let them in. But we did not. And far too many died.”

			How was he only now hearing this! Rudyarda was not the only nation deft with its propaganda. “But our schools …”

			T’Chaka sighed. “For me, the most difficult part of rule is appeasement,” he said. “I was a new king, and unsure. Knowing that I was responsible for so many dead kept me awake at night, and I argued before the Council that we should formulate a policy, a procedure, to help our neighbors in need. But the Council had grown only more hardened— ‘You see?’ the elder members said. ‘They would have overrun us! And who will be next?’ So I bowed to the Council’s wishes. The misinformation was a natural outgrowth … I did not create the lies, but I did not stop them.”

			This made T’Challa’s recent horrors with the Avengers in Rudyarda feel all the worse. Rudyarda was struggling to rebuild after so much strife, and Wakanda still was not a true ally. His father’s treasured words rang in his memory: Duty. Knowledge. Honor. Loyalty. Justice. These are the claws of the Panther Clan. But despite his disappointment, T’Challa could not forget who it was he spoke to. “You were just a young man respecting the word of those who had lived longer and seen more,” he said. The words stung his throat. But he felt empathy, too; he knew the challenges of being king.

			“But my rule became the bulwark of the isolationist cause … even when I could hear children’s screams in my sleep. Sometimes I still hear them. I will never forget it. Dead or alive.”

			The phrase chilled him: dead or alive.

			T’Challa knew they could no longer ignore what must be confronted. “We buried you,” he said. “It was the largest funeral in living memory. I saw you die.” Grief tried to rise with the memory, but how could he grieve when his father stood beside him? “How are you here?”

			“I do not know,” T’Chaka said. “And that … frightens me.”

			“Me as well,” T’Challa confessed. “Okoye is beside herself, as if you are a sworn foe—”

			“AND IS HE NOT A FOE?” a man’s voice roared all around them, echoing against the mountain. M’Baku! They had been so careful to hide T’Chaka’s return, but the secret was out. Was there a spy on the Council who had reported it to M’Baku right away? Was Council business so readily shared outside the halls?

			T’Challa’s Panther habit hummed into place, shielding him. By instinct, he stood before his father to protect him. His habit’s sensor revealed twelve hostile figures glowing only twenty yards from them, still hidden in the trees.

			How had they gotten so close? And he had left Okoye behind! He did not know what would happen if T’Chaka sustained mortal injuries now, but he had no desire to learn. If only he hadn’t been so preoccupied—

			“I heard them coming,” T’Chaka whispered through his Beads. “But there was nothing to be done. We shall have an adventure today, it seems.”

			“If only you had a Panther habit,” T’Challa whispered back.

			T’Chaka clucked. “I don’t need it, youngster. I have enough strength from the Herb.”

			“Show yourselves!” T’Challa roared to the trees, as if he were backed by an army.

			Brush rustled as M’Baku and his men and women warriors waded out into the open, all twelve armed and primed for battle with axes and deadly Sengeses. This was a war party, not a diplomatic mission.

			“Warriors of the Jabari tribe!” T’Challa called out, disrespecting M’Baku by looking away from him. “As your king, I, T’Challa, proclaim that you return to your lands. Do not let M’Baku lead you to ruin. You risk banishment—and worse, for any who lays a hand upon us. Turn away now and I will remember this as a greeting party.”

			None of the resolve melted from the faces of the Jabari. “T’Challa,” M’Baku said gently, even as his body was flexed for battle, “it brings us no pleasure to be here, and none of us wishes to lay a hand upon you, our king.”

			To T’Challa’s surprise, M’Baku’s men snapped their arms crossed in a Wakanda salute in unison, a display of sober respect. Even the Dora Milaje could not have done better.

			“Then what is this, M’Baku?” T’Challa said. He was broadcasting his voice to Okoye, and she chirped in his ear right away: “We are three minutes away, my king. Get him talking. M’Baku likes to hear his own voice.”

			M’Baku pointed toward T’Chaka, who stood behind T’Challa’s shoulder. “He does not belong among us.”

			“It is still customary to refer to a past king by his honorific, M’Baku.”

			M’Baku spat. “That king is buried. As you said, the funeral was a spectacle. This … aberration that walks beside you is not worthy of my respect. If you are unable to dispatch him because your heart cannot bear it, that duty falls to the Jabari.”

			Of course. M’Baku was heavily superstitious, and many Jabari believed in demonic possession. The Jabari revered the moment of death as sacred, especially for a warrior. If Okoye were here, she might have felt her loyalties tested by M’Baku’s stance, although for strategic rather than mystical reasons.

			“You have chosen a doomed course,” T’Challa said. “Surely you do not believe this will end with my father in your custody.”

			“No one said anything about custody,” M’Baku said. The fire returned to M’Baku’s eyes when he spoke next. “And you will be free to bury him again.”

			T’Challa’s suit showed him flaring lines on a grid representing the projected path of each of the warriors. The Jabari were mighty but predictable, and in a party of this size they would likely triangulate their attack in twos.

			T’Challa imagined his first cuff against M’Baku’s head as he said, measured, “Then, tell me this: how do you intend to kill the ‘dead?’”

			“In every way we can,” M’Baku said. This next sound from his throat was the Jabaris’ battle cry, and their charge began!

			T’Challa’s fist landed so hard against M’Baku’s head that the sound of it echoed off the tree trunks. The blow sent M’Baku stumbling backward—a blow T’Challa had been tempted to deliver for many years, in fact. M’Baku thought too much of himself. This day, in many ways, had been inevitable.

			“Stay behind me!” T’Challa reminded his father. His body torqued right and left as he avoided warriors’ blows with their axes and slashes. T’Chaka was already heaving a man over his head, sending him flying into a tree trunk. The young man writhed and screamed, his weapons lost and forgotten.

			“I didn’t mean to throw him so hard,” T’Chaka confided to T’Challa, mournful, as he ducked an axe’s swing and kicked his attacker’s midsection hard enough to crumple her.

			“Shuri will fix him,” T’Challa said. “So he can stand trial.”

			They moved swiftly, of one mind, standing back to back to form an impenetrable wall of protection—T’Chaka’s jabs and parries slowing their attackers, and T’Challa’s jolts from his suit knocking them unconscious at a mere touch. The air smelled like singed skin and the stink of fear as, one by one, the Jabari fighters realized they were hopelessly outmatched. They were fighting two Panthers!

			Except for M’Baku. He possessed superhuman strength, and T’Challa saw his father stagger back from a mighty blow. For an instant, he feared his father’s neck might be broken, but T’Chaka recovered quickly. He scaled the base of a tree trunk to give himself enough height, then leapt to land on M’Baku’s back. Meanwhile T’Challa wielded the power of his suit in a strike across M’Baku’s jaw. If M’Baku were any other man, his mandible would have detached from his skull—but his enhanced tendons allowed little injury.

			With a roar, M’Baku flailed in hopes of shaking T’Chaka off him. Finally, he backed up against the tree to crush the old Panther, but T’Chaka leapt away—and M’Baku only drove himself into it. The tree cracked from the Jabari’s weight and the power of his charge.

			“Never appoint yourself to meddle in the affairs of my rule!” T’Challa said, shocking M’Baku with enough of a laser charge to take down an elephant. He was afraid the charge would be strong enough to harm T’Chaka, but his father showed no sign of pain. Likewise, M’Baku only shook his head and sprang after T’Chaka, singularly focused on him.

			“It gives me no pleasure!” M’Baku said again. “Look at the cost to me! It is necessary.”

			With a cry, M’Baku wrapped his arms around T’Chaka in a crushing hug that stole his father’s breath. T’Challa increased his voltage and shocked M’Baku again, hoping his father’s enhanced strength from the Herb would protect him from the second-hand charge. T’Chaka jittered slightly, his teeth gritted, but M’Baku only cried out and swung around to try to smash T’Chaka’s skull into the trunk of a juniper tree. T’Chaka averted the collision by kicking away from the tree trunk. How could M’Baku still be on his feet?

			“Still sixty seconds away,” Okoye’s voice said in T’Challa’s ear.

			“Don’t make me kill you!” T’Challa said, realizing he was negotiating for M’Baku’s life. Was M’Baku out of his senses enough to think he could try to murder T’Chaka and still live beyond this moment?

			“Sooner … is … better,” T’Chaka wheezed, still trapped with his arms at his side in M’Baku’s iron grip.

			Even now, M’Baku’s sense of duty—to risk his warriors and his life to protect his reign—felt oddly touching to T’Challa. So misplaced, but exactly the kind of warrior T’Challa needed.

			T’Challa retracted his helmet so M’Baku could see his impending death in his eyes. And M’Baku saw: if he did not release T’Chaka, in seconds he would become an ancestor.

			M’Baku’s chest heaved with his effort. With a scream of frustration, M’Baku let T’Chaka go, the fight gone from him. After another jolt from T’Challa, M’Baku fell unconscious to the forest floor.

			“That he even dared,” T’Challa said. M’Baku never would have attempted such an affront to his father’s rule, such a disrespectful attack. “I should banish him.” But even as he said it, T’Challa mourned what a tremendous loss to Wakanda M’Baku would be.

			T’Chaka clucked. “There is another remedy, I suspect. The Jabari are not easily cleaved from their beliefs. To him, I am a walking obscenity.”

			And to Okoye, T’Challa thought.

			At that, the Dora regiment arrived with the thunder of running feet. They only slowed when they saw the collection of unconscious or moaning warriors around them, swarming over the half-conscious warriors to subdue them.

			“Baba?” he said quietly to T’Chaka. “Are you all right?”

			His father nodded with a grin, although one of his teeth was spotted with blood. “A worthy adversary is worth a few bruises,” T’Chaka said cheerfully, touching his tender gum.

			Okoye gave T’Challa a questioning look, just as an urgent call came through.

			MIREMBA, the display read. A call from Rudyarda! T’Challa staved off Okoye’s curiosity by raising his hand, ducking a few steps to the side for privacy.

			“Yes, Madame Minister,” T’Challa said.

			She appeared on the hologram call and he knew from her pursed lips that she, too, did not bring good news. Her face was mapped with all the wrongs of the past between their nations. Had the body of the man he killed been identified to tarnish him further? For a moment, the combination of his regrets and her tragic regalness stilled his tongue. He wished he could give her comfort, but he only seemed to bring her pain.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			Instead of answering, her face flickered away and she showed him an inferno of burning buildings at an industrial site. Thick black smoke choked the air.

			“What has happened?” T’Challa said. Was he now at war?

			“That is our geothermal plant,” she said. “The one Wakanda partnered with Ruby to build. Or it was, I should say.”

			“Who attacked it?” he said. Okoye sidled closer to hear the report. War after all!

			“No one attacked it,” Minister Miremba said. “It malfunctioned. We’re only lucky Vibranium carries no radiation, otherwise we might have a Chernobyl on our hands. But as you can see, the plant has blown itself up. And our capital is without lights.”

			“It can’t be,” T’Challa said. That plant was powered with Wakandan technology. All of Wakanda was powered on such plants of Shuri’s design, and one had never malfunctioned!

			But the smoke billowing on his screen from Rudyarda told another tale.

			T’Challa had never spent so much time in front of television screens. As a boy, from time to time he’d been allowed to watch an African-American comedy show or documentary, but T’Chaka had decreed that television was a waste of time.

			Now, Shuri had appointed the royal viewing room with theater-style seating in reclining chairs, with an oversized screen in front of them and smaller screens lining the walls. All of the screens were tuned to the burning plant in Rudyarda, where the smoke had cast a haze over the capital city of Kiplingaard. An alphabet soup of the world’s major networks televised the upcoming press conference live. WAKANDA PLANT UP IN SMOKE, the streaming chyron read. Ruby was being asked to account for the fire, and T’Challa did not expect them to claim the fault was theirs. But what would they say?

			Never before had T’Challa felt so vulnerable to the words and actions of strangers. He never should have returned to Wakanda like a guilty man. He should have overseen the identification of the shooter himself, appearances be damned.

			“Please sit down, brother. Your pacing is making me dizzy,” Shuri said. “The press conference is starting!”

			Jennifer Lancaster’s face filled every screen in the room: the odd Ruby spokesperson he had met in New York. He could not expect protection at her hands, certainly.

			Lancaster’s voice tremored as she spoke. “We at Ruby Corporation express our great sadness at this tragic event—which has taken three workers’ lives …” Casualties! Minister Miremba had not mentioned casualties. T’Challa heard his father sigh behind him, no doubt chronicling more dead he blamed on Wakanda; and, by extension, on himself, perhaps.

			“It is especially horrid that this should occur on the heels of the recent difficulty caused by the Graviton Incident, after so much loss and pain,” Lancaster continued. “This is the hard work of new relationships—to acknowledge defeats while still aiming toward tomorrow’s victories. We promise the great citizens of Rudyarda and the entire watching world that we will not rest until we understand how this could have happened.”

			Lancaster’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she seemed to stare straight at T’Challa. “Ruby Corporation is many things, but it is not a technological innovator on the scale necessary for this ambitious project. Although it’s very important that no one jump to conclusions …” Here it comes, T’Challa thought. “… This new plant was powered by newly discovered technologies provided to us exclusively by Wakanda.”

			At the mention of Wakanda, reporters’ hands shot up as they shouted questions.

			The largest TV’s chyron abruptly changed: WAKANDA FOREVER TO BLAME?

			“Hayibo!” Shuri complained. “This colonizer tells lies and the media makes a joke of us.”

			“Lancaster is making us far worse than a joke,” T’Challa said. He felt foolish. Had he learned nothing from history?

			“This is outrageous,” Ramonda said from where she sat beside T’Chaka, never far from him, as if he might vanish from her sight at any time. “Wakanda is being sacrificed at the altar.”

			Flustered, Shuri began: “My specs were—”

			“Of course it wasn’t the tech,” T’Challa cut her off gently. “We know you ran exhaustive testing.”

			He shut off the monitors with the control switch, every screen flaring and then dark. This was too much. On the same day as his father’s return, Wakanda faced unprecedented scrutiny from the eyes of the world. And unprecedented shame. Only now did T’Challa realize how much comfort he had drawn from the simple knowledge that his father had never lived to see his nation, or his son, shamed. All at once that was no longer true.

			T’Chaka knew his son’s heart, naturally. He smiled at T’Challa and draped his palm over his hand to reassure him. A jolt of dread almost like electricity shot across T’Challa’s skin. Did he not believe he deserved his father’s comforting? T’Challa had to fight not to pull his hand away. He was relieved when T’Chaka finally lifted his palm.

			“I haven’t been formally asked, but I have an opinion to offer the king,” T’Chaka said. “You may have heard me tell the story of the man who finds a snake in his garden. He refuses to kill it because it’s just a small, harmless thing …”

			Yes, T’Challa and his sister both knew the rest well. T’Challa met Shuri’s eyes as she mouthed the rest with T’Challa: “But a year later the snake, having grown fat and strong off the farmer’s land, came back and killed him in his sleep.”

			This was their father. There was no doubt of it.

			“Good—then you know what happens when you let a small problem grow.”

			Yes, he must confront his problems in Rudyarda head on, not in hiding.

			But T’Chaka’s story had a deeper meaning that troubled T’Challa more. His father was here before him, but he had also died, presenting two realities that did not match. It was a dilemma that would not shrink with time. It would, in fact, only grow bigger like the very snake in T’Chaka’s story.

			T’Challa could not let himself forget how his very skin had recoiled at his dear, dead father’s touch.

		

	


		
			Season 1, Episode 5

			Hero Turned Villain
Mohale Mashigo

			T’Challa didn’t know how distracted he was until he felt the crack of Okoye’s right fist meeting his left cheekbone. The taste of blood filled his mouth. Okoye paused for a second to evaluate as T’Challa rubbed his cheek.

			“Just a scratch, my King?” she asked coolly. She knew as well as he did that he wasn’t truly injured. The gym was equipped with one of his scanners; it monitored heart rate, adrenaline, blood sugar, and any possible anomalies. It was not his body that troubled him. It was his mind.

			“I’m fine. Let’s continue,” he told her.

			In truth T’Challa was not fine. He had lost focus. His understanding of the world no longer made sense—everything was fluid and there was nothing to hold on to. His dead father was alive, Wakanda was being blamed for the Rudyarda explosion, and he’d been painted as a murderer. A small ball of uncertainty grew larger the more things unraveled. Wakanda had always been his certain place: an anchor that gave him the confidence to move through the world as a king and protector of the helpless. Now he was struggling to get out of his noisy mind and let his body do what it did best.

			Good thing I didn’t suggest a Basotho Stick Fighting session, otherwise Shuri would have needed to patch my face back together.

			Stick Fighting required speed and an ability to anticipate your opponent’s next move, otherwise they could crack your head open or break bones with one of the two wooden canes they carried.

			The air-conditioning units in the gym made the air cooler, but both Okoye and T’Challa felt the burn in their arms and legs. It was one of those days when the summer heat made people feel like they had forgotten how to breathe. Everything was laborious—walking, talking, even speaking. Okoye nudged T’Challa with her shoulder.

			“Are you listening, Kumkani?” she asked as he stumbled backward. He quickly regained his balance and managed to sneak in a hook. They jabbed, ducked, and blocked—challenging each other in the ring. “We need to know how he came back.”

			It was like her to question everything; it was why her counsel was valuable. But she demanded answers too immediately. Even when she was younger, Okoye would assess her opponents from the corner of her eye and then debate until they were begging for a ceasefire. The fire hadn’t died but she had found a way to rein it in until there was a reason to summon it.

			He avoided her left hook. “Just give me time to think …”

			Okoye’s arms glowed with sweat. She had boxed him into a corner, and he grew frustrated by it.

			“The longer we wait, the more difficult it will be to investigate.” Her left jab came close to his face, distracting him from seeing the roundhouse kick that followed and knocked him down.

			She extended a hand to help him up. “Shuri is already too attached to him,” she added.

			Shuri isn’t the only one, T’Challa thought. He could hear his heartbeat in his ears as he caught his breath.

			They would’ve gone another round if Okoye’s Kimoyo Beads hadn’t alerted her to a call.

			T’Challa saw no need to wear his during training sessions. Yet another thing the Council frowned upon. They never failed to remind him how previous kings, especially his father, did things.

			A king cannot be out of reach. A king should never be seen in public dressed like that. A king does not get distracted by his American friends. A king must not leave the country with no security.

			The same group of elders left Rudyardan refugees to suffer, instead of taking them in and giving them a chance at a life free from oppression and violence. Was this the council he needed to keep? Could he respect their philosophy, their morality?

			“Duty. Knowledge. Honor. Loyalty. Justice,” he heard his father whisper from his memory. “These are the claws of the Panther Clan.”

			A grave injustice had occurred. Yet he could barely focus, mourn what could’ve been. What he needed was solutions. Rudyarda, the New York incident, and his resurrected father all required time and strategy to solve.

			Okoye gave T’Challa a towel and his Kimoyo Beads.

			“There is an American here for you. A certain Miss Knight. I’m told she landed a few minutes ago and is waiting in the pavilion.”

			At the mention of Misty, T’Challa quickly wiped the sweat off his chest and face. He put a shirt on and smelled himself. Okoye shook her head, unamused.

			“I’m certain Miss Knight has been around tougher and smellier men during her days as a police officer.”

			T’Challa thought he could hear an edge of laughter in her voice. The tension in his shoulders dissolved. “Is this how you talk to your king?” he asked as they exited the gym. He heard her laughter down the hall.

			“Nothing but respect for my king,” she shouted.

			A bulky mahogany table took up the center of the room: the tabletop had gold designs that were similar to X’s and O’s. It looked out of place surrounded by pale blue chairs designed by Shuri. All the windows were fitted with white blinds that kept the sun out without obscuring the view of Queen Ramonda’s roofless greenhouse.

			T’Challa wished he had more time to change but he didn’t want to keep his American guest waiting. She walked between the two Dora Milaje escorting her, with another following close behind—matching the Dora Milaje in strength, stride, and precision of movement.

			“Panther Man,” she said as she approached. “The package you asked for is being sent to your lab. And it was no walk in the park to retrieve.”

			The package in question was the John Doe shooter from New York, and the implication was clear: he owed her. It likely took hours of negotiating, calling in favors, and speaking to unsavory characters to get that corpse to Wakanda.

			T’Challa nodded. “I am in your debt.”

			Okoye appeared at the door, dismissed the three Doras, and gave Misty a quick nod. “I’ll escort you to the lab now,” she said.

			Okoye stepped out of the room, likely expecting Misty to follow. But the American woman lingered at the door, looking down thoughtfully.

			“I saw the press conference. I guess it was bound to happen,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. When the light hit her bionic arm lines of gold danced above her. T’Challa moved his attention from the enchanting gold on the ceiling back to Misty.

			He sensed the pity she felt for him, that this was an attempt to comfort. But people rarely pitied him, and he didn’t know how to react. After his father died, people felt sorry for him, but it was also colored with covetousness: a poor orphan who was also lucky enough to be the next king.

			“What do you mean?”

			“The whole hero-turned-villain look.”

			“I never thought of myself as either,” T’Challa said. He was a king and a Panther. There was a moral code outside the simplistic ideas of good and bad.

			Misty shrugged. “People want a front-row seat to the demise of something great. And the media is just giving them what they want. But no one is interested in the truth.”

			“And what is the truth?”

			“You tell me.”

			Her smile would’ve disarmed him—but he felt weighted by her words. T’Challa thought back to the conversation he had with his father at the mines. The Council had convinced the young T’Chaka to ignore the cries of his neighbors, to protect Wakanda. And while Wakandans were being told tales of neighbors who wanted to take over the land, the truth was Wakanda turned away refugees in desperate need of a new home. T’Challa was part of that legacy whether he liked it or not.

			Misty sensed his disquiet and filled in the silence.

			“You know, growing up in Harlem there were many people looking for a savior—desperation does that to people.” As she spoke, T’Challa sensed a certain vulnerability.

			“One night my Aunt Nancy got mugged. I wasn’t supposed to be up, but I heard her when she got home. She banged her fist on the table and muttered, ‘I’ve had enough. This is enough.’ Two weeks later Aunt Nancy had gathered a group of her friends to start what she called The Night Walk.

			“The women walked in groups from work and personally drove young children and old people home at night. You should have seen them with their baseball bats, tennis racquets, umbrellas, and rakes. There were even rumors of guns in purses! It made women and children in the neighborhood feel a little safer.”

			“But?” T’Challa said, more to himself than Misty. He didn’t want her to stop talking.

			“But men in the neighborhood got agitated because the streets weren’t theirs anymore. The Night Walk women were called all kinds of names. Next thing you know the police are involved, telling these women they’re the ones breaking the law. And a lot of people outside the neighborhood got to thinking these women were up to no good. Criminals. So the arc from hero to villain is just a matter of time and opinion.”

			“This is not how it was supposed to happen. I wanted to help.” T’Challa leaned on the mahogany desk behind him and sighed.

