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			Chapter 1

			Aaron Stewart-Ahn & Yoon Ha Lee

			EARTH

			LONDON

			1989

			Loki stared at the rain gently falling against an incandescent neon sign of the Hammersmith Odeon. Each drop refracted and warped the letters, rendering the marquee abstract and meaningless. The image reflected his foul mood. Standing outside the building, he could hear deafening applause coming from within. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, the party was over.

			He had come all the way to this world to have some fun, to leave behind the burden of his adoptive Asgardian family and all the chaos he’d instigated in distant realms, to lose himself in spectacle and distractions. What better place for that purpose than Earth’s music scene? And yet his escape had gone sour.

			He focused on the marquee of the Hammersmith Odeon and the red signage, and that terrible band name, Heavy Whispers. Sylvain’s choice, and a bad one, at that. It had amused Loki at first. Now it irritated him, one more reminder of the man’s shortcomings.

			Loki lifted his chin and strolled into the concert venue. Fans immediately started following him, recognizing him by his clothes: the purple trench coat, loose tank top with rainbow mesh ribbons, and the spiked bracelets and headband. They mobbed him as he crossed the lobby. As he ducked into a performers-only entrance past a hulking slab of muscle, hands wriggled into the edges of the door, keeping it from shutting. The security guard swatted at their groping fingers and slammed the door closed. This was merely the worship of music, but the image of fans’ fingers squirming past a threshold reminded Loki of a demonic summoning.

			He walked a quiet, weathered corridor alone. Backstage, this venue, site of so many legendary concerts, had a homely feel. He couldn’t figure out how his awful band had gotten a show here. A muted thrum of drum and bass seeped through the walls, an underwater cacophony followed by a tidal wave of applause.

			He had to admit, the opening band was good. Soon they rushed past him, each member high on adrenaline and adoration. He kept walking toward his own dressing room. The opening band’s joy reminded him of how he’d ended up in this mess.

			Then he came to his door, and he could glimpse the man within. Loki stood there, girding himself for the inevitable.

			“Ten minutes!” shouted a stagehand, strolling the hall with a clipboard. The crowd was still cheering.

			Loki went inside. From a stand he picked up his guitar, a pearlescent black, jagged beauty with a flying V body. He strummed lightly. It was unfair, perhaps, that he’d cast a glamour to make himself one of the greatest guitarists Earth had ever heard. But the exceptional sound of his music, well, that was worth it.

			The dressing room was empty save for one person. In the corner, lit by warm light bulbs framing a mirror, a slender man sat shirtless, exposing the body of a ballet dancer. He applied makeup while admiring his own reflection.

			Sylvain.

			He glanced at Loki and grinned wolfishly, then went back to his primping.

			“You like looking at me, don’t you?” Sylvain said, eyelashes lowering.

			Loki continued to strum hushed guitar chords. “Not as much as you like looking at yourself,” he said.

			Sylvain laughed. Loki had once found his laughter charming. Now he only heard the self-absorption behind it.

			“Did I ever thank you for this gift?” Sylvain asked. He held aloft a crown, which glittered under the mirror’s horde of light bulbs.

			The crown’s simple construction belied its sturdiness. Asgardian runes decorated it, not that Sylvain would recognize them. As Sylvain slid it ritualistically onto his scalp, making sure that it caressed his flowing hair, a dull shard of slick, oily gray metal in its center seemed to suck all the light out of the room for an instant.

			As the crown settled on his head, Sylvain exhaled in pleasure. “Every time I put it on, I realize just how small you are,” he said.

			The more he had to deal with Sylvain’s airs, the more Loki regretted giving him the artifact. It had seemed a fine jest at the time, a way to enhance Sylvain’s lackluster performances. The crown distorted reality, and at first it had helped the band draw greater audiences. The prospect of Earth’s fans clamoring after such a talentless singer had amused Loki—at first. But the truth of the matter was, the joke was ultimately on him.

			Now Sylvain was singing far beyond his ability, and only Loki could hear how out of tune he was.

			Sylvain’s lips curled. “Tonight, Loki, we start a new direction for this band. One that’s been a long time coming. Because they’re not here to see you. They’re here to see me.”

			“Gents, it’s time to start this show,” a stagehand with a walkie-talkie intoned from their doorway. Sylvain started flexing his muscles and his once-beautiful smile became a rictus. Loki grabbed his axe and started for the stage. He couldn’t put up with more of this travesty of a band. There must be some way out, some way to express his dissatisfaction.

			The bassist, keyboardist, and drummer for Heavy Whispers were already laying down a thick blast of synth goth atmosphere and rhythm. The crowd’s loud cheers washed out the music as Loki took the stage.

			Loki joined in on lead guitar. But he was just going through the motions. He could barely summon the interest to contribute and yet the crowd’s roar crescendoed. Did they realize what a sham the performance was? Despite the audience’s genuine worship, his mood got in the way. Instead of the thrill that should have overtaken him, he felt numb.

			As Loki put his boot down on a pedal and shot some howling reverb out of the guitar through a wall of amplifiers, Sylvain took the stage. He resembled a dark princeling, with leather pants he’d been sewn into, a shirtless chest already gleaming with sweat, and that incredible gossamer hair framed by the crown.

			The audience became frenzied beyond all sense and reason.

			Loki couldn’t stand this. It wasn’t Sylvain’s charisma or talent. He knew it was the effect of the crown. Worse, the purity of the audience’s fervor struck him as equally unreal, and Loki had no one but himself to blame for the illusion.

			Sylvain ripped his mic from its stand and tossed the metal pole at a stagehand. He came over to Loki and had to scream in his ear to be heard: “Try and keep up tonight. Things are changing around here.”

			Then Sylvain turned to the crowd and intoned, “Tonight Heavy Whispers will have you screaming. Tonight we are a new band, serving a new master, and you will know us by a new name. You are witness to the coming of …”

			The crowd screamed eagerly, roused by Sylvain’s mania.

			“NIHILATOR!”

			An enormous blacklight sign dropped from the ceiling and lit up with the name.

			Loki scoffed and shouted back at Sylvain, “What, you couldn’t afford the extra vowel?”

			Sylvain’s eyes narrowed. “How dare you speak of Nihilator this way!”

			But their interaction jolted the crowd. Sylvain turned to them, soaking up their love. The rest of the band exploded into a new sound, heavy. And metal.

			Loki didn’t care. He scanned the faces in the crowd.

			Passive, mindless hordes. Their ecstatic faces left him numb. It was almost a pathology on Earth, which made it simple to manipulate people. One little spell here, a corrupt artifact there. Midgardians had a propensity for worship, and it was so easily exploited.

			A pair in the audience caught his eye—two beautiful people, laughing together with an earnest warmth. Loki started to noodle out a repeating melody on the guitar. There was something about these two, their humorous gaze and sense of connection surrounded by slavering fans stood out like a flickering candle in a snowstorm. He recognized Lila Cheney, a musician herself. He’d run into her in the small nocturnal circles of London’s music scene at countless afterparties.

			And then he caught the other person’s eyes. Zia.

			Zia.

			Now there was an intriguing Midgardian, gifted with a prolonged lifespan. He’d met them while messing with a cheap conjurer named John Dee, during the Elizabethan age. Zia didn’t look thirty yet. Loki had known them as both man and woman for centuries, as they were able to change gender at will; they’d used the ability from lifetime to lifetime to hide their immortality.

			Zia understood what it meant to live far longer than a mortal. Zia knew what it was to hide behind glamours, to have to conceal your real self to fit in—to survive. Just as Loki wore the shape of an Asgardian despite his Frost Giant heritage, Zia had abandoned their name and identity time and again.

			And as Zia stared into Loki’s eyes across the chaos of the show, he knew they could see through all this bullshit. Everything—the band, Loki’s outfit, all of it. Zia saw right through him, like red neon through raindrops.

			The party had really ended.

			Now it was time to have some fun.

			Sylvain had inhaled deeply, preparing to unleash his woefully average voice on the spellbound audience, when Loki slammed an effects pedal, stepped forward, and pitched his strings taut on a chord. The shattering sound from his guitar stopped everything in the room.

			And then he soloed as only a demigod could. He hammered and shredded all up and down the fretboard, unleashing a sonic wail, a solo for the ages that might have echoed in the Hammersmith Odeon forever. The crowd fell into awed silence.

			Loki had found a way to express his mood at last. He even bared his teeth in a combative smile.

			As the final note rang in the hushed auditorium, he raised the guitar and wielded it like an axe, smashing it against the N and I in the gigantic neon NIHILATOR sign. Sparks and glass showered down in a heavy metal rain as he kept swinging the guitar against it until it said only:

			HILATOR

			He looked at Zia, who only smiled enigmatically.

			Sylvain shrieked in dismay.

			Loki’s lip curled as he said, “Keep the crown. It’s your God and you don’t even realize it.”

			He tossed the guitar straight at Sylvain and walked away, past the backstage chaos and panic among the roadies and music label reps and sycophants who were always waiting in the wings. He didn’t miss a step as he hit the emergency exit door and went right into the dismal rain of London, which lacked the power to wash anything away.

			Fans chased him, begging for autographs. So Loki walked straight into traffic. A black cab’s horn blared as headlights illuminated him and the car tried to swerve away. Loki had already begun a spell to get him the hell off of this absurd planet.

			In front of his admiring fans, the former guitarist for Nihilator vanished into thin air, never to be seen again.

			SOMEWHERE UNKNOWN

			THE INFINITE COSMOS

			NOW

			The rainbow shimmer of the Bifrost Bridge faded around Thor, depositing him on the asteroid. He had not come here in some time and was only here now because of a summons from an old friend. The last he had seen her, she had expressed a desire to spend some time in contemplation. He had honored her wishes, but something had changed, and the only way to find out what she needed was to talk to her in person.

			An endless snowstorm skirled around him, obscuring the mountain that comprised the bulk of the asteroid. Her mood must be worse than usual, for the snow to be this bad. By habit, Thor curled his fist around his hammer, Mjolnir. Together, they were the danger out here. The thought gave him confidence.

			Mjolnir … a weapon even older than he. Two cubic feet of molten Uru, tempered and shaped by Dwarven blacksmiths into a hammer in a blazing forge that consumed the energy of a star. Endless battles had chipped the hammer’s precise edges, but it retained its solidity. The haft of the hammer was wound in plain leather that had worn over centuries to Thor’s grip to become an extension of his own hands. At each corner were braided enchantments. Centered in between was a valknut, three interlocked triangles, the symbol of his father, Odin. But Odin had made the triangles curved, bending into each other with mercy, a counter to Mjolnir’s brutal strength. And that was the source of the hammer’s enchantment: “Whosoever holds this hammer, if he be worthy, shall possess the power of Thor.”

			And Thor was worthy.

			Part of the measure of his worth was his willingness to help those in need. And today his friend had called on him, and he had come.

			Thor took comfort from the snowflakes brushing his skin. The asteroid might be out in the middle of the galaxy, but Thor felt at home wherever there was a storm. The bizarre sight of this desolate mountaintop and its enchantments was a sign that he had arrived at the right place.

			The snow was powdery yet dense. He took a deep breath. Snow fell thickly, and the clouds clung to the ground. Although he could not see well, a path led up the mountaintop, so he began a brisk hike. Soon he had to hang Mjolnir from his belt to keep his hands free as he scrambled up treacherous rock shelves, and the hike became more of a climb. He had to keep wiping snow from his brow and beard to maintain his sight. One rock ledge was just tall enough that he had to pull himself up and over, and he ascended onto a broad platform, dragging his bulk with him.

			Just as he gained his footing, Thor raised an open hand. With a keen sound of whistling metal, Mjolnir jumped the short distance from his belt into his waiting fist. Thor instantly crouched in a defensive position, struggling to assess the danger he knew was out there. But he saw only snow and darkness.

			Then the first blow came, from behind.

			It blasted him off his feet and he flew forward. Impressive, he thought as the wind was knocked out of him. He landed deftly, his boots sliding across snow, and he turned, Mjolnir already swinging.

			The hammer connected with a dull thud. He pulled back again and swung, deflecting more sharp bony points larger than his hammer, curved like scimitars. Each one razor-sharp.

			Claws.

			Billowing hot breath came from his attacker’s mouth, mixing with the wild drifts of snow. More scimitars: the jaws of a vicious and gargantuan animal. The teeth snapped at him in lunging, impossibly rapid bites. Scalding saliva dripped onto his skin. One bite came too close. As the mouth surged in again, Thor swung upwards, a blunt hammer uppercut.

			Mjolnir slammed the fanged mouth shut. The beast retorted with a wild snarl and retreated into the murky depths of the blizzard.

			A burst of red flame erupted. All the snowflakes in the air vaporized in a dome around them. Thor could see perfectly now. The creature was a tiger three times his size. It was growling and hissing, and a tempest of supernatural fire the color of rose petals in summer, or blood, engulfed its body.

			The situation must be dire if her first move was to attack him. She’d always struggled with her temper. How could he talk her down? Especially if, as he feared, her bestial nature had gotten the better of her?

			Thor lowered Mjolnir to his side. In his most commanding voice, he said, “I come all this way across the desolate cosmos and this is the greeting that awaits me?”

			The tiger drew a sharp breath and then roared with such force and heat that snowflakes vanished in the cloud that steamed from its mouth.

			“Now, then, Horangi!” He edged forward. “Good tiger, no need to be angry. Just calm down, so that we may be friends again. Friends?”

			The beast growled. The echo shook snow loose from the ground.

			She wasn’t responding to her name. That’s not a good sign, Thor thought. He took another step toward her. “There, there …Kitty”

			Thor dropped Mjolnir and reached out with the other hand, as if to pet the tiger.

			The tiger roared and its eyes seared with red flame.

			“It is good to see you, old friend, but why are you so angry?” Thor tried, lowering his hand.

			The tiger swiped at him with a fiery paw as Thor backed away, grazing his cape with the edge of a single claw and catching it on fire. More flaming claw strikes punched molten holes into the snow. He retreated backwards, clambering up the rocky steps, seeking to gain higher ground. The flaming monster pursued him, a ferocious gleam of red spilling all around the snow, impossible to lose sight of now.

			The steps became more solid up here. Thor planted himself in the ground and raised Mjolnir. Every muscle in his body tensed and coiled. From the clouds, brilliant flashes of blinding light broke out. And then came the sound.

			Of thunder. In the snow.

			Thor pulled from the sky like an inhalation, and prepared to let a massive lightning strike flow forth.

			The tiger’s hind leg hit him dead in the chest with a straight kick. Thor saw the clouds and heard the rumble dwindling as he soared through the air until he hit a wall. The wall was icy and rigid but broke beneath him like glass. Still flying, he crashed straight through until he cracked his bones against a stone floor, tumbling and rolling onto his back. Mjolnir flew from his grasp and banged across the floor beyond his reach.

			That was uncalled for, Thor thought, his own temper igniting. The tingling charge of electricity that coursed through his veins was gone. Try as he might, something about this cavern had cut him off from his connection to the clouds.

			At least the snow had put out the fire on his cape. He would have a moment to gather his wits and prepare for the next bout, since his efforts to help Horangi seemed so unwelcome.

			He looked around. It was a cavern, but made by hands working in tandem with enchantments. On second glance, rough-hewn stone in blocks were stacked together to create something that was more of a lair—a home. There were bookshelves, and a cozy bed with lots of blankets, and a fireplace with a cooking pot. Thor worried for a moment. What has Horangi been eating all this time?

			Red streaks of light rippled down an icy corridor leading to an entranceway. The tiger was approaching, and its flames had only grown fiercer. Drops of water began to trickle from the ceiling as the heat wave surrounding the tiger drew near and melted every stray pocket of ice and snow.

			Thor whipped his head around looking for Mjolnir. He couldn’t see it. Then he saw the hilt buried deep in a snowdrift. He reached out to summon the hammer and couldn’t help but think of how dangerous this battle with an old friend had grown. He did not want to hit her again.

			The tiger prowled forward, head lolling, lips curling around the sword-sized fangs. Water sizzled into vapor on the floor and in the air around it. Its eyes burned with feral rage.

			Thor could have called Mjolnir to him as easily as breathing. But he hesitated. He didn’t want to escalate the fight, despite Horangi’s own combativeness. One more try.

			Thor planted his feet and bellowed, “Stop this at once. Why are you reacting like this?”

			The tiger leapt through the air, ready to pounce. Thor knew this would be a mauling. He winced in anticipation.

			Halfway through the air between them, the tiger’s flames flickered white-hot and the tiger shrank smaller and smaller, landing right before Thor. A claw became a slender finger jabbing straight up at him. Even in a crouch he had to look down to meet her eyes.

			“Because! This! This is all your fault!” she said, half growling.

			Thor relaxed. He wouldn’t have to summon Mjolnir for a fight after all. She’s talking at last, he thought. Maybe now he’d find out what the problem was.

			Before him was a petite Korean woman, ageless, with sharp features and bluntly cut hair, dressed in a martial robe from a time long past. Despite this smaller form, she still radiated animal cunning and ferocity.

			“And how dare you call me kitty or speak to me that way,” she added.

			Sheepish, Thor replied, “It’s been a long time, Horangi. I wasn’t quite sure if I could get through to this part of you. I was trying to communicate with your cat form as best I knew how.”

			She jabbed his nose with fingers extended like claws. “Horangi means Tiger, you Asgardian lunkhead.”

			“There is no need for insults after I came all this way,” Thor retorted. “Calm down, you’re really letting your emotions get the better of you.”

			“My emotions are going to rip your throat out. I only take this human form so I can interact in this clumsy vocal manner for your sake. And I saw what you were up to. You were going to blast me with lightning.”

			“You set my cape on fire!”

			“Who’s being emotional now?”

			Thor smiled at that. “It’s good to see you, cat friend.”

			She hissed.

			Thor started over. “Horangi, I have kept the secret of your exile, at great difficulty and even danger. That respect you shall always have. When you summoned me I came at once. Maybe I even missed you. I’m a little worried you might be isolated out here? Do you have anyone to talk to?”

			“Talking is for blowhards like you.”

			An earlier worry returned to him. “What are you even eating?”

			She crossed her arms. “None of your damn business.”

			“I am your guest and I’m rather hungry right now. Do you have a bowl of bread, perhaps?”

			“It makes me angrier when you’re charming. Don’t think for a second I’m not mad at you still.”

			“What could I have possibly done to make you this angry?”

			Her brows drew down. “I will show you, Asgardian.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 2

			Aaron Stewart-Ahn & Yoon Ha Lee

			Thor waited patiently. He sat near the entrance of her lair. Even in her anger she’d become a gracious host and made him tea, and the cool breeze from the snowstorm mixed with the intense heat of the drink, rejuvenating him. He kept his distance, as he didn’t want her to sense that he needed this moment to recover. She was still his physical equal, even after all these years. He chose to think of their battle as sparring, but it had been truly dangerous at times. There was a certain intimacy you had with friends you fought with, hand to hand, a way of knowing them that others never would, and the fight was a reminder that Horangi was, despite her predicament and isolation, still intensely powerful.

			She said they were going somewhere far away, and she needed to get ready. After she’d made them both tea, she disappeared into a back room. She emerged now and again, looking for something, making small adjustments to her outfit. Thor sensed that she was nervous. It made him sad to see her like this. She was digging through lacquered wooden chests and muttering something about where she had put an important piece of armor.

			Thor reflected on what he knew about her. She was a demigod even older than he. Much older. Several millennia ago, on Earth, she and her sisters acted as the protector spirits of tribes of matriarchal hunter-gatherers in what would someday become Korea. Whatever joy she had ever known was in those days, so long ago. Thor knew this bitter sting in his own way. His childhood seemed so far in the past he wondered if it made the happiness he recalled of being a boy, of the complicated love for his father and the unconditional love for his mother, somewhat diminished by time and distance, to say nothing of his thorny relationship with his brother.

			Horangi had always stressed to him that she did not think of herself as a deity, although she had played that role. She and her sisters had no knowledge of where they came from, perhaps somewhere far away in the stars, as Asgard was to Midgard. Somehow they had been summoned and bound to these people, and they lived to serve them.

			But then someone came from the heavens, more powerful than they. He captured her and one of her sisters, and imprisoned them, and changed the land and its people until they worshipped him. He became their God-king, and wrote history as the victor until it became an enduring myth.

			Thor had never pried beyond that. He knew only that something terrible had happened to her sisters, and Horangi had escaped their prison alone, and for years was pursued and hunted. At some point this God-king had lost interest and set off for new conquests. Horangi left Earth behind and began her own exile, tracking him for centuries across the cosmos, looking for the new planets he had conquered but never catching up to him.

			That was when Thor met her. Full of vengeance and rage and loss, she’d been a feral monster stalking the worlds between stars. It was a memory he was reluctant to bring to mind, but he couldn’t avoid it. He discovered she was trying to figure out how a demigod could end her own life.

			He turned away from the cave entrance and the swirling snow outside and looked at her, thinking of that. He had pleaded with her to stay alive, insisted she was still the lost protector of her people. Scorning his words, she’d flung herself into battle against insuperable odds, against monsters unnamed and beyond number. But he refused to give up on her, and he fought alongside her until the death-urge passed, and they emerged victorious. They’d never spoken of it again, but the bond of camaraderie remained.

			She’d found her armor and was tying it on. She looked so fragile as a human. He had come to know her most private self, the beating heart of the tiger, and how vulnerable and wounded she could be. They were not close, and yet they had a private bond some friends never would.

			She had gone into exile here, sworn him to secrecy about her existence. She felt the pull of Earth, her connection there, but if she’d ever returned, she never spoke of it to him. She said that she would wait for her people to leave and enter the cosmos, and she’d find and protect them only then. The Earth she had loved was gone forever, and the memories of her final days there, the ones least diminished by time, held nothing but tragedy.

			The armor’s breastplate now hung perfectly against her robes. Every piece of her attire was handmade and impossibly old, but strangely impressive. Everything about her was a paradox; she looked old and young at the same time, especially her eyes.

			She saw him looking at her. “What? Deep in thought for a change?” she snapped.

			“You know me, Horangi. Never.” Thor grinned, attempting to defuse her mood with humor. She shook her head, smiling wryly, and his heart eased. He stood and gripped Mjolnir. “Does your Bifrost still have all that fire and the horrible burning sensation?”

			“It’s not a Bifrost,” Horangi said. “It’s a comet. And we’ll travel your way. I’m a little out of practice with my comet.”

			She passed him and walked outside. The snowstorm had lightened into delicate drifts, a sign that she was calming down. From this elevation they could see past thin, fast-moving clouds to the stars beyond.

			“Where are we going and what should I expect?” Thor inquired.

			“Expect music,” Horangi said, gazing up at the sky, her expression bleak.

			Thor came close. She held fast to his waist with both arms. Although she barely came up to his chest, it felt like she was forged of iron, with weight to match. Thor raised Mjolnir to the sky, careful not to dislodge Horangi, and urged Heimdall to find him and send them on their way.

			“And where will we hear this music?” Thor asked.

			“The Wasteland of Sound,” Horangi replied. Her grip tightened.

			And as the rainbow shimmer enveloped them and lifted them up off the snowy mountain, Thor almost felt as if he could hear Heimdall laughing.

			The Wasteland of Sound was the largest concert venue in the known universe.

			It was so colossal they could see the enormous scale through the walls of the Bifrost. A flat rectangular mass large as a moon orbited a shattered planet. It rested atop a bed of immense spiked stalactites. Nearby, pink and green radiance from binary stars bathed the atmosphere in otherworldly light. As the Bifrost brought them through the atmosphere, Thor slowed their descent so he could gaze upon this place.

			“Can you believe I’ve never been?” Thor said to Horangi.

			“Consider yourself lucky,” she answered dryly.

			“What is your favorite kind of music, Horangi?”

			“Your silence,” she said.

			The flat planetoid acted as a parking lot for millions of starships, every kind from the farthest reaches of this galaxy and the next. Small junkers patched together from scrap, wealthy crime-lords’ space-yachts, military capital ships, family vessels, starfighters, ships with proton drives or sails made of crystal sheets, even the odd abstract chrome teardrop or disc-shaped craft.

			The parking lot surrounded a single vast structure in the remains of a devastated crater. Sheer rock walls raised by violent impact had merged with alien architecture to form a labyrinth of a concert venue where the occupants of all those spaceships had gathered in staggering numbers. As the air began to thicken and Thor and Horangi descended through a sky that was no longer black but tinged pink, the soundwaves hit them: music loud enough to echo across the entire planetoid.

			The Bifrost deposited them at the concert gates, carved out of alien jade into peaks so high they had entire ecosystems, alien bats and birds feeding on gargantuan swarms of insects.

			Down on the ground was security, armed to the teeth with Kree weaponry.

			“You’re buying,” Horangi said, and shoved Thor to the ticket window.

			Once inside, they pushed forward through a staggeringly varied crowd. On stage, a Skrull band was playing Dorrekian music, a genre known for taunting certain races for their anti-art attitudes. To Thor it sounded like something he’d heard on Earth once, called ska music.

			The crowd of alien concertgoers had vastly varied reactions to the music. Millions booed, while other millions cheered and stomped and danced. As the Skrull band finished, the sound of competing whoops and heckling shook the walls and dust from the entire colosseum rained down. It felt like the concertgoers were going to shake the place to its foundations.

			Eventually, with Thor making a hole and Horangi hopping in his wake, they made their way to an open-air balcony several miles wide.

			Time to find out why they were here. “Horangi,” Thor said as he admired the view, “what could we possibly find here that angers you so? I am known to dance during festivities, yes. I’ll have you know, I excel at many things, such as combat and peacekeeping, but I’m no musician. I leave that to the bards.”

			Horangi narrowed her eyes at him. He sensed the tiger within. “Someone keeps bringing my people here,” she said. “You’ll see.”

			“From the land of Korea? On Earth?”

			“I may never return there,” she said while gazing down on the empty concert stage, “but I am still connected to my people. Whenever they end up adrift amongst the stars, I can feel them. And I am compelled to help them.”

			Thor shook his head. He didn’t see how he had caused this. “And this is my fault how?”

			“Let us go down. We need to be on the floor.” Horangi leaped nimbly and clambered up onto his shoulders.

			Thor braced himself. He had already forgotten how she had the weight of a two-ton tiger in her deceptively small frame.

			“The view up here is better,” she said, spurring him like a horse. Thor wearily pushed through the crowds.

			Thor wondered if Horangi would let him get a beer. He was parched. The Wasteland served everything here, from ales to crystal shots to mists, and the sight of so many beings drinking made his thirst excruciating. But Horangi remained fixated on getting them closer to the stage.

			Suddenly she slapped his shoulder and said, “There!”

			A low murmur washed over the crowd. A spotlight lit up the main stage. Holo-screens echoed the stage’s image throughout the auditorium.

			“Look, Thor,” she said, more insistently. “Tell me this hasn’t got something to do with you?”

			A lithe, desiccated man appeared on stage, with a radioactive tan and dry gray hair like straw. He was packed into a leather suit with outrageous armored shoulder pads and had sunglasses that seemed to be glued to his face. Thor sensed his corruption, even though he didn’t yet have an explanation for it.

			Atop the gray-haired man’s head was a simple, solid crown set with a dull, gleaming shard of dark metal.

			Thor straightened in his alarm, causing Horangi to yelp and clutch his shoulders to keep her balance. Hard to tell from this distance, but he could have sworn that a corrupt miasma came from the crown. What did this have to do with him, though?

			From the back of the caldera came the chant:

			“Niiiiihilatoooooor … Niiiiihilatoooooor … Niiiiihilatoooooor!”

			The man whipped his arms up, drinking in the worship. He danced across the stage, strangely agile.

			The aliens around them loved this. “Nihilator!” the deafening cry went around the Wasteland.

			Horangi nudged Thor again. “That crown. It’s Asgardian.”

			“It’s certainly possible,” Thor said, straining to get a closer look. “Apparently our fashions are influential even here?”

			“This isn’t a matter of fashion!”

			Horangi was right. The aliens around them had stopped drinking and chatting. They swayed together as though hypnotized. Which might, Thor realized with growing dismay, very well be the case. But surely Asgard wouldn’t have allowed such a potentially dangerous artifact to leave its care—if, indeed, Horangi was correct about its origins.

			“If it’s Asgardian,” Horangi said, more emphatic, “then this is your responsibility!”

			Whatever Thor might have said in response was interrupted when the wizened man gestured dramatically toward the sky.

			A jet of air washed over them as a shuttlecraft screamed across the sky. It hovered over the stage, pouring smoke and mist from its hull, before shunting a ramp down onto the stage. A doorway slid open.

			Five young Korean men strutted down the ramp. The crowd went wild.

			They boasted flawless skin and a terrific androgynous fashion sense. Each one radiated joy; the audience returned their smiles with ecstatic shouts.

			They stepped onto the stage with a sort of oblivious professionalism. Nihilator took up a spot behind the band at a DJ booth. He crossfaded two blisteringly loud dance tracks together and then held onto the crown and closed his eyes. The Korean boy band members launched into an aggressive dance routine around him.

			Nihilator tweaked a volume knob, leaned into his microphone and bellowed, “For the first time ever, against their will, direct from the puny world they call Earth … I give you TQM!”

			The massive crowd was transforming into a senseless horde. Waves of dark energy cascaded across the vast stadium. All around Thor and Horangi, aliens writhed with near-religious fervor, losing their minds at the sight of this musical showstopper. Guttural howls pierced the air. Aliens danced with frenetic energy, and even would-be pickpockets forgot their intentions and joined in, stolen plushies and collectible keychains dangling from their fingers, pseudopods, or grippers. Nihilator continued to spin records, often straining to hold onto the crown, which seemed to ride him.

			Horangi glanced at Thor. Looked him up and down. “Thor … are you dancing?”

			Thor hadn’t realized he was softly shuffling in place and bobbing his head in time. “I must admit,” he remarked, “it has a good beat. Stirs one to move the body. Quite vigorous music, and their dancing has an infectious athleticism.”

			Horangi stared at him.

			Suddenly he felt very self-aware about his movements.

			But Horangi had lost interest in that. “Look at the crown,” she implored. “Look closely.” Her face had gone pale.

			Thor did as she asked. It was so far away that he had to peer at one of the holo-screens. He caught glimpses of this elder Nihilator and his crown between flashes of the band’s dancing. In his millennia of travels across the Nine Realms, he’d seen all manner of regalia, from tiaras that resembled spider-silk to jeweled confections boasting enormous carbuncles, from simple bands of hammered metal to ornate coronets. After a while they all blurred together. Even so, he could almost remember encountering something that resembled this particular crown.

			“Horangi,” Thor said, “I must see this for myself. Wait right here …”

			“No, you wait—!”

			But Thor had already leapt for a balcony.

			As he landed, a vicious alien throng was fighting for spots near the railing, and a wall of flesh slammed into him. The next thing he knew, he’d fallen right back down into the floor crowd, a chaotic mass of surging violence.

			Thor was headed straight for the mosh pit.

			The fall came so abruptly he only had time to prepare to eat dirt.

			But suddenly he felt soft thuds all around him, shielding him, throwing him up and down again and again. He was being carried along by wings, cyborg arms, hands, and the occasional tentacle.

			Thor was crowd surfing.

			Thor glanced back and saw Horangi taking advantage of her small human form to follow him, weaving in and out of increasingly crazed dancers. She ducked between legs, clambered up large reptilian bodies, jump-kicked off their shoulders until she, too, was above the crowd, leaping from creature to creature, bringing each one to their knees with her hidden mass. As the two of them approached the stage, fervor for the music intensified. Thor reached the mosh pit first, passed around like a piñata about to be sacrificed.

			Close to the stage everyone had become frenzied, bloodthirsty. Their worship of the music consumed them completely. The mosh pit was little more than an alien battle zone now.

			The crowd kept trying to toss Thor like a ball. Horangi came to his rescue, dodging a tail swipe from one immense fan and ducking under the horns of another as they charged. Both frothed at the mouth as they chanted Nihilator’s name. Horangi finally reached Thor and grabbed onto his hand. He was able to use her deceptive mass as an anchor.

			“Thor, this is the crown’s doing. Do you believe me now?” Anguish filled her eyes.

			“I never doubted you,” Thor said, although this wasn’t entirely true. He didn’t want to let her down again. “What do we do?”

			“Rush the stage!”

			“My kind of thinking.” Thor hefted Mjolnir. “You have my hammer.”

			She nodded emphatically. “Let’s get the crown, secure the children, and get the hell out of here!”

			Horangi yanked on Thor with her extraordinary strength and clambered between his feet, until he was standing right over her and she had shrunk into a little crouch, a ball before him.

			The moshers turned against them. Their bouncing escalated to physical strikes. Thor caught blows on his chest and forehead.

			“Hang on!” Horangi shouted.

			First there was the fur, so thick as to be almost barbed, and then came the dark stripes. She expanded into her feline shape, forcing back the moshing crowd. Thor clambered astride her and she leapt powerfully, a soaring great cat just out of reach of the violent moshers, headed right for the stage.

			The stage lights bloomed into a bright orange spotlight, backlighting them together. All the holo-cameras focused on them and blasted their image across the stadium: Thor, hammer in hand, fired up from his time in the mosh pit, riding an eighteen-foot tiger aimed right at the middle of the stage. For a suspended moment, everyone in the auditorium stared at this awe-inspiring pair sailing over the crowd.

			In spite of himself, Thor whooped in glee as they landed on the stage.

			The music kept blasting, but the band members were in shock. Their dancing and singing stopped. They huddled together in fright and cried out in Korean.

			“What are they saying, Horangi?” Thor demanded. How could he best reassure them that help had arrived?

			But Horangi only growled, unable to speak in her tiger form.

			Thor spoke as he would have in the midst of battle, from the depths of his diaphragm. “Boys, hail to thee. Do not fear, we are your protectors. Horangi here is your guardian. No matter where you go in the Universe, she watches over you.”

			All the way to the back of the colosseum, a wave of furious boos rolled forth and rebounded off the crater walls.

			Thor turned to Nihilator. A disgusting man, no doubt, but the crown atop his head was ageless. Sure enough, as Horangi had insisted, there was something Asgardian about the trinket. Where had he seen it before? He was fairly certain he hadn’t triggered this unfortunate incident—

			Then he saw the runes.

			The ones that said To Thor. Our Champion.

			The memory hit him like a blow to the stomach. The crown, presented to him for keeping the peace on a distant, war-torn world. An honor, but no more significant than any other trophy given him during the dust of years.

			How could he have misjudged the crown’s properties so fatally? And who had stolen it from the treasure room where he’d last seen it years ago? A terrible suspicion curdled in his gut.

			Horangi was right, he thought bleakly. This is my fault.

			The boos coalesced into something more insidious. A chant expressing a singular, senseless devotion.

			“Nihilator … Nihilator … Nihilator …”

			As much as the hypnotized crowd appalled him, Thor recognized that they weren’t to blame. The crown had done this to them. His crown. Which meant, as Horangi had told him from the beginning, it was his responsibility. He had to set matters right before the crown’s power hurt more people.

			The wizened, gray-haired man turned to Thor and seethed, “How dare you come between Nihilator and his fans!”

			The mosh pit surged forward, trampling barricades, flooding towards the stage.

			Thor pointed with Mjolnir and bellowed, “Old man, take off that crown before I knock it off!”

			Fans had become fanatics, and were starting to reach the stage.

			Horangi took up a protective position, back raised, fangs out, in front of the K-pop band. Thor strode across the stage to Nihilator. “How did someone as pathetic as you ever get your hands on one of my trophies?” he demanded.

			“Lay a finger on me and you will face the wrath of all the hatred in the Universe!” Nihilator retorted.

			Thor prepared for the Bifrost. He reached for the crown to pluck it decisively from the man’s scalp. Nihilator tried to cram it onto his head as if he might fuse it to his skull. Thor’s fingers were just about to reach it—

			There was a smell, something chemical, or burnt.

			A flash of dark smoke and a crack of light.

			Suddenly a slender, mischievous woman burst into the space between Thor and Nihilator, suspended in air. For a second the tableau held, as both Thor and Nihilator stared at the interloper in her leather jacket, her face framed by straight bangs as her long dark hair whipped about her in a nowhere wind. Her gaze flicked between the two of them, and her eyes widened with recognition as she looked at Thor.

			She blurted out, “Ah, hell. Sorry!”

			Before either Thor or Nihilator could react, she snatched the crown from the man’s head.

			Was she giggling?

			The scent of lilacs and gunpowder exploded again, accompanied by a second burst of light and smoke, and she was gone. Thor lunged too late, his fingers closing on empty air. She’d teleported away.

			Nihilator shrieked, his eyes rolling back in his head, as panic and rage consumed him. He pointed at Thor and Horangi. His scream needed no translation. They had taken it from him. They had taken the source of his power. They would pay.

			The crowd screamed with him, a sound that could be heard in low orbit.

			Horangi and Thor exchanged grim looks. Thor thought again of the battle they’d fought together, back when she’d sought death in combat, against odds just as bad. They’d prevailed then; would they do so now?

			The fanatics rushed the barricades and started to pour onto the stage, millions of angry beings, a tidal wave of flesh, mindless and destructive, with a single shared objective: tearing Thor and Horangi to pieces …

		

	


		
			Chapter 3

			Yoon Ha Lee

			A roar rose as the Wasteland’s furious audience rushed the stage, intent on rending Thor and Horangi into shreds.

			Thor enjoyed the prospect of a brawl, even against such overwhelming odds, but he had no desire to harm the victims of the crown’s lingering influence. Lives were already in danger; he needed to recover the stolen crown from that teleporting thief before it wreaked more havoc. But first, he and Horangi needed to handle the immediate crisis. The wizened old man called Nihilator was exhorting the K-pop singers to continue the performance, to whip up the crowd into a further frenzy.

			The last Thor remembered of the crown, before it turned up here, was that it had lain in his treasure room back on Asgard. If something had tainted it, the responsibility was his to stop its further misuse. Especially if his scapegrace brother was involved. This mischief had Loki’s stench all over it. After all, who else would—or could—have pilfered his belongings?

			The concert had degenerated into pandemonium. The hovering drone-cams whirled around like disoriented bees, seeking good angles from which to record the spectacle. Four of the Korean singers were gamely trying to adapt their choreography to their new circumstances, while the fifth and shortest was backing away from a crab-like Kragnan who had rushed the stage. Thor swung Mjolnir straight through the creature’s carapace, then had to recover his balance—nothing remained of his opponent but a shimmer of sparks and crackling light. The real attacker, an elfin creature wielding a dagger, had hidden itself behind a holographic illusion, and Thor’s hammer strokes made short work of it. The boy singer shouted something that sounded like “Cheonmaneyo” as he scuttled away from the stage’s edge and toward the rest of the band, trailing streaks of glitter.

			The howling of the crowd reverberated through the Wasteland of Sound. He glanced back to make sure the rest of the singers were safe. Horangi, still in the form of an immense tiger, was herding the boys upstage. She swiped at attackers with claws the size of daggers, unfazed by the fact that the audience was throwing flasks, flowers, and the occasional perfumed item of clothing in the band’s direction.

			Thor’s fist connected with the face of an ululating alien who was determined to out-sing the entire Wasteland. When it went down, ichor spurting from its nose, some of the other would-be attackers hesitated, loath to face him.

			We might be able to keep casualties down, after all …

			Then the first barrage of photon blasts rained down from the sky. It melted the stage, which sizzled in runnels of overheated plasma. The crowd’s screaming intensified. Sensible people scrambled to escape. A few shoved against them in an attempt to video the extravaganza.

			Alarmed, Thor smashed his way to the shelter of an overhanging buttress and squinted up, unable to identify the source of the incoming fire. Those shots hadn’t been random. Someone was attempting to get people out of the way in preparation for the real assault.

