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For Azure … Keep shining.

The world will catch up!
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CHAPTER ONE
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Calm Like a Bomb

AMERICA CHAVEZ’S GOAL IS SIMPLE. DELIVER A BOMB TO HER ADVERSARY’S DOORSTEP.

The challenge, as always, lies in the execution.

So … we Watch.

Through abyss and luminescence, two hunters stalk the Multiverse in all its catharsis and tragedy, complexity and chaos, justice upheld and dreams deferred. World by world, sifting endless possibilities, searching for their target quarry. Destined to clash across realities. Committed to a singular outcome that looms more inevitably with each failure and misstep. Preventing doom itself.

Doom, himself.

Unfortunately, America’s bomb desperately needs a snack. And a shower.
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KATHERINE PRYDE STOMPS THROUGH AMERICA’S GLEAMING STAR portal, snow billowing in behind her. Miserable, half frozen. Ticking. Kitty reveals none of the multitudes echoed within her unassuming frame. Sprite. Shadowcat. X-Man. More recently, Hellfire Club acolyte—Emma Frost’s White Knight. Those identities and realities and more all recede before the individual who accompanies America now. The being ready to find Victor von Doom … and detonate.

Mother of stars.

A vessel—cracked, with Kitty herself first to point out the flaws—but enduring nonetheless, courageously containing the apex being of cosmic horror and wonder incarnate. Life and death. The Phoenix Force itself.

The funky Phoenix. America hides a cough behind her hand. Shower first, snack second.

The grouchy set of Kitty’s jaw melts into an accusing pout as she glances around. “Wait. You’ve had an apartment this whole time? We’re traipsing through the Multiverse—freezing my cheeks off when we could have—”

“My bad, okay? Relax.” America’s portal between realities, a brilliant five-pointed star, shrinks down to a singular blue flicker and winks out at her mental impulse. Thick snow accumulated on the creaky hardwood immediately begins dissipating. “I get tunnel vision sometimes. But we need a minute to breathe and recalibrate after the little breadcrumb that Watcher tossed us.”

“And to eat something decent. And sleep.”

“Fair, if it means you won’t stay this grumpy.”

“Don’t act like you’re not exhausted, too.”

“I am. I’m just pissed we don’t have anything to show for these past …”

“Weeks,” Kitty supplies. “I don’t know how you do it. They feel like months on fast-forward.”

America’s body agrees. Superpowers shouldn’t include super-aches. The concept of passing time gets weird for her, fluid. Hop through one portal at noon, march into midnight with the next. Kitty complained that they were crossing time zones without even bothering to sleep in the airports.

The two of them have gained some familiarity in their mission together, if not closeness. America’s nearly forgotten how to share space with anyone after her time lost Watching, but she is willing to try. She hides a yawn behind her fist. “We take a night.”

“One night?” Kitty whines.

“Okay, two. I’m betting we won’t get another clue anytime soon.”

“Gracious, aren’t they, our Watcher buddies?” Kitty purses her lips. “You’re sure we can’t be followed to your little safe house?”

America pauses. Kitty is still locked into fight-or-flight mode after a Watcher suddenly materialized out of thin air in the middle of the last world’s blizzard. With the omnipotent power at their fingertips, they could have easily attacked, but this one had simply delivered information.

A new mystery, wrapped in the vision of a towheaded kid with mischief and wonder in his blue eyes. Franklin Richards. Son of Reed and Sue, heir to a family of heroes. The boy is not a unique individual within the Multiverse, not a true one of one like America herself or Rachel Summers. Yet he still resides in a class of his own, as power sets go. One of the most powerful mutants ever born—Omega level once he grows up, if he gets to grow up—or that America ever witnessed in her relatively short stint as a Watcher. A reality warper. His own category of bomb.

But in the constellation of Franklins across an infinite Multiverse, which single star did the Watcher mean for America to seek? Even more perplexing, that Watcher seemed to be acting alone—in defiance of the Council of Watchers who had judged America lacking and cast her from their ranks. “If they knew about my place before, they didn’t care,” she decides. “Now—”

“Not them. Him.”

Oh. Doom. “No. I didn’t even get to hit him when we fought. I’m nobody to him, except maybe the annoyance who helped you steal the Phoenix Force.”

“More meat for the grinder,” Kitty says unhappily. “That’s us. What a pair.”

“Yeah … dream team.” Of course the Watcher who crashed America and Kitty’s glamping fail didn’t bother sharing vital details about Victor von Doom’s interest in the boy. America knocks on her coffee table. “But let’s not jinx it. He holds grudges.”

Kitty knocks, too. “So … you giving me the tour or what?”

“I mean …” America gestures vaguely at her studio. “What you see is what you get.” She barely recognizes her own crib. How long since she’s been here? Herringbone flooring, a goldenrod microfiber couch opposite the flatscreen where she catches up on the most scandalous of this reality’s reality shows. “Kitchen to the right, bed to the left.”

“Is that … a futon? You sleep in a literal closet?”

“Yep.” Through some fortuitous anomaly in this floor’s overall layout, the studio flaunts a massive walk-in closet not big enough to qualify as a room, but just enough to squeeze in a futon and still leave room for her clothes and shoes. A pocket, out of the way and forgotten—kind of perfect, because it fits exactly how America feels about her life sometimes: stuffed into the forgotten crevices of the Multiverse. “Shower is outside and down the hall.”

Kitty nods approvingly instead of offering the ridicule America expected. “Better than any of my places. Landlord didn’t paint over the outlets. Your mattress isn’t on the floor. And you have a window!” Kitty’s hand brushes the heavy bag stuffed in the kitchen, stealing space likely envisioned for a dinette table and awkward breakfasts with America’s nonexistent hookups. Kitty ducks through a bead curtain and into the walk-in closet; a door creaks open shortly after. “Oh. Bonus. Your very own porcelain throne. Way better.” Kitty’s muffled voice emerges from the half bath, likely going through America’s medicine cabinet. “So is this version of New York home home? Before your Watching gig?”

“Not at all.” America forces herself not to leap up and lurk over Kitty’s shoulder while she explores. Snoops. But if this is going to be home base for a while, Kitty deserves to get comfortable with it, too. So instead America sinks into the couch, remembers it. The smell, how it gives way to her weight just right, the lopsided spring that kneads the inside of her knee. She blinks, scoots experimentally to the right side. “Towels are on the shelf above the bed, by the way.”

“How do you deal? The time travel thing with Betsy was too much for me. Hot pants? Butterfly collars unbuttoned to show off the hamburger meat? Kill me. But time is just half of the combo for your powers.”

“Probably the same way you deal with phasing.”

“Know when to breathe and when to stop.”

“Exactly.” This reality is close enough to her own on the periphery of America’s vision; the differences only reveal themselves when she looks straight at them. But this nook, this corner of an almost familiar city? It’s hers. Probably the only real piece of America still lingering beyond Washington Heights. “Are you finished going through my stuff, or …?”

“I’d bet belongings are an abstract concept for those pillowheads.” Bamboo beads bounce aside as Kitty pops back out from the closet, eyebrows drawn down. “Your rent! How were you not evicted while you were, uh, working remote?”

