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			Chapter 1

			Blackout Protocol
Lindsay Smith & Taylor Stevens

			Natasha Romanoff cut through the water in long silent strokes, black suit and black gear on an equally black night, invisible to those above the surface. In the dark beneath the waves, there was no up or down or sense of distance. There was only the rhythmic hiss and gurgle of each inhale-exhale and the pressure of forward movement.

			Lake Michigan was its own sensory deprivation chamber in which she trusted her instruments for guidance, and trusted herself for safety.

			An ambient glow alerted her to a systems check.

			She brought wrist to face for a look at the ultrasonic sensor readout.

			Yards to target had moved into the single digits.

			She rotated, ascended.

			Mission mindset was its own beast, and she was in that zone now, whittled down to muscle and bone and training. She slowly breached surface, searching for a threat.

			Behind, to the west, downtown Chicago’s lights glittered on the horizon. Ahead, silent, looming overhead like a ghost fortress beneath the stars, was the Mitochondrion, the research and exploration vessel to which the hunt had led.

			For three hours, Romanoff had sat on a zodiac inflatable, observing the Mitochondrion’s routine through a high-powered scope, and once she’d seen all she needed, had buckled into the gear, dropped over the side, and plunged a knife through its thick rubber skin, letting the craft sink to the bottom of the lake.

			Now it was just her, the ship, its crew, its guards, and the secrets it held.

			Anchor lights bathed the ship. Romanoff slipped into shadow, as close to the hull as safety allowed, and floated toward the open deck, where research equipment was stored. Here, the ascent would only be half the distance from the waterline to the deck.

			She kicked off the fins, unlatched her harness, and let the regulator tank sink. If things went sideways, the backup was the Spare Air emergency breathing system strapped between her shoulder blades. It was her only defense against the dark, deep water of Lake Michigan.

			She counted down seconds, timing the patrol, and waited until they reached middeck. Then she fired the grappling hook, snapped onto the line, and sailed to the deck with the softest snick. Rolling beneath the rail, she paused, watching, listening.

			The two-man patrol continued on, oblivious.

			She retracted the hook, tucked it out of sight, and slunk between equipment, toward the center hatch. She moved in front of the hatch, readying to drop down. Checked her instruments, confirmed the readings. Tossed Chicago one last look.

			For two months now, it had been home—or at least, home to Melanie Ardonia, the shy, quirky IT girl who was her cover—while Natasha Romanoff, the Black Widow, hunted.

			But tonight, that all ended.

			Feather-light and assassin-silent she followed the companion ladder down into a narrow passageway.

			Outside, there’d been the wind and the water.

			Inside, it was silent, eerily so.

			There were no footsteps or voices, none of the relaxed laughter of off-duty crew, just the low rumbling hum of the auxiliary generators.

			Romanoff oriented to the map in her head and turned toward starboard.

			If she was right, she’d find what she wanted somewhere about … here.

			And there it was, the high-tech security access pad on a sealed bulkhead door. 

			She bit down on a glove, ripped it off with her teeth, and dug into a waterproof pocket for the keycard and its borrowed DNA. Inserted the chip into the sequencing lock.

			Seconds ticked on into forever and she braced for an alarm that never came.

			Hydraulics hissed. The bulkhead wheel turned on its own accord.

			She nudged the door open and stepped into a dark room lit by a thousand flashing pinhead lights. Her gaze tracked up, taking it all in, and she shut the door and stepped inside.

			There was row after row of servers, stacked on shelving towering ten, twelve feet up. They whirred in time as they sequenced and synthesized new genomes for the black-market trade.

			She’d known she’d find part of the supply chain here.

			But this …

			“Kind of you to put them all in one spot,” she whispered.

			Strong fans circulated the air, venting out the heat, pulling in the mid-October chill, but the room was still uncomfortably warm. She loosened the suit, slipped behind bracing, clamped a packet sniffer on the nearest exchange box, and moved deeper in.

			A shadow passed over the flickering lights.

			She smiled.

			She hadn’t been able to confirm, but had hoped he’d be here. Jean-Paul Viscose, the French Canadian biosmuggler she’d been chasing. He’d been dumping dangerous super-enhancements on the black market, and had, it seemed, used more than a few of them on himself.

			The shadow’s size and shape said it was him.

			For two months she’d lived as Melanie Ardonia. Two months of being limited to infiltrate-and-observe mode. It had been too long without a fight. Now, it was the Widow’s turn.