			So now it’s war.

			“Horangi,” he bellowed, “change!”

			For once she didn’t argue. Red flames dwindled into a sputter of ashen light as she resumed her smaller human shape. Thor tackled Horangi to shield her from the continuing barrage. More photon blasts washed over him, rebounding off his armor but leaving an unpleasant residue of heat.

			The attackers weren’t finished. Thor heard the subsonic boom of a star cannon. He grabbed Horangi despite her hidden mass and rolled away from its target: the still-hovering shuttlecraft from which the singers had disembarked. The projectile hit the shuttle’s engine. It exploded in phoenix splendor, flinging white-hot shrapnel in all directions.

			“The boys,” Horangi growled, peering out from beneath him. “Are they all right?”

			Thor lifted his head to survey the area. “They are unharmed.”

			It was more or less true. The boys were tangled in a heap, sporting bruises and rips in their costumes. But other people had been hit by the shrapnel. He could hear their moans, see the fallen bodies. He had to put an end to this before more people were hurt.

			People bolted away from the stage, trampling each other in their eagerness to escape, some toward ships and shuttles of their own. The hypnotic effect of the crown must be wearing off—with deadly implications for those who couldn’t get out of the way in time.

			As Thor watched, Nihilator, who had miraculously escaped harm, rebuked the singers. One of the boys dragged himself upright, improvising a dance move, and launched shakily into the next verse. The music continued to blast from the Wasteland’s speakers as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on.

			Thor was about to shout at the singer to take cover when an enormous shadow fell over the stage. The suppression fire dwindled. A suspicion pricked at his mind. Are they trying to minimize casualties? he wondered. That was a lost cause, given the riot.

			Thor looked up at the source of the shadow. It blotted out the sky, growing larger as it descended. People who weren’t already fleeing for their lives cried out in terror.

			In contrast to the shadow it cast, the space galleon had a hull of sleek material that threw back prismatic reflections wherever light struck it, its swan curves broken up by the armaments that bristled from its gun deck. Sails the color of starlight on seawater glimmered from its three masts, billowing in the solar wind. Its flag displayed a plant unfamiliar to Thor.

			Thor gritted his teeth. The vessel was close enough now that he could see what its crew was up to. They had flung ropes over the side and scurried down like agile spiders.

			One of the drone spotlights swiveled to cast its beam on the first interloper as they dropped onto the stage. The stranger wore a helmet engraved with elaborate designs in silver filigree, framing an androgynous brown face. They were swathed in a cloak with a high collar of jagged and asymmetrical cut, its panels embroidered in silver, atop buccaneer pants and a kilt, and tall, wickedly spiked boots. A pistol was tucked in their belt. The stranger’s tall, athletic frame made Thor think they must have ample experience with the gleaming Adamantium sabre with which they cut a path through the throng.

			That wasn’t all, though. The sabreur was flanked on either side by two blue-gray—

			“Frost Giants!” Thor snarled, surging forward. One was an older woman, the other a younger man, both scarred and scowling, their red eyes gleaming. Both of them wielded massive stunners that they fired into the crowd, clearing a path toward the band. Were they, too, after the vanished crown?

			“I thought you said Frost Giants thrived only in Jotunheim?” Horangi yelled after him.

			Thor flung Mjolnir not at the sabreur but at the ship, hoping to cut off the attackers’ escape route. But the sabreur brandished their blade, a signal of some sort. With astonishing nimbleness for a craft its size, the galleon banked, and Mjolnir glanced off the port side hull with a bell-like clang before swerving back to Thor’s hand.

			A frenzied group of tusked aliens rushed toward the danger. They interposed themselves between Thor and the boy band. One of them yelled a demand for a refund. Clearly the effects of the crown were receding faster for some of these concertgoers than for others. Roaring, Thor knocked them all aside with a sweep of his hammer.

			Thor’s gaze swept the stage. Where’s Nihilator? If he could subdue the wretched mortal, perhaps the lingering madness that still gripped the audience would end. But the foul creature was nowhere to be found.

			“Thor!” Horangi cried. He whirled and saw that a coordinated team of pirates had separated her from the singers. Horangi was a formidable fighter, but there was only one of her and she was in her human form.

			“I’m coming!” he called. But by then it was too late. The entire band had been trussed up and was being hoisted aboard. The Frost Giants were clambering up ropes of their own. The sabreur was the last to escape, swinging with deceptive ease as they slashed the reaching limbs of anyone who threatened them.

			The galleon’s sails flared gold and silver as its crew tacked into the solar wind. Thor knew exactly what that meant. The ship was preparing to depart.

			“This must be a Frost Giant plot!” Thor bellowed to Horangi. He did not voice his worry that Loki was also involved. “They are the sworn enemies of Asgard. We must save your people. Come—”

			Horangi did not resist as he caught her by the waist. Thor had to exert himself due to her unnatural weight. Her eyes stayed fixed upon the receding galleon, and a flicker of despair passed over her face. He knew she worried about her people’s safety, and he was determined to help as he had promised. Finding the crown would have to wait.

			Thor spun Mjolnir to gain momentum, then clung to its leather strap as it launched after the ship. The wailing of the crowd dimmed as Thor and Horangi sped after the galleon. The ship angled upward as it prepared to leave behind the Wasteland of Sound. Out here, the light of the binary stars took on a more sinister cast.

			The vessel had not climbed far when Thor and Horangi thudded onto the deck. Thor let go of Horangi, and she landed lithely on her feet. The ship had a crew abovedeck of perhaps fifty assorted aliens; more would be manning the gun deck. He and Horangi had faced worse odds. Worryingly, though, while he’d spotted both Frost Giants, he saw no trace of the deadly sabreur, nor of the kidnapped boys. Surely the young mortals couldn’t have been disposed of already? Perhaps they were being secured belowdecks.

			Outraged howls from the Wasteland followed them into the sky. Thor heard the clamor of starship engines. Deprived of their show and recovered from the effects of the crown, many enraged spectators took to the skies to chase after the galleon—making their own entertainment.

			The galleon could not get away quickly enough. Alien spacecraft sped toward it, everything from saucers festooned with advertising for intergalactic detective services to burnished pleasure crafts aglow with lights. The Frost Giants snarled in their own language as they hoisted their photon cannons and took potshots at the pursuing ships. Some of their shots scorched their targets, but to no avail.

			Rescuing the boys was going to be even more difficult with half the Wasteland’s audience in pursuit. But Thor saw no alternative. He and Horangi could save the boys only if they dealt with these pirates quickly, commandeered the ship, and evaded the Wasteland fleet before it was too late.

			His eyes met Horangi’s and, as if she sensed his thoughts, she nodded as a familiar glow of red flame overtook her. Horangi elongated and stretched, returning to her tiger shape. She grinned at Thor with glinting fangs before she reared up and roared a challenge at their enemies. Thor himself whirled, hammer at the ready. The pirates would regret this day.

			Some of the crew advanced on Thor and Horangi, wielding everything from blasters to blades. Thor hadn’t seen or heard the source of their orders, which was troubling. He wanted to question their leader and find out what they knew about the crown, and why they had taken the singers but not Nihilator.

			Rays burst ineffectually against Thor’s armor as the crew attempted to take him down before he got into melee range. He launched himself at the nearest three, who had made the mistake of remaining too close together.

			The first sweep of his hammer arced counterclockwise from the rightmost opponent, through the second, and then the third.

			“Reinforcements!” the third one had time to gasp before they were bowled over by the force of the blow. The three landed in an ungainly heap on the deck.

			Thor easily sidestepped a sword thrust from another squad of three that had attempted to circle around him. He’d expected that. In rapid succession, he rabbit-punched one, smashed the next in the chest with Mjolnir, and whipped the hammer around to strike the last in the belly with its handle. The unlucky third victim retched, bringing up a thin bile, and fell with a thud.

			Meanwhile, Horangi batted people aside with her immense paws, either like a very aggravated cat or one who was simply having fun at the humanoids’ expense. It was always hard to tell with her. Flames crackled around her, and her claws gouged blackened grooves in the deck.

			Thor remembered battling side by side with Horangi before. She was a pillar of flame and rending claws; as long as she guarded his left side, no one would get through her. Together, they fought their way toward the galleon’s helm. Once they gained control of the ship, they might be able to force the return of the boys, find out why the pirates had captured them, and how the crown figured in to all this.

			For mortals, the pirates were fighting bravely. One nicked Thor’s arm with a whip edged with ground glass. He shrugged off the sting and retaliated with a mighty blow that smashed her helmet to pieces and left her sprawled near her fellows.

			Another pirate barreled toward Horangi with a berserker’s fervor, a barbed spear held out before them. Horangi’s back was turned to the spear-carrier. Thor shouted a warning, and Horangi, without so much as a backward glance, knocked them aside with a sweep of her massive striped tail.

			Thor and Horangi had nearly reached the helm when the pilot—a stout, scaly creature—decided to take matters into their own hands. Thor caught a glimpse of a determined face and had the fleeting impression of a desperate calculation. Then, without warning, the galleon went vertical.

			For a second, the ship’s artificial gravity held. Then it disengaged. One pirate, too slow to react, wasn’t able to grab onto a rope in time. Her piercing scream dwindled rapidly as she plummeted to her doom. The Frost Giants, quicker-witted, each secured one leg to the deck with a safety clamp so as to leave their hands free for battle.

			Thor stowed Mjolnir in his belt as he fell several yards, then caught hold of the rail. He hoisted himself hand over hand, refusing to be deterred by the null gravity. For her part, Horangi simply used her claws to grip the deck. Gravity returned as the pilot reoriented the ship.

			The planet’s atmosphere had thinned to the point of nonexistence, and the galleon crossed into space. A rainbow shimmer passed over the ship as it generated a life-support field. Not that Thor and Horangi had anything to fear from either vacuum or cosmic radiation.

			As the ships chasing them fell behind, the Frost Giants faced off against Thor and Horangi. Thor bared his teeth as they swung their photon cannons toward him. Horangi intercepted the crossfire with a leap, snarling as the blasts left char marks on her hide. Horangi leapt at the Frost Giant woman, who had cause to regret clamping herself to the deck. Locked in place, she grappled with Horangi, her cannon knocked aside.

			The other Frost Giant got off several rapid-fire shots at Thor, who dodged the photon blasts. He didn’t relish the pain they would cause if he got hit.

			Thor heard a shout of outrage from the older Frost Giant as he battled her younger companion, but ignored it. If she got distracted while facing down Horangi, so much the better. The face of his opponent twisted in loathing as he looked down at Thor: the ages-old enmity went both ways.

			The Frost Giant tensed, then ripped the metal bracket around his leg from the deck, freeing himself. He swung the bracket into Thor’s side. He grunted at the impact, then brought Mjolnir crashing directly into the Giant’s knee, causing him to topple.

			Thor spotted a tall gray figure sighting him down the barrel of a rifle. Was that really—? He hadn’t seen one of her kind in a while, not since he’d obtained the crown years ago. No matter; best to end this quickly. Thor raised Mjolnir against his would-be assassin—

			“ENOUGH!” roared a new voice, oddly muffled by their helmet. It was the sabreur, who had reemerged from the bowels of the ship. Though their Adamantium blade was sheathed, they projected absolute authority.

			Every crew member ceased fighting and laid down their arms. Thor’s grip on his hammer tightened, then relaxed as he lowered Mjolnir. He could not, in good conscience, attack a foe that no longer threatened him.

			Besides, his curiosity was piqued. Who was this person that could command the loyalty and obedience of such a multifarious crew, including Frost Giants? There was a mystery here, and its answer might give him a clue as to what was really going on.

			Horangi subsided with a low growl. She took in the scene: the sabreur, revealed as the captain, imperious and upright; the two Frost Giants, their full attention on the captain rather than their assailants of moments before; the rest of the crew, their manner instantly obedient; the brilliant firework explosions receding behind them.

			The captain offered Thor and Horangi a courtly bow. “This has gone far enough,” they said in a resonant voice. “Anyone for tea?”

			Horangi roared.

			Thor could interpret that well enough. “The five youths,” he said, frowning.

			“Unharmed.”

			Horangi pawed at the deck in evident frustration at her inability to speak. With a flurry of red flames, the tiger evanesced into her human shape. If looks could have felled the captain, Horangi’s glower would have reduced them to quivering slices on the deck. “You kidnapped those young ones!”

			“I rescued them,” the captain corrected, unfazed by both Horangi’s transformation and her glare.

			Horangi gestured contemptuously at the ships following them. A flurry of plasma bolts narrowly missed her head.

			The captain smiled. “Don’t worry about the fleet,” they said. “Let’s be civilized about this.” They removed their helmet and clipped it to their waist, revealing the angled contours of their dark face with its beaky nose and warm brown eyes. “I am Captain Zia, Astronomer and Privateer of the Cosmos. This is my ship, the Orlando, and my crew.” They indicated the two Frost Giants, who nodded respectfully. “You’ve already met Nott and Dagr, mother and son, my personal guards.”

			Thor nodded in return, now understanding why the older Frost Giant had been so protective of the younger during the battle.

			The gray figure, who had recently been pointing a rifle in Thor’s direction, made her way to Zia’s side. She was easily seven feet tall and covered with a thin layer of dark fur not unlike a cat’s. Though he had not seen a member of her species in some time, he knew that her willowy build belied a strength common among all her kind. Her wide head featured enormous eyes, and whisker-like growths extended from her collarbone, ending in luminous points, like a personal constellation.

			Zia nodded at her and added, “This is Skarra, my charge.”

			Unlike the rest of the crew, Skarra’s expression held thinly veiled hostility. Residual battle rage, Thor thought, or something else?

			“Since introductions seem to be the order of the day … I am Thor Odinson,” he said. Zia met this with an interested flick of one eyebrow. Thor let Horangi speak for herself.

			“I am Horangi, the Scarlet Tiger of Korea,” she said. “Might I suggest that you shed the pursuers before they core your ship?”

			“I think we’re going to get along,” Zia said with a smile. Horangi looked skeptical. The captain strode to the wheel of the ship, which the helmsman relinquished, and drew a horn from their belt. “DEPLOY FULL SAILS!” Zia bellowed into the horn.

			The crew sprang into action. Beyond the life-support field, the sails billowed, blooming outward like the petals of an immense flower. They snapped taut, and shining chromatic particles played over their surface.

			The Orlando responded immediately, accelerating to superluminal speed. The stars formed radiant streaks in the night. The pursuing ships diminished into specks, and the Wasteland of Sound shrank behind them, first to a neon-scarred rectangle, then to nothing at all.

			Horangi had not lost her focus. “The children you ‘rescued’ are my people,” she told Zia as she paced in her agitation. “They should not be so far from home. Where are they?”

			Zia signed to Skarra, who hurried off. Within moments, Skarra returned with the five boys in tow. They looked dazed but none the worse for wear. One of them spoke in Korean to Horangi.

			Horangi turned back to Zia, eyes slitted. “Manu-yeol says you were after their employer Nihilator’s crown, which gave him the power to draw such immense audiences. Care to explain?”

			Zia nodded, still calm. “I was offered a queenly sum to recover certain artifacts. You may guess what one of them was. But when I saw its effects on that mob, I decided I first needed to rescue these youths from its corrupting influence, as well as their untenable situation. Then I could go after the crown.

			“However,” Zia went on before Horangi could interrupt, “the singers can go home. My interest now is in you, Odinson.” They fixed Thor with a stare. “What’s your connection to the crown?”

			“It once belonged to me,” he said. “A gift, for a service rendered.” If only he’d realized what effect it had on mortal minds, he would have taken greater care to keep it safe. He would have to make amends for that, and soon. “But you mentioned ‘artifacts’—plural. There are others?” Thor had his suspicions about that, especially given Skarra’s presence among the crew. But he wanted to hear the answer from Zia themself.

			“Artifacts from lost Miskandar,” Zia confirmed. “Once Skarra’s home, and now home to no one. Skarra is a rare survivor.”

			Thor bowed his head. “I did not know such a doom had befallen that world,” he said. It was true. He had seen many civilizations rise and fall through his span of years, and grieved most of them, too. “I journeyed there not so long ago.” It was during that visit that he’d obtained the crown.

			Zia’s mouth curved: not quite a smile. “I’d heard you have history there.”

			Skarra remained silent, her eyes downcast. Thor couldn’t blame her. Miskandar had been a place of rare splendor when he had visited it, despite its troubles. Its fate must weigh heavily on her.

			“If your true goal is the crown,” Horangi said, less interested in Thor’s connection to Miskandar, “how do you plan on tracking it? It’s a small object in a large galaxy.” She had not stopped pacing.

			Zia made a course correction with one hand, and indicated Skarra with their other. “Skarra assists me in such matters,” Zia said. “The crown has a certain radiation signature, like everything composed of Miskandar’s black metal. Between our detection instruments and Skarra’s computations—you have to filter out background noise, a nontrivial task—we are able to discern its location, as well as that of similar artifacts, even across interstellar distances.”

			“Then our purposes are aligned,” Thor said. “We both have an interest in making sure the crown doesn’t cause more mischief.”

			“Yes,” Horangi said. If she’d been in her tiger form, Thor suspected her tail would be lashing. “I will lend my assistance as well, but only if we take the children home first.”

			Manu-yeol opened his mouth to protest. One of the other singers elbowed him, and he shut up.

			“I think it’s only fair to ask the youngsters themselves,” Zia said.

			Horangi’s scoff told Thor what she thought of that, but she didn’t say anything. For his part, he knew better than to intervene.

			Zia addressed Manu-yeol, as the band’s leader. “What say you? Home, or some other haven? What we saw back there”—they waved toward the black expanse behind them, into which the Wasteland of Sound had long since vanished—“is but a small taste of the perils the galaxy holds.”

			The boys conferred among themselves. Despite Manu-yeol’s apparent longing for thrills, their consensus was to return to Earth. The fact that Horangi continued to glare at them might have had something to do with it, especially since her eyes kept flickering tiger-yellow.

			“Excellent,” Zia said, nodding decisively. “I know agents at the nearest spaceport who have connections to Earth. It will simply be a matter of finding reliable couriers to take the band back where they belong.”

			Horangi looked inscrutable for a moment, then said, “Acceptable.”

			“That’s settled,” Zia said, pleased. They returned control of the wheel to the helmsman. “Now, I believe I promised you tea?”

			Skarra took the boys away for a separate repast, while Zia led Thor and Horangi toward their cabin. Above, the stars streaked by like spectral arrows. The sails remained taut, their moon-like radiance shedding light over the deck. Thor cast a wary glance at the Frost Giants Nott and Dagr, who were left to oversee the crew. Zia might trust them, but he remained alert.

			Thor’s first impression of the cabin was of a glorious treasure room interspersed with … herbs? Shelves lined the walls, filled with neatly organized relics. Some were crowded with antique sextants and alabaster statuettes, ribbons and honors from strange times and places. Others held hand-bound tomes; the smell of well-preserved paper tickled his nose. A massive desk was bolted to the deck, and a single journal rested on its surface, open to a pressed plant. Old-fashioned handwriting in sepia ink, distinguished by elegant loops and swells, labeled it moonwort, accompanied by a description of its meaning and properties.

			Uninvited, Horangi sat down in one of the chairs. She looked at home here, one more treasure far from her origins. At Zia’s nod, Thor seated himself as well.

			After setting a nearby teapot to boil, Zia pulled down a logbook and paged through it until they reached a certain entry. They turned it around so Thor and Horangi wouldn’t have to read upside down.

			“Will this suit you?” they asked. “I have had dealings there before. It’s as reliable as any spaceport is.”

			Horangi looked at Thor, her eyes anxious.

			Of course: she was not well-traveled, given her long isolation. Thor considered the entry. The Six-Star Pillar, it said. Neutral ground, which would be important to privateers such as Zia and their crew. According to the notes, it was reasonably well policed and a reliable place to pick up supplies and fence stolen goods.

			He gave her a satisfied nod, and Horangi turned to Zia. “Adequate.”

			“That’s settled, then,” the captain said cheerfully, reaching for the now-steaming teapot. “I source this tea from Earth. A reminder, if you will. A very good Darjeeling.” While the teapot with its heating coils and cryptic iconography was of alien manufacture, the cups Zia poured into were of porcelain decorated with the plant that Thor now recognized as moonwort. “Do you take it black, or…?”

			“Black is fine,” Thor said. He cradled the tiny cup in his hands and sipped. Thor was not a tea connoisseur. Among other things, nobody ever served it in adequate quantities, and it tasted weak. He could have fit ten such cups into a proper tankard. But he didn’t want to offend his host. He made an effort not to down the cup’s contents all at once.

			“I miss ginseng,” Horangi said with a sigh, “but this is good too.” She sipped slowly, with evident pleasure.

			“I do have some of that,” Zia said.

			Horangi shook her head, although she was clearly tempted. “Perhaps another time.”

			“There will be plenty of opportunity later,” Zia said. Then someone knocked on the door. “Enter,” they called.

			The door opened to reveal Skarra. “Captain, our other guests have offered to put on an impromptu concert for the crew. Nott wanted to consult you before giving them free run.”

			“That’s not unwise of her,” Zia said, “considering the trouble they’ve already gotten into.” They took one last measured sip and stood. “Come with me, if you would. Especially since you”—they were addressing Horangi—“see yourself as their guardian.”

			The tea had done little to slake Thor’s thirst, but no matter. He rose and followed Zia out of the cabin. Horangi came last, reluctant to leave the luxury of tea behind.

		

	


		
			Chapter 4

			Yoon Ha Lee

			The two Frost Giants, Nott and Dagr, were standing guard over the five singers. The youths had cleaned up and been given new clothes. The galactic styles in which they were now garbed didn’t look too out of place. If anything, their outfits were less outlandish than what they’d worn previously. One of them seemed especially pleased with his calico scarf.

			Nott’s voice was gruff as she addressed her captain. “If we do this, I think they will be most out of the way there,” she said, pointing to a relatively empty spot.

			“Well,” Zia said with a slight smile, “it’s not every day that we’re offered entertainment by a star band. Why not?”

			“Let me speak with them,” Horangi said abruptly. “It will be good to spend some time with my people.” She clasped her hands behind her back; Thor could see that her knuckles were white.

			Nott hesitated, but acquiesced at a nod from Zia. Horangi headed toward the singers.

			Zia shook their head slightly once Horangi’s back was turned. “I’m not persuaded the feeling is entirely mutual,” they murmured. “None of our business, though.” They nodded at Thor. “I’d like to hear more of your past involvement with the crown we seek. If we pool our knowledge, we might be better prepared for any upcoming hazards.”

			“Agreed,” Thor said, glad of Zia’s pragmatism. He caught sight of Skarra, who was hanging back. She held an abacus-like device, her agile fingers dancing over it as she worked some computation. “That is a tale worth the telling.” He waved at Horangi. “Perhaps you will find this enlightening.”

			Horangi hesitated, then returned to within earshot. The singers were busy setting up in the unoccupied area of the deck Nott had indicated, and were running through some warm-ups and stretches.

			Thor took up a wide-legged performance stance, imitating a favorite bard from his childhood. “Several decades ago,” he began to the sounds of scales and arpeggios, “I journeyed to the planet of Miskandar at the request of its rulers, the Ragarian Royal Family. The royals were known for trade in minerals and the like. One such mineral had incredible properties of power generation, all the more remarkable as it did so without waste, heat, or side effects.”

			Zia cocked an eyebrow. “That’s unusual.”

			“Indeed,” Thor said. “They ordinarily asked a high price for it. It was exceedingly difficult to refine, and only occurred in the smallest deposits. They had brought with them a princely amount of the material. Not tribute, but a gift.”

			This detail got the attention not only of Horangi, but also the two Frost Giants and Skarra. It didn’t escape Thor’s notice that the Giants were loath to stray far from him. That distrust was mutual, even if he intended to deal honorably with their captain as long as they returned the courtesy.

			He continued his tale, emphasizing his points with gestures. “Of course, when it comes to interstellar diplomacy, no gift comes without strings attached. The Ragarian Royal Family’s representatives pleaded for Asgard’s assistance in maintaining their benevolent rule, which was threatened by rebels. A portion of Miskandar’s population had begun engaging in acts of terror. No city was safe from the rebels, who brought down everything from bridges to monuments.”

			Skarra stirred. Thor thought of saying something to her directly, for he imagined that she might have memories of that terrible time, or might have heard stories from her elders, and he regretted bringing them up. But this was information that Zia and Horangi needed. And perhaps the tale’s tidy ending would bring Skarra some comfort.

			“Did the rebels cause Miskandar’s demise?” Horangi asked, her brow furrowing.

			“Not as such,” Thor said with a sidelong glance at Skarra, wondering if she had suffered due to the attacks, and when she had left her homeworld. “The request from the Ragarian Royal Family was simple. Their military was stretched thin, unable to handle the rebels’ cunning assaults. The situation was complicated by Miskandar’s harsh terrain, which made it difficult to police the inhabited areas. They needed a show of force from an ally so that peace could be maintained and order restored.”

			“Let me guess,” Zia said, stroking their chin thoughtfully. “That’s where you came in.”

			Thor nodded. “I was accompanied by a faithful bard, the Rigellian android Recorder 211. He was interested in archiving history as it happened, and he saw this as a remarkable opportunity. Together we went to Miskandar, marveling in its stark beauty, with formations that looked more organic than anything geological.” He paused, remembering the sights. It was a pity the planet was lost. At least Recorder 211’s account survived somewhere.

			“Despite the eerie landscapes,” Thor continued, “the cities protected by the Ragarian Royal Family were works of wonder, with crystalline spires that overlooked the planet’s dark oceans. The Royals advised me not to venture outside the cities. For all its beauty, Miskandar was difficult to survive, especially as its most notable feature was the black hole that it orbited.”

			Zia shook their head. “The universe is full of strange things, but that is one of the strangest. I would have liked to see it for myself—a world that had to make its own light, rather than relying upon a star.”

			Thor nodded appreciatively, remembering that Zia had introduced themself as an astronomer. Their interest in the black metal and its planet of origin was, no doubt, in part scientific.

			Skarra shifted, but still said nothing. Her eyes were shuttered—in pain, loss, or some other emotion too difficult to name. But she was listening, and Thor hoped his tale at least brought her some small comfort, evidence that her culture lived on in memory. Something that Recorder 211 would have been better able to assure her of, if he were here. Alas that they had parted ways a long time back. Perhaps Thor could help Skarra seek the bard out at a later date.

			“In any case,” Thor said, “I abided by the Royals’ advice.” In the background, the singers began their performance, amid friendly heckling. An unorthodox accompaniment for his tale, but not an unwelcome one.

			Nott, the older Giant, leaned forward and interrupted with a raucous laugh. “Thor Odinson, afraid of mere terrain? That I would have given much to see.”

			“Asgard with its luxuries must have left you soft indeed,” added her son, Dagr.

			“I wasn’t there to see the sights,” Thor said, mildly enough, “but to render aid. It was more important to quell the rebels and restore the peace. With Recorder 211 at my side, I visited the capital with its astonishing palaces, agleam with metal and inlaid with rare gems. There I demonstrated to the insurrectionists that the Royal Family’s allies would protect them.”

			Nott’s mouth twisted. “Asgardians are always so quick to play hero,” she said.

			“There is no shame in helping people,” Thor returned. He refused to respond to her jibes. “Whatever its later fate, Miskandar was saved from the rebels. In gratitude, the Ragarian Royal Family presented me with the very crown that we now seek, priceless both in material and artistry. But I do not know how it became corrupted; that is an answer we will have to seek elsewhere.”

			Thor elected not to mention the last time he’d seen the crown, on the grounds that the others wouldn’t understand. He’d tossed it into his treasure room without a second thought, one more valuable among many. What had mattered—then—was not the addition to his personal hoard, but the knowledge that he’d done the right thing in helping Miskandar.

			He caught Skarra’s eye. She froze, her whiskers aquiver. “Surely you must know of this, friend Skarra, even if you weren’t a witness to it. You can vouch for my tale, can you not?”

			Skarra looked mutely back at him. Thor wondered if he had somehow offended her. He began to apologize.

			“I have duties elsewhere,” Skarra said in a dull voice, and walked away, not quickly, but not slowly either. She swerved past the singers and disappeared into the Orlando’s hold.

			Nott and Dagr watched Skarra’s departure with concern. It seemed preposterous, but if Frost Giants were capable of loyalty to Zia, it might not be beyond the realm of reason that they extended that sentiment to the rest of the crew.

			Horangi was staring at Thor with a stony expression that he knew all too well. He didn’t care about the opinions of Frost Giants, but Horangi clearly blamed him for intimidating Skarra.

			“I did not intend to cause her distress,” Thor told Zia.

			Zia rubbed their chin. “She is slow to trust,” they said, “and the death of her world is still an open wound.”

			Thor caught only fleeting glimpses of Skarra during the rest of the voyage to the Six-Star Pillar. One time he caught her singing a slow, plantive song as she played a lute of some sort. Thor listened for a while, captivated by the waterfall of notes, then retreated before she saw him. He only made one attempt to talk to her. She gave him such a stricken look that he backed away. He did, however, spot her playing board games and speaking in hushed tones with Horangi on several occasions. Mindful of Skarra’s discomfort, he kept his distance.

			He was relieved when the lookout cried, “Six-Star Pillar ahead!”

			The Orlando decelerated as it neared the spaceport. Skarra hurried to prepare the five singers for their arrival, while Thor leaned over the rail for his first good glimpse of the place.

			The Six-Star Pillar was shaped like an immense wheel and received its name from the six spokes that projected from its central hub. Upon receiving docking instructions from the spaceport’s control center, the skipper adroitly guided the Orlando to its berth. A shimmer passed over the galleon as it lowered its life-support field.

			Zia emerged from their cabin, smiling. “I called ahead,” they said. “There’s a courier willing to take our youngsters home—for a price, of course.” When Horangi crossed her arms, Zia added, “I will cover the cost, as I expect our coming adventures will turn a tidy profit.”

			Mollified, Horangi nodded. “I wish to accompany them to the station. To say goodbye.”

			“I will remain here to help guard the Orlando,” Thor offered. He expected Horangi would prefer to say her farewells privately.

			It didn’t take long to round up the five singers, who were still outlandishly garbed. In their time aboard, they had picked up souvenirs given them by the crew. One of them clutched a flower preserved in crystal. Thor watched them disembark, accompanied by Horangi and Zia.

			Thor gazed out over the deck with its bustling crew, all working on much-needed repairs, and gathered his thoughts. As much as he hoped that his trickster brother was not involved with the crown, he didn’t think it could be anyone else. While Asgard had its enemies, making off with the crown was just the kind of mischief that Loki was prone to—and its chaotic effects on mortal minds seemed like exactly the sort of power that would tempt his brother. But to what end?

			Thor’s jaw clenched. He missed Loki, but he was too used to being disappointed by him. At odd moments during their latest separation, he’d daydreamed that they’d have some uncomplicated reunion, share jests over strong ale. But when had his relationship with Loki ever been uncomplicated?

			When Horangi returned from the station, Thor went to her side. He knew firsthand how wearing exile could be, and reminders of home, and he wanted her to know he was there if she needed him. She gave him a rare smile, sad though it was.

			Zia had arranged for the Orlando’s stores to be replenished, and once the crew had finished their repairs, they were ready to set off again. Thor and Horangi crowded into Zia’s cabin as Zia laid out the next part of their plan.

			“I gathered some information about the crown and similar artifacts,” they said. “I may have ruffled some feathers. Those who have heard of the black metal say it’s nothing but bad luck. Certainly that lines up with what we’ve seen of its effects.”

			“All the more reason to get it away from that thief,” Thor said. He remembered the pandemonium at the Wasteland of Sound all too well. Who knew what trouble it had caused since?

			Next, Skarra laid out the results of her computations. She was vague about how she had arrived by her results, but Zia assured them that Skarra’s work had proven trustworthy in the past.

			“What are we waiting for?” Horangi said, almost vibrating with tension. “The sooner we can secure the crown, the better.”

			“We’ll have to see what our scans reveal as we approach the coordinates,” Zia said. They turned a pen over in their hand, a rare sign of nerves. “I’m worried that the thief is drawing us into a trap.”

			Thor leaned back and rested his fists on Zia’s desk. “There’s only one way to find out.”

			As it turned out, the crown’s location was not so much a trap as a conundrum. The Orlando stopped at what Zia judged to be a safe distance from their goal when Skarra, staffing the scan station with its banks of instruments, detected substantial defenses. Zia summoned Thor and Horangi to their cabin to consult on what they saw.

			“A Kree Armory,” Zia said. They contemplated the readings with slitted eyes. “This will be a tough nut to crack.”

			“Yes,” Thor said, impressed in spite of himself. The scan revealed a labyrinthine structure, to the extent that it could penetrate the armory’s jammers. The inner defenses were anyone’s guess.

			The outer ones, however, were clearly visible. “That’s deliberate,” Zia said, pointing to the readout. “Orbital defenses, drone sentries, as many weapons as a dragon has teeth. And that is a not-insubstantial number of lasers and plasma cannons. The Kree want people to see the threat.”

			Skarra spoke, her voice low. “As far as I can determine, their defenses lock onto weapons. It’s probably how they keep from being distracted by false alarms. The Armory itself is designed to be impregnable. I don’t know what that material is, but all indications are that it will be impossible to smash our way in.”

			Thor regarded her thoughtfully. “I do agree that we’re unlikely to make it in on the first try. But it’s worth scouting it more closely. I can do that. It will give us valuable intelligence on the Armory’s defenses.”

			Zia considered that. “It’s no worse than anything else we could try at this juncture.”

			“Besides,” Thor added, “any delay could cost us the crown. Are we agreed?”

			Zia and Horangi nodded after a moment, and Thor strode out of the cabin.

			The Orlando hung in space, framed by brightly lit nebulae and jeweled skeins of stars. If Thor squinted, he could spot the Armory’s outer perimeter with its sinister glowing orbital platforms, like pinprick eyes. Beyond it, the vault gleamed, scarcely distinguishable from the nearby stars and moons, save for a telltale bluish shimmer.

			Thor gripped Mjolnir and launched himself toward the Kree Armory. Blackness fell away from him on all sides as he pierced the night; the stars stretched into scarves of light. He slowed his approach, intending to stop before activating the Armory’s defenses.

			For a second he thought he’d succeeded. Then Thor received a brief, dazzling impression of drone sentries rearranging themselves to intercept him, a multitude of turrets bringing their guns to bear.

			Then the blast slammed into him with the power of a small sun. Pain arced through him all the way down to bone. It was only through long practice that he kept his grip on Mjolnir as he was flung away from the Armory and into the vast emptiness of space, tumbling end over end and trailing a banner of smoke from his hair and cloak.

			Well, that didn’t work.

			“No luck?” Horangi asked dryly as Thor landed with a thump on the observation deck of the Orlando.

			Thor was badly singed, his hair and beard frazzled, his cloak in shreds from the Armory’s defenses. “A miscalculation,” he said. “But I obtained some information nonetheless.” He described the defenses he had encountered, especially the turrets and the blasts that had foiled him.

			Zia put their hands on their hips and regarded Thor, bemused. “We managed to listen in on some of their internal chatter. They seem to dismiss such incidents rather than investigate them. It sounds like several of their scanning instruments were knocked offline, too, fortunately for all of us.”

			Horangi shook her head. “We should withdraw anyway, just in case someone catches wind of us.”

			“Agreed,” Zia said. “And I think we’ve accomplished all that we could with brute force. We’re going to need help getting inside.”

			“Who did you have in mind?” Horangi asked.

			Zia folded their arms, considering. “There’s someone I used to know who might be able to help us. A trickster who could get inside even a place this heavily guarded.”

			Thor’s eyes narrowed at trickster. “His name wouldn’t happen to be Loki, by any chance?”

			Zia’s expression was enigmatic. “Indeed.”

			Thor was torn. On the one hand, he felt certain Loki would have the answers he sought. On the other … he was sure that Loki had started this trouble to begin with.

			“We can’t trust him,” Thor warned.

			Zia’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not your decision,” they said. “Now that we have your information, we’ll take it to Loki and see how he can help us. And I think I know just where to find him.”

			“Where?” Thor demanded.

			Zia’s enigmatic smile was back. “A den of iniquity for the ages.” They lifted their voice to the helmsman. “Set course for Morg’s!”

			Thor gritted his teeth and, against his better judgment, the Orlando unfurled its sails and jumped to superluminal speeds, leaving the Kree Armory behind—for now.

		

	


		
			Chapter 5

			Brian Keene

			In Thor’s experience, most airlocks smelled like space—a distinct mix of hot metal, seared meat, and ozone. This one was different. Pausing, he sniffed the air.

			“What’s wrong?” Horangi asked.

			Thor frowned. “What is that foul stench?”

			“The clientele,” Zia quipped.

			They continued on, the echo of their footfalls filling the tight space. Zia took the lead, with Thor at their side. Horangi and Skarra followed close behind. The Frost Giants, Nott and Dagr, crouched low as they brought up the rear; Thor could practically feel their scowls against his back.

			The hatch ahead of them hissed open at their approach and they entered a dim corridor. Pulsing music throbbed somewhere in the distance, and a sickly haze hung thick in the air. Rather than polished, sterile metal, the decrepit interior was scarred and blackened. Bloodstains—some old and others recent—had dried on the walls. Patches of mold spread black tendrils across the ceiling. Sticky puddles dotted the floor. 

			“Why have the rest of your crew remained behind?” Thor asked Zia. “It has been my experience that after a great battle all sailors desire shore leave.”

			“Not here.”

			“But is this not a drinking establishment?”

			Zia looked at him. “This isn’t some cantina or a casino. This is Morg’s—the dankest, darkest dive bar in the galaxy. My crew want nothing to do with this hole.”

			“And how can you be sure we’ll find Thor’s brother here?” Horangi asked.

			“Because this is the place where the most brutal, conniving scum in the universe come to relax,” Zia said. “It’s savage and chaotic and the only law is the bouncers. It’s a place where brain-eating Symbiotes and the Brood come to party. If it’s wrong and vile and despicable, it can be found here. If you’re at Morg’s, you’re either in trouble … or you’re going to be.”

			“Loki will be here,” Thor said.

			“Really? It doesn’t sound like his kind of place,” Horangi countered. “I thought your brother was more polished? More … debonair?”

			Nott and Dagr snorted with laughter.

			“Loki thinks himself so,” Nott sneered. “But the runt cannot escape his true heritage.”

			Ignoring them, Thor said, “This sounds like the sort of place that offers Loki opportunities for the worst sort of mischief. And there are many in the universe who would very much like to find my brother. Though Morg’s might be rough, Loki can blend in here. Be incognito.”

			The Frost Giants laughed harder.

			“What’s so funny?” Zia asked.

			Dagr pointed at Thor. “He said his brother can’t control when he goes to the bathroom.”

			“You mean incontinent.” Thor smiled. “But both are Midgardian words, so perhaps that explains your confusion.”

			The Frost Giants glared at him, and then turned away. Thor’s grin grew broader.

			Rolling her eyes, Skarra pushed past him.

			“And where do you think you’re going?” Zia reached out and gently grabbed Skarra’s elbow.

			“To the bar?”

			“Not on my watch.”

			“Why not?”

			“Well, first of all, you’re too young. Secondly … did you not hear a word I just said? This is no place to go traipsing off by yourself.”

			Horangi nodded in agreement.

			“Your captain is right, young Skarra.” Thor said. “It would be best if I went in after my brother alone. If all of us go together, Loki will feel ambushed. And I dare say he will not be pleased to see a pair of Frost Giants.”

			Dagr scowled. “The feeling is mutual, little prince.”

			Thor’s eyes narrowed. He gripped Mjolnir tightly and took a single step toward the giant before Zia intervened, sliding deftly between them.

