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WHAT IF…
 WANDA MAXIMOFF AND PETER PARKER WERE SIBLINGS?
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For Hillary.
 I will see you in the Big Country.
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The Crime Scene

WANDA IS SENSITIVE TO SOUNDS, ALWAYS HAS BEEN. IT CAUSED a lot of problems when she and Peter were little—he’d chew with his mouth open on purpose to gross her out, or try to sneak out of the top bunk in the middle of the night, forgetting the creak of the ladder would wake her every time. Predictable noises can fade into the background, can become part of the daily song of life in New York City, but new sounds stand out, no matter how quiet they are.

The sound of blood running down a man’s arm to his hand, then farther down to his fingertips, gathering in heavy drops before it falls, plink, plink, plink, to join the pool forming around him, that’s a new sound.

Wanda Parker has seen dead people before—saw dead people before she can remember, saw her biological parents die when she was too young to know her own name, saw her uncle Ben die when she was too old to ever get the final image of his open eyes out of her mind, saw Gwen Stacy die when the world fell apart and everything changed forever—but she’s never heard this sound. This is the sound of everything going wrong. This is the sound of the future, her future, collapsing.

This is the sound of Captain America’s story crashing to an end.

She hasn’t touched him since she arrived at the manor, and certainly not since she came into the room to find his body sprawled in the leather armchair, where he’d clearly been waiting for her arrival. He doesn’t look like he had time to fight back; there are no defensive wounds on his hands, and his shield is still leaning against the side of the chair, unmarred by bloody fingerprints. Those would be unavoidable if he’d been able to reach for it at all. But it’s clean, unlike his hands. Unlike the floor. Unlike the front of his uniform, which is coated in blood, all of it drying at different rates, so that his chest becomes a jigsaw of brown and burgundy and bright, bright red. She’s never really thought about how much those colors mirror her own costume. Maybe she should have considered that before she dressed to match her brother. Maybe she should have taken more time to think.

He didn’t have time. Whoever attacked him was fast, and knew enough to know exactly where to slash America’s First Avenger and get past his preternaturally resilient skin. Cap’s throat is a ruin, a shredded mass of flesh that looks more like chopped meat than anything that should be part of a person. It’s horrific. It’s the worst thing she’s ever seen, somehow even worse than Uncle Ben, even worse than Gwen lying bent and broken at the base of the Brooklyn Bridge. At least when those horrors had occurred, she hadn’t been alone.

She’s alone now. She’s never felt this alone in her entire life.

The only sounds are the wind outside the open window, her own strained breathing, and the steady drip of blood to the floor. She should call someone. She should call someone right now, before this frozen moment passes and she’s found, alone with the cooling body of the man who may well be—have been—the world’s greatest hero.

She needs to move. But before she can, there’s a new sound.

A key is turning in a lock.

She found Captain America’s body in the living room of the Avengers Manor. That’s where he was when she arrived for their one-on-one meeting, the door unlocked and ajar, mockingly inviting her in. She had been so excited, so hopeful, and it already feels like another lifetime, another version of herself. That hopeful girl is the second casualty of this horrific scene, as dead as Captain America himself.

Her invitation had indicated that Jarvis would see her to Captain America when she arrived, but no one had come to meet her when she rang the bell, and a gentle push against the unlatched door had set it swinging open easily. She hadn’t wanted to keep Captain America waiting, and so she’d let herself in, automatically closing and locking the door behind her as she did, a habit born of a thousand lectures from Aunt May about responsibility and home security. Right now, she wants to thank Aunt May more than anything. Without those lectures, she wouldn’t even have the split-second warning she’s just received. This is when she should run.

She still can’t bring herself to move, and as what feels like all the rest of the Avengers crowd into the doorway behind her, she knows how bad this looks. She knows exactly what this looks like, and the press has nailed both her brother and her to the wall so many times for things that didn’t look even half as bad that she can barely breathe. Her hands are clean, but that won’t matter; her gloves wouldn’t show the blood.

Jewel—she remembers when her name was Jessica, when she was the shy girl in the back of Spanish class, not making eye contact with anyone, and right now, what Wanda wouldn’t give to see that girl again—is the first to recover from her shock, the first to meet Wanda’s eyes and whisper the word she currently fears most in all the world:

“Murderer,” says Jewel, and it’s the loudest thing Wanda has ever heard.

The other Avengers pour past their teammate, filling the room, surrounding a terrified Wanda, and she doesn’t think, she just reacts: She doesn’t hesitate as she reaches into the cascading light that fills and illuminates the world, the chaos that sings in her veins like a lullaby from the old country, her biological mother’s long-forgotten voice calling to her across the void. She fills her hands with red, red, red, like blood, like chaos, like freedom, and she wraps it around herself, a terrified girl in a ruby cocoon, and like Dorothy flashing out of Oz in the blazing light of two stolen shoes, she’s gone, leaving the Avengers blinking away afterimages, incarnadine ghosts that don’t change anything about a brutal situation.

Captain America wanted to give the Scarlet Witch a chance to prove that she wasn’t a villain after all, and now he’s dead, and she’s fled from the scene of the crime.

“We have to find her,” says Hawkeye, voice grim. “She has to pay for this.”

No one disagrees.
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SOMEWHERE OUTSIDE WANDA’S REALITY, YET PROFOUNDLY INSIDE IT AT THE SAME time, in a universe that exists between word and definition, where all understanding is born, a woman stands watching a mirror that is also a window as it cuts from the hectic activity in the Avengers Manor to Wanda, who is now falling through the red-light void of infinity. Watching Wanda when she moves through chaos requires tricking the mirror into stacking universe inside of universe, a fractal chain of possible realities that is its own kind of chaos. She can’t do it for long, but it feels important to keep an eye on this Wanda, especially since her mirror sought out the young heroine of its own accord. This is a Wanda at the beginning of her heroic career, in her early twenties and still unbruised in some foundational ways. This is the age where Wanda almost always joins the Avengers, universe after universe, world after world.