America stands and heads to the front door, opens it. She peeks into an empty hallway. Inspection notices are posted to her door, along with flyers for concerts and open mics. She peels them free and tosses them in the central recycling chute before returning. “I’m paid up for … a long time, we’ll say.”

“But how …?”

“You remember maybe … five realities ago?”

“Trying to forget it. With that six-eyed thing in the sky, playing peekaboo on the horizon?” Kitty’s eyes narrow. “No. No. That beach? I was going to take one for a souvenir, but you …!” She cuts off in a sputtering fit as America empties the pockets of her jean jacket.

One by one, America sets glittering diamonds—some the size of pilones—in a meandering row on the kitchen counter. “Worthless in that reality, but not to me. Any reality with capitalism has pawnshops. And jewelry brokers love me.”

Kitty’s face reddens. “I knew I should have grabbed one, but you gave me that look, and I thought I would do the butterfly thing—mess something up—”

“What … you think I can skip through different realities, yet somehow stay broke?” America almost genuinely dry-heaves. “No, couldn’t be me. That’s almost as sad as … say, a person who can phase through solid matter but still manages to—”

Kitty’s face shifts from red to volcanic. “Can you lower your voice?” The idea of an eviction notice stressing Kitty out as much as Doom’s scheming is adorable to America for some reason. America pulls a cellphone out of a drawer, mutters a prayer, and powers it on. A software update immediately downloads.

“So not technically stealing, but you’re a hoarder.” Kitty disappears back into the closet. “This is quite the collection.”

America follows, brushing past her bed. She’s tempted to just flop onto the sheets and let Kitty figure out her own situation, but that would be rude. She notes that her worn, stuffed blue hippo is out of place. One of her last keepsakes from another life, a gift from her mano, Berto. She joins Kitty beside the biggest shoe rack the space could handle. Soy culpable. “Yeah, sneakerhead.”

America flushes at Kitty’s amused study. Some of her collection hails from realities where corporate conglomerates wield more power than nations. Others are handcrafted by artisans who devote years to a single pair; still others pop into existence after chanting prefab magic spells.

“So you were taking, like … victory trophies? A new pair for every villain beatdown?” Kitty rubs her hands together speculatively. “Now the question is, can I guess who is who by the color?”

America holds in a laugh. “More like reminders. Of how delicate and fragile all of this is. The Multiverse.”

“Hmm. So more of a Snatcher than a Watcher.” Kitty yawns, then cranes her head to the right until her neck pops.

America tries not to grimace and fails. “Hands-on is definitely more my speed.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you. But you must have been the worst Watcher ever. Did they have some serious dirt on you?”

“Something like that.” A memory stirs from America’s time before, but no—now isn’t the time, never will be. “Dirt. Aww, dang it!” America bolts back out, leans over her desk to peel aside the worn blackout curtains. Dried leaves drift free.

“What? What is it?” A step behind, Kitty crowds close, peering out the window for threats to assess. Her exhale tingles along America’s collarbone. “Are we …”

America’s monstera is very dead. Her tia claimed even she couldn’t kill one, but here it lies, shriveled and curled in its pot.

Kitty gathers in America’s face, the sill. “Oh. No saving that.”

“And it’s basically the roach equivalent of houseplants.” Even though Kitty is nosy and treats personal space like one more wall to phase through, it’s … nice, actually having someone over. Sharing her space. But the desiccated leaves, brittle as crumbling realities, bring all of America’s worries roaring back. “I used to sneak away and water it. But I was gone longer than I should have been. We need to—”

“I’m pretty sure I know what killed it.” Kitty’s eyes crinkle in sympathy.

America blinks suspiciously. “What?”

“That pot. Can you blame it? All those realities to shop in with your beach diamonds and you pick the ugliest—” Kitty stops, grimacing. “Sorry. I was born without this thing most people—”

“A filter?”

“Yeah, that. It gets me in trouble. This is the part where you tell me that’s an heirloom passed down from your grandma”—America cringes. Kitty intuitively senses she’s verging into therapy territory and digs herself deeper—“ahh, a boyfriend … no, again? Girlfriend? Sculpted that sad, lumpy clay with their own two—”

“Kitty. Please. Stop.”

She points at her own face. “I told you. Sorry. No filter. Does this thing need a funeral? Did it have a name? God, tell me you didn’t—”

“Kitty! We’ve got bigger stuff to worry about.”

“Yes, like a long shower.”

America could get behind that. “Down the hall, last door on the right.” She takes the key from a hook by the light panel and tosses it. Kitty plucks it from midair before she dips back into the closet, muttering something about the Massachusetts Academy that America leaves alone. America opens the fridge just a pinch, but a whiff of the spoilage still gags her. “Pizza work for you? I know a place that does good kosher-style.”

Silence lingers, long enough for America to glance up. Kitty’s gaze is so intent, America’s compelled to avert her eyes. “Sorry. I do know some details about you,” she blurts. “Well, a lot. While I was looking through the Multiverse, trying to figure out Doom’s intentions. It’s kind of the gig.”

“Let’s just hope you keep getting the important stuff right,” Kitty murmurs. Calm like a bomb. “I was going to say, we’re close enough to the same size. Can you find some clothes you don’t mind getting molecularly displaced? Or possibly incinerated into cosmic oblivion?”

America raises an eyebrow. “I … what?”

“And make sure it’s cute, please.” A grin at America’s expression dimples Kitty’s cheek as she phases through the door. Paint, wood; doorknob, lock. Shame, exasperation. Nothing stops her. Does anything feel real to someone who can decide what touches her and when?

The pizza place is still in business, still good reviews. America orders, hoping the flavor holds up. Siguiente … what kind of jeans does someone who walks around with the Phoenix Force wear? Kitty simply leaves America in awe, and a little envious. She’s as afraid and uncertain as anyone else, but so casual about the unfathomable power flung onto her shoulders. Somehow, Kitty makes it seem carefree.

America decides on her least-ripped pair of dark jeans that might work—because hips—and finds a plain blue crop top and vented sports bra, then digs a little deeper for a Lightbringr shirt so Kitty has options. She hunts around for gear of her own, eyelids begging her to let gravity win. A plain T-shirt and leggings would serve just fine. Comfy clamshells call to her weary feet, especially after the brutal confines of her combat boots. Not exactly on par with the X-Men’s battle suits, let alone Doom’s tactical armor. Teams and uniforms were never really her thing. They could’ve been, once. But the closest example America’s memory dredges up are the generic hospital gowns of her childhood friends back at the Utopian Parallel. Hell, she had even skipped the wrinkle-free Watcher robes. But now? She’d gladly consider matching Kitty’s despised retro hot pants for another reminder she isn’t alone.

Options are what they need more of, yesterday.

When they first set out together, America believed the toughest thing she and Kitty would need to do was paper-rock-scissors over who held Doom up and who swung. But in truth, trying to stop a madman known across reality for being ten steps ahead of his foes—with counteroffensives ready for plans America hasn’t even thought of yet—is just as hard as it sounds.

Everything that makes America special—her strength, her flight, her ability to traverse the Multiverse—Victor von Doom has invented or magicked or stolen a way to do it better. Avengers and X-Men, larger-than-life heroes, had tried and failed against him. America and Kitty stood next in line—last in line. No one else remained who understood the threat and could act in time.