			“I have no intention of going any further, and my crew members stay with me.” They turned to Horangi. “How about you?”

			“I’ll stay. Thor’s right. This place stinks. The sooner we collect Loki and leave, the happier I’ll be.”

			“One other thing …” Zia nodded toward Thor’s hammer. “Are you planning on using that?”

			“I am the god of thunder. Mjolnir is as much a part of me as my arm or my eyes.”

			“Well, if things go bad in there, before you go summoning lightning or smashing through the bulkheads, you might want to remember that this is a space station, and not everyone here is a god … including us.” 

			“Verily. Even a novice tactician would know that. You believe I would be careless enough to risk innocents?”

			“I’m sorry,” Zia apologized, holding up their hands. “You’re a veteran of many battles. I shouldn’t point out the obvious.”

			Thor smiled gently. “There is no need to apologize. No offense was taken.”

			“Try to stay out of trouble,” Horangi said.

			“Have no fear,” Thor assured them. “I shall return with Loki. In the meantime, ready your ship, Captain.”

			“It’s already ready.”

			“Oh.” Halting, Thor glanced over his shoulder. “Well, then … wait here for me. This shouldn’t take long.”

			The lights grew dimmer and the music louder as Thor drew closer to the main hub. A few figures loitered in the corridor, alone or in small groups. A shapeshifting Skrull sat slumped against a wall, so inebriated that it had reverted to its native form. Two Sh’iar groped each other passionately in the shadows, oblivious as he passed by them. Something that looked like a suppurating blob of jelly belched, spraying the ceiling with ichor. A crystalline woman from Crystalium huddled in furtive, whispered conversation with a looming winged shadow. A pair of Toad Men stumbled into Thor’s path, careening off the wall as they drunkenly croaked a bawdy song.

			“Why have I not visited here before?” Grinning, Thor seized one of the Toad Men by the arm. “Ho! Frog man. Which is the path to Morg’s?”

			The alien blinked at him with bulbous rheumy eyes and rasped something unintelligible. Then it belched.

			Thor repeated the question, speaking slower, and punctuating each syllable with a shake of the creature’s arm.

			“He doesn’t understand you,” the crystal woman explained. “But you’re already in Morg’s.”

			“Ah.” Thor released the Toad Man, who scurried away with his friend. “And where does everyone gather?”

			The woman shrugged. “Just follow the music.”

			“Thank you,” Thor said, and did as the crystal woman advised. His stomach grumbled. “I wonder if they have anything to eat?”

			The hall grew darker still. The music swelled, pulsing in Thor’s chest. Ahead of him, he saw a red glow marking a broad metal door, coated with rust and grime. He heard voices shouting in a multitude of tongues.

			This must be the tavern.

			Nodding with confidence, Thor opened the door and stepped inside.

			He staggered as a cacophony of sound and smells crashed over him. Neon lights shone down in a nauseating array of colors. A band occupied one corner of the vast chamber, crowded together on a raised stage protected by laser mesh fencing. The musicians were desperately trying to keep the rowdy assemblage happy. A long bar stretched across the back of the room, attended by several staff. A towering humanoid with rocky skin and no face except a single glowing eye stood passively behind them, surveying the patrons. An almost identical creature—save for a jagged white scar below its cyclopean eye—loomed to Thor’s left, just inside the door.

			The rest of the room was filled with crude, weathered tables and booths, hosting a dizzying variety of alien lifeforms. They drank from glasses and mugs and strange utensils designed for their unique biologies. They argued and conversed and brayed raucous laughter. Some at the tables were engaged in games of chance, using cards, dice, holographs, and their own appendages. A particularly fierce-looking Kree splayed his fingers against a pitted wooden tabletop, playing chicken against a pink-skinned Martian who deftly wielded a knife with one of its tentacles. Gambling machines dotted the perimeter, adding to the noise.

			Then, with a final jangled, off-key note from the band, all sounds ceased …

			… and Thor realized that everyone in the bar was staring at him.

			He turned, nodded up at the one-eyed humanoid towering over him, and then sauntered deeper into the room. He focused on appearing relaxed, but inwardly he was wary, watching for any surprise attack. As he made his way through the tables, the band resumed playing, and the crowd came alive once again. Thor searched their faces, looking for his brother, and realized that this task might prove harder than he’d previously thought. Loki was an unparalleled illusionist with the ability to disguise himself, and Morg’s was a veritable menagerie of possible masks.

			Thor’s stomach rumbled again, more insistent, and he decided to approach the bar. He weaved between more tables and found an open aisle alongside a row of booths. Thor couldn’t help but pause at the sight of three diminutive figures occupying one of these—a troll, an elf with a gun, and a well-dressed duck sat playing cards. They looked up in annoyance as his shadow loomed over them.

			“What’s your problem, pal?” the troll asked.

			Thor pointed at his companion, unable to contain his surprise. “You’re a duck!”

			The duck slammed his cards down and adjusted his hat. Then he waddled onto the table, and jabbed Thor in the chest with his beak. “Listen, are you looking for trouble, Goldilocks?”

			“No, I assure you that I am not.”

			The elf pushed back from the table. The bell atop his pointed green hat jingled softly. His free hand crept toward the pistol laying on the table in front of him.

			“That would be a mistake,” Thor advised the elf.

			Mumbling, the elf picked up his cards.

			The duck peered up at Thor. “You’re an Asgardian, right?”

			“I am Thor, son of Odin.”

			“What the hell are you doing here, kid?”

			Thor lowered his voice. “I am seeking my brother, Loki. Perhaps you know him?” 

			The duck shrugged. “Maybe. How about you buy me and my buddies another round, and I’ll tell you where to find him?”

			“That would be most helpful.” Thor said. “Um … but I am afraid that I have no money. I spent the last of it on tickets for a concert.”

			Howard frowned. “You’re a prince of Asgard, and you’re telling me that you’re broke?”

			“No, I am not broke. As I said, I spent my money and do not have access to more at the moment. Currency simply does not travel well through the Bifrost. Perhaps if you could see your way toward buying me a drink, Asgard will reward you richly?”

			“Do I look like I was hatched yesterday?”

			Before Thor could reply, the troll tugged on the duck’s tailfeathers.

			“C’mon, Howard. You playing or what?”

			“Hold your horses, Pip.” The duck turned back to Thor. “Listen, I’m not looking to get in the middle of a family squabble. All I can tell you is that you’re on the right track.”

			“You have my thanks … Howard, is it?”

			“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I got a game to get back to.”

			Thor continued onward, pushing his way through the clustered, drunken masses. This elicited a few grumbles and looks, but no one openly confronted him. A group had formed an impromptu dance floor, and he navigated between the whirling and gyrating bodies as the band tore through a rocking blues number that Thor recognized from his time on Midgard. Reaching the bar, he couldn’t help grinning.

			A four-armed, blue-skinned alien wiped the counter down quickly with a mildewed rag and nodded impatiently. “What’ll it be?”

			“A flagon of your best mead.”

			“We don’t have mead.”

			“A tankard of ale, then.” Thor remembered his financial situation. “And I would like to start a tab.”

			“You got identification?”

			“Certainly.” He sat Mjolnir on the bar. 

			The bartender blinked. “That’s a hammer.”

			“Nay, barkeep. This is no mere hammer. It is Mjolnir, and I wield it, which means that I am Th—”

			“I don’t care,” the bartender interrupted. “You can start a tab. But you see the big cyclopean guy behind me, and his scar-faced twin standing by the door?”

			“Aye.”

			The bartender whistled, and both humanoids turned toward Thor, staring at him with those baleful glowing eyes.

			“Those are our bouncers. They’re Mindless Ones.”

			“It seems cruel to berate your employees in such a manner,” Thor said. “They hardly seem mindless.”

			“That’s what they’re called. They’re extra-dimensional creatures who do the bidding of others. In this case, the bidding of the establishment. Morg won them off the dread Dormammu in a card game.”

			“Would it be possible for me to speak to Morg?”

			“Not right now.” The bartender jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at the row of bottles behind him. In the center was a large glass jar filled with luminescent green fluid, in which floated a living brain. “He’s on house arrest. He doesn’t get his body back for another year.”

			Thor scowled. “It would seem difficult to operate this establishment in such a … condition.”

			The bartender shrugged. “He’s got me. And our Mindless Ones. And now they’ve set eyes on you. You can start a tab. But I don’t care if you’re the son of Odin or a herald of Galactus. You try skipping without paying, and they’ll rip you to pieces. Understood?”

			“Verily.”

			The bartender sat a tankard of ale down in front of him, and then bustled on to the next customer before Thor could thank him. The thunder god took a sip, arched his eyebrows in appreciation, and then drank deep. When he’d drained the tankard, he slammed it down on the bar.

			“Barkeep,” he cried, “another!”

			Reequipped with a second drink, Thor sat down on a stool, leaned back against the railing, and studied the crowd. After a few moments of peering through the haze, he spotted a gray-skinned, scaly monstrosity, with a wide head, slavering jaws, and wings that nearly touched the ceiling. The creature’s tail was coiled beneath the table. It was a Dragon Man from the planet Ligra and, with the exception of the Mindless Ones, it was the largest being in the bar. It shared the table with another Skrull, a Symbiote, and a woman wearing the once-golden armor of a Spaceknight—armor that was now tarnished and pitted. The four were engaged in a game of chance that Thor didn’t recognize, seemingly played with various colored crystals.

			Rising from his stool, Thor grabbed Mjolnir off the bar. Then, balancing his drink, he made his way toward them. As he drew closer, he noticed that the reptilian had amassed quite a fortune in coins and credits. The pile seemed in danger of spilling off the edge of the table, and the other three players did not appear to be happy about it.

			Thor’s expression turned grim. 

			He reached the table and peered over the Skrull’s shoulder. All except the Dragon Man turned to look at him. Saliva dripped from the Symbiote’s tongue. The Skrull frowned in obvious annoyance. The armored woman stared at him, seemingly nonplussed. The Dragon Man kept its eyes on the crystals in front of it.

			The woman sipped her drink. “Are you lost?”

			“Nay.” Thor smiled. “I was just curious about this game you are playing. I do not recognize it. What is it called?”

			“Artchoo,” the Skrull grunted.

			“Bless you,” Thor replied.

			“The game,” the woman said. “It’s called Artchoo.”

			“Oh, I see.” Thor nodded. “I would very much like to learn how to play. Do you mind if I sit in?”

			The Dragon Man shifted uncomfortably.

			“That depends,” the Skrull replied. “These are heavy stakes.”

			“Bet your brains,” the Symbiote hissed. “I’m hungry.”

			Thor held up Mjolnir. “Is this stake heavy enough?”

			The woman nudged an empty chair out with her foot. “Have a seat.”

			“My thanks.” He sat down and placed his tankard on the table in front of him. “You are from Galador?”

			The woman chuckled. “Hardly.”

			“But you wear the armor of a Spaceknight?”

			“No,” she replied, “the last person I killed was wearing the armor of a Spaceknight. I’m just using it for the evening.”

			“And she’s gonna lose it before the night is over,” the Skrull muttered. “Once she runs out of money, she’ll have to wager the armor.”

			The Dragon Man continued to stare at the crystals, pointedly not engaging.

			“I’m Mar-cee.” Smiling, the woman tipped her drink at Thor.

			“It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Thor, son of Odin.” He set Mjlonir down directly on the Dragon Man’s foot. “And I believe you have all met my brother Loki.”

			Roaring with pain, the Dragon Man leaped up from the table. Its massive wings gouged the ceiling, and particles of dust rained down on them. Its tail thrashed. Rows of jagged teeth flashed in the lighting, and its massive hands balled into fists, displaying wicked curved talons. Only the creature’s foot remained still, pinned by the immovable weight of the hammer.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the reptilian raged. “My name is—”

			“Loki,” Thor finished. “Oh, brother, you thought you would fleece your compatriots, but your pile of winnings gave you away.”

			“Get it off!”

			Thor cupped his ear. “I’m sorry?”

			“Your hammer! It’s on my foot!”

			Suddenly, the Dragon Man changed shape, and Loki stood before them, resplendent in his usual green and gold attire, complete with flowing cape. His expression was a mixture of anger, embarrassment, and anguish. Mjolnir sat perched atop the bridge of his left foot, pinning it to the floor. Smiling sadly, Thor picked up the hammer. Loki collapsed back into his chair, pulled off his boot, and inspected his foot.

			“No worse for the wear,” Thor said.

			“You are lucky you didn’t break it,” Loki replied.

			“So, you were cheating us?” The Skrull pushed back from the table and transformed into an identical copy of the Dragon Man that Loki had been pretending to be.

			Loki raised both hands. “I assure you, I was not. I just happen to be very skilled at this game.”

			“Let’s eat his brains,” the Symbiote suggested.

			“I am afraid I cannot allow that,” Thor said. “I must speak with him.”

			“If you weren’t cheating us,” Mar-cee asked Loki, “then why the disguise?”

			“Have you seen where we are?” Loki gestured around the bar. “I am far less likely to be intimidated in that other form.”

			“He’s got a point,” the Skrull grumbled.

			“Here.” Loki pushed the pile of winnings back into the center of the table. “If you truly think me a cheater, then take back your wagers.”

			The Symbiote frowned. “This is a trick.”

			“No trick.” Loki smiled. “But perhaps we can play again? Double or nothing?”

			“I would like a moment with my brother,” Thor said.

			The Symbiote inched closer to him. “Well, maybe we don’t want to give you a moment, pretty boy. Maybe I ought to just eat you both right now.”

			Thor turned to him. Tiny blue sparks flashed in his eyes and danced across the hair on his arms. Thunder rumbled over the sound of the band. The bar’s patrons fell silent again.

			“You can try,” he said quietly.

			The Symbiote glowered for a moment, and then slinked off. The Skrull transformed back to its natural shape and did the same. Mar-cee got up from the table and nodded at Thor.

			“A pleasure, thunder god. But I’d watch your back, if I were you.”

			Thor didn’t reply. He stared at Loki, eyes still flashing with lightning. When the three had departed, he let out a deep breath and laid his hammer on the table.

			“Why are you here?” Loki glared at him.

			“Miskandar.”

			“Am I supposed to know what that is?”

			“Do not play games with me, brother. My patience is at an end. You remember how the Ragarian Royal Family came to us from Miskandar, seeking our aid against a terrorist insurrection. Father sent me to assist them.”

			“Oh, yes.” Loki nodded. “Now I remember. You were still traveling around with that ridiculous robotic bard back then.”

			“Recorder 211,” Thor replied, “and he was not ridiculous. He documented my victory over the terrorists and, for my efforts, those good people gifted me with a beautiful crown, fashioned from that extraordinary black metal from their planet.”

			“I don’t remember a crown …”

			“Liar.”

			Loki shrugged. “Insult me if you must, but I have no recollection of a Miskandarian crown. What of it? Why is this important?”

			“It is important because Miskandar is now a dead planet.”

			“Miskander orbited a black hole. It was bound to happen eventually.”

			“So you do remember,” Thor said. “And that crown is now being sought by a being called Nihilator, and was stolen by a woman from Midgard.”

			The corner of Loki’s mouth twitched.

			Thor’s eyes narrowed. “You do know more than you are telling.”

			“I assure you, I do not. You are angry because this … what did you call him?”

			“Nihilator.”

			“Whatever. This Nihilator fellow is looking for a crown that someone stole. How is that any concern of mine? This is not the first time you have had something lost or stolen. I’ll wager you don’t even know where Recorder 211 is these days, do you?”

			“That is not the point. You seek to distract me.”

			“No. I am merely pointing out that you are careless. And now this Nihilator seeks another stolen trinket. Why are you here, bothering me? You should be off dealing with him.”

			“Perhaps.” Thor paused, and sipped his drink. “But there’s just one thing, brother.”

			“And that is?”

			“I never told you Nihilator was a man. I simply called him a being. So, how did you know that?”

			“I … I just assumed.”

			Thor drained his tankard and stood up. The crowd turned quiet again.

			“Let me tell you what I think, Loki. I believe that at some point you pilfered the crown from my treasure room on Asgard. I believe you took it with you to Midgard.”

			Loki’s eyes widened in fear. The crowd began to mutter and gasp, and slink away from them. Confident that he was portraying himself as sufficiently imposing, Thor continued. 

			“I do not know what possessed you to do this, other than being true to your nature as the god of mischief, but as a result, you have set loose a … Loki, what are you looking at? I am speaking to you!”

			Thor felt a tap on his shoulder. Annoyed, he turned around to see a rocky hide blocking his vision. He raised his head and stared into the baleful eye of one of the bouncers.

			“I’m sorry,” the four-armed bartender called out, “but you’re disturbing our customers. I’m afraid you have to go. Your tab is closed.”

			Thor leaned around the mammoth form, trying to see the bartender.

			“I have no quarrel with you, barkeep. I shall leave when my business is fini—”

			The Mindless One lashed out with one massive fist, knocking Thor off his feet. He sailed across the tabletops and the heads of the stunned clientele. The other bouncer yanked the door open, and Thor flew out into the hall, past the crystal woman and her shadowed companion, past the Sh’iar lovers, and through another door that opened automatically at his uncontrolled approach. He soared down a second corridor, shouting with rage, and then landed in a crumpled heap inside the airlock.

			Opening his eyes, Thor looked up into the blinking faces of Zia, Horangi, Skarra, Nott, and Dagr.

			“Will your brother be joining us?” Horangi asked.

			Rising to his one knee, Thor wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. He stared at the smear. Then, he held out his hand and concentrated.

			“Thor,” Zia shouted. “Remember where we are! Not the hamm—”

			The inner airlock door, which had resealed automatically in Thor’s wake, was blown off frame and clanged to the floor as Mjolnir burst through it, moving so fast that the sensors had no time to react. The echoes rang throughout the space station as Thor’s hand closed around his hammer’s handle.

			Thor leapt to his feet. “Loki!”

			He charged through the ruined doorway and back toward Morg’s. Horangi and Skarra ran after him.

			“Wait!” Zia yelled. When they didn’t respond, Zia turned to the Frost Giants. “This is why we don’t work with amateurs. Go after them. I’ll have the rest of the crew prepare for departure. It’s starting to feel like we’ll need to leave here in a hurry.”

			“You sure, Captain?” Nott asked. “It’s not like you to miss a fight.”

			“I’ll be the back-up plan,” Zia replied. “Something tells me we’re going to need one of those, too.”

			The scar-faced Mindless One stood hulking in the doorframe, trying to block Thor’s entrance, so he went through it. Flinging himself into the air, he thrust out his hammer and whirled like a drill, striking the behemoth dead center and erupting out its back. He landed, covered in foul-smelling blood the color of pond scum, and eyed the clientele inside Morg’s. The bouncer thudded to the floor behind him, knocking glasses and cutlery from the nearby tables.

			Thor scanned the establishment, but his brother was not among the gaping, angry faces.

			“Where is Loki? Anyone who stands in my way or harbors him will face my wrath!”

			The other bouncer plodded across the bar, shattering more glassware in its wake. The monster barreled over those seated in its path, or shoved them aside, sending them careening into each other. This set off other fights throughout the tavern. The band conferred quickly, and then broke into a fast-paced tune with a driving, throbbing drum and bass beat.

			As the faceless monstrosity bore down on him, Thor jumped into the air and swung Mjolnir in an overhand arc, smashing it down on the top of the bouncer’s head. The concussive blast shattered the remaining glassware. The Mindless One collapsed to the floor, shuddering.

			“I will not ask again,” Thor warned the crowd. “Is there anyone else among you who thinks they can challenge me?”

			They stared at him for a moment. Then, all hell broke loose.
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			Horangi and Skarra reached the doorway as chaos erupted inside the bar. Skarra drew to one side, pressing her back against the bulkhead, and closed her eyes. While this certainly wasn’t her first fight—one couldn’t be part of the Orlando’s crew without seeing battle—the noise … the chaos … it reminded her of the madness that had swept across Miskandar in the planet’s last days. She felt claustrophobic, and fought the urge to panic.

			“What are you doing?” Horangi asked.

			Skarra opened her eyes. “What I always do to survive. Hide.”

			“You’ll never get vengeance by hiding.”

			Horangi shifted form in the blink of an eye. Skarra was stunned by the speed of the transformation. The twelve-foot-tall fiery tiger pounced into the bar, and was immediately attacked by a pistol-waving Badoon. The alien leveled the weapon at her, but before it could squeeze the trigger, Horangi swiped at it with one burning paw, simultaneously removing most of her attacker’s face and cauterizing the wound. The Badoon shrieked in muffled anguish, its mouth a blistered scar. Then Horangi bounded deeper into the fracas, slashing and clawing.

			Skarra peered around the doorframe and saw Thor surrounded by a dozen combatants. As she watched, the group rushed him, trying to crush him beneath their weight. At first he disappeared under the mass of bodies, but then his captors suddenly flew apart like rag dolls as he regained his footing and shoved them away with a shrug.

			She heard footsteps pounding down the corridor behind her and turned to see Nott and Dagr running into the bar, their weapons at the ready.

			“Come on, little one,” Dagr grunted. “You’ll miss all the fun!”

			The two Frost Giants waded into battle, swinging their axes and mowing down attackers six at a time.

			Swallowing hard, Skarra stepped cautiously into the room. It was hard to tell who was fighting whom. Some patrons seemed oblivious to Thor, Horangi, Nott, and Dagr, choosing instead to settle what she assumed must be personal scores against others in the crowd. But those who did engage her companions easily outnumbered them. Worse, the second bouncer, the one Thor had hit on the head, was slowly regaining consciousness, twitching and spasming as people fought over it or fell atop it. The creature lashed out with massive arms, knocking the combatants aside, and lumbered to its feet.

			“Thor, look out!” Skarra warned.

			Thor seemed oblivious, but she had attracted some else’s attention.

			A knife-wielding alien emerged from a dark corner, neon lights flashing across its almost translucent skin. It looked Skarra up and down and then smiled.

			“That gray fur will make a nice coat. Be a good dear and hold still while I cut it off you.”

			Terrified, Skarra backed away, but suddenly Horangi appeared, landing atop the alien and smashing it to the ground. With two quick movements, she ripped its arms off and tore out its throat. Then, with a roar, the tiger bounded back into the fray. Shuddering, Skarra pried the knife from the mangled alien’s grip. The weight felt comforting in her hand.

			Twelve members of a Brood gang surrounded Nott and Dagr in a tight circle and tried to close ranks, hovering at table height. The stingers on their tails dripped noxious, steaming, caustic fluid and their buzzing voices were like razors in the pair’s ears. Every time the Frost Giants struck at them, the Brood darted out of range.

			Then, as Skarra watched, Nott dropped her axe and seized one of the aliens by its tail, narrowly avoiding the razor-sharp barb at the tip. The Brood squawked as she yanked the creature out of the air. Then, she proceeded to use it like a flail, swinging the alien by the tail in a wide arc, and smashing it into the rest of the gang. The Brood collectively collapsed in a pile of shattered wings and gooey pulp. Dagr danced atop them, smearing the floorboards with their remains.

			Skarra sensed an electromagnetic bandwidth powering up behind her. She whirled to find a Chitauri attempting to charge some sort of energy pistol. He slapped the malfunctioning weapon’s side. Growling, Skarra ducked low and struck out with her leg, sweeping the alien off his feet. The pistol slipped from his grasp and skittered across the bloodstained floor. Before her opponent could recover, Skarra fell upon him. Her knife flashed in the neon light. When she was sure that the Chitauri wouldn’t be able to hurt her, she stood up, panting. Her attention returned to the other frenzied combatants.

			The bouncer bulldozed through the crowd, bearing down on Thor once more. Then it stopped, arms at its side, and the single large eye in the middle of its head began to glow brighter. Skarra realized that Thor had his back to the creature and was currently wrestling with a Symbiote. 

			“Look out!” Skarra shouted again.

			This time, the thunder god heard her warning. As he turned, the Symbiote slithered around him, encircling his arms and throat with black tendrils. Its long tongue snaked toward his ear. The alien began to squeeze and tighten. The veins stood out on Thor’s neck. Then a searing beam of energy erupted from the bouncer’s eye, blasting them both. The explosion shredded the Symbiote into squirming biological ribbons, leaving Thor to take the full brunt of the strike. The blast knocked him backward. He sailed over the crowd and crashed into a row of shelving behind the bar. Thor collapsed in a pile of shattered debris.

			“Morg,” the bartender yelled. “He’s smashed Morg!”

			Thor jumped to his feet, shook shards of broken glass from his hair, and somersaulted across the bar.

			The Mindless One thundered forward to meet him. The two collided in the center of the floor, knocking tables and bodies aside. Thor pummeled the monster, delivering a rapid-fire series of blows to its midsection, but the punches seemingly had no effect. The bouncer backhanded the thunder god, staggering Thor. Then it grasped him around the neck with both meaty hands and lifted him off the ground. Thor struggled and kicked but he could not break the creature’s grip. The behemoth began smashing Thor into the ceiling.

			Suddenly, Horangi appeared, leaping over a pile of injured and unconscious patrons. She slashed at the bouncer’s back, but her claws could not penetrate the Mindless One’s rocky hide.

			Skarra inched forward, frantically debating what to do. She was about to shout for Dagr and Nott when an ice-covered alien crossed her path. The humanoid raised a sword and charged, screaming. Gripping her knife, Skarra set her feet and prepared to counter the attack. Before she could, however, she felt another electromagnetic charge building behind her. She crouched and turned and saw an elf with a gun.

			“Bye, Stu,” the elf said.

			There was a flash of light, and her icy attacker disappeared. Grinning, the elf nodded at her. Traces of luminous smoke drifted from his weapon’s barrel.

			“Thank you,” she gasped.

			“Don’t mention it. That was Stu. I never liked Stu.”

			She turned her attention back to Thor and Horangi. The two had managed to knock the bouncer to the floor, and Thor had pinned it there by placing his hammer on its broad chest. Skarra wondered how such a small object could stymie the giant creature.

			Everyone in the bar was fighting. Even the band had joined in, swinging guitars and drumsticks and microphone stands. By now every living thing in the bar was embroiled in the battle.

			Except for one.

			Skarra’s breath hitched in her chest when she noticed him. He radiated a beauty unlike anything she had ever seen—a beauty that was alien to this place. His jet-black hair bobbed against his shoulders, as he dodged the fighting. He seemed particularly wary of Dagr and Nott as he snuck toward the door.

			Frowning, Skarra crept after him.

			Thor and Horangi stood back to back, facing a circling cluster of opponents.

			“Have you seen Loki?” Thor grunted, delivering an undercut to a Baluurian’s jaw.

			Horangi roared in response.

			“I wish you would learn to use words when you are in that form.”

			Swatting down a six-limbed humanoid and a pair of knife-wielding Deonists, Horangi growled at the thunder god.

			“Do not growl at me in that tone.”

			Thor reared back and kicked a bulbous alien in the gut, knocking it into the clamoring throng. He glanced around the bar, desperately looking for Loki. His eyes widened in alarm. Across the chamber, a Dire Wraith crept up on Howard and Pip, weapon raised.

			Thor willed Mjolnir to him. The hammer flew to his hand. Horangi roared with what sounded like alarm, but he ignored her.

			“Duck!” he shouted.

			Howard turned, expression angry. “Hairless ape!”

			“No,” Thor yelled, “duck!”

			He flung Mjolnir. The hammer flew across the bar, knocking aside combatants. Howard squawked in surprise. He and Pip crouched down in their booth and Mjolnir struck their would-be killer, embedding the Dire Wraith in the wall. Then the two slowly raised their heads.

			“Thanks, Goldilocks!” Howard tipped his hat.

			Thor flexed his hand, willing Mjolnir to return. Horangi slapped him angrily.

			“Ouch!” Thor rubbed his cheek as the side of his face reddened. “What was the point of that?”

			Snarling, Horangi pointed at the Mindless One. Free of Mjolnir, the bouncer was on its feet again, preparing to release another energy blast. Before it could, Nott and Dagr rushed forward, grabbing its arms and wrestling the monster to the ground.

			“Enough of this,” Thor said.

			Horangi growled in agreement.

			Thor strode forward. “Hold him.”

			Dagr hissed through gritted teeth. “Easier said than done, little prince.”

			Thor held Mjolnir over the Mindless One’s glowing eye and unleashed a volley of lightning directly into it. The monster convulsed and shuddered, and then lay still.

			“Is it dead?” Dagr asked.

			Nott raised her axe. “Let’s make sure that it is.”

			Panting, Thor glanced around the bar. After all the noise and chaos, the silence was deafening.

			Horangi shifted form and wiped the sweat from her brow.

			“You fought well,” Thor told her.

			“You didn’t do so bad yourself.” Her tone took on a note of concern. “But where is Skarra?”

			Thor hurriedly scanned the room, and then spotted the girl near the doorway. She was following another figure. He squinted.

			“Loki!”

			“This has been delightful,” his brother called, stepping through the door, “but I am afraid I must be going.”

			Enraged, Thor ran after him.

			Grinning, Loki waved. Then he turned toward the corridor …

			… and another figure blocked his path.

			“Hello, Loki.”

			“Z-zia?”

			Thor slid to a halt at the door. Skarra and Horangi joined him.

			Loki gaped at Zia. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again and swallowed hard.

			“Well done, Captain.” Thor chuckled. “Never before have I seen my brother speechless.”

			“Shut up,” Loki murmured, his attention still locked on the captain. “It has been a while, Zia.”

			“Nineteen eighty-nine,” Zia confirmed. “Hammersmith Odeon, London.”

			Loki’s expression turned sad. “I remember it well.”

			Thor clasped his brother’s shoulder. “We need you to come with us, Loki.”

			“You need?” Loki sighed. “I need a drink.”

			He slowly made his way back through the remains of Morg’s. The others followed, stepping over groaning and unconscious patrons. When he reached the table where he’d been playing Artchoo, Loki righted an overturned chair and slumped into it. When he looked up at them, Thor saw a surprising look on his brother’s face—uncertainty.

			“Thor? Would you do the honors? Please?”

			Biting down on a taunt, the thunder god instead made his way to the pile of debris behind the bar and found an unbroken bottle. He brought it back to the table and placed it in front of Loki.

			“Please …” Loki gestured. “Sit.”

			Zia chose the chair across from Loki. Thor settled in beside the captain. Horangi and Skarra did the same. Nott and Dagr remained standing. Smiling nervously, Loki’s gaze flitted between each of them, but always returned to Zia. Then he bowed his head and stared at the bottle. He uncorked it and studied the label.

			“Aakon whiskey. Not the best in the galaxy.”

			“Our choices are slim at this point,” Thor pointed out.

			“It will do.” Loki’s tone was quiet.

			Thor shook his head, puzzled at the effect Captain Zia was having on his brother. Never in all their years had he seen Loki so fumbling or seemingly cowed. He wondered at the history between the two.

			“I must admit, Zia,” Loki said. “I’m surprised to see you taking up with my brother and … them.”

			The Frost Giants glared at him.

			“And where is your friend?” Loki asked Zia.

			“Which friend?”

			“The girl you were with the last time I saw you. Is she among your crew?”

			Zia sighed. “Loki, I’m sorry if I hurt you. Truly. But right now, we don’t have time to reminisce.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			“We need your help. Thor told you about Miskandar and Nihilator?”

			Loki shrugged, then nodded. He took a long pull from the bottle, grimaced, and then handed it to Zia. The captain drank and then handed it to Thor, who waved the bottle away.

			Zia began to plead their case, telling Loki about the crown and its whereabouts. Thor watched his brother listen attentively, as if Zia were the only person in the room. The captain spoke to him with a quiet seriousness, their words infused with trust and respect. Neither were things that Loki was often given freely, and Thor was amazed and a little disconcerted by how his brother reacted to it. He seemed enraptured—lost in pleasant memories. He seemed … vulnerable.

			“It’s a deep-space armory,” Zia continued. “Scans show that it is beyond fortified. It has orbital defenses, robotic sentries. It’s impregnable.”

			“But you tried, anyway?”

			“We did,” Zia confirmed. “Thor attempted to get inside.”

			“And how did that work out for you, brother?” Some of Loki’s composure returned. His voice dripped with sarcasm.

			“Not well,” Thor admitted. “Which is why we have come to you.”

			“Pity that you weren’t successful,” Loki murmured. “The crown might not have been the only thing of interest that you would have found there.”

			Thor frowned. “What do you mean?”

			“Loki.” Zia reached out and touched his hand. “We don’t have time for riddles. I’d like your help. I’m not asking for your brother, or for the universe, or for anyone else. I’m asking only for myself.”

			“Then I am afraid you have come here for nothing, after all.”

			“Please.” Zia stared at him intently.

			Loki picked up an Artchoo crystal from the floor and stared at it sadly.

			“No,” he answered. “Not even for you, Zia. Now, I would like all of you to leave me alone … please.”

			“That is so typical of you, Loki,” Thor taunted. “You care more for your discarded winnings and your scattered game of chance than you do for the living beings your mischief has placed in danger.”

			Loki’s eyes narrowed. “Be wary speaking to me about care, brother. I have cared, and I know where that leads.”

			“He’s in control when it’s a game,” Skarra murmured. “He doesn’t have that when he has to open himself up to someone.”

			Loki flinched. “What would you know of it?”

			“More than you realize.” Skarra retrieved another fallen crystal and held it up to the light. “You play Artchoo?”

			“I master Artchoo, girl.”

			“He cheats,” Thor muttered.

			“I win,” Loki countered.

			“You sound confident,” Skarra said. “How about a wager?”

			Loki arched an eyebrow. “Go on.”

			“You and I play a game of Artchoo. If I win, you have to help us.”

			“And when you lose?”

			“Then we’ll leave you alone.”

			The corner of Loki’s mouth turned upward in a sly smile. “Very well.”

			Zia and Horangi glanced at each other in surprise.

			“But he cheats,” Thor said. “You are only—”

			Skarra held up her hand, silencing the thunder god. Then she crouched down and began collecting the scattered game crystals. Dagr stooped and helped her, while Nott sought out a few more unbroken chairs.

			“Kick his ass,” Dagr whispered to Skarra.

			Loki gestured at one of the chairs, and Skarra sat down. Smiling, he did the same. The others huddled around them, watching in silent, rapt attention as the two began to play. Loki placed a yellow crystal on the table. Skarra followed with a blue. Loki placed another yellow. Skarra countered the move with one of her own.

			Thor frowned, trying to discern the rules of play. “What is the significance of that game piece?”

			Zia and Horangi both hushed him.

			The opponents continued. Loki’s expression was serene. Skarra’s forehead crinkled in concentration. Turn after turn, they placed multi-colored crystals on the table, trying to form patterns and paths, and prevent the other from doing the same. Thor, Horangi, Zia, and the Frost Giants watched quietly. The only sound in the bar was the occasional pained groan from one of the injured patrons.

			Smiling, Loki placed another yellow crystal. “I do believe that is game.”

			“It is,” Skarra replied, “except …”

			She placed a blue crystal down on the table, and then sat back and folded her hands in front of her.

			Zia and Horangi clapped. The Frost Giants cheered. After a moment, Thor joined them.

			Loki blinked. “But that … I … that is …”

			“I win.” Skarra smiled timidly.

			“But …” Loki sputtered. “I never lose.”

			“What is your secret, Skarra?” Thor asked. “I would love to know how you bested my brother.” 

			She shrugged. “It’s no secret. It’s just math.”

			“Math? Do you mean to say that calculations won the day over cheating?”

			“I don’t cheat,” Loki protested.

			“You totally cheat,” Zia replied.

			Loki stared long and hard at Skarra.

			“Are you angry?” she asked.

			“No.” Loki laughed softly. “I am … impressed.”

			“Let’s set sail,” Zia said, and walked toward the doorway.

			“Aye,” Thor agreed. “The stench in this place has not improved during our stay. Standing here is like breathing soup.”

			They left the bar and walked back down the corridor. Thor and Horangi flanked Loki, but his attention remained focused on Zia.

			Upon reaching the ship, Zia began issuing orders to her crew. Thor, Horangi, and Skarra boarded and disappeared inside. The Frost Giants paused to clean their weapons. As Loki strode up the gangway, the pair eyed him warily, and then hissed under their breath.

			Loki paused, and then turned to them.

			“I have not heard that language since the dimmest days of my childhood, but it is still as ugly and guttural as I remember.”

			The Frost Giants said nothing.

			“If I recall correctly—and admittedly, I may be a little rusty—but I believe you just called me a collaborator and a traitor?”

			“What of it?” Dagr grunted.

			“Oh, nothing really. I am just surprised to see two Frost Giants serving a master other than Laufey.”

			“King Laufey is your true father,” Nott challenged, “yet you do not follow him.”

			“No,” Loki admitted. “I most certainly do not.”

			“Bah!” Dagr grabbed a rag and wiped the blood from his axe. “We would follow Captain Zia anywhere in the galaxy.”

			“Yes,” Loki whispered. “I know the feeling.”

			“And we will follow Zia into the very heart of this Kree vault,” Nott added.

			“I must admit, I am very excited to go there myself,” Loki replied. “It holds a great many secrets. This crown your crew seeks is just one of them …”

			The galleon soared across the stars, the autopilot following the charted course. The captain joined the crew in the galley, moving among them, making sure each of them was content. Thor and Horangi joined them, engaging with the sailors.

			Loki sat apart from the group, his eyes on Zia. He smiled, sadly.

			Then he turned his attention to Thor, and his smile faded.

			“Yes,” he muttered. “A great many secrets …”

			Alone in her quarters, Skarra whimpered softly in her sleep.

			In her dream, she was flying through space, but alone and without the galleon. She leaped across a field of stars and skirted a glowing crescent accretion disc that flowed across a black hole. She saw a small, dull speck of gray cross the boundary—the planet Miskandar.

			Her planet.

			Now dead.

			But in death, still animate, possessed by an entity of pure malevolence and entropy.

			Miskandar spoke to her. Its voice was the absence of light.

			COME TO ME …

			“Who are you?” Skarra cried.

			NIHILATOR … I AM EXTINCTION MADE INCARNATE … THE OPPOSITE OF EXISTENCE … THE EXTINGUISHING OF ALL …

			“What do you want?”

			YOU, SKARRA … COME TO ME …

			“No!”

			The planet wailed in a star-shattering explosion of sound—an apocalyptically shredding guitar solo formed by no instrument. As she watched, the color drained from the cosmos. Darkness spread like a cloud, blanketing all. One by one, the stars blinked out as the void poured over them.

			SOON … the voice promised. VERY SOON …

			Skarra woke, bolting upright in her bed and gasping for breath. She gripped the sheets, panicked. Her fur was soaked in sweat.

			Slowly, she staggered to her feet. Then she uncovered the porthole and peered out into space.

			The stars were still there.

			But, she wondered, for how much longer?

		

	


		
			Chapter 7

			Jay Edidin

			“Here’s the thing about the Kree: they’re boring. Smart, tenacious, irritatingly thorough—but boring.” Loki tilted back in his chair and re-crossed his feet on the table.

			“You think everyone is boring,” Thor pointed out. Skarra coughed a stifled laugh from across the room, where she was examining a shelf full of what appeared to be either doorknobs or explosive charges.

			The Orlando’s state room was as full as her cabin, less headquarters than museum. Its walls were lined with shelves and frames, holding a galaxy’s worth of mementos and curios: a Z’Nox gauntlet encrusted with the glistening remains of deactivated technoorganic enamel, a handful of n-dimensional dice from the gambling disks of YRZT, graceful light sculptures from Coconut Grove. Most, Thor suspected, were accompanied by equally colorful stories. He had admired a matched case of Kalosari rapiers, and Zia had responded with the tale of a daring heist, culminating in a pitched battle on a Badoon catering freighter that left Thor newly impressed with the cross-applicability of culinary and military arts.