Probably not this time.

Our strange Watcher saw the whole scene as it played out, saw the one who held the knife, saw Captain America die, gasping for breath as his own blood blocked his throat. She’s the only one in the entire cosmos who understands the whole situation.

And she’s the one who can’t do a thing about it. A single tear runs down her cheek as America Chavez forces herself to keep her eyes on the window. She has a duty to fulfill, after all.

She has to watch what happens.
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THE FALL IS SHORT; THE FALL IS ETERNAL. WANDA TUMBLES through space for a matter of seconds and a matter of years at the same time, and it doesn’t matter which is true, because the result is the same: A red-rimmed portal opens some five feet above the marble floor of the Sanctum Sanctorum foyer, and she falls out of it, landing on her stomach hard enough to knock the air out of her. She bangs her elbow at the same time, and it seems ridiculous that something so small should cause her such intense pain, especially right now, but it does; she curls into a tight ball, hugging her elbow to her chest, and she’s grateful for the pain, because it unlocks the hard knot of panic behind her lungs long enough for her to take a great, gasping breath and begin to sob.

It’s a terrible, primal sound, the wailing of an animal just smart enough to understand that it’s been trapped in a way it can’t escape from, and as much as it hurts to hear, it hurts Wanda even more to make. Doctor Stephen Strange, who has been waiting for that sound—or something like it—for the last hour, drops the book he’s been pretending to read and bolts out of his office, cloak billowing behind him as he runs the short distance to the foyer.

He could teleport. He could open a transit portal much more skillfully and easily than Wanda did—unlike her, he knows what he’s doing, is not a student in the foundational stages of his education, and when he made the journey, the time inside the portal and outside it would both be precisely as long as he wanted it to be. Right now, though, he wants to give her a chance to catch her breath almost as much as he wants to reach her. He knows her too well to believe that she’s experienced the entire hour between the call that told him she was a fugitive and now. For her, the terrible events of the afternoon, whatever those events actually were, may have been only moments ago.

But still, he runs. Still, he will not make her wait. He slams into the door between them, flinging it open, and is rewarded with the sight of Wanda Parker, twenty-two years old and clearly scared out of her mind, dressed in that ridiculous costume she calls her “super hero uniform,” curled tight and sobbing like her heart is fatally broken. He steps into the room, and that sound catches her attention as the slamming door did not; she uncurls and sits upright, raising both hands in stiff-fingered threat. Even in her terror, her form is flawless, and he’s obscurely proud of her for that; it took months of training for her to learn how to hold her wrists with the precise amount of tension needed to be sure she could launch into whatever motion was necessary to complete the desired spell.

Not that most spells behave as desired when Wanda casts them. She has a real gift for unintended consequences.

She’s not making that terrible sound anymore, but she’s breathing hard, short, sharp inhales and exhales that sound almost like panting, and her eyes are bright with fear. Red sparks cascade around her fingertips, the chaos she’s heir to threatening to spill out before she can call for it. That, as much as anything else, makes his decision for him: Doctor Strange raises his own hands, palms toward her in a ritual gesture that needs no magic to use and no training to understand.

“It’s all right, Wanda,” he says, and his voice is gentle, his voice is kind, his voice is exactly what she needs to hear in that moment. “I know what happened. I know it wasn’t your fault.”

He moves toward her, and is gratified when she drops her hands, although the fear doesn’t leave her eyes. “How long was I gone this time?”

“If they contacted me immediately after you vanished, a little more than an hour,” says Doctor Strange. “I believe they did, if that helps at all. The Black Knight knew you were going to be there today—he was looking forward to welcoming you to the team. He reached out as soon as he could. As I said, I know what happened.”

Of all the Avengers, Wanda is the closest to the Black Knight. Strange has trusted him to patrol with her on occasion, and he’s never been anything other than fair and reasonable. She relaxes very slightly, and a spark of defiance lights in her eyes.

“I didn’t kill him.”

“I know you didn’t. You’re capable of many things, Wanda, some more dangerous than others, but I don’t believe you to be capable of murder.”

Wanda scrambles to her feet and races to throw herself into his arms, shaking. She seems much younger in that moment, as if fear alone has been enough to reduce her to the teenage girl he met what seems like a lifetime ago. Doctor Strange isn’t much of a hugger, but he wraps his arms around her in return, granting her the comfort she so clearly and desperately needs.

After several minutes, she pulls away, wiping at her eyes with one hand. “The Avengers saw me,” she says, voice small, like she’s making a confession.

“I’m aware. As I said, they called me.”

“I don’t … I didn’t know … They must think I did this.”

“Yes.”

The admission is small, a single word, a single syllable, and yet it hangs between them like a damning incantation, the foulest magic that has ever been uttered. Wanda recoils, shock and betrayal in her expression, and Doctor Strange reaches out to catch her shoulders.

“Breathe, Wanda,” he says. “You have to breathe. Most of the Avengers think you did this. Dane doesn’t think you did it. I know you didn’t do it. But fleeing from the scene when they found you—it doesn’t look good. We’re going to have to work hard to convince them that this wasn’t your doing.”

“I was scared,” she admits. “The way they were looking at me … I didn’t know what they were going to do. And I didn’t …” She waves her hands in frustration. “I didn’t mean to do the zappy thing. I still can’t control it completely. It happens when I’m really scared and really stuck. Can you tell them? Can you tell them I didn’t run away on purpose?”

“For all the good it will do, I’ll try,” he promises.