			Halogen tubes powered on overhead, transforming the beauty of a thousand colored lights into naked plastic, metal racks, and snaking cables.

			Romanoff turned to face her adversary. She knew Viscose from photos and video, had heard him describe his body modifications that melded man with Mother Nature’s greatest predators. But it was a whole different thing to see this three-hundred-pound beast in person.

			Viscose’s shaved head was a meaty dome, the scalp tattooed in swirling circuit designs, and his eyes were inky darkness, the result of chemical injections that granted him night vision. Bioluminescent strips under his skin picked up electromagnetic radiation, giving him a sixth sense of sorts to navigate without sight or sound.

			Her contacts had called him the Shark.

			They hadn’t mentioned whether the sharply filed teeth offered any practical advantage, but they certainly added to the look.

			Viscose threaded between the racks, maneuvering closer. His voice was bizarrely soft and human. He said, “I wondered when S.H.I.E.L.D. would show up.”

			She stepped wide, keeping space between them. “You know how it goes,” she said. “Run an illegal biohacking scam, you tend to make new friends along the way.”

			He charged her, moving from zero to impact with a speed she hadn’t expected.

			She sidestepped, flipped into a crouch, swept a leg out, and caught him at the ankle as he barreled past. He lost balance and slammed shoulder first into the wall.

			The impact set the server shelves rattling.

			Viscose righted himself with ease.

			She grabbed the nearest rack for leverage and hurled herself onto him, looping carbon fiber grappling wire around his neck, attempting to cut off his air supply.

			His arms twisted backward, shoulders rotating at unnatural angles, and his hands gripped her wrists with viselike force. A searing like white phosphorus burned up her skin, into her head, demanding she let go to make it stop.

			But pain was temporary. Pain was familiar.

			As her old instructors drilled into her—pain meant she was still alive.

			She held on, fighting against strength much greater than her own.

			He pried her loose, flung her upward, and followed with a backhand strike that connected with her torso like bat to ball. Romanoff went crashing into a server array, her body lodged between shelves eight feet up off the floor.

			He came for her again.

			Each heavy footstep reverberated through the shelving and into her head.

			She crawled to her knees, measuring the room for advantage, sizing him for weakness.

			His neck was bleeding.

			She still held the grappling wire.

			His hand shot toward her throat with snakelike speed.

			She rolled, narrowly avoiding that windpipe-crushing grip, and in that same beat, whipped the wire back into his face. In slow motion, she watched it coil around his head, and then she jumped, taking the wire with her, letting gravity do the hardest work.

			He staggered and bellowed, tore the wire free, and slowly turned to face her.

			Blood trickled from forehead to chin, and gashes created grooves where circuit tattoos had been. His black eyes, unreadable, stared her down while his right hand grabbed the arm of a nearby instrument and, in a sickening crack of plastic and metal, tore it from its mooring. Viscose advanced on her, arm in hand, swinging it with the practiced control of a weapon.

			She activated the Widow’s Bite wristlets.

			The hum and snap of electricity filled her senses, and she backed against the wall, timing, calculating for an opening.

			Punching above her weight class came with the territory, all part of working with superpowered individuals and facing off against the shady sort who went after them. The power disparity kept her nimble, clever, forced her to think a dozen moves ahead, and she lived for these moments when the only way to stay alive was to put full faith in herself, her training, and her instincts.

			She bounded up, shelf to shelf, using the racks as a ladder for height advantage, and dove over him, slamming wristlets against his arm, delivering a precise, brutal shock.

			Electricity hissed and arced across his veiny skin.

			She never tired of that burst of blue.

			Viscose’s muscles seized.

			His legs gave out.

			He dropped to his knees and the robotic arm thudded to the floor.

			She moved forward cautiously, ready to secure him, but the arcs smoothed into a satin film, and absorbed into his skin.

			Viscose flashed a jagged grin.

			He was on his feet and halfway to her before she could respond, and swung. Connected.

			His punch served an equal shock to the Widow’s Bite. Her body rose high and fell fast.

			She could breathe, couldn’t react.

			Romanoff hit an upper rack hard and bounced, shoulder, torso, head, and landed at the foot of the bulkhead door. Electric pulses worked through her limbs.

			She struggled to get to her feet.

			He snagged her ankle, lifted her by the leg, opened the door, and with a burst of enhanced muscle, flung her out into the dark passageway. Romanoff groaned and rolled to her side.

			Viscose’s silhouette filled the doorway. He shook his head, disappointed. “I thought the Widow would have more bite,” he said, and turned, vanishing from view.