Unless …

A muffled thump pulls America up and into the kitchen, fists clenched. Rats still aren’t a problem in this reality, she hopes—

Kitty’s phased head pops through the microwave. America lets out a yelp and catches herself on the heavy bag.

“Same team! Sorry, I forgot which door was yours. Scared some neighbors.” The rest of Kitty emerges, brown hair damp, her dank clothes held at arm’s length like they are radioactive. She glances at the choices America laid out. “Perfect. Nondescript, just the way I like it.”

She eyes America’s jacket. “Are you going to air out your vintage piece?”

America shrugs loose her jacket and tosses it on the couch arm, already missing the comfort of the worn denim, the stripes and stars. “No, I like what you said. Nondescript.”

Kitty raises an eyebrow. “You don’t get to do that, sorry. You’re the one running this cluster.”
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AMERICA’S OWN SHOWER PROBABLY RUNS THROUGH THE ENTIRE building’s hot-water supply, but she finishes just before their pizza arrives. Retouching her struggling French braids will have to wait; she’s starving. The aroma wafting from Kitty’s kosher-style vies for dominance with America’s loaded supreme. They sit cross-legged on either side of the coffee table, devouring the bigger slices first.

“Suspiciously early,” Kitty says with a sniff.

“Drone delivery.”

“The cheese tastes off,” Kitty complains.

So picky. At least she’s not trashing the cerveza. America lets the flavor roll over her tongue before she answers. “Different reality, different food standards. Organic across the board.”

“Hmm. I guess I like my food the way I like my reality. Full of … preservatives. Preserved?”

“So clever.” America rolls her eyes. But the reminder of why they’re here settles Kitty into quiet munching. America realizes her snark isn’t just annoying; Kitty’s clinging to it like a life raft, trying to stay sane through this disasterpiece. “Let’s start with what we know,” America suggests.

Kitty frowns as America picks toppings off her slice and arranges them inside the pizza box top. “What is this, preschool story hour? I’m from the nineties, not ancient times.”

America glares right back. “Yeah, let me get my yarn and thumbtacks. Because I adore making murder boards in my free time.”

“We could repurpose some shoelaces—”

“Careful.”

“Take it easy. Okay, so the Watchers clearly didn’t use group presentations, but you’ve still got to be able to convey ideas. Present stuff. Or is the future too cool for whiteboards, dry erase …?”

“Do you want to get some sleep or shop? Actually, everything’s closed. If you want to phase into a bodega and—”

“Fine. I get to be the pepperoni. You’re this smelly onion.”

America grinds her teeth. I’m the smelly one? She grabs a pepperoni—the most burned slice she can find—and flicks it onto the greasiest spot on the box. A flat piece of green pepper goes on a lone slice. “There’s Doom. He didn’t get the Phoenix Force, but he stole Jean Grey’s nexus powers.” She yoinks the only pepperoni from another slice and tucks it under Doom’s green pepper. “He’s one of them now. A nexus being. An anchor. Without those powers, her reality will fall apart.”

“Along with Betsy,” Kitty adds unhappily, pushing Jean’s slice to the side. She had gone through hell to save her own reality from Doom, time traveling with Betsy Braddock to team up with the X-Men of their past, but they still didn’t stop Jean’s murder. “And Rachel.”

“And the X-Men and everyone else in it,” America agrees. “Restoring Jean Grey’s stolen nexus power is priority one.”

“Even if it comes down to beating it out of Doom.”

“Exactly. He can reshape reality itself, easy as clay.”

Kitty’s eyes flick immediately back to the windowsill, but she controls herself. “So he’s basically unstoppable. I thought this would be easy with the Phoenix Force on our side. But we need more hands.”

“We need more everything.” America steels her voice, hides the cracks. “Kitty … you should know, Jean Grey isn’t the first nexus being I’ve tried to help.”

She can’t meet Kitty’s wooden gaze as she recounts Watching Doom’s collision course with Jean. America arranges more of her cooling slices around Doom’s green pepper as she forces the words out. She’s ashamed of her failure to intervene when a family forged across realms was shattered forever and Loki rose from the ruins. Nor is she proud of how her barest effort, a last-second phone call, still somehow managed to save the life of another reality’s Wanda Parker—but not her adoptive parents or beloved uncle. Worse yet, when she finally revealed herself fully to the Venom symbiote, well after Doom’s damage was wrought, and a reality was deprived of its Moon Knight. “I’m not proud of it, but you deserve the truth,” America says. “I could’ve stopped all of this, and I didn’t.”

“That’s four nexus beings,” Kitty breathes.

“Four … heroes, three nexus beings, technically. Venom and Moon Knight are a package deal.”

Kitty hinges her shoulders, unbothered. “Three, then—who could be on our side right now. Why are we playing chess with pieces missing? Against a grandmaster?”

“Did you miss the part about me failing?” America snaps. “Failing them? When they hear about what I’ve done, what I didn’t do … it’s going to be on sight. And the worst part is if they leave their realities for too long, or Doom cuts them down—”

Pizza slices shimmer and sink through the cardboard. America gawks at Doom’s pepper slice, now alone. “Their realities melt into the Multiverse, got it.” Kitty grins. Her phased fingers wiggle at America from through the pizza box before disappearing. “Your face! Some markers would have prevented this. I’ll bet you’d even settle for crayons at this point, huh?”

“Stop trying to make me laugh! You’re cleaning that up. And I’m eating some of your kosher.”

Kitty slides her box over. “Look at us, sharing. So where does the kid fit in?”

America lets a breath puff out her cheeks. “Doom—most versions of Doom—hates, hates Franklin’s dad. Concentrated hate. Cold-brew hate.”

“Seems thin to me. Make all of this stuff to—what, wipe out every version of Reed, everywhere?”

“I saw weirder stuff at my old job.”

Kitty snorts. “Still not convinced. The Watcher showed us Franklin, not Reed.”

“There’s not a lot Franklin can’t do … create matter, even whole universes of his own when he reaches his full potential.” America returns slices to the box. “And if he’s a nexus being on top of that …”

Kitty’s eyebrows rise. “So, what then? Some kind of rocket booster? A … manifestation magnifier?”

“Kitty. Please be serious.”

“Hear me out. Nexus powers don’t change what the kid can already do, but they’re related.”

“I see what you’re saying. A kind of … muscle memory. Nexus powers come easier to him?”

Kitty snaps her fingers. “Yes! Like a cheat code. Maybe he’s an asset in a way we haven’t thought of yet.”

“Or maybe Doom’s just pruning the competition,” America counters.

“Point taken. He’s eliminating threats like us. But what does he want? What’s it all for? If we figure that out, we can face him head-on. Leave this poor kid out of it.”

“Better to keep him from finding Franklin at all costs. Addition by subtraction. Diosa … that Watcher could have given us a little more to go on.”

Kitty takes a long pull from her beer. “America … he’s like you. Doom.”

“Why would you say that?” America growls, harsher than she intends.