Someone pounds on the Sanctum door, the sound echoing through the chamber. Wanda recoils, breath starting to speed up again, and raises her hands in a defensive gesture. Doctor Strange sighs. He doesn’t want to chastise her, not when she has such good reason to be upset, but he wants her to start thinking. She needs to analyze, not merely react.

“Wanda,” he says, voice low and tight. “Wanda, look at me.”

She looks at him, and her pupils are bathed in red. Never a good sign.

“Whoever this is, they don’t mean you any harm.”

“How do you—”

“If someone who meant you harm were to come anywhere near the door, the wards would notify me at once, just as they would if someone who meant me harm were to approach. You’re my apprentice. You belong here. The wards know and will protect you. You know this, Wanda. This is your home. You have to breathe.”

Wanda takes a deep breath, the red light flickering and leaving her eyes. “I do. I do know that. I’m … I’m sorry. It’s just been a really difficult day.”

“That’s why you’re still an apprentice, Wanda. Apprentices have the luxury of panicking. I don’t. Now stay here, and keep breathing until I return.”

It pains him to step away from her, to leave her alone, but he does it anyway, moving toward the door. She retreats toward the back of the foyer, and he’s proud of her for having that much sense; whoever’s here may not mean her harm, but that doesn’t mean they wish her well. Only when she steps into the narrow cloakroom between the foyer and the sitting room does he finish his journey to the door and pull it open, revealing a deceptively scrawny young man of approximately Wanda’s age.

Like her, he’s wearing a ridiculous Halloween concoction instead of sensible clothing, and also appears to have regressed in the last hour, reduced to a teenager once more by fear and terrified loyalty. It’s all in the way he holds himself with this one—his face is obscured by a red mask, blazoned with the black spiderweb pattern he’s established as his own.

“Is she here?” he demands, and he’s probably trying to sound authoritative and official, like someone whose questions get answered. The way his voice shakes betrays him. He sounds scared, and small, and Doctor Strange frowns at him.

“She didn’t do what she’s accused of,” he says. “If you’ve come to bring her to justice, she already lives there.”

“I know,” says Spider-Man.

“Then why are you here?”

“She’s my sister, dammit, I have a right to—please. Is she here? Is Wanda here?”

Doctor Strange says nothing, only looks at him and holds his silence.
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE COSMIC WINDOW, AMERICA CHAVEZ WINCES AT THE scene unfolding in front of her, the panic in the web-slinger’s voice, and cold disdain in the sorcerer’s. They’re both trying to protect their world’s version of Wanda, but they’re taking such different approaches to the process that she’s not sure they’ll ever be able to meet in the middle.

And the middle is where Wanda needs them to be, because every version of the woman America has seen across the Multiverse has been surrounded by death, yes, but they’re also surrounded by life. Whether Maximoff or Frank or Parker—or, in a few particularly unpleasant realities, Wyndham—every Wanda walks in an aura of life as much as chaos. Where her feet fall, the world blooms.

And America can’t help her.

She balls her hands into fists, glaring at this crystal chamber, once her paradise, now her prison. She can’t do anything to change what’s going to come, because if she does, if she intervenes again …

The risk is something she can’t take, and so all she can do is watch.

“Hence the name,” she says bleakly, and glances away, looking at another window. This one is open on the same reality, the same timeline, but an earlier point. She wasn’t here when this story started, didn’t join it until her mirror arrowed in on it like it was the only essential narrative in existence. She needs to understand why that happened. Why this version of Wanda, why this reality? What makes her the one America has to watch?

“Our story begins …” she says, to no one but herself, and the echo of her words is the whistle of the Latverian wind, rushing across the trees …




CHAPTER ONE

Meet the Parkers

“HOW IS WINTER IN LATVERIA THIS MUCH COLDER THAN WINTER IN New York?” Mary looked out the window, its thick panes of glass distorting the snowy landscape. “I want to get home to Peter.”

“Peter’s fine,” said Richard, in the tone of a man repeating something he’d already said a dozen times or more. He didn’t take his eyes off the papers on the hotel desk. “Ben and May are spoiling him rotten. You know that.”

If he had to leave his son with someone, Ben and May would always have been his first choice, even if they hadn’t been family. He turned a page, making a quick mark in the margin, and kept reading.

“I do. And I also know he’s nine months old,” said Mary, turning away from the window. “Fury promised he’d reduce our field assignments after Peter was born, but here we are in Latveria. This feels like the field to me.”

“I know, sweetheart,” said Richard. “But these events have been escalating. The reality distortions have gotten strong enough that we can pick them up from North America. That means we need to find their source before there’s a disaster we can’t recover from.”

“There are other agents.”

“As good as us?”

Mary didn’t answer.

“I’m the one who isolated and triangulated in on the pattern to these events. It would have been a personal insult for Fury to send anyone else.”

“You couldn’t have done that without the anonymous tips. I still think it’s strange for some whistleblower to contact you directly rather than going to the bureau.”

It was even stranger that the whistleblower in question had dropped the documentation showing the mathematical cascades at the Parkers’ home, rather than delivering it to the S.H.I.E.L.D. offices. It was like someone had wanted them to perform the investigation. But that was where things started making sense. There were no field agents better than the Parkers when it came to this sort of event. That was why they were here, following a tenuous lead into the frozen countryside, trying to collect enough data to convince Fury to secure diplomatic clearance for a full team.

Reconnaissance was no one’s favorite part of the job. But at least it wasn’t boring.

“Whoever it is came to us, Mares, because they knew we’d follow this to the ends of the Earth,” said Richard, with the calm, unruffled tone of someone who had had this discussion many times—they weren’t fighting, they were reciting two sides of a well-known script. “Science gone awry is a risky beast to wrestle with.”