			From inside the room came a soft beep.

			He’d found the packet sniffer, had ripped it off.

			Romanoff lifted wrist to face.

			Vision blurry, she fumbled for the failsafe on her watch and clamped down hard.

			The ship shuddered and silence fell like the vacuous shutdown of an old cathode monitor going dead. The fans and ventilation system and auxiliary generators stopped.

			The servers went out mid-blink.

			The lights shut off.

			More importantly, a resounding metallic thunk filled the server room: three hundred pounds of man-meets-metal tech incapacitated by the electromagnetic pulse that had emanated from the device in his hand.

			Romanoff ripped a penlight from inside her suit, pulled herself to her feet, and hobbled back the way she’d been thrown.

			She found him on the floor, limp, malleable and moveable, all systems still offline.

			“What’s the matter?” she said. “Your enhancements on the fritz?”

			His jaw rippled, likely in an attempt to form words.

			The EMP would have caused excruciating pain to his subdermal sensors.

			She leaned down, grabbed his wrist, shoved his one arm against his body, and lashed the grappling wire around him, tightening until she was sure he wouldn’t be going anywhere, even after his systems came back online.

			The first whisper escaped his lips, more air than syllable.

			She leaned in closer.

			“You haven’t won,” he said.

			She stuffed a glove in his mouth. “Save it for S.H.I.E.L.D.,” she said, and went to make the call.

			Romanoff stood at the railing, facing east, watching the last of the deep night fade from blue to red to orange. Another few minutes and the sun would crest Lake Michigan’s horizon. Behind her, S.H.I.E.L.D.’s bustle of taking inventory and offloading went on as crates brimming with Viscose’s equipment transferred from ship to waiting helicopter.

			A few minutes later, it was Viscose himself.

			She only half paid attention.

			Her job here was done.

			A familiar form filled her peripheral vision. Arms leaned onto the railing, joining hers. “Two months,” Colonel Fury said. “Not bad for starting this case from scratch and keeping it quiet. I do miss having that kind of efficiency around S.H.I.E.L.D., even if we could’ve done it faster the ugly way.”

			Romanoff smirked. “That sounds like a failure on behalf of management.”

			Fury rolled his one eye.

			A young man approached, tablet in hand.

			Fury leaned over to glance at the screen. “There’s talent,” he said, “and then there’s talent.” He sighed and turned back. “If you want my opinion—”

			“Which I don’t—”

			“—Which I’m gonna give you anyway. Your talents are wasted playing shy IT girl over at big pharma.”

			“Well, it was that shy IT girl who tracked Viscose to his inside supplier and traced the payments and shipments from Chicago to Kuala Lumpur,” she said. “All without tripping a single network sensor.” Romanoff jutted her chin toward a cluster of agents crossing the deck. “Your brute force might have gotten the job done faster, but you’d have sent that CFO Hoffman pulling his golden parachute cord long before you got to the money trail.”

			“Carl Hoffman,” Fury said. “Who’d have thought?”

			She shook her head.

			No one, really. The guy was a senior board member at the pharmaceuticals company in which Romanoff had gone undercover—quiet, steady, ethical—and he was clean, maybe a little too clean, a little too honorable. But it’d been Hoffman who, through an elaborate knot of shell companies and subsidiary payments, had fed Viscose money, data, and unpublished research to fuel their black-market bonanza.

			It’d taken a lot of tedious paper-pushing as Melanie Ardonia to untangle that web.

			She said, “Sometimes, slower can be better.”

			Fury smiled, all lip. “And willingness to question my methods,” he said. “I do miss that about you.”

			“Then you’re welcome to keep sending the contract work, so long as we’re clear that I take it, or not, at my leisure.”

			He chuckled. Shook his head. “Romanoff,” he said, “you don’t know the first thing about leisure.”

			“No. Maybe not.”

			She returned to leaning against the rail and let the slap of waves against the hull stand in for conversation. Fury was right about leisure insofar as Natasha Romanoff, Widow and spy, was concerned. But as Melanie, as her cover, it was different. Melanie had friendships and free time. There’d been happy hours, baby showers, Bachelorette marathons, and inside jokes as they closed ranks against meddling middle managers.

			Romanoff had genuinely liked them, these friends Melanie had made. She’d even liked how it almost felt like taking time for herself.

			Leaving would be bittersweet, but a girl like Melanie would always say goodbye. Something Romanoff rarely did for herself.