			All of this finery framed the table that served as the room’s centerpiece: a massive slab of dark wood, inlaid with Shi’ar calligraphy which Thor—who rarely saw the use for such ornament—found himself studying with a tenacity matched only by his determination not to let his gaze wander to the boots propped proprietarily at the table’s head beside him, and still less the brother who wore them.

			Across from Thor, Zia and Horangi shared no such reservations. At least the open suspicion in Horangi’s glare was a relief. But Zia and Loki clearly had the kind of history that left Thor alternating between deeply wishing his brother would confide in him and relieved that he rarely did. Loki, for his part, had hardly taken his eyes off the captain, even as he lectured.

			“Not everyone.” Loki smiled at Zia, who rolled their eyes but still smiled back. “And I’m generally right. It takes a special sort of dullness to find yourself in possession of a powerful, untested artifact made from an unspeakably rare metal, and promptly lock it in a treasure vault. Wouldn’t you say, my brother?”

			Thor glared. Loki preened.

			Zia sighed. “The plan, Loki?”

			Loki smirked and rearranged his feet on the table. “Now, remember, this is an armory, not a treasure vault. This isn’t where our Kree friends throw things away to forget about them; it’s where they painstakingly catalogue things that someone might someday find useful. Or interesting.” His smirk grew into a grin. “And that means it’s meant to be accessed. Not easily accessed, mind. Unless you’re very high in the Kree military, there’s a whole rigmarole of requisitions and background checks and sponsorship. It can take years, I’m told.”

			“We don’t have years.” Horangi slammed a hand down on the table. “Do you have a way in, or not?”

			“Do I have a way in? Don’t be ridiculous.” Loki swung his feet down and stood in a single smooth motion, hands spread like a magician finishing an encore. “I am Loki of Asgard. I always have a way in.” 

			“This is not a plan,” Horangi growled to Thor. “A plan would have steps. Coherence. What we are embarking upon is a gambler’s farce.”

			Thor tried to think of a good reason to disagree, and couldn’t find one. In the days since his arrival onboard the Orlando, Loki had been spare with details, answering questions with frustrating generalities while exhorting the rest of their company over and over to trust him.

			“The good captain’s faith in my brother is certainly … unprecedented … from someone who seems to know him well,” Thor finally hazarded.

			Horangi snorted. “Or maybe the good captain knows how hard it is to stab someone in the back when you’re busy gazing into their eyes like a lovesick calf.” She gestured at Loki, who, sporting his most charming smile, was immersed in some kind of dramatic story for Zia’s benefit as they looked on in amusement. “I can’t remember the last time I saw anyone so eager to please.”

			Thor couldn’t argue with that, either. Loki had always been prickly, burying his hunger for approval beneath disrespect for authority and a strong penchant for treachery. But his affection for the pirate captain seemed earnest. It was a side of his brother that Thor had seldom glimpsed in the years since their childhood; and it made him want to trust Loki even in the face of what Thor knew to be better judgment.

			It was a fragile trust, and one that evaporated completely when Loki announced the next stage of his plan: the five of them would take the Orlando’s skiff to the armory; and the rest of the crew would remain with the galleon—along with Thor’s hammer.

			“You’re not taking it,” Thor growled. Mjolnir was in his half-raised hand, blue lightning crackling from where he clutched the hammer’s handle.

			Loki sighed. “Obviously I’m not taking it,” he said. “I can’t lift it.” He shook his head. “Yet another reason you’re lucky that wits never figured into the Allfather’s conception of worth.”

			“Loki, shut up.” Zia stepped between the brothers, raising a hand as they turned to face the thunder god. “Thor, put the damn thing down before someone gets killed.”

			Thor glared. “Of course you’d side with him.”

			Zia snorted. “I side with whoever seems least likely to smash a hole in the hull of my ship. Some of us are less immortal than others.”

			Slowly, the lightning subsided, and Thor lowered the hammer to hang at his side, although his white-knuckled grip didn’t relax. “I would not harm your vessel. But my brother has left enough knives in backs—including mine—to ill-incline me to trust his eagerness to leave me unarmed.”

			“For the love of—” Loki threw up his hands. “You don’t have to be unarmed. You just can’t drag the universe’s most notorious lump of Dwarf-forged Uru metal into an armory full of ambient scanners. Even if the orbital system is out, you’d set off every alarm in the place before you got within a kilometer of the door.”

			“You could have led with that.” Thor relaxed his grip on the hammer.

			Zia stepped up beside him. “He has a point, Loki. It’s past time we knew what you’re planning.”

			“Planning?” Loki looked offended. “Planning?” He sat down heavily, and glared up at the captain. “I planned this years ago.”

			Thor scoffed. Loki glared back. “Did you assume I spend the months between our delightful encounters in suspended animation, brother? Some of us make a habit of thinking further ahead than the next battle.”

			“It’s not like you ever tell me about your life,” Thor pointed out. “It’s always ‘Thor, you don’t deserve the throne,’ or ‘Forget it, Thor, you wouldn’t understand anyway;’ never ‘Thor, I’ve been planning to break into the most heavily guarded armory in the galaxy.’”

			“Are you saying that you wouldn’t have tried to stop me?” Loki stood, leaning against the wall. “Or subjected me to some long lecture on the importance of moral certitude and avoiding diplomatic incidents?”

			“Of course I would have tried to stop you!” Thor said. “That’s not the point!”

			Neither said what both were thinking: that Thor, for his token resistance, would still have been glad to hear his brother’s thoughts; and that Loki, for his brash rebelliousness, would still be grateful that his brother cared enough to try—however futilely—to keep him out of trouble.

			“Anyway,” said Loki, “who said anything about breaking in? We’re going to walk through the front door.”

			“Really,” said Thor. “And how do you propose we do that?”

			Loki shimmered momentarily, and suddenly his face was that of a much older man, with long white hair and a neatly trimmed mustache shaping his mouth into a permanent wry frown. “Meet Professor Olson.”

			The armory was unsettling in its sterility: boring, just as Loki had predicted. There were no towering archways, no scenes from epic battles engraved into glittering walls. In Asgard, such a place would have been full of stories and song, bragging, and reminiscence. Here, they waited in silence in a small, plain room until a bored Kree soldier ushered them into a slightly larger plain room and asked them a series of questions that had nothing to do with valor or martial prowess.

			Loki had briefed and quizzed them on their cover story: a group of Professor Olson’s graduate students, eager to explore the armory’s adjoining museum complex. “That way,” he had cheerfully explained, “No one will expect you to be sane or speak in complete sentences!”

			Normally, such visits required appointments and clearance months in advance. But if Thor’s repeated assaults had prompted a system restart, there would be no way for the guards to confirm that they weren’t expected and, if not, Loki was convinced that he could charm their way in.

			“How did you get so tight with the Kree, anyway?” Zia had asked.

			“I’m very likeable,” Loki had told them, flashing a dazzling grin. Zia had raised an eyebrow dryly at that and sat in silence until Loki shrugged and added, “Also, I bribed them.”

			“Now, that’s the Loki I know,” Zia had said, slapping him on the back with a laugh. To Thor’s surprise, Loki had laughed along with them.

			Another guard walked into the waiting room. He must have been of higher rank than his predecessor; his uniform sported a few additional ornaments.

			“Who, exactly, provided your clearance?” he demanded.

			“Dr. Roy-Gil,” said Loki. Olson’s voice was slightly deeper than Loki’s own, with an accent Thor couldn’t quite place. “I really don’t understand the purpose of this rigmarole. All of my access records should be on file.”

			The guard’s mouth tightened to a line. “We’re having some … system issues.”

			“Then get Roy-Gil,” Loki ordered. “She can verify me, and you can explain to her directly why a major donor and close personal friend of the curator has had so much of his time wasted.”

			The guard looked like he wanted to say something back, but whatever it was, he swallowed it and strode out the door without another word.

			A few minutes later, there was a nervous knock at the door.

			“Yes?” Loki called.

			The door opened to reveal a nervous young man with a clipboard. “Professor Olson?” he asked. “I’m, ah, here to escort you and your guests to the museum complex.”

			Loki accepted his proffered handshake. “I was expecting Dr. Roy-Gil.”

			The man with the clipboard bounced nervously. “She left yesterday on a retrieval expedition. I’m, um, I’m filling in.” He dug into a pocket and fished out a handful of metal chips. “I have your visitor’s badges?” He distributed the chits to the others, then turned back to Loki. “And for you, Professor—” He handed the trickster a bright blue badge. 

			“And you are…?” Loki pinned the badge to his lapel; the rest followed suit.

			“Sorry! Right!” The young man offered his hand again. “I’m Zel. It’s such a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

			Loki shook his hand again, with an amused smile. The expression was Loki’s, but on Professor Olson’s face, it looked far more genial. Perhaps it was the mustache, Thor thought.

			“It’s really a shame you missed the Doc,” Zel told Loki as they walked. “I know she was dying to get your thoughts on placement for the new Asgardian antiquities.”

			“Er, yes,” said Loki. “Right. We’ll have to make sure to do that when she’s back. No need to make a fuss about it now, though.”

			“Asgardian antiquities?” Thor’s curiosity was piqued.

			“A passing fancy.” Loki waved his hand dismissively. “I identify a few trinkets for them, now and then. Hardly worth mentioning.”

			The librarian laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He turned to Thor. “Dr. Olson is the leading donor of our Asgardian collection.”

			“Is he.”

			Zia put a cautioning hand on his arm. “Later.”

			“Yes,” said Loki. “And so of course I’ve seen it all and really don’t need to see it again.” He leaned in close to the librarian and smiled. “What I haven’t seen is Miskandrite, and a little bird told me that you’ve got quite the prize piece in. I’d love to have a look—I’ve read about it, of course, but actual samples are so rare, you know.”

			The librarian bit his lip. “Ooh. I’d love to, but—”

			“Just a little peek?” Loki cajoled.

			Zel shook his head. “I really can’t. The Doc is the only one with clearance.”

			“A shame.” Loki paused in thought for a moment, then asked, “Have you gotten a look yourself? Or are we fellows in benign neglect?”

			As many times as Thor had been misled and abused by his brother’s blinding charm, watching Loki wield charisma with the nimble precision of a master fencer never failed to mesmerize him. It reminded Thor of his own boyhood, of the moments in his first battles when he had seen some seasoned warrior—usually a Valkyrie—wield a weapon with such grace and apparent ease that it seemed impossible that she and Thor—strong as he had been even then, and with a gift for combat that had been evident nearly from his birth—were built of the same flesh and bones. Even being Loki’s target carried with it a sort of awe, the same sort that he had felt when Brünhilde had disarmed him on the training green: that the blows stung did nothing to diminish Thor’s sense of privilege at being the focus of such brilliance.

			Thor hoped that the librarian would feel similarly honored; he doubted that the boy’s career would survive whatever favors Loki was charming out of him.

			“Do you know where they’re keeping it?” Loki was asking. “I hear Miskandrite can be tricky. Does it need specialized environments, anything like that?”

			“I don’t think so,” said Zel. “We want it in the Asgardian wing, given the inscription, but it’ll be a while before we can get it on display. For now, it’s locked up in processing.”

			Loki stopped walking. “You know,” he said, stroking his mustache, “now that I’m thinking about it, I think I’d like to show my students the antiquities wing after all.”

			“So,” Thor asked, “does Odin know you’ve been pilfering from his coffers?” He was glaring into a case of carefully labeled chalices that he last recalled having seen at an Asgardian banquet table.

			Zel had left them just past the door of Asgardian Antiquities with a friendly nod and instructions for contacting him once they were done in that wing. Apparently Doctor Olson’s significant privileges extended to wandering the collection without an escort.

			“I doubt it,” said Loki. He had reverted to his own appearance as soon as they were alone, leading to a moment of panicked chaos before he could reassure the other four that the sensors only registered changes in physical form, not illusions. “Honestly, I’m not sure he remembers he has treasure to begin with, given how seldom anyone opens the vault. If it weren’t for me, all of this would be moldering away.

			“Anyway,” he added as they rounded a corner, “I didn’t take anything that would be missed.”

			Thor didn’t answer for a moment. His eyes were locked on a wall hung with blades.

			“Loki,” he finally said, voice low and dangerous, “is that my axe?”

			Loki looked up at the gleaming weapon. “Is it? I had no idea. You certainly never mentioned it.”

			“I looked for it for weeks!” Thor’s voice rose. “I asked you if you’d seen it. ‘Loki,’ I said, ‘Have you seen my favorite axe? The one with the enchanted runes on the blade, and the really nice vine pattern, like a fancy knot, only with little leaves?’ And you said, ‘No, Thor, I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Twice!”

			Loki crossed his arms. “Well, then you’re lucky I found it! Really, you should keep better track of your things.”

			Thor scowled. “I’m taking it.” He strode towards the display.

			Horangi blocked him. “No, you’re not.”

			“It’s my axe!”

			Horangi didn’t even blink. “I. Don’t. Care. We are here for one thing, Thor, and if you imperil our mission over some petty trinket, a lost axe will be the least of your problems.” She bared her teeth, exposing growing fangs.

			“Biomorphic sensors,” Zia hissed. Both gods stood down, chastened. The pirate captain turned to Thor. “We can come back for it after we find the crown. If there’s time.”

			Thor nodded. “Very well. But brother, this conversation is not over.”

			“Gods.” Horangi growled in disgust, falling back to walk beside Skarra. “Mark my words: you’ll never meet anyone so petty as an immortal.”

			“But aren’t you a god?” Skarra asked. She knew the terms for such things could vary—and were largely relative in a such a vast universe—but she had been fairly certain, at least, that Horangi and Thor were cut from the same cosmic cloth.

			Horangi snorted. “What’s a god without a people?” Her voice turned bitter. “Horangi, goddess of ghosts and regret. Queen of making the wrong choice too late to matter. Mother of ashes.”

			“You have power,” Skarra insisted. “History! And you still have people. We’re here because of your people, aren’t we? For vengeance—”

			The older woman cut her off. “Vengeance? Let me tell you a story about vengeance, girl.

			“Once, long ago, before time was measured, there lived three goddesses, three sisters. The first sister was a tiger, fierce and regal. The second sister was a bear, loyal and steadfast. The third was a great otter, playful and wise. Where the sisters came from, nobody knew; by the time they arrived, they had journeyed so far that they had forgotten all but the journey.” As she spoke, Horangi’s voice grew firmer, her posture straighter.

			“Arrived where?” Skarra asked her. “If they didn’t remember, how could they have known where they were going?”

			“Home,” Horangi said simply. “And as for how they knew, who knows? Perhaps some gods are wiser than these fools.” She nodded at Thor and Loki, still arguing. “Or perhaps they were powerful enough that any place they declared to be their home would become so. The people believed, long ago, that they had summoned the sisters from their dreams. Who am I to say?

			“But arrive they did, and together, they ruled with justice and ferocity and compassion, and the people flourished. For a time.”

			Skarra, who had heard the stories of a thousand lost worlds, knew what must come next, but she asked all the same. “What happened?”

			“A god came from the sky.” Horangi looked steadily ahead as she walked. “Not like the sisters; this god was a conqueror, who cared little for anything but the sprawl of his empire. He captured two of the sisters; the third hid deep beneath the waves, where no one could reach her.”

			“What happened to their people?” Skarra asked.

			“The sisters were beloved of their subjects,” said Horangi. “And so, when the people learned of the fate of the bear and tiger sisters, the people formed a mighty army and rode to free them that very day, without once looking back.”

			“Did they?”

			“No,” said Horangi. “They did not; and for their rebellion, they were wiped out to the last child.”

			“And the sisters?”

			“The tiger sister escaped, finally, but she had to flee alone, leaving her sister behind. She returned home to find her people gone, and the land transformed. Where nomads had roamed, the conquering god had cut the earth into farms; where the people had once been free, now they marched under a single banner. Of the first children, only the otter people remained; and they, like their goddess, lived in hiding among the waves.

			“As for the conquering god—” Here, the careful blankness of Horangi’s face twisted into a snarl. “Once he had ruined the people and bent the land to his will, he grew bored and returned to the stars. Propelled by rage, the tiger sister followed him, hungry for vengeance: in truth, with her people gone and her sisters lost to her, it was all that she had left. She pursued him across the stars for centuries, but she never caught him. Slowly her fury and guilt consumed her until her sisters would hardly have recognized her if they had seen her.”

			Horangi turned to face Skarra. “That is what vengeance is, Skarra. Ashes and regret. Anger that eats you away from the inside until all that remain are claws and teeth.”

			They walked in quiet for a long minute. Ahead, Zia padded silently, hand on the hilt of their sword. Thor and Loki had abandoned sniping at each other in favor of seething silence.

			“What happened to the other sister?” Skarra asked, finally. “The bear?”

			Horangi paused and closed her eyes. “I don’t know,” she said, softly. “There are stories. Some say she died in the god’s dungeons; others that she was forced to become his bride. Perhaps she, too, escaped eventually, and seeks her sisters among the stars.”

			Skarra’s face crumpled. “Oh, Horangi.” She took the older woman’s hand. “You must miss them so much.”

			Horangi looked at the brothers, bickering again. This time, though, her face softened. “Every moment,” she told Skarra. “Every day.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 8

			Jay Edidin

			Trying to keep the group focused on their mission, Zia decided, was akin to herding a cell of particularly petulant Flerkens.

			Thor had been complaining loudly since the start of the Asgardian exhibit, pointing out every pilfered trinket, while an increasingly surly Loki threatened to abandon them all in the armory. Horangi grumbled at both of them.

			Skarra, meanwhile, had grown increasingly distracted. She had never been prone to daydreaming—she was quiet, yes, but she had always seemed intently focused—but now she hardly seemed aware of her surroundings, muttering agitatedly as Zia steered her around glass display cases.

			It had become increasingly clear that Loki had no actual idea where they were going. The crown was stored adjacent to the Asgardian wing—they had learned as much from Zel before the librarian had left them to their own devices—but the wing itself was enormous and labyrinthine, and more than once, Zia had caught Loki leading them in circles.

			The blinding flash of light caught them completely off guard.

			Zia thought at first that one of their number must have triggered the security systems. But instead of sirens or shouts from guards, what they heard as they blinked away the spots swimming before their eyes was a stream of colorful profanity, accompanied by twin gasps from the gods in front of them.

			Thor and Loki had been at each other’s throats since their fateful reunion at Morg’s. Now, the brothers drew their blades as one and lunged like twin blurs at a third figure, which seemed oblivious to the imminent assault as it leaned heavily on a bank of cabinets and continued to curse the Kree, their grandmothers, and their grandmothers’ sausage pies, in half a dozen languages.

			Zia struggled to focus past the tracers still floating in front of their eyes until they could finally make out more details of the intruder: a wiry woman in jeans and a utility belt. She was wearing a black leather jacket over a ripped Dazzler t-shirt. Even with Loki yanking back her hair and Thor’s blade dancing half an inch from her throat, she glanced over at Zia from beneath jagged black bangs and grinned. “Fancy meeting you here, Captain.”

			It was a grin that Zia had first seen decades years ago, in Shi’ar space. They had been running weapons to the rebels, while Lila robbed her way across the royal houses of Chandilar.

			Zia hadn’t known anything about Lila then—just the instructions for the rendezvous and a gaudy holo-pass Corsair had slipped them during their last meeting. The pass was a black disk the size of a dime; when Zia squeezed it between thumb and forefinger, it had projected the words LILA CHENEY LIVE: ALL ACCESS in shimmering letters, followed by a date and the name of one of the more upscale clubs in the sector.

			The opener had been an Aladran band: twee, inoffensive, and acutely forgettable. Zia had been unprepared for what followed: the electric guitars that had howled into the darkness as the lights slowly strobed to life, revealing first the band and then Lila herself. Zia had never imagined that such a small person could command a stage so utterly. The woman in black strolled up to the mic, gripped it in one delicate hand, and sang with a throaty growl that ran down Zia’s spine like lightning. Afterward, Zia had staggered to the stage door feeling half-drunk, Lila’s encore still echoing in their head: “For the edge the best ones live on—”

			Since then, Lila had meandered in and out of Zia’s life like the wandering thread in a tapestry. Once, they had spent a week squirreled away in the cargo hold of a Skrull cruiser, sharing dwindling rations and swapping secrets. A few times, the Orlando had taken Lila and her band on tour, but such extended encounters were rare—as often, they went years without seeing each other, only to find themselves back to back in a barroom brawl in a smugglers’ dive on YRZT.

			Afterwards, Lila would ’port out to her next gig—musical or larcenous—and Zia would be left with only a motley flotsam of empty bottles and hand-labeled mix tapes with snatches of Terran radio between the songs.

			“It’s all right,” Zia told the Asgardians. “She’s a friend.”

			Loki shifted his glare from Lila to Zia. “She was certainly friendly back at the Hammersmith, wasn’t she?”

			“Oh, for the love of—” Zia pushed Thor’s sword to the side just as Lila stomped on Loki’s foot with the heel of her boot. Loki yelped in pain and surprise, letting go of Lila’s hair.

			“She is no friend of mine,” said Thor, raising his blade again. “She is a thief and a villain. You will lead us to the crown, thief, or we shall see if your appetite for Asgardian justice matches your appetite for Asgardian treasure.”

			“Oh, did Asgard conquer Miskandar while I wasn’t looking?” Lila shot back. “Or have the Aesir gotten so bored that they’ve decided to try their hand at a music grift?” She glared at Thor. “Even if I hadn’t needed an in to case this place, I’d have taken the gig just to get the crown away from that Nihilator son-of-a-bitch—who, if we’re tallying friends, I recall Loki being awfully tight with, back in the day. Thick as thieves, as Terrans say.” She turned to Loki. “You must be so proud of your friend. Death toll in the hundreds, last I heard, and that’s just the bands.”

			At that, Thor’s sword wavered. “I had wondered,” he told Loki. “To take the crown from Asgard’s vaults—that, I know you would do in a heartbeat. But to give it to this—this Nihilator?” Loki’s silence was answer enough. “To what end, Loki? Did he promise you Midgard? Or did you toss it to him like some cheap trinket to win his favor?”

			Loki set his jaw and looked away. “It’s complicated.”

			“It seems simple enough to me,” Thor said, and shifted the sword from Lila’s neck to Loki’s. “Don’t overestimate your importance to the universe, brother.”

			Loki snorted. “I have no illusions about what the universe thinks of me. But what would you have me do, brother? Fall to my knees? Beg and wail? Or continue to fix your damn mess?”

			“My mess?” Thor pushed the sword closer to his brother’s neck. “My mess? No, Loki, this particular mess is all yours.”

			The brothers stood in silence. Then, slowly, Thor sighed, lowered his sword, and turned back to Lila. “What did you want with the crown?”

			Lila shrugged. “It wasn’t personal. Standard retrieval and delivery. I only took it so I could get into the armory in the first place—can’t ’port anywhere I haven’t been.”

			“And what did you want in the armory?” Horangi spoke softly, but watched Lila with the calculating gaze of a predator.

			Lila raised an eyebrow. “That’s personal.”

			“Wait,” said Loki. “You teleported here. That’s not supposed to be possible.” He concentrated for a moment, then glared at Lila. “I can’t teleport here. Why can you?”

			“The dampers don’t work as well on intrinsic powers,” said Lila. “Although they work better than I was expecting—I was aiming for the archives. I guess I should be grateful I didn’t end up stuck in a wall.” She grimaced and knelt to gather the bundle of security badges she had dropped when the Asgardians had attacked.

			Zia bent to help her. “If you know where the archives are—I don’t suppose you happen to know the way to processing?”

			“Turn left here,” said Skarra.

			Zia squinted at the rough map Lila had sketched out for them on the back of an exhibit card. “I’m fairly sure it’s right.”

			Lila herself was … somewhere. The archive, she had said when they had parted ways. Loki had insisted on accompanying her—ostensibly because he didn’t trust the thief, but Loki always had another agenda. He had also assured them that he’d meet them back at the vault, which nobody seemed to think was worth counting on.

			That had left Zia to corral two gods—one still grumbling over his stolen axe, another with a tendency to turn into a giant tiger when incensed—and one of the last living Miskandarians, who was, if anything, even less inclined to subtlety than the other two. They passed through three wings’ worth of the universe’s deadliest weapons, over tachyon tripwires and under scanner arrays, and through a series of increasingly complicated verification systems and checkpoints.

			All in all, Zia was proud of their motley little gang. Skarra’s focus had returned, and her uncanny memory for pattern and direction—and her intuition for both—had found them shortcut after shortcut. With her small stature and feline grace, Horangi proved adept at separating security guards from their badges while Thor distracted them with his outsize charm.

			“It’s left,” Skarra said, again. “Trust me.”

			Zia peered down at the map again, and shrugged. “Left, it is.”

			They turned left, and then right, then trudged down a seemingly endless flight of stairs, and then left again, at Skarra’s prompting. Finally, two more levels down, Skarra paused at an unmarked door and said, with absolute certainty, “This is it.”

			If the armory itself was a labyrinth, its archives were doubly so: a warren of hallways linking shelf-lined rooms that sprawled in every direction as far as Loki could see. At first, they seemed well-maintained—indexed data storage in clean, well-organized files—but as they proceeded, data beads gave way to worn drives, which, in turn, gave way to antique diskettes and sometimes even moldering paper files.

			Loki and Lila walked in silence, save for occasional directions—ahead, turn, move very slowly and try not to set off the motion detectors.

			In truth, Loki didn’t particularly care what the thief was after. He had an objective of his own: in this glut of military history hid the key to knocking Thor from the high horse on which he had so proudly and precariously positioned himself. For all his easy charm and vaunted martial prowess, Thor was a blunt instrument—no one knew that better than Loki. Thor’s glorious triumphs covered a lifetime of near-mishaps smoothed over by charm, diplomacy, or—in a few particularly unfortunate cases—the absence of survivors. Any number of humiliations might be immortalized for the finding, but his brother’s blustering had whetted Loki’s appetite for one in particular.

			“Knowledge is power,” he mused, aloud. Lila looked up, and Loki continued, “You know, the Kree word for library is the same as their word for armory.”

			“Fascinating,” Lila said dryly, testing the next door. It was locked and, after looking around for a scanner and finding none, she pulled a set of manual lockpicks out of her utility belt and set to work.

			They were an old Terran set: well-made and well worn, but hardly the level of technology Loki would have expected necessary in a Kree armory. He said as much to Lila, who shrugged and moved on to the next door.

			“Kree security is built to keep out high-tech and high-power infiltrators: shapeshifters, enemy combatants, that kind of thing. And that’s when they bother at all. Half the stuff down here is common knowledge, and the rest’s too obscure to be of much use to anyone. Why go to the trouble of breaking into a place like this to lug out a whole Rigellian Recorder when you could put in a data request for free in half the time?”

			“I can think of a few reasons,” said Loki. One, in particular: the sentient recording robot that had followed his brother like a loyal puppy for years, chronicling Thor’s every move. That one had been promoted from Recorder to Analyzer for its efforts, if Loki recalled correctly; and if Lila wasn’t speaking figuratively, it shouldn’t be too far—

			“So,” said Lila, trying another tool in the door, “you and Zia, huh?”

			“I could just leave you down here, you know,” Loki mused aloud. “Humans are fragile. I could run back upstairs wearing your face and tell some story about how treacherous Loki had turned on me and then disappeared, and none of them would be the wiser.” He watched Lila for a reaction.

			Lila didn’t even look up from her tools. “I wonder which would make you angrier,” she said, “if Zia caught on right away, or if they didn’t.” She frowned at the lock, and added another slender pick. “Of course, neither gets you what you want, does it?”

			He kicked at the wall. “And how would you know what I want?”

			“You’re not subtle.” Lila adjusted one of the picks in the door and tapped at the wall beside it. “I spent weeks trying to pick out that damn guitar solo, you know.”

			He should have been smug, Loki thought, but all that was left was smoldering resentment. “How did that go for you?”

			She smirked. “Learned some challenges are rigged from the start.”

			“Yes, well.” Loki sighed. “That’s my specialty, they say.”

			“Do they? Is that before or after you threaten to chop them up and hide them in planters?” Something in the lock clicked, and Lila eased the door open.

			“I didn’t say chop,” Loki pointed out. “Or anything about planters.”

			“How chivalrous.”

			The Hall of Recorders was more than a little macabre on the surface: shelf upon shelf of disembodied humanoid heads, eyes dark and vacant. There were thousands in this room alone, and Loki had no idea how many identical rooms stretched out beyond.

			Rigel’s Recorders had been anachronisms even in their heyday, explorers with no sense of novelty, automated bards who boasted neither poetry nor perspective. Loki, who did his best to avoid even paper trails, had given them a wide berth.

			But Thor—

			Thor had loved the Recorders. Of course he had, Loki thought, what self-important buffoon wouldn’t want his very own tireless chronicler to trip after his every step, hang on his every word, the infinitely patient Boswell to his insufferably smug Johnson?

			Thor had gone so far as to attempt to befriend the thing, regaling it with stories of his heroism and dragging it with him to gatherings, where it sat politely and made quiet whirring noises while everyone else tried not to stare. Loki had heard that Thor had even tried to bring it along as he courted Sif, although what truth there was in those rumors—and the even more colorful rumors of Sif’s response—the trickster could only guess.

			What data would remain in a decommissioned unit, Loki was unsure. But if the armory held any ammunition usable against his brother’s pride, then surely it would be housed here.

			The processing room was half forensic laboratory, half high-security vault. Zia had worried that they would have to hunt for the crown once they arrived, but it sat in plain view on a metal table, surrounded by a grid of red light.

			“So,” said Horangi, “anyone know how to get around this?”

			“I’ve heard that thieves are good with that sort of thing,” Thor commented dryly. The direct route had always been Thor’s preferred approach. Infiltration and cloak-and-dagger trickery were his brother’s territory—his brother, who was now nowhere to be found.

			Which raised another dilemma. Thor had no idea—none of them had any idea—what Loki really wanted with the armory. He might claim that he was trying to fix the mess he had committed when he had stolen the crown from Asgard’s treasury and given it to his Midgardian musician friend; but Loki always had another agenda. If he were to start some sort of trouble—which he inevitably would—the Kree would not be forgiving, nor likely to believe that the two princes of Asgard were acting independently of the crown.

			“It’s not just one thing,” Skarra said. “It’s two.” She pointed to the grid. “See? The top one is lasers, I think, but there’s something else below that.”

			“What is it?” Thor leaned in to take a closer look. She was right: there was a second cage of light within the first. Its beams were red as well, but darker; and while the laser grid stayed solid, the inner cage seemed to surge and sizzle.

			“I don’t know.” Skarra frowned. “Zia, have you ever seen anything like this?”

			The captain joined them at the table. “They’re certainly not lasers. But beyond that—” They shrugged.

			Nor could they find a means of disabling the cages. There was no switch, no keypad or biometric scanner. Thor suggested cutting away the table from beneath, but it was solid metal, with no clear point of access; and if there were lasers, Zia pointed out, there were probably seismic sensors as well.

			“How long can we afford to wait?” Horangi asked. “It’s only a matter of time until someone shows up.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” said Skarra; and before Thor could ask what she meant, she had thrust her hands directly into the cage.

			The whole room went red. There was a terrible smell, like burning hair. An alarm shrieked.

			Zia dove for Skarra. Horangi dove for the door; but she was too slow and the door slammed shut before she could reach it. Another alarm began to sound.

			“I’ll call Mjolnir,” Thor offered. “We can fight our way out.”

			“You’ll destroy my ship,” Zia countered.

			Something rustled at the door.

			“There’s no time,” Horangi growled as the knob turned.

			The door opened. Two Kree guards stared in.

			“Just out of curiosity,” said one of them, in a familiar voice, “are there any alarms you didn’t manage to set off?”

			“The guard room was a clever choice, I’ll grant you that,” Zia yelled over the alarms as they scrolled through a panel of consoles. “But we still don’t have a way out of here.” Loki’s illusions had disguised the group as Kree long enough for them to get out of the hallway and to the one place guaranteed to be empty during a lockdown. “How long do we have?”

			“An hour,” said Loki. “Two, at most.” He turned to Skarra. “What in the universe possessed you to just grab the damn crown?”

			“Enough, Loki,” said Thor. “This isn’t her fault. You were the one who stole the crown and then abandoned us.”

			Loki bristled. “My original plan would have gone fine were it not for Zia’s … thief.” He glared at Lila, who ignored him.

			“Zia’s thief?” Horangi interposed. “You two seemed tight enough when you were running off on secret missions together, retrieving whatever that thing is.” She pointed to Loki’s cloak, now bundled around something large and round.

			Thor nodded. “No more secrets, brother. If we are indeed trapped here, I would at least like to know what was so valuable as to be worth all this.”

			Loki sniffed. “Well. It was going to be a surprise, but I suppose now is as good a time as any.” He whipped away the cloak, and Thor sprung to his feet in joy.

			“Recorder 211! My stalwart comrade! I had thought him lost long ago, after my last battle with the wretched Mangog!”

			Loki’s smile was all sweetness and teeth. “What better way to prove my loyalty than to reunite my dear brother with an old friend.”

			“Does he still work?” Thor demanded.

			“I suppose we might as well find out,” said Loki. “It’s not like there’s anything else we can do.” He found a coupling, and switched the robot to power on. “Recorder—”

			“This unit is not a Recorder,” said the head, in a halting, metallic voice. “This unit’s analytical and processing capacities have been upgraded. This unit is now Analyzer 211.”

			Skarra had been silent; now, she stood shakily and turned to face Thor and Loki. “All of this for a toy?” she hissed. “Some—some trinket to play with so that you gods could relive your former glories, while the rest of us—”

			“It is no toy,” Thor said. “Recorder—sorry, Analyzer—211 has accompanied me through some of my greatest adventures. Its memory may prove useful in whatever fight lies ahead!”

			“With what?” Skarra demanded. “What rousing slaughter would you have it recount for our amusement?” She spun to the Analyzer. “Oh, I know! Maybe you can answer a mystery, if you’re so wise, oh, Analyzer! Who brought down my world? Who toppled Miskandar? Was it as Thor told? Some … tragic inevitability? An accident?”

			The Analyzer whirred. “Based on available data—” It paused, and whirred a while longer. “A Prince. Of Asgard.”

			Thor turned to Loki. “Even this, brother? Did you truly go to such lengths to gain the crown, that you might—”

			Analyzer 211 didn’t wait for a question this time. “Incorrect presumption, Thor Odinson. The prince of Asgard responsible for the fall of Miskandar is not Loki Odinson. Miskandar’s fall was precipitated by the arrogance of Thor Odinson.”

			And Analyzer 211 began its tale.

			“This unit accompanied Thor Odinson on a diplomatic mission to Miskandar, at the invitation of that world’s ruling family. Already corrupt, the Ragarian nobles who reigned over Miskander had spiraled into madness and decadence. The indigenous inhabitants of the planet struggled beneath their yoke and against an evil far greater than even their oppressors knew. But the rulers heeded no warnings, and the populace rose against them.

			“Into this roiling mess of loyalties and betrayals strode Thor Odinson, brave and true, oblivious to all but the flattery of those few who had positioned themselves to best reach his ears. They plied him with gifts and honeyed words, and the prince swore to defend their throne from all threats, failing to see that the greatest threat stood before him, entreating him to do its bloody bidding.”

			Even Loki was silent. Beside him, Thor sunk slowly to his knees. “Recorder,” he said, “you know it wasn’t … We were friends! You would have told me! Wouldn’t you?”

			“Before my upgrades, I had no capacity to judge right from wrong; nor to intervene in the events I observed,” the Analyzer told him. “But you, Odinson—you had the means to do both. And yet you struck down the last hope for peace on Miskandar, and were rewarded with a great treasure, and returned to the stars while the remains of Miskandar crumbled at your feet.”

			“Five minutes,” Horangi called from the console bank. “Maybe less. They’re starting to run sweeps.”

			“Any luck reaching the Orlando?” Loki asked.

			Zia shook their head. “Too much interference. Look, I think we need to consider a final option.”

			Loki raised his eyebrows. “Tactical surrender? I can probably convince them to let me go, but I can’t guarantee that the rest of you won’t end up executed.”

			Zia rolled their eyes. “No. Lila.”

			“You’re out of your mind,” said Lila. “Between the interference from the dampeners and this many people, I won’t be able to control the endpoint. We could end up in a sun.”

			“I may be able to help with that,” said Loki, slowly. “The dampeners cut off my ability to teleport; but if you can generate the energy, I may be able to direct us.” He frowned. “Somewhat.”

			Lila looked at Zia. “And you trust him?”

			Zia took her hand. “As much as I trust you.”

			Lila laughed. “Okay. Let’s live dangerously.”

			Thor fell.

			One second, he had been standing in the guard room, then came a dizzying moment of freefall, followed by a painful crash. Slowly, he sat up and shook the ringing out of his ears, then opened his eyes.

			He was on the deck of the Orlando. Beside him, Loki picked himself up with a groan, then yanked Zia to their feet. Horangi, ever a tiger, had managed to land on her feet; she helped Skarra up and was offering a hand to Lila when there was a loud crash, and the ship bucked violently enough to throw them back to the deck.

			“Sound off,” Zia yelled, struggling back to their feet. “What the hell is going on?”

			“We’re under fire, Captain,” Nott called back. “Whatever Nihilator was up to, he had followers, and they’re not negotiating.”

			“Can you shake them?”

			The Frost Giant shook her head. “Some of them, maybe. But they caught us off guard, and there are more on the way.”

			“How many?” Zia asked.

			“Too many.” Nott pointed up, and Zia followed the line of her arm to a cloud of ships dense enough to blot out the stars.

			Zia set their jaw. “First things first. Lila, you’re a thief, not a warrior, and this isn’t your fight. Got another teleport left in you?”

			“I could take you with me,” Lila said quietly. “I don’t know if I can manage anyone else, but I’ve got enough left for two. As far as we can get. Zia, whatever’s coming—this is big.”

			Loki stepped up beside her. “While I never expected to say this, she’s right. Go. There’s no sense in everyone dying for my brother’s idiocy.”

			“You’re both ridiculous,” said Zia. “I’m not leaving my ship.” They pulled Lila into a tight hug. “But I need you out of danger, and out of my hair. If you land somewhere safe, send backup when you can.” Lila grabbed their hand a final time, then vanished in a bright flash.

			Zia turned to the rest of them. “The odds aren’t good, but we’re no pushovers, either. And hey, Thor, guess what? It’s finally time to throw your hammer at something!”

			But Thor was still on his knees, and when he spoke, it was too quietly for any of them to hear.

			“Thor,” said Loki, prodding his brother with a toe. “This is no time for a crisis of conscience.”

			“I killed them, Loki.” Thor’s voice was rolling thunder. Lightning crackled in the corners of his eyes. “I did this. All of it.”

			“Yes,” said Loki. “And I’ll gloat about that later. But first we need to survive to later, and that, brother, means you and Mjolnir and the usual round of mighty deeds.”

			Thor shook his head. The thunder settled, the lightning quieted, and the god kneeling on the deck suddenly seemed no more than a broken man. “If Mjolnir is to save any lives today, brother, then I hope it has learned to do so on its own,” he said, smiling without mirth. “For surely no hand on this vessel remains worthy to lift it.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 9

			Yoon Ha Lee

			THE PLANET MISKANDAR

			DECADES AGO

			Miskandar’s rebels massed around the city with its jagged spires. Thor admired their boldness, however misguided. Earlier in the week, they’d destroyed a bridge, and the week before that, they’d toppled a monument honoring the Ragarians. He’d stood in the wreck, grieving over how little time it had taken to destroy the work of a master sculptor.

			“No more,” he had told the Ragarian Royal Family, who ruled Miskandar and had asked for his assistance against the rebels’ depredations. “I will put an end to this.”

			Now the rebels faced him in battle array, their banners waving, their spears facing him menacingly.