“Yeah, well, most men don’t drag their wives into situations where they might get mutated into something less appealing than Xavier’s show ponies,” said Mary, flopping backward onto the bed. “Will you still love me when I’m sweating acid and trying to hug you with my eighteen tentacles?”

“I’ll be getting mutated right there with you, and we will have many loving, acidic years ahead of us,” said Richard. He paused, eyes flicking between columns, comparing the numbers. “Mary, come over here.”

“What?” She sat up. “Why?”

“Because I think I found the key to predicting where the next event is going to occur. Come look at this.”

Dutifully, Mary rose and crossed to the desk, looking at the numbers Richard indicated. Her eyes widened marginally as she studied them. “I think I see it.”

“If these figures are correct, these events have been corresponding to specific fluctuations in the Earth’s energy field, and the next set of ideal conditions will occur tomorrow night, about seven miles from here. We’ll be home by the weekend.”

Mary grinned at him, a feral light in her eyes. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve said since we got here. Now, does that mean you’re done for the night?”

“It does. We can get some sleep.”

Mary grabbed his tie and hauled him out of his chair. “That’s not exactly what I was thinking,” she said, in a low tone.

Richard Parker was a brilliant man, and as he caught his wife’s meaning, he returned her grin, then swept her into his arms and carried her back to the bed.

Outside their hotel, the wind wailed, and the aurora danced across the sky, an elegant ripple of light created by solar winds entering Earth’s atmosphere. It wasn’t something that needed to be stopped, but a beautiful reminder that science was a glorious thing when not turned to the wrong ends.
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RICHARD’S NUMBERS TOLD THEM WHEN AND WHERE AN INCIDENT was likely to occur, but not what form it was going to take. Without more proof, Fury couldn’t get clearance to send them backup or support: They were on their own until they verified the math.

They left the hotel at seven the next morning, having only waited until the sun was high enough that they wouldn’t be traveling in the dark; they were both armed to the teeth, and Richard let Mary take the lead as they walked to their snowmobile. Of the two of them, she was the better driver and the better shot; he handled theory, and she often found herself managing the practical aspects of their fieldwork. While they could both handle themselves in a fight, this division of labor was part of why they were among S.H.I.E.L.D.’s most effective analysts. Anyone could learn to work with a partner. They didn’t need to learn it. They worked together instinctively, and trusted each other absolutely.

As they raced into the white-dipped Latverian forest, their snowmobile’s engine revving to a steady buzz, Richard had to wonder—not for the first time since Peter’s birth—whether their insistence on working together was going to orphan their son one day. They loved him more than anything, but they knew what they were good at, and more, they knew how important what they did was to national security. Without them, America would be in a more precarious position, and neither of them could live with that. Director Fury had already floated the idea of splitting them up if they didn’t want to leave fieldwork completely, and the idea turned his stomach. It was bad enough being in the line of fire with his wife. If she were out there without him to keep her safe, he wasn’t sure he’d ever sleep again—or vice versa. Mary had saved his life as many times as he had saved hers.

The trees whipped by like black slashes against the snow. The evergreens were lush and green, living up to their names, but the oaks and elms were bare-branched and skeletal, adding a haunting aura to the scene. Then, without any warning, the trees were gone, as the snowmobile zipped into a wide clearing that had no business being there. Richard had been poring over maps of the area since his research had started to point in this direction; every clearing and trail wider than a deer path had been meticulously mapped by the locals, who wanted their children to know how to get out of the all-consuming woods when they heard wolves in the distance, or when they wandered too far from their familiar routes.

This clearing was easily an acre of open space where forest should have been. More, there was no sign the forest had ever been there; the snowy ground was smooth and unbroken. A matte black cube occupied the center of the clearing, slightly larger than the storage shed Ben built in the backyard of their house in Queens. An adult could stand upright in there, if they didn’t mind close quarters; they’d have to do it alone, however. Any company would make the space unbearably crowded.

Assuming there was space inside, and it wasn’t just a solid piece of … something. Mary reversed the snowmobile into the shelter of the trees and cautiously dismounted, service pistol already in her hands and pointed at the ground. She didn’t look to see whether Richard was following. They’d been working together for too long for her to insult him like that; he was already sliding down and drawing his own weapon, falling into a defensive position.

“So much for the element of surprise,” she muttered.

“This isn’t supposed to be here,” said Richard.

“Here isn’t supposed to be here; that isn’t supposed to be anywhere.” She jerked her chin toward the black cube. Looking at it felt like the visual equivalent of dragging an iron nail across a chalkboard, metal scraping across stone, setting every nerve she had on edge. That thing was dangerous. It was unearthly. She didn’t want to get any closer to it, and her job told her she needed to do exactly that, and at moments like this, she wished she’d chosen a less dangerous career. Shark wrestler, maybe, or municipal fireworks quality control engineer.

They continued inching closer, exposed against the snowy background, no backup, no escape plan. If something happened, they could be in genuine trouble.

Naturally, something happened.

The cube began to hum, a single low note that was somehow disharmonious with its overall appearance, making the sensation of nails on a chalkboard even worse. Mary held up a hand, motioning for Richard to stop. He stopped. There was no arguing in the field; they had to trust each other, and know when to surrender the lead. Right now, this was Mary’s show.

The hum continued, but when nothing else changed, Mary began inching forward again, Richard close behind. Finally, they were close enough to the cube that they could have reached out and touched it. Instead, they circled the structure, slow and cautious, looking for a seam or opening.

It wasn’t until they rejoined the tracks of their own footprints that the thing they sought presented itself. As they returned to the point where they first approached the cube, a doorway appeared in its side. There was no sound; just the opening, a large portion of the wall fading into nothing.