“Sorry. That came out wrong. Filter.” Kitty holds up her hands. “Sneakerhead. He’s collecting, America. No way he stops with one set of nexus powers, unless we stop him. Not if he’s about to do to a kid what he did to Jean Grey …” Kitty grimaces and finishes off her beer. America forces a deep breath into her lungs and holds it until her gut unclenches. They agree to table the debate, sleep before frustration unravels any more progress. Kitty’s lazy comparison to Doom stung more than it should. Thin skin won’t pull this off. America’s stomach still grumbles, but floor pizza is a bridge she’ll never cross. She flicks off the lone green pepper and tears into her last good slice.

America gives Kitty the futon and immediately passes out on the couch into a dead, dreamless sleep. The sound of the creaking floor instantly jolts her awake: Kitty freezes, half phased through the door, but that’s not the reason for the mortified look on her face.

“Kitty. That’s my toothbrush.”

“Yeah. I thought … we established sharing?”

“You …” America pinches the bridge of her nose. “Would be a terrible roommate.”

“I’m definitely an acquired taste. On that note, I’m not trusting anything growing inside that horror box in your kitchen. Does this reality do decent coffee?”

America blinks at the sunlight streaming past her desiccated monstera. Late morning already … she barely dozed off! Kitty’s right, another day before setting out again will help them reset. America cleans up, noting the circles under her eyes while she scrubs her face. She briefly considers dish soap instead of the massive glob of toothpaste she slathers onto her brush and squeezes her eyes shut.

Once the deed is done, they make for a café two blocks over, slipping into the familiar crush of people. No cop towers, no sidewalk memorials. She forgot how much she loves it here. Kitty exclaims over the fruit trees flourishing beside most sidewalks, even picking an apple suspiciously just to see if hidden agents will rappel down from a helicopter and haul her off.

America lets herself luxuriate, breathes deep. Humidity greets them like an old friend, but Kitty complains that the smell is off.

“Let me guess. You like the city the way you like your reality?” America teases. “Smelly?”

Kitty snorts. “No. More … organic.”

They share a grin. The tension from last night—and all the weeks before that, during their frantic scouring of the Multiverse—lessens a bit more. America admits to herself that she should have brought Kitty here a long time ago.

The crowd ahead suddenly splits around a gleaming metallic diversion marching down the sidewalk. Kitty splutters over her coffee as a silver Ultron crisis responder lopes past, directing a speckled miniature goat on a leash, little hooves clacking merrily on the pavement. America stills her face with an effort. “What, they don’t have those back home?”

“I … I’m more of a dog person,” Kitty says faintly.

“Gotcha. Better hide that apple.”

“I knew it—” Kitty stops trying to roll the fruit in her shirt when she glimpses America’s face, and smacks her on the shoulder. “Jerk,” she declares, but her eyes twinkle.

After a stopover to sample a churro cart, America ducks into an alley, checking for witnesses before opening a portal. They finish breakfast on top of a Brooklyn Bridge tower as the sun climbs over the cityscape. “This is a first,” Kitty breathes. “Okay, this reality is growing on me. Not quite mine … but just as nice.”

America wipes her hands free of cinnamon and brown sugar, inhaling sharply. The delicious scent echoes beneath the memory of a crystalline chamber of windows. A prison of endless possibilities. A sudden vision racks her senses, the bridge’s tower beneath her feet twisting, turning on its head to crush her utterly, lightning crackling violently from the downward sky.

Something is about to change. Something is about to break.

“Hey,” Kitty whispers, reaching out to hold America steady. “Where did you go?”

“I’m good.” America straightens. “We can pull this off, because we have to, I just … it’s heavy.”

“I get it … but even with the Phoenix Force on our side, we still need a team.”

America exhales, resigned. “We need a team.”

Kitty breaks into a relieved smile. “I was scared you wouldn’t come around.”

“I sat on my hands while Doom figured out nexus powers, how to use his stolen psi-phon, and … you know the rest,” America finishes, gazing at the river.

Kitty’s face is impressively blank for a long time.

“Qué carajo … say something!”

“I … peed on Colossus’s shoulder.”

America jerks around to stare so hard she almost tumbles off the bridge. “Kitty. What.”

“In the fight at Xavier’s mansion, when Colossus tried to shotput me into retro-Doom’s spaceship? I was so scared, I didn’t realize it happened until way, way after.”

“What does this have to do with—”

“Let me get this out.” Kitty presses her lips together. “I don’t trust easy, America. I thought I was going to die. Sink underground until I can’t hold my breath, unphase in solid rock. Strangled by my own power. Easily top-three worst fears. But you caught me. And then you did it again until we got it right. I … knew I could keep trying because you were there.”

America feels a pinch behind her eyes, blinks it away. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll keep catching me. And I’ll keep charging through walls for you.”

“I will.” A weight rearranges itself on America’s shoulders, purring, kneading; no lighter than before—but no heavier, either. “Just one question?”

“Sure. Shoot.”

“Did you dry out before or after the White Hot—”

“I’d chuck you right off this bridge if I knew you couldn’t fly.”

America stands, cackling. Kitty joins her, knuckling her back.

“A team of strangers,” America says doubtfully. “Across realities. What could go wrong?”

“Plenty. So?”

“I don’t know. These people have been through absolute hell, all of them. Then I just show up, like … Hello, I’m the Watcher who let it all happen! I didn’t lift a finger while Doom wrecked your lives!”

“And that’s exactly why you need to go to them,” Kitty insists. “You’re not a Watcher anymore! So that means you deal with your mess. You fix the things you break. That’s who you are, isn’t it?”

“It is. I just don’t want to screw anything else up.”

“Look at it this way. They all have skin in the game. They’ll get a feel for our chemistry as we go.” Kitty rubs her hands together. “A team. But more X-Men and less Hellfire Club.”

America gathers herself for a new portal. “Okay. I’m pretty sure I know where to go first.”

“Good. But next time, lie or something.” Kitty keeps her voice light, but the cold calculation of a White Knight glints in her eyes. “From this point on, pretty sure is no longer part of your vocabulary.”




CHAPTER TWO
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A Village

VICTOR VON DOOM’S VISION IS MODEST. ACHIEVE LASTING PEACE FOR ALL WHO DESERVE it.

The challenge, as always, lies in the execution.

So … we Watch.

The dance of hunters unfolds. The precise glide of a waltz at one vantage; whirling, vibrant plena from another viewpoint; traditional Wai Kru from yet another. Endless variations, yet only one destined pairing. Neither hunter leads, though their steps never waver; they cannot, for the music thunders on. Countless others join their ballroom; here a juke joint, there the squared circle. Companions rise, believe themselves worthy, and play their roles, only to stumble upon the parquet’s sublime geometry, to falter before the relentless rhythm of the Multiverse itself. To lose their steps. To break.

The music endures, until Doom’s end.

Or until he decides the dance is over.
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DOOM’S PATH NOW PIERCES THE VEIL OF LIGHT, REVEALING HIS WAYFARING grotto. Nightbirds sing. Vibrant moss graces the limbs of thriving Latverian transplants with finely draped couture. Vines laden with glowing golden berries the size of an infant’s fist provide light and complete the soothing aesthetics of his deployment zone.

The gateway behind Doom ignites. Tormented screams reach a crescendo before they cease, relegated to nothing more than memory. A memory Doom will share with no other being. Another endless foe vanquished for the last time. Doom kneels, resting the outstretched palm of his mangled gauntlet on the glittering soil. Gratitude, not weariness. He feels welcome in return. Small gestures matter in this sanctuary he has carved among the endless; finite details bear weight. Countless vassals will benefit from the fruit of Doom’s untold labors, but only one remarkable individual may yet truly deserve to call this place home.