			Misty stood up straight. “Help when you can. But the balance is knowing you can’t be everything to everyone. That’s how you lose.”

			Had his father achieved that balance?

			“This is something that kings before me have struggled with. I have to trust that there is a balance in all of this.”

			When his Kimoyo Beads flashed pale blue, he saw the incoming call and his stomach dropped. It was Miremba Angom, the Rudyardan Minister of Health.

			“I have to take this.” He hadn’t spoken to her since the geothermal plant explosion earlier that day.

			Misty nodded. She walked out and followed Okoye, who was waiting outside in the passage. The door closed behind them.

			In the hologram, Miremba wore a yellow blouse and her hair was cut shorter than when he last saw her. The minister was agitated: T’Challa braced himself. The past few days had been nothing but bad news, what more could have gone wrong?

			“I have never in my life dealt with such incompetence and sabotage,” she said, foregoing greetings and niceties. “We acted in good faith and Ruby clearly doesn’t know what that means. How do they have a press conference without letting us know?”

			“Madame Minister, first, please accept my condolences for the lives needlessly lost.” T’Challa’s thoughts returned to the first time he saw images of the blast.

			“Despite what Ruby would have the world believe, I know Wakanda is not responsible for the explosion. We would have never accepted help from you if we had any doubts about your technology. Ruby was brought in as a mediator and partner.” Miremba looked down at her hands and her face changed from agitated to somber.

			“I …” Miremba cleared her throat. “I can’t help but feel guilty because I brought Ruby on board. I vetted them myself and now …”

			“Madame Minister, a good leader steps up even when it is not their fault. It is what separates good leaders from the mediocre ones. You are correct about the press conference: it was an ambush.”

			“They took over the narrative and probably aren’t expecting us to fight back.”

			T’Challa sat up straight when he heard the word “fight.” He was not a king who wanted to lead his people into a war. Rich men started wars and then moved to another country when the smell of rot became unbearable. He was not going to be one of those leaders.

			“We need to confront Ruby before it becomes a bigger problem. They are not in charge. We need to remind them.”

			“My father said the same thing.” Confusion flashed across the minister’s face. T’Challa quickly corrected his error. “I mean, he would have said the same thing.”

			“Your father was a wise man.”

			There was potential for the whole thing to fall apart, T’Challa knew that, but his father’s advice and Miremba’s suggestion made it clear that inaction was far worse. He did not want Ruby to become a snake that would one day come back and destroy him when he could take care of it right now.

			“Madame Minister, I have to visit the geothermal station as soon as possible. I have to see what happened, for myself.”

			“I’ll meet you there, Your Highness,” Miremba said.

			It would be a quick flight to the neighboring country. T’Challa decided to go by himself and assess the situation. Tensions were already high, no need to show up with a military retinue. He would show his father and the Council this was nothing he couldn’t handle.

			“Ah! Ms. Knight!” Princess Shuri said, as Misty and Okoye entered the lab. She stood over John Doe. “I was wondering where you’d gone. The dead man got here before you.” Shuri picked up a wand and laughed at her own joke.

			“I was held up talking to T’Ch … uhmm, the king.”

			Shuri scanned the corpse as Misty and Okoye looked on. She narrowed her eyes while she read the information on her scanner.

			Her eyes widened. “This can’t be right.” She ran the device over John Doe again. “Was this body stored properly?” Shuri asked Misty.

			“Why do you ask?”

			“He looks fine on the outside, but my scan tells me that his skin began decomposing before he died. Do you see any decomposition?”

			“No. How is that possible?” Okoye asked.

			“I plan on finding out.” Shuri took a skin tissue sample to examine under a microscope. Okoye turned her back on the procedure.

			“A fierce warrior until a needle is involved,” Shuri mused. “It’s okay, Okoye, you can turn around. I’m finished now.” She pointed to a hologram displaying what was under the microscope and explained that John Doe had been dead for at least a week.

			“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but there seems to be some kind of magic—”

			“Magic?” Okoye said, interrupting Shuri.

			“Magic or enchantment that masks his decomposition to the naked eye. This man has been dead for about a week.”

			“That’s impossible. Dead men don’t run around cities trying to shoot people,” Misty said.

			It occurred to Shuri that she had just spent the afternoon with a man who had supposedly been dead for years. In her mind, her father’s case was different; he was not an abomination but a gift from the gods. T’Chaka was the same sweet father he had been before he was taken away from his family. Besides, she had scanned her father, had she not? Twice! Although magic was always tricky. Perhaps the magic was stronger on a still-undead subject. Perhaps strong enough to evade even her scans. Perhaps … perhaps …

			“A week? Isn’t that about the same time as the Rudyarda thing?” Misty echoed Okoye’s thoughts.

			Shuri took another sample to be sure. “One sample is a weird occurrence, two is the truth, and three is science.”

			“So we have one: the dead man on the table. And two: the dead man in the palace …” Misty said. The implication was clear to both Okoye and Shuri. Okoye’s face was difficult to read, but Shuri couldn’t conceal her irritation.

			“What exactly are you talking about?”

			“S.H.I.E.L.D. has a way of knowing things. You can’t keep a formerly dead king a secret. It’s too big,” was Misty’s short answer.

			“Do you think the two cases are related?” Okoye asked.

			Shuri gasped. She had considered the similarities, surely. She was a scientist, after all. But she couldn’t believe Okoye had dared to suggest such a thing out loud. It carried weight and accusation to voice such thoughts—as if her father were the same as the zombie man in the lab.

			“Does this not seem like a reasonable deduction? A dead king comes back to life alongside a dead man who attempts to assassinate T’Challa?” Okoye continued.

			“My father will not be grouped with the likes of this man.” Shuri gestured to the corpse. “My father was not a bad man when he was alive; why would he return as one? Why would he be anything like the man who tried to kill his son?”

			“Shall we cut him open and find out?”

			“Okoye, you dare to speak like that about your king!”

			“There is only one king now, and it is not your father!” Okoye shot back.

			“Hang on, now,” Misty said. “There are way too many sharp objects in the lab that could be used as weapons and I have a feeling both of you are highly trained fighters who could do real damage.”

			They continued to glare at each other, but both kept still. Shuri had lost her father and now he was finally back. There was still so much she wanted to show him about Wakanda and her life. He was so proud of her when he saw how her work had transformed life for all Wakandans. He hadn’t yet seen the lab that she built from scratch or seen his daughter in command of it. Why did they want to deprive her of that? Cruel!

			“Shuri, given the timing of his return, perhaps whatever brought him here is related. No one is saying he’s a bad guy, though. I’m also not ruling out that there could be something in your ancient texts that could explain your father’s return or perhaps the enchantment you spoke about.”

			Shuri spun toward Misty. “What do you know about Wakanda’s ancient texts? They have nothing to do with you or this case! I’m not going to entertain this conversation any further.”

			She rushed out so fast she almost collided with her father. Her heart dropped. She hoped he hadn’t heard their conversation

			“Who is that?” T’Chaka asked, looking inside the lab at Misty.

			“A friend who is helping Brother with something.” She hated keeping secrets from her father, but she had already blabbed about her brother’s international problems during the mine tour. T’Chaka’s eyes moved from Misty to Okoye to the corpse.

			“What’s this business about cutting me open?”

		

	


		
			Season 1, Episode 6

			Rage
Mohale Mashigo

			T’Challa’s mind wandered to places of doubt and guilt. The endless blue sky usually calmed him but there was too much noise in his head. The thought of facing Miremba unnerved him. What condolence could he give the Rudyardan Minister of Health after things had gone so horribly?

			After a moment, he sat in the feeling and let it turn his stomach into knots and stones. For the first time since his father came back, T’Challa realized how tired he was. His eyelids felt like sandpaper against his eyes; it was as though all his angst had landed on his shoulders and hardened. Being king was never easy, yet the past few days made even the simplest tasks appear insurmountable. He would make quick work of the visit: he’d inspect the geothermal station, assess the damage, get an update from Ruby, and head back home to work on a plan of action.

			Stepping out of the jet in Rudyarda instantly reminded T’Challa of his previous trip—the havoc Graviton wreaked, and how he and the Avengers hadn’t stopped him in time.

			Miremba was on the tarmac flanked by two bodyguards. The trio stood next to a black SUV. Her royal blue suit was fitting of a government minister; she exuded power. She embraced T’Challa as though they were long-lost friends reunited after many years. Her hands moved from his shoulders and quickly slid down his arms. It was a touch overfamiliar, but the moment was over before T’Challa could object, and he could not deny the spark he felt at her touch.

			“I’m so glad you’re here, Your Highness. I don’t know if I could do this without you. Please follow Adamu to the other side of the car.”

			T’Challa followed the bodyguard, who turned out to be a driver as well, and climbed into the backseat next to Miremba.

			She informed T’Challa the trip would take at least thirty minutes. The driver in front nodded in the affirmative. The blue lights on the roof let people know that it was an official vehicle, so they should gain the right of way.

			The trees and people of Rudyarda were all blurs for most of the trip. The streets were littered with purple flowers from jacaranda trees. This tree was not native to Rudyarda—the apartheid government insisted on planting as many of them as possible. It reminded them of home: in spring and summer the city of Johannesburg was covered in purple flowers.

			It was evident that the country was still in recovery and there was still a lot of work to be done. Potholes littered the street. A few men wearing threadbare t-shirts sat barefoot in the shade of the trees. So many things about the city told a story of a young democracy building infrastructure for all of its citizens. There was a buzz in the city center, lots of development and construction. The high-rise buildings cropping up were a promise of a better life for those in need.

			“These two buildings here are going to be mixed-income apartments. There are many people who need homes and others working in the city who cannot afford to live here. Transport costs are too high.”

			“We would be happy to share insights on our public transport in Wakanda,” T’Challa said without thinking. Miremba gave a weak smile.

			“Your insights would need to be accompanied by a lot of Vibranium and Wakandan technology.”

			T’Challa didn’t know whether to smile back or apologize. He got the distinct feeling there was poison beneath the supposed joke. He couldn’t help but wonder how different the scene in front of him would have been had his father actually helped the people of Rudyarda when he was king.

			“Do you know that our fathers knew each other?” Miremba asked suddenly. T’Challa raised his eyebrows, encouraging her to continue. He hoped she didn’t sense his surprise or fear.

			“I really admired him,” she went on. “My father spoke about him all the time.”

			T’Challa dared not exhale too loudly when he heard the word “admired.” It was rare to hear people speak of his father outside isolated Wakanda. Wakandans hadn’t existed in the public imagination for many years. Even when they left the continent for education, most people were not sure where in Africa they were from. “Africa” was a satisfactory enough answer for most people.

			“How did our fathers know each other?” he asked.

			Miremba smiled. “They were friends during King T’Chaka’s time outside Wakanda,” she said. “My father was a freedom fighter who fought against the apartheid regime.” The smile slowly faded as she looked out the window. “He died before he saw the fall of the cruel dictatorship. He never got to experience democracy in his lifetime.”

			It suddenly occurred to T’Challa who her father was. Why was it not obvious to him all this time? Angom was a common enough name, but she had the same piercing eyes and gap-toothed smile as her father. The apartheid government of Rudyarda considered him a terrorist for fighting for the liberation of his country.

			Growing up, T’Challa couldn’t reconcile Kasozi Angom’s smiling face in his history books with a terrorist. Terrorists were the Rudyardans who tried to force their way into Wakanda and take their land. He had been too young to understand the connection between the image in his mind and the everyday reality created by the apartheid government. T’Challa wondered what kind of relationship their fathers had that would make Kasozi Angom admire his father.

			“Your father is the Kasozi Angom?” The mention of his name brought back Miremba’s smile and she nodded.

			“Yes,” she said.

			All the TV reports T’Challa had seen failed to capture the extent of the damage at the power station; smoke still emitted from one part of the southern building. All that remained were a few bricks plus the charred ground where the explosion happened. The windows of the northern building had shattered in the blast. The stones were also smoke-stained, but these were things that could be fixed. Rehabilitating Wakanda’s reputation, couched within discovering what had caused the accident … that would take more than replacing stones and windows.

			Even though he knew Wakanda was in no way responsible, there were still feelings of shame—he was not accustomed to failing on such a large scale, or the death that accompanied it. T’Challa intended to prove that Shuri and Wakanda had nothing to do with this tragedy. He was curious as to how the confrontation with Ruby would play out. The preferable outcome was an explanation and apology from Ruby, which would include a promise to clear Wakanda’s name in the press, and possible termination of the contract. T’Challa did not know if Miremba was on board for firing them, but he could not see a good relationship after this.

			Miremba informed him that they were waiting for Jennifer, who would walk them step-by-step through the site breakdown. Jennifer, who stood in front of cameras and lied with her English accent. T’Challa wanted to know if she would make the same accusations to his face or whether she would continue being disingenuous and pretend they were all on the same side.

			The bodyguards opened doors on both sides of the car and waited for the minister and king to exit. As T’Challa stepped out he heard Miremba’s chilling scream. His Panther habit covered him immediately as the bodyguard on his side tried to attack him. T’Challa landed an uppercut before the man could do any damage. The guard’s jaw made a crunching sound and he stumbled back dazed, holding a bloody mouth. Miremba kicked at the bodyguard on her side; he reached to grab her but T’Challa jumped over the car roof and threw his body a meter away.

			The bodyguards had betrayed them. And now masked men in matching green military-style uniforms emerged from behind the rubble of the plant.

			What is going on here? Who are these people?

			Six men charged at T’Challa. As he dodged and punched it felt like fighting the shooter in New York all over again! Just as T’Challa knocked the first masked man out with a kick to the sternum, two more appeared. T’Challa could no longer see Miremba as the two uniformed men pinned him down. One placed his forearm across T’Challa’s throat, choking him. The other held down his feet while T’Challa struggled to breathe, and was met with a swift kick to the nether regions. T’Challa crushed the hand of the one choking him and head-butted the man holding his left arm. He had to finish the fight before it finished him.

			I should have had the Doras with me.

			When he tried to touch his Beads, another of the masked men lunged at him with a force that winded T’Challa. The man had T’Challa in a fireman’s hold over his shoulder, but before T’Challa could be body-slammed into the ground, he dug his claws deep into the man’s back. As the man screamed, T’Challa pulled himself forward, landing in a handstand, which then allowed him to horse kick the man into Miremba’s car with enough force to render him unconscious. T’Challa was finally able to touch his Beads, but they didn’t light up. Something was wrong.

			Three men now stood between T’Challa and the building. He came for answers and he wasn’t going to leave without knowing if or why Shuri’s technology malfunctioned or who was behind this attack. T’Challa pulled a thin cord from his suit, tied it to one of the bricks from the exploded building, and, swinging the brick line as a mace, made quick and brutal work of the three guards.

			Standing over the last fallen guard, T’Challa heard labored breathing behind him. His body twisted like lightning and he caught another masked assailant by the neck.

			“Who are you?” T’Challa demanded. “Tell me who sent you.”

			The masked man gasped two words: “Hail Hydra.”

			Hydra?! In Rudyarda?

			A jolt of pain went from T’Challa’s lower back all the way to his arms. The heat of it disturbed him and the electricity made his armor go haywire.

			Behind him were two men with stun batons set high enough to bring him to his knees. Another bolt hit T’Challa in the shoulder and traveled up to his head. Even through the ringing in his ears, he could hear the loud chants.

			“Hail Hydra! Hail Hydra! Hail Hydra!”

			T’Challa became weak, his hearing going in and out like an old radio dial hopping between channels. A heavy punch to his abdomen sent him to the ground. From his back T’Challa looked around. He had no idea how many more men were left, his infrared was completely dead, and Miremba was nowhere to be seen. What does Hydra want with her? Even without information on his vitals, he knew he was fading. But his suit was built to sustain a lot. He couldn’t let Miremba down again. He tried to stand. The attackers weren’t paying attention to him; they chanted “Hail Hydra” even louder. They all faced the same direction. The chanting stopped and T’Challa’s shock doubled: Jennifer Lancaster.

			She grinned as she walked through the path they had created for her. She exuded a different kind of confidence. T’Challa had seen that look many times when the Avengers were up against Hydra—she looked like a woman who had won and was about to kill her enemy. Her whispered “Hail Hydra” was repeated even louder by her masked men.

			“Ah, the predictable young King of Wakanda walks straight into a Hydra trap. Are you not embarrassed?” Jennifer didn’t contain her joy. “Soon Hydra will have access to Wakanda and bring it to its knees.”

			T’Challa realized this attack had nothing to do with Rudyarda. It was about Wakanda all along. He retracted his mask.

			“Your plan will never succeed. The Avengers and Dora Milaje will notice that I’m missing.”

			Jennifer shook her head slowly. “My poor, blind king who cannot see that it’s already too late.”

			From the corner of his left eye, T’Challa saw Miremba approach.

			“It’s a trap!” he wanted to yell, until he saw how calmly she moved. Miremba glided past him and stood alongside Jennifer. So they had been working together all along. Shame came first, then steadily bubbling underneath came searing anger.

			“You really shouldn’t let strange women get too close to your Kimoyo Beads.” Miremba winked at T’Challa. The way she threw her arms around him at the airport and stroked his arms, she must have put an implant on his Beads.

			“Why?” flew out of his mouth.

			Miremba walked toward him. “For my father, who died while your father stood by and did nothing. T’Chaka could have helped our refugees in the blink of an eye.”

			So, his country’s past had finally caught up with him. T’Challa couldn’t bring himself to explain his father’s decisions or actions. Wakanda was already in danger; what would happen if they knew T’Chaka was also alive? His father was obviously a great source for Miremba’s rage.

			“Growing up, my uncle would tell me stories about our rich neighbors who watched them suffer while Wakanda prospered and isolated themselves. It was not only un-African, but it was also cruel.”

			T’Challa sank back down onto his knees. He tried to imagine what that kind of history would do to a small child living in an apartheid dictatorship that told her every day that she wasn’t human, nor a citizen of her own country. While he was being affirmed and groomed to be a king, Miremba and many other children were suffering.

			“Whatever little joy or happiness I had in this world died when my father’s coffin was lowered into the ground. I’ll be sure to return the favor to your family. I’m on my way to Wakanda.” Miremba was practically bouncing as she spoke.

			At the mention of his family T’Challa wanted to tear the masked men surrounding him to pieces. Nobody was going to hurt his sister and mother. Since his father’s return Shuri had become a giddy version of herself; T’Challa recognized it as joy. Ramonda couldn’t keep her eyes off her husband and followed him around the palace, convinced he would disappear again.

			“My family is not responsible for what happened. My mother was also destroyed by apartheid,” T’Challa said softly.

			Miremba let out a cold, hard laugh “You are comparing your mother the Queen’s pain to mine!”

			He willed himself to get up again, but a masked man with a stun baton zapped his ribs. He bit back his rage. Hydra had a track record of using good people as puppets for their evil plans. Miremba could be turned back.

			“My sister tried to help you. All she wants to do is make the world a better place,” T’Challa shouted through the shock to no avail. Shuri had her whole life ahead of her and her achievements spoke for themselves. No one was going to extinguish the flame that burned so fiercely in his sister. “They’ve done nothing to you!”

			“And they’ve done nothing for us, either,” Miremba said. “But someone must pay the debt of your father’s sins.”

			What of his father? What would happen to him?

			Miremba adjusted her royal blue pants so she could crouch and bring her face close to T’Challa.

			“I’ve wanted to do this ever since we met.” She drew close for a kiss, confusing T’Challa. When her lips met his he felt a strange sensation, like something essential was being stolen from him. His breathing slowed and his body grew frail. T’Challa strained against the sensation but his eyes became heavy and fell shut.

			Behind the darkness, he was transported back to when he was just a boy: the day his father died. Klaw and his mercenaries had brought unspeakable violence with them that day. He wanted Vibranium and T’Chaka refused. It was the duty of every king to protect Wakanda’s sacred metal; Klaw knew he would have to take what he wanted by force. Klaw demanded to know where the mines were. When T’Chaka refused, Klaw and his henchmen unleashed a wave of brutal violence like the people of Wakanda had never known.

			T’Challa remembered hearing gunfire, shouting, and seeing smoke. From a distance he saw his father, in his Black Panther suit, fighting off Klaw’s men. There was too much happening and too many moving parts, but T’Challa heard Klaw’s sonic blaster. It sounded like the earth had cracked open. The sonic blaster was pointed at his father, who fell like a puppet whose strings had been unceremoniously cut.

			T’Challa ran to his father with tears flying across the sides of his face. Some people still say they would never forget his voice, shrill with fear, shouting “Baba!” His memory was mostly in slow motion and the only sound he remembered was Klaw’s weapon. He wasn’t far away but T’Challa felt like he ran for eternity to reach his father. T’Chaka was lying in a pool of blood. Most of it was coming from the left side of his body.

			“Baba?” young T’Challa had shouted, hoping his father was still alive. The son fell to his knees, cradling his father’s limp body. T’Chaka opened his eyes and stared at his son. This moment was etched into T’Challa’s mind whether he wanted to remember or not. It sometimes woke him up at night. Always he heard two words: “My son.” Those were his father’s last words.

			T’Challa’s eyes were heavy when he opened them. He had a heartbreaking realization: history was repeating itself. Klaw gained access to Wakanda with help from Hydra and now Wakanda was once again in the same danger. T’Challa could hardly keep his eyes open. I have failed them.

			Then everything went dark.
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			T’Challa floated in a deep, unfathomable darkness. But soon, that ocean of obsidian ink began to change. No longer endless, no longer eternal, it began to develop corners, edges. T’Challa realized his eyes were open. Something covered his face. A mask without eyes.

			“Disappointing,” a woman said. Her voice was sibilant, low.

			“The suit self-destructed when we tried to peel back the outer layer, Supreme One,” said a second voice, this one male with a bit of a quaver. “The blast extended outward. We believe it was some sort of self-defense mechanism—it didn’t even scratch him. But Number One-Six-Eight lost her right arm.”

			“Then she is of no more use to Hydra,” said the first voice. “Disposal Protocol in effect.”

			“Yes, Supreme One. At once.”

			“All right. He’s awake. Remove it,” said the woman.

			The darkness slid away from T’Challa’s face until he stared at Jennifer Lancaster. The woman had been the standard corporate virtue-signaler, fashioning herself as annoying-but-essentially-harmless upon their first meeting. Lancaster’s vacuous caricature was a strategy to lull him into complacency. And it had worked. T’Challa hadn’t seen the snare until it closed around his throat, and now? Now, it was too late.

			The braided blond mane was gone, replaced by loose black hair that shimmered green when strands caught the light. She wore the Hydra uniform like a second skin. Even her irises, blue before, had become emerald green. The smile on her lips was the green of absinthe, of poison.

			“Ah, the king is with us again,” Lancaster said. “You’re quite the troublesome little cat, aren’t you?”

			“You are the Viper.” His voice was thick; he was still shaking off the effect of whatever sedative they’d used on him.

