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Unofficially, and even semi-officially, they called themselves Marines, because tradition, but officially-officially they were the Exo-Terran Air-Ground Assault Corps: first in, last out, the devastating opening salvo of the Allied Corporations' armed ground forces. Earth's strongest, toughest, and, yes, brightest; ETAG on paper, sometimes "Exes" amongst the other services and even themselves, but, at heart, always and inarguably Marines.

Holla took a long, slow look around the module, like he always did. BeDreeze was muttering to himself, stroking his ion rifle like it was a woman. Mikey Ice Shot was kicked back, eyes closed, doing his cool and utterly unconcerned thing. The module shuttered as it hit atmo and everyone's stomach suddenly lurched, like they were in an elevator that was descending too fast. Not much time now. Holla kept looking. There was always one greenie, it seemed, one guy who hadn't seen them up-close and personal yet. You could always tell, too, because no matter how much they deflected the question or straight-out lied about it, when the time finally came they got this look. Not the nervous, anticipatory look everyone got, or the crazy look the true 'paths got... this was something different, something born of endless days and weeks of myths and rumors, half-believed bullshit and midnight speculation.

There. Tiggs. He had it. The look.

Holla made his way over to him, waved Dapper to the opposite bench so he could sit down next to the greenie.

"Ready to kick ass and take names?" he asked Tiggs. "Never mind they got no asses. And no names, neither."

"They got a mother," Dapper broke in. "And I'm gonna fuck her."

"Ain't nothing you won't fuck, Dapper," Chan said, and a few men laughed.

"You know it," he confirmed. "Lock up your grandmothers."

Tiggs smiled along with the others, but his smile was forced. For a moment, nothing but the sound of plastalloy armor clicking and clacking as the rocking module bumped the shoulder-to-shoulder soldiers into walls, each other.

"You ain't seen one yet, right?" Holla asked. Tiggs shook his head. "It ain't as bad as you heard and Imma tell you why."

"They're just big spiders, right?" Tiggs interrupted. "I'm ice, I think. I ain't never been 'specially afraid of spiders."

"Me neither," Holla said. "Until I saw one big as me. But lots of folks are, even some of these guys, and that's why there ain't no pictures allowed and why, officially, you never see so much as a artist's representation of one, all through training, right up until you're face-to-face, shoving your laser arc right down its throat."

"They're not just big spiders though," Marty-Pants chimed in. "Orb weavers got ten appendages, see, eight legs and two, like, tentacles. That's how they can manipulate shit. The exo-bios say that's what gave them their evolutionary advantage. The fucked-up thing though is the eyes. Orbies got these eyes, sixteen of 'em..."

"Zip it," Holla told him, and he did. Everyone knew that this was Holla's thing, comforting the greens. He did it as much for himself as he did it for them. "You ain't heard wrong – they ugly – but here's why that don't matter so much. See, when we get down there they're gonna be ready for us, which means they're armored up, and with that armor on they don't look so much like big squid-spider combo meals as they do tiny metal tanks. It helps, more'n you can imagine."

Tiggs nodded.

Dapper started singing that classical pop song "Dream Weaver", except he'd changed it to "Orb Weaver" and his lyrics were about how he was going to rape a succession of orb weavers to death.

The module hit the ground, hard, sooner than any of them had expected, and too suddenly harsh, alien light was pouring in as the ramp opened and dropped. "Go! Go! Go!" someone was shouting, and Tiggs was pretty sure it wasn't even the CO.

They poured out, into total insanity as they were instantly in the midst of scores of orbies, the landing module having dropped right in the middle of their advancing ranks, literally crushing a few as it came to rest. Holla went down almost immediately in a flurry of screaming pulse blaster and flailing tentacles. Tiggs pasted one of the murderous bastards with his NRG rifle, but then everyone, everything, was just too tight and he had no choice but to mag-lock the rifle to the clamp on his leg and activate his arc, swiping and slashing with the pink-orange energy beam now projecting two feet from the nodule mounted on the left arm of his PAU.

Already, the orbies were falling back, clicking and hissing in their own terrible language. Are we really winning already? Tiggs dared asked himself. Well, we are motherfuckin' Marines.

Just visible beneath the plated armor the orbies wore, chitinous mandibles snapped open - and now they were spitting web-like strands that struck Marines and landing module alike, eating into armor and hull like hyper-chloric acid. All around him, men Tiggs had trained with, laughed with, gotten drunk with, were melting. With a howl of fury, he re-engaged his rifle, raised it, and...

Suddenly, the sky exploded.

For a second, Tiggs thought the powers-that must've dropped the big one, right into the atmo. Which meant that they were losing. But no, the deafening sound hadn't been an explosion. It was thunder. And even now dark clouds were roiling in from all directions, faster than seemed possible, and... was that a ship? About the size of their own lander, done up in ice white and a sort of shimmering green. It wasn't one of theirs, and it wasn't an orbie star-glider.

What the hell was it???

Tiggs belatedly realized that everyone – orbies included – had stopped fighting to watch it land. Those ugly fuckers are just as confused as we are, he thought.

The white and green ship came to rest. There was a moment of silence, even as the last of the merciless sun was blotted out by black-as-night clouds and it began to drizzle. A jagged web of lightning, impossibly complex, fragmentized the sky. The friction-heated hull of the new arrival steamed off the rain like it was sweating sulfur. Then a seal disengaged stern and a ramp was slowly lowered to the ground.