This had otherworldly written all over it.

The sensible thing would have been to retreat. “We found an impossible structure made of unidentifiable material” would be good enough for Fury—but it wouldn’t be good enough for the Latverian government. S.H.I.E.L.D. would be unlikely to get a larger mission approved without more than “the big cube made us feel weird.”

Mary and Richard exchanged a look, nodded, and stepped inside.

The doorway led into a cavernous warehouse larger than the entire clearing. The size was pure arrogance: Fully half of it was unused, wide stretches of concrete floor showed between banks of mysterious machinery and stacks of wooden crates. A figure stood in front of a large monitor display, studying data that flashed by too quickly for even Richard’s eyes to follow.

The figure was dressed in gleaming red-and-chrome armor, the front draping into something that looked like an apron, or like an attempt to mirror the fall of a scientist’s coat. Their face was covered by a robotic-looking red helmet, and it was impossible to say whether they were man or machine. Their appearance had probably been designed to invoke that confusion.

They didn’t appear to have noticed their uninvited guests.

Richard and Mary ducked silently behind a pile of crates, getting out of sight while they planned their next move. Mary holstered her firearm, signing, “What now?”

Richard frowned before replying, hands moving quickly, “We stick to the mission. Gather whatever data we can. Don’t engage. Take it back to Fury. He’ll decide what happens next.”

Anyone watching would have been hard-pressed to decode their gestures, which were a mixture of ASL, BSL, and Auslan, a sign language spoken only in Australia by fewer than ten thousand individuals. As a synthetic communications method with a limited vocabulary, it worked for moments like this one.

Mary’s answering frown was sharper. “I don’t like leaving an unknown superhuman loose in Latveria.”

“It’s the mission.”

Mary nodded, peeking over the crates and watching the figure move from the monitor to a complicated machine that looked like a combination iron lung and livestock incubator. The figure flipped several switches on the side of the machine, causing its lid to slowly lift away from its body and rise into the air.

The figure reached into the machine, picking something up. The wail of an infant split the air, and when the figure turned back to the monitor, it was holding a squalling baby, wrapped loosely in a length of tan cloth. Mary reacted first.

“Forget the mission,” she signed, and pulled her gun before Richard could respond. She stepped into the open, gun raised. “You’re breaking a dozen European laws right now,” she snapped. “We were willing to let that go for the moment, as long as you didn’t seem to be doing anything malicious, but you’re not even supporting that baby’s head.”

“You say that as if I didn’t practically invite you here when I opened my doors to you,” said the figure, voice male, aristocratic, and unconcerned. “As for the infant, it doesn’t matter. I have a spare.”

The baby continued wailing.

Looking almost bored, if a metal helmet could convey boredom, the figure dropped the baby onto the nearest stack of crates, stunning it into silence, then thrust both hands toward Mary. Jets of energy shot from his palms, but she was no longer there. She had recognized the signs of an impending attack, and she and Richard were roughly ten yards away, behind a different stack of crates.

Richard caught Mary’s eye and winced. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to leave the baby behind, but from the look on her face, she wasn’t even willing to consider it. They couldn’t back up and call for help without letting the baby out of their sight, and if he tried to make her do that, she was going to lose her tenuous hold on her temper. Even if she agreed, help was a day away, maybe more.

“Why did you let us in if you were just going to kill us?” demanded Mary.

“My sensors picked you up when you entered the clearing. You’re less disruptive when you’re not trying to break in, and my work was at a delicate stage. I’ve finished now. I can deal with you and not lose any data.”

“This doesn’t have to be a fight!” Richard yelled. “You can surrender.”

“Funny,” said the figure. “It’s always such a surprise when you primitive things are actually funny. This isn’t a fight. Is it a fight when a snake gets into the henhouse, or a fox gets among the rabbits? This is an extermination, and you’re the vermin that’s intruded on my plans.”

Richard nodded to Mary. She nodded back, then turned and began to slink away, moving through the shadows behind the crates, keeping out of sight.

“Vermin? That’s not very nice.”

“Neither is trespassing.”

The baby, catching its breath, started to wail again.

“Still, I’m done here, and I can dispose of you while dealing with the byproducts.”

“The byproducts?”

“The, ah, infants you were so worried about.”

Richard heard a roar of rage, and the sound of Mary’s gun going off, followed by another of those energy bolts, and then a deep, electrical crackling that bore no relation to the previous sounds. He looked around crates he’d been sheltering behind. The viewscreen was cracked down the middle, spitting sparks and spewing arcs of electricity. The red-and-chrome figure was still standing there, but as the electrical arcs spread to the incubator, he shook his head, then crossed his arms over his chest like a corpse being prepared for burial, and vanished.

The viewscreen exploded a moment later.




CHAPTER TWO

Accidents, Abductions, Adoptions

THE BLAST THREW DEBRIS ACROSS THE ROOM, KNOCKING THE PILE OF crates Richard was hiding behind over on top of him. He hit his head as he fell, and when he tried to sit up, his vision was blurry, making it difficult to see what was really going on.

Gray-clad legs ran by, heading deeper into the warehouse, and Richard frowned. Why would Mary leave him trapped if she was close enough to get him out? The figure—the robot scientist or whatever he was—was gone, and she could certainly have stopped to move the crates. He slumped, pressing his cheek to the cool floor.

What felt like seconds later, he felt the boxes being hauled off of him, and Mary’s voice was asking, “Richard? Richard, are you all right? Report, Parker, right now!”

“Relax, Mares, I’m not hurt,” he croaked, opening his eyes again.

His vision was still blurry, but not so bad he couldn’t see her bending over him, her knee on the ground next to his head, her expression concerned. The light hurt. He winced and closed his eyes. “What happened?”