			“Oh, Madame Hydra will suffice. Only my friends call me Viper. And we aren’t friends, yet—but we’ll be closer soon.”

			He was restrained, spread-eagled perpendicular to a grated metal floor. The faint odors of chemicals, antiseptics, blood, sweat, and urine, too subtle for normal noses to detect, assailed his with a deluge of ugly information; someone had been tortured in this room. Many someones had.

			“You’ll get close to Number Thirty-Seven and Number Five as well,” Madame Hydra said, caressing the cheek of one of the two standard-issue Hydra soldiers who flanked her. Did he flinch at her touch? “They’ll be your … handlers … during your time with us. Which, incidentally, will be the rest of your life.”

			T’Challa flexed his muscles in sequence, not to test the strength of his bonds but to make sure his body would do what he told it when the time came. He was gratified to feel like himself again; Miremba’s spell had been purged at last, but the shame of being unable to see through her charade still lingered.

			“You will die here, King T’Challa. But, before that, we will carve every secret from your body. We will learn, as they say, what makes you tick.”

			She smiled sweetly, making a small gesture with the fingers of one hand. Number Five produced a small digi-tablet and began tapping its screen. The device holding T’Challa swiveled until he faced what he had taken to be the rear wall. It was not. Instead of the monotonous metal grid of every other surface in the space, this one was dominated by a massive crimson door.

			“Well, come along, Your Majesty,” said Viper as the aperture slid open, revealing the cavernous expanse beyond. “Time you saw your new home.”

			“Your Highness?”

			Okoye’s soft insistence pushed at Shuri from the shadows, but she continued to pretend she hadn’t heard. Shuri stood there, half in and half out of the dark, all her focus on the … person … on the stool, claiming to be her father.

			He sat, looking stoic, at the center of her exam chamber, waiting. She tracked the rise and fall of his breath, every micro expression that rippled across his features, all the while reminding herself that she must remain scientifically objective. There was no doubt this man seemed like her father, she desperately wanted it to be her father, but she needed to be sure.

			“Might want to put some hustle in it, Princess,” said the American woman, Misty Knight. Shuri had actually forgotten she was there—an interesting skill for someone so brash. “I know this is your party, but I’m pretty sure he can’t do the exam on himself.”

			“Daughter,” said T’Chaka. “This is unbecoming. This must be done for the good of our people. Everyone must be shown what and who I am. Begin. Now.”

			Even the command felt like her father. Her body was in motion, reaching for her gloves, a hypodermic, and the etheric resonance device. The latter’s tiny wheels creaked across the stone floor as she dragged it toward him.

			His smile, so warm and strong and reassuring, almost crushed her.

			“We will take blood,” she said, reaching for him. “Then I will draw ngatione symbols Changamire gave me on your body’s spirit points and we will test for magic.”

			“No, you bloody won’t,” her mother’s voice came from the lab entrance. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

			All heads swiveled to a visibly angry Ramonda striding into the lab. She took a protective position beside her mysteriously returned husband.

			“You think I don’t know my husband?” Ramonda whirled on the others, fury burning in her face. “I shared his bed for more than a decade! I gave him a child! You think some machine or magic trick could make me believe in a fake?”

			“Ingonyamakazi …” Now Okoye, never a peacemaker, moved in to quiet the tone. “This must be done. Wakanda—”

			“Don’t talk to me about Wakanda,” Ramonda spat. “I have given my life for this nation, a country not even my own. I gave my husband, his son, his headstrong son who has now run off alone on unannounced business just as his father used to, and my daughter to Wakanda. This is my husband. I know it. This is T’Chaka.”

			Then she was sobbing, supported by the daughter who looked as if she might join her soon. A quiet, rumbling voice cut through the moment.

			“We don’t know what I am, my loves,” said T’Chaka. “Perhaps I am who I seem, who you believe me to be. It is what I want and, I think, it is what our Shuri hopes. But my presence, the fact of my return, is hurting our people. What sort of a man, what kind of king would allow that to go on?”

			“T’Challa is king now.” Ramonda’s misery hung like a shroud over everyone present. “We can have our moments. All the ones we never got. Shuri can—”

			The staccato blare of the security alert cut through the moment. All emotion stopped. All attention went to the words of the invisible speaker.

			“Alert. Official Palace alert. This is not an exercise.” The voice of a young female Palace Guard cut through the conversation. “Royal transport has re-entered Wakandan airspace. Landing on palace platform tshelela in seventy-eight seconds.”

			“Good,” said Ramonda, straightening, regaining her mask as the impenetrable Queen Mother. “Let us go meet your son. T’Challa can decide.”

			Shuri took a slow breath, thanking Bast that T’Challa’s return meant the arbitration of their father’s fate fell from her hands. She set down the hypo. As she followed her parents, Okoye and Knight fell into step beside her.

			The engine that was Wakanda ran better when the Black Panther was physically present. However, T’Challa’s return did not warrant a full Arrival Ceremony. Shuri noted a smattering of Dora Milaje and a few of the Palace Guard in traditional positions around the transport. Her mother stood at the fore, custom dictating the Queen Mother be the first to acknowledge the King’s return. She felt Okoye’s presence suddenly beside her, strong and reassuring. When she turned to her, the general’s eyes were still locked on T’Chaka. Shuri couldn’t pull her own eyes off her father for long, either, watching him take the command position at the center of the space.

			Whatever he was, sinister revenant or her father miraculously returned, T’Chaka’s presence was that of a king. A few of the Dora, usually the definition of stoic, cast furtive glances at what they clearly deemed to be their ruler returned. If T’Chaka’s mere presence could create a rift in the Doras’ ranks, his effect on the general populace could be truly dire.

			T’Challa will solve this. He has to solve this soon.

			Shuri’s pulse quickened as the transport’s cargo doors opened and the massive boarding ramp extended. It was not her brother who descended, however, but the Rudyardan physician, Dr. Miremba Angom.

			Shuri moved to join Ramonda as she met with the Rudyardan, but Okoye hung back, beckoning to the Dora to block T’Chaka from the outsider’s sight and remain alert.

			“Where is my son?” said Ramonda, her tone taking on a brittle quality. “Where is he?”

			The doctor was all humility and diplomacy. “T’Challa is fine, but his visit to the plant has sadly devolved into yet another disaster relief action. Faulty seals and at least one damaged chemical filter forced the workers to inhale lungful after lungful of toxic gases. T’Challa told us the most critical cases could only be handled in Wakandan hospitals, so I brought the worst victims here while he stayed behind to supervise onsite rescue and repair.”

			Even as she spoke, a small cadre of Angom’s medical staff had begun carting a parade of aluminum and glass containers off the transport to assemble on the landing platform. To Shuri’s eyes they bore a disturbing resemblance to coffins. How many of these injured were there?

			“I assume T’Challa remained because his habit would prevent the fumes from affecting him and provide the necessary speed to perform many rescues himself, but we should have been alerted, given time to prepare,” spoke T’Chaka in a deep rumble.

			“Yes, the situation is ongoing and truly—” Dr. Angom stopped talking abruptly at the sight of T’Chaka. Shuri gritted her teeth. It was obviously her father’s instinct to take control, but with so much on the line, why could he not have kept quiet, kept hidden? As Dr. Angom stared at T’Chaka, Shuri analyzed every facial response intently. “I’m sorry. You look so much like the late king I—”

			“I am T’Chaka,” said the king. Shuri’s body hummed with tension. She saw Okoye’s muscles tighten. What was her father, or whoever this was, doing?

			“But, you’re dead … assassinated,” replied Miremba. “The whole world mourned your murder.”

			“Did they?” T’Chaka said with a surprisingly puckish grin. “That must have been a sight to see. I know my appearance here is … surprising, but given my son’s absence and the severity of the situation, I will oversee operations on this side for now. My son has spoken very highly of you. I trust you can keep our rather unusual situation between us?”

			Dr. Angom ducked her head, her mouth turning up into a sheepish grin, but Shuri could not shake that perhaps there was something wolfish behind it as well. Was she just being paranoid? Had this whole situation gotten her jumping at shadows?

			“My father’s … status … is an internal Wakandan affair, Doctor,” Shuri cut in. “We’ll require your discretion until it’s resolved.”

			“Of course, Princess Shuri,” Angom said, sobering. “The immediate concern is these wounded.”

			There were now easily forty of the silver coffin-things arrayed on the landing platform with more being ferried down the ramp. Shuri calculated how many of the things might remain inside the transport’s cargo bay and the number was not pleasing. At capacity, there might be well over one hundred.

			T’Chaka commanded the Dora and the Palace Guard to take care of the fallen. In confused fits and starts they lurched to obey the Undead King, many clearly unsure who was actually in charge.

			“The research space can be made over into a treatment ward,” said the Undead King, rumbling loud now, in full command. “Daughter, I presume your lab space can be modified for medical applications.”

			Shuri’s mental state mirrored the Dora Milaje’s physical confusion. Should she obey? Should she even allow this … person … to participate in the action?

			“Yes,” she said, with only a slight hitch in her voice. “The containers should go to the Study Wing. I will prep the labs and my staff there for emergency medical triage.”

			T’Chaka gave Shuri a curt nod and moved to assist one of the Palace Guard who struggled to lift one of the metal coffins.

			Containers, she schooled herself. They weren’t coffins yet, despite their appearance. There were an awful lot of them. Shuri counted roughly a hundred before she stopped. She would need more hands if this was to go smoothly. She wrangled a passing Dora, telling her to send her sisters for reinforcements.

			Taking in the growing chaos around them, Knight gave a low whistle. “Damn,” she said. “You people just do not do slow and dull, do you?”

			“We do not,” said Shuri. “Ms. Knight, your bionics can help move these containers more quickly, yes?”

			“I can probably carry a couple at a time,” said Knight.

			Shuri brought the American up to speed on Angom, prompting a narrowing of Knight’s eyes. She gave the doctor a quick, appraising look, summarizing her analysis with, “Babygirl sure gets around, doesn’t she?”

			The crash of a container to the floor reverberated off the walls, freezing everyone where they stood.

			Shuri, Okoye, Knight, the Dora, and the Palace Guards all looked to where the Undead King held up one end of a container while three guards held the other. He wasn’t holding it now. The noise had come when he dropped the thing and it smashed into the floor. It lay there now at his feet as the Undead King swayed above it. Confusion dominated his features and, as he stared down at his empty hands, was that fear on his face?

			“T’Chaka?” The Queen Mother saw it, too: fear in the face of a Black Panther. “T’Chaka!”

			Ramonda ran for her husband. Shuri found herself running, too, and, beside her, Okoye, moving to protect her king from any distress.

			The Undead King tottered as if suddenly drunk and then he toppled, face first, beside the forgotten container.

			“Dora Milaje!” bellowed Okoye as she, Ramonda, and Shuri converged on T’Chaka. “Protect!”

			As a mass, the hard-eyed women set down their own burdens and extended their spears, forming a protective ring around their general and three quarters of the royal family.

			Ramonda knelt with him, cradling the Undead King, who seemed to falter as they watched. Shuri was unable to move. She’d been so young when T’Chaka died. Though the loss of him had been real, the idea of her father actually dying had always been an abstraction, almost story-stuff. Seeing him immobilized and her mother, unflappable, impenetrable for her whole life now shattering to bits in front of her was overwhelming. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything but watch and obey as Okoye and the Dora hustled all of them into the palace. Shuri wanted her brother. More than anything, right now, she needed his stoicism, his steady hand, his absolute certainty that things would work out because they willed it so. But her brother wasn’t there. T’Chaka had fallen and where was T’Challa? Where was the Black Panther?

			Madame Hydra called the facility the Ruby, due, T’Challa guessed, to its recurring theme of red paneling and signage. He had imagined it would be an abattoir, perhaps built on the remnant of a tanker ship or defunct military base. Hydra’s pretentions as a military organization generally led their design sensibilities. As T’Challa was led through the facility, he knew the Ruby was decidedly different. For one thing, it seemed to have been laid out as some sort of maze. This was a definite flaw if one meant to make evacuation easy in case of attack.

			Here and there a door would slide open and one or two technicians emerged, sometimes carrying exotic machines or bio matter. Each time they laid eyes on Madame Hydra, they scuttled back into their holes and the doors shushed shut. If she was aware of any of this, Madame Hydra gave no sign. T’Challa knew the purpose of this tour.

			It is an intimidation tactic, he thought. She means to show me the futility of any escape attempt.

			They threaded silently through the labyrinthian metal corridors, featureless beyond the occasional frosted gray picture window or the seams of closed sliding doors. T’Challa and the two Hydra operatives were silent. Madame Hydra enjoyed the sound of her own voice.

			“The Ruby is our answer to S.H.I.E.L.D.’s Helicarrier, though never so mobile.” They came to what seemed like a solid metal wall. “The work we do here takes some time, so we have opted for, well, see for yourself.”

			Madame Hydra made a languid gesture with one hand and the entire wall rose into the ceiling revealing a cavernous space beyond. The wall slid shut behind them and T’Challa thought he could detect a barely audible series of clicks as its internal locking mechanisms secured it in place.

			“Welcome to the Crucible, Black Panther,” said Madame Hydra, allowing him a glance and a self-satisfied smile.

			The enclosure was vast, almost the size of an inverted city block. Something about the air pressure against his skin made him feel they were inside a mountain. Its contours reminded him of nothing so much as the inside of an enormous beehive; a uniform pattern of hexagons that were actually cells. Their occupants, male, of varying ages and ethnicities, sported the same slate gray jumpsuit he currently wore: prisoners. Those closest to him had digits printed on the upper right chest. The highest he was able to see was six-seventy-two.

			The cells extended up and past the array of massive lights casting their unforgiving brightness. There were no shadows here.

			This primary level was an open space, an arena as Madame Hydra had said, and teemed with more prisoners. Or so he thought. As they approached from a distance, T’Challa couldn’t be sure if those were robots or …

			“Ah,” said Madame Hydra. “I see you’ve noticed your overseers as well as your fellow inmates.”

			It was hard to miss the giants; they towered over their prisoners at easily eleven feet tall. Made of some bronze-like metal, the overseers were essentially proportioned like human beings rather than the abstract mech forms they might have been. Humans in armor or, possibly, cyborgs? One of their heads turned T’Challa’s way, briefly affording him a view of the clear plexi faceplate and the very human face on its other side.

			“Mandroids,” said Madame Hydra. “Hydra modified, of course. Each overseer could hold off Iron Man for an hour. Anyone less powerful is, well—”

			Again, Madame Hydra made that same languid gesture. T’Challa watched as one of the Mandroids gripped an inmate by the collar and hurled the screaming man fifty feet into the air. Before the flailing inmate’s body reached apogee, the Mandroid brought up his gun arm—a hyper-cannon in the place where his left hand should have been—and fired. A ball of superheated plasma exploded from the cannon, vaporizing the falling inmate well before he would have hit the floor.

			T’Challa roared, striving to tear free of his bonds, but they held him fast. He was powerless here.

			“Hydra has plans for Wakanda,” said Madame Hydra, visibly amused by his struggles. “In fact, we have plans for your entire continent. Wakanda is the key to those plans and you are the key to Wakanda.”

			They had stopped in front of one of the clear hexagons. Madame Hydra gestured and the segment slid open, allowing access to the cell. Her smile was a thing of nightmares.

			“This is where you will spend the rest of your life,” she said. “Once I have pulled every secret from your mind and body, once Hydra owns everything you are, you will die.”

			T’Challa felt that strange tingle at the base of his neck and then everything went dark.
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			A featureless glow took up his entire field of vision but T’Challa knew two things: he was awake again and he was staring at a ceiling. That ceiling was the top of a cell he was now the sole occupant of.

			“A hundred and forty-seven seconds,” said a deep, unfamiliar voice. “Better than predicted.”

			T’Challa sat up and surveyed. The cell was … a cell. A bed, a sink, a shower, and a toilet; a cell. Standard design aside from the materials of which it was made.

			Some semi-conductive metal-polymer alloy, he surmised. Allowing for circuits and wiring to be employed while dampening any ambient energy signature to nearly zero. Wakanda had experimented with such materials in his grandfather’s time.

			“The pacifier usually blanks a nervous system for a quarter of an hour, minimum,” said the voice. “You’re enhanced.”

			T’Challa twisted in the direction the voice had come from, but there was nothing but another opaque wall.

			“I am the Black Panther,” he said. “What do you mean, ‘enhanced?’”

			“Thank you for confirming my second hypothesis,” said the voice. “The list of non-white enhanced individuals is depressingly short, but you are near the top. They couldn’t have taken Brashear easily and never held him at all from what I’ve been able to tell. Moses Magnum has been M.I.A. since the 1980s. The Avenger known as Rage has disappeared as well. They’ve already got me, therefore you could only have been you. QED.”

			T’Challa let silence fall between them, allowing his head to fully clear. He found the voice’s calm, almost professorial cadence annoying and he needed his temper in check at the moment. He paced the room, touching the various surfaces, checking for seams, flaws.

			“You won’t find any gaps,” said the voice after a moment. “The cells are hardcast in sets of two, then assembled like toy blocks here.”

			T’Challa confirmed the voice’s statement with his fingertips. “Who are you?”

			“I’m your pod-mate,” said the voice. “Next cell over.”

			“That tells me where you are,” said T’Challa. He’d determined the direction from which the voice came and faced it. “I asked who you are.”

			“Eliot Franklin,” said the voice. “Doctor. Six PhDs. Physics, engineering, electronics, architecture, chemistry, and microbiology.”

			“Thunderball,” said T’Challa, dryly. “Of the so-called Wrecking Crew.”

			“I’m flattered you know me,” said Franklin. He did not sound flattered. He almost sounded … bored.

			“The Avengers keep comprehensive files,” said T’Challa. “How can you see me?”

			“There’s a keypad by the door.”

			Indeed, there was. It was adorned with several easily deciphered pictograms. T’Challa’s finger slid lightly over the one that was just a simple lined square and suddenly he was looking into a mirror of his cell. Standing where his own reflection should be was a large brown man watching him, a placid expression on his face. He looked to be in his early forties, extremely fit if the muscles micro flexing under his jumpsuit were any indication. He did not smile or grimace, only watched T’Challa, who watched him. He had a hard face, this man, one that revealed nothing and which nothing, it seemed, could easily affect. In the outside world, he was a villain. Here, his role remained as yet undetermined.

			“Welcome to the Ruby,” said Franklin. “I presume Madame Hydra gave you the ten-cent tour?”

			“What do you know of this place? What is its purpose? How many are housed in these cells?”

			Franklin sighed. “It’s a research facility. Hydra uses this place to draw out the secrets of all our superior abilities in order to distill them for their own use. As to the number of test subjects …”

			“Test subjects?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Franklin. “This is basically a testing lab and we, my friend, are the rats. There are cells to house eight hundred of us but not all are currently occupied.”

			“Escapes?”

			Franklin shook his head slowly.

			“The only way out of here is through the red door,” he said. “You’ll see that for yourself soon enough.”

			“And the Wrecking Crew?” said T’Challa. “Do they occupy other cells in this place?”

			Franklin smiled wanly.

			“If you’re planning to team up with us and break out of here, forget it. I’m the one they got and I’m not breaking out of anything.”

			“Surely, the others are searching for you, preparing a rescue.”

			Franklin laughed.

			“The Wrecking Crew isn’t a team so much as it’s a chain gang,” said Franklin. “We only ‘assemble’ when the Wrecker summons us. Hydra found me when I was … on sabbatical.”

			“Each of you has power that rivals Thor,” said T’Challa. “It would take an army of these Mandroids to defeat even one of you.”

			“Twenty-three, in my own case,” said Franklin, returning to his dry-as-dust professorial mode. “We’re strongest when all four of us are together. Another drawback of the magic that made us.”

			These villains had been brought together by Thor’s brother Loki and imbued with god-like strength, stamina, and weapons. Each had been transformed into Asgardians, essentially.

			“Even so,” T’Challa said. “This place should not be able to hold you. You are—”

			Franklin held up his right arm, and T’Challa went quiet. A thin ring of metal dangled from the bigger man’s wrist with a series of tiny LEDs flashing in sequence over and over. This was a powers inhibitor. He’d seen the design before, of course—there were many variations, designed to quell abilities running the gamut from transmogrified human through mutant to alien hybrid. The effectiveness of the devices was inconsistent at best and T’Challa said as much.

			Franklin held up his other arm. Around that wrist hung what looked to be a simple stone bracelet about as wide as T’Challa’s thumb. He could see, very faintly, a series of small symbols there, runes of some sort, carved into the stone. Magic.

			“Rough translation,” said Franklin. “None who wears this mystic band shall remove the shackle from this hand.”

			“Hydra was prepared for you, it seems,” said T’Challa, after a time.

			“They prepared for me,” said Franklin. “They prepared for you. They prepared for everything.”

			T’Challa’s eyes narrowed and he realized he was now seeing Franklin for the first time. This conversation, his free exchange of information about himself and the facility, all of it was a ruse.

			“They are monitoring this conversation,” he said. “You are doing their bidding now, talking to me.”

			“I’m doing what you should be doing,” said Franklin.

			“And what is that?”

			“Looking out for myself,” said the criminal. “You have no allies here, Your Highness. You’re powerless, defenseless, and absolutely alone.”

			T’Challa was up before the lights snapped on, before the cell doors opened onto the Crucible. He was intrigued to see that not all the cells had disgorged their occupants. A quick scan of the honeycomb told him roughly half were still locked in.

			“We eat in two shifts,” said Franklin, suddenly beside him, moving with the flow toward the cluster of Hydra operatives and the massive food dispenser that had, apparently, risen up from the floor.

			When T’Challa moved to join the others in line, Franklin touched his shoulder, urging him to come away. Doing so brought them both to a long metal table and attendant benches. These too, presumably, had risen up from the floor.

			“You don’t take meals with the others?” he asked, sitting opposite Franklin, keeping as much of the Crucible in sight as possible.

			Franklin smiled.

			Presently, two trays, each carrying a bowl of some odorless, tasteless gruel and a glass of water, were deposited on the table by one of the inmates. The man scurried back into the line before T’Challa got a good look or scent of him.

			“The inmates serve you?” he said.

			Franklin’s big shoulders flexed a shrug. “Some do.”

			T’Challa chewed his food, considering, feeling Franklin’s eyes on him the whole time.

			“You’ve formed a gang,” he said, not looking up.

			“I prefer to think of it as a perimeter,” said Franklin. “No one bothers me and I cause zero trouble.”

			“You said there are no allies in the Crucible,” said T’Challa, his eyes still on his bowl.

			“There aren’t,” said Franklin. “Only borders. I’m safe inside mine. Now that I think of it, it’s a bit of a Wakandan solution, wouldn’t you say?”

			“Keeping ourselves separate from the conflicts of the outside world was the old way,” said T’Challa, looking up to take in all the Crucible’s contours. As they spoke, he absorbed the entrances and exits of the Hydra operatives, the movements and stances of the Mandroid contingent, even the true dimensions of the space.