			She said, “It’s gonna take me a week for extraction, minimum. Melanie can’t vanish right as Viscose’s buddy on the board gets perp-walked. After that we can talk new jobs. Freelance only.”

			Fury glanced at her, inscrutable.

			Finally, he rested a hand on her shoulder and gave her an awkward pat—sweet, in a Fury kind of way. “Whatever you say, Romanoff.”

			She smiled despite herself.

			He said, “Anything else I need to know before I close the case out?”

			She ran her palms along the railing, mentally retracing each investigatory step.

			Every labyrinth had both dead ends and branching paths. Her method was to find the most direct route to the end. She couldn’t worry about the coulda-beens and mighta-shouldas.

			Outside mission scope, her old trainers would say.

			But sometimes tangents had a way of appearing irrelevant until they suddenly weren’t. “Still haven’t been able to track Viscose’s secondary funding source for the Eritrea setup,” she said. “That’s the only outlier. Everything else trails back to Hoffman.”

			“Could be Hoffman had another source of funds.”

			“Could be.”

			“But you don’t think so.”

			She cast Fury a sideways glance. “Worth keeping an eye on,” she said. “Or you could try asking Viscose.”

			Fury chuckled. “After the number you did on his implants, I don’t think he’ll be saying much for a long time.”

			With a wry smile, she backed away from the railing. “Then I did my job.”

			ONE WEEK LATER

			Romanoff made her way along West Hubbard, past the colorful signage of restaurants and bars and groups of raucous tourists who blithely clogged the sidewalk, counting down street numbers and getting closer, finally, to her destination.

			She was late already.

			Frustratingly so.

			She moved slowly, far more slowly than she was used to.

			She was tired in a way she hadn’t been since … honestly, she couldn’t remember.

			A gust of October cold blew through her purposely dowdy jacket.

			That taste of coming winter should have sunk its teeth into her skin.

			Instead it arrived as a welcome relief.

			She’d felt off since early morning—unable to get comfortable—senses raw and frayed enough that she would have called off tonight’s foray if not for the fact that she’d stayed this extra week to protect her cover.

			Best she could figure, this was the aftermath of the Viscose fight, a delayed response to the electric charge he’d blasted through her, nothing that a little rest couldn’t fix.

			All she had to do was wear Melanie’s persona one last night. Get through a few more hours and she’d be done, and so Romanoff pushed on.

			The nightclub came into view.

			Not their usual type of haunt, but Melanie’s friends had insisted on doing something different, special.

			For some operatives, nightclubs were a nightmare of bad lighting, thick crowds, and headache-inducing noise that made eavesdropping and intelligence gathering difficult, if not impossible. To her, they’d always been closer to a dream—so many dark shadows to slip between, and pounding beats to swallow the thud of fists into flesh.

			But tonight wasn’t for reconnaissance or confrontation, which was just as well, because the strobe lights left her dizzy, and the music drummed against her insides, and all she wanted was to sit and be still.

			Romanoff shrugged out of the jacket and wove through the undulating crowd, following text directions toward the back.

			All three of Melanie’s core group had already arrived.

			She found them in a roped-off section where a pair of couches allowed them to mingle and dance without catching elbows in the face.

			Keisha was the first to spot her.

			She waved Melanie over with the same ebullient charm that so effortlessly enraptured anyone who was drawn into her orbit. Voluptuous, effervescent, and shrewd, this short Black woman with box braids was the group’s social glue.

			Keisha grabbed Melanie’s hand, pulled her close, and made space for her next to Maria Gonzalez, mother of the group—metaphorically and literally, considering that when Melanie had first started with the company, Maria was only a few weeks back from maternity leave. She was sardonic, insightful, quick with the comebacks, and always seemed to have an eyebrow cocked.

			Maria touched Melanie’s arm and her welcome smile faded.

			“Feeling okay?” she said, using her signature eyebrow raise.

			Romanoff nodded. “Just tired.”

			Sora Fletcher, the group’s wry and rebellious protector, leaned over and offered Melanie a half-empty glass. “It’s mostly ice now,” they said.

			Romanoff accepted and Sora, who’d been dancing alone, eyes closed, plopped down beside her. Half-Korean, half-white, non-binary, their outfit today included a plaid shirt with sleeves rolled up to show off forearm tattoos. Sora pointed to a cluster of hearts, roses, and skulls—more specifically, to a star among them that hadn’t been there a few days ago—and Romanoff understood.

			To be memorialized like that after so brief a friendship was the highest form of compliment. “Thank you,” Romanoff said, and genuinely meant it.