Armando Muñoz sweeps through the hanging vines, soft shadows undulating in his wake. Alarm furrows his forehead. A fool might think him slight of stature, mistake the bioluminescent flourishes of his rich brown skin as some paltry mutant ability. But no; true to the tenets of his abandoned sobriquet, Armando might very well outlast all of existence, if left to his own devices and demure ambitions. His mutation allows for his very being to adapt to any threat, evolving to counter dangers ranging from the microscopic to the hypercolossal, often in astounding ways. All of which is precisely why Doom considers no other being so capable of protecting his fortress, in this reality or any other.

“Victor? You’re on fire.”

Doom rises with a dismissive glance for the smoldering remnant of his green cape. His armor’s metal is similarly ruinous from the battle; battered titanium peeks from beneath the viscera and char. “Details. Behold. Consider this gift a pledge fulfilled and a reminder that Doom’s word is inviolate.”

Doom extends the massive weapon he carries edgeways. Armando sets his tablet on a root to receive the token with both hands. The sword possesses uncanny balance, despite the distinct angle of the blade itself, a precursor to the scythe-like Egyptian khopesh of old.

“The Scarab.” Armando’s expression stills as he gazes upon the weapon, wielded by an ancient mutant deluded enough to believe himself a god. “He’s really gone?”

“He harried me like few others. Embedded himself within universes, the merest echoes of which I did not yet own the means to imagine, but En Sabah Nur is no more. Mutantkind, reality itself, is cleansed of his touch.”

“A future with no Apocalypse.” Heartache seeps into Armando’s whisper. “I wish the others could see it.”

Doom sets off through the grotto, errant grains of sand trickling from the seams in his armor. “Have you broken your fast yet, Armando?”

Armando hastens to match his stride. “It’s not even four in the morning.”

“Then why are you here? Sleep if need be, my friend. Nothing is amiss.”

“I will, but …” Armando fumbles the sword aside to proffer his tablet. “… I knew you wouldn’t want to miss seeing this for yourself. After you, uh …” He gestures in the general direction of Doom’s despoiled armor.

Doom fully embraces the nexus powers coursing through his being, Jean Grey’s sacrifice to his worthy cause. A remarkable latticework he’s long sought; he experiences his abilities as an extension of his very willpower, simply ignoring the intervening space between imagination and existence. He sees, in his mind’s eye, his armor unmarred. His green cape, fully restored. And so—

Armando gasps. “Extraordinary. I assume that means we can finally dispose of those wretched experiments.”

“I will see to their conclusion personally.”

“Welcome news. The moaning defiles our home’s halls.” Armando gazes down at the Scarab. “I know just the place for this. Next to the Cosmic Control Rod?”

Hmm. Yet another vaunted weapon from another vanquished conqueror, one more who no longer poses a threat to those Doom holds most dear. “An impeccable eye for décor, as always. But first, can you explain why there’s a cloaked Wakandan dreadnaught on our doorstep?”

Armando swears softly, tapping furiously at his tablet.

A gruff, resonant voice smolders through the grotto. “And here I thought to surprise you.”

Doom spins to confront the source of this ambush. Shadows glimmer and retreat as a figure emerges from the grotto, so perfectly camouflaged that Doom likely passed within reach of his lethal claws unawares. “You have succeeded,” he admits as the King of Wakanda himself strides forward to join them. “What is the meaning of this? Am I to win two battles this morning?”

“Mmm? Oh.” T’Challa pulls his mask free, revealing studious, mirthful dark eyes, a neatly manicured beard, and an ever-immaculate line up; crispy, in the vernacular of the youth Doom has studied. “Forgive me, I was on a conference call,” T’Challa says. “Your sovereign’s borders will remain peaceful without me for a time. I would not miss this occasion.”

T’Challa’s Vibranium mesh clangs against Doom’s titanium plate as the two embrace. His smile widens to include Armando, who bows deeply. “You grace the halls of Alkwarin Halaka with your presence, King T’Challa.”

“I won’t abide by this ceremony,” T’Challa growls.

“You did name this place, after all,” Doom interjects. Alkwarin Halaka translated simply from the Hausa to “Doom’s Vow,” a fitting tribute from the man who designed the fortress’s critical systems. “Surely some honor is required.”

T’Challa holds out a fist insistently and simply waits. Armando grunts and exchanges the dap. “Perhaps, just once, we can steer your mutant abilities into cloaking Victor’s perception,” T’Challa says, “and truly surprise the man who plans for everything.”

Armando shrugs. “That would mean I viewed him as a threat, a day none of us would relish.”

“Literal as ever!” T’Challa snorts. “Maybe evolving your sense of humor will help with—”

“Please. I’ll have you know—”

Doom allows himself a smile as they bicker good-naturedly. Allies, brothers even, are not required for glory, but they do make the burden more … salubrious. “My friends, forgive me. The hour approaches.” Doom pauses; he would not dismiss the king outright and see T’Challa’s goodwill insulted after traveling so far. “Permit me to show you the facility I’ve designed.”

“Of course.” T’Challa inclines his chin, as does Armando, who has respected the concealed nature of this particular project. These schematics required Doom’s personal touch, and his alone.

The Wakandan king falls in to Doom’s right with Armando on his left. The grotto gives way to corridor, and Doom’s boots resound against steel grating instead of rich soil. The vines cede their duties to phosphorescent mushrooms that meander along the inert granite. They brighten upon Doom’s arrival and dim as he passes. An unseen brook gurgles within the rock as the way ramps upward. T’Challa regales them with reports from the outer reaches of Doom’s sovereign; more worlds across this universe seek out the prosperity of Doom’s protection, especially with the trilateral treaty among the Kree, Shi’ar, and Skrull empires observing another decade of peace.

“All is as it should be,” Doom proclaims reflexively. “Here we are. Feast your eyes, my friends.”

Smooth metal walls encompass the training facility, filled to capacity with weapons, both archaic and bleeding-edge technology from the farthest reaches of the sovereign, juxtaposed to hone the boy’s mastery and historical appreciation of warcraft and rulership. A Doombot, specially programmed for supervision, stands at the ready within the sparring area, foil in hand. “Of course, he may not share my fondness for swordplay,” Doom allows. “The adjoining chamber is for studies, experiments, lectures.”

“Lectures,” Armando repeats.

“Delivered by the finest Latverian scholars, with my occasional oversight.”

“Yes, yes,” T’Challa says. “But where will the boy spend time when he’s not training?”

“This way.” Doom anticipated such concerns, and he directs them proudly to an alcove hewn into a granite recess with his own hands. A simple pallet lies near the wall, with an additional, intimate workspace adjacent for whenever inspiration takes hold of him during slumber, as it should. A small culvert holds fresh, running water to quench thirst and wash his face as the need arises. “A haven of austerity and focus, a place of retreat and solitude if ever the undeniable weight of his ability rises up to crush him in quiet moments.”