			“Exactly,” said Franklin. “Your people sat for centuries, safe behind your perimeter, letting others fight and kill their way around the world, across Africa.”

			“Wakanda’s safety was never a factor,” said T’Challa evenly. He had never feared overthrow or attack—no Wakandan did.

			“No? From what I’ve read, yours seems to be a society based entirely on xenophobia.” Franklin paused, then added: “Sure, no one stood a chance against you in a war. But cultural corruption is just as effective a means of conquest as force of arms.”

			In the wake of T’Challa’s silence, he snorted.

			Before T’Challa could snap back at his increasingly aggravating neighbor, a second claxon echoed through the chamber, different than the dinner bell. A ripple of what he could only describe as raw terror went through the inmates, rooting each one to his spot.

			“What is this?” he heard himself murmur.

			“The other shoe dropping,” said Franklin. “Just before you arrived, your cell was occupied by one Ted Dawson. Hydra took him because he had fire and flight powers.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“We’re segregated into two groups here,” said Franklin. “Subjects and Donors. Mr. Dawson was a donor. That alarm means he is no longer with us and they will now be needing a new test subject.”

			“Number Three-Zero-Eight,” boomed the voice of the lead Mandroid. “Step forward.”

			There was a pause as everyone failed to move. The Mandroid repeated herself. This time the crowd parted around a heavy-set Caucasian man of about thirty. His face was a rictus of terror but remained frozen until a second Mandroid laid hands on him.

			“NO!” the man screamed, thrashing in the unbreakable metal grip. “Please! Not me!”

			T’Challa was in motion before Franklin could form another dour warning. Seeing them close up, T’Challa realized the Mandroids were, it seemed, modified Mark VIIs. He pulled what he’d learned about their schematics from the recesses of his mind. There were flaws there to exploit if he could remember them.

			Limited peripheral vision, requiring mechanical assist. Coolant system must be at one hundred percent functionality or risk catastrophic failure. Arm cannon power-up cycle is a full two seconds. Center of gravity is two feet above normal for bipedal units of this size.

			Yes. That’s perfect.

			At full speed, T’Challa sprang into the air, curling into a ball on a ballistic arc right for the Mandroid’s midsection. He hit the armor dead center, forcing the Mandroid to topple even as he vaulted away, riding his own momentum.

			He allowed himself a satisfied grin as the overseer hit the floor with an echoing bang. Subject Three-Zero-Eight, his arm suddenly free, wisely scampered away, out of the path of the two Mandroids now converging on T’Challa.

			He managed to pull the coolant cable free from the back of one of them before the other knocked him in the head with his giant metal hand. T’Challa’s last conscious sight was of several Hydra operatives dousing the now screaming Mandroid as he burned.

			Black.

			Viper stared at him, puzzled. Smiling, yes, but she mostly seemed puzzled. He was immobilized again, restrained on some new sort of rack. In addition to the coven of Hydra technicians milling between them, he also found himself surrounded by machines. The medical monitors and energetic scanning systems he recognized. The rest of the machines, and there were many, presented a technology both unfamiliar and somehow repulsive. He could generally identify the function of any machine he happened upon, but these were a mystery. This room was tight, especially so now with all this tech and all these people crammed inside. He could smell the remnant of sweat and blood in the heavy air and knew this room could have only one function. It was an abattoir disguised as a hospital room and at the far end was a single, massive red door.

			“What is it with royals?” said Madame Hydra. “Is there no line you won’t push yourselves to the head of?”

			“I find,” said T’Challa, “it is best to get quickly to one’s point rather than obfuscate.”

			“Quite so,” she said. “To the point: I have spent considerable time and effort getting you here, King T’Challa. I have spent more maneuvering your country into a war with its neighbor. I fed Rudyarda to Graviton, destabilizing your entire region. I had meant to take my time with you, draw out these extractions for as long as possible.”

			“And now?”

			“Now, you’ve cost me multiple operatives, several test subjects, one Mandroid and its operator, and you’ve been here less than a full day.”

			“I have always striven to be an interesting houseguest,” said T’Challa.

			She slapped him once, twice. He barely felt the blows, which only seemed to further infuriate her.

			“So smug,” she said, her lips thin with anger. “But you’ll be screaming soon. Begin the extraction.”

			T’Challa surprised himself by managing to laugh. One by one the Hydra technicians stopped their work, all their nervous faces trained on him.

			One of them said, “Why is he doing that? Can he stop doing that?”

			“All this to extract my DNA,” said T’Challa between chuckles. “I know Wakanda has stayed ahead of the outside world but surely Hydra has discovered the existence of mouth swabs.”

			“We already have your primary DNA. We want what’s hidden,” she said evenly. “Oh, yes, Hydra has discovered something even your vaunted Wakandan science has missed.”

			“Hidden DNA,” said T’Challa, this time with his own sneer. “Woman, you are babbling.”

			“Why do some humans die when exposed to radiation or cosmic rays? Why does the bite of a poisonous animal or the taste of a lethal poison kill most of us but, in a select few, inspire a transformation into a super-being? There is a sequence that hides in some DNA. It never rears its miraculous strands unless its host is placed under lethal levels of stress.”

			T’Challa understood the functions of the new machines. He knew the purpose of the room behind the red door. Pain was its purpose, pain enough to kill, pain enough to force the phantom DNA to present. They meant to torture him to death, revive him, and torture him to death, again and again, for as long as his body held out. It was madness. It was horrific but the truly terrible aspect of Madame Hydra’s rant was she might just be right.

			She snapped her fingers at the technicians and said, “Begin.”

			The pain machines hummed and beeped to life. T’Challa screamed once the beams and needles cut into his flesh.

			Eventually the screaming stopped as he fell unconscious.

			He lay on his bed in his cell, staring at the ceiling, cataloguing every new source of mind-numbing pain from the hours of torture—building a map of his body, demarcating the areas that now had limited-to-no functionality after Madame Hydra and her goons had practically torn him apart and stitched him back together.

			“What in the hell is wrong with you, man?”

			With effort, T’Challa pushed himself to his elbows and leaned to look at Franklin.

			“You seem agitated, Doctor,” he said. “What troubles you?”

			“You’re insane, that’s what,” seethed Franklin, his pretense of cool superiority in shreds. “What in the hell were you thinking with that stunt? Suicide by Mandroid?”

			His body screamed as he rose to his feet, howled as he took the eight steps to the shower. Franklin’s gaze tracked him the entire time it took for him to disrobe, turn on the shower, and step in.

			“Reconnaissance.”

			Franklin’s laughter was loud and hollow, a grating noise that was the opposite of good humor.

			“I think you might actually be nuts,” he said eventually.

			“Indeed?” said T’Challa. “From what you know of me, do you imagine I would allow these creatures to dictate the terms of my demise?”

			“Tell yourself anything you want, you’ve proven what I’ve always suspected about you hero types,” said Franklin. “You’re not out for justice or world peace or any of it, you’re just six tons of monomania in a three-pound bag.”

			“Perhaps you’re right,” said T’Challa. “But I think not.”

			In a lightning move he smashed his wet fist through the panel’s control plate, plunging it into circuitry beneath. The lights in both cells flickered, causing Franklin to actually flinch.

			“What …” he said in small voice. “What the hell did you just do?”

			“The cells may be composed of low-conductivity alloy but the circuits inside them are not. Water, also, is an excellent conductor. I anticipate roughly three minutes before technicians arrive to make repairs.”

			“Three minutes for what?” Franklin asked.

			T’Challa pulled on his coveralls and faced Franklin squarely.

			“You think me reckless,” he said. “No Black Panther is ever reckless. We observe. We calculate. We plan. Viper is a poor ruler who controls her people through fear. The patterns of our jailers, their dependence on their technology, fear, and brute force makes them vulnerable.”

			“There are hundreds of Hydra operatives here,” said Franklin. “Scores of those damned Mandroids.”

			“The warrior is not his spear,” T’Challa said. “A warrior is his mind. You implied as much yourself.”

			T’Challa reached into the hole he’d made and pulled out a jagged bit of wrecked circuit board. He jammed it into the inhibitor bracelet on his wrist. The lights flickered. He returned to the shower, stuck the whole mess into the water stream, and smiled when the lights died all together.

			“The more complex the technology, the more flaws there are to exploit,” he said.

			T’Challa banged his wrist against the wall and watched with satisfaction as the bracelet clicked open and fell off.

			“So, what? The inhibitor was always just jewelry to me. My powers are magical, remember?” Franklin held up the rune bracelet. It suddenly seemed considerably more solid than it had at first glance. “As long as I’m wearing this, I won’t be able to do anything but watch you demonstrate some gymnastics before the Mandroids burn you to dust.”

			“We are leaving this place, Dr. Franklin,” said T’Challa. “All of the prisoners. Today.”

			Franklin’s voice acquired a plaintive quality as if he was arguing more with himself than trying to convince T’Challa. “Viper only has to hit one button to lock this whole place down. You might be able to fight your way out of the Crucible but you’ll never get past those walls. As long as I’m wearing this, neither can I.”

			“You have misconstrued Wakanda,” said T’Challa. “We have never lived in fear of what would happen to us if we let the world in. We have feared what would become of the world if we came out too early. We do not hide. We grapple. We overcome.”

			“Platitudes won’t get this off my wrist!” said Franklin. “None who wears this mystic band shall remove the shackle from this hand.”

			T’Challa’s grin was decidedly predatory. “But I am not wearing it, Dr. Franklin.”

			“Meaning,” Franklin fumbled the words as the implication broke through. He was just now processing how simple it could be. “Meaning, you can take it off?”

			T’Challa nodded once. Anyone could have, weeks ago, if Franklin had paid closer attention to the riddle. He flexed his arms, happily freed from the Hydra contraption. “I’m leaving my cell in fifteen seconds,” said T’Challa. “Will you join me?”
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			An earsplitting bang initiated a series of events T’Challa had put in motion. It was a seed that grew from the refusal to give up, powered by anger and, eventually, a useful kind of desperation. The noise came from beyond the Red Door and was followed by more explosions. An alarm went off; it only paused for a few seconds for an automated message. A deep voice boomed: This is an Emergency Lockdown. Remain where you are. This is an Emergency Lockdown.

			Franklin lifted his eyebrows in surprise. He appeared to be mildly amused by T’Challa’s tenacity.

			“My plan began with getting close to the guards’ Mandroid armor,” T’Challa explained. “They are based in part off Stark technology I am very familiar with. All I needed was circuitry to make a very rudimentary timed pulse disruptor. With that done, I was ready to get behind the Red Door. Once in the Lab, I dropped the pulse disruptor under a table—and it has now created a pulse cascade that is disrupting the lab’s systems.”

			T’Challa smiled at the chain reaction of system malfunction. Even in the dark, he could make out the silhouettes of his fellow prisoners. An excited murmur was growing among them. Ruby was not a prison where mistakes were made.

			“The guards are on their way in. We can all walk out of here today,” T’Challa said loudly for the benefit of the other prisoners. He knew most were listening intently even if they pretended they weren’t.

			Franklin laughed. “They will never support you, Wakandan. Being a hero doesn’t work in here.” The guards’ footsteps drew closer—even in an emergency lockdown they moved in brutal unison. It sounded like one giant guard was approaching.

			T’Challa, with no super powers or habit, smiled at Franklin. “We shall see.”

			He stepped out of his cell and rushed to meet his enemies with his usual confidence—though the guards continued to march toward him at the same methodical pace. T’Challa’s injuries slowed his speed and prowess, but not his determination. Two guards swung batons at him, missing him by inches as T’Challa dodged. But eventually a blow landed on his left ribs. The pain ran through him, briefly blurring his focus, but he fought through the pain and found it again.

			For Wakanda and my family.

			T’Challa slammed his body into a Hydra guard, stumbled as the sharp ache reverberated through his left side. He quickly regained his footing to throw a right hook—and a loud roar of voices erupted behind him. He hoped they would do more than cheer him on.

			A group of guards swarmed then, raining blows down on him. He blocked a kick that was meant for his head with his upper arm. When it seemed that he would fight every guard until his body gave in, a burly prisoner ran toward them, coming between him and the guards. T’Challa heard a noise coming from behind him as a swell of bodies spilled out of the now open cells to fight by his side. Those with powers and those without threw themselves between the guards and T’Challa. But Franklin remained seated in his cell as the sound of bones crashing into concrete and fists continued.

			T’Challa maneuvered the fight like a general, leading his troops to positions of strength and advantage. He drew the guards’ fire, strategically guiding the fight through a specific trajectory around the arena. As he moved, he gave orders to the men fighting around him.

			But none of it was enough.

			The guards’ advantage soon ended the fight, but not before significant damage was done. The prisoners were made to lie face down in the corridors, guarded by Mandroids to dissuade any further disobedience while technicians assessed the damage T’Challa caused. The air smelled of sweat and blood, and the prisoners were slowly coming down from an adrenaline high. Even in the quiet aftermath, there was an energy that flowed between the prisoners—the spark of a movement, of people who had taken back what was theirs: a will to live.

			It was difficult to see from his position face down on the ground, but for the first time in what felt like ages, T’Challa was smiling.

			Back in his cell, T’Challa wiped blood from his chin and cheeks and checked to see if he had any broken ribs. His left side was tender but didn’t seem to be broken. Shuri would have insisted on one more scan to ensure no fractures were present. Although he was reshackled, a guard had been assigned specifically to him, keeping his weapon trained on T’Challa at all times from across the prison. It didn’t feel like a victory, but that was all part of the plan.

			When he was younger his father would call him to his library—a place that became their private island. In the mornings, the king and his son would often play senet—and one such day T’Challa complained that his father always beat him.

			“If you pay attention, losing prepares you for winning,” his father had told him. He must have been nine years old, but it was almost like T’Challa could hear his father saying the words to him in that very moment, in that very cell. And he listened.

			T’Challa could feel Franklin watching him and asked, “What was the point of that little display?”

			“You’re not paying attention, my friend. Their lab is no longer functional, the security system is compromised, and this display has left them arrogant and complacent. Meanwhile, the prisoners understand that they can defeat the guards, but they will have to do it together. United.”

			“Even if the different faction leaders put their differences aside, you’ve gotten rid of the cybernetic problems, but you still need firepower. The walls and doors of this place are titanium and Adamantium alloy. That requires real muscle to smash through those walls. Muscle you don’t have.”

			“Correct. Which is why we need Thunderball.”

			Franklin guffawed even before T’Challa finished speaking.

			“I find your plan lacking,” Franklin said once he finished laughing. “You still don’t have your powers, whatever they may be, your Panther suit, your Vibranium, your tech, or your little squad of bodyguards. You’ve got a bunch of inmates and an apparently endless capacity to get punched.”

			“I still have my mind, just as you do, and that is a far more powerful weapon than any of those guards possess,” T’Challa replied.

			For the first time, Franklin diverted his gaze.

			I’ve touched a nerve, T’Challa thought.

			“If it took me only this long to figure out the technology of this place, a man of your extraordinary gifts would have figured it out faster and yet you prefer to languish in a cage.”

			Franklin gave T’Challa a dead-eyed stare through the monitor. “My brilliant brain managed to come to the same conclusion all the great minds of Wakanda had for centuries: there is safety in isolation.”

			T’Challa shook his head, disappointed that this might be the doctor’s takeaway. It seemed Franklin admired the Wakanda of his father and forefathers, yet it was their close-mindedness that had destroyed Miremba’s life and sent her down this path of destruction.

			T’Challa remembered Miremba’s face then, warm and bright at every new meeting. He wondered how she was able to keep that rage hidden every time she saw him. It was one thing to hear the real history from his father, but to hear from someone who experienced it from the other side … her words were searing.

			“No, Dr. Franklin, that is not our way. It may have been in the past, but our strength comes from unity. Our strength comes from learning from our mistakes and shaping our destiny according to what we want.”

			T’Challa could not tell if his words reached Franklin. He was a man who had started wearing cynicism as a mask and it appeared he had forgotten to take the mask off. He was not as strong as he wanted everybody to believe—Franklin was simply a man who had allowed fear to immobilize him.

			“I am escaping this place. Today. And I plan to leave it a smoking ruin. Run the calculation, doctor. The math is with me. My question is, are you?”

			Shuri’s inner cheek throbbed, a result of her chewing it. This was a nervous habit she thought was a thing of the past. There was too much happening. Her mind wandered to T’Challa; he should have been back by now.

			No point in worrying about something I cannot control. It’s only been a day—he can take care of himself … But what if he is not okay?

			Shuri didn’t know Miremba well enough, so she thought of talking to Wasp. She could be impossible to get hold of, but the Avengers always knew how to reach her.

			Shuri shifted her mind from one crisis to another. When her father fainted, he was moved into the Baobab Room. The room was built around an old baobab tree and had been one of T’Chaka’s favorites. The former king was lying on an ornate green velvet chaise. In the light of the room, he looked tired and older than he had when he first appeared a few days ago. He went in and out of consciousness, mumbling and breathing heavily. He occasionally looked at his daughter as she offered him sips of water, confusion in his eyes. Shuri was torn. From the moment she scanned him, he was her father—not the Dead King, or the thing pretending to be her father. But there was also a small part of her that wondered if it was too good to be true. Of all the people in the world who had lost a parent, why would it be her who got her father back? Shuri tried to shake away the small seed of doubt; she knew if it grew, it would morph into something that could shatter her world.

			As Shuri gathered herself at the door to the Baobab Room, she was startled by Miremba’s voice suddenly close behind her. “You know, I was a physician and I am happy to help in any way.”

			Shuri gave a weak smile and put her hand up to indicate that she needed space. Miremba feigned innocence and moved to open the door.

			“At least let me do a quick examination. It’s not every day one can examine a formerly dead king, and some outside perspective could be just what the doctor ordered.” In three quick strides she was next to T’Chaka. She reached out to him, but Queen Ramonda, who had not left T’Chaka’s side since he fell, grabbed Miremba’s hand, pulling her away.

			“I appreciate your concern, but we don’t even know what’s wrong with him. Our doctors have asked that nobody touch him.” Queen Ramonda looked over to the Dora Milaje assigned to guard her husband. “Please see to it that Madame Minister is looked after while we take care of …” Her voice trailed off at the anguish on T’Chaka’s face. By the look in his eyes and the low moans, he seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness.

			The Dora Milaje escorted Miremba out of the room. Miremba glanced back at them before the doors closed behind her. As soon as they were alone, Shuri and Ramonda jumped into action.

			“Let’s get him to my lab,” Shuri said while checking her father’s pulse.

			“Is he …” Ramonda stopped mid-sentence, unable to say more as T’Chaka’s eyes shot open and he clutched his chest gasping for air.

			“My love.” Ramonda hugged him. Shuri did not share her mother’s relief. She needed to know what caused him to lose consciousness.

			“I had a vision.” T’Chaka’s voice shook. “I was back in the City of the Dead, but something was wrong. My wrists were bound with chains … I was not myself. The other ancestors tried to … break the chains that were binding me.”

			When T’Chaka looked at her, Shuri saw something unfamiliar in her father’s eyes: fear. She was still unsure exactly who or what this man was, but she knew that someone was trying to hurt her family, and whoever it was would pay.

			Moshe had always wanted to be one of the Dora Milaje; it was what drove her to run away from the Jabarilands as a child. It was impulsive and childish, but she never looked back. Once she was selected, she kept her head down, trained hard, and didn’t step out of line. In any other circumstance, she would have kept her thoughts to herself, but this was too important.

			Shuri and Okoye were standing outside the Baobab Room; Queen Ramonda wanted to be alone with T’Chaka. Moshe approached them, disturbing the thick silence that stood between them. Okoye signaled that Moshe was free to speak, curious to hear what the quietest Dora Milaje had to say.

			“I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but it’s about the king. Something is not right. My grandmother used to talk about things like this. The Jabari still believe in and are proud of the ancient ways. What’s happening with the king could have something to do with foul magic.” Moshe didn’t expect anyone to believe her, yet Okoye’s silence was very telling—they were both suspicious.

			“Foul magic?” Shuri said, more to herself than to Moshe. “What do you mean, Moshe?”

			“Have you heard of the Twilight Scrolls of the Dead?” Moshe didn’t wait for them to answer. “It’s an ancient text that existed long before there was ever a rift between the Jabari and Wakanda. There’s mention of foul magic … It can bring the dead to life.”

			Shuri put a hand on Moshe’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

			The day Misty Knight brought the John Doe from America, she had mentioned looking into Wakanda’s ancient texts, but Shuri had dismissed her without consideration.

			Never draw conclusions before considering all possible factors, Shuri scolded herself. She had to find Misty Knight.

			The breakfast bell was a welcome sound for all the prisoners. The excitement of the night before introduced them to a new kind of hunger. In the Crucible, Franklin and T’Challa stared at each other’s plates and frowned.

			“The food in here is a special kind of hell,” Franklin commented.

			T’Challa swirled the gray slop on his tray with a plastic spoon. He looked at Franklin. “Why not serve it in a bowl?”

			“Bowl” was the signal. They didn’t exactly have a lot of time to come up with elegant heist movie terms. Franklin looked to Lionel, a member of what he preferred to think of as his perimeter. Lionel got to his feet, casually walked up to a prisoner twice his size, and smacked him in the face with a tray.

			“Sit down, prisoner,” the guard said, though Lionel didn’t listen. The man on the receiving end of Lionel’s tray slap stood up, narrowed his eyes, and punched him. An explosion of blood came from Lionel’s nose, causing a hum of curious chatter from other prisoners.

			“Don’t make me come over there and break it up!” the guard said lazily. They’d counted on it diffusing, but they were wrong. Lionel, with blood streaming down his face, grabbed his opponent by the collar and said words that earned him a heavy backhand. He was knocked to the ground. Within seconds of the slap, four guys started pummeling him.

			T’Challa leapt up from where he was sitting and threw his body in front of Lionel. Seeing T’Challa’s involvement, the guards quickly jumped into action, trying to break the fight up lest it turn into another failed attack. They rushed at the circle of thrashing bodies. Franklin still sat at his table, shoveling the gray slop into his mouth with his right hand. His left hand dangled on the outside of his left thigh. In between mouthfuls, he talked another prisoner though the process of disabling his power-dampening bracelet. Its magical carvings—runes of some sort—were a spell that kept Thunderball’s powers at bay.

			None who wears this mystic band shall remove the shackle from this hand.

			But another’s hand, belonging to a fellow prisoner, worked to remove it presently. When the bracelet clicked and fell off Franklin’s wrist, he made eye contact with T’Challa.

			At that moment T’Challa knew he was even closer to walking out of the godforsaken prison keeping him from his family.

			Franklin shook his body out to let his powers flow and looked down at his empty wrist—thankful to be done with the band’s spell. It felt like every part of him was covered in pins and needles. Freedom felt good.