“That … robot was reaching for the baby, so I shot him, but he deflected the bullet into his viewscreen before he shot another energy bolt at me. He teleported out right before the screen exploded. He left the baby.” She paused, eyes widening. “The baby!”

That was what was missing, Richard realized. The baby wasn’t crying anymore. Had it been crying after the blast? He thought it had. He thought he could remember its screams. But now there was only silence.

Mary scrambled to her feet and ran. She had done enough to shift the crates that he was able to get up, one hand pressed to his aching temple as he turned to look after her.

She was near the smoking remains of the screen, scrabbling through the debris. There was no sign of the baby. That was possibly a good thing—no sign meant there was no blood or other indication it had been hurt in the blast. He paused, registering the color of her snow pants. They were brown, intended to help her blend into the forest. But they’d been gray when she ran past him before. How?

“Richard! Come help me look!”

He shook the question away, dismissing it as a sign of the concussion he was half-sure he’d received when his head hit the ground, and walked across the warehouse to his wife, looking at the rubble surrounding her. Then he moved toward the strange incubator, which had been cracked in half, but was still largely intact, and peered inside.

Two tiny mechanical troughs were set into the body of the machine, surrounded by dangling tubes and wires. One was empty. The second contained a baby, quietly chewing on its fist and looking at the ceiling of the machine with wide, unfocused eyes.

Richard reached inside. He picked up the baby, careful to support its head as the scientist had not, and turned to Mary.

“I found it,” he said.

Relief washed across her face as she moved to take the baby, not quite snatching it from his arms, but definitely moving with a speed born of lingering panic. He didn’t resist. She no doubt recognized how dizzy he was from the blow to his head, and didn’t trust him not to drop the infant. That was fine. He didn’t trust himself, either.

“The blanket,” she said. He gave her a puzzled look. “It was beige. This blanket is green. He said he needed to dispose of the infants. I think the first one is still missing.”

Richard looked at her grimly. “Then we search.”

They hunted through the wreckage for the better part of an hour, until the baby they had managed to locate began to cry in tiny, hiccuping hitches. The incubator made a beeping sound. Richard, whose head was still pounding, shot it a wary look.

The beeping continued.

“Mary.”

Mary gently bounced the baby, trying to calm it.

“Mary.”

She looked up, blinking at him.

“We have to go.”

The beeping was getting louder. Richard reached out and grabbed Mary’s wrist, dragging her with him as he sprinted for the door.

They were barely outside when the incubator exploded. The cube shook, then began to collapse inward. Mary howled something furious and tried to pull away, moving like she was going to run back inside, but Richard didn’t let go. He pulled her toward him, getting an arm around her waist and holding her until the cube finished collapsing into a single point and disappeared. Only then did he release her.

Mary staggered a few feet forward, eyes on the indent the cube had left in the snow. “There was another baby!” She whirled, staring at Richard. “There was another baby and we didn’t find it!”

“And if you’d stayed inside, we would have lost this one,” said Richard, gesturing toward the child in her arms. “Mary, we had to.”

She didn’t answer.

“While I was pinned under those crates, I saw someone run past me. I thought it was you, but it’s like you said with the blankets—their pants were the wrong color. I think there was someone else there. That’s why we couldn’t find the baby. Someone took it. While we were knocked flat, someone took it.”

Mary looked at him plaintively. “That doesn’t make this any better,” she said.

“I know.”

She switched her attention to the crying baby in her arms. “We need to get this little one out of the cold,” she said. “Let’s go back to our hotel.”

“I’m ready if you are.”

The three of them piled onto the snowmobile, Mary passing the baby to Richard with instructions to hold on tight and let her know if his head became too much of a problem, the baby whimpering but not quite screaming yet, and they drove off into the forest, away from the impossible clearing, away from the beginning, and nowhere yet close to the end.
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“THE THING I LOVE ABOUT THESE RURAL HOTELS IS THAT NO ONE ASKS any questions,” said Richard, dry-swallowing three Ibuprofen while Mary took the baby to the bathroom to clean up what was sure to be a ripe diaper situation. “Leave alone first thing in the morning, come back hours later with a baby, no one bats an eye. Tourists come back with babies all the time.”

“They probably do,” called Mary. “Black market adoptions are a real thing. That’s what’s going to happen to her if we can’t find her parents. She’ll go to an orphanage and probably wind up adopted by some wealthy American couple that wants a pretty little girl to put on their Christmas cards.”

“Girl?”

“Yeah.” Mary stepped back out of the bathroom, the baby wrapped in a towel and one of her T-shirts. “Wanda.”

“How do you know her name is …?”

“You know how sometimes babies have hospital bracelets on them?”

“Yes.”

“This one had a tag. Like you’d put on a corpse. ‘Subject B—Wanda.’ I’m not calling her ‘Subject,’ and that means her name is Wanda. At least she’ll have something familiar.”

“Mary …” Richard stood, only wobbling slightly. “We have to take her to the authorities. You know we can’t keep her.”

“Right now, we need to take you for medical care,” said Mary. “Your eyes aren’t focusing right.”

“I hate concussion protocols, and you’re trying to change the subject.”

“I know we can’t keep her. Her parents are probably worried sick. But we’re keeping her with us until we find them. What’s the point of any of this if we can’t even save a child?”

Richard looked at her determined expression and closed his eyes, trying to reduce the pounding in his head. It didn’t work. He sighed.

“The American embassy it is, then,” he said.

[image: ]

LATVERIA’S AMERICAN EMBASSY WAS MORE THAN AN HOUR’S DRIVE from their hotel, much of it down narrow, twisting roads barely wide enough to acknowledge the existence of cars. Richard had the distinct feeling the land resented the intrusion, and expected to be freed to reclaim its own in short order. The trees loomed on all sides. For the first time, the dense, old-growth forest was comforting rather than oppressive. Where there were trees, there weren’t terrible constructs being fed on the bodies of babies.