			“I give you one more chance to surrender!” Thor bellowed.

			The rebels jeered back, confident in their numbers. Overconfident, as it so happened.

			Thor opened his hand, and Mjolnir flew into it. “Then face the consequences of your treachery,” he said. They would learn what it meant to defy Thor, whose cause was just.

			In response, the rebels struck the butts of their spears against the ground twice, the percussion of war, and charged.

			Thor raised Mjolnir. Thunder boomed as a shockwave sizzled from the hammer and spread outwards toward the rebels. They screamed as the shockwave knocked the spears out of their hands, a fist of force bowling them over before they could reach him.

			Two more waves, and the rebels surrendered.

			The Ragarian Royal Guard emerged then, their bright uniforms in contrast to the rebels’ tatterdemalion outfits. They herded the defeated rebels past Thor like a mockery of a parade. Thor nodded to the Guard’s captain, satisfied with a job well done.

			Afterward, Thor stood in the center of the city’s plaza, ringed by flowers of crystal. “It’s not necessary,” he had protested to the Ragarians’ representative. “I only did what was right.” That was what mattered, not any reward.

			“Please give us the opportunity to thank you in public. It will deter any remaining rebels,” the representative said.

			Thor nodded, and the representative emerged from an archway to wave at the cheering crowd, the beadwork on her ceremonial robes gleaming in the city’s lavender-tinged artificial light. She bore a black metal crown, and she bowed as she presented it to Thor.

			“To the savior of Miskandar!” she cried as the masses roared Thor’s name.

			“You do me too much honor,” Thor said, humbled by their gratitude, as he accepted the crown. He waved at a knot of bashful, fidgeting children. Some of them waved back, giggling; one ignored him in favor of investigating an itch, which made Thor smile to himself.

			The crown wasn’t important in itself. But it represented the good he had done here, and in that spirit he accepted it. Once he returned home and stowed it in his treasure room, he never expected to think of it again.

			THE SPACE GALLEON ORLANDO

			NOW

			I was a fool, Thor thought.

			All those years ago on Miskandar, he’d seen himself as a hero, restoring order so that the Ragarians’ rule could continue unimpeded. It had never occurred to him that the Miskandarian rebels deserved a say in their future, that their attacks stemmed from desperation against an oppressive regime. He could have investigated their side of the story—and he hadn’t.

			Instead, it took Analyzer 211’s condemnation decades later to open his eyes to his failures. He hadn’t asked what had become of the prisoners. Hadn’t questioned the spectacle after the rebels surrendered, manufactured for his benefit. How could he have been so blinkered by his own hubris?

			Thor was surrounded by allies on the bridge of the Orlando, and yet he had never felt more alone. He knelt before Mjolnir, which rested inert on the deck before him.

			More than ever, he needed the hammer’s might to save his friends. But he could not wield it any longer. All those long years he’d believed that he’d acted righteously on Miskandar, saving its people from terrorism, when instead the reverse had been true. Now people were counting on him to fight Nihilator’s fleet, and instead here he was, unworthy to wield the weapon that Allfather Odin had entrusted to him so long ago.

			Nihilator’s forces pursued them as they sped away from the Kree. Despite their narrow escape from the Armory’s defenses, they now faced a more terrifying foe. The Orlando was a fast ship. Her sails gleamed tautly, and the very hull of the ship thrummed with the force of her acceleration. Yet, Thor knew, her swiftness alone would not save them.

			At the moment his friends needed him the most, his self-doubt made him powerless to help them.

			Behind them stretched what could have been mistaken for a boiling miasma of parasites, so dense that the stars and the radiant local nebula could scarcely be seen through them. They weren’t parasites, though, but ships—ships guided by the crazed Nihilator. The swarm wanted blood. Even as Thor considered this, an artillery shell exploded near the Orlando’s starboard and showered the deck with fragments of superheated metal, a reminder of the danger they were all in.

			While the Orlando’s crew and captain were brave, they could not hope to overwhelm such a massive fleet. Even Loki’s accursed cleverness wouldn’t save them. They needed Mjolnir’s might—and that was the one thing Thor was impotent to provide.

			Loki didn’t mind a little honest chaos, but there was a difference between honest chaos and a threat to his continued survival. Nihilator’s minions were becoming the latter. Not for the first time, Loki cursed himself for giving the corrupting crown to the talentless singer Sylvain all those years ago; who would have guessed that Sylvain would be possessed by its power, and be reborn as Nihilator, and command such a terrible fleet? In the meantime, his stubborn brother, still kneeling before the hammer, had gotten caught up in some spiral of his own defeatism rather than enjoying the chance to play hero.

			It also didn’t help that Loki himself had confronted Thor with the truth of his moral failure on Miskandar by spurring Analyzer 211 to tell the true story of the rebellion. Not one of his better ideas, in retrospect.

			While Loki cast an assessing eye over the swarm, Zia spoke a few urgent words to Skarra in a low voice. Skarra nodded and hurried belowdecks with the crown that she had retrieved from the Kree Armory. Loki almost called out to Skarra, then thought better of it; he didn’t want to distract her from her task.

			Then Zia sprang to the Orlando’s helm. Loki heard them shouting orders to the gun deck: “Hold your fire until I give the word!”

			Nihilator’s fleet was not yet close enough for the photon cannons to have any measurable effect. But they were gaining, and fast.

			All too soon, the vanguard of Nihilator’s fleet caught up with them. At close range, the ships’ grotesquerie would have struck fear into fainter hearts. Metal of gold and silver was grown over by jagged black spikes and pulsing greenish veins, accompanied by hellish bone-like tumors, as though a technomagical plague infected the very hulls. Even the bursts of plasma that sizzled from their gunports shone a pus-like green.

			As Loki watched, several such blasts singed the Orlando’s railing not far from where Horangi stood, her tiger bulk making her a perfect target. The Orlando’s rail blackened, mold-colored tendrils spreading from the site of the damage.

			Guided by Zia’s deft hands, the Orlando veered sharply away from the first of the blasts. Even they, however, could only do so much against the attacks. A torrent of fire converged on the Orlando.

			“Look sharp!” Zia called out.

			“They’re firing to incapacitate, not to kill,” Loki observed.

			Zia’s mouth tightened, then: “Agreed. It must be because they seek to recapture the crown. I instructed Skarra to lock it up in the hold, but that won’t do us much good if they’re able to board us.”

			Close, closer, closest: the first enemy ship pulled up alongside the Orlando’s starboard side. Withering green fire swept over the main deck. Once again, Zia banked. One of the crew screamed as he was charred to a swirl of ashes, and then nothing at all. Horangi’s pounce—intended to knock him out of the line of fire—came too late, and she passed through the spot where he’d stood just a second ago.

			The space around them was no longer black, speckled with stars and streaked with the rosette form of the nearest nebula. It crackled with that diseased green light, and the red glow of the Orlando’s return fire. The density of ships was such that two of them, eager to overtake their prey, collided into each other. The ensuing fireball engulfed more ships around them, splashing the surrounding vessels and missiles with a hell-colored glow. And yet the fleet kept coming.

			Strains of jagged music washed through space, impossible yet undeniable. Against that backdrop, a chant grew from a whisper to a shout, causing even the Orlando’s deck to reverberate in sympathy: “Nihilator! Nihilator! NIHILATOR!”

			“If I’d ever realized that slumming with a rock band would result in the galaxy’s ugliest light show,” Loki remarked, “I would have taken up dog-walking instead.”

			Loud thuds caught Loki’s attention. Magnetic grapnels slammed into the hull from the nearest vessel. Four-armed creatures in serpentine armor, their faces distorted by cancerous green and black growths, swarmed onto the Orlando’s deck.

			“Here!” Nott called out to Loki, indicating one of the seated artillery cannon mounts. Loki inclined his head and strapped himself in. Nott and Dagr followed suit, taking the larger seats that had been built to accommodate their greater size.

			Skarra reemerged from belowdecks, bearing a sniper rifle. She had already suited up for the battle. The rest of the crew was scrambling to do the same.

			“Prepare to repel boarders!” Nott snarled. Her first shot took out a shuttle with a direct engine hit, but more were already flocking toward the Orlando.

			Loki continued to study the battle while he fired at their enemies, taking them out with cool precision. They were of many races, and it was clear that the black metal’s corruption had warped them into parodies of themselves. Some of them Loki recognized as insectoid Arthrosians or piratical Pangorians, but others, their skin or scales covered with creeping growths, had been distorted beyond his ability to identify them. And yet many still wore their outfits from the carefree boy band’s performance—outsized T-shirts with extra holes for the four-armed—or held tight to the bobble-headed figures of the singers, corrupted by green, mold-like growths.

			Loki supposed that, at one point, their attackers had merely been concertgoers looking for a good time. But the crown’s influence had warped them past saving, and he for one wasn’t about to let them endanger the ship he happened to be on out of misguided sentimentality. Fortunately, he didn’t have to know who they were to shoot them down.

			Loki glanced back when he heard Horangi’s warning roar. Two boarders had reached Thor; one swung a spiked club at his head. Thor, still unwilling to take up his hammer, scrambled to his feet and punched the first interloper into the second. Both of them went flying. One managed to grab the railing in time, while the other sailed past the Orlando’s shimmering life-support field and into hard vacuum. Its scream—Nihilator’s name—ended in an abrupt silence.

			Combatants crowded the deck, knots of hard-battling crew struggling to repel the boarders. The Orlando’s sustaining atmosphere sparked and sizzled with incoming fire. Some of the sails had already taken damage. They were trapped.

			Three armored figures advanced on Horangi while she was biting off the head of a fourth. She spat out the offending head and grinned, dagger-teeth glistening with dark blood. Then she whirled and knocked the trio over with a blow of her immense paw.

			One of the creatures flew in Loki’s direction, touching down not far from him. It landed awkwardly, fumbling for the disruptor it had dropped. Before it could regain its feet, Loki conjured a blade and punctured its eye through a slit in its helmet.

			One squad of aliens made the mistake of charging toward Nott. She swiveled in her seat and squinted. Without batting an eyelash, she waited until they were almost in point-blank range, then blew them to atoms with a single blast from her cannon.

			Between shots, Nott’s son Dagr rallied the crew as the boarders advanced on the helm. Several fallen figures had already been trampled underfoot. The deck was slick with an unspeakable mixture of blood, ichor, and ashes.

			For her part, Skarra picked off boarders with her sniper rifle. Even as Loki watched, another target fell dead in its tracks, one that had just a second before become entangled in hand-to-hand combat with another hard-pressed member of Zia’s crew. Skarra’s aim was excellent. Too bad they didn’t have more of her.

			Another shout interrupted Loki’s musings: “To me!”

			This time it was Zia, their Adamantium sabre raised high. The crew roared Zia’s name, and the Orlando’s. Zia themself had handed over the steering wheel to someone else so they could join the fray.

			More heavily armed ships from Nihilator’s fleet had caught up with the Orlando. Boarders swarmed up the sides of the ship, their magnetic boots thunking dully. Others dropped from above, their jetpacks glowing incandescent blue-white. Another set advanced along ropes secured by spider-like grapnels that bit and chewed into the hull.

			We need more of a defense, Loki thought grimly. He’d faced overwhelming odds before, but he preferred to avoid them if possible. Too bad that ship had sailed.

			Horangi roared again, louder than ever before. To Loki’s astonishment, her crimson flames flared up larger and larger until she propelled herself from the deck—not just a tiger now, but a comet. The comet smashed through the nearby enemy ships, blowing holes in them and knocking them off-course. Green afterimages floated in Loki’s vision as she blasted away the leading edge of the fleet. The ensuing blast wave caused the Orlando to shudder.

			Horangi wrecked dozens upon dozens of ships, left them charred carcasses in the drifting dark. The horde contorted in response to her frenzied attacks, but despite her powers, they were still outmatched. She had only bought them a temporary respite.

			Loki could not help but watch Zia out of the corner of his eye. They shone like a naked star, prismatic sparks leaping from their sabre as they slashed through one enemy, and the next, and the next. Loki admired their brilliance, the sweeping precision of their sword-strokes, the confidence with which they parried incoming blasts and sent them sizzling outward to fell yet more of their adversaries.

			He had to look away when he found himself surrounded by six figures, each of them sporting cyborg enhancements, their faces hidden by visors flashing bruise-violet. Loki smiled as he leapt out of his seat. They had no idea who they were dealing with; it almost wasn’t fair.

			One of them stabbed at him with their mechanical arm, which sported a wicked-looking drill that whirred and buzzed threateningly. As the others rushed him, Loki used his illusions to give them all his visage, so that they ended up attacking each other in confusion. The drill jammed into one of the other cyborgs’ shields. It screamed, then sputtered silent as it jammed beyond repair. The remaining four backed off, made wary by the others’ fate.

			But Loki wasn’t done with them. “You really should have stuck to home repairs,” he informed them. “You really think Nihilator’s lackeys are a match for a god of mischief?”

			“Nihilator! Nihilator!” they chanted as they circled him.

			The enemy had an advantage in numbers, and the Miskandrite’s influence made them frenzied, fearless—but it didn’t give them any tactical acumen, and they’d weakened each other with their own attacks. Loki darted between them, nimble and untouchable, his blades striking with uncanny accuracy. He made short work of one by wrenching free one of its implants and leaving it in a powered-down heap. The raw ends of its circuitry were a shocking bright chrome in contrast to the verdigris that tainted the rest of the metal. He dealt with the second and third in similar fashion—

			A shadow fell over Loki and the fourth cyborg, and then Nott picked up the latter and flung it howling into space. Nott gave him a nod of grudging respect before turning away to deal with another foe.

			Loki was shaken by the gesture. Should he have thanked her? But it was battle, and they had more enemies to face.

			He’d allowed himself to get distracted. Where was his brother—ah, there he was, defending himself with his fists, but nothing more. When was Thor going to let go of his despair and wield the hammer?

			The moment evaporated when Loki heard Skarra’s anguished cry. Despite their best efforts to defend the helm, Zia was in danger of being overcome. The Orlando’s captain picked off several people with their blaster, firing one-two-three-four with percussive accuracy—four perfect shots. Yet for each enemy they felled, three more renewed the attack.

			“I’m coming!” Loki shouted, so Zia knew they wouldn’t have to face the onslaught alone. They saluted him with a flourish of their sabre. It caught the light and spindled it into a dazzling pattern. One of their adversaries hesitated, blinded by the gleam, only for Zia to lop off the head of its polearm. As the creature blinked stupidly, Zia pivoted on one heel and kicked it in the shin. It went down with a strangled croak.

			From there, Zia became a whirlwind of motion, flowing impeccably from parry into cut, from cut into parry. For a heart-stopping moment, Loki thought that it would work; that it would be enough to repel the boarders. But he continued fighting his way through the masses, drawing upon a lifetime of tricks, just in case.

			One alien, clad in an exoskeleton the color of oil-slick evenings, shot at Loki twice. Loki dodged the fire with ease. Its rifle fizzled dead, but without missing a beat, it retrieved a bayonet from its belt, plugged it in, and ran at him, howling. It was only a moment’s work to sidestep as the alien reached him, grab its bayonet, and swing it around into the face of another creature.

			All around him, the aliens’ chant crescendoed, as did the discordant music, a rhythmic tide of malevolent syllables and lopsided harmonies: “Nihilator! Nihilator! NIHILATOR!” When Loki cast his eyes into the expanse of space, he saw that the hectic green light pulsed in time with the chant. He could only imagine how far abroad, in distant star systems, the phenomenon could be witnessed.

			A new vessel screamed into view, dwarfing the others in size. Unlike the rest, this one was a living dragon covered with metal barding, its wings augmented by thrust rockets and a cockpit fused into its upper skull. It snapped at the Orlando’s bridge with its immense slavering jaws—

			Zia, ever bold, leaped between the dragon and the helmsman. Behind them, Skarra about-faced and fired into the dragon’s malevolently glowing eye. The dragon shook its head, stung. The impact knocked Zia nearly the length of the bridge.

			“Zia!” Loki cried. But Zia did not move.

			Horangi came to the rescue, battering the dragon in her comet form and driving it off, burning, with what Loki guessed was a mortal wound in its side.

			“Captain!” Skarra screamed as she slung the rifle over her shoulder and ran to Zia’s still form. She dragged them to the slender protection of the foremast.

			The crew froze as they realized their captain had fallen. Even Nott, for all her size and authority, seemed to shrink a little. And while Thor continued to break wave after wave of the boarders that launched themselves at him, providing the crew some defense, Mjolnir remained untouched at his feet.

			Loki slit the throats of a pair of attackers in passing before reaching Skarra and Zia.

			Skarra examined Zia. “They’re alive, but badly injured. I need to fetch the ship’s doctor,” she said, looking up at Loki with wide, anxious eyes.

			“Do it,” Loki said, relieved that Zia hadn’t died. Midgardians looked so fragile when they fell. He pointed at the nearest crew member, a human. “Give Skarra covering fire.”

			“What will you be doing?” Skarra demanded.

			Loki bared his teeth. “Keeping my hide intact, of course. And everyone else’s in the bargain. Go!”

			He didn’t say what he was thinking—that, after all their years apart, he’d met Zia again, only for this to happen. They weren’t dead, but it had been a near thing, and who knew how gravely they were injured?

			With a last glance back at Loki, Skarra went.

			The Orlando was in dire straits. For all the fighting prowess represented by the crew, the odds were bad, and getting worse. Her crew was tiring, and they weren’t anywhere near safety. Thor still hadn’t taken up the hammer. Nihilator’s fleet would soon overwhelm them.

			That gave Loki an idea.

			He turned to the helmsman, whose name he had learned during their travels, because names were useful. Names made people trust you, even at times when trust was in short supply. “Kvo,” Loki shouted. “We have a chance of getting out of this. Will you follow my orders?”

			It was not a question Loki asked often, and with cause. But he couldn’t do this without the cooperation of Zia’s crew. He needed to know the answer; needed the answer to be yes.

			Kvo fixed him with a flat, considering stare, their eyes narrowing. “Nott and Dagr used to tell stories of you,” they said in a conversational tone, as though they weren’t surrounded by mayhem. “Shape-shifter, serpent tongue, the prince who betrayed his own people to live with the Aesir, and who can’t even serve his other family with honor.”

			Ah, yes, that tiresome litany. “Go on,” Loki said, “tell me my own history, since you know it so well. In the meantime, look above you. Look around you. Tell me that you have time to hash out secondhand grievances instead of taking an offered solution.”

			“If the Orlando is lost because of your double-dealing,” Kvo said after a tense pause, “there will be no corner of the galaxy obscure enough to hide you from our vengeance.”

			Loki didn’t care about empty threats; he’d made his share of them, and this one was emptier than most. After all, if his gambit failed, the Orlando’s crew wouldn’t be alive to enact any sort of revenge. But he didn’t point that out.

			“It’s my hide on the line, too,” Loki said, his mouth twisting. “That’s the greatest guarantee you can hope for, surely?”

			Kvo snarled, but conceded the point. “Give your orders.”

			Loki smiled mirthlessly. He wasn’t so naïve as to expect gratitude; wouldn’t expect it even if they all survived. All he needed was cooperation.

			“Can you execute a stall turn?” Loki asked. He sketched the maneuver in the air with one of his blades, for extra clarity: a loop that would take the Orlando through a full turn and exit in the opposite direction. “More than one, until I tell you to stop?”

			Kvo blanched. “That will take us back through the fleet! Are you trying to—”

			“Do it,” Loki snapped.

			That was only the first part of it, of course. The second part would be keeping the crew alive long enough for the maneuver to save them.

			Kvo gave him a searching look, then nodded.

			“Crew of the brave Orlando!” Loki shouted. No harm throwing in a little flattery. “All hands batten down! We’re about to come under heavy fire!”

			Nott picked up on the warning and repeated the order. The crew sought shelter wherever they could, despite the tumult that surrounded them. Even Horangi’s scarlet flames dimmed as she interposed herself between several wounded crew members and a squad of blaster-wielding drop troops.

			Kvo jerked the Orlando’s wheel hard. The galleon swung about to port, entering the turn at full speed. The ship’s sails thrummed under the stress of the maneuver.

			Nihilator’s fleet continued their chase, unthinkingly following the Orlando. Loki’s mouth curled in a smile as he watched the seething mass of ships stretch out behind them. That’s right, he thought, almost fondly, keep following. We have your crown. That’s all you know.

			Loki had seen his share of battles and, with these odds, if they had faced a thinking foe, they would have been defeated outright by now. Ordinarily he would have preferred to retreat and wait for a better time to strike back. But Thor would not have countenanced it, and Loki did not want to abandon Zia and their people.

			But this was not a thinking foe. Not in any useful sense of the word. All Nihilator’s thralls wanted to do was pursue and capture, nothing more, nothing less. And with their numbers, with their speed, it was working.

			That didn’t, however, mean that their tactics couldn’t be exploited.

			The Orlando came under withering fire. In battles of old, Loki had seen skies darkened by storms of arrows and spears. Here, they were likely to drown under a surfeit of light.

			Loki flattened himself against the deck as torpedoes veered close. But Kvo, for all their protestations, was good at their job. The Orlando tilted in its path, and the torpedoes streaked past to detonate harmlessly in an empty patch of space.

			It has to work—

			Kvo flinched as another boarder popped up—there were so many of them—and loomed over them with a massive axe in hand. Loki wasn’t going to have his plan threatened by a mere brawler. In a single fluid motion, he launched himself at the invader, stabbed it in the side of the neck, then ducked back down before the corpse hit the deck.

			Skarra returned with the doctor, who crouched over Zia, instruments in hand. Reassured that Zia was receiving treatment, Loki returned his attention to the fight.

			The Orlando shuddered as another ship exploded near them. The resulting fireball dazzled most of the crew, and even Kvo faltered. Loki cursed and prepared to take the wheel if necessary. But the light receded, dimming back to the green pulse.

			Another explosion detonated near them, ripping a hole in the lateen sail. The iridescent cloth fluttered like a great dying bird. The Orlando slowed.

			Nihilator’s fleet stretched out behind them. The ships unthinkingly followed each other. Which meant they no longer formed a comet’s tail straight behind the Orlando, but rather a partial loop.

			Timing was everything, in battle. And the time had come to see if Zia’s crew would obey him long enough to ensure their own survival—to say nothing of his own.

			“ATTENTION GUN DECK! ATTENTION ALL HANDS!” Loki yelled. “If you want to live, focus fire dead ahead!”

			Loki wasn’t under any illusions that their immediate response had anything to do with him. Any fool could see that, since they were headed straight back toward the main body of Nihilator’s fleet, if they didn’t destroy the foes before them, they would perish—whether by bombardment or by collision into another ship. He’d gotten them into this situation, and their only hope was to do as he said.

			There was a saying he’d heard in the distant past, when he lived among the peoples of Earth. That a rat with its back to the river would fight twice as hard. Zia’s people would have bristled at being compared to rats, but he’d exploited precisely the same psychology.

			The Orlando trembled as her guns spoke the language of fire and concussion. The gunners’ aim was true. Before them, ships combusted; ships spiraled out of control and smashed into other ships; ships died.

			The looping trajectory meant two things. First, the black fleet was less dense here, where the Orlando was punching its way through. That alone would have been worth the breathing space it brought them, despite the dangers.

			But second, and more importantly, the ships at the tail of the loop were, in firing en masse upon the Orlando, instead hitting their own allies in the vanguard. A reprieve, and a not insignificant one. The sky was ablaze, a garden of conflagrations.

			Thor lifted his face to the sky-shattering light and met Loki’s eyes. Slowly, he nodded, an acknowledgment from one warrior to another. Not that Loki had ever needed his brother’s validation.

			Even so, he nodded back, his chest tight with an ambivalent mixture of pride and annoyance. It was his accomplishment. Thor’s recognition reminded him of all the times that everyone around him had expected him to abandon ship—so to speak—because he was Loki, and Loki only cared about self-preservation. Even if it still motivated him now, he didn’t want to admit that he’d prefer not to lose Zia and his overbearing brother.

			Thor intervened when a many-limbed creature threatened Kvo by charging at it. Once he arrived, he lifted it above his head, then flung it over the side. Its legs flailed wildly as it disappeared into the dark. Loki fought his way to his brother’s side.

			Mjolnir lay between Loki and Thor, inert.

			“I’ve done my part, brother,” Loki said. “But this moping grows wearisome. It’s time for you to do what even I have to admit you do so well.”

			Thor’s face was drawn. “A clever idea indeed, this maneuver,” he said. “You did what I should have. But how long do you think it will work?”

			Loki almost snapped a retort—naturally Thor would take credit for the idea—but this wasn’t the time and, besides, he was used to it. “Nihilator may have brainwashed his people,” Loki said, “but I doubt they’re completely devoid of good sense.” He gestured at the firefly trail of ships, at the diverging tails. “If Nihilator’s figured it out, they’ll change their tactics. I’ve bought us time, but it won’t last forever.”

			Take the hint, damn you.

			Thor shook his head. His hand hung uselessly at his side. Even now he refused to take up Mjolnir, convinced he was unworthy. “Where did you get the idea?”

			Loki smiled mirthlessly. “From you, believe it or not. Since you expect a certain amount of backstabbing—something I have not done today, by the way, you’re very welcome—I simply asked myself, how could I get our enemies to turn on each other?”

			“It was well done,” Thor said, his head bowed.

			“As much as I enjoy a good display of penitence,” Loki said, fighting to keep the sarcasm from his voice, wondering what it would take to dig his brother out of his self-doubt, “we are still in need of your battle prowess. Take up the hammer.”

			“I will only unleash Mjolnir when I know my cause is just,” Thor said. “Which is something I failed at before, at the cost of a world.” He glanced sideways at Skarra, who had resumed the use of her sniper rifle to protect both the doctor and Zia.

			Loki bit his tongue before he said something regrettable. Instead: “I do not think it serves any kind of justice for you to abandon Zia and their people to this fate.”

			“Incoming!” Skarra said sharply.

			As Skarra angled her rifle upward, another wave of attackers landed. They sported gleaming bronzed helmets with visors that glinted, multifaceted, like an insect’s eyes; their power armor and shock-sticks glowed. This squad seemed better organized than most of Nihilator’s followers, advancing as a coordinated team. The uncanny synchronicity of their motions suggested telepathy or some form of hive mind—and there were at least twenty of them.

			“There aren’t enough of us!” Skarra cried between shots.

			Thor knocked out the first two with a single blow of his fist while Loki covered his flank. Two after that, this time with a roundhouse kick that sent them falling over each other like dominoes, their limbs tangled. Loki kept waiting for him to listen to logic and pick up the hammer—but he did not.

			More troopers arrived, and more, and still more. Thor was a formidable fighter, but he was refusing to use his most powerful weapon. Even Skarra’s breathing started to sound ragged as the enormity of their situation overwhelmed her, and her aim suffered as a result.

			Loki knew how to preserve himself even amidst odds such as these. But his brother was another matter. Instead of withdrawing and choosing his engagements more carefully, with an eye to his own survival, Thor threw himself into the conflict.

			Loki knew that Thor was no fool. Under other circumstances, he would fight with a tactician’s eye, rather than exhaust himself where the pressure was greatest—if he judged that he couldn’t prevail. After all, even a self-proclaimed hero could do no good if he went down.

			But here and now, Thor wasn’t exercising his best judgment. Guilt drove him—and it drove him to act foolishly.

			So it’s up to me after all.

			A swarm of troopers wrestled Thor down, a feat only made possible by their power armor. Even so, the strain caused the generator inside one suit to explode in a hot blue star.

			Loki sneered as he plunged into the knot of bodies. He wasn’t going to let Thor go down for such a stupid reason. His blades spun and flashed as he stabbed the troopers’ power cores.

			Thor surged free, bellowing, but not before the troopers turned on Loki. I’ve done it now, Loki had time to think before the shock-sticks caused him to scream, back arching as the pain hit. He fell to his knees, convulsing; tried to rise, failed.

			And then the pain lifted, like daybreak. “High time, brother—” he started to say. Loki looked up.

			It wasn’t Thor.

			Granted, Thor was still fighting, bloodied as he was. But the one who had intervened to save him was the Frost Giant Dagr.

			“No!” Loki shouted. He struggled to rise, but crashed back to his knees.

			Dagr interposed himself between Loki and the troopers. He lifted one of Loki’s attackers above his head, then swung them straight into the knot of troopers. Several of them went down, howling, their armor sparking as it short-circuited. Then Dagr grabbed a passing missile out of the air and rammed it into the troopers. Metal screamed against metal as they fell, helpless before the onslaught.

			Unfortunately, Dagr had left his back wide open.

			“Get down!” Loki called out, too late.

			One of the enemy ships had fired not upon the Orlando but upon Dagr. The torpedo took him full in the back. Its detonation would have reduced any lesser being to particles. Instead, the Frost Giant toppled, his bulk thudding against the deck, bleeding profusely from the hole in his torso.

			Dagr turned a savage, incomprehensible grin upon Loki, saying, “Your maneuvers saved us—the least I could do in return—”

			“You fool!” Loki snarled, having recovered enough to stand. “It wasn’t necessary.”

			He hadn’t given Dagr, the individual, a moment’s thought when he came up with that ploy. The crew’s safety had been a side effect. He’d acted to save himself first, to save Zia, perhaps even to save his meddlesome brother Thor. Not Dagr.

			But Dagr’s eyes had already gone dark.

			Thor had seen the Frost Giant go down, had seen, for a second, Loki’s face scraped bare of expression. That was something they would have to discuss—later. The thought of losing his brother inspired him to fight back with redoubled force, scattering their assailants. And for the moment they had another, smaller respite.

			I can’t let that happen again.

			In the background, Thor heard Nott’s cry of anguish. She ran to her son’s side, keening. Her massive fists battered those few enemies foolish enough to intercept her on the way.

			Nihilator’s ships fired. The Orlando staggered as its mainsail evaporated. Singed shreds of fiber floated down to the deck, all that remained of it. With the ship crippled, the black fleet made short work of the rest of the sails. All that remained now was the Orlando’s momentum. Without the acceleration provided by the sails, it wouldn’t take long for the fleet to overtake them.

			His hand reached for Mjolnir’s familiar haft, hesitated. And yet, and yet—he had no guarantee that it would accept him.

			Thor looked up as red light washed over the deck. The comet shrank into the shape of a tiger, flames ebbing; the tiger coalesced into Horangi in her human form. Her battle robes were scorched and bloody. She staggered as she approached him, and Thor held out an arm so that she could steady herself.

			“Horangi,” Thor said, acknowledging her with a weary nod once she had righted herself.

			“Thor,” she said. “Do you know why there are no tigers in Korea?”

			Thor blinked. They only had moments before Nihilator’s forces engulfed them. “Horangi,” he said, as tactfully as he could, “I don’t see what this has to do with—”

			She spoke over him. “There used to be tigers all over Korea. I had a bond with them, even to the last. In the old days there were tales of shapeshifting tigers, and paintings of tigers representing fierce warriors, and even”—a shadow passed through her eyes—“tiger hunts. But the only tigers you find there now are the ones in zoos. I can feel their restlessness, an itching at the back of my mind.”

			“I really don’t think this is the time to—” Thor stopped. He’d rarely seen Horangi with this particular expression. Not shut up and listen—that one was quite familiar—but anguish, as though she were looking through him and at ghosts forever receding.

			The ghosts of tigers, perhaps.

			“I’m listening,” he said quietly. For this little space, he was going to do nothing but listen, no matter what was going on all around them. He owed her that, as a friend and companion.

			Besides, failing to listen—really listen—was how he had failed Miskandar’s people.

			“Do you know why the tigers are gone, Thor?” Horangi paced in a tight circle, not looking at him.

			“Tell me,” he said.

			“They’re gone because of me,” Horangi said. “Because I thought I knew best. It was the one time I returned to Earth. I tried to intervene, the details aren’t important, and it went wrong. Very wrong.”

			“I’m sorry,” Thor started to say, but she shook her head impatiently.

			“You know what I did after that, right?”

			Thor smiled reluctantly. He thought he saw where this tale was going. “You decided you would never make such a terrible mistake again.”

			She jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “I swore that I would never go back. Even after I abandoned the search for the God-king who wronged me and my sisters, I exiled myself to the mountain. Turned my back on my people, tigers or not. And look what happened.”

			Thor accepted the rebuke for what it was. Horangi didn’t often talk about her past, let alone what was clearly still a raw wound for her. He wondered what it had cost her to reveal this particular incident.

			“The point is,” Horangi went on, “we’ve tried it your way. All it did was get us in so much trouble that your brother had to buy us time. Now it’s up to you to get off your mountain and do something.”

			“Yes,” he said, and again, more firmly: “Yes.” He wasn’t the only one who had screwed up. From now on, he would carry the fate of the Miskandarian rebels in his heart like a secret weight.

			But that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep moving forward, doing his best for other innocents. Surely Mjolnir would recognize that people could change, and learn, and make amends.

			There was only one way to find out.

			An ordinary display of force wouldn’t suffice, not even after Loki’s cleverness had thinned the ranks of Nihilator’s vanguard, not even after Horangi had destroyed so many of their ships. It was time for something bigger.

			Thor turned to hail the helmsman Kvo, only to see them set upon by a pair of howling creatures. Loki was already there, a blur of motion stabbing first one creature, then the other, but he was too late to keep Kvo from going down, bleeding from the snout. The Orlando banked alarmingly as the wheel spun freely with no hand to guide it.

			“Loki!” Thor bellowed. “Take the helm!”

			In answer, Loki gestured at the ruined sails.

			“Do it,” Horangi said, flames shimmering around her. “You steer. I will push the ship.” She leapt into the sky, taking on her comet form once more and streaking toward the Orlando’s stern.

			“Well, there’s a solution,” Thor said, gazing toward Horangi’s red glow. Imperceptibly at first, the Orlando began accelerating again.

			Loki grabbed hold of the wheel. He searched Thor’s face and nodded at what he saw there. “Nice of you to join us for the fight, brother,” he said. “Where to?’

			“Nihilator! Nihilator! NIHILATOR!” the chant continued behind them, given voice by foes beyond numbering.

			Thor knew what he had to do. He reached out, and Mjolnir flew into his outstretched hand. It was light in his grasp; it had not rejected him. Sparks crackled around the hammer, splashed the area around him with incandescent light.

			“Take us to the nebula,” Thor said. It loomed before the Orlando, a swirl of starlit dust and gas crowning the sky.

			Loki’s gaze met his amid the ebb and flow of battles great and small. He smiled with his eyes; he understood. “To the nebula it is,” he said, and steered the Orlando toward it.

			Skarra paused in her shooting and looked first at Thor, then at Loki, in bafflement. “What good will the nebula do us? There’s no escape in that direction.”

			Loki laughed wryly. “Friend Skarra, what is a nebula but a cloud?”

			The Orlando vibrated unhealthily as Loki coaxed her onward. Before them, nothing was visible but the nebula’s drifts and eddies of glowing particles. It blotted out the very firmament.

			“And what is a cloud,” Thor continued, “but a coming storm?”

			As a flight of missiles narrowly missed the Orlando, Loki said, “Now or never, brother!”

			Thor lifted Mjolnir over his head and called to the nebula.

			He’d never summoned lightning on a scale like this before. All his prior storms had been planet-bound, and no matter how vast the planet, how turbulent its sky, there were limits to the storms he could find there. Here, though—the nebula itself encompassed stars upon stars, worlds upon worlds.

			Every muscle in Thor’s body seized up as he channeled the power of lightning through himself, through Mjolnir, and out of the nebula. For a second of infinite clarity he thought he was going to die of the agony that set each nerve ablaze; that he would end his existence as a charred blot on the deck of the Orlando.

			Then the second passed, and the lightning crashed through Nihilator’s fleet.

			The magnitude of the strike was such that only a distant observer would have perceived it as lightning. To everyone in its vicinity, it was a veritable flood of light, swallowing everything in its path. Ships were erased as it overtook them. Even the explosions of engines, missiles, and torpedoes paled into insignificance by comparison. It was as though an entire quadrant of the sky had inverted itself, from black to blinding white.

			It took several moments for Thor to notice when the lightning had passed. Afterimages ghosted across his entire field of view. He twisted to look toward the Orlando’s stern.

			There was a great empty swath in Nihilator’s fleet, as though the head of a serpent had simply been decapitated. But the Orlando herself had not been unaffected by the lightning’s nimbus of branches. She was slowing, and the rest of the fleet would reach them in short order.

			If anything, the lightning Thor had summoned only underscored the daunting size of the black fleet.

			“Very impressive, brother,” Loki said, with an unsteadiness that suggested he was not as unmoved as he wanted Thor to think. “But your party trick wasn’t big enough, don’t you think? After all, they’re still coming after us—and the crown.”

			Thor shook his head. “That wasn’t a broadside, Loki. That was a signal flare.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 10

			Brian Keene

			“A signal flare?” Horangi bared her teeth in exasperation.

			“Aye.” Thor nodded. “As you said, Horangi, it was up to me to get off my mountain and act. That is what I have done.”

			“I meant something more along the lines of frying Nihilator’s army!”

			“We’ve lost power,” Loki warned from the helm. “We still have life support, but the engines are finished. The fleet will catch us in short order, and attempt to claim the crown.”

			Thor glanced around the deck. Skarra knelt over Zia, who was slowly regaining consciousness. Overcome with grief, Nott cradled Dagr’s head in her lap. Her tears turned to ice crystals as they fell. Much of the Orlando’s crew were dead or downed, including the helmsman Kvo, who lay unmoving at Loki’s feet. The ship itself was not only slowing—it was dying, if such a thing were possible. Blackened, mold-colored tendrils continued to spread across the hull and bow, infecting everything they touched.

			“Be careful,” Thor cautioned, motioning at the spreading corruption, “lest that foul substance infects us the same as it has those other poor souls.”

			“That’s the least of our problems,” Horangi growled, pointing at the regrouped armada that was once again gaining on them.

			“Perhaps,” Thor agreed. “Truly, we are still outnumbered and outgunned. There was a group on Midgard fashioned after the Hydra of old. They boasted that if you cut down one of their number, two more would take his place. The same could be said of our opponents. No matter how many of these black metal foes we best, the horde keeps coming. Loath as I am to admit it, we need reinforcements. Thus … my signal flare.”

			Powerless, its stabilizers belching smoke, the Orlando began to list to one side.

			Skarra scowled. “We’ll be dead before help arrives.”

			Thor smiled. “If so, then I have indeed called upon the correct allies.”

			Loki’s brow furrowed. “Who did you summon, brother?”

			Turning, Thor pointed with Mjolnir. “Those who are sworn to protect the realm … and if necessary, to deliver our souls to Valhalla when this day is through.”

			A pinprick of light appeared amidst the black void, barely noticeable at first, given the totality of the nebula’s presence. As they watched, the light grew brighter and wider, flaring like a star. Four flaring beams shot out from its side, seeming to flay the darkness with their brilliance.

			Horangi squinted. “What is that?”

			Before Thor could answer, Nihilator’s forces renewed their attack. The grotesque fleet surrounded Zia’s ship with astonishing speed, dwarfing the craft with their disgusting mass. Once again, magnetic grapnels slammed into the hull from all sides, while simultaneously a pus-colored tractor beam rendered the Orlando immobile. The black tendrils continued their advance along the hull and the deck, infecting everything in their path. Zia’s remaining crew members scrambled backward, huddling alongside their captain.

			Nott raised her head and brushed ice crystals from her cheeks and the corner of her eyes. Slowly, she lay her son’s head on the deck. Then she rose, stoic in her rage.

			“Steady.” Thor planted his feet as the ship listed further.

			The Orlando’s sustaining atmosphere crackled as it was breached. The horde swarmed the vessel, and their triumphant refrain seemed to overwhelm everything. 