			He knew exactly where the central control station for the restraints was. When they first brought him into this miserable prison, he had made a mental map of all his surroundings. Using his considerable strength, he smashed through the wall and set about destroying the entire station. A chorus of clicks echoed as every prisoner’s restraints were released and fell to the ground. The first guards to realize what was happening made a run for it, but the tide has already changed—the dynamic had shifted. The prisoners cheered as they flowed through the broken-down wall and went after their captors.

			“There are still others who are locked up,” Franklin told T’Challa. With two more reinforced security checkpoints ahead of them, they’d need to grow their army of prisoners to push through. T’Challa nodded, finding the circuit box that controlled all the cell doors and rewiring it on the spot. The doors slid open in unison. Prisoners were released and flowed from their cells instinctively into the fight.

			The throng of bodies made light work of overpowering the remaining guards, who’d been stubborn enough to stand their ground. They pushed forward, bypassing an iron gate that Franklin ripped away like paper—and more manic cheers erupted from the freed prisoners behind him. They streamed on, trampling the gate, which had been Ruby’s paltry excuse for a security checkpoint. T’Challa found the circuit box in this module and a new battalion of freed prisoners burst onto the main floor—ready for the next fight.

			Franklin’s heartbeat drowned out the noise all around him. We’re almost there, he thought as he and T’Challa led the crowd to the last level of Ruby. Every prisoner had been freed, and there was only one more checkpoint to breach. He eyed it from across the module: one last security gate.

			“Feels like this whole thing was just a little too easy,” Franklin remarked. It turned out to be an omen—as four men in Hulkbusters appeared before them. The Hulkbusters made the Mandroids look like Dorothy’s Tin Man.

			Of course Hydra has a fail-safe.

			The Hulkbusters were green with the Hydra insignia on the chest. Unlike the Mandroids, these suits were less clunky and moved smoothly, making them better suited for hand-to-hand combat and easier to maneuver. Each suit was differently enhanced: two of them were armed with cybernetics that shot bullets from each knuckle of their hands, and the other two had what looked like an extra pair of long arms that stemmed from their shoulders.

			“I guess some of their experiments were successful,” T’Challa mused.

			Franklin took a deep breath to ready himself and cracked his knuckles. “This is overkill,” he said to T’Challa.

			One of the extra-arm Hulkbusters charged at T’Challa, who leapt out of the way using the wall as a stepping point. A long arm grabbed him before he could sidestep an attack. Two arms held T’Challa above the ground, while the guard in the Hulkbuster threw heavy punches at his face.

			Franklin tore off a massive chunk of wall near the wrecked gate and threw it at one of the cybernetic Hulkbusters, flattening it against an opposing wall. While a group of prisoners started beating on the other Hulkbuster, Franklin ran at the one raining down blows on T’Challa. The impact of Franklin’s super speed and strength sent the suit through a wall.

			T’Challa was flung into the air and landed on his right arm. If he was in pain, he ignored it and stood—joining Franklin’s side. Only one more checkpoint—then a last exterior wall—stood between them and freedom. He ran, T’Challa close behind. They burst through the gate together, then Franklin bounded ahead—the sound of him breaking through Ruby’s exterior cracked like thunder. Daylight. Fresh air. The debris of the jail wall at his feet. He turned to see T’Challa nowhere behind him. Then felt a thud at his head and fell to his knees …

			The sound of Franklin thundering his way to freedom had been loud enough to explode over the din of the prison fight and distract the Hulkbuster, who tackled him when he was in arm’s length of the last wall. In that split second of thunder, T’Challa delivered a left hook and a jab. T’Challa grabbed a steel pipe that was lying in the debris around him and used it to attack the joints that were much more vulnerable on the Hulkbuster than their Mandroid brethren. With the final Hulkbuster hobbled, T’Challa ran out of the prison.

			Instead of feeling the joy of freedom at last, T’Challa’s heart dropped. Franklin was on his knees near a helicopter with a defeated grimace on his face. Madame Hydra had Franklin’s wrists in restraints.

			“Your big friend is not so powerful with these on.” Seeing her face made T’Challa see red. “Don’t even think about it. His restraints will explode if anything happens to me.”

			“Let him go,” T’Challa growled.

			“You’re too late to capture me or save Wakanda.” Madame Hydra forced Franklin into the helicopter and then followed him in. As it rose, she leaned out and waved down to T’Challa. “Bye, Young King!”

			T’Challa raced back inside the prison. He dodged and weaved through the chaos, eventually locating the communication center. Fortunately, the equipment had weathered the chaos of the prison riot well enough that T’Challa was able to rig it to contact the Avengers.

			“You have reached a private communication line,” said the familiar voice of the Vision. “Please keep this line clear.”

			“Vision, this is T’Challa. I need you to bring the rest of the Avengers and pick me up at this location as soon as possible. Dr. Angom is working with Hydra to destroy Wakanda. I believe the attack may already be underway and …” T’Challa caught his breath as the full weight of the situation hit him. “My family is in danger.”

			“We are on our way,” said the Vision.

			Shuri handed Misty a pair of glasses. “It’s a prototype but it should do the job of translating the texts into English for you.”

			She and Misty tried to speed read through any passages or books that mentioned death or the magic from the texts Moshe spoke of without missing any important details. The Ancient Wakandan tomes had been digitally uploaded, but language and meaning changed over time.

			Shuri wanted to kick herself for halting work on a program that translated forgotten or dead words from Wakanda’s history texts to be accessible to everyone. She had worked with some of the oldest living people in Wakanda to understand some of the idioms and words her program didn’t recognize. At the time other projects seemed more urgent.

			After moments of anxious silence, Shuri spotted the words Spirit Plane. She gasped, causing Knight to look up.

			“What did you find?”

			“It’s something called ‘The Use of Harmonizing Frequencies in Speaking to Those in the Spirit Plane,’” Shuri said. She moved the text to a large hologram they both could read from. The two women read in silence, taking in every word. Shuri paused and read a particular line aloud: “Different harmonies and energies can be used to undo death.”

			Undo death?

			She felt lightheaded. She found a nearby chair to sit in and kept reading. The text simplified death to a spirit leaving the body to travel to the spirit plane. The spirit was free of flesh. These spirits emitted several energy signatures and were sent back to the realm of living, releasing a weakened residual energy that tied spirit and flesh together again. Shuri put in numbers and formulas that appeared in the text.

			“What are those formulas for?” Misty asked.

			Shuri tied up her hair and frowned, looking from the text to another screen.

			“I’m working on a fairly complicated formula based on some of the scientific and mathematic information in the text.” She intended to continue explaining but didn’t want to make any mistakes.

			“Are you trying to find energies of people who were dead but aren’t?”

			“Yes and no,” Shuri said, furiously typing. “I’m cross-referencing everything across one particular energy signature: my father’s.”

			The hologram in front of them flashed red twice and the words MATCH FOUND appeared above two photos. It was the shooter from New York City; his lifeless face was right next to her father’s. The doubt of her father’s legitimate return ballooned. There was no explaining away the coincidences. She had believed what she wanted, but it was impossible to carry on—the proof was right in front of her.

			Shuri’s heart pounded against her ribs. My father is a zombie.

			“Shuri?” Misty said. She pulled off the translation glasses and reached out, then pulled her hand back. Smart. “Are you okay?”

			Shuri couldn’t find the words. She willed herself to speak, but she feared as soon as she opened her mouth she might cry. MATCH FOUND was still flashing across the hologram in front of them.

			“We have to move,” Misty said, trying again.

			“So you can capture my father?” Shuri managed to say.

			“So we can help him,” Misty said softly. “So we can help Wakanda. You know as well as I do—this match doesn’t just mean they’re both dead. It means they’re connected. He doesn’t seem to know how he got here either. But whoever brought your father back is also responsible for resurrecting the man who tried to shoot you.”

			Shuri was silent for a moment. “My father is good,” she said quietly.

			Misty nodded. “But someone bad brought him back.”

		

	


		
			Season 1, Episode 10

			Breach
Tananarive Due & Steven Barnes

			Shuri’s insides felt like ash, as surely as if she were lying upon a funeral pyre. She had known that her father’s return was not an ordinary event, but she had never expected such a terrible blow! T’Chaka was a zombie like the man who had tried to kill her brother—somehow related to the terrible plot shredding Wakanda’s reputation in the eyes of the world. Was he the T’Chaka she had known at all? Or merely a hollow replica meant to harm them? How had she been so foolish?

			Shuri was still piecing her thoughts together when her Kimoyo Beads flashed in the red glow of an official Dora Milaje distress call. She used the call as an excuse to duck out of sight so Misty Knight would not see how distraught she was. The look on Okoye’s face when she saw her so perfectly matched Shuri’s heart that she blurted, “You were right about Father all along!”

			“Yes, never mind that,” Okoye snapped. Shuri wondered what could be so urgent that Okoye would dismiss such news about her former king. “Ruby has fooled us! They have launched a coup here inside the Golden City, in the reception room—right now.”

			Okoye was in full battle gear, including the glowing spears Shuri had recently tested for extra firepower. A coup inside Wakanda, perpetrated by outsiders? Such a thing had never been! Then again, so many strange firsts had come recently.

			“Where are the Dora?” Shuri asked, finding her thoughts.

			Another extraordinary event: the hologram shimmered and nearly vanished. When it returned Okoye’s words were cut off, choppy. “—disabled our comms and defenses and trapped them. They’re trying to work their way around, but …” The next words were garbled as her image faded. “… So you must come at once! I need you—” Again, the transmission faded away and then returned. “And wear your armor! T’Challa will never forgive me if harm comes—”

			Shuri used her Beads to try to scan the palace to pinpoint Okoye’s location, but her signal was flickering, too. This was impossible! “Okoye, where are you? I can’t read—”

			But Okoye’s image vanished just as Shuri saw her whip her head around to look over her shoulder. Shuri saw fear in Okoye’s face that she had not known the general was capable of. Her Beads gave her no clue how many attackers Okoye faced.

			My armor! Shuri remembered. Which set was best suited for the task? She decided to forego the emergency armor she kept in her chamber, which was closer, and find the full set she was testing in her lab. The weaker armor might do, but if Okoye was right and the Dora had been cut off, she would need to fight like five warriors.

			She raced back to search for Misty, but saw no sign of her. The American had disappeared as soon as they learned the truth about T’Chaka, and Shuri’s Beads would not tell her where Misty or her escort had gone. That was a potential disaster: every ally was needed now.

			Shuri ran back to her lab, her heart’s racing making her lightheaded. She fought the feeling that she had fallen into a nightmare from which she could not awaken. She knew she must be clearheaded, and yet how many shocks could she absorb in only a few days? Shuri’s fingers trembled as she pulled her experimental armor from its glowing case—the technology with enhancements she had not yet shared with Okoye. She told herself not to worry about that now. Shuri hurriedly outfitted herself and ran into the eerily deserted corridor toward the center of the palace. Even with no one in sight, she could hear the muffled shouts and fighting ahead. She would leave her own fate to Bast. If it were true the attackers had somehow overrun Wakandan defenses, she might be dead on arrival—the only question was how many others she would take with her.

			Shuri slowed her pace when she saw the figure silhouetted in the corridor ahead, the tips of his Panther ears elongated in shadow by the lamplight behind him. She might have mistaken him for T’Challa at a glance—but only one other man would dare wear Panther armor in the palace.

			The last time she saw him, he had been weak, unconscious. Now he was awake.

			“Father,” Shuri said, the word suddenly foreign in her mouth.

			His helmet snapped away, revealing his face and tortured eyes. “Shuri.”

			“Did you know?” she asked him, suddenly less interested in the attack by Ruby, wanting only to hear his answer.

			“I … still do not know everything,” he said. “But I know I died. I know I have come back. And … I have fought this pain that I am afraid may be much more than a headache.”

			“What then? What do you think it is?”

			“Another kind of attack,” he said softly. “An attack on my will. It is not a coincidence that I am standing here just as a coup has begun.”

			So T’Chaka might have been resurrected to be used against them somehow, just as Okoye had deeply feared. Without meaning to, Shuri took a step away from her father. She wished she had time to rush him to the lab and scan his brain the way she should have more thoroughly from the start, rather than simply testing his DNA with her pocket scanning rod. If someone was trying to control him, maybe the neural tampering would be obvious on a scanner and she could devise a barrier—but there was no time.

			“Come,” T’Chaka said, motioning her closer. “It grieves me that my daughter must fight to protect her very home, but no daughter has ever been better suited for the task. It is my honor to fight beside you.”

			Shuri went to T’Chaka and clasped his hand—even through his glove they both felt the odd jolt that sizzled across her skin.

			“I am not afraid of you,” she said, holding on tight, even as he tried to pull his hand away. “No matter what happens next, you will always be my father. If it is forbidden magic that brought you back to us, I celebrate that magic with all my heart. No matter what its intent, your return is the greatest gift I’ve ever known.”

			T’Chaka smiled at her.

			Okoye’s hologram appeared again, still tinged bright red but flickering. Okoye’s brow knit with disapproval when she saw T’Chaka beside Shuri, but only for an instant. “Hydra fighters have invaded the palace!” Okoye was breathless, unusual for her. “Ruby was a front for Hydra all along!” 

			Hydra in Wakanda! T’Chaka’s mask hummed back into place.

			Approaching footsteps made Shuri tense up until she saw it was Ramonda running to T’Chaka, already dressed in the defensive armor Shuri had built for her. She was the lioness to T’Chaka’s lion, her braids wrapped high on her head so her sight would be clear.

			“We have company,” Ramonda said. “Let’s not leave our guests unattended.”

			The king had not yet returned, but his family was ready for the fight.

			The east end of the Royal Palace was a chaos of shouts and gunfire as a handful of Dora Milaje scaled into the reception room from a high, narrow window, evading the barriers erected by Ruby to block their access.

			Shuri felt pride as, one after another, the Dora dropped and rolled with precision, landing in a fighting stance with spears, Vibranium-powered blasters, and bare hands ready to meet the Hydra attackers. The pop-pop-pop of gunfire riddled the walls and shattered glass, but the Dora warriors’ expert rolls and evasions behind the pillars allowed each of them to join the battle unscathed, returning gunfire with blasts or poison darts just as deadly. The seven Dora Milaje charged in regimented formation, donned in their bullet-repellent armor, including the new face masks that automatically snapped into place during gun battles. Such a small group faced a swarm of attackers. Shuri had seen this scale of conflict outside the palace walls, but she felt a surge of disbelief to realize that an army had invaded her home. The disasters unleashed by their interactions with the world had spilled back across Wakanda’s borders.

			“This is too dangerous for you,” Shuri told her silver-haired mother.

			“Not if I’m with you!” Ramonda said. “Help me find anyone who needs help getting out!”

			But it seemed the attendants, chefs, and servers had already fled. Everyone in sight was fighting for their lives. While Shuri escorted Ramonda through the fury, she noticed a black-clad Hydra fighter trying to get a bead on Okoye with his gun. Before Shuri could react, Ramonda knocked the man unconscious with a jolt from her taser before he saw them approach. Ramonda was as stealthy as a cat herself!

			“Mother!” Shuri said, surprised, but Ramonda only nodded once as if she were a Dora. As gunfire chased them like a snake trying to strike at their feet, Shuri and Ramonda found protection behind Okoye, whose spinning spear was so fast it spat bullets away with hollow clinks on the floor.

			But Okoye’s reflexes were no match for physics. She winced and canted slightly to the right as a bullet tore out a chunk of her shoulder. Okoye switched her spear to her left hand, the spinning shield becoming a missile as Okoye hurled it at the man who had shot her from twenty meters across the room—a “Ruby executive” in dinner attire flew backwards, pinned to the wall by the spear through his chest. He was dead before he had time to scream.

			A woman in bright red pumps yelled out in rage and took aim at them with her 9mm. Shuri was close enough to launch herself across the floor in a slide to collide with her, making her shot go wild. The woman’s gun flew from her hand, skittering beneath a table. Tangled beneath Shuri’s weight, the woman suddenly locked eyes with Shuri. “Please, no—” she began in a mousy voice, as if to negotiate, but Shuri silenced her with a knee to her midsection. 

			“That woman you tried to kill is my mother,” Shuri said between gritted teeth.

			Shuri was ready to blast the assassin at close range when the woman surprised her with a head butt directly between her eyes. The collision had such power that Shuri’s vision blacked out for a moment, and all sound ceased. The pleas had been a trap! Shuri tried to command her flailing arms, but could only lean against the wall beside the dead man pinned by Okoye’s spear. She scrambled to find a way to pull herself to her feet. She expected to feel a bullet, but instead she heard her enemy scream. Shuri’s vision cleared enough to see the woman flying across the room as if pulled by puppet strings, until she crumpled against a statue’s head, her broken back prostrate atop the statue.

			T’Chaka stood over her, offering his hand. “Get up,” he said. “Quickly.”

			“I’ve got her,” Okoye said, wresting Shuri clear before T’Chaka could touch her. T’Chaka hung his head a bit as he realized what the coolness in Okoye’s voice and face meant.

			“Yes, General,” T’Chaka said. “You do.”

			Six more Hydra fighters clad in black charged the room, increasing their advantage. In all the confusion, the scene felt even more surreal.

			T’Chaka secured Ramonda behind a wide pillar. He seemed to sway, and for a moment Shuri thought he might collapse again, but his posture went rigid so quickly that she wondered if she had imagined it. “No fighting in close quarters,” T’Chaka told Ramonda. “I will not lose you today.”

			“The nerve of them!” Ramonda said, her face knit tight with rage. “To think we are so weak! To spurn our hospitality to try to take what is ours! Not on this day! We are Wakanda! Yibambe!”

			Her voice was loud enough to fill the room, serving as a rallying cry to the Dora Milaje. “Qhubeka!” The warriors let out a unified yell that sounded as much like a song as a shout as they advanced in a disciplined line. They moved quickly enough to disarm the gunmen before they could aim, and their superior martial arts skills were an eye-baffling blur of hands and feet as they dismantled the intruders.

			Shuri’s unsteadiness abruptly left. Of course! Her experimental armor was equipped with a kinetic dampening neutralizer meant to protect the wearer by deactivating gunpowder—the Vibranium-fueled chemicals her armor emitted might also work to protect her companions, including Ramonda. Shuri adjusted the control panel on her wrist to its highest level. She immediately smelled the strong odor of the invention she had nicknamed The Bullet Killer, an invisible gas designed to prevent explosive oxidation, making bullets no more dangerous than small stones. Would it work in so large a space?

			Yes! Slowly at first, but then more and more, the sound of gunfire decreased, and their attackers stared at their misfiring guns with stupefied panic. Clicking sounds filled the room like manic crickets. Joy and irritation mingled in her heart: what a great success, with no time to brag to anyone!

			With a shout of joy, Shuri joined Okoye and the chorus of crunching bones and flesh getting pummeled so hard that Shuri could almost feel their blows. A quick glance told her that the bullet that hit Okoye had exited from her right upper back. Rapidly, Shuri pressed a Kimoyo Bead into the wound to help seal it to heal, but Okoye’s deadly look told her she should have given the general a warning to expect the pain.

			“Thanks,” Okoye said between gritted teeth.

			A Hydra agent tried to hook Shuri’s jaw with a sharp swing of his black baton, but she ducked his blow and pressed her taser to his throat. His eyes widened just before she squeezed the trigger.

			“Today was your life’s mistake, colonizer,” Shuri said before his pupils dilated. As he slumped at her feet, she pulled his baton from his slack hand in time to hit another Hydra fighter rushing behind her squarely in the voice box. He gagged, clutching his throat as he fell.

			The door at the other end of the large room shook as someone outside tried to break through the barricaded entrance. More of Hydra’s army with working guns? Or did she dare hope it might be T’Challa—

			“Where is Miremba?” Shuri said to Okoye, who was still fighting strong despite her injury. “She must answer for this!” Shuri would savor the opportunity to capture Miremba for questioning before the Council.

			“She fled when the fighting began,” Okoye said. Even with her attention split, Okoye brought an attacker groaning to his knees with a sweep of her staff. Her next blow sent him facedown to the floor. “Where is your American woman?”

			As soon as Okoye asked the question, glass shattered from a high window and Misty Knight swung into the room on a rope. Her landing was clumsier than that of a Dora, but impressive for a woman who was not, after all, Wakandan. Misty evaded attacks as she ran to make her way to Okoye and Shuri.

			“Couldn’t leave the door open for some friendly reinforcements? One trip to the powder room and this party went straight to hell,” Misty said. “Sisters, we have bigger problems—transport planes are landing, full of Hydra troops. We’re outnumbered. Like, badly.”

			“How do you have comms? Ours are down!” Shuri said.

			Barely looking behind her, Misty swung her bionic arm and clotheslined a Hydra fighter running at Shuri. The attacker flipped and landed awkwardly, bones crunching with the impact of his fall. Misty punctuated his howl with the pointed heel of her stylish boot. “I carry my own satellite phone when I can,” Misty said once he was quiet. “Hydra attacked your comms, but they forgot about me. While I was … indisposed … I heard the commotion and called up a satellite image to see what’s up—and trust me, it’s not good. At least two planes have landed and I saw a third right behind them.”

			Okoye and the small contingent of Dora Milaje had made quick work of several fighters scattered on the floor, but at least a dozen were still active. The Dora could not leave her to fight outside the palace grounds. The palace was vulnerable! Even now, Shuri heard the roar of dozens of voices raised loudly outside in chants of “Hail Hydra!” that chilled her. Could T’Chaka hold this room on his own when he was already subject to these strange direct attacks that threatened to send him falling at any moment?

			“What will we do?” Shuri whispered to herself.

			She had just thought of beseeching Bast for guidance when her Kimoyo Beads beeped and lit up. Okoye, too, gave a start as she tapped her earpiece. “Comms are back!” Okoye said. Glory to Bast, Shuri’s system override had finally engaged.

			Before today, no foreign party had ever tried to sabotage their comms, but of course she and her team had designed safeguards for just such an emergency. She only heard static at first, but then …

			A vivid hologram appeared: her brother, in an unhelmeted Panther suit. The image was so clear she could see his weary eyes and the bruises on his face.

			“Are you all right?” T’Challa said just as she was about to ask the same question. “Hydra has breached our border.” The grief in his voice filled the room.

			“I’m fine, Brother! So is Mother—but we are overrun with Hydra troops. Ruby was—”

			“I know,” T’Challa said. “I was so foolish. But we are landing now to help you fight.”

			“Who is … ‘we’?” Okoye said, leaning forward to eavesdrop.

			The image in T’Challa’s hologram transmission widened: Rhodey stood at T’Challa’s side, suited up as War Machine. Beside him stood the red-painted android they called Vision, though Shuri still was uncertain if he was more man or machine. And the two who could shrink to insects—which was a more impressive skill than she might have believed if she hadn’t witnessed it herself. T’Challa had brought the Avengers to Wakanda! Shuri had never been happier to see strangers in her homeland.