Hushed awe as seven figures – people, of a sort – stepped out, onto the ramp. They were armored-up, not unlike Tiggs and his fellow Marines (though they towered over even the tallest of these), and carried tech-mented close-quarter engagement, exclusively. And custom-designed close-quarter engagement, at that: one of them, a hulking keep of a man with fiery red hair and a beard to match, was holding a gigantic hammer for hell's sake.

But this isn't what held Tiggs' – everyone's – attention. What held their attention was that these men – and women, there were women, too – were beautiful. Tiggs wasn't a gay or anything, but even the male beings standing on that ramp were, well, breathtaking. He couldn't tear his eyes away.

The sky broke, soaking the field of war, and the participants, instantly.

Simultaneously, the being wielding the massive hammer raised it high, over his head. He uttered a single word that had too many consonants in it.

And then they attacked.

Wading in, slicing and pummeling and thrusting, utterly obliterating Marine and orb weaver alike. Absolute panic on the spiders' part; they fled en masse, arrows of solid light felling a dozen, easily, even as they retreated... and all of these fired, in rapid succession, by the same woman! Marines, conversely, don't run, but they were hopelessly outmatched, only sixty or so to this new opponent's seven, and it was over in minutes. Tiggs, for his part, took a glancing blow off his helmet from the hammer guy's hammer that knocked him to the ground, half senseless, his ears ringing like church bells.

Everyone was down. Everyone.

Who were these people?? What the zip was going on???

Hammer Guy, who seemed to be their field leader, laughed heartily, even as the storm intensified, raging now with near-hurricane fury.

"A fine victory!" he boomed. "A glorious victory!" They weren't Earth words, the words he spoke, and the howling, whipping winds strove mightily to carry them away, but somehow Tiggs understood.

"Æsir! Æsir! Æsir!" Hammer Guy's fellows began to chant, and Tiggs didn't know this word, but he vaguely recognized the one they chanted next:

"Asgard!"
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"My first guess," Mr. K said, "is that it's going to turn out to be some sort of Pride thing. My second guess is that we're going to reach the end and find ourselves in the Munchkin Village."

"Munchkin Country," Lilly corrected him. "Munchkinland in the movie."

"Land, country, province, whatever. I just hope they have something to eat. We've been walking for hours."

It hadn't been hours, but they had been walking for a fair while, ever since the ꝏ-phone dropped them here, on what could only be described as a solid rainbow, suspended in space. Outer space, to be precise, but an outer space from a storybook: velvet black, bejeweled with massive, twinkling stars that seemed so close you felt as if you could reach out and pluck them from the firmament. Oh, and they could breathe, and hadn't depressurized, which was nice. The ꝏ-phone, that mysterious, amazing device, was configured to instantly deliver them to the time and place where they were needed the most, but there was nothing and no one here. They'd waited for a while, just in case, then resignedly picked a direction – there was minimal disagreement here, as there were only two options – and started walking.

Now, 105 minutes, 26 seconds later, by the ꝏ-phone's stopwatch app, they were still walking.

"Leprechauns?" K mused out loud.

"I see something," Lilly said.

"A 7-11, I hope."

It wasn't a 7-11.

It was a city.

A grand and imposing city, in silver and white, ivory and ice, resting on an inverted mountain, floating in space.

"It can't be..." Lilly whispered, freezing mid-step. K followed suit.

"What?" he asked.

"Asgard."

"Asgard? Like in the Thor movies?" He took off his sunglasses – blue, with triangular lenses – to get a better look. "Is that what Asgard is supposed to look like? All silvery and frosted over?"

"No one knows what it's supposed to look like because it isn't real."

"What do the myths say?"

"The mythology depicting it was primarily oral, so nothing definitive."

"So someone built this," K suggested. "Their take on the thing."

"Does that mean someone lives here?" Lilly asked. "Could this be someone's house?"

"If it is, it's serious MTV Cribs material. Is that show still on?" K started walking again. "Regardless, we're here, and there's only one way to find out."

Now that they could actually see where they were ultimately going, it seemed as if they reached their destination in no time. Lilly's classical education and K's passing familiarity with Marvel comic books had both prepared them for essentially the same thing: Heimdall, traditional guardian of Asgard, who challenged any who presumed to enter that celestial abode of the gods.

Instead, the rainbow bridge unceremoniously deposited them in a parking lot.

K kicked a discarded Pepsi can across the asphalt.

"Divinity. Not what it used to be," he said.

The lot was massive, hardly filled to capacity but not empty, either. Starships of all types were parked in neatish rows – everything from tourist-class planetside landers to single-seat fliers. In the distance, beings – mostly humanoid – could be seen meandering towards what were, presumably, the city proper's towering entrance gates. An amateurish sign was propped up against a pole. Printed on this, in Comic Sans, yet: Shuttle Bus Every 15 Minutes.

"Shall we wait for the shuttle?" K asked.

"Let's walk," Lilly said. "I need time to process all this."

So they walked.

And walked.

And walked.

They passed several instances of more permanent signage along the way, blaring hype in all caps (though not in Comic Sans):
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