			“NIHILATOR! NIHILATOR! NIHILATOR!”

			They surrounded the remaining crew, leering and taunting, weapons at the ready.

			Thor gripped Mjolnir and tensed. Nott bared her teeth. Horangi shape-shifted, roaring defiantly. Zia shook their head and clambered upright, veering unsteadily.

			“Steady, Captain,” Skarra cautioned.

			“What’s happening?” Zia asked.

			“I think we’re about to die.”

			Zia glared sullenly at the overwhelming masses. “Then I’ll need my sword.”

			“Come on,” Thor challenged. “Come and learn what it means to face the son of Odin!”

			Instead of charging, the horde fell quiet.

			Grinning, Thor glanced back at the others. “Obviously, my reputation precedes me.”

			The black metal army parted as one, making way for a figure in their midst. He was tall and unkempt and, like his troops, he reeked of corruption. His black clothing hung from his emaciated frame. His long, unwashed hair seemed to cling to his shoulders and scalp like tar. He carried a guitar that had been fashioned into a battle-axe.

			It took Thor a moment to recognize the figure. The last time he’d seen him, just days ago at the concert, the man’s hair had been like straw. He’d been gaunt then, but now he looked absolutely emaciated, as if something was devouring him from the inside.

			Slowly, the decrepit figure stepped forward, studying each of them. He paused when he spotted Loki.

			Thor saw an expression on his brother’s face that was seldom there.

			Surprise.

			“Hello, Loki.”

			“Sylvain?” Loki spoke the name slowly, almost in disbelief. “What has happened to you?”

			“I am not Sylvain anymore. That was a long time ago. I am a vessel now. A harbinger of what is to come. I am something more than just Sylvain. I am the herald of Nihilator.”

			Their opponents began to chant again, albeit quietly this time, with a hushed reverence.

			“Nihilator … Nihilator … Nihilator …”

			“I have known other heralds who served cosmic masters,” Loki said. “It never worked out well for them. Invariably, they were abandoned.”

			“My god does not abandon me,” Sylvain countered. “Unlike you.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Shut up,” Sylvain interrupted. “Your lies and trickery don’t work on me anymore, Loki.”

			“You had sweaty, laser-focused ambition,” Loki said. “I simply helped you along—boosted your confidence, your charisma, and your talent.”

			“And still you left. But I suppose I shouldn’t hate you. After all, you gave me the crown as a parting gift.”

			At the mention of the crown, Thor glowered at his brother.

			Loki turned to him, wide-eyed, and shrugged. “Nobody’s perfect.”

			“I suppose I should thank you,” Sylvain said, ignoring their exchange. “It was the crown, after all, that allowed me to first communicate with the one, true god. There were others … after you left … who resented the crown, as well. They said it amplified my narcissism. One said it made me delusional. But they were just jealous. The truth was, it did indeed boost my talent. And that was when I began to hear his voice in my head.”

			“Who?” Loki asked.

			The crowd whispered the answer for Sylvain.

			“Nihilator … Nihilator … Nihilator …”

			“He was born in the Black Hole over Miskandar.” Sylvain pointed off the starboard bow. “There is another complete universe on the other side of that Black Hole—a place of negative energy. Here, in our universe, Nihilator imploded shortly after he manifested. All that remains of his form are shards of an unfathomable metal. Each fragment is an object of limitless energy, possessing the power to warp reality.”

			“There are other things that possess the same power,” Loki said. “And they have always been the ultimate downfall of those who attempted to wield them.” 

			“Those shards must be reunited on Miskandar. The voice in my head—the voice of my god—told me to form a new band, created in his name, and to spread his gospel across the galaxy, building an army to bring to Miskandar. So I did. Now he has commanded us to collect the shards and return them to him, so that he might be whole again in our universe. The crown is one of those shards. I will have it back. Then, our god will awaken and all will be sacrificed before him.”

			Loki sighed. “I am afraid we can’t allow that.”

			“And who will stop us?” Sylvain sneered. “This pitiful ragtag band? You act as if I have sunken low. Have you seen who you run with these days, Loki?”

			“You’re the singer from Heavy Whispers!” Zia stepped in front of Skarra, shielding the youth, and raised the Adamantium sabre. “You were on stage with Loki that night. I didn’t recognize you at first, considering that you look like something that got spat out by an Oort Beast. It didn’t occur to me until your little speech just now. Wow! Rock-and-roll has not been kind to you. I know it’s better to burn out than fade away, but in your case …”

			Sylvain frowned with contempt. “And who are you?”

			“Well, I used to be a fan, until you messed up my ship.”

			Sylvain smiled, gesturing with one hand as the tendrils continued to snake over the Orlando. “We are making it beautiful. Making it one with Nihilator. We will do the same with each of you. Then you will see.”

			“You can try,” Thor challenged, “but you will fail.”

			“Wait your turn, little god.” Sylvain hefted the guitar-axe and nodded at Zia and Loki. “Once I have dealt with them, I will introduce you to the real power in the universe. The one, true god.”

			“No!” Skarra lunged out from behind Zia and raised her rifle. “You leave them alone.”

			A shudder ran through Sylvain. He jolted as if startled, and his eyes widened. His troops murmured with unease.

			“You,” Sylvain gasped. “You’re … different. My master must … have you. I sense that. But why?”

			The weapon shook in Skarra’s hands. She did not answer.

			Sylvain cocked his head, as if listening to something only he could hear. Then his eyes widened in surprise. “You are from Miskandar!”

			“And I am from Asgard,” Thor countered, leaping into the air. “As is Mjolnir.”

			Lightning coursed from both the hammer and its wielder as Thor spun in midair.

			Nihilator’s forces roared.

			Nott answered them with a roar of her own. Swinging both arms like bludgeons, she plodded forward, slamming into the hoard and knocking opponents aside.

			Zia held their sword high. “No prisoners!”

			The captain leaped into the fray, slashing with one arm and firing blaster shots with the other. Zia’s crew followed along, hacking and thrusting and stabbing.

			Blue bolts erupted from Thor’s hammer, zig-zagging across the deck and spearing Nihilator’s forces forward and aft. Gritting his teeth, he landed in the midst of the masses, creating a concussive wave that knocked more combatants sprawling. Dozens of creatures slid across the Orlando’s tilting, blood-slicked deck and plummeted over the side, falling through the vessel’s artificial atmosphere and floating off into space.

			“Little god,” Thor spat. “Never call me that.”

			He watched the foes drifting off helplessly, already dead, and again, Thor felt a pang of guilt. Then he noticed that the light out past the nebula was growing brighter and bigger.

			“They’re almost here,” he cried.

			Horangi charged past him, blazing bright, her fur and claws caked with gore. A group of aliens armed with laser pikes tried to organize a defense, but she mowed them down without stopping, leaving behind nothing more than a pile of steaming meat.

			Thor spotted a group of opponents heading toward the ship’s hold.

			“They’re going after the crown!”

			Thor cast his glance about the ship, desperately checking on the others.

			Zia and several crew members stood back to back, clustered together near the forecastle. A circle of enemies ringed them, but the sailors deftly held them at bay. Skarra was perched precariously in the crow’s nest beneath a tattered energy sail, taking aim with her sniper rifle. Her movements were methodical and practiced.

			Nott rampaged in full berserker mode. Thor flinched as the grieving Frost Giant wrenched the arm from an alien’s socket and used it to club the hapless enemy and three more nearby. Thor squinted, peering through the smoke, and saw that Loki had been replaced at the helm by another member of Zia’s crew. His brother now skirted the edges of the battle, clutching his knives.

			And Sylvain stalked toward him.

			Thor opened his mouth to call out a warning, but before he could, something slammed into him from behind. His teeth clacked together from the impact. Grunting, he flexed his shoulders and pushed the attacker away. Then he whirled around to face them. It was one of the power-armored aliens with the bronzed helms. The creature chittered at him in a language Thor didn’t recognize, and then put up its melon-sized fists. Shrugging, Thor smacked the side of its helmet with Mjolnir. The clang echoed above the chaos. His challenger crumpled to the deck.

			Thor spun again, watching as Sylvain cut off Loki’s retreat. The herald raised his guitar-axe and said something, but Thor couldn’t hear what it was. Thor turned, and saw that another squad had nearly breached the hold. The crown was almost within their grasp.

			He clenched his teeth and shoved his way through the horde, trying to reach Loki, but for every two aliens he knocked away, four more took their place. Then Thor realized that Loki wasn’t the only one in danger. The rest of his companions weren’t faring well, either.

			Zia and the rest of the Orlando’s crew remained surrounded. They were now pressed so tightly together that they could barely defend themselves. One of the sailors stepped sideways, struggling for some footing, and accidentally came in contact with the black tendrils. As Thor watched in horror, the crew member transformed, overcome with Nihilator’s infectious influence. He immediately turned on his shipmates, but Zia put him down with a thrust of their sabre, piercing the small of his throat. Thor saw a flash of emotion cross the captain’s face, but it was gone in an instant, replaced with steely determination.

			Grunting, Thor waded through the throng, trying to assist the others. Throwing Mjolnir in these close quarters presented too much risk of injuring one of his own people, as would lightning at this juncture. The masses were far more compact now than they’d been only moments before. A stray bolt could fry friend and foe alike.

			There was now no sign of Horangi, and Thor feared the worst. He tried to shout for her but was clubbed over the head. He lashed out blindly, sending his attacker careening over the rails. Blinking, Thor shook his head and was once more overcome by the enemy’s sheer numbers.

			The light in the void grew dazzling now.

			Nott valiantly tried to battle her way to her crewmates, smashing through the horde of opponents in a way that reminded Thor of the Hulk’s terrifyingly brutal rampages. Before the Frost Giant could reach them, however, another alien in power armor shot her in the back with some sort of portable energy cannon. The effect was startling. Nott’s back blistered, as if she were burned, and then cracked open, shattering like glass. Shrieking in agony, she collapsed, writhing. The swarm fell upon her.

			Thor glanced upward in time to see Skarra reloading her rifle. He tried to call the young woman’s attention to Nott’s dire situation, but before he could, the ship shuddered hard. A grinding noise echoed from below, and thick, roiling smoke belched from the open hatches leading below decks. The Orlando’s life-support systems sputtered, flickering. An emergency siren blared.

			The swarm let out a tumultuous, triumphant cheer. 

			“NIHILATOR! NIHILATOR! NIHILATOR! NIHIL—”

			They stopped as one, shielding their eyes as the darkness of space turned to daylight. Thor looked above them and cheered.

			“You see?” He pointed jubilantly. “The cavalry is here. The Valkyrior have arrived!”

			The blackness of space was eradicated in a flash of light, and out of it flew an army of women. Most of them sat astride winged horses. Five of their number wore powered mecha suits. They brandished swords, lances, pikes, axes, and morning stars. Their armor gleamed. They were led by Brunnhilde, a fierce fighter with braided blonde hair. She was flanked by the red-haired Alfhild, and a grinning, brown-eyed Valkyrie whom Thor did not recognize. This latter warrior casually drank from a hip flask, laughing as her mount slammed into one of Nihilator’s ships. The winged horse’s hooves shredded the hull as if the craft were made of butter. Its occupants spilled out into the vacuum of space.

			Moving with military precision, the Valkyrior routed the armada, going ship by ship and leaving floating husks in their wake. Those on horseback used identical maneuvers, letting their winged mounts breach the vessels and then following up with ranged weapons and hand-to-hand combat.

			The five Valkyrior in mecha suits were blunter, acting as guided missiles and simply smashing through the ships themselves. Nihilator’s forces were too surprised by the sudden incursion to rally a defense and, by the time they could, much of the fleet had been decimated.

			The Orlando’s faltering atmospheric shield sputtered again as Brunnhilde led a squad aboard the vessel. Her horse, Aragorn, landed atop the horde menacing Zia and the crew. The pegasus beat them with both hooves and wings, pulping them into the deck. The other mounts did the same, crashing into knots of foes all over the ship. Brunnhilde leaped gracefully from Aragorn’s back and drew her sword.

			“Dragonfang,” Thor murmured in appreciation.

			Brunnhilde glanced at him, nodded in acknowledgement, and then charged into the fray, hacking multiple enemies at once. Cheering, Thor renewed his efforts, lashing out at the surrounding horde, until he had enough space to break free. Dragonfang and Mjolnir both rang against their armored foes.

			“For Asgard,” Thor cried, trying to rally their forces. “For the Orlando!”

			He then realized that the hatchway to the ship’s hold had been wrenched from its hinges … and that the injured Nott was no longer on the deck.

		

	


		
			Chapter 11
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			Moving as one, six invaders crept through the Orlando’s twisting passageways, slinking toward the hold. They did not speak, for each of them intimately understood their task. They encountered some resistance along the way—members of the crew who had been ordered to guard the ship’s cargo at all costs—but they quickly and savagely dispatched them all, leaving the sailors to writhe and bleed and die in their silent wake.

			When they reached the hold, one of them produced a laser torch and began to cut through the heavy steel door. The other five focused their attention on watching him complete this task. So intent were they on regaining the crown, that they did not notice that someone had followed them through the passageways until a shadow fell over them all. As one, they turned …

			… and gaped up at the injured, glowering Frost Giant looming over them. Her massive form seemed to fill the entire passageway.

			The group chanted in sync, “NIHIL—”

			Roaring, Nott reached out and seized the smallest in her fist, yanking it into the air and using it as a bludgeon to smash its comrades. She did not stop until they were pulped across the bulkheads. Then, she dropped the limp, wet makeshift weapon on top of its companions, turned, and trod back toward the upper decks, leaving red, sticky footprints behind.

			A Valkyrie in a mecha suit slammed onto the deck, landing in front of a second group of invaders intent on pillaging the Orlando’s hold. An enemy boarder darted up behind her and stuck some sort of small, magnetic disc to her back. The warrior grasped futilely but could not reach it. As one, the enemy forces leaped away from her as the disc glowed red. Then it exploded, shredding her power armor.

			Their triumphant cheers faltered as the smoke cleared and the Valkyrie herself clambered out of the glowing metal husk, apparently unharmed. They stood gaping as she struck with both sword and mace, toppling them all.

			“For Asgard,” Thor bellowed again, raising Mjolnir high.

			“For us,” Zia shouted from across the ship.

			Crying out in dismay, Nihilator’s forces sought to flee the Orlando. They ran, panicked, but there was no escape from the combined assaults of the Valkyrior and Zia’s crew.

			The tide began to turn.

			Thor leaped over a pile of bodies, and spotted Loki lying sprawled on his back. Sylvain stood over him, guitar-axe held high over his head with both hands, seconds away from delivering a fatal blow.

			“No!”

			Before Thor could act, Horangi emerged from the smoke and lashed out at the herald. Her claws raked Sylvain’s face, gouging ragged furrows through his cheek. Screaming, Sylvain staggered backward. Horangi struck again, flaying the skin from one side of his face. The guitar-axe slipped from his grasp. Seizing the moment, Loki sprang to his feet and buried both daggers in the herald’s abdomen. Blood slicked over the hilts, staining Loki’s hands.

			Knocking combatants aside, Thor reached them in several quick strides.

			“Are you injured, brother?”

			Loki winked. “You’ll not mourn me today.”

			“It would pain me to grieve you,” Thor insisted. “But if the thought of me doing so pleases you, then perhaps I can arrange for the Valkyrior to take you away.”

			“No thanks. I’m afraid I must decline. Nice trick with them, by the way.”

			Loki pulled his daggers from Sylvain’s abdomen and glanced at the bloody hilts with disgust. Sighing, the herald sank to his knees and tried to speak. His voice was barely a whisper. Loki knelt by him, listening.

			“What is he saying?” Horangi asked, shifting form.

			Loki frowned. “Something about Nihilator forsaking him. And that I …”

			“What?” Thor prodded.

			“That I forsook him, as well,” Loki admitted.

			“When?” Thor asked. “More of your mischief? I would hear this tale.”

			“Quiet.” Loki held up his hand and leaned closer, listening intently. “He said something about Skarra.”

			Horangi’s eyes narrowed in concern. “What about Skarra?”

			Loki shook his head. “I don’t know. I couldn’t hear it because Thor was talking.”

			“Ask him again,” Thor said.

			“I can’t.” Loki tapped Sylvain with his finger. The herald toppled over, eyes staring at nothing. “He’s dead.”

			Thor surveyed the decks. With its herald no more, Nihilator’s forces were routed and defeated. The few who remained alive flung themselves over the sides, heedless of the vacuum of space. The black tendrils withered and withdrew. The few ships that had escaped destruction sped off in retreat, racing toward the nebula.

			“If you will both excuse me?” Loki wandered off toward Zia.

			“Not so much as a thank-you for saving his life,” Horangi grunted.

			“My brother may have forgotten his manners,” Thor replied, “but I have not. Thank you, Horangi.”

			“For what?”

			“For saving him. And for talking me out of my malaise. For telling me what I needed to hear—the truth. Had you not, I fear that …”

			Horangi shrugged. “Just remember it, you golden-haired lummox. I’m going to check on Skarra. You’ve got some other people here to thank.”

			“Indeed.” Thor strode across the deck. “Hail, Brunnhilde! We are well met.”

			She turned to him and smiled. “Hail, son of Odin. We got your call.”

			“And I am glad you did,” he admitted. “By sheer numbers, they nearly had us bested.”

			The Valkyrie’s eyes narrowed. She looked at Loki and Nott suspiciously. “With all due respect, my prince, this is quite the … assortment … you have taken up with. A Frost Giant, and another amongst the dead. And your brother, over yon. I assume this was his doing? Shall I take him into custody?”

			“Nay.” Thor shook his head. “Hard as it is to admit, Loki helped us this time. The Frost Giants fought valiantly, as well. That one is called Nott. The other was her son, Dagr.”

			“Killed in battle?”

			“Aye.” Thor’s expression turned grave. “He perished with honor.”

			“A strange thing to say about a Frost Giant.”

			Thor shrugged. “And yet it is true.”

			“Something about that troubles you.”

			Thor nodded. “Much about this entire affair troubles me, Brunnhilde.”

			She placed a hand on his shoulder. “My lord, I have known thee a long time. You seem … regretful? More … thoughtful?”

			“Perhaps I have grown, old friend.”

			Brunnhilde gave him a friendly squeeze. “Will wonders never cease? What’s the Midgardian adage about teaching an old dog new tricks?”

			Thor chuckled. He opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, the Valkyrie who he had not recognized, the one who had seemed so carefree during the battle, approached them with a swagger that was larger than her physical frame.

			She nodded a greeting to them both, and then took another long draught from her hip flask. When she was finished, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and offered the flask to Thor.

			“Thanks for inviting us to the party,” she said. “Care for some Badoon wine?”

			“Nay. I have seen how the Badoon ferment their grapes.” Grinning, Thor turned back to Brunnhilde. “And the power armor I saw five of your number wear? That is new.”

			Brunnhilde shrugged. “They are young. But after seeing their performance today …”

			“You would trade Aragorn for a tin can?”

			“Never.” Brunnhilde shook her head. “But I can see the tactical advantages to such armament.”

			“Before you depart, I would like to request something.”

			“Of course, my lord. What is it?”

			He leaned close, whispering. Brunnhilde’s eyes widened.

			“Thor,” she gasped. “Are you certain of this? Because what you ask …”

			He nodded. “If she allows it, then yes.”

			“Very well. Let us go and see.”

			Several deckhands buzzed around Zia as Loki approached. One applied ointment and bandages to a laser burn on the captain’s shin. Zia barked orders and sailors rushed off to obey. Loki smiled and nodded. Zia returned the gesture.

			“I see you’re still alive,” the captain said.

			“Don’t sound so disappointed.”

			“I’m not.” Zia grabbed a railing for support and stood upright. After testing their weight, the captain winced, and then limped toward the helm. “I don’t hate you, Loki. I never did.”

			“Nor I you.”

			“Listen … if you’re looking to resolve things, this isn’t the best time. The ship is tearing itself apart. We’ve got life support stabilized, but just barely. To be honest, I’m not sure we can fix everything.”

			“I am certain that the Valkyrior can transport us wherever you like.”

			“I’m not abandoning my ship,” Zia snapped. “Not unless we’re being sucked into the maw of that black hole itself.”

			“Be careful what you wish for,” Loki replied.

			“Regardless, if you need to discuss our past … if you’re looking for resolution, let’s talk after I’m done. Okay?”

			“I don’t need resolution,” Loki scoffed.

			“I think that’s exactly what you’re looking for.”

			“You always saw through me.” Loki smiled, sadly. “Okay, perhaps I … I just want to know … why.”

			“Why what?”

			“Why you left.”

			Instead of responding, Zia shouted orders at a nearby crewmember, and then turned back to Loki with a sigh. The captain took his hand and squeezed gently.

			“Because you’re you, Loki. Do you understand what I mean?”

			“I’m not who they say I am.”

			“I agree. You’re not who the bards portray you to be back in Asgard. You’re not evil. You’re the god of mischief, after all, and that can be a lot of fun. It certainly was for me, at one time in my life. I still laugh every time I think about that time you turned the flamenco dancer’s costume inside out.”

			“As do I.” Loki smiled. “But if so … then why leave all that behind?”

			“Because people—and gods—don’t change. We are who we are. We don’t change, other than getting older. And that doesn’t even seem to have changed you. You still look the same as when we first met, all those centuries ago.”

			“As do you. Watching you today, during the battle … it reminded me of that night in Berlin, back in 1921.”

			“It was 1922, and we didn’t face nearly as many foes in that tavern as we did here.”

			Loki shrugged. “After the first few centuries, it all begins to blur. We forget the little details. The names and faces. Dates and locations. But I have always remembered you, Zia. You said we are old? But I am ancient. And for my entire immortal life, I’ve been told how bad I am. What a horrible creature I am. That I am unworthy of trust or love or friendship.”

			He paused, and Zia squeezed his hand again.

			“I didn’t think you were unworthy.”

			“Unworthy,” he spat. “People think only my brother struggles with that concept. If only they knew …”

			“Have you ever tried telling them?”

			Loki laughed. “The only person who ever accepted me for who I am is you. You were the only one who never turned away … until you did. Sylvain said I abandoned him. Perhaps I did. If so, then I know how that feels.”

			“Loki …”

			“Did you even think of me, all those years apart?”

			“Of course, I did. That was the reason I hired Nott and Dagr. Having them as part of my crew was like having you here with me in some way.”

			Scowling, Loki released Zia’s hand. “They are nothing like me.”

			“And yet they are. The same blood that flows in your veins runs through theirs. You can’t change who you are, Loki, and that’s exactly my point. We grow, but we don’t change. Their blood will always be your blood. You will always be Odin’s adopted son. Thor’s half-brother. You can’t escape or hide from these things. And you will always be the god of mischief.”

			“You used to like that. You said so yourself.”

			“And I did.” Zia nodded. “But as the centuries passed—as I grew—that mischief got to be too much for me. I wanted more out of immortality than watching you play practical jokes on people. I don’t hate you for it. I don’t blame you for it, any more than I blame the rain for falling from the sky or a baby for crying. We are who we are, and we do what we must.”

			“Then tell me why you left. End this guessing game.”

			“You want to know why? Look around us. My ship is in tatters, my crew is in mourning, and yet your primary concern right now is this conversation we are having—even though I’ve already explained that this isn’t the time. You are always going to put yourself before anyone else in your life, Loki. Don’t make excuses for it. Don’t try to change it. Swearing to change something like that will only lead to yet another broken promise—and you carry broken promises behind you like luggage.”

			“You have no idea.”

			“Oh, I think I have a very good idea. That’s who you are. Just take ownership of it, Loki. Learn to be comfortable with yourself. If you truly want others to accept you, then you have to first accept yourself. Don’t tell me who you are. Tell yourself.”

			Loki arched his shoulders. His expression darkened, and the captain took a step backward. When he spoke, his tone was calm and gentle.

			“But you’re wrong, Zia. I can change. I change all the time. It is what I do. I adapt to the situation.”

			“But why?”

			“Simple. In order to control it and overcome.”

			Before the Captain could respond, a great wail echoed across the decks. They both turned to see Nott, kneeling once again over her fallen son. Now that the heat of the battle was over, the Frost Giant struggled with the totality of her grief. Skarra stood by her side, gently resting a furred hand on Nott’s shoulder. Horangi, Thor, and several Valkyrie approached her, as well. Their expressions were solemn.

			“I need to attend to my crew,” Zia said, turning away from him.

			“I understand,” Loki replied. “You’ve said enough.”

			He followed the captain to where the others stood clustered in a circle around Nott. Thor introduced Skarra, Zia, and Horangi to Brunnhilde. Loki lingered on the fringes of the group, sulking and listening. He watched as the Valkyrie knelt beside Nott and spoke tenderly.

			“Thor has told me of your son’s valor. He fought bravely, defending this ship and all upon it.”

			“That he did,” Nott grunted, wiping ice crystals from her eyes and nose. “What of it?”

			“Do you wish to return him to Jotunheim, and lay him to rest there?”

			“Nay. I have not been to Jotunheim since before Dagr’s birth, and he was never there. The Orlando was more home to us both than that place.” Nott gestured at the condition of the ship. “Although I fear that this home will soon be lost, as well.”

			“I am Brunnhilde of the Valkyrior.”

			“I know who you are.”

			“Then you know that I am charged with helping the souls of warriors who perished valiantly in battle and guiding them to Valhalla.”

			“The land of the honored dead.” Nott grunted. “Odin charged you with that. A pretty fate for Asgardians.”

			“But it is not just for Asgardians,” Brunnhilde replied. “In my time, I have guided other souls there, as well. Odin’s edict was never just for Asgardians. It was for any who die in such a manner. My kind are the Choosers of the Slain. For centuries we have appeared over the battlefields of countless mortal races, shepherding those of the fallen who were worthy to be taken to Valhalla.”

			Nott paused, studying both the Valkyrie and Thor. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Thor believes that Dagr’s sacrifice was worthy of inclusion in Valhalla. And I concur.”

			“What?” Nott stood upright, eyeing them both with disbelief. “This is some sort of trick! You Asgardians dare joke at a time like this?”

			Thor held up his hands. “I assure you, Nott, it is no jest. Do not doubt our sincerity. There is a place for your son’s soul in Valhalla, if you wish.” 

			It was a long moment before Nott spoke. She turned and glanced at Zia, her eyes questioning. The captain nodded in encouragement. Then the Frost Giant surveyed the rest of the remaining crew, before finally turning back to Thor and Brunnhilde.

			“Even if what you say is true, Odin would never allow it. My kind have never been welcomed in Asgard’s realm.”

			“I’ve been welcome there,” Loki offered, “even when I perhaps didn’t deserve to be. And I am half your kind.”

			“Only the bad half.” Nott smiled to show that she was joking. “But still, Odin would not allow it.”

			“It is not up to Odin,” Brunnhilde said. “I have fought for all realms, not just Asgard. I have been at battles on a hundred different planets, and always I have carried the worthy to their great reward. I am a Defender and an Avenger and a member of the Dragon Circle. But most importantly, I am a Valkyrior. I am Brunnhilde, shield maiden of Asgard, and I decide who gains entrance to Valhalla. If you wish this for your son’s soul, then so shall it be.”

			Nott swallowed. “Very well. I would like that very much. Thank you.”

			She began to weep again. Zia and several of the others joined her this time.

			Loki turned away so that they would not see that he did the same.

			Thor stood at the ship’s bow, watching as the Valkyrior departed. Nott did the same, albeit along the railing near the stern. The rest of the crew busied themselves with repairs to the Orlando. Life support had been fully restored. The fires had been extinguished, and smoke had ceased to billow from below. But the ship’s engines remained nonfunctioning. It was clear to him that Captain Zia’s frustrations grew with each passing moment, so after offering his assistance and being rebuffed, he had chosen to stay out of the way.

			He spotted Horangi and Skarra up on the signal bridge. The young woman was clearly upset, and Horangi comforted her in an almost maternal way. With one last glance at the fading Valkyrior, Thor turned away and climbed a ladder to the signal bridge. At the sound of his footsteps, the two broke their embrace and looked at him.

			“Is everything okay?” Thor asked.

			Horangi nodded. “Skarra is just upset about Dagr and the others.”

			“Aye,” Thor agreed. “We lost many today. But take heart, young Skarra, that Dagr’s soul goes to a much better place now. The vaulted halls of Valhalla are known to—”

			“Do you ever shut up?”

			Thor flinched. “Excuse me? I—”

			“Seriously,” Skarra snapped. “Just stop talking. What are you even doing up here?”

			“You seemed troubled,” Thor explained. “I sought only to offer comfort.”

			“By telling me all about the Asgardian afterlife? Don’t you get it? I don’t care about Asgard. I spit on Asgard!”

			Horangi frowned. “Skarra …”

			“What? It’s all his fault. The big Asgardian prince who came sauntering along and ruined everything. Why should I respect him? Everything that happened on my world … everything that just happened now … he’s to blame. There wouldn’t even be a Nihilator if not for him.”

			“As I said before, what I did on Miskandar haunts me still. It always will. I failed there. But I wish to make amends. If only—”

			“You want to make amends? You can start by learning the names of Zia’s crew. A lot of them died today, because of something you set into motion years ago. You didn’t know the names of my people. Maybe you can learn theirs!”

			Thor bowed his head and said nothing.

			Skarra pushed past him and stalked away, clambering down the ladder and onto the lower decks.

			“Should I go after her?” he asked.

			Horangi shook her head. “Not if you want to keep your arms. Let her go. She needs time to herself.”

			“I am sorry, Horangi.”

			“I know you are.” She paused, pursing her lips. “I’m worried, Thor.”

			“About what happens if they don’t fix the ship?”

			“No, not so much that. You can get us out of here if you need to. No, I’m worried about what Nihilator’s herald said. In his last moments he seemed … focused heavily on our young charge.”

			“I wouldn’t concern yourself too much,” Thor said. “The herald is dead now. And Skarra is safe here with us.”

			“Is she, though? We’ve destroyed his herald and routed his forces, but Sylvain seemed to indicate that Nihilator slumbered on the dead planet below. And we’re drifting closer to it. What happens then?”

			“I don’t know,” Thor admitted. “We still need to deal with the crown. This will not be truly over until we have destroyed it.”

			“Can we even do that?”

			“Aye. Perhaps destroying that foul trinket will keep young Skarra safe.”

			“Do you really believe that?”

			Instead of responding, Thor turned toward the nebula and stared into its whirling depths. Mjolnir felt heavy in his hands. 

			His heart felt heavier.

			Her quarters stank of smoke, but Skarra barely noticed. She stared out the porthole into the vastness of space. There was so much darkness out there, and it was easy to let oneself be lost in it. It was almost hypnotic. She imagined herself floating through it, sinking into its depths, letting it cover her.

			She did not understand the conflicting emotions raging through her mind. These last few days, she’d felt like a stranger to herself. Had she been wrong to treat Thor the way she had? Clearly, he was trying to make amends. Why had she reacted so viciously?

			Sighing, she gazed out at the stars, so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the voices at first. They came from out in the corridor, down near the ship’s hold. Frowning, Skarra turned away from the porthole and stood at the door, listening. She recognized Thor’s loud, boisterous manner, and Horangi’s regal tone. It sounded like there might be at least two other people, but their voices were so hushed that she couldn’t recognize them.

			Holding her breath, Skarra slowly opened the door and crept outside. Then she tiptoed toward the hold. Full power had yet to be restored to the ship, and the corridor was illuminated only by red auxiliary lighting. A thunderous clang rang out, reverberating off the steel bulkheads, and seeming to shake the Orlando. Skarra dropped to the deck, expecting a burst of lightning, but none followed. Ears ringing, she stood up again and moved closer.

			Thor, Horangi, Loki, and Captain Zia stood outside the ship’s hold. The crown sat on the floor between them. The bulkheads were covered in dried gore, and the hold’s door was pitted and scarred where someone had tried to burn through it. Skarra crouched, pressing herself into the shadows, and then dared a glimpse.

			“Well, that didn’t work,” Zia said.

			“It should have,” Thor replied. “I am hard-pressed for an answer. Miskandrite should not be able to withstand a direct blow from Mjolnir.”

			“Loki’s magic didn’t dent it, either,” Zia observed. “Maybe you Asgardians just aren’t as tough as you think.”

			Thor puffed out his chest. “This hammer was forged by the Allfather himself. It—”

			“Oh, I know what it does,” Zia interrupted. “I’m just suggesting we put it to better use.”

			“How so?”

			“Maybe you could use some of that lightning to jump-start the engines?”

			Thor grinned. “Aye. That I can do.”

			Loki rolled his eyes.

			Skarra’s heart beat faster. They wanted to destroy the crown! She would have expected such behavior from Thor, but from the others, as well? Her people had died for that crown. If anything, it should be returned to Miskandar—back to the collective grave of those who had once dwelt there. How could Captain Zia or Horangi be a party to this? She had trusted them! She felt betrayed—and furious.

			“That solves one of our problems,” Horangi said, nodding at the crown. “But we still have to figure out what to do with this thing.”

			“We could toss it into the black hole,” Zia suggested.

			“Nay,” Thor replied. “If it was impervious to Mjolnir, then yon chasm will do nothing.”

			“I could safeguard it,” Loki said.

			Thor, Horangi, and Zia all spoke at once: “No.”

			Loki held up his hands in mock surrender. “Thank you for considering it, though.”

			“Can we get out of here?” Horangi asked, nose wrinkling.

			“Yes.” Zia nodded. “And remind me to send someone down here to swab the deck and clean up this mess.”

			Zia bent over, retrieved the crown, and placed it in a metal crate. They then slid it back into the hold, shut the hatch, and entered a number on a keypad. Skarra’s eyes narrowed as she carefully took note of the combination. Then she scurried back to her cabin, repeating the number to herself until she had memorized it.

			The Orlando’s uninjured crew were busy for the next hour, following Zia’s orders as they underwent repairs. Horangi and Thor assisted them. And though he detested manual labor, even Loki pitched in, offering what he could. So preoccupied were they all, no one noticed that Skarra was missing, nor that the hold had been broken into—and with the main systems still offline, no one noticed when a small skiff, big enough for one passenger, quietly detached from the Orlando and headed for the dead planet below.

			Skarra watched as the Orlando grew smaller, and Miskandar grew bigger, until it seemed that the planet would swallow her whole.

			The darkness was encompassing.

		

	


		
			Chapter 12

			Jay Edidin

			At first, all Thor could see was the darkness.

			It swelled from amongst the stars, a velvet expanse of nothing. The black hole had grown in the years since Thor’s last—and only—visit: what had once appeared a simple sphere now seemed almost to surge and pulse as the Orlando navigated carefully closer, straining at the edges of gravity’s precarious containment. Miskandar’s once-stable orbit seemed to have decayed as well; now it quivered at the edge of the dead star’s event horizon like a hapless hiker dangling by fingertips above a plunging gulch.

			They had been limping toward the dead star for the better part of two days, ever since a crewman had noticed the missing skiff. Skarra was gone, too, and with her, the crown. There was little question as to where she would be headed.

			The question of whether the Orlando should follow had been less easily resolved. Even with Thor’s lightning to jump-start her engines, the ship was crippled, her navigation compromised and weapons all but destroyed. Most of her crew had survived the battle with Nihilator’s forces, but few had emerged intact; and those still able to man their posts were spread thin as they struggled to keep the foundering Orlando on course.

			Thor had assumed pursuit to be a foregone conclusion, and he had been shocked and dismayed when Zia had initially refused. While the Orlando and her crew were no strangers to peril, Zia had taken these particular losses hard, particularly Nott. The ship herself was in dire need of repair. Even if she could be coaxed to Miskandar, there was no guarantee that she would make it back. In the end, it had taken Thor, Loki, and Horangi together to convince Zia to compromise: a brief stop at a nearby outpost, where the Orlando’s injured crew members could be sent to safety, and the ship herself patched up enough to survive the subsequent voyage. The gods weren’t happy about the detour, but on that point, Zia would bend for neither logic nor passion; so they had little choice but to concede.

			In any case, Zia pointed out, they could afford the delay. The skiff Skarra had taken was a short-range vessel, whose engines could cycle for only limited periods. Damaged as she was, the Orlando would be able to overtake it with relative ease. Furthermore, it was equipped with a tracking beacon: even if they were unable to stop Skarra en route, Zia was confident that they could follow the skiff to the planet’s surface and intercept her there.

			For all that he had argued in its favor, Thor had his own concerns about returning to Miskandar. Indeed, ever since the armory, doubt had been a nigh-constant companion, dogging his heels and rising with every choice and crossroads. He confided none of this in his comrades. Had he tried, he was unsure he could even have articulated the nebulous fears that swarmed through his mind. Instead, he had retreated to the observatory where, accompanied only by his own disquietude, he sat and watched the darkness with rising dread.

			Twisted monoliths jutted out of Miskandar’s fractured landscape like fingers stretching for the sky, as if something were clawing its way out from beneath the ruined avenues. The air thickened and roiled around them as they approached the surface. The skiff’s lights cut eerie beams through swirling miasma that seemed almost alive.

			There was a noise, too: a muttering, discordant hum that clawed persistently at the edges of Thor’s attention. At first, he thought it was the skiff’s engine, but it grew louder the lower they sank, and he realized that it must be emanating from the planet itself.

			No one spoke. Zia was at the helm, shoulders tense, knuckles white on the controls as they rode out the shockwaves of the storm and hunted for a safe landing site amid the wreckage. Next to Thor, Horangi sat tense as a coiled spring, flexing and retracting her claws. Finally, she broke the silence with the question that had been weighing on all of their minds: “What do we do when we find her?”

			“I don’t know.” Zia’s voice was flat, and their eyes never left the controls. “We have to find her first.”

			“And the crown,” Loki pointed out. Of their company, only he seemed relatively undisturbed, though Thor suspected his comparative nonchalance might have had less to do with indifference and more with the fact that Loki had unquestionably already devised a way out, or some kind of back-up plan. He had told Thor as much back on the Orlando; and for all that the last few days had clearly rattled Loki, Thor knew that his brother’s instinct for self-preservation ran far deeper than friendship or even blood.

			If he were to make a play for the crown—Thor shuddered at the thought of Nihilator’s legion, hollowed out from within by the crown’s corruption. And Sylvain had been only human, hungry for little more than wealth and adulation. Were the crown to find its way to a cleverer brow, perhaps one powerful enough to bend it to the wearer’s will, even the Valkyrior might not be powerful enough to stand in its way.

			Trickery from Loki was inevitable. Thor hoped—hope he had stubbornly cultivated for the better part of his years, even in the face of evidence and better judgment—that betrayal was not.

			“There has to be some way to destroy it,” Horangi mused. “Given time …” She trailed off.

			The last half-mile of their descent was the worst. The skiff bounced and rattled. Its passengers sat in grim silence punctuated only by an occasional oath from the helm.

			Finally, with a nauseating jolt, they settled on a rocky outcropping. Zia took a deep breath and relaxed their grip on the wheel. Horangi sagged in her seat.

			Once they had all more or less regained equilibrium, Zia prodded a few keys and peered at a console. “The atmosphere should be safe to breathe,” they said, sounding a good deal less certain than Thor would have liked.

			No one seemed inclined to venture into the murk. The four of them sat stiffly until, finally, Loki stood and stretched.

			“It’s not going to get any less terrible,” he pointed out, and reached for the hatch.

			Miskandar’s air may have been safe to breathe, but it left a bitter, vegetal taste in the back of Thor’s throat and a greasy sheen on his hammer, as if it something in the atmosphere had decayed in the years since he had last breathed it. Zia had aimed close to what the tracker indicated as Skarra’s landing site, but the stormy skies had deposited them miles away, leaving them to pick their way through ruined buildings split by walls of rubble and gaping chasms.