			“We’re happy to help!” the one who called himself Ant-Man said. “And by the way, I just want to say I’ve always dreamed of seeing Wakanda. Since I learned it exists, I mean …”

			Vision leaned closer to interrupt him. “Princess, as I have been telling King T’Challa, these disruptions of your comms and defense systems are unlike any weapon I have ever seen from Hydra. I do not yet have the data to explain it elegantly, but it is as if …”

			“It’s from an entirely different energetic plane!” Shuri said. “Yes, it’s—”

			“Hayi!” Okoye complained. “You two analyze it later. Now—we fight.”

			“Be careful, Shuri,” T’Challa said.

			“Be careful yourself, Brother.” Shuri signed off and made her way back to the column where Ramonda had taken cover, fending off attackers with her fighting staff. “Mother! T’Challa is back. He’s landing now with the Avengers!”

			“Good news at last!” Ramonda said.

			T’Chaka picked up two Hydra attackers by their collars as if they were weightless, one in each hand, and clapped them together with such force that they instantly sagged, either unconscious or dead. Clearly, T’Chaka was feeling better.

			“Good news indeed!” T’Chaka said. “Shuri, stay here with Okoye and Ramonda—protect the heart of the palace. I will go join T’Challa … and his new allies.”

			Shuri wanted to object, but then she surveyed the wreckage the battle had made of the palace’s prized reception room and nodded. As much as she wanted to help stave off soldiers from the two transport planes, she was needed inside the palace.

			“T’Chaka …” Ramonda said, holding his arm. “How do I know I will see you again? Or … that you will return as the same man you are now?” The same words had lurked, unspoken, in Shuri’s mind. Father must not leave them again!

			T’Chaka’s mask slid away, revealing his grim face and slightly dancing eyes Ramonda and Shuri knew so well. “Neither of us can know the future,” he said. “But I love you and my family on this plane … and the next. No one can take that away.”

			And they kissed, the spark of their passion overcoming the mystical electric shock of the former king’s touch. Neither death nor battle could destroy their family’s love.

		

	


		
			Season 1, Episode 11

			Rise of the Undead
Tananarive Due & Steven Barnes

			T’Challa was pacing as his Quinjet descended. His thoughts were aflame with the news that Wakanda had been overrun by enemy Hydra forces in his brief absence. Even worse, the Dora Milaje were not strong enough to protect the palace. T’Challa’s first sight as he disembarked his Quinjet with the Avengers could have been the large Hydra private jets that had beaten him to Wakanda, already emptied of dozens of fighters, doors yawning open. Or the troublesome smoke rising from the palace. Or the Dora Milaje engaged in full combat with a Hydra army hardly fifty meters from the palace doors, a breach with no precedent in Wakandan history.

			But T’Challa’s true first sight was his father running to him, still alive in full Panther gear, Misty Knight at his side. T’Challa ran to meet him, knowing that, despite all that must be said, his father would tell him only what was necessary.

			“It’s Miremba,” T’Chaka said. T’Challa nodded that he already knew. “She is here somewhere, and dangerous in ways we still do not understand. All of these soldiers …”

			“They’re a distraction,” T’Challa said. “She is the true enemy.”

			“Listen to me carefully, T’Challa,” T’Chaka said. They both snapped away their masks so they could see each other’s eyes. Misty, sensing a private interaction, backed slightly away to survey the battlefront. “I do not know when, and I do not know how, but I am a part of her plan. Somehow, she brought me back. Shuri already knows this.”

			T’Challa nodded. He knew, too, and perhaps had known since Miremba revealed herself. T’Chaka’s return always had been too good to be true.

			“I feel her manipulating me,” T’Chaka said. “She has tried to disable me, or make me faint, or cause me pain. She knows I am your greatest weakness. If I ever seem like I am not myself, do not hesitate to treat me like an enemy. Promise me this.”

			T’Challa nodded. He could not imagine treating his father as an enemy, but T’Chaka needed to hear him say it. “Yes, Father. I promise.”

			T’Challa checked his Kimoyo Beads, which were working but still faint from interference. His scanner showed him a flickering snapshot of the palace’s skirmishes. Ten fighters remained in the reception room with Ramonda and Shuri, who showed up as bright dots. A larger number of troops were gathered just inside the palace doors to isolate the inner chamber and repel the Dora Milaje, and the bulk of the troops still fought the Dora Milaje outside the palace doors.

			“Can you tell if my Kimoyo signatures are accurate?” T’Challa asked Vision.

			“Yes, in my estimation,” Vision said. “Between your internal safeguards now activating and my efforts to counteract the blockage, your systems should be back to normal.”

			Once he knew he could trust his eyes, T’Challa’s strategic mind engaged: the major battle was outside, but his family was inside. He and the Avengers would break the Hydra troop lines and take down as many fighters as possible so he could get back inside the palace and help Okoye, Shuri, and Ramonda. Unless he was imagining it, two Hydra fighters were approaching Shuri and Ramonda for every one that fell battling them. A disturbing thought flashed into his mind: Cut off one head and two more will take its place …

			However frightened he was for them, he could not risk losing his entire kingdom on a rescue mission before he saw victory outside. Without Okoye’s leadership in the field, the Dora were fractured and unfocused against such an overwhelming force.

			“The impondo zenkomo,” T’Challa said, and his father nodded with recognition. “Ramonda is forever talking about her hero, Shaka Zulu. The Buffalo Horn was his signature battle plan.”

			“Perfect,” Vision agreed. “From my studies, I would have suggested the same.”

			“Sounds great!” Janet said. “But they didn’t teach us that one in Jersey, sorry.”

			T’Challa used his Kimoyo Beads to create a holographic board to draw simple circles, lines, and arrows while the Avengers huddled close. “The Dora will serve as the flank on the sides. Hank, you will become Giant-Man, not Ant-Man, and draw the troops and fire at the center rear. You will be their primary object of attack.”

			“Sounds … great?” For one who called himself an Avenger, Hank looked nervous. Janet gave him a pat on the back.

			T’Challa went on: “While the Hydra army focuses on the giant … Vision, War Machine, and the Wasp will obscure themselves until it’s time to swoop in from the sides for our true attack by air once we have drawn them in. With support from the Dora Milaje, we will have them surrounded.”

			“Obscuring won’t be hard for me,” Janet said. No sooner had she spoken than her full human form seemed to evaporate, leaving her a winged, wasp-sized woman landing on Hank’s shoulder. Her next word was through her comms, since her voice was nearly too tiny to be heard. “Done.”

			“Those clouds are our best bet to hide us,” Rhodey said to Vision, gazing at the peaceful white clouds above Wakanda that belied the chaos below. “You on the left, me on the right?”

			Before he answered, Vision was gone, shooting skyward with impossible acceleration, leaving only a streak in his wake.

			“Is it just me, or is that rude as hell?” Rhodey said with a shake of his head. “Anything else we need to know, Your Highness? No surprises waiting up there?”

			Once again, T’Challa checked his sensors. “None that I can see. Wait for my command.”

			T’Chaka spoke up: “Once we have stabilized the battlefront, we’ll go in for Shuri and Ramonda and give Okoye the backup they need.”

			“No,” T’Challa said firmly, and his father’s eyes widened with surprise. “Not you, Father. You said it yourself: you are compromised. I will not have you endangering yourself, or us. I order you to report to the sickbay on the Quinjet where you will wait until our victory.”

			T’Challa might have felt more pain if not for the specter of his kingdom under siege. His army was only as strong as its weakest link—T’Chaka himself had taught him that.

			After a moment, T’Chaka nodded, concealing his pain. “As you wish,” he said, and began his retreat to the Quinjet.

			Misty gave him a challenging look, so T’Challa said, “Speak freely.”

			“T’Chaka fought hard to protect Shuri and Ramonda,” Misty said. “I was a witness.”

			“You may also witness him in sickbay, if you like,” T’Challa said.

			“No,” Misty said. “I’m staying right here with you.”

			“Then we begin,” T’Challa said, and adjusted his Kimoyo Beads to broadcast to his fighters. He could only hope that Vision’s assessment was correct and the comms were no longer compromised. “Dora Milaje—the Buffalo Horn!”

			The Dora Milaje instinctively knew T’Challa’s wishes and left their fighting mid-blow to race into formation. The center of the buffalo was where the slower or more injured Dora would gather. The fastest and strongest would flank the sides, helping to funnel the Hydra fighters toward Giant-Man. But where was Giant-Man?

			“Now would be a good time,” T’Challa said to Hank, who looked flustered.

			Hank nodded. “Right. I know. Just give me … a second.” When he closed his eyes, he shrank to the size of a child. “Whoops. That wasn’t it. Okay, here we go …”

			Hank concentrated until his face turned red, and then he broke into a run toward the battlefield. At his childlike size, he looked like a suicide mission in progress.

			The Wasp’s voice broke in over the comms. “Hank, shouldn’t you wait until—”

			T’Challa had seen the transformation before, but it always amazed him: with every stride, Hank grew slightly taller until he suddenly ballooned to the size of a high-rise apartment building, looming over the palace and the battlefield before him, his shadow swallowing them. Several Hydra fighters stopped in their tracks, mouths agape. But then the Hydra rallying cry began, matched by the Doras’ war cry. The battlefront screamed to life.

			“Don’t step on anyone!” Janet cautioned over the comms.

			As a Hydra contingent ran toward Hank, he raised his foot to kick them. His motion was slow enough to give them time to turn in the other direction, but they were not fast enough to miss the power of his oversized foot sending them flying and screaming through the air.

			Just as T’Challa had known they would, all of the Hydra forces focused on Hank. It was even better than he’d hoped: not only did the Hydra troops closing in on the palace turn back to take on Hank instead, but several more came streaming from inside the palace. Vision had disabled the Hydra planes as soon as the Quinjet landed, so no air attack could counter Hank’s sheer size. There would be no retreat.

			As if through a funnel, T’Challa watched the Hydra troops raging toward him where he stood beside Hank, careful to dodge his clumsy footsteps. “Ow!” Hank said through his comms, but he was not seriously injured by such comparably miniscule bullets, most of which did not pierce his suit.

			T’Challa and Misty charged the troops who got closest to Hank and felled them either by the kinetic power of T’Challa’s Panther blows or the force of Misty’s strong bionic arm. His combat mind saw three opponents as one: caroming them off each other, lining them up so that they could not fire without decapitating or dismembering their fellows, feinting and changing direction, velocity, and targets with blinding speed so that he dazzled their minds before breaking their bodies. The full force of his rage poured out of him, and the bodies of his enemies became a canvas upon which the Black Panther painted a masterpiece.

			Weaving in and out of the carnage, Misty Knight more than held her own. Whenever he saw her about to get jumped by more fighters, she always instinctively knew which combinations and evasions would leave them on the ground. But even her exceptional maneuvering wouldn’t help her against the line of Hydra gunmen taking aim at her.

			“Watch out!” T’Challa called to her. He angled his body in front of hers just as a volley of gunfire sparked across his suit. Shuri had bragged that she was testing a “Bullet Killer” in her lab, but he had no such device yet. Luckily, Vibranium was bulletproof.

			“Thank you—now you watch out,” Misty said, and pointed at troops behind him. He chuckled to himself: he’d known they were there, of course, but it moved him that his beautiful ally was so alert.

			Leaving a trail of moaning, crawling foes and shattered bodies behind him, he disposed of twelve Hydra fighters in such rapid succession that he hardly had time to draw breaths between them. In a brief moment of respite, he noticed that the number of troops trickling from inside the palace had slowed. T’Challa was satisfied that it was time to complete his plan.

			“Now!” he called to Vision and Rhodey. The two Avengers soared out of the clouds above them, one on either side of the trapped horde of Hydra fighters.

			Fire spat from each end of the sky. One Hydra squad rolled out a rocket launcher and pointed toward Rhodey, but the operator suddenly screamed and clawed at his helmet. The Wasp, it seemed, had launched her own attack.

			The palace yard was littered with broken bodies. When any Hydra agent tried to flee back to the palace, the Dora Milaje were waiting in unbreakable lines. The Hydra fighters were trained well, but they were no match for them. Today, at last, a much-needed victory was at hand. Miremba had fooled them and smuggled her troops into Wakanda, but it would go no further.

			Now, they only had to find her.

			They did not have to look far. “Check her out!” said Misty. She pointed at the palace’s center tower, the spot where T’Challa sometimes conducted addresses for his people. How dare she stand in his tower!

			With his suit, T’Challa focused on her face until he could see her staring straight back at him. She did not look angry or defiant, only strangely calm. T’Challa used his suit to adjust the comms so his voice could be heard from the announcement loudspeaker. The entire kingdom would hear him!

			“You should have brought a better army, Miremba!” T’Challa said. “As you can see, they were no match for us!” His voice rang across the field and beyond, clear and strong.

			The Dora cheered. T’Challa used his suit to survey the battlefield from Miremba’s viewpoint: a sea of defeated Hydra agents lay splayed beneath her. The few who were still upright were facing multiple Dora Milaje warriors or fleeing aerial assaults from Vision and Rhodey. From her vantage point, it was a truly pathetic display.

			“Give yourself up. Now!” T’Challa said.

			Miremba laughed. Her laughter was so powerful that it doubled her over. Perhaps she was so much in shock that she was hysterical, but so many villains laughed in the face of defeat that T’Challa mused it might be a trait they all shared. Miremba raised her arms until the flaps of her blouse draped like wings, as if she expected to take flight.

			Vision’s voice was suddenly urgent in T’Challa’s ear. “The disruption has begun again. I can’t quite pinpoint—” His voice was lost to static.

			Only then, watching Miremba’s raised arms and manic grin, did T’Challa feel fear.

			“You are right, King T’Challa,” Miremba said. “I should have brought another army—so I will raise my new army now!”

			For a moment, there was a dead silence as they all waited. T’Challa checked the sky to make sure no new planes attempted to land in Wakanda.

			“Ho-leeee cow,” he heard Misty say, so he followed her gaze.

			All across the battlefield the Hydra soldiers began convulsing as deadly torrents of mystical electricity cascaded through their bodies. T’Challa watched, for a moment unable to comprehend what he was seeing.

			“She is killing her own people!” he screamed in horror. The gut-churning smell of burnt flesh wafted across the battlefield as body after body fell. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it ended. The palace yard was quiet as a tomb. That is, until the corpses started to stir!

			They slowly rose, as if their limbs were unfamiliar to them, but soon most of them were on their knees. Misty looked at T’Challa, confused, and backed away from the soldiers rising closest to them. He suddenly understood, like the weight of a giant boulder falling upon him: he had nearly been bested by Miremba’s zombie bodyguards in Rudyarda, and now she had created a zombie army. That man he fought in New York City had not “died” so suddenly because of his touch—she had willed him to fall. Maybe she had only dropped her arms to make him die again.

			T’Challa felt sick to his stomach. That means … she might have done the same to my father!

			“We have no fear of the dead!” T’Challa shouted for all to hear, and a cheer went up.

			T’Challa swelled with pride as the Dora Milaje resumed their battles with the fallen soldiers, but his pride soon turned to terror: now it was his warriors who were falling! Each time they touched one of the zombie soldiers, their bodies tremored with electric shock.

			“This isn’t good,” Misty whispered, but she, too, bravely charged the Hydra soldier who was almost upon her. She attacked him with a swing of her bionic arm, but when she hit him a POP sound sent her rolling to the ground. Misty let out a yell. Her bionic arm was smoking. These creatures’ powers were even stronger than the assassin’s in New York! While she shrieked in pain, T’Challa helped her wrest the arm free of its socket. The metal glowed bright orange, making smoke rise from the grass.

			T’Challa tried to call Vision to get his assessment of their chances against an army of the undead that could disable his fighters with a touch, but he could no longer reach Vision … and, in truth, he already knew. Vision and Rhodey had resumed their blast attacks, but the undead kept walking even if they were roasted by fire.

			Was Hank Pym their best hope now?

			T’Challa waved his arms to try to get Pym’s attention, but Giant-Man was fighting his first true battle since his arrival. Even at his size, when he stepped on an undead fighter, he felt the jolt. Hank cried out, now trying to avoid stepping on the Hydra fighters. But Miremba’s power had disabled his, somehow causing interference with the Pym particles that gave him his powers, and as he started to tumble he shrank back down to regular size before he hit the ground. He landed so hard that T’Challa could not be sure he had survived.

			Above him, War Machine’s suit sputtered noisily as he went into a spin with just enough thrust to keep from falling outright—he landed awkwardly in the treetops to the west and was no doubt injured. There would be no more assistance from Rhodey. All across the battlefront, the Dora Milaje had learned that they must avoid touching their enemy at all costs—swatting them away with staffs that did not conduct electricity. But the undead army did not fall, and even the Dora Milaje could not avoid the touch of the undead who swarmed them.

			Vision landed hard beside T’Challa, clearly weakened. Miremba’s attack somehow rivaled the android’s cutting-edge tech. “I am sorry, Your Highness,” Vision said. “Something … is sapping my strength.” As soon as he spoke, six of the undead pulled him to the ground, where Vision lay helpless, no longer able to speak as the undead’s touch short-circuited him. Not far from him, Misty Knight was already unconscious from her injuries—T’Challa hoped she was not dead.

			“Oh my!” Miremba broadcast from the tower, arms still lifted. “I’m afraid it is you, King T’Challa, who should have brought a better army.”

			“Stop this!” T’Challa called to her. He could not bring himself to admit defeat, but could he make a negotiation that would save his people’s lives? Save Shuri and Ramonda? He hoped with all his heart that no undead were yet inside the palace. They did not yell or grunt, so a strange quiet had settled over the battlefield, except for clashing staffs and the pain of the living. T’Challa heard footsteps behind him. He knew who it was without having to check his habit’s now-useless sensors.

			T’Challa whirled around—and there stood his father. He froze for a moment, wondering if T’Chaka was one of Miremba’s army now.

			“Miremba!” T’Chaka shouted, and T’Challa was relieved to hear his father’s resolve. “You have no quarrel with the Wakandan people. Your quarrel is only with me!”

			“I’m so glad you have joined us, King T’Chaka!” Miremba said.

			Oddly, the undead who swarmed the other fighters steered clear of the two Black Panthers, leaving them untouched. That observation gave T’Challa small hope. But his hope died as Miremba went on, “Without you, I could not truly put on the show I planned.”

			T’Challa looked at his father with horror, suddenly understanding what a piece of his heart had known all along. “Father …” he whispered. His mask retracted on his suit to look into his eyes. “Fight her.”

			T’Chaka’s entire body shook with the effort of his inner battle. He was not wearing his Panther mask, and T’Challa saw rare tears in his eyes. “Remember … your … promise,” T’Chaka said. “Keep. Them. Safe. Even … from me.”

			T’Chaka lunged.

			T’Challa was able to dodge T’Chaka only because he had expected the attack now that he better understood Miremba’s plan. But his head spun with confusion as he fought to comprehend that the man he had loved his entire life was now trying to hurt him—to kill him! T’Chaka’s pained eyes had been replaced by dead, unfeeling ones. When T’Chaka lunged again, wasting no time, his finger grazed T’Challa’s cheek and the pain was so dazzling that T’Challa’s knees nearly buckled. He grabbed the wooden staff one of the Dora Milaje had wielded before she fell. In his expert hands the staff spun so fast it was as invisible as an airplane propeller. T’Challa struck his father’s head, then his chest, then his head again, but with little effect. No grunt, no hiss, no slowed pace. T’Chaka took a barrage of blows with no reaction. Finally, the staff cracked in two.

			“If only the world could see!” Miremba taunted from her tower. “But no one can see you! No one will help you! Just like what happened to my people when Wakanda turned us away!”

			T’Chaka lunged again, and T’Challa pivoted away, using distance to spoil T’Chaka’s targeting. Confusion sapped his reflexes: he needed time to clear his head and calm his heart.

			This was what Miremba had wanted from the start. She had known that T’Challa would never be able to harness his full ferocity against his own father.

			He could not let his father die … again. But Miremba’s puppet could and would kill him if he didn’t snap out of it. It was like fighting himself, dodging his own reflection. He saw an opening for a kick and took it, ready this time for the numbing pain. Twice he saw opportunities to land crippling blows … but could not bring himself to strike so decisively, regardless of his promise. He found an opening, rolling away from the expected strike, and scooped up a rock, hurling it to strike T’Chaka on the side of his head. Perfect timing. Perfect aim. T’Chaka staggered back.

			A dazzling move. A move T’Chaka himself had taught him long ago. Why hadn’t his father anticipated and avoided it? Could it be … was it possible that somewhere deep within his father’s undead form a spark of the real T’Chaka remained?

			“Father!” T’Challa pleaded. “It is me! You can fight her.”

			“No!” Miremba countered. “You’re exactly wrong about that—he cannot fight me. Because, you see, he is dead, T’Challa. The dead have no heart! The dead have no will! And because he turned my people away one by one, I will take every Wakandan one by one. For every one of my people who died, your people will die. For every member of my family who died, a member of your family will die.”

			“They are innocents!” T’Challa cried.

			“Not to me!” Miremba said. “You built your kingdom on our blood!”

			And T’Chaka lunged at him again.

			Shuri’s skin was slippery beneath her overheated armor after so much uninterrupted fighting with the Hydra troops inside the palace. Okoye’s injuries were no worse, but she was tired. Ramonda also panted with sweat dripping from her chin.

			But they were alive. They had survived. They would not be alive for long, however, if any of the undead army made their way to them. They had run straight to the lab and fortified the doors as soon as they saw the vile new component of Miremba’s plan. Fighting was only the first part of defeating Miremba—technology would be the rest. Every word they heard echoing from the loudspeaker outside meant that both T’Challa and T’Chaka were closer to death.

			“Can you save him?” Ramonda said. Shuri hated to wonder which “him” she meant, especially since she was not sure she could save any of them.

			“I will try, Mother.”

			Okoye reclined on the treatment table, allowing the gentle pulses to complete the healing work on her shoulder that the Kimoyo Bead could not do on its own. “I hate hiding like a child. I should go out there to save T’Challa!”

			“How?” Shuri said. “As soon as one of those things touches you, you’re finished. Then you’ll be a zombie fighting for her, too.” Okoye made a sour face.

			Shuri tried to slow her breathing and her panicked thoughts. She remembered what Vision had said about the disruption—

			“Her technology is not Hydra’s,” Shuri said as she paced, thinking aloud. “She brought it to them. So it is not based in western science, but in the ancient texts.”

			“The ancient texts do not mention electricity,” Ramonda said.

			“No,” Shuri agreed. “But they do mention energy, and electricity is energy.”

			Shuri wished she had more time to study the ancient texts. Outside, her father was trying to kill T’Challa! Shuri decided to rest her fate with the computer.

			“How does it feel to be the powerless one?” Miremba’s voice boomed from the tower.

			“We will never be powerless,” Shuri murmured as her fingers flew on her Wakandan alphabet keyboard in a flurry to record everything she knew.

			The attack in Rudyarda. T’Chaka’s reappearance. Their disabled comms.