In spite of himself, Doom’s heart swells at the sheer intentionality of the space. Such thoughtfulness and foresight! How much more rapidly would he himself have ascended if afforded a similar trajectory? All of this … incubation, this mentorship? Emotion nearly seizes his faculties at the thought of what might have been. But no matter. A potential such as Doom’s would germinate and bear fruit no matter the circumstances—on the surface of a dead star if need be. Franklin need not shoulder such burdens until the proper time.

Doom awaits the adulation of these two comrades, whom he respects most in all of the Multiverse. Instead his brothers’ faces are studiously devoid of expression. Hesitant, even. Is there some facet of unlocking the child’s abilities that did not factor into Doom’s considerations? Blasphemy. “I see you are both too stunned to speak.”

“Maybe you can tell him,” Armando murmurs.

“Tell me what?”

T’Challa clears his throat. “Some slight … adjustments may accentuate this space’s effectiveness. A more versatile bridge between the boy as he stands now and the man he will become.”

“Such as?” Doom demands.

“Is the boy a gamer?” the king asks.

“Of course he is,” Doom answers immediately. The probabilities suggest it to be true, at Franklin’s age. He’ll verify the assertion later.

“Of course,” T’Challa echoes. “PC or console?”

“… console.”

“Xbox, PlayStation, Nintendo …?” T’Challa’s eyes twinkle. “Or was it Atari? Genesis?”

A pained silence lapses. Doom parts his teeth with an effort. “I … do not know.” He imagines derision seeping from the distant Doombot’s visage, standing ready with its foil. “Perhaps … there are variables I have yet to consider.”

The two immediately swoop into the opening. “Posters,” Armando says. “Sports. Anime. Both. And a sound system that will crack the very granite. We’ll curate a welcome playlist.”

“Afro beats?”

“And jazz, hip hop. The South will be prevalent—”

“The Global South,” T’Challa interrupts. “Victor. What languages does the boy speak?”

“I … do not know …” Twice. Doom cannot recount the last time he uttered those words, in that sequence, multiple times in a single year. Now he’s spoken them twice in a single day.

Armando and T’Challa share a cryptic glance.

“But easily remedied,” Doom says. “I’ve given much thought to his musical inclinations—”

“Naturally.” T’Challa gives the minimalistic pallet a withering examination. “Also … kente patterns for the sheets and room, so his tastes range wider than Western culture. Windows are in order. A shame to waste the dazzling views this home will afford.”

“Windows?” Armando splutters. “The structural implications—”

“Quiet yourself,” T’Challa admonishes, “lest I embarrass you with a refresher of who designed the Vow in the first place. I know just the level to repurpose. It will be glorious.” He notices Doom’s silence and remembers himself with a perfunctory gesture. “That is, if your vision aligns with our … recommendations.”

“Yes, if you will permit us, of course,” Armando adds smoothly.

The two quiet expectantly as Doom considers. He’s devoted a lifetime to this pending union, sought out the nexus powers that shall enable it, scoured the Multiverse of any threats to his ultimate goal. Now, at the last, what harm lay in some influence on the child from these two? Legends in their own regard who would essentially be Franklin’s nearest mentors? There is a proverb among the proletariat, after all, that holds some relevance within the proper context.

It takes a village to raise a child.




CHAPTER THREE
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This Splendid Burden

AMERICA AFFIXES THEIR NEED IN HER MIND AND SIMPLY BREATHES. Her powers are born of instinct and need, muscle memory and the mystical forces granted to her by the experiments in the Utopian Parallel. Raw energy crackles around her fist. Her ability to move through reality always requires an impact, unleashing the unique force that even the most powerful beings of the Multiverse will never wield.

But the Multiverse yields for her.

Her punch slams into the bridge’s weathered granite. Coruscating waves of blue and ivory light burst free as her star portal emerges. The Multiverse reveals its wonders like the quilt blocks sewn together by the Chavez family’s neighbors in her youth. Layered, infinite; sifting itself just beyond sight like a living thing eager to see her delivered and the breach sealed.

“Whoa.” Kitty’s lips part. “This will never not be cool.”

Realities glide past. The Loki whom America seeks is no longer beholden to the cycle of Ragnarok, and blazes with a unique luminescence in her mind’s eye. Not the version tortured endlessly by a venomous daughter in the foulest pits of Niffleheim. Nor the one who found love in the unlikeliest corner of Japan. Nor the … unfortunate alligator. These and a thousand other riffs streak past, fading away before America’s intended target. The Asgardian who quietly mourns a lost brother, wields a hammer that still doesn’t feel right in his hands, and helps raise a child through a reality forever stained by Doom.

“Ain’t nothing to it but to do it.” America pauses in the threshold, errant baby strands whipping around her ears. Kitty remains frozen on the bridge behind her, trembling. “What’s wrong?”

Kitty’s voice is low and afraid. “The Phoenix Force … wants control.”

Panic surges through America. Their most powerful ally against Doom cannot go rogue. “But y’all agreed.” America’s unsure whether she’s pleading with Kitty or the entity within her. She didn’t witness Kitty’s standoff in the White Hot Room where the bargain was struck—and the Phoenix Force chose Kitty over Doom—but she understood the essentials.

“Not control of me.” Kitty bares her teeth, lip stretching farther than it should. “Control of the mission.”

The star portal pulses behind America, insistent, rippling through realities. Doubt coils in America’s gut. Who is she to argue with a cosmic being? But a twinge of relief at the thought of relinquishing control—and the shame that washes in over it—tells America everything she needs to know. “That’s a terrible idea. Kitty, I’m sorry for saying this—but she’s a cracked vessel. She said so herself.” A tear blossoms in the corner of Kitty’s eye. “No filter … no history with these nexus beings. I’ll get her close enough to Doom, I swear it. Stay the course.”

The faraway glaze in Kitty’s eyes dissipates. America’s grasp closes on her quivering hand. “Hey … hey. I’ve got you.”

“You convinced her.” Kitty blinks, refocuses; brown limn encloses the void once more. “Wow. I’m supposed to be the one who can phase, but Doom won’t see you coming.”

A tight grip encloses America’s hand, the row of calluses beneath each finger camouflaging her gentleness. Doesn’t it make sense, for hands that can phase through matter to be so soft?

But Kitty’s gaze … it boils.

America jerks her hand away, rougher than she intends, still tingling with the aftertouch. “Do you need more time?” she asks.

“No. I’m fine. The answer to everything is just … consume. Find Doom, swallow him and his entire reality along with him.” America’s sure of it now: There’s more than her portal’s shine glinting in Kitty’s eyes. “This rage over Jean’s murder … it’s exhausting, because I share it. And it would be so easy. And feel—” Kitty doesn’t finish, but her expression is rapturous. Hungry.

“Portal jumps can wear people down,” America insists. “You’re doing that on top of mentally arm wrestling the Phoenix Force. Maybe—”

“I said I’m fine. We’re wasting time.”