Mary had insisted on stopping at the village’s small general store for baby supplies and painkillers before they set out, and now that both Wanda and Richard were prepared for the journey, she focused on the road, driving with practiced efficiency. In the passenger seat, Richard cuddled Wanda’s swaddled form, feeding her a hastily prepared bottle. The girl had been quiet since they reached the hotel and she’d been relieved of her sopping diaper; she seemed to appreciate the food, however, and had latched on without hesitation.

“We’re almost there,” said Richard, glancing from Wanda to Mary. “I’m sure there’s a system in place for this sort of thing. They’ll know what to do with her.”

“Because we can’t keep her. Her parents must be worried sick.”

“That’s right.”

“But what happens if they can’t find her parents? What if she’s really alone? Peter would love to have a little sister.”

“Peter isn’t old enough to have opinions about siblings.”

“So it would be like she’d always been there, and he’d never question it. Wouldn’t it be wonderful for them to grow up together? She was supposed to be one of two, and we couldn’t save them both. What if she can still be one of two?”

“Babies aren’t souvenirs.”

“I know that.”

“It doesn’t sound like you do.”

“I just want her to be taken care of.”

It was barely trending into evening, and yet the embassy was lit up from the outside, powerful floodlights illuminating the driveway and yard. It was a subtle form of protection, and Mary admired its elegance even as she parked the car and moved to help Richard and Wanda out. No one was going to be sneaking up on the place, not with that much light. Nothing here was happening in darkness.

The buildings around it were more modest, their own lights dim in comparison. Mary had to wonder what their staffs thought of their gaudy neighbors. Did the other embassies understand? Or did they view this as one more case of the Americans being too loud, too gaudy, too self-absorbed? It didn’t matter either way. She felt safer walking in the light.

The door opened as they approached, a staff member already prepared to assist them up the steps to the door. Richard handed the baby to Mary, not trusting himself to climb the shallow stone stairs with both a concussion and a baby in his arms. They walked up together, showing their credentials to the staffer, and were quickly whisked away, vanishing into the maze of hallways behind the scenes, the ones casual visitors would never see. The embassy doctor came to give Wanda a full examination; aside from some puncture wounds that appeared to have been made by IV needles, he found nothing wrong with her, and gave her a full bill of health after taking her fingerprints to run through the system.

Richard and Mary retreated with Wanda to a sitting room to wait for results, and after an hour, the American ambassador to Latveria appeared in the door.

“The girl does not exist,” he said, without preamble.

“What?” asked Richard.

“What?” demanded Mary. “She’s right here. She’s real.”

“Be that as it may, there’s no record of her birth anywhere in Latveria or the surrounding countries. Her fingerprints are not on file. Barring the appearance of a relative who can claim her, she’ll be placed into the national orphanage to await adoption.”

“Can we help you look for them?” asked Mary.

The ambassador looked at her calmly.

“We have our own methods, and they will be searched for, thoroughly. But it seems likely they will all have died trying to keep her from being taken to begin with. I doubt that child has a soul left in the world.”

“Well, if you can’t find her family, can we apply?” asked Richard.

“Infants are not like lost dogs,” he said. “She’ll be held for a week’s time, to give any family a chance to appear. After that, applications will be considered. I’m sure a stable couple with verified employment would be able to begin at the top of the list. I take it you would like to begin the paperwork?”

“She doesn’t have anyone,” said Mary. She looked down at the sleeping Wanda. “She deserves better than this.”

“Under the circumstances, if you’re willing to fill out the forms, and to agree that if a family member can be found who desires custody, you’ll return her, I think we can safely let you take her home.”

Mary almost laughed. “All it takes is a little mortal peril and adoption is so easy.”

“Consider it a gesture of gratitude from both your country and Latveria, which is fond of not being destroyed by super-powers run amok.”

“You’re welcome,” said Richard dryly.
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EVEN WITH THE BACKING OF THE AMBASSADOR, IT WAS ALMOST three weeks before Richard and Mary pulled onto the street that led to their house. Their luggage was considerably more extensive than it had been upon their departure; babies required more infrastructure than most people realized.

Mary was the first out of the car, Richard close behind, and as they climbed the porch, they found the door open and the light on, May standing in the doorway with her arms outstretched.

“Peter’s gone to bed,” she said. “Let me see her.”

Richard dutifully passed Wanda to his sister-in-law.

May looked down at the sleeping baby, a smile spreading across her face. “Hello, Wanda,” she said. “Welcome home.”




CHAPTER THREE

Home is Where the Hope is

AMERICA SIGHS, TEARS RUNNING DOWN HER CHEEKS. SO THAT WAS THE POINT OF DIVERGENCE: That was when everything changed. She touches the window, freezing the image where it is, Aunt May holding Wanda, and the Parkers, weary but alive, watching from a few steps away. This has all happened. Even if she wanted to intervene—and she doesn’t; this version of Wanda has as much right to exist as any other, born in fire and fear in the snowy landscape of Latveria, separated from the twin she should have had by the machinations of the shadowy entity who gave Richard Parker the figures that would lead him to the High Evolutionary, raised in love and light by her aunt and uncle, her brother by her side—she couldn’t. What’s done is done, even for a Watcher.

This isn’t the Wanda she knew before she took up her post. This isn’t a Wanda she ever could have known. But she still doesn’t understand how the road from there to here was traveled, how she went from an orphan girl to a supposed killer. Motion flickers at the corner of her eye. She turns to her original window and watches as it jitters in time, flickering through events she’s seen a hundred times, past the Parkers and their plane crash, past the spider sinking its fangs into Peter’s hand, until her eye catches on something new, and she stops the stream of images on a small home in Queens, familiar and transformed at the same time, remade by the presence of a new member of the family.