			That was it! Her override system would tell her where the attack had originated. If she knew that, she would only need to find a way to block Miremba’s access the way her Bullet Killers inhibited gunfire at the chemical level. If the disruption to the comms had originated on the same plane as Miremba’s power over the zombies, the override system already knew the answer as it worked furiously to reestablish communication and defenses. Somewhere, there was a switch funneling Miremba’s energy, and she only needed to switch it from ON to OFF.

			Shuri’s eyes sped over the report on her hologram screen as she typed in a query to retrace the steps that had temporarily reestablished communications. Somewhere in those flickering hologram messages they had gotten past lay the key to it all—

			“You have it,” Ramonda said, seeing it in Shuri’s face. Or hoping, at least.

			Suddenly, she did see it. The numbers on the screen formed a repetitive code. Those numbers preceded every successful attempt to reach the disabled Kimoyo Beads. Holding her breath, Shuri instructed the computer to flood her screen with the code. She whispered the string of numbers like an incantation.

			Then she tried to reach T’Challa on her Beads. “Brother …” she said. “Can you hear me?”

			All she heard was a grunt and a cry of pain. But the bypass was working!

			And if she could use that code to bypass Miremba’s sabotage of the comms, might the code also disable her army? On her computer, Shuri typed the command to flood Wakanda’s systems with the code. Could she recreate it through sound? Shuri’s fingers flew.

			A high-pitched squeal suddenly filled the room, and Shuri covered her ears.

			The television monitors all flared in the lab. One of the screens cracked. And now she could see the battlefield!

			Every undead soldier had crumpled to the ground.

			T’Challa barely evaded a sweeping heel kick to the head, an acrobatic movement that would have shamed the world’s greatest capoerista. Despite his own speed and agility, it grazed him on the temple, and this time the Panther suit was not at full protection. His nervous system seemed to have short-circuited, and for a moment he was stunned.

			But T’Chaka had stopped. He was shaking his head like a sick bear. He blinked, and sagged, and … the zombie fell. Only T’Chaka remained.

			“Thanks to Bast,” T’Challa whispered. Relief washed over him like a warm bath.

			“What has happened?” Miremba cried from the tower.

			“My son … are you all right?” T’Chaka said. He extended a hand to help pull T’Challa to his feet. T’Challa hesitated only an instant, fearing a trick, but T’Chaka had never spoken a word in his controlled state. This was truly his father again.

			T’Chaka seemed to read his son’s thoughts, and clutched his arms hard. “My son, I cannot remain here,” he said. “Without her power, I grow weaker with each moment. This is not over. I have no more usefulness on this plane. To help you, I must rejoin the ancestors.”

			“Father, no,” T’Challa said. “I am sure that Shuri can—”

			T’Chaka slowly shook his head. “No, my son,” he said. “Don’t worry. I am not afraid.”

			“Kill them!” Miremba screamed from her tower.

			But the living Hydra soldiers were few in number. They clashed with the healthy Dora fighters far out of range of T’Challa and T’Chaka. Vision took longer to stir, but Misty Knight was back on her feet, retrieving her arm to replace it. Hank Pym let out a loud groan, complaining about his back.

			T’Challa would replay the next moment for the rest of his life, each night when he tried to sleep, a recurring nightmare that somehow felt worse the second time.

			“Incoming!” Misty shouted. She pointed as she ducked for cover.

			T’Challa turned quickly, but not fast enough. His limbs were still weak from the blow to his temple. But T’Chaka was not weak, and T’Chaka was not slow. He saw before his son did that one of the few remaining living Hydra operators had found his way to a rocket launcher, which was already spouting smoke. T’Challa saw the missile flying toward him, but his legs would not obey him.

			T’Chaka pushed him out of the way, sending him flying nearly end over end.

			The explosion rang in T’Challa’s skull.

			All he saw was smoke.

			And his father’s Panther mask, left bloodied in the grass.
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			For a second time, T’Challa’s father had died in front of him. If he looked back at T’Chaka’s body, he would crumble. So instead, T’Challa looked up.

			Standing atop the Central Tower, Miremba looked down on him and all of Wakanda. T’Challa had stood on that grand precipice many times. When he was little, he’d stood there beside his father and once commented on how small the people looked from that great height.

			“Only if you look at the individual,” his father had responded. “Look at them as a whole, the great nation of Wakanda, and they are not small at all. They are mighty. They are power of Wakanda.”

			“Miremba!” T’Challa yelled into his Beads, his voice broadcast all over the capital. “You have not defeated us. Look at us, at this nation of power, of hope. You want to destroy the past, but the past is already dead. We are the future. We are Wakanda!”

			A great rising chorus of “Wakanda forever! Wakanda forever!” rose from the people. They came together in front of the great entrance, a massive wave of people ready to storm the palace and take back what was theirs.

			Miremba bowed her head. Her voice was soft, but its power still echoed across the city. “Your entire kingdom is built on its sordid past, and I will kill it … even if I have to bring it back to life to do so.” And then, she jumped.

			“No!” T’Challa screamed as Miremba’s body plummeted off the tower. But suddenly, two mechanical wings extended from a small harness on her back. Even from the ground T’Challa could tell it was Hydra tech, likely a reverse-engineering of his fellow Avenger Sam Wilson’s Falcon suit. Miremba pulled out of her dramatic plunge and took a sudden, sharp turn to the east. T’Challa realized, with horror, where she was heading.

			Toward the Necropolis. The City of the Dead.

			T’Chaka woke on a grand veld. Red grass lay beneath him. He slowly sat up.

			“It is a momentous occasion when one joins their elders on the ancestral plane,” a familiar voice behind him spoke. “Leave it to my son, always one to enjoy the melodramatic, to do it twice.”

			A hand extended down to him. T’Chaka grasped it and was pulled to his feet by Azzuri, his father. “I stopped seeking the limelight after I was thrust into it long ago, Father,” said T’Chaka. “And yet you mention it at every opportunity. Now who is being melodramatic?”

			“A king should have a flair for the dramatic!” said Azzuri, striking a theatrical pose, then breaking into laughter. T’Chaka could not help but smile at the old argument that had long since become more of a routine between them. Azzuri grabbed him by the shoulders, then pulled T’Chaka into a strong embrace. “I missed you, son.”

			“I missed you, too, Father.”

			Azzuri stepped back and gave T’Chaka a concerned look. “Now, you must tell us what could have pulled you away from the ancestral plane! It has been a topic of great debate amongst the ancestors.” From across the wide veld figures began to emerge—the hallowed ancestors of Wakanda.

			“I am still not entirely sure,” T’Chaka said. “I was brought back by Miremba, the daughter of Kasozi Angom, as part of her act of revenge.”

			“Angom,” said Bashenga, the first Black Panther, shaking his head. “I could feel that story was not finished.”

			“What was the situation when you departed?” Azzuri asked.

			“Her forces were mostly destroyed,” T’Chaka answered. “My son appeared to have the situation well in hand.”

			“The fighting was not yet finished when you left?” Bashenga questioned further.

			“No,” said T’Chaka. “One of Miremba’s men fired a rocket at T’Challa. I stepped in its path.”

			Naashaad, a hulking figure, gave a grunt and a nod. “It is good that you saw your end coming, T’Chaka. A man should face his end.” T’Chaka nodded, knowing Naashaad had met an unexpected end with a landmine.

			“It is disconcerting that you were beyond our sight when you were brought back to the land of the living,” Azzuri said.

			“Dark magic,” said Yemandi, the Wandering Queen. “I saw much of it in my travels. Let us hope that young T’Challa has the wherewithal to defeat it.”

			“He will,” T’Chaka said with confidence. “I believe in my son. He has made me proud.” Azzuri nodded.

			Yemandi walked over to T’Chaka and grabbed his hand. “How was it, back there?” the old woman asked.

			“Different,” said T’Chaka. “So very different, even in the short time I had been away.”

			A far-off look came to Yemandi’s eyes. “It is a great honor to be granted admittance here, into the ancestral plane—but what I would give for one last journey back.”

			T’Chaka squeezed Yemandi’s hand and pulled her closer to him, wrapping her in his arms. “Maybe one day, cherished one. Until then, you are stuck with us …”

			T’Chaka’s words trailed off. He stared up into the sky at a rolling storm, unlike anything he had ever seen on the ancestral plane. It appeared suddenly, violently, seeming to shake the ground with deafening thunderclaps. T’Chaka felt the hair on his arms rise as a crackle of electricity seemed to flow through the air itself.

			“What is this?” asked Yemandi as glowing crackles of blue electric charge began running around her hands and up her arms. Before she could say another word, it enveloped her entirely in a cloud of purple haze and blue currents. And then … she was gone.

			“Is this some kind of attack?” Bashenga yelled as the electric cloud overtook him. And then he, too, was gone.

			Naashaad took in a large breath, then began walking toward the heart of the storm. “This time, I will face you,” he said to no one as the cloud gathered around his giant form. The cloud continued to spread, dissolving centuries of Black Panthers like sugar into water.

			T’Chaka stood on the now empty veld. The cloud of electric haze was so thick he could barely make out the acacia tree a mere five feet in front of him. A gust of wind kicked up, creating whirlpools and eddies in the mist. Then suddenly, the clouds parted, revealing a figure standing tall and powerful against the horizon. Miremba. Her eyes glowed with mystical energy.

			“Wakanda,” she spat. “Not content to lord your power and wealth over the earth, you have hoarded the afterlife. My father should be here, not you. He was a great man who fought and died for the life and liberty of his fellow man, while you cowered behind all that precious Vibranium you just happened to be born on top of.”

			Her eyes blazed with energy as she approached T’Chaka. “I am going to burn all of this to ash.”

			T’Challa’s speeder raced across the distance between Birnin Zana and the City of the Dead. To come after his country, to infiltrate its capital, that was an act of war. So be it. Wakanda had been to war before. But to come after the City of the Dead, the soul of Wakanda, was such an egregious affront T’Challa could not even consider it. And so he drove.

			He contacted Shuri through his Beads. “Miremba is attacking the City of the Dead. Tell Okoye and the Dora to handle the invasion. Get the Avengers and Misty Knight and meet me as soon as you can.”

			“Yes, brother,” Shuri responded. He could not see his sister’s face, but imagined it wide-eyed with shock as the shrouded entrance to the sacred site appeared before him out of the mist.

			T’Challa dismounted from his speeder and approached the entrance. Descending into the catacombs, he could not shake the feeling that something was wrong. He walked into the statuary area, surrounded by the massive stone likenesses of his ancestors. A strange energy flowed through the room.

			At the end of the long room he saw Miremba lying on a stone tablet. As he approached, he discerned a powerful purple aura around her and knew instantly what had happened: she had taken of the sacred heart-shaped herb. At the moment he realized it, a burst of electric energy and a thick haze exploded behind him. Turning, T’Challa saw Yemandi, his beloved Wandering Queen, standing before him. Though she seemed to live again, her eyes were dead. T’Challa prepared for her attack. The legends said that in Yemandi’s travels she studied every martial art in the known world with the master of each at that time.

			She lunged; her skill and prowess were exceptional. T’Challa found himself barely able to counter her moves when around him more and more explosions of electric haze brought back Black Panther after Black Panther. He watched the undead legion of his ancestors grow, and T’Challa knew his odds of survival were shrinking. He could only hope his friends would arrive in time.

			As the Avengers’ Quinjet flew toward the City of the Dead, Vision was puzzled. “T’Challa has activated the tracking device in his Avengers Identification Card, but his location appears to be erratic and uncertain. He does not appear to be … anywhere, actually.”

			“The City of the Dead is shrouded in magic,” said Shuri, taking the copilot seat beside Vision. “I know the way.” Shuri took the controls as Vision gave over command of the craft.

			Shuri guided the craft to a smooth landing beside T’Challa’s speeder. She then led the Avengers to the entrance of the Wakandan sacred site. “This is a place of great mystery and power,” she said as they descended into the catacombs. “Few outsiders have entered the City of the Dead.”

			“It’s a real honor,” said the Wasp, tiny and flying beside Shuri. “Thank you for trusting us.”

			“This is so incredibly cool,” said Ant-Man. Even after Janet shot him a look, he couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “I mean, I wish it was under better circumstances, obviously. But still. Very cool.”

			“Anything we should know? What are we walking into?” Rhodey asked.

			“I’ve seen Raiders of the Lost Ark,” Misty said. “I don’t want to end up staked to a wall.”

			“The City of the Dead is like a temple,” Shuri answered. “It has altars and powerful spiritual energies but it’s not like it’s filled with booby traps or ZOMBIES OF EVERY FORMER BLACK PANTHER?!”

			As the rescue party entered the statue garden, they saw T’Challa nearly atop the statue of Yemandi the Wandering Queen, knocking back a horde of undead ancestors climbing up after him.

			“Avengers, I require cover,” said T’Challa, his voice calm and steady as he planted a hard kick in the face of the seventh Black Panther, Osodi, who fell backward off Yemandi’s statue and into his own. “You must keep my ancestors at bay while I enter the ancestral plane.”

			Shuri watched T’Challa leap from the statue and bound from monument to monument until he had positioned himself behind the Avengers, who converged into a defensive line in front of him. As the undead Black Panthers swarmed, Ant-Man grew as tall as the ceilings would allow and War Machine released warning shots meant to slow down the oncoming horde, but the undead barely stumbled.

			T’Challa pulled Shuri down into a kneel. “Miremba has taken the heart-shaped herb,” he told her. “She has gone to the ancestral plane and sent our ancestors back to torment us. All the former Black Panthers … except Father.”

			“How is she still alive?” asked Shuri. She felt herself growing more and more frantic. “Anyone who partakes of the heart-shaped herb and is not worthy dies!”

			“Perhaps the black magic she is using sustains her. I do not know. What I do know is, we must go to the ancestral plane and stop her.”

			“But … brother,” Shuri stuttered. “I cannot go to the ancestral plane. I’m not a Black Panther, I have never completed the trials—”

			T’Challa pulled out a vial containing the juice of the heart-shaped herb, passing it to his sister. “You cracked the code of Miremba’s magic attack on our capital. I will need that intellect and experience to stop whatever she is planning to do to our ancestral plane. I believe we can administer a small amount of the heart-shaped herb to you, enough to get you there. It will be uncomfortable, and you cannot stay long, as handling the effects of the heart-shaped herb requires much training, but the trials, the rituals, those are all simply tools to assess worthiness to access the powers of the ancestors. Believe me when I say, with all the surety of a king, a Black Panther, and a brother … you are worthy.”

			Shuri’s heart thrummed in her ears and T’Challa poured the poultice into his hands, then quickly spread it across her face, arms, and hands.

			Nearby, she heard Misty call out. “T’Challa, no disrespect to your heritage, but if these undead relatives of yours don’t back off, I’m gonna kill them all over again.” She refocused on the warmth of the herb.

			The sound of War Machine unloading another volley of fire at the attacking undead pulled Shuri’s attention again, but T’Challa reclaimed it with a snap. “I know this will be difficult, but practice your meditation, tune out all this noise. Reach deep into yourself, into the history of our people. Reach out to the spirits of the ancestors. The path to the ancestral plane will open to you.”

			Shuri closed her eyes, slowed her breath, and pushed her mind both further out and deeper in. Her pulse decelerated. The staccato rhythm of fear that was making all of her senses vibrate with alertness melted into a warm comfort. As she felt herself being pulled away, she heard Misty Knight’s voice, as though it were miles from her, shout, “Watch out!”

			Before she lost herself to the material world, she heard her brother reply, as if in a whisper as he, too, slipped into his trance, “How can you hurt what is already dead?”

			Miremba slowly closed the distance between herself and T’Chaka. She crackled with dark energy, scorching the landscape as she walked.

			“How are you here?” asked T’Chaka. “Who granted you access to the ancestral plane?”

			“I granted myself access by taking your precious heart-shaped herb!” Miremba said. “How does it feel to see a ‘filthy outsider’ accessing your Wakandan treasures? You may have stopped my father, but you couldn’t stop me—this time you were too dead. But still not dead enough.”

			Miremba’s eyes sparked with electric flames. She raised her left hand and blue bolts of energy gathered into a small, tight sphere around it. Thrusting her hand toward T’Chaka, she released a blast of energy that sent him reeling.

			T’Chaka pushed himself weakly up onto his hands and knees. “How …” he sputtered, trying to catch his breath. “How can you …”

			Miremba completed the question T’Chaka could not ask. “How can I hurt the almighty and powerful spirit of a Black Panther? The Twilight Scrolls of the Dead. Dark magic that was outlawed centuries ago by Wakandan kings. Probably because it threatened their power.”

			Miremba knelt down close to T’Chaka and looked deep into his eyes. “What do you think will happen when I kill your spirit?” she asked in a voice of unsettling calm. Putting her left hand on T’Chaka’s shoulder, she released her dark energy and wracked T’Chaka with excruciating pain. “Perhaps you will go to wherever my father is now. Do you think that is a nice place, O King? Do you think it is filled with peace and love and a long line of ancestors who celebrate you and your works? Or do you suspect, as I do, that my father was granted in death the same thing you granted him in life: Nothing.”

			T’Chaka screamed in pain as another wave of dark energy crashed over him. Miremba stood now, watching him writhe on the ground in unbearable torment. “You are finished,” said Miremba. “Your Wakanda is destroyed forever.”

			“You are too late for that, I am afraid,” said a voice that caused Miremba to turn in surprise. T’Challa and Shuri walked toward her across the great ancestral plane. “I have already destroyed the Wakanda of past eras!” T’Challa continued. “Just ask any of the men on my council. They will tell you I’ve destroyed our legacy by bringing outsiders into our home and disrupting traditions that have lasted centuries. At this very moment, a group of Americans is in the sacred City of the Dead unleashing the might of the Colonizers on the undead forms of our spiritual past. If you do not kill me, Councilman Karim-Salah surely will. You are fighting a beast that is already dead, Miremba.”

			“Even dead things have power,” Miremba said. “Dead is not enough. They must be obliterated, their memory wiped from the Earth.”

			T’Challa approached her slowly with his hands raised. “Too much time spent on the dead destroys the living. The only way to truly bury the past is to build the future. You have an incredible mind and an indomitable spirit. Let us forge a path forward, not back.”

			Miremba hesitated. A brief shock of pain and want passed over her eyes. For a moment, the dark energies swirling around her slowly subsided. Then, within that brief place of calm, Miremba twitched and grabbed her side in pain. Immediately her eyes flared again, and the darkness rose around her once more.

			“Do you think this is what your father would want for you?” asked T’Challa as a last gambit.

			“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” answered Miremba, shooting a blast from her hands at T’Challa and Shuri.

			It took a moment for Shuri to orient herself. T’Challa had grabbed her and leapt into a patch of tall grass to avoid Miremba’s blast, then immediately bounded off to join their father in battling the sorceress.

			Shuri’s head swam, but not from the blast. Her father was hurt, she could see it. He had been injured on the ancestral plane. The ramifications of that were mind-boggling. And if something were to happen to T’Challa here, or to her, what would that mean?

			A deep burning dryness, like smoke from a bonfire in her stomach, began to spread inside her. T’Challa had said she would have limited time from the heart-shaped herb—it must have been running out. She would need to wake soon, but she had not yet solved the problem T’Challa had entrusted to her: how to defeat Miremba.

			The burning inside her grew. How could Miremba stand it? She had taken fully of the herb, and yet she seemed invincible, as though nothing could hurt her.

			But wait! She had been hurt, earlier, when her concentration slipped! She must have been using the dark magic of the Twilight Scrolls to counteract the light magic of the heart-shaped herb, and now the two energies were building one upon the other, making her more and more powerful. If she could disrupt them, either by disconnecting Miremba from the ancestral plane or breaking her dark magic as she’d done at the palace, the imbalance would overwhelm her. She’d be vulnerable.

			But she’d have to do it from the material world.

			With the pain inside her growing severe, she crept behind an acacia tree and waited to beckon to T’Challa when Miremba wasn’t looking. Her brother made his way over to the tree and kept his back to it to hide his sister from the enchantress.

			“Dark and light energies are feeding off each other,” Shuri said through clenched teeth. “Must go back. Disrupt one to make her vulnerable.”

			“You provide the window, I will use it,” said T’Challa. “Now go, before the herb does lasting damage.”

			“Tell Father … I love him. I’m sorry I doubted him,” Shuri said, lying back, trying to find the calm center beneath the pain, beneath the fear. She looked at her father one more time, as T’Chaka fought heroically against an overwhelming foe, just as he had done so many times in her childhood dreams of him.

			Please, she thought, as the darkness came. Let him win this time. I cannot lose him again.
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			“She’s awake,” Shuri heard a voice say. She opened her eyes. T’Challa was beside her, still in his trance. Misty and the Avengers still fought back the oncoming undead, but cracks were beginning to show.

			“Finally. It was starting to get tiring baby-sitting you Sleeping Beauties. How are things on the other side?” Misty continued. “Better than here, I hope.”

			“Miremba is trying to kill my family’s souls. But I have a plan.” Shuri stood up and looked at Misty with a smile. “Also, I’m telling my brother you called him ‘Sleeping Beauty.’”

			“Don’t think I won’t throw one of your undead relatives at you, girl,” Misty said as she delivered a gut-busting punch to the solar plexus of the twelfth Black Panther, who sailed backward from the impact … and then got up, barely fazed. “What’s the plan?”

			Shuri returned to her brother’s side. “We need to keep T’Challa in his trance, but move him to the outer edge of the City of the Dead.”

			“For what?” Misty asked.

			“To draw out the ancestors so I can sneak back in with the Vision and disrupt Miremba’s energies, or at the very least break her trance and remove her from the ancestral plane.”

			“A reasonable plan, assuming we can find a way to disrupt Miremba’s energies,” said Vision as he descended from the air next to Shuri. “But how do we transport T’Challa without breaking his trance?”

			“I’m on it, Shuri!” said Ant-Man, shaking off dozens of Black Panthers as he let out a call. The ants came quickly, and soon T’Challa’s body was being carried mere centimeters off the ground by an army of insects, with the Avengers holding a perimeter down the long entryway to the City of the Dead. Shuri directed them all into the Quinjet, just outside the entrance and close enough to maintain T’Challa’s connection to the ancestral plane.

			“Vision will fly us up, out of sight,” said Shuri. “The rest of you, hurry to the Quinjet and hole up there. The Panthers will be focused on breaching the Quinjet to get T’Challa. When they’re distracted, Vision and I will sneak back into the City of the Dead.”

			Vision nodded, extending a hand to Shuri. “May I?”

			Shuri jumped up into his arms. “Up, up, and away!” she said, and away they went.

			From their position in the air they watched the Avengers and Misty Knight quickly get T’Challa’s body into the Quinjet and secure themselves inside. As expected, the undead Black Panthers tore at the ship, almost ravenous to get inside, but the Quinjet was holding … for now. Quietly, the Vision descended and set Shuri down. They retreated back into the City of the Dead, unnoticed by the flock of undead.