			Maria, taking the conversation back to where it’d been before Melanie’s arrival, said, “I wonder what Hoffman’s arrest is gonna mean for the rest of the C-suite.”

			Sora leaned forward, eyes glinting conspiratorially. “Actually, I bet Keisha knows.”

			Keisha laughed. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“But you’re like some kind of super-spy,” Maria said. “You get everyone to tell you everything.”

			“Well, I don’t know that.”

			Sora said, “You probably do know, you just don’t know it yet.”

			The three of them laughed the uproarious laughter of light booze and a good time.

			Romanoff smiled.

			This was exactly why she’d chosen this group of friends—well, technically they’d chosen her, rescuing the shy girl in frumpy bargain suits who’d been shut out of the white-girl cliques. Keisha was especially fascinating to watch, what with the way she naively and innocently wielded her extroverted nature like a precision weapon. The company’s custodians and cleaning crew, interns and assistants and mailroom staff all knew and loved her, and happily pulled favors for her if she ever needed them. Keisha brought barbecue to the night guards so often, they never batted an eye when she and Melanie—and then only Melanie—worked late, away from suspicious gazes. Keisha was an operative in her own way, but too sweet to realize it.

			She wandered off now and returned with a round of drinks.

			Romanoff paced herself.

			Tiredness became exhaustion. She didn’t feel like dancing, but this was her one chance at a proper goodbye and she didn’t want to disappoint these friends. It wouldn’t do her cover any favors, she told herself, for Melanie to suddenly blow them off.

			The lights swirled, a little too unpredictable, a little too sharp.

			And Romanoff was aware, so very aware, that when she stopped moving, the room kept going. Whatever was going on was not right.

			Laughing became an effort.

			She struggled to think, to figure it out. Something she drank? No—it had started far earlier. She was getting worse. The nightclub made it rougher. She wanted to stay, to finish out the night, but couldn’t.

			She was a stitch holding fabric together, about to rip.

			“I’m sorry, I’m so exhausted,” she told them. Even that took so much more of her than it should have.

			There were hugs, tears, promises to keep in touch and show up for kids’ birthdays.

			Outside, the night was riper, the shadows deeper, tangible, terrifying fingers raking through her hair and coiling around her legs. Every rattle was a collision, a threat unfolding.

			Her head pounded. The streetlights spun. Partygoers morphed and stretched in a strange form of hallucination. She had to get home, to Melanie’s home, Melanie’s home where it was safe.

			She couldn’t take the train. Didn’t have the energy to summon a ride share.

			A taxi.

			She meant to lift her hand, but it was so heavy, and her head was heavy, and the world went dark—

			Romanoff came to, disoriented. A bone-rattling, teeth-shattering jostle and then a sway, side to side.

			Clatter. Movement.

			Voices swirled around her. Hands gripped her.

			Arms locked hers behind her back—far more arms than she had.

			She twisted, thrashing, her only urge to get out, to get away. Her training coming into play.

			Shadows blotted everything.

			She could sense them out there, faceless faces, unseen eyes, studying her, examining her.

			Their voices reached into the fog.

			“—Quick—coming back,” they said.

			And awareness collapsed again.

			Pain brought her to, pain like liquid fire burrowing into the soft crook of her arm.

			They strapped her down, held her fast.

			Something sharp penetrated her skin.

			She struggled to think, couldn’t think, didn’t know her own body.

			She was weak and the weakness was new and frightening.

			… But she knew this sensation.

			She was being injected.

			Sodium pentathol, cyanide, air bubble. Could be anything.

			Victor. A name—Victor.

			Romanoff drifted in and out of time, caught between past and present and fighting against the dark, unsure if this was real or the past or the past become real again. The Red Room. Tests. Injections. Make you stronger. (Make you obey.) Captured, once. (Intentional, but didn’t stop the torture.) Just a fat dossier of endless missions blending together.

			But Romanoff didn’t need to aim; she had power enough to compensate.

			She thrashed, kicked.

			In the fog, out beyond the reach of hearing and sight, she sensed the shadows, shouting, scattering, hitting asphalt, screeching tires, and then they were gone, and when she next opened her eyes she was on the ground in an alley beside a dumpster, alone.

			She had no memory of how she’d got there, wherever there was.

			Her clothes were torn. Her glasses missing. Her purse across the alley.

			Her hands hurt like she’d hit someone hard.

			Her eyes shut and she drifted under, and woke again.