Wanda’s adoption didn’t move walls or change the layout of the house, but everything else is different, sometimes in subtle ways. There are two sets of pencil marks on the wall, telling their own story of growth spurts and catching up. The pictures on the walls are different, Wanda glowering sullenly from her pre-kindergarten dance recital, clearly resentful of being forced into leotard and tutu; Peter at his sixth birthday party, sitting on the floor of a bouncy castle with Wanda tugging his hands above his head, both laughing and laughing and laughing. That’s the first thing America really notices as she studies the house in Queens. There’s been so much laughter here.

This isn’t just a Wanda who grew up with a stable, loving family that had the resources to meet her every childhood need; this is a Peter who grew up with a best friend and companion, who knew that no matter what, he would never be entirely alone. There are photos of them heading to summer camp, swimming in the community pool, playing chess at the kitchen table, expressions drawn and intent. They have grown up so entangled that it seems impossible they should ever have been anything else, impossible that any reality could exist where they’re not living out of each other’s pockets. This version of Peter deserves to exist just as much as this version of Wanda does: A small change placed her in the arms of Richard and Mary Parker, but every hour since then has been another small change, until both of them have come to a place they could never have seen from where they started.

America takes a deep breath. She’s still getting used to the tools of the Watcher’s trade, and it’s strange how she can always tell what time she’s viewing through her windows on the worlds. This window tells her she’s skipped forward a little more than fifteen years. Peter and Wanda are sixteen. The Parkers are long gone. Uncle Ben is still alive.

The image in the window shifts, sliding toward America’s target. Wanda is waking up.

Her room is fairly standard for a sixteen-year-old American girl: clothes on the floor, bookshelves jumbled not only with books, but knickknacks and toys, little things she’s found and squirreled away. Like Peter, she was too young when Richard and Mary died to really remember them, but next to the bed she has a picture from the day she was formally adopted, Richard holding her, Mary holding Peter, all of them facing the camera. The older Parkers are beaming like they’ve just won the world. Wanda likes to remind herself that while she may not have her adoptive parents anymore, she made them smile like that, once. She made them happy.

Someone with a keen eye could pick out the pieces of Latverian traditional art tucked among the clutter, some brought back by Richard and Mary, some acquired from online vendors once Wanda was old enough to decorate her own space. Richard and Mary had made repeated trips back to Latveria while waiting for her adoption to be fully finalized, trying to learn everything they could to keep her connected to her heritage. Mary had approached each trip with her heart in her throat, half convinced a cousin was going to appear and whisk their newfound daughter away, half hoping it would happen, for Wanda’s sake.

But the cousins had never appeared. Three weeks after the recovery of the baby, the Latverian government had discovered the remains of a Roma encampment a little more than five miles away from the mysterious clearing. Everyone there had clearly been dead for some time, their bodies preserved by the cold. Richard and Mary hadn’t inquired deeply about the state of the encampment, and the relief on the bureaucrat’s face had told them, clearly, that this was the correct choice: What he had told them was that among the bodies were a young couple, the woman recovering from a recent childbirth, the man nearby. “It looks like they died trying to barricade themselves in their wagon,” the man at the embassy had said grimly. “And we found these in the wreckage.”

He had produced two bracelets of chunky wooden beads, hand-carved and polished until there was no chance of splinters. Two beads on each bracelet had been engraved, one with a wagon wheel shape, and the other with an initial. W and P. The man had offered the W bracelet to Richard, who took it gingerly.

“I don’t think we need to worry about family members appearing,” said the man at the embassy, and later, Richard would say that was the moment when it had started to feel like Wanda was going to be theirs forever, even as he and Mary had come to understand what a responsibility they had to her, to make sure she knew where she had come from. He had given the bracelet to the baby as soon as they got home, and it rests on one of Wanda’s shelves, deeply etched with toothmarks from her toddler years.

The window is holding here. America takes a breath and lets it come alive again, allowing time to move forward in the reflection, allowing Wanda to have her story back again.
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THESE ARE THE THINGS WANDA PARKER KNOWS TO BE TRUE, EVEN AS she swims from sleep back into consciousness, another day beginning: that she has been orphaned twice, and somehow still has a family that loves her; that she is American Romani, and doesn’t know nearly as much as she wishes she did about her heritage; and that if her brother snuck into her room and moved her things around while she was sleeping, she’s going to start her morning with a murder.

Her dreams were strange again last night, colors and shapes and impossible transitions without anything resembling a coherent story. She knows dreams are the mind processing what happened the day before, but she can’t see how New York melting like it’s made of ice cream is related to something she needs to process. Dreams like that always leave her with jangling, unsteady nerves, and today is no different.

It wouldn’t be such an issue if they had an obvious cause, something that triggered them, but no. It’s not “eat right before bed, have a weird dream.” That would be too easy.

Wanda stretches, yawns, and sits up in bed, delaying the moment of opening her eyes as long as she can. She doesn’t understand what Peter gets out of sneaking into her room while she’s trying to sleep, or why he won’t stop when it’s so clearly bothering her. She takes a breath, and opens her eyes.
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“PETER BENJAMIN PARKER!!!”

Peter looks up from his pancakes, eyeing the ceiling. “Wanda’s awake,” he says.

“So she is,” agrees Uncle Ben, turning away from the stove with spatula in hand to reach for the plate where he’s been putting the finished pancakes as they come off the heat. Sunday mornings are his domain: He makes breakfast, and accepts help from no one until it’s time to do the dishes. “She sure does have some
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