			Twice, Thor tried to fly ahead to scout, but the fog was too thick to see far, and the second time he nearly lost his bearings before finding his way back to the group. Horangi, for her part, shifted to tiger form, leaping nimbly where the rest of them clambered; but by the end of the second hour, even she was trudging, exhausted.

			Early on, Loki had sidled up to Thor and whispered, too low for the rest of their party to hear, “Have you noticed what’s wrong?”

			“Is anything not?” Thor had whispered back. There was a strangeness to Miskandar, a subtle and pervasive wrongness that twisted his vision and echoed in his ears.

			He had half-expected Loki to say something withering, but his brother had simply whispered, “The bodies.”

			“What bodies?” Thor had asked. He had seen no remains, at least none he could recall. He glanced around, then shook his head to reorient himself among the strange and impossible angles of the landscape. The silence echoed and distorted into whispers as his mind tried to fill it.

			“Exactly,” said Loki, and fell back again to walk beside Zia.

			As the ruins grew denser, the air seemed to thicken as well, and with it, Thor’s unease. The strange hum of the planet below seemed to shift and warp as they went, setting his teeth on edge and his hair on end. Twice, he thought he heard voices and stopped in his tracks but was met with only silence.

			“It must have been the wind through the buildings,” Zia said, the second time.

			“Of course,” said Thor; and the explanation made so much sense that he did not even consider the fact that he had felt no breeze.

			They came upon Skarra not long after that. She was sitting in a swing in what had once been a children’s playground, crown balanced in her lap as she hummed tunelessly. If she saw them coming, she gave no sign; but nor did she startle when they approached and called out to her.

			“What were you thinking?” Zia demanded. “You’re no pilot; and even if the skiff had survived the landing, you could never have made it back on the fuel you had.”

			“Would you have come with me if I had asked?” Skarra rejoined. “Or would you have thrown me in your brig while you searched for the means to destroy the last shard of my home?” She snorted. “Oh, yes, I saw your little experiments. Don’t underestimate what grows on a world as hard as Miskandar—we may not be gods, but the stuff we are made of is stronger than you can begin to imagine.”

			“You saw what it did to Syl—to Nihilator,” Loki pointed out. “What would you have us do? Crown a successor?”

			“You?” Skarra laughed, mirthlessly. “I would have you keep your hands off what isn’t yours.” She clutched the crown to her chest and glared up at Thor and Loki. “Hasn’t Asgard stolen enough?”

			“And what would you do with it?” Horangi demanded. She had shifted back to human form, although her teeth glinted sharp as she spoke.

			“I would return it to its rightful owners,” Skarra said. She turned to Thor, tears glistening in her eyes. “Do you know what this was, before it was twisted into a weapon and handed off to a foreign god for the price of his conscience?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “This was the ceremonial crown of the Keeper of Miskandar.”

			“Keeper?” Zia said. “That’s an odd name for a ruler.”

			“The Keeper didn’t rule,” said Skarra. “They were the steward of … everything. Our history. Our stories and traditions. Our world.” She traced a finger along the text at the crown’s brim. “It’s all here. They carved your runes over it, but the Old Miskandarian is still there, beneath.”

			She took a deep, shaky breath. “The last Keeper is dead, now. Everyone is dead. I’m going to take the crown to the heart of the city, to what’s left of the palace. I’m going to put it on the throne, to stand guard over the ghosts—everything we were, and knew, and might have one day become—on their slow voyage into the darkness.”

			For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Horangi broke the silence, with a long sigh. “Skarra,” she said, softly, “you know we can’t let you do that.”

			Zia nodded assent. “It’s too dangerous a thing to leave unguarded, Skarra. You have to understand that.”

			“The universe has no shortage of stupid men hungry for power and unconcerned with its price,” Loki added. “It would only be a matter of time before one decided to follow in Sylvain’s footsteps.” He stepped towards Skarra and held out a hand. “It must be destroyed, Skarra. There’s no other way.”

			“No.” The other three turned at the sound of Thor’s voice. Skarra watched warily as he strode up to stand beside her. “The crown stays on Miskandar.”

			“Really, Thor?” Loki’s voice was acid. “Do you honestly think that planting the seeds for the end of the universe is a good first step on your quest for redemption? I would think that if there was a lesson to be found in all of this”—he gestured to the ruins around them—“it would be that the noblest choice isn’t always the right one.”

			Thor raised an eyebrow. “And I, my brother, would have thought that if there was one lesson to be found in your many misadventures, it would be that you had best leave others to define both ‘noble’ and ‘right.’ True, I do not know that this is the right choice. But what I know—and of what I am absolutely certain—is that it is not my choice to make. Nor is it any of yours.”

			He turned to Skarra. “I cannot undo what I have done, nor do I expect your forgiveness. But this I swear to you now: if you would see the crown set safely to rest on the throne, any who would stop you will first face my hammer.”

			“Are you out of your mind?” Zia demanded. “You know we can’t just leave it here!”

			“And why not?” Thor asked. “Who but we five even know where it is—or what? And if some whisper of its true nature were to spread, who would think to seek it here—on a mass grave, spiraling into a dead sun?”

			“More people than you might think,” said Loki.

			“There might be a way around that,” said Zia, slowly. “What happened to Sylvain took time, didn’t it?” Loki nodded. “So even if someone did get it, there would be a response window. Right?”

			“Perhaps,” said Horangi. “But how would we even know? Unless someone was planning to throw her life away guarding it.” Skarra said nothing, and Horangi snorted. “Mortals. You never really think ahead, do you?”

			“We have two skiffs,” said Zia, reluctantly. “And much as I hate the idea, we can strip one for its proximity sensors and comm systems, which should give us what we need to rig up a basic alarm system—something that would send off a beacon if the crown were tampered with.” Loki looked ready to protest, but the captain held up a hand, and he fell back. “I don’t like it any more than you do. But your brother is right: it’s not our call to make.”

			Thor looked to Skarra. She nodded. “Then we return to the skiff for parts,” he said. “And from there, to the palace.”

			“And then we can finally end this,” said Horangi. She put a hand on Skarra’s shoulder. The Miskandarian stiffened but didn’t shy away. “Let the dead return to their rest, and the living to their lives.”

			“The sky was yellow,” said Skarra. “That’s what I remember most. Like the air itself was sick.”

			She had been leading them for almost an hour since they had left the remains of her skiff on the outskirts of town. Thor could hardly imagine the jagged ruins they had clambered through and snaked around as the buildings and roads they once had been. Not so, Skarra. Although she was quiet at first, as they progressed further, she began to point out the landmarks she recognized. Her map was a child’s-eye view of the city—she knew more places than the routes between them, and twice they had to double back the way they came.

			Now, they paused to rest on the remains of a wall, perched at the crest of a hill overlooking the center of town.

			“Yellow?” asked Horangi.

			Skarra nodded. “It happened so slowly that nobody noticed at first, and then one day, it was like it had always been that way.”

			Thor glanced uneasily up at the endless gray, red clouds slicing through it like gashes. How had the sky looked when he first came to Miskandar? He couldn’t recall, and it bothered him. Thor was neither stupid nor unobservant, but his world was loud and large—the shifting tides of a battlefield, the balance of the realms he would one day rule.

			It wasn’t so much that he considered details beneath his notice as that they simply blurred into the background. Before, he had thought his singular focus a strength. Now, it seemed foolish, yet another careless violence he had visited on this world (And who knew how many others, whispered a voice in the back of his mind).

			Skarra continued: “It was that way with the Ragarians, too. My mother used to say—” and here she broke off, fingers tracing the stone beside her.

			No one else spoke, and eventually she began again, gazing out towards the invisible horizon. “They weren’t always so bad. When they first came, they weren’t—it wasn’t an invasion. There were treaties. But they changed, the same way the sky changed; and nobody realized until it was too late and they were already in absolute power.”

			“It always seemed strange,” Zia interjected. “The Ragarians aren’t exactly known for colonization, let alone conquest.”

			Thor nodded in agreement. Ragar itself was a decentralized world, governed by a laissez-faire alliance of mostly agrarian tribes. Thor had once been a guest of the Ragarian parliament and had spent most of his visit discreetly nodding off during a long and very polite debate over the most equitable means of redesigning an aqueduct system to divert floodwater for irrigation, punctuated by several breaks for tea.

			He would have liked to believe that his experience on Ragar was part of why he had been so quick to trust the Ragarians on Miskandar, and so eager to come to their aid: the Ragarians Thor had known would never have made such requests frivolously. But, in truth, his memories of the Ragarians would have been more deterrent than motivation had they not been mitigated by the promise of a good fight.

			Skarra only shrugged. “It was different here,” she said. “Not at first. But the longer they stayed, the more it got—by the end, all they cared about were the mines. And the army. They never said who they were expecting to fight, but there were waves and waves of conscriptions. People started disappearing, too—only a few at first, and only at night, but then more. They’d come for them anywhere, any time. Work, school, home—it didn’t matter.”

			She sighed. “Some people saw it sooner, I think. My mother was a minister of the gates. She dealt with travel regulations, trade permits, things like that; I don’t know exactly what. She couldn’t leave, of course; nobody could leave. But she was high enough in the government that she could see what was happening. Where it led. High enough to be useful, and that meant she had a choice—she and my father.”

			“The ports were barricaded,” said Thor. “I remember that. They told me it was because of civil unrest, some kind of terrorist threat.” He hadn’t asked for details, he remembered guiltily; he had been too busy feeling flattered as the exception.

			Skarra nodded. “The resistance had been rising. There had been decisive victories; they no longer trusted their control over us. And so they called for Thor. Bold and bright. A hero. People were excited. So few outsiders came here. They thought—how could anyone not see what the Ragarians had become? What was happening? And of course it was the perfect distraction. What is it they say? ‘Bread and circuses.’ I didn’t understand, at first, why my mother wouldn’t let me go out that week.”

			“She knew it was a trap,” Zia guessed. “What was going to happen.”

			“I thought it was silly,” said Skarra. “She wouldn’t tell me why. But we had been safe so far. Because of her position, I thought. But it was more than that. After that week, I knew.”

			“She was a collaborator.” Horangi’s voice was quiet but certain.

			“A mother,” said Skarra. “She saw what was coming. That there was no stopping it. She saw what happened to those who resisted, to their families; and she looked at me and at my father, and made the only choice she could have made.” She turned to Thor. “It was bad before you came, but after, it was a nightmare. You cut out the heart of my people, our last chance, however remote, to rise and stop what was coming.”

			“I didn’t know,” Thor said. “Believe me, if I had—”

			She cut him off. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you get that? You don’t matter. You were a tool. A weapon. A trap.”

			“Don’t overestimate your importance to the universe, brother,” Loki chimed in, as Thor prepared to protest further. Chastened by his own words, the thunder god fell silent, and Skarra continued her story.

			“But she had a plan, too—my mother, and some of her colleagues. They had hoarded the Ragarians’ trust, and the little access it gave them. In the last days, after the sky turned, when the world was burning, they packed their children onto a garbage scow, the only ships that could still get out. They sent us as far as they could, out of the reach of the Ragarians and the hungry sun.

			“That was the last time I saw Miskandar. My parents. My home. By the time someone caught the scow’s emergency beacon, it had been weeks. Everything was gone.”

			She looked around, seeming to take in the ruined landscape for the first time. “I wonder, sometimes, if she hadn’t worked with them—why did she have to—”

			Loki had been quiet since Skarra began her tale. Now, he spoke. “Because that’s what family is. The people who would burn a world for you.”

			He must have seen the way Thor was looking at him, because Loki stiffened, changing his tone. “There’s still a missing piece of this puzzle. What happened to the Ragarians?” He began to pace, speaking as he walked, like a professor lecturing a class. “Zia was right—this isn’t their style. None of this is.”

			“Most Ragarians stay on Ragar,” Horangi pointed out. “Obviously these were an exception. It follows that the standard rules didn’t apply.”

			“Only, they weren’t an exception,” Zia said slowly. “At least not at first. Miskandar was a routine outpost, staffed by veteran diplomats and researchers. There were treaties. They were careful.”

			“But something changed. What?” Loki spun to face Skarra. “Other peoples must have come to Miskandar as well, right? Established other mining outposts? What happened to them?”

			Skarra shook her head. “There weren’t any. Who would travel out here? And for the few that did, there were strict laws. There used to be an Eridani observatory, but it was mostly staffed by locals, because the Eridani had to rotate out every few weeks.”

			“But not the Ragarians?”

			Skarra knelt down and scraped up a handful of dirt, letting it sift through her fingers as she stood. It was dry and glimmered with what closer inspection revealed as thousands of tiny, sharp shards of what looked like glass. When Skarra brushed the excess off her palms, Thor could see a smear of dark blood. “Miskandar has never been eager to support life. The Ragarians were to help optimize our agricultural cycles. They brought a wealth of knowledge, of plants—they thought that with time, they could find a way to tame even Miskandar’s harsh earth. In exchange, they would be allowed to take with them what they had learned here, bring it back to Ragar and other worlds. So we made an exception.”

			“It seems those laws might have existed for a reason,” Horangi said, voice low. “Enough time, enough contact with Miskandrite—”

			“Which explains the crown’s effect, too,” Zia added.

			“That doesn’t make sense,” Skarra pointed out. “We lived here. For hundreds of generations.”

			“Then perhaps you have some natural resistance,” Horangi offered.

			“All right,” said Loki. “We can pick that apart later. We’ve got the how, but I still don’t understand the why. The mining, the army—those aren’t random madness. They’re the tactics of a power grab—like Nihilator’s, I suppose. But as soon as they had the means, they destroyed what would have been their realm, and themselves along with it. It still doesn’t make sense. There must be a missing piece.”

			Thor shuffled the pieces in his head: the madness of the Ragarians, the yellow sky, Nihilator’s raging mob. Loki was right. It didn’t add up. Unless—

			“What if it was a sacrifice?”

			Loki cocked his head, an eyebrow raised.

			“Something big,” said Thor. “A whole world. It would explain the bodies, too—why we haven’t found any.” He looked to Skarra. “You said I was a tool to bring about the fall of Miskandar, and so I was; but that wasn’t all. Miskandar was a small world, a small people. Whatever drove the Ragarians to this wanted more, and they sent me off with the means to amass it.”

			“They baited you like a hook,” mused Loki. “You were supposed to lure back more prey.”

			Thor laughed bitterly. “You saw what the crown did to your petty little musician. Imagine what horrors it would have wrought seated on an Asgardian brow.”

			“I would prefer not to,” said Horangi. “Fine. A sacrifice, then. To whom? To what end?”

			Thor shook his head. “I don’t know. But once the crown is resting safely, I would very much like to find out.”

			Zia nodded. “We should still be well within the window of safety from the planet’s effects,” they said. “But I don’t want to test that a minute longer than we have to.”

			Their estimate, Loki realized, had been far too optimistic.

			Horangi had been on edge since they had landed, glancing nervously over her shoulder as they walked, muttering in Korean. A few times, Loki had caught her peering intently into the distance, eyes moving like a hunter tracking prey, a low growl in her throat.

			Zia, too, was beginning to act erratic. They had grown increasingly distracted, wandering off to pick through the rubble, filling their pockets with pebbles. When Loki had asked what they were doing, they had stood up stiffly and informed him that he of all people should know exactly what they were doing, and they would thank him to stop the poor little rich god act, then stomped along and refused to acknowledge him further.

			Thor, who had taken it upon himself to herd the others along, coaxed Zia back toward the group, then stepped up beside Loki and spoke in a low voice. “Loki. This game has gone on long enough. Whatever you’re playing at—this is not the time.”

			“Whatever I’m playing at? Brother, do you really think so little of me?” He kept his tone light, but Thor’s words had stung. To be facing so many dangerous variables—so few of which were under his own control—was bad enough; to be blamed for them only added insult to injury. “This is no trick of mine.”

			Thor was still glaring. Loki sighed. “Honestly, Thor, if I were the one doing this, do you really think you would still be coherent?”

			Thor narrowed his eyes, considering Loki’s argument, then nodded assent. “Why isn’t it affecting us?” he asked. “Skarra, I understand, but you and I are no more Miskandarian than Zia and Horangi.”

			Loki had been wondering the same. “Temperament, maybe? Or perhaps, by some celestial irony, the Ragarians entrusted the crown to the only other race somehow immune to Miskandar’s charms.”

			“But you’re not Asgardian,” Thor pointed out.

			“And thank you so much for the reminder,” Loki shot back. It had been strange—and strangely touching—to be embraced by others of what was ostensibly his own kind. Now, though, the bittersweet memory of Dagr’s kindness left him feeling all the more an outsider from both the only family he had ever known and the one he had scarcely had the chance to meet. He and Thor might have been raised by the same parents; they might speak the same tongue and know the same stories; but even the moments that most underlined their commonality thrust the truth still further into the fore: that one of them was a true prince of Asgard, and the other was—and had always been, and always would be—an outsider.

			He forced himself to swallow the bitterness of it, and said instead, “As you pointed out, I am no stranger to illusion, and familiarity breeds defense.”

			“Who knew there was an upside?” Thor clapped a hand to his shoulder. “Regardless the source, brother, I am glad to have you as companion in both objective and sanity.”

			At the mention of their objective, Loki glanced ahead to where Skarra picked purposefully through the ruins, crown clasped in one hand as she swung easily over a half-wrecked wall. “Do you think that’s still such a good idea? I’m beginning to wonder.”

			“Of course,” said Thor. “Not that it’ll matter much, once I’ve brought them back.”

			“Brought—who—back?”

			“The Miskandarians.” Thor was as matter-of-fact as ever, a cheerful counterpoint to Loki’s rising dread.

			“The Miskandarians,” Loki echoed dully. “And how, pray tell, do you plan to accomplish this?”

			Thor’s expression turned serious. “They’ve been explaining. Have you honestly—ah, well, it’s no matter. It’s a bit rough, but I’m sure they’ll be able to talk me through the finer points once we’ve taken care of the crown.”

			“I see,” said Loki, who had indeed begun to grasp the situation he faced with increasing clarity and, with it, horror. He patted his brother’s arm and flashed Thor his most reassuring smile, the one that he generally used to indicate that his presence should be of no concern to anyone whatsoever, as everything was clearly proceeding absolutely normally. “Why don’t you see if you can keep Horangi from pouncing on Zia, and I’ll just slip up and tell Skarra the good news?”

			“An excellent plan,” Thor proclaimed, and headed back to corral the others while Loki rushed to catch up with Skarra.

			She took little notice of his approach, continuing on her way, humming tunelessly, until he said, “We have a problem.”

			“How novel,” Skarra said dryly.

			“Three problems, actually,” Loki elaborated, “all of whom are thoroughly out of their heads.”

			Skarra glanced back. “They seem to be keeping up well enough.”

			“For now.” Thor and Horangi were arguing; Loki saw a flash of feline fangs before his brother managed to placate the goddess. “But the longer we’re here, the worse it’s going to get.”

			“Mm,” said Skarra. “Don’t worry. We’ll be careful. We’ll get there.”

			“Who are you talking to?” Loki asked her. She was facing away from him, speaking as if to thin air. It struck Loki suddenly that he might be the only sane person left on the planet; and just as quickly, that that was a role he was in no way inclined—nor equipped—to play.

			Skarra shrugged. “No one. Anyone.” She sighed. “Does it matter?”

			“Generally, yes,” said Loki. “You’re the one who knows where we’re going. I don’t know how to pilot the skiffs, and I’m fairly sure that Zia is in no condition to.”

			“Oh,” said Skarra, vaguely. “No, I’m not mad, or at least, no more than I ought to be.” Before Loki could ask what she meant, she stopped abruptly. “But it doesn’t really matter anymore. We’re here.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 13

			Jay Edidin

			The royal palace of Miskandar looked neither royal nor palatial. Indeed, any of them might easily have mistaken it for a small office or an unusually stately shed.

			Loki said as much, and was met with a wry smile from Skarra, the first he’d seen since they’d found her. “It was more impressive from outside when it was actually standing.”

			“And inside?” Loki asked.

			“Most of it is underground,” Skarra told him.

			“Of course it is.” Loki should have expected as much—if anything could be made drearier, Miskandar would surely find a way to do so. “What makes you think that hasn’t collapsed as well?”

			In other circumstances, Skarra’s confidence might have been reassuring. Now, Loki wondered if—despite her assurances—she was sliding into madness as well. Loki himself wielded illusion and misdirection as adeptly as any surgeon applied a scalpel; but his own gambits depended more often than not on their targets’ sanity. Other people were, above all, boring—consistent and predictable enough for Loki to slide comfortably into his preferred role as the fly in the ointment, the wild card in the carefully counted deck. Loki always had an end in mind. And every step—however indirect—took him further down the path toward it.

			This, though … this was different. His comrades’ descents into madness were less the scurrying of rats led through a painstakingly constructed maze—the sort of maze Loki himself might have built—than disorder in its purest form, chaos to no end beyond further chaos. One by one, his companions had fallen, leaving Loki the lone, ironic bastion of sense.

			It occurred to him, then, that perhaps he was mistaken, that perhaps the madness had not passed him by after all, but wormed deep into his mind and fed on his worst unconscious fears. Just as his companions were locked in their own worlds, their own minds, perhaps Loki, too, was trapped in a fantasy. Or perhaps he was the only one so beset, a lone lunatic amidst a company of sane comrades who fancied himself the reverse.

			For all the idea appalled Loki, he had to admire its brilliance: what more horrifying fate in which to ensnare a trickster? And even if his senses proved true, he was still trapped in a nightmare—for while Loki hungered for control, there was little he avoided more fervently than responsibility.

			Loki shook his head and rushed to catch up with Skarra. Mad or sane, there was work to be done.

			Once, the palace had been guarded by a pair of intricate gates. Now, they lay twisted on the ground, a knot of warped and rusted metal whose shape defied logic. Loki wondered again what force had ripped through this world, toppling buildings and twisting the landscape into the stuff of nightmare. No storm could have wrought this kind of destruction; and while bombardment or any number of battering rams might have reduced buildings to rubble, the devastation they left would have been more uniform. Here, though, there was no recognizable pattern to the destruction, or at least none Loki could discern from his vantage.

			Skarra, for her part, seemed unconcerned as she stepped delicately between their bars. Loki swallowed his doubts and followed, pausing to make sure their errant comrades were still close. He turned just in time to see Horangi leap at Thor, shifting form as she pounced, and barely managed to catch her midair with a hastily thrown spell. She struggled against Loki’s magic, twisting and snarling.

			“My thanks,” Thor called.

			“Don’t thank me yet,” Loki told him. “You’re the one who’s going to have to carry her.” He shifted his hand slightly, and the spell with it. Horangi settled heavily on the ground, growls shifting to gentle snores, her body seeming almost to collapse in on itself as it reverted to human form.

			Was this what they had come to?

			Thor hefted the sleeping goddess across his shoulders, stooping under more weight than her human size accounted for. It was just as well, Loki thought; Horangi was not the only one whose delusions might become dangerous as they continued. Even encumbered, his brother would be a formidable foe. With him weighed down, Loki might at least have a bit more time to react.

			That left Zia, who had settled into brooding silence, allowing Thor to steer them along. Loki anticipated little trouble from them: Zia’s madness had thus far been marked more by distraction than rancor. What if it doesn’t stop? Loki wondered. He knew that time on Miskandar would worsen whatever was eating away at their minds, but there was no promise that distance from the planet would reverse it. And with Loki the only one untouched, he could imagine the conclusions everyone else would leap to.

			“Well?” Skarra demanded. “Are you coming? They won’t wait forever, you know.” And before Loki could ask again who she meant, she pushed aside the palace door and led him through.

			Inside was darkness. Loki summoned a light, but the very air around him seemed to swallow it—try as he might, he could illuminate no more than a dim halo of space, scarcely wider than his own body.

			Skarra, meanwhile, seemed perfectly happy to navigate in darkness. Indeed, had Loki not called after her, she would soon have been too far for them to follow. As it was, there was little way for the rest of them to keep track of each other. Finally, Loki fashioned a cord of light—more magic, but simple enough that he wouldn’t need to worry about expending his resources—and anchored it to one of each of their wrists, save for Horangi, who still slumbered peacefully across Thor’s shoulders.

			Thus, they descended: down flight after flight of stairs and through narrow corridors that twisted and doubled back on themselves until even Loki, who in all his long life could not recall being so lost as he was now, was unsure that he would even be able to find his way out. Ahead, Skarra hummed the same tuneless song, stopping once in a while to murmur things too quiet for Loki to hear. Behind, Thor conversed with his ghosts, hurrying Zia along as they protested.

			The air was still and stifling. The darkness seemed to thicken as they descended, until it was almost tangible. It was only the changing echoes that told him when they moved from corridor to chamber, and as they went deeper into the palace—into the bowels of Miskandar—even the echoes seemed to lose their coherence, bouncing through the maze with no clarity or pattern.

			Finally, they came to a series of what Loki thought must have been grand halls—marble, from the feel of the walls that brushed past his fingertips—and at their end, a high, carven door.

			Skarra stopped, and gently ran a hand over the stone. “Finally,” she whispered, so faintly that Loki could scarcely make out the word. She stood still for a second, then reached for the latch.

			Loki had expected the throne room to be as dark as the rest of the palace, but it was not—it was illuminated by a dim, sickly glow that seemed to come from the walls themselves. There might have been furniture once, but it was smashed to kindling and dust, rich upholstery hanging from broken wood in a ghastly parody of shrouds.

			The throne was made of sterner stuff, standing proudly on a pedestal taller than Loki’s shoulder. But even it was dwarfed by the celestial machine at the heart of Miskandar’s throne room. The orrery was like none Loki had seen before, even in the halls of Asgard: a strange and broken cosmos brought to life in precious metals around a dark core of blistered Miskandrite. It seemed to swallow the space around it, arms tracing sweeping orbits nearly to the vaulted ceiling. Loki ducked as one orb swept by perilously close to head level, and listened for the telltale creak of machinery. He heard nothing.

			Skarra stopped just past the door and knelt, whispering words in a language Loki didn’t know, then rose and looked back as if to make sure the others were still there. For the first time, she looked uncertain, even afraid.

			“So,” said Loki. “This is it, eh?” His words flattened and died as if the darkness itself had swallowed them.

			Skarra nodded. “This is where it begins and ends,” she said, quietly. “You know, I’ve never been here before. Well, once—but I was so young, I hardly even remember it.”

			“It’s quite a place,” Loki said. “I don’t suppose you know where the light is coming from?”

			“The light comes from the same place as any light,” she said. “The sun.”

			“We’re underground,” Loki pointed out. “And your sun is a black hole.”

			“Yes,” said Skarra. “Exactly.”

			She approached the throne slowly and carefully, passing between the orrery’s rings with the precision of a dancer. Loki braced for some sudden jolt or the springing of a trap, but there was no snap of hidden wires or shriek of angry ghosts. He followed cautiously, a few steps behind. Near the entrance, Thor had begun to pace frantically—still carrying the unconscious Horangi. Zia was crawling slowly along one of the walls, shoulder scraping against the rough marble.

			A few steps shy of the throne, Skarra stopped. Loki caught up, and they paused together for a moment, staring up at the twisted seat, which stretched overhead in a shape that seemed impossibly organic for stone, so much so that Loki thought for a moment that he could almost see it pulse. It rested on a high dais decorated with intricate carvings—most of them abstract, forming a border around the central carving. It was the same sort of text Skarra had pointed out on the crown—Old Miskandarian, she had said.

			Loki knelt and blew the crust of dust from the words, then traced his fingers over them. Old Miskandarian script was beautiful, the fluid flourishes and curlicues a graceful contrast to the angular architecture. Had he not known that it was writing, he would have assumed it to be ornamentation.

			Skarra joined him, touching her fingertips to the carvings, eyes closed as if she could read them by touch alone. Perhaps she could.

			“What does it say?” he asked after a moment.

			She opened her eyes and frowned, leaning in to peer more closely at the letters. “It’s funny,” she said. “I never really noticed it before. Like it was part of the design, you know? It’s so old—I’m not even sure of some of the letters.”

			“Can you read it?” Loki asked.

			“I think so,” said Skarra. She pointed. “It starts here, see? That double flourish. This says that this throne is the seat of the heart of Miskandar, the”—she paused and rubbed at the faded carvings with her sleeve—“lock, I think? Yes. The lock that bars the door.”

			“Odd thing to write on a throne,” Loki pointed out. Zia, still on their hands and knees, had completed a full circuit of the room and was beginning a second.

			“It’s poetry,” said Skarra. “Or a metaphor. Anyway, there’s more.” She touched the throne again, reverentially. “The lock that bars the door, beyond which—I’m not sure if this is ‘slumbers’ or ‘rages’—the devourer.”

			“The black hole, I suppose,” Loki offered. “Someone thought the planet’s orbit was sustained by the will of the king, from the sound of it.”

			“Maybe,” said Skarra. She was still staring at the pedestal, brow furrowed. Then, she spit into her hand and rubbed it hard along the stone, again and again, until a final word began to emerge from the grime.

			“More poetry?” Loki guessed.

			Skarra shook her head. “It’s his name.”

			“Whose? The king’s?”

			“The devourer’s.”

			Loki leaned close, and it was lucky that he did, or he might not have heard the word she whispered: “Nihilator.”

			“That’s not funny,” Loki told Skarra.

			She looked back up at him, eyes wide. “It’s not a joke.”

			“Nihilator is dead,” he pointed out. “And he was never anything real to begin with. It was—some pretentious nonsense Sylvain cooked up to make himself sound special. It’s not a devourer. It’s not anything.”

			Skarra laughed flatly, without mirth. “After all of this, you still think you understand the universe.”

			“I understood Sylvain,” Loki said. “He was the kind of rubbish poet who makes up words because none of the real ones sound fancy enough to convey the depth of his self-absorption. I thought Nihilator was more of his usual nonsense, and that the crown had just—I don’t know. Made it worse, I suppose. Preyed on what was already there.” He looked away, suddenly self-conscious. “I may have been … slightly bitter.” He turned back to Skarra. “I suppose you knew all along, and just let the rest of us trail along like idiots.” The taste of it was bitter in his throat.

			“I didn’t know,” Skarra whispered. “I would never have … I didn’t know.”

			That he believed her did nothing to slake Loki’s anger or dull the barbs that seemed to attach themselves to his words of their own volition. “Was it satisfying, watching Zia’s crew die for your little object lesson?”

			“I didn’t know,” she hissed. “I had never heard that name until your friend appeared! As for the crown—I thought it was my family. The memory of my ancestors, telling me to return what had been lost.”

			“Telling you what, now?” Somehow, her naiveté was even more infuriating than the idea of her malice had been. “What do your dead ancestors want with this damned thing?”

			“This is my home,” she said, voice shaking. “I just wanted—I don’t even have—I’ve always had dreams. Nightmares. These were different. After the crown. And I thought—I thought they were reaching out to me. Calling me home.” She traced the letters again, face twisted with grief.

			The sheer loneliness in her eyes dissolved whatever anger he had left. They were not so different; but where Loki was hardened and cynical, Skarra—or some part of her—held on to enough hope to trust the call when she’d heard it.

			“This isn’t the memory of your people,” he said, as gently as he could manage. “This is the thing that consumed them, and the longer we stay here, the closer it is coming to getting what it wants.”

			Skarra said nothing.

			“We need to get out of here,” Loki told her. For a moment, he considered leaving on his own; he could teleport to the surface, find his way back to a skiff, and get the hell off this planet. And the rest of them—well, there wasn’t much he could do for them now, either.

			He started to stand, and caught sight of Zia, still on the floor, face streaked with dirt; and that, in turn, led him to the thought of Nott, and the streaks of blood she had painted on his own face; and Loki knew then that he would not run.

			“This is all wrong,” he told Skarra again. “Whatever this is, it’s not what you came here for. You know that.”

			“Do I?” She started to stand.

			“You do,” he said, with a confidence he didn’t feel. “You’re not Thor. You’re wise enough to know why you’re really here.”

			“Oh,” said Skarra. She rose the rest of the way to her feet, one hand still pressed to the pedestal. “Yes, I think I do.”

			“Good,” said Loki, and took her hand, turning to the door.

			But Skarra didn’t move.

			“Skarra,” he told her. “We need to go. Now.”

			“No,” said Skarra. “I don’t think we do.” Her face was earnest, eyes wide. Loki saw a smile flicker across her lips before she brushed his hand away and ascended the podium to the throne in a single, fluid leap. “Don’t worry, Loki,” she said from above; but she was no longer looking at him. “I know exactly why I’m here.” 

			And before Loki could stop her, she raised the crown to her head.

		

	


		
			Chapter 14

			Aaron Stewart-Ahn

			Loki was focused on an aberrant sight. He watched as the miniature planets tumbled from their mounts on the astronomical orrery that dominated the Throne Room. The painted spheres bounced and rolled on the ground, seized by tremors, an almost comical glimpse of the horrible situation they were in. Planets unmoored from their positions, worlds gone mad.

			His eyes followed jagged cracks making their way across the floor and up the marble walls of the Miskandarian Royal Palace. The chamber shook with the tremendous power of Nihilator’s awakening. The observatory’s wide-open view of the firmament was startling, stars were rapidly shifting their positions in the sky. The entire planet of Miskandar was violently coming alive.

			Loki’s companions were all in various states of agony, writhing and convulsing on the ground with the same manic energy overwhelming this world. Horangi was snarling. Zia’s hands were grasping at a phantom figure. Thor was on his knees, anguished.

			And Skarra had that bothersome crown set perfectly on her brow, the inset dull shard of Miskandarian metal now reminiscent of her skin and fur. For the first time Loki realized that she wasn’t a meek stowaway. She’d always had a terrible and cunning beauty, which he only recognized now that she’d demonstrated her newfound power. She inhabited the room, regal and unafraid, dominating it with her presence. An invisible force centered in the crown and pulsed through her entire being.

			But to Loki, it all was very curious, like a scene from a play, and not a very good one at that. For whatever reason, none of this entropic energy was affecting him. He was more concerned that the planet he was standing on had come to some kind of gruesome life, and how he would very much like to leave this hellhole immediately.

			Skarra’s eyes were now fixed on him.

			“You!” she cried out, jabbing clawed fingers, grasping at Loki through the air, as if she might puppeteer him with an invisible psychic force.

			But nothing happened.

			“Why aren’t you affected?” Skarra demanded.

			Loki looked at his companions, lost in their individual hysterics, and smiled.

			“Tell me, are you by any chance distorting their reality?”

			“I am in their minds, plundering Skarra’s vast imagination, to show them all my might, so that they might obey their god. And now it’s your turn!” she howled, and once again Loki felt a psychic emanation flow from her that landed on him with all the effect of a soft breath.

			“Yeah, no, nope. That doesn’t work on me. I’m a god, too. The one of deceit and trickery. Pretty immune to the mind-altering stuff.”

			“You, a god?” Skarra laughed, her voice reverberating with a dark bass that resounded off the marble walls. “When I have you kneeling, you’ll know what a god is.”

			“But … it’s not working.”

			“Then I will crush you!” And Skarra’s face was full of the same killer rage that Loki had witnessed in battle. He had seen in combat that Skarra had a ferocious and desperate violent side. But he knew from their time together it was only because she had endured violence. Seeing her enraged like this, he struggled between viewing her as pitiful and empathizing with her.

			Loki quickly played all the angles in his head, then spoke slowly, “Skarra. Listen to me. Focus on my voice. He’s with you, but so am I. And right now he’s feeding off of your rage and sorrow. I know that rage and sorrow. Do you see that man over there, my so-called brother? His father took me from my own family after murdering them.”

			Loki walked gently toward her. He tried to keep his eyes fixed on her furious gaze as he regarded the others in the room, all incapacitated by the psychic torment that flowed from her. He barely noticed Thor reduced to a whimpering mess.

			“I, too, know what it’s like to have your life seized and your people deposed by these Asgardians. And they made me their family, their son, they taught me how to speak like them, to even look like them.”

			Her arms dropped bit by bit. He seemed to be getting through to her. Somewhere within that turbulent anguish must have been some vulnerability. He could still see echoes of Skarra’s psyche in her facial expressions, struggling inside her mind with the presence of this phantom god that had followed them across the galaxy.

			“I also know what it means to be a survivor, to know your people are scattered, forsaken, broken. And just what it takes, how much darkness within it requires to live, day after day, with that knowledge. The knowledge that your family was taken from you by conquerors. Don’t let this parasite own you. Let go of him, and together we’ll walk out of here.”

			He was close enough to touch her now. She was trembling, and her eyes had gone dewy. He had reached her, and he could embrace her.

			So he put one of his daggers to the underside of her jaw, gripping her by the back of the neck, ready with one thrust to pierce through her mouth into her brain.

			“Did I just deceive this all-powerful, self-proclaimed god?” Loki seethed.

			“What are you doing?” Skarra begged, her voice still thick with the corrupted bass of Nihilator within her.

			Loki tightened his grip ever so slightly on the dagger. “You made such a terrible mistake. Before, like with that imbecile Sylvain, you’d let your consciousness flow between your precious metal and your chosen vessel. This time it’s different. I did my own sorcerous examinations of that crown decades ago. I knew there was a corrupt essence within it, that would seize the mind of its wearer. And this time, I can sense you’ve put nearly all of your consciousness into her mind.”

			Nihilator spoke through Skarra, “I took back what is mine. She is Miskandarian. I created those people. They are born of my body and the same metal flows through their blood.”

			“Go on and tell me: what exactly is the deal with this metal?” Loki insisted.

			“My existence is beyond your comprehension. Every piece of Miskandar carries a fragment of my consciousness, like a seed, some more concentrated than others. Or I can divert the flow of my being to whoever possesses a piece of the metal and resonates with it, whoever is fertile soil for my mind.”

			Loki was annoyed. “So let me get this straight: you’re basically some kind of psychic flu? A virus? A contagion carried through pebbles?”

			“You do not know what I am, trickster. I have been weakened all these years without a ripe, delicious, expansive Miskandarian mind to flourish in, and the few exiles left in the universe are so hard to find. You made the mistake of bringing me exactly what I wanted. A part of me, a true believer. Her need for revenge fuels my awakening within her, silences her doubts.”

			“I don’t think she wants revenge. She wants justice,” Loki countered.

			“Within her I will reclaim all my power and you will see my true form. This is my body.”

			“No, it’s her body. And again I must point out your fatal mistake. Her mind may have room for all your narcissistic delusions, but her body is so fragile, so easy to kill. I’m going to slit her throat. One little thrust of my knife, and I will weep for Skarra, but I will also know I triumphed over this petty, ancient, irrelevant god, another one fallen to one of my simplest tricks. It’s pathetic.”

			Loki twitched with just enough pressure to draw blood from Skarra’s jaw.

			“You wouldn’t harm this innocent. The legacy of her entire people is within her,” Nihilator said from Skarra defiantly.

			“Oh, I’m selfish enough to do that. Let me prove it to you.” Loki pressed the dagger forward.

			“Wait!” the elder god implored through a clenched mouth biting down on Skarra’s tongue. “You have proven yourself to stand tall enough as one of my lieutenants.”

			“I’m about to extinguish your last desperate grasp for power with a crude blade. Don’t you mean I tower above you?”

			“No, you are nearly at my level, but just below me, almost my equal, with I clearly at the top.”

			“God, that does it …” And Loki really was ready to stab.

			Nihilator bellowed through Skarra, “Don’t you want unimaginable power? There’s an entire universe on the other side of the black hole. A realm of limitless, negative energy ready for the plucking and the taking. With my power returned, we could seize it together. And if you channeled those forces, you would become the god of gods in this dimension. Not just some amoral, mere jester. I could make you god-emperor of this domain.”

			Loki countered, “Yeah, um, that’s not a good offer for me. It’s just not in my nature to be tempted by such things. I know there’s always a catch.”