America relents and leads her through, painfully aware that she is the one being watched now, judged, by The End of All That Is. Ticking, somewhere beneath Kitty’s ribs.
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CENTRAL PARK UNFOLDS BEFORE THEM AS THEY STEP FREE FROM the Greywacke Arch, which obscures America’s portal enough to avoid a scene. She regains her bearings and goes north toward Cleopatra’s Needle, covered in glyphs, a stark and beige fist raised to an overcast sky. The obelisk doesn’t exist here in every reality, and America takes its presence as a good omen, wonders if serendipity pulls at the Egyptian deity Khonshu’s awareness in this same moment. Yellow pods from a ginkgo tree crunch underfoot. Kitty breathes deep and gives America a pointed glance and mouths organic. America lets it pass, relieved she’s joking again.

Some kids on a bench halt their necking to gawk, swiveling between America and the underpass. One boy starts recording but the other pulls them back to more pleasant priorities.

“PDA, awkward in every reality,” Kitty mutters. “Guess you’re the expert.”

“You think I’m an expert on PDA,” America repeats carefully. Heat from beneath her jacket collar rises up her neck. “Dang, no one ever mailed me my certificate.”

“No—I—well, maybe—that’s not—” Kitty’s the one spluttering for once, a nice change. “You know that’s not what I—Watcher powers, America. Interdimensional window gazing, so I’m sure you accidentally see a lot of—”

“Accidentally is doing a lot of work in that statement, Kitty.”

“It occurs to me we barely know each other. You don’t appreciate my sense of humor.”

America laughs softly. “Fair. You can plan the icebreakers when everyone’s gathered.”

A bell rings behind them. They slip to one side as a group of cyclists whisks past. The last bike holds a side cart with two breathless kids giggle-screeching at the lightest swerve.

Memory of the Utopian Parallel floods America, snapping into place like a reel finished buffering. America and her sister Catalina, ice blocking down a grassy slope, freezing their pompis off. The scream is what did it, their voices blended, balancing between pure joy and terror. They got caught that day by Mr. Gales, lost a week’s worth of dessert for setting a bad example for the other girls. The other subjects.

Kitty nudges her shoulder. “You look like someone who just got inspired to get their first tattoo. Have you, uhh, seen versions of them before?”

“No, but they reminded me of a version of me. Before all of this.”

“About that. How does one get recruited to become a Watcher, anyway?”

“I was in a reality for … reasons.” Kitty waits until America continues guiltily. “Okay, souvenirs. I messed up, and some people got hurt. The worst part is I didn’t even realize it. Never saw who it was or what happened. But the Watchers did.”

Kitty nods sagely. “You crushed a butterfly. Betsy never worried about it enough. Bad enough for time travel, but throw in realities …? I can’t imagine.”

“Yeah. The Watchers wanted me to see how it all connected, and I agreed, so I never—” America stops so quickly that Kitty phases for an instant.

“We’re not done talking about this.” She scans ahead of them, tracking America’s line of sight. “That’s him? He’s big.”

America pulls them off the path and onto an obscure bench bordering the Great Lawn. A horrible choice for spying by Watcher standards, far too close. But Loki Laufeyson, Prince of Asgard, Wolf of Shadows, God of Outcasts, is sufficiently distracted, focused on a fierce battle of his own: leash training.

America claps her hands over her mouth, holding back a squeal. “They got a puppy!”

A bowling ball of a rottweiler wiggles a stubby tail so fiercely, its entire black-and-rust body undulates. Loki’s fingers twitch around a treat.

“Not what I expected,” Kitty remarks thoughtfully.

“Trust me, he’s a pro at this.”

Loki produces a plastic baggie, swearing mightily when his charge sinks a paw into a liquidy spot in the grass. A young person takes over the Cachorrito leash while Loki addresses the mess. “Who’s the kid? Dog-walking protégée?”

“That’s …” America inspects the Asgardian’s companion with a rising sense of alarm. “His niece. Quinn.”

She lasers in on Loki now, studying him intently. He’s noticeably bigger—no hiding that frame under a black turtleneck—and moves with lethal grace. A neatly trimmed goatee clings to his chin.

Quinn Foster is the real tell that something is very much out of place. Golden hair pulled into a lazy ponytail. The charged blue eyes and lean frame, unmistakable hallmarks of her father. She giggles as the rottie rolls in the grass at her command. Asgardians don’t really age fairly, but she’s unmistakably older than the last time America Watched them, and likely just a year or two from breaking the seal on high school. Or skipping it completely, if Jane Foster’s genius has passed down alongside Thor’s attributes.

America sits back, head spinning. She had intended to see Loki months after his own encounter with Victor von Doom, the being he merely knew as the Whisperer at the time. Where the Valkyrie Rūna might even join them, with avenging Thor’s death still foremost in her mind.

America’s portal has pulled her to the correct reality but not the expected time. Why? This is a god with a schedule, priorities, a backpack. America loves that for him, notes the peace in his eyes despite the moment—the puppy’s rampage continues while Quinn picks apart Loki’s cleanup efforts.

America doesn’t understand how Valhalla operates, if the Halls of the Honored Dead include windows like the Watcher’s Citadel. Still, she hopes that somehow Thor bears witness to this on some level. She imagines his pride at what his brother has become without his presence.

Worthy.

Kitty takes in America’s face. “I can do the intros. Kids love me.”

“It’s not that. We’re later in time than we’re supposed to be, and I don’t know why.” She has to stay honest with Kitty for any of this to work.

Kitty whistles. “I didn’t know time travel was part of the package. Wish me and Betsy had run into you a lot sooner.”

Kitty’s eyes abruptly roll down, exposing the whites and those weird gray-pink capillaries. Her body goes rigid. Goose bumps creep across America’s arms. She snaps back to check Loki. The Asgardian holds the rottie’s harness with both hands while an oblivious lady with a shrill Yorkie strolls by.

Not under attack. What then?

Kitty returns with a sharp intake of breath. “I’m good. Just … winning an argument.”

An argument meant … damn. The Phoenix Force. Again. No interference for weeks while they scoured the Multiverse. Now twice in the same day, getting snatched into the White Hot Room like a truant student hauled into the principal’s office.

America’s mouth dries. She’s seen a lot, but something about the Phoenix still turns her knees to oatmeal. “She still wants to ditch me?”

Kitty forces out a laugh. “I’m no Jean Grey, but I still get some say in how all of this plays out, cosmic entity or not.” Her voice goes so quiet, America leans close. “If we win, when we win—we’ll bring her back. One way or another. And you’re still our best chance of getting it done.”

“Simple as that,” America breathes.

“Yep.” Kitty waits calmly. What has America done to deserve such trust? Not nearly enough, and she hates it.

America turns back to their prospective ally. “Oh no.”

Loki and Quinn are arguing, and he thrusts the leash into Quinn’s hands before stalking for a hedge of shrubs, disappearing in a dip of the landscape. His niece allows the puppy some aggressive face licks, glowering in the direction Loki disappeared.

Thunder splits the air. Nearby people flinch and search the wispy clouds. Kitty grabs America’s shoulder, gawking. A silver streak slashes upward through the trees, Loki’s blurred form behind it.

Mjolnir.

“Holy crap.” Kitty licks her lips as yellowing leaves, shorn from their branches, swirl back to the ground across the entire lawn. Every person in sight holds their breath or scans the sky for a few moments longer; then life resumes. This is New York, after all; its denizens across realities have learned to take such things in stride. “That’s what was in the backpack? Good sign, though, right? He’s doing hero stuff. Trust your powers, America. They brought us to this moment for a reason. We got here just in time to help him. It’s a … mutual audition.”