			Shuri and Vision approached the prone figure of Miremba Angom, but before they came within eighty feet, a blast of energy pushed them back. Vision put his left hand up to the place where he had just stood. Tiny bolts of energy reached out, shocking him.

			“It is a mystical forcefield,” said Vision.

			“This is all part of the energy she’s summoning,” Shuri said. “If we can find this signature, maybe something to counteract it, we can neutralize her power.”

			Keeping his hand where it was, the Vision spoke as the crackling of mystical energy was now joined by the whirring of his internal processors. “I have tried the equation you used to break her spell on your father. It is ineffective …”

			“Well, try something else!” yelled Shuri.

			“… as are the approximately five million variations I have also tried.”

			“Oh,” said Shuri, slumping slightly. “Well, all right, let’s try the next five million.”

			“I am,” Vision said. “It is only … I must be in close proximity to the energy to get proper readings and execute my experiments, and yet, being close to the energies provides certain complications.” Shuri followed Vision’s gaze to his hand, which was now smoking as the mystical energies began striking at it harder and harder.

			“It senses your incursions and is fighting back,” Shuri noted. “That’s not good.”

			“It means our time is severely limited,” added Vision. “Perhaps the others have come up with an alternative plan.”

			“So the plan is just to sit here on our butts and wait for either T’Challa or that crazy lady to wake from their enchanted slumber?” said Misty Knight as she plopped down in one of the Quinjet’s chairs.

			“At least we’re not fighting zombies,” Ant-Man said. “Maybe things are looking up?”

			At that moment, a loud whirring sound came in over the Quinjet. War Machine leaned his head back to look out the cockpit’s glass canopy. Above them, looking out of a green and yellow helicopter, stood Madame Hydra, with a vicious smirk on her face.

			Rhodey sighed. “Hank, you just had to say something.”

			Madame Hydra turned back inside the helicopter. “It looks like our Rudyardan investment has paid off! Not only did Dr. Angom weaken Wakanda’s defenses and lead us to their hidden City of the Dead, she has delivered the Avengers on a silver platter!” She sat down beside a restrained and very gloomy Dr. Eliot Franklin. “Now it’s time for you to make up for destroying my beautiful prison. You go down there and kill the Avengers, and I will consider not taking you apart in my lab atom by atom. The minute it looks like you’re going to betray me, those cuffs turn you into dust. Does that sound like a deal, Dr. Franklin?”

			Madame Hydra reached under her seat and pulled out a big box. She opened it, revealing a large, mystically enchanted wrecking ball and chain. “Or, should I say, Thunderball?”

			Thunderball picked up the ball and chain. He nodded, then jumped out of the helicopter, landing with a thud on the Quinjet. He stood for a moment, twirling the ball on the end of his chain, breathing in the familiar weight, like a lost limb returned. Then he brought the weapon crashing down onto the aircraft.

			T’Challa and T’Chaka flanked Miremba, dodging and striking in concert, using all the connection and history they shared as father and son, kings and Black Panthers. And yet, it was barely enough.

			Miremba seemed to sense them, knowing where they were, where they would be. An effort between two Black Panthers that would have destroyed a normal foe, or even an exceptional one, merely annoyed her. She missed more than she hit, but when she hit, it was merciless.

			They had gotten in their fair share of hits as well, but Miremba barely seemed to notice. The only progress they seemed to be making was in distracting her. At the beginning her blasts had been contained, deliberate, on target. But now she was throwing lightning bolts at a frequency that defied the cold calculation of earlier assaults.

			A fight is not only about strength and strategy, his father had told him in his trainings. It is about stamina. Maybe they were starting to break her?

			T’Challa watched his father dodge a series of blasts. He was obviously her focus, being the object of her obsession for nearly her entire life. T’Challa used this to move in close and take a well-placed strike at her right shoulder. His claws dug in deep and tore hard, a blow that would have had any other foe fighting one-armed. Miremba let out a scream that was part pain, part frustration, but then the mist and electricity swarmed her shoulder. She briefly flexed the arm, then used it to send out a volley of blasts toward T’Challa, driving him farther back.

			Miremba returned her attention to T’Chaka. T’Challa watched, looking for an opening, when he noticed a change in Miremba. She was sporadically firing off extraneous blasts aimed at nothing. It was strange. Not distraction or carelessness … it was something else.

			T’Challa followed the energies, the electric field and the haze, as they encircled Miremba. He noticed that the two fields of energy were running along opposite paths, and when they clashed they each got brighter, faster. Realization struck T’Challa.

			“Miremba!” he yelled. “The energies you are using, the ancient necromancy and the powers of the ancestral plane, are in aggressive conflict! If you do not shut it down now, they could overload each other, becoming a kind of magic bomb!”

			“A bomb like that could destroy both the spiritual and physical Wakanda,” said Miremba, almost with a chuckle. “Who would want to do that?”

			“But you will die, too,” said T’Chaka. “Are you really so lost?”

			“Let us find out together,” Miremba said, rising high into the air and summoning more energy into the increasingly unstable vortex that surrounded her.

			War Machine watched on a monitor as Thunderball used his giant ball and chain to deliver another crushing blow to the ship. “Well, this is quite the dilemma. We can’t take off—we’ll break T’Challa’s trance. Can’t try to fight the guy smashing our ship—his giant ball and chain will knock us straight into that undead army.”

			“We’re between a rock and a hard place and zombies,” Misty Knight groused. “Great.”

			Ant-Man joined War Machine at the monitor. “It’s odd,” Hank thought aloud. “Dr. Franklin is a genius engineer, and yet he’s been attacking one of the most reinforced parts of the ship. If he were swinging even a foot to his right, he’d have broken through already.”

			“Now that you mention it,” Misty mused, “it is a little odd to see Thunderball with Hydra. He barely likes being part of the Wrecking Crew. He’s never been much of a team player.”

			Wasp joined Ant-Man and War Machine at the monitor. “That outfit is neither Thunderball’s usual science bad guy chic, nor the typical Hydra mucus-green and yellow. And Thunderball’s never been one to accessorize, so I question those bracelets he’s wearing. Pretty sure I know what’s going on.”

			Before anyone could question her, Wasp shrank to a minuscule size and flew up into the guts of the ship, through ducts and vents until she escaped through an exhaust port. She flew quickly into Thunderball’s left ear.

			“If you can hear me, say ‘I’m going to kill you, Black Panther!’” Janet whispered into Thunderball’s eardrum.

			“I’m going to kill you, Black Panther!” Thunderball roared, slamming his giant enchanted ball into the Quinjet yet again.

			“Okay,” Wasp continued. “I assume you’re following Madame Hydra’s orders, and it’s got something to do with those bracelets you’re wearing. Now if a clever and tiny woman were to break through the locks on those bracelets, you’d be pretty grateful, wouldn’t you?”

			“Mmm hmm,” grunted Thunderball, delivering another hit.

			Janet smiled. “All right, I’m going to help, but if I see you so much as think about turning on me or my friends, I’m flying back into your ear and delivering a high-voltage shock into your brain. Got it?”

			“Uh-huh,” said Thunderball under his breath.

			“Good,” said Wasp, patting the inside of Thunderball’s ear and then flying down into the left locking clasp. There was certainly magic involved in these locks, but it didn’t seem to stop Wasp from tripping the release mechanisms. She paused briefly before the last one to brace herself, then tripped the final mechanism, and took off like a shot.

			Thunderball tried to position his hand so Madame Hydra wouldn’t see the band fall from his wrist, but she was watching too closely. “Activate the runes!” she shouted. “Fry him!”

			As Janet entered the band on Thunderball’s right hand the runes were beginning to glow. Gotta work fast, she thought. As she undid the last mechanism a bolt of energy coursed through the device, blasting Wasp out of the lock. Her mechanical wings sputtered and fritzed as she spiraled out of control. Suddenly, a big hand swooped in and caught her. Thunderball brought the hand up close to his eyes. Wasp gave him a nervous wave. Thunderball smiled and placed her gently on his shoulder. Then he spun his ball and chain, looking up at the Hydra helicopter.

			“Abandon ship!” yelled Madame Hydra. She and the three crewmen jumped from the helicopter as a large, enchanted wrecking ball smashed through the fuselage, tearing the helicopter to pieces.

			On the ground, Madame Hydra got to her feet. “Tell me someone grabbed something I can shoot him with,” she shouted, turning to look at the crewmen, who were all running full tilt into the Wakandan jungle. Madame Hydra looked in the direction they were running from and saw a handful of undead fighters breaking off from the group and coming toward them. Madame Hydra turned and ran.

			Wasp jumped off Thunderball’s shoulder and returned to her normal size. “Feeling better?” she asked.

			“Much,” said Thunderball. “Do you know where T’Challa is? I … I owe him.”

			“He’s inside this ship, completely safe but in a trance. If you really want to help, his sister and Vision are trying to figure out an energy problem inside the City of the Dead. I hear you have quite the formidable intellect.”

			“T’Challa thought so,” the big man said. “I won’t be so reluctant to use it again.”

			Thunderball began swinging his wrecking ball, then jumped off the Quinjet. With his ball and chain spinning around him at incredible speeds, Thunderball sent the undead Black Panthers flying in all directions as he raced toward the City of the Dead.

			Shuri couldn’t stand to watch anymore.

			“Enough!” she yelled at Vision. He was in pain. His left hand hung limply at his side, burned to a nearly unrecognizable degree and dripping melted circuitry. His right hand was now against the forcefield, nearly the match of his left. “I won’t stand here and watch you melt into some big metallic puddle!”

			“These parts can be replaced,” said Vision, staring at his hands. “What Miremba threatens to destroy cannot.”

			“You’ve run millions of tests, tried all sorts of energy spectrums, nothing seems to be making a dent,” Shuri said, hands on her hips in frustration. “Maybe we’re thinking about this the wrong way.”

			“Or maybe you just don’t have the right tools.”

			Shuri and Vision turned to see Thunderball walking toward them. When he arrived, he hoisted the wrecking ball off his shoulders and dropped it to the ground between them. “The Wasp sent me. She said you were having trouble with a mystical energy field?”

			“Dr. Eliot Franklin?” Vision asked. “I apologize if this sounds impudent, but … what are you doing here?”

			“T’Challa tried to help me, I’m returning the favor,” Thunderball answered while examining the energy field. “Who’s the napping lady?”

			“Dr. Miremba Angom,” Shuri answered. “She’s in a trance to access the spiritual energy of the ancestral plane while also using some ancient magic to create this forcefield.”

			“Magical energy is tricky,” said Thunderball, beginning to spin his ball and chain. “Which is why it helps to have an Asgardian-enchanted wrecking ball.”

			Thunderball smashed the wrecking ball into the mystical forcefield. With a thunder crack and flash of light, the ball broke through. Thunderball jumped in after it. As he closed the distance between himself and Miremba, the wrecking ball drew bolts of mystical energy to it, looking almost like a Van de Graaff generator, seemingly devouring the dark energy that struck it. Thunderball was not so immune. Shuri and Vision watched him fight through the distance as though walking against gale-force winds. Bolts of energy tore at his skin. His muscles were all tensed, his veins throbbing as he pushed forward, pulling the wrecking ball behind him.

			“He’s not going to make it,” Shuri said.

			Vision looked at her. “He will. He must.”

			The terror and tension of watching Thunderball trek through the violent mystical storm completely distracted Shuri and Vision. They did not notice the entranced form of Miremba begin to twitch.

			Miremba floated above the ancestral plane, the unstable energies now swirling around her like a tornado. As T’Chaka stared at the strange sight, T’Challa stripped down the longest, straightest, strongest branch he could pull from an acacia tree and began scraping one end against a stone to whittle it down into a point.

			“It cannot be long now,” said T’Chaka. “She is out of our reach, and the warring energies seem to be nearing a critical mass.”

			“She is not out of our reach, Father,” T’Challa said, examining the end of the spear. “All I need is a moment.” He used the sharpened end of the spear to make a small cut on his leg. He gathered blood to cover the tip of the spear, then closed his eyes and said a prayer to Bast.

			T’Challa stood beside his father and readied his spear. “She is smart, and strong, and powerful, but she is also consumed by hubris. She has found the means to attain this power, but not the respect and patience to understand it. There will be a moment. She will flinch. And I will be ready.”

			T’Challa watched carefully, looking for any moment of weakness. As he studied the movement of the energy, he began to notice the electric surges seeming to grow smaller. “There,” he said quietly to his father. “Do you see? Shuri has found an answer—they are drawing out her death magic.”

			Then he saw Miremba note it as well. She attempted to summon more power, but failed. “No!” she screamed. “Impossible!”

			Though she could not see Thunderball transgressing her forcefield from across the great divide, she could feel it, like a chill up her spine. She shivered in fury and frustration. For a moment, her concentration broke. T’Challa unleashed his spear.

			In a room on another level of reality, Miremba’s physical form jolted. Thunderball was almost to her.

			On the ancestral plane the spear hit Miremba in the side, embedding itself in her torso and spinning her around. She fell from the sky, landing crumpled in the dry grass of the veld.

			T’Chaka went to investigate, but T’Challa held him back. He approached slowly, warily. With a groan of pain Miremba rose, the spear still sticking out of her side. “You think this is over?” she said. “Your little friends found a way to break my spell. But I’m still overflowing with dark magic!”

			“It is ironic,” reflected T’Challa, “that the ancient Jabari death magic was the only thing keeping you from being consumed alive by the heart-shaped herb. You have done nothing to truly earn this power, and now that your dark magic is abandoning you, the light magic will destroy you.”

			“I still have plenty of dark magic left, little king,” Miremba spat. “I may not destroy the ancestral plane, but I can destroy the only ancestor that matters to me.”

			T’Challa saw that Miremba’s left hand, hidden this whole time, had amassed one last, powerful blast of necromantic energy. Miremba sent the bolt of pure destructive power hurtling toward T’Chaka.

			T’Challa saw it all in slow motion. There would be no coming back from this for his father. This was a death and a distance greater than any he had experienced. His father’s spirit, gone from Wakanda.

			He began to move. As he did so, he felt something pushing him, a force he had only felt the full power of a handful of times before. In his blood, in his muscle, in every fiber of his being, a new power roared through him.

			He leapt. Not like a man. Like a panther.

			He saw the bolt of energy coming toward him. He would make it. He would save his father this time.

			He closed his eyes and braced for impact.

			Slowly, T’Challa opened his eyes. Before him, Miremba faltered, falling to one knee. She stared not at him, but above him. T’Challa looked around. A deep purple mist enveloped him. He, too, looked up, and realized he was surrounded by a giant, panther-shaped aura that crackled and shimmered as it absorbed Miremba’s blow.

			Bast. Protector and patron god of Wakanda.

			T’Challa walked out of the aura of the great god Bast’s protective spirit. “Do you see?” he said to Miremba. “You brought your death magic here, but the great Bast is a god of life. You will not desecrate her house, you will not profane her energies, and you will not destroy her spirit. You are done here.”

			“Enjoy your peace, little king,” Miremba said through gritted teeth. “If I were you, I wouldn’t go back. Not after what I’m about to do.”

			And with that, Miremba was gone.

			T’Challa looked at his father. “She has returned to the material plane. I must follow.”

			“You have done well, my son,” T’Chaka said. He motioned up to the translucent, glowing aura of the great panther god now stalking off into the far reaches of the ancestral plane. “Even Bast is proud!”

			“Then why does it still feel like I have lost, Father?” asked T’Challa.

			“Because you are a good man, and good men make terribly conflicted kings,” said T’Chaka, hugging his son. “Now, go. There is much left to do.”

			T’Challa reluctantly backed away from his father’s embrace. He nodded, then sat on the ground and fell back into his trance.

			Thunderball reached the prone form of Miremba, now twitching and spasming. Bleeding from dozens of tears in his flesh, his body aching, he stretched out his hand. Just as he touched her, Miremba’s eyes shot open, nearly bursting with dark energy.

			“No peace,” she said.

			All the remaining dark powers stored within her burst outward in an explosion that shook the very foundations of the City of the Dead.

			War Machine sat watching the monitors. The horde of undead Black Panthers continued to tear at the Quinjet. They’d managed to remove a surprising amount of hardware. Tony’s gonna be mad, he thought as another chunk of paneling was ripped away. How much longer until they found a way to gain entry? And then what?

			All of a sudden, each of the undead Black Panthers collapsed to the ground. Rhodey blinked. He adjusted the screen to get a full view of the ship’s surroundings. Not a single Black Panther was left standing. He turned to the others. “You guys might want to take a look at this.”

			Just then, the ground shook with a massive explosion. “What was that?” Hank shouted.

			T’Challa’s eyes opened. He sat up and looked at his surroundings. “How did I get to the Quinjet?”

			“Boy, when it rains, it pours,” said Misty, taking in the eruption of chaos. “You Wakandans sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

			Hank clapped T’Challa on the back. “T’Challa! Welcome back!”

			Janet was standing by the door, a bundle of nerves. “I think that explosion came from inside the City of the Dead,” she said. “We’ve gotta go check on Vision and Shuri and Thunderball!”

			“Dr. Franklin? Here? And what explosion?” T’Challa asked no one and everyone.

			“We’ll fill you in on the way,” said War Machine, walking toward the opening door.

			As they all gathered around the lowering ramp, they saw a bruised and battered Shuri standing next to Vision, who held the broken body of Thunderball.

			Shuri looked up at the heroes. “We need to help him.”

			“We come here today, not just to celebrate a new monument, but a new moment. A bridge to heal two wounded nations.” T’Challa paused. A month had passed, but the wounds of that day still felt fresh. He looked at Ramonda, the woman who raised him. His council. His Avengers teammates. Misty Knight, his … well, he wasn’t entirely sure what she was. Eerste Minister Hanzen and his Rudyardan government.

			“But we are also building a bridge between our past and our future.” T’Challa looked at the beautiful park, designed and built by the best Wakanda and Rudyarda had to offer. It straddled the border of both countries, a meeting place for two nations who had been locked in a cold stalemate for too long.

			“And so, let us dedicate this place in the name of a man who had the humanity to envision this moment, though he did not live to see it. I give you … Kasozi Angom Memorial Park.”

			T’Challa turned away from the crowd and reached up to pull down a massive purple covering to reveal a large, majestic statue of Kasozi Angom, his feet firmly planted on either side of the border that divided the two nations. A division that maybe, hopefully, was not as divisive as it once had been. The crowd applauded.

			After the formalities that followed, T’Challa was staring at the statue when Eerste Minister Hanzen approached. “‘Kasozi Angom,’” Hanzen read from the plaque. “‘Revolutionary, Leader, Father. A life cut tragically short, a legacy that will endure.’ Doesn’t quite capture the complexity of the situation, but … nice. Elegant.”

			“Let the history books fight over the complexities,” said T’Challa. “Kasozi Angom was a hero who fought for progress when both our nations were hiding from it. He was too long forgotten. Or worse, misremembered as a dangerous terrorist. This is a small token that does not begin to offset an enormous debt.”

			“Of course. You are right,” said Eerste Minister Hanzen. He held his hand out to T’Challa. “To the long road forward.”

			“It is dangerous and difficult,” T’Challa said as he shook the Eerste Minister’s hand. “But perhaps it will now be a little less lonely.”

			As the Eerste Minister walked away, Misty Knight slipped into his spot almost before T’Challa noticed. “I liked your speech,” she said, taking a sip of champagne. “Not as good as the champagne, but that seems an unfair comparison.”

			“Thank you for coming—it is good to see you,” T’Challa said, suddenly feeling flushed and overly warm in his ceremonial robes. “Are you sure we cannot convince you to stay longer?”

			Misty shrugged. “Duty calls. But if you ever need any extra security, you let me know.”

			T’Challa laughed. “I will. As I have told you, I believe you would make an excellent Dora Milaje.”

			“That why Okoye is giving me the stink eye?” Misty nodded toward Okoye, who stood by the canape table watching them intensely. “After all we’ve been through?” Misty called out. Okoye didn’t quite smile, but it was close.

			“She takes my safety very seriously, so she must always be extra diligent when a new person gets close to her king.”

			“Is that what we’re doing?” asked Misty, looking at T’Challa while taking a quick sip of champagne. “Getting close?”

			T’Challa looked at Misty, taking a moment to regain his composure. A wry smile crept into the corner of his mouth. “Maybe it is best you are heading back so soon after all.”

			“An honest politician,” Misty said. “And they said it couldn’t be done. Hey, tell your sister hello for me.”

			“She regrets missing both you and the ceremony,” said T’Challa. “But alas. Duty calls.”

			“Isn’t that always the way?” Misty finished her flute of champagne just in time to trade it out for a new one from a passing waiter. She tipped the glass to T’Challa and turned to leave. “See you around, Panther Man.”

			“See you around,” said T’Challa, waiting to see if she would turn to look back one last time.

			T’Challa entered the City of the Dead still dressed in his ceremonial garb. He walked past the fallen statues of the former Black Panthers that had been knocked over in the explosion. They would be rebuilt soon. But there were things that needed to be done first.

			Shuri sat at a lab table that had been hastily set up, looking intently at a monitor that displayed a bevy of complex energy readings. “You were missed at the ceremony,” T’Challa said, bending over to kiss the top of her head. “How is it coming here?”

			Shuri looked up from the monitor, gingerly stretching her neck in a way that suggested she had not turned away from the screen for hours. “I swear to you, brother, it’s almost like these energies are actively running away from our comprehension, changing as they’re being studied. It’s a nightmare.”

			“I told you,” said a voice accompanied by a mechanical whirring. “Magical energy is tricky.”

			Dr. Eliot Franklin brought his mechanical wheelchair to rest beside T’Challa. The Wakandan doctors had worked miracles, but the blast had brought him to the brink of death, and there was still a lot of work to be done. In the meantime, Shuri had brought him on to her current project to help rehabilitate him, both physically and personally. It seemed to be good for both of them.

			“If anyone can find a way through this nightmare, it is the two of you,” said T’Challa. He thought about his own nightmare he had relived every night since childhood: the death of his father. He had not had the nightmare once since that day with his father on the ancestral plane. When Miremba lost control of her dark magic, the souls of the undead Black Panthers had returned to the ancestral plane. They were at peace, along with his father. Order had been restored.

			But all was not at peace with T’Challa. Although this time he had saved his father, he had still been attacked by a weapon he was unprepared for. This time, it was a weapon from within his own lands. What secrets were hidden within the ancient Jabari texts, and how did Miremba mix them with Wakandan ancestral energies and the heart-shaped herb?

			And how had she survived?

			T’Challa walked up to the glass container that held the not-quite-dead, not-quite-alive body of Miremba Angom, the clear case filled with the remnants of purple mist and electric necromancy. He would not be caught flat-footed in the next attack. And there would be a next attack. He was sure of it.

			Peace was for the dead. The living must remain vigilant.

			No one knew this more than a king.
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