			Loki looked into Skarra’s eyes, seeing if anything was left of her. He saw fear there. Was it hers, or Nihilator’s?

			“Let me make you an offer,” Loki said. “I’m in a playful mood. And I’m curious about how powerful you really are. I’m fairly impressed you’ve got my brother in quite the psychic prison there. I’d like to see how far you can take it. And if you amuse me, I’ll leave peacefully. But under conditions. My conditions. And the whole time, my blade will be at this little artery that keeps her lifeblood flowing.”

			“Do not toy with me,” Nihilator attempted to command him.

			“Oh yes, you are my toy. I’m offering you the one chance you’ve got to survive, you bloated deity. How about you try this? Give each of my companions the same choice you just gave me. And if you can convince just one of them to give Skarra up for all this so-called power you’ve got stowed away in that black hole, I’ll let you have her to live on in. If you can pull that off, I’d actually prefer you to be out there in the universe causing chaos.”

			“What kind of being are you?”

			“I’m sick and tired and bored. And I want to be amused.”

			Nihilator wheezed through Skarra, “I am a god. I could corrupt your sanity. I could give birth to an entire species who would curse you and pursue your annihilation. I am not here for your amusement.”

			“Gods only live as long as people believe in them. I’ve seen gods die before. Your ruin began when you gave up on your own people and they were scattered to the stars, forgetting you more and more with every light year they put between you and where they came from. And now I’m about to destroy the last mind you could ever truly call home,” Loki said with a mischievous smile.

			Loki drifted behind Skarra, where he could more easily control her body and watch the rest of the room. He squeezed the dagger tight across her throat.

			“I despise you, Loki. I knew all those decades ago when we met in London that there was a vacuous hollow emptiness within you that doesn’t even aspire to power. You just want the powerful to grovel before you. I know you get a sick thrill out of it.”

			“I truly thought I would never have to endure the horrors of band practice again, yet here we are,” Loki groaned.

			Nihilator rasped with all his authority through Skarra’s mouth, “Know that one of your weak, corruptible friends will be tempted by what I have to offer, and then we will turn on you and I shall grind all memories of you into dust.”

			“Don’t you remember? I don’t have friends. Leave my brother for last.”

			Aboard the Orlando, Nott was consumed by grief over the death of her son, unable to focus. All was quiet on the ship, a sort of desperate calm in the midst of a storm. But then she saw something so startling it woke her from the reverie of her loss. For a long moment she gazed upon the incredible sight before her. Miskandar’s rocky surface had started to crumble and drift away into a tail of detritus, revealing a body underneath. Its gargantuan limbs—an immense array of tentacles—were birthing from the frozen rock shattering free around them.

			The entire planet was some kind of creature, balled up, comatose. It was unfurling—an impossibly vast being, undulating with grotesque slumbering life. The surface of the planet wasn’t rock or shards of metal, but a desolate skin. Its soft organs underneath were loose, stretched bags of flesh. A row of eyes and teeth at the center, with a buccal mass and beak-like mandibles. Radiating around this colossal mouth were endless flagella.

			Nihilator’s true physical form began to swim toward the black hole, trailing the debris of Miskandar’s cities and lands behind it.

			Nott thought of her son, held onto his memory, and engaged what was left of the Orlando’s engines, pushing the ship forward in pursuit, knowing this might be her only chance to save her comrades down on the planet.

			Horangi felt lost in darkness, but sensed a gleaming light, and she followed its glow until she felt caressed by warm sunlight on her face and she opened her eyes to a field of shimmering golden grass.

			A Black Bear lay in the grass on her side, keeping close to a pair of roughhousing cubs. With gentle swats of her massive paws, the Bear kept them from being too fierce with each other, and the cubs occasionally got the odd lick of her large, soft tongue in their thick, bristling fur.

			Horangi called out, “Sister, is it really you?”

			The Black Bear spoke, soft and kind, with a voice that sounded like Horangi’s favorite song. “Yes, it’s me. I’ve been here all these years.”

			“What is this place?” Horangi asked.

			“Don’t you remember? This is how it was in those best days.”

			“But all this is gone now.”

			“No, no, Horangi. That’s just your point of view. You’re lost in time. This is how it can always be.”

			Horangi saw small drifts of smoke rise from the nearby woods. Tents. And hunters, nomads, her people and her sister’s, the community they watched over.

			“How. How do we get back to this? I’m so far away from it. Even the memory is fading, sister. You have no idea how much it breaks my heart,” Horangi pleaded.

			“We can be here together, sister. Live out all the days that were taken from us. Do you see my children? Can you believe it? Me, a mother?” her sister said with a soft contentment.

			The two cubs frolicked at Horangi’s feet and pawed at her skirt.

			“Auntie Horangi, show us what a Tiger is.”

			Horangi was surprised. She barely knew the sound of her own laugh, and she was giggling.

			“All you have to do is give up one thing,” her Bear sister said, so sweetly.

			“What’s that?” Horangi needed to know.

			“He can make this happen for us.”

			“He? Who is he? The last time there was a he, we became enslaved,” Horangi reminded her sister.

			“That won’t happen again. He’s here to give us a home in Skarra’s mind. And we can stay here forever. All you have to do is let Skarra go, let her vast mind become this infinite universe we can stay in forever.”

			The bear cubs looked up at her with outsized eyes and swaddled her leg with their soft bodies.

			Horangi looked around carefully. There was a desperate instinct within her that could never again allow their captivity. An indiscernible sort of shadow clung to everything, if she looked closely enough. And in those shadows, she started to see things.

			The gleaming grass was not lit by sunlight, but by fire.

			And the fire was coming from Horangi’s body. She looked down at her hand, but it was now a striped, flaming paw with claws as large as swords. Her anger had consumed her and she was a Tiger aflame with rage.

			The bear cubs were incinerated by the swelling of her fury. The wind carried their ashes, and on the wind were the screams of villagers. Her sister was aflame, too, but not by Horangi’s wildfire. Another flame, a perishing flame, the fire of time, wiping everything away, revealing that this could only ever be a dream or a memory. This time no longer existed.

			Horangi burned incandescent. She said to her sister, “There aren’t even tigers left in Korea anymore. I failed you. I failed our people, our land. It left me so angry for so many years.”

			As she watched her sister burn away, the white-hot temper within her started to evaporate.

			Through the flames she saw the nearby village, and amongst the people was Skarra, innocent, about to be consumed by flames.

			“I refuse. I will never trade even a single life for my own.”

			And everything burned away to gray ash, just as she often dreamed of it.

			Zia found themself in one of their favorite houses, an old English manor in the Elizabethan era. This place was all they’d ever longed for in the idea of home—the bookcases jammed with volumes on every wall, the black-and-white walls a contrast of timber and mortar, the airy casement windows through which they now stared out. Everything about this house had soothed them, its mixture of soft gray English sunlight and the hushed roar of windy draughts blowing through the hallways.

			In time, they would lose this house to the laws governing marriage; it was not allowed for women to own property and, in that era, in that part of their life, Zia had been recognized by society as a woman. Soon after would come yet another time Zia faked their own death, to return as a nephew that society considered male. But by then the house had been seized and given to some lamentable gentry. And so Zia set out, forging one more new life in a chain of many, in a new time.

			This was the house where they had their first child. Zia remembered giving birth. It was here, in this room, and Zia was sitting on an ornate oak chest at the foot of the bed where it had happened. They knew if they opened the chest, within would be a variety of artifacts impossible to explain to anyone. A crossbow, a falcon’s hood, an astrolabe, various telescopes. Men’s clothing and women’s clothing, trophies from lovers, garments they’d worn against the mores of the time, forbidden books from around the world, trinkets from Constantinople.

			Zia looked away from the gray morning fog amassing outside the window. Their gaze fell upon the bed.

			In it was a child with radiant eyes and a pale complexion.

			Zia looked away immediately, before they heard the cough.

			“I’m here, mum,” said the child, confidently. But Zia knew that this was the bed where their first child would die, consumed by malady and fever before she ever had a chance to know life.

			“Why don’t you want to see me, mum?” said their child, cheerily, through raspy breath.

			Zia looked at their beautiful child. It hurt to look at her. Because that child’s life would be just a flicker, a lick of flame in the long slow burn of Zia’s life. Zia had stopped aging a decade before. This was the first loss they had to accept, and to recognize that their agelessness put a singular burden on their existence.

			And there on the bed suddenly, in the space of a blink, was their first wife, Mary, the second great love of their life. The first was barely memorable, lost to time, something youthful and obsessive and unreal. Mary was real. Mary knew everything about Zia, their anguish, dreams, fears, weaknesses, the true intimacy of sharing everything about their life in a body, and all the messiness of being human.

			Mary was a love Zia felt had died forever, never to be revisited, the first of many mortalities to walk away from. But now Mary was embracing the child she had always wished to meet, but whose life had been separated from hers by decades. Now they all could be together.

			“You’re still so beautiful. It’s uncanny,” Mary mumbled, through a hoarse voice of her own. The same fever that had taken Zia’s child would take Mary nearly a century later. Zia had been to both of their funerals.

			“Don’t you want to stay with us?” Mary asked.

			“You can stay with us. Stay with us forever,” pleaded the child.

			“There’s no such thing as forever. Only long times, distance, forgetting, and eventually you lose everything,” Zia said wistfully.

			“That doesn’t sound like you,” Mary said.

			The child added, “Really, that’s quite glum.” They all smiled together.

			“We found it, love. A way for us to be together,” said Kasali. He had been a doctor in Nigeria. He sat on the edge of the bed with the other two, but his hand was pressed tightly against a crimson stain upon his waist. Kasali would be stabbed with a bayonet by a British constable during a factory workers’ strike.

			And there was Milka, the Serbian lover, from the turn of the twentieth century. Milka would die of old age, obsessed with finding out Zia’s secrets, their ability to live forever. By the end of their relationship, as she descended into dementia, Milka was consumed by a fierce jealousy of Zia’s seeming immortality and shot them with a pistol. The wound healed in two days.

			“Forgive me. You know I never got tired of you. Even though I shot you,” she laughed. But that was Milka’s sense of humor, and Zia missed it.

			The room started to fill up with a procession of family, friends, lovers, soldiers, adventurers, and acquaintances that they’d outlived. Every single one had passed away due to the fragile binding that kept humans alive, while Zia never grew older or sicker, only continued to adopt new identities to hide their uniqueness from the world. And they missed every single one.

			All of their voices were murmuring together, but it was the child’s Zia heard the clearest. “Mum, we’re all here. There’s no time. It’s a forever place. All you have to do is help me.”

			“Help you how? I’ll give anything not to have to lose you again.”

			“That girl Skarra. The strange alien one. Let us have her. We’ll all live in her mind, like this. Anywhere you want to be, with anyone, and time will no longer matter,” the child said, without the faintest trace of malice.

			Zia thought about it.

			Mary spoke, too, “Just give up this one single soul. Skarra has lived a better, longer life than your daughter ever got to. This will all be ours. All of us together, in a home, without having to run or lose yourself anymore. There’s no time here.”

			Zia smiled through their tears. “But my heart is broken because there is always time. Always time running out. It’s the one thing I know to be true. It’s why I lose all of you. It’s my greatest heartbreak, and to deny it would be a lie. And I won’t live a lie.”

			The room was empty once more. Zia glanced around, remembering how much they loved this place. But still, no home had ever meant more to them than the Orlando. The English sun broke through the morning fog for just a second, warm on Zia’s face, and they closed their eyes.

			Thor was startled. One moment he had been in that strange observatory which had been the Miskandarian throne room. The palace was decayed, as if his own memory had corrupted it into something terrible, as if it had been underwater for centuries. But now he was in the Asgardian throne room and the same strange emptiness persisted. He couldn’t recall how he got here, and he had no sense of being home. Absent was the relief and comfort he always felt within the halls of the palace at Asgard, knowing that his family and people resided here.

			At least he was no longer on Miskandar. He felt relief at that. He was definitely seated upon the Asgardian throne, and he had a throbbing headache. Something was pushing down on his skull with an immense pressure. His fingers reached up and brushed against metal. His hands grasped at the object, unable to pull it from his brow. The insistent dullness of it resting on his head continued to weigh him down. He glanced at a polished shield and caught his reflection.

			It was his father’s crown.

			The throne room seemed so dim, so cold, so gray. Suddenly there was a faint warm light in the center of the room. Thor rose from the throne, and he was dressed in a suit of grandiose armor and thick furs from vanquished beasts, but a dread cold still chilled his bones. As he walked down from the ornate chair, his steps echoed into total emptiness.

			On a massive table, overly decorated with inlaid carvings, awaited an enormous banquet. Tempting vapors drifted into the air. Every kind of food he loved had been set down, each dish perfectly aromatic. Thor felt a gnawing hunger inside. He sat down at the table and started to gorge ravenously. The starvation within him was infinite. He was chewing and swallowing faster than he could maintain. Food spilled from his fingers and mouth.

			He reached for more food, hunger pangs reducing him to savage need. His hands instead seized fistfuls of trophies, gemstones, ornate weapons—all monuments to his victories. And he tried to chew on gold, to swallow silver and rubies and emeralds. None of it was enough.

			A gold locket fell from his mouth as he heard footsteps approaching. It clattered to the table, dull, and popped open. Inside was a painted portrait of his family together, from his youth. His father and mother in an embrace encompassing himself and Loki. The days had seemed brighter and easier then. Even Loki looked happy. Thor always wished there was a way to return to those times.

			The footsteps came closer. Finally, some company. Something was nagging at him. Without its people, this could not be Asgard. This emptiness was a sign of something important that he was supposed to recognize, but every attempt to seize the thought only seemed to make him hungrier. He sucked on another gemstone, hoping it would taste like fruit, but what he tasted was metallic. Three figures stepped forward from the shadows, and Thor ploughed his fists into the hoardings on the table.

			Loki took a seat, bemused, silent. Then Skarra came to sit closer to Thor, and she sat with her hands folded together, formal. She was silent, too. Then came a long-haired man with a sort of wicked beauty about him, but it was odd. In the dim candlelight of the table, at certain angles, he seemed impossibly old. His youthful skin was stretched so tight around his lips that they peeled back to show jagged teeth. He was in a gaudy leather suit, gray, but with a pearlescent sheen. Thor knew him, but he couldn’t quite recall from where.

			“Ssssssoooo good to see you, King Thor,” slid from the strange man’s mouth, and then Thor knew. It was Nihilator, back in that old Midgardian body of Sylvain he had appropriated for decades, trying to relive its better days. The effect was nauseating, like wearing someone’s skin as a suit. “Or would you prefer Thor, the god?”

			“No one calls me that. I am merely Thor.”

			“But you are a king. And you could be an even greater king.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t want to be king at all,” Loki interjected.

			“Yesss … It’s that touch of self-loathing underneath all that arrogance and power.” Nihilator licked his lips.

			“When I touch you, you bloodsucking, worthless corruption, you will feel it as the force of the blow that ends you,” Thor said without a trace of doubt.

			“I am beyond mere physsssssicality,” Nihilator said without emotion.

			Loki leaned forward and spoke, “Do you feel regret, brother?”

			“Yes.”

			“Regret for what?”

			“For misusing my power and harming Skarra’s people.” Thor looked at Skarra as he said this, but she looked at no one.

			“I could change all that,” Nihilator said. “What if you and I could make it ssssso that no harm ever came to those people, and their planet was resssstored to its glory?”

			“What do you mean? What twisted intention do you lay before me? Another of your delusions?”

			Loki said, “Brother, I think he’s telling the truth. He has the power to do this.”

			Nihilator sat back in the candlelight and his face melted between Sylvain’s youth, Sylvain’s corrupted old age, and something that wasn’t human. Many eyes, circular teeth. His hands seemed to shudder into multiple limbs. Nihilator offered, “All the Miskandarians are, in many ways, my children. I was born on the other side of the nearby black hole, rejected from my rightful universe, banished to this one, and so deprived of the negative energy I fed on that my physical form went dormant. And in my long slumber, I became this planet. My mineral skin calcified.

			“Before my body fell into a comatose state, I willed into existence the Miskandarians as a manifestation of my psychic energy. The very first Miskandarians were birthed from me, themselves harboring fragments of my mineral skin in their bodies and blood.

			“To visitors to this world, the surface of my skin looked like rock or metal. I fell into a deep slumber. All of the Miskandarians carried my mind in their imagination, and I began to live in their brains. I was scattered across their consciousness, parts of myself separated and drifting apart as the people evolved over millennia, into the form of this young woman you see before you.

			“I was their god; I was their entire world. I was the ground beneath their feet, the soil that gave them food, and the mineral riches that became the envy of other races, other worlds. I was the keeper of their dreams, a whisper inside all their minds. Tell me, was I not a merciful and giving god?”

			“You sound like a creep,” Thor retorted without skipping a beat.

			“And you sound like a petulant child. You don’t even deserve the name of god. Did you ever give so much to the Asgardians?”

			“What does Skarra have to say about this?” Thor demanded.

			“She will not speak!” Nihilator insisted, banging the table with his fist. “Because my children turned against me. They forgot me, their worship waned. I needed more servants, more space to live within. I enticed others to come to this world, to plunder it, to carry fragments of my body throughout this universe. I found home within other alien minds, and my consciousness expanded. The Miskandarians forgot me or rebelled against me, and so when they were massacred and exiled, I did not care.

			“But there was a problem. None of the other minds I inhabited had the strength, the vastness, the comfort of the Miskandarians. Do you know how horrible it was to be trapped in this man Sylvain for so many decades? He had ambition and appetites, but his imagination was so limited. It was humiliating to live within him. I chose him for his ambition, and made a terrible mistake, for he had only wants and no imagination. What I needed was to be reunited with my people. I needed a Miskandarian mind, a Miskandarian body, again. A strong one, honed and tempered by the crushing pressures that can create a diamond. I needed this girl, Skarra. Her mind has been so burdened with suffering and kindness. It’s a feast for me. It feels perfect. I’m finally home.”

			Skarra twitched as he said all this.

			“This imagination of hers is delicious. It’s infinite. I want it. Give her to me and I can resurrect the Miskandarian people. With her powerful psyche I can will thought into material reality. My large body will go to sleep once more, become a new Miskandar as I bring her people back and live once again in their minds to feed on the potential of their thoughts. I don’t need a corporeal form anymore, I want to merely be worshipped. Let me have this one soul and I can undo it all, Thor. I can return this world to what it once was. Your regret, your guilt, will be gone. It’s one simple life, and from her an entire civilization and its people will be reborn.”

			“Why must you have her?” Thor asked.

			“She’s fighting me. Here, in her ancestral home, her defenses are down. There are corners of her mind I have yet to inhabit, to return to my full potential. It will take some time. But the vestige of who she is refuses to accept this sacrifice for the return of her people.”

			Nihilator continued, calmly, “One life for an entire world to be reborn. I can undo your great mistake, Thor. And all I want in return is to live peacefully, happily, within her.”

			Thor looked around the table, his eyes coming to rest on Skarra, who was in some kind of trance.

			She was still fighting.

			Thor agonized for a moment. Genocide had claimed her people, and she had been filled with sorrow and rage for most of her life because of it. Now he could make the choice for her, to sacrifice her for the sake of her people.

			“He has the power to do this, Thor,” Loki repeated. “His psychic abilities are tremendous. It’s true what he says. What say you?” His brother smirked.

			Thor thought about how he had learned to listen to Skarra. First it was catching her singing voice, drifting through the halls of the Orlando. He never listened to her people the first time he came to Miskandar, and he’d ruined everything.

			Skarra’s eyes were closed but Thor saw them shuddering. He sensed her will, that spirit he’d come to know, resisting the unassailable might of a deity. She didn’t stand a chance, but she was still struggling.

			Nihilator whispered, “One life for all those who were lost. A new reality, where the Miskandarian people return to their glory.”

			Thor looked at Loki and Skarra, but their faces were distant and unreadable. As he caught glimpses of the monuments in this hall of power on Asgard, this phantom version of home brought into relief all the doubts he had about being a ruler, a king, about the history of Asgardian conquest. He thought about the worlds that fell to might and power, and how their own histories might be concealed from him. His hands were tightly clutching trinkets and jewels and, as he looked down at all these trophies, they seemed corrupted.

			Thor made his choice.

			“Skarra. Do you hear me? I recognize the burden of your grief, and accept it as my own. There is no going back. Skarra, please see that I know what I did was wrong,” Thor pleaded.

			He let go of the treasures, reached out for her hand and held it, and for the first time he knew she could be fragile, like holding a wounded bird.

			“All I want is to save you,” Thor said.

			A merciless anger flickered over Nihilator’s visage. Loki narrowed his eyes.

			The faintest sound was heard by all. Like a child humming in their sleep. Thor knew it was music. He leaned toward Skarra.

			“Please sing. For all of us,” Thor begged her.

			Her voice grew louder, a full-fledged hum, and then cascading notes, and then she was singing in Miskandarian, an old folk song. And Skarra’s eyes opened to meet Thor’s.

			She was singing, faintly, weakly, fighting Nihilator’s corruption within.

			“Take off the crown!” Thor implored her.

			She was fighting her own hands. Nihilator was starting to gnash his teeth. With spittle flying, he cried out howls of protest. But Skarra was strong, and she seized the crown and pulled it free from her scalp. Her hands trembled viciously, but she found just enough within herself to fight against the contractions and tossed the crown from her head, sending it clattering to the floor …

			Suddenly Thor knew where he was. He was in the observatory on Miskandar, a different throne room, and Loki was holding Skarra with a knife to her neck. But she was still singing, and that clanging sound in between the beautiful notes of Skarra’s singing was where he should aim. The dull shard in the crown seemed to be trembling and melting with the imprisoned ghostly essences of generations of Miskandarians breaking free with Skarra’s voice, her will and rebellion …

			He raised Mjolnir and rained down a blow from the shuddering heavens.

			The hammer struck Nihilator’s crown. First the Asgardian runes cracked, bleeding light from within.

			Thor leaped upward, putting his entire weight into it, slamming down another hammer blow. It struck the crown and cracked it, an arc of thick lightning blasted from Thor’s wrists into Mjolnir’s body, scorching the ceiling.

			Nihilator’s crown shattered into a thousand dull shards and thick dust.

			A violent wail bellowed from the ground beneath them. The entire planet was screaming. Everything began to crash down. The open sky of the observatory saved them from the collapsing debris. And then the silhouette of the Orlando hovered above them.

			The starship’s hull occluded the sky, the atmosphere writhing with the planet’s tormented energy. Nott was rappelling down, safety lines behind her in a desperate rescue attempt.

			Thor’s feet crushed more shards of the demolished crown as Horangi and Zia came to and he lifted them up to Nott. Loki escorted a traumatized Skarra, and soon they all slung on plasteel cables up to the relative safety of the Orlando. As the airlock doors slammed shut behind Thor, the engines roared to life as they tried to depart the disintegrating Miskandar.

			Thor looked through the airlock porthole. The imperial orrery on Miskandar was collapsing into itself, swallowed by jagged, tremendous stalagmites erupting from the surface of the planet. They coalesced into a ring of rocky teeth in a circle, and the dark abyss into which the palace disappeared was a vast mouth, full of quivering flesh.

			Suddenly an array of eyes violently cracked the earth open, blinking, turning their turbulent pupils onto Thor. The mouth surged upward, flanked by dozens of lashing flagella blasting their way through the planet’s surface, tentacles arcing through space and reaching out to latch onto their battered starship. Debris drifted from the planet in a trail, swirling toward the nearby black hole.

			Zia was beside him witnessing all this, and commanded, “Get us out of here, now! All power to engines! Tear the ship to pieces if you must!”

			And Thor felt the fear in her voice in his own heart.

		

	


		
			Chapter 15

			Aaron Stewart-Ahn

			Aboard the galleon, they watched Nihilator contort viciously as his planet body fell into the black hole, the gravitational forces crushing and twisting the corpse-like mass of this living planet.

			“Without Skarra’s mind to live in, his consciousness is fading,” Loki theorized.

			Zia had their hands on the captain’s wheel of the Orlando, their leg pushing against the ship’s throttle lever. Nott stood at the bridge’s console, monitoring the ship’s engines. The Orlando was tossed erratically in the gravitational slipstream of the black hole. “The Orlando will make it, even if I don’t,” Zia said.

			Horangi embraced Skarra, who breathed heavily, agitated and panicked from the sensation of having her entire being compressed and almost shoved out by the elder god’s colossal power. “It was terrible, like a never-ending dream where you can’t breathe. And when Thor smashed the crown, it ended.”

			Thor wondered, “I don’t get it. I destroyed the crown. But this blasted Nihilator is still alive and very much a threat.”

			Loki offered, “His consciousness flourished in the expanses of Skarra’s mind. Once you severed the link, psychically and physically, he had to retreat to his ancient corrupt form. He’s now merely the raging id of a despotic interdimensional tyrant with the body of a hostile world.”

			“It’s really annoying that smashing his jewelry into small bits seems to have supersized him. It was such a satisfying blow,” Thor bellowed.

			Suddenly they all fell to their knees as a soundless voice penetrated their minds.

			“I DON’T NEED MY MIND TO DESTROY ALL OF YOU. JUST A BODY.”

			Zia demanded, “Viewscreen, give me the aft view.” They were looking at the rear of the ship.

			Nihilator’s flailing tentacles curled around the edges of the black hole’s accretion disc. With godly power, the lifeless husk was pulling itself outward from the immense void of the black hole.

			Tentacles shot forward from Nihilator’s planet body. The whole ship was rocked by heavy blows and everyone staggered to hold on. The limbs had seized the Orlando.

			“Once those slimy things drag us past the event horizon, we’re finished,” Zia insisted.

			Thor had to do something.

			“What happens if I cross the event horizon?” he asked Zia.

			“You’ll accelerate faster and faster toward the speed of light as you fall into the black hole, where you will undoubtedly perish, or disappear into a quantum state no one has ever returned from.”

			“Thor, it’s certain death,” Loki said.

			“You say it like it’s a bad thing,” Thor countered.

			“What are you planning, Thor?” Horangi asked. The ship was rocked again by another tug of the tentacles.

			“I’m going to go punch that corrupt god in the face at the speed of light.”

			“What will you do to save yourself?” Zia demanded. “Once you are captured by the black hole’s gravity well, you will never return.”

			Loki looked at Thor with unnerving intensity. “I know you’re going to do it, because it’s stupid.”

			“I’ll figure it out on the way there. And brother?”

			“Yes?”

			“In case I don’t come back …”

			“Yes…?”

			Thor thought deeply for a moment and gave Loki a look.

			“What is it, brother?”

			“You’ll figure it out while I’m on my way there.”

			Thor ran to the deck of the Orlando and, from that wide-open view of outer space, he had a brief moment to catch the scale of what he was about to fight. He had fought hand to hand with all manner of beings, but never an entire planet. Little arcs of electricity rolled along his body. Nervousness, excitement, adrenaline and dread. Soon the others were running onto the deck, and he heard them begging him to think this through.

			He leapt from the deck of the Orlando, aimed straight for the empty void of nothingness where Nihilator was waiting.

			His flight was interrupted by the crushing gravity of the black hole. He fell straight into the abyss, and felt shockwaves and contortions pulling at every atom of his being. The Asgardian was being torn apart by these extraordinary velocities, and his vision started to dim with the same prismatic shimmer he’d seen in the Bifrost. As he neared lightspeed, the colors bled away one by one until only blue remained.

			Thor had sparred with gods his entire life. His bones and muscles had strained against colossal forces wielded by the most powerful beings in the cosmos. But the black hole’s gravity well did not exert strength, it was the very nature of the universe itself tearing at him, drawing him ever closer to the ultimate point of no return.

			The vast hideous maw of Nihilator opened, oily fluid dripping from rows of teeth. Contorted tentacles, somehow flesh and stone at the same time, lashed out like organic webbing, gripping the edge of the black hole and flinging themselves viciously outward.

			It took all of Thor’s effort to dodge the few tentacles headed his way. Others surged toward the Orlando.

			He knew he had one shot at this. He would have to take out Nihilator with one toss of Mjolnir. He was certain that to unleash his hammer now would be to lose it forever. And without the hammer, what would he be?

			Worthless. He would lose his power of flight, unable to soar away from this infinite vortex that seemed to stretch all of his body into an agonizing, endless ache.

			But another thought occurred to Thor. If he did not let go of Mjolnir and strike Nihilator right now, what would become of these adventuring companions he had traversed the stars with?

			Thinking back on the past few days, he was struck in this moment by so many memories of levity and warmth and care and sacrifice. As his memory filled up with the presence of Horangi, Zia, Skarra, and even Loki, Thor realized that through all the trials they had endured, to him at least, they were his friends. Friends he would lay down everything for.

			Without sacrifice, their ship would fracture and implode among Nihilator’s tentacles. If that did not kill them, then the very same cosmic pressure that was tearing Thor’s body apart would take them, too.

			Now Thor knew. His worth was not in the hammer. It was in his fateful decision to accept that not only could he sacrifice the hammer, he was willing to lose his own life to save all his friends.

			Worth it.

			He raised Mjolnir high and above his head, trembling with every last ounce of strength.

			Nihilator’s gruesome visage dripped with putrid slime and a circle of hungry, jagged fangs. The black hole was distorting its chthonic features, and Thor saw a horizon of voracious terror before him, filling his entire vision.

			Time to punch it in the face.

			Strength poured forth from every muscle in Thor’s body as he swung, then his shoulders and bicep flung forward. He snapped at the elbow, and at just the right moment he opened his grasp and let go of the hilt. Thor threw Mjolnir with all his might. The effort flung him backwards, away from the crushing pressure of the black hole. Had the hammer done that for him?

			Mjolnir gleamed pearlescent, gorgeous, such a sight rocketing away from his hand. At the boundary of the event horizon it suddenly accelerated, and the valknut symbol carved into its head glowed, then radiated a beautiful flare. The same rainbow trail of the Bifrost streaked in Mjolnir’s wake, a straight line aimed between Nihilator’s eyes.

			Thor watched the hammer reach lightspeed and then stretch and elongate impossibly, becoming a single bright star before vanishing into a dot in the darkness emanated by Nihilator.

			Nothing happened.

			Thor floated in the void, slowly, drifting, arm still held out reaching for his lost hammer. It was truly gone.

			He had lost Mjolnir. His hand felt so empty.

			Then he saw it.

			A distorted ripple, barely discernible. It shot outward, a shockwave lightning storm spreading across Nihilator’s planet face. The elder god’s glassy, lifeless eyes jiggled, then slammed shut. The abomination’s rows of teeth quivered. And then Nihilator’s tentacles loosed, snapping back to its body, desperately clinging to the edges of the black hole yet still getting sucked in.

			Space was silent, but Thor swore he could hear the screaming wail of a titan in pain. Nihilator’s planet-body was ravaged by the intense gravitational forces, and parts of his body started to collapse and fall into the eternal nothingness of the singularity. All of Nihilator’s being was shrinking, crushed by this tear in the universe, pulling him back into the void he had come from.

			As Thor drifted backward, he turned and saw that the Orlando was free of Nihilator’s grasp. Its engines were at full blast, and it was slowly pulling away from the gravity well. Thor was drifting in the same direction, uncertain if he’d ever reach it. He turned back to Nihilator, extended his open hand, and tried to sense the hammer, to summon it back to him.

			Thor witnessed the last fragments of Nihilator’s corpse implode into a small, dense, twisted and corrupted orb, and vanish from his sight forever.

			There was no sensation of Mjolnir, where once there had been. The hammer had gone into the black hole with the false and corrupt god.

			Thor had lost his worth. He waited, and waited, drifting, open-handed.

			But then the Orlando was there, and Skarra and Horangi were pulling him aboard with long umbilical tethers.

			He had lost Mjolnir. And he had gained these friends.

			They held him with his arm still outstretched and as soon as he was on board, the ship accelerated with all it had left, breaking free of the tyranny of gravity at the heart of nothingness the black hole had become. Nihilator was gone. All that remained was the infinite void of no light or life, torn into the universe. And they had escaped it.

			Thor woke to a soft melody, music coming from somewhere. As he came to in his small cabin, Skarra was sitting in the doorway, strumming a small stringed instrument and whispering a lullaby. The song filled him with such a sense of peace that he pretended to sleep longer, to hold onto the moment. Only moments before, Skarra had embodied a terrible and despairing thirst for power. But now, in this moment, in song, Thor knew that she was one of the toughest creatures he’d ever encountered, but also vulnerable, a formidable survivor, young, and even, sometimes, a goof. All that she’d been through had not robbed her of an extremely dry sense of humor, which reassured him.

			He felt her gaze on him. She knew he was awake. Without opening his eyes, Thor softly said, “It’s a beautiful song. Thank you.”

			“I’m not playing it for you. I’m playing it for myself,” Skarra said, looking away from him.

			“Well, thank you … It makes me feel at peace.”

			“It makes me feel the same way.”

			“I’m sorry, Skarra. I’m sorry I did not bring peace to your people.”

			“I don’t know if any one person could have ever done that. I do think that … the choices of one person are where destruction begins.” She started to pluck at a few stray chords until they cohered into a melody.

			“And I know that you were willing to give your life for ours. You are a strange one, Thor Odinson. I don’t think we’ll ever see each other again, but I will always remember you.”

			Thor sat up to speak to her. But she had already slinked off down the hallway, playing a new song. It sounded familiar, like their time together. Even her acoustic rendition had Thor humming along, and his body started to twitch in time to the music. He almost laughed. It was one of the K-pop band’s songs, a song about gravity.

			Beyond Zia was a field of luminescent stars, deep space thick with the infinite spectral colors of nebulae and galaxies. Loki approached them on the bridge, where they were now standing firmly, staring in wonder past the starship’s gorgeous viewport. The Orlando had powered away from the black hole at maximum speed and returned to a pocket of space lush with creation.

			“They’re like flowers, almost. Or sometimes the entire universe strikes me as a sort of garden …” Zia said as he joined them by their side to share the view.

			Zia had insisted upon dressing up in their spectacular captain’s finery after their wounds had been tended to. But now lace and armor plating was buttressed with lots of bandages, making them even more gothic than usual.

			“You would kill at Fashion Week with this look,” Loki said.

			“Is this when you tell me you’ve actually killed someone during Fashion Week?”

			“I’ve been grievously wounded at such affairs.”

			“Did you get to attend the Met Gala?”

			“I did.” Loki smiled.

			“You horrible scoundrel. I never got invited, but at least I didn’t cheat my way in, either.”

			“You know me too well.”

			“Yes, I suppose I do. Does that still bother you?”

			“I’ve known you for centuries. Does that seem like a long time to you?”

			“From my somewhat human perspective, yes.”

			“It’s but a blink to me. The memories are so distant. And here I am, after millennia of existence, finding myself with one friend who seems to get me. I might even be grateful.”

			“Since I know you too well, I know you’re not.”

			They smiled together. Zia pointed to a single bright star.

			“The light from that star took millennia to reach us, and it’s only in this very small moment that we are here to witness it.”

			“So what will you do now?” Loki inquired.

			“Repair the Orlando to its full glory. Find some new crew, one of the most difficult of all tasks. And keep wandering the stars. A never-ending quest for a freedom that’s unattainable.”

			They watched a comet’s tail blossom as it drifted near a star.

			“That is the freedom, Zia. You were never the prison you were born into.”

			Zia treasured the moment. And told Loki, “Neither were you.”

			Horangi was stowing away water, telling Skarra that she had to take better care of herself when it came to food and water, when she realized that everyone had come out to the deck to say their farewells, and if she had been in Tiger form, her fur might have raised. Even saying one goodbye left her feeling awkward, and now she would have to say goodbye to everyone.

			On their way past what the Valkyries had left of Nihilator’s fleet, Skarra had pointed out a mostly intact Shi’ar small exploration vessel that had been horribly retrofitted with tributes to the corrupt god. Unnecessary metal studs were bolted along the hull, and the nose had some kind of wyvern skull strapped to it with plasteel cables. Horangi had asked Skarra where the nearest drydock was so they could start to remove all the kludge, but the skull was growing on her.

			“I don’t belong on that mountain anymore. I want to see what has become of the universe while I was in exile … and …”

			“And?” Thor asked.

			Horangi nodded in Skarra’s direction. “What better guide than this intergalactic stowaway, who knows the stars like the back of her hand? So many things we’ll see on the way to Earth.”

			“You’re going back to Earth?”

			“Those kids invited me to a concert in Seoul. They said I should check them out before they start their military service. And Skarra was excited by this light wand they gave her and how we could visit them backstage if we wanted to.”

			Horangi held up a plastic wand that glowed with a rainbow X symbol from an LED light.

			“Maybe you should take it, Thor?” Horangi said and placed the fanlight into his hand.

			Thor raised the glowing lightstick above him and swung it. The colors changed, and he smiled. “It feels incredible, but I think you’ll need this at the concert.”

			Horangi could only keep her eyes on the light as it moved around. She was always strangely ageless and timeless, but for the first time ever Thor saw she still had a wonderful curiosity about the universe.

			“Are you going to be okay?” Thor handed it back to her.

			“What kind of stupid question is that, you lunkheaded Asgardian? We just fought a god the size of a planet, with mind-control powers, back into the tear in space and time he came out of. I ripped his herald’s throat out with my own jaws. Delicious.”

			“Trust me, Horangi, going home is harder. And you know that already.”

			“It’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done. And I’m ready for it.”

			Horangi suddenly grabbed Thor into a massive hug with all her might. Thor was amazed by the warmth and intensity of it. Just as it started to feel wonderful, she gnawed on his shoulder with a firm bite, and he pulled away sharply, stinging.

			She was smiling at him as the airlock door slammed shut between them.

			Everyone waved goodbye from the deck of the Orlando as Skarra and Horangi took to the stars on their own.

			Days and lightyears later, Thor stood alone on the main deck. Soon they’d be in range of Zia’s hideout—a skeletal, abandoned space city floating in orbit of a gas giant. He had stayed aboard the Orlando, offering to ensure the damaged starship would reach its destination without further trouble, but secretly he was harboring dread about returning to Asgard without Mjolnir. He had woken some nights in his bunk with a yearning, outreached hand.

			Within hours the Orlando would be docked, and Thor would have to make his own return home, and be judged by his people for the loss of the hammer.

			Loki was strolling the deck, flipping a dagger in his hand. It would sometimes vanish into thin air, depending on how he tossed it.

			“I’ve never seen you so full of doubt since you were a child, when I hid your wood carving of a Valkyrie and convinced you that you had lost it.”

			“I always knew it was you!”

			“Yes. And what did you do about it?”

			“Well, I grew up, became incredibly capable and daring, and the other day I punched a black hole in the face. You must admit, that was impressive.”

			“Perhaps someday, with time and perspective, I’ll give you that one.”

			“And you—you grew up, and yet you still had to play your games and tricks when you were the only one not at that corrupt being’s mercy. What were you thinking?”

			“I wanted to watch you squirm, brother. I wanted to see what happened if you were offered power. I wanted to know what you would do if you could just wipe out your mistakes, or if you would truly live with them. I wanted to know what you think of your own worth.”

			A moment passed as they gazed at the stars.

			Loki hedged, “I must ask … What did you want to tell me before you jumped off the ship into what I was certain was finally your heroic death?”

			Thor smiled cryptically.

			“Loki …” Thor said with steeled determination.

			“Brother?”

			“Get out of the way,” Thor said, beaming.

			“Out of the way of what?” Loki wondered.

			A sharp keen sound impossibly filled the stars. They both felt it, a tremendous vibration inside their bones. The deck of the Orlando shuddered.

			With a gentle, firm grasp Thor moved Loki to the left, a footstep’s width.

			Loki felt it graze his hair.

			As Thor reached out …

			… and Mjolnir returned to his waiting, open hand, ringing out a song of metal.
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