“Seems that way.”

Quinn kicks at a dandelion as she stalks away, thumbs flying furiously over her phone. The rottie pup catches her mood and doesn’t pull at the leash. America suspects she’s got a better touch with the training than her uncle. America extends a hand. “Hold on tight, he’s moving fast.”
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KITTY IS HEAVIER THAN SHE LOOKS. SHE TAKES THE FLYING ASSIST IN stride, one arm curled firmly around America’s waist, ankles crossed, her left instep hooked on the top of a clamshell to limit wind drag. America would have to ask where she’d learned the technique—probably Storm or some other expert. Kitty’s breath tickles her neck despite the wind.

America squints between two buildings on 38th at movement on a distant rooftop. “There.”

Kitty shifts against America’s hip. “No idea how you spotted that, but okay.”

Mjolnir itself left just enough clues. Wisps of not-quite contrails, lingering lightning that pulls her attention. Did that come with the hammer, or was Loki evolving in more ways that she had missed?

America slowly hovers lower, pressing closer to a building where they don’t stand out against the sky. The Asgardian wears full regalia, a segmented hauberk with green-and-silver slashes through the metal joinings and a billowing cape of green bordering on black. To his left is a cavernous duffel bag of possible tech—or maybe ancient artifacts. Loki sifts distastefully through the collection with a toe. Mjolnir rests at his feet, balanced on the rib cage of a wheezing young man not too much older than Kitty, face obscured by a mask, with a matching crimson hood sandwiched between him and the roof’s ballast.

“Whoever that guy is, he’s nowhere near Loki’s level.” America scowls. “Doesn’t that look like overkill?”

“So … who really needs our help?”

Abruptly Mjolnir shudders. The hooded figure starts screaming in terror. Loki extends a hand, but the hammer accelerates past his grasp. America’s jaw drops and Kitty swears as Mjolnir skims over the Waldorf Astoria, angling north and west, curling past the gleaming Millennium Tower. “What the hell …?”

“Get us closer,” Kitty whispers.

Loki’s fingers claw for the weapon’s haft. Mjolnir relents and peels around a building, circling over their rooftop, then resumes its original course. In seconds it’s gone.

“Closer.”

“He’ll see us!”

Loki drops his hand. Exasperation radiates from his posture in waves. The incredulous laughter that bursts from the masked figure doesn’t help. He rises and dusts off his strange cloak.

Kitty is just as mystified. “That was some bluff.”

Loki sighs, grabs the hooded figure by a strangely vibrant boot, and pitches him off the side of the building. His screams are just as genuine as the former laughter.

“No no no, wait—”

Kitty swings herself around, pushing off as she phases through America’s grip in the next instant. She plunges without a second thought, rushing after Loki’s prisoner, spine rigid, arms splayed so she cuts the air. A ponytailed guided missile. America curses and races after. The briefest glance to assess Loki, who’s engrossed in … sending a text?

Kitty grabs the flailing figure, fluttering cape enveloping his head and whipping across her face. America snaps them both up a split second after. Kitty grunts at the impact as Loki’s victim cries out in fear. America levels them out, straining. The weight is nothing, but whiplash or dislocated ribs is a real thing at this speed. Thrashing arms and legs mean a messy stop, but she manages not to coast anyone’s skull through the asphalt. They do tumble perilously close to the alley’s gray water, though.

Kitty flashes America a winning smile. “See? Chemistry.”

“I can’t with you right now.”

“I know.” Kitty pivots to their new, nearly splattered friend. “You. What’s your deal?”

“Just … a misunderstanding,” he splutters. “I’m good, we’re good, everything’s good.” He rises, patting himself over for broken bones and eyeing them both suspiciously. “Thanks. He’s got you on retrieval, too?”

America’s set to demand what exactly retrieval’s about, but Kitty’s a step faster. “Do we look like we’re gonna waste our time with that?” she asks coldly. “We’re quality assurance on a good day. On a bad one—”

“Enforcement,” he grates.

“So are you going to tell me what kind of day we’re about to have?”

“I’ve got it covered, I swear. And I … I won’t forget this.” His gaze lingers on America. “Nice shoes.”

“You …” Abruptly the man vanishes. “… too?”

They spin around warily and race to the mouth of the alley. No footprints in the murk or jostled people on the sidewalk—nothing to tip them on a direction. Just gone. A name and a recollection of this man stirs somewhere deep in the crates of America’s Watcher memories. Desperation. Sorcery. Ambition.

“You smell that?” America shivers. “Brimstone.”

Kitty doesn’t roll her eyes, but the effort is plain on her face. “You mean sulfur. The scientific word, America, is sulfur.”

“Said what I said.”

Kitty groans. “Did I mention how much I hate magic? Back in the Hellfire Club, I dealt with actual—”

“Kitty. Kitty. Focus.”

A hollow thump reverberates through the alley behind them.

Loki stalks through the refuse, glowering as he peers this way and that for his minion, now long gone. Noxious residue and sparks emit from the Hood’s duffel bag, slung over Loki’s shoulder. He’s growling furiously into the phone held in front of his face. “No. No! Delete. Delete. Quinn, by the frozen hoary cockles of Ymir’s heart, if you don’t pick up—”

“Hi!” Kitty steps into Loki’s line of sight with a wave. “You don’t know us, but—”

Loki spins, bristling. Kitty’s mouth snaps shut. She steps back in spite of herself.

America swallows. The Asgardian’s malevolence is palpable. The air crackles, and she swears the shadows lengthen. America’s ears capture a grumble she’s not meant to hear. “Stans, now? Perfect. Gods, this is disgraceful.”

Loki somehow conceals his phone within that daunting armor. He transforms before them, cold intimidation dissolving into an infectious smile. The pinnacle of media savvy. “Good day, people of Midgard. No time for pictures. This splendid burden chose me, after all.” Loki sidles past without a backward glance.

Kitty doesn’t hold back. “This is your guy?”

America winces. “The one and only.” Loki Laufeyson, Prince of Superfans, Loser of Magical Hammers … hailing a taxi.

“Where’s the other one? His security detail.”

“Don’t call her that, ever. Shield maiden. Rūna will hurt you.”

“Ludicrous.” Loki’s bellow echoes from across the street. “Ply your extortion elsewhere, mortal. I’ll order a Dryve.”

America strides across the street. Fed. Up. “Loki! You don’t know us, but we know you. My name is America Chavez and—”

“Please. Selfies void my licensing deals—”

America slams the granite beside her. The star portal blazes to life. Loki peers at it. He actually blinks. “An impressive display …” His grin reflects the portal’s light, sharp. “… bruja. Is that the proper vernacular of your clan? Did some wobbling cherub from one of Midgard’s daycares teach you this magic?”

America knows him well enough to know a summoned blade is ready in his hand. He’s already judged their strength and speed, the distance to her throat, the ideal distraction.

Kitty wordlessly sidles close, knuckles brushing America’s hand. Loki notices, a glimmer of annoyance over not ferreting out the significance of the gesture.

“You fought someone who escaped you,” America begins. “Back when Quinn was small—”

Loki’s face sheds its smile completely. “What know you of Quinn?” he asks coldly.

“—and you
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