			She couldn’t stay out in the open like this, had to get somewhere safe.

			She pushed herself to her feet, braced shoulder against the brick and, joints aching, muscles hurting, followed the wall to the end of the alley.

			Romanoff reached the corner.

			Her eyes closed and she could feel herself going under again.

			She forced them open, forced them to see until storefronts and traffic lights took shape. She knew this place, knew she wasn’t far, and stumbled onward, pushing past nausea for the stairwell. In the blur beyond her senses, voices spoke to her and hands touched her and she swung blindly until they retreated. She dragged her way to the first floor and, with effort, got key into lock.

			The door opened to a small living room where streetlights, bleeding past the shades, created furniture outlines. Her brain burning up. She inched past the thrift store sofa and the dinged coffee table for the window and, with the last energy she could muster, got a panel open far enough to let in a draft of cold night air.

			A wave of nausea welled up and her knees buckled.

			The room tilted. The floor rose, smacked hard into her shoulder, cradled her head, and the world went dark again.

		

	


		
			Chapter 2

			Something Stolen, Something Red
Lindsay Smith & Taylor Stevens

			Her senses switched on, pitch black to daylight in one wide-eyed blink. Nothingness and then here she was, face to the wall, cheek flat against the carpet, her mind like a tangled spider web.

			It took a beat for colors and smell and memory to catch up.

			This was Melanie’s living room, Melanie’s air-conditioner, Melanie’s one-bedroom apartment. Romanoff had brought herself here, she couldn’t remember how, but she knew.

			That was all she had.

			That and disconnected fragments with no chronology or connection. She forced her way back, tracing the flashes into the darkness of her memory, to those faceless men.

			A name, she had a name.

			“Victor,” they’d said. “Not the same stuff as Victor.”

			She scanned the floor, searching for proof she hadn’t hallucinated the whole thing, spotted a black device on the floor and crawled for it.

			She grabbed the phone, Melanie’s phone, and dragged herself to the charger. Her hands shook as she plugged it in, and with every second of delay her anxiety rose.

			The circuits connected. She powered on.

			The date said that she’d lost a day and half since the night of her goodbye party; the clock said late afternoon.

			She tabbed through a call and text history that left no clues.

			Social media accounts, though, were lit with notifications.

			She scrolled through photo after photo of her and the girls at the club, her own face always in some strange pose, eyes closed, fingers or hair shielding half her features amid laughter and goofiness. The captions from Keisha, Sora, and Maria wished her well.

			Nothing out of the ordinary.

			Nothing to indicate they’d noticed anything wrong.

			And they weren’t the sorts not to catch on. She’d learned that well enough when Keisha’s off-handed comment about weird disparities in Hoffman’s schedule unknowingly put her on Hoffman’s trail in the first place.

			They were safe.

			Melanie’s cover was safe.

			Romanoff tapped out a few kissy faces and farewells, then turned off the phone, pulled out the SIM, snapped it in half.

			She tried to stand. Dizziness knocked her back, a different kind of dizzy than what had struck the night of the party. Her head no longer felt like it had been soaked in formaldehyde—like she’d gone three rounds with the Hulk.

			She dragged herself to the kitchen, elbowed up to the counter, found salt, sugar, measured both into a tall glass of water. She slid back to the floor and took in the liquid sip by sip, babying her stomach until she’d finished.

			This was what oral rehydration looked like before sports drinks had come along.

			The sugar and salt went to her blood.

			Energy returned enough to let her stand and mix a second round.

			She slid back again, but now, with hydration seeping in and her mind coming back online, her fingers trembled and moved to the crook of her arm. In her mind she heard the words again, that one sentence that memory had latched onto right after the needle had pierced skin and she’d felt the syringe’s plunge.

			Victor. Not the same as Victor.

			She let out a cry and her shoulders slumped.

			All her life she’d fought to pry the weapon she’d become out of the grasp of those who’d forged her. And fought just as hard to keep that weapon out of the hands of anyone else who thought they could control her. But even here, on her own terms, her own job, she hadn’t been able to escape, and that sense of violation coated her like a slimy film.

			She’d been used.

			She didn’t know why, but it didn’t matter. She’d been used all the same. And she’d been weak, unable to fend them off.

			Weakness had been her undoing.

			She needed to know who they were, needed to understand what they’d done, and what they wanted.

			Not knowing meant it could happen again.

			Viscose was where her mind went first.

			It’d been a week since his arrest, but the timing was too close to be coincidental.

			She clawed at the floorboard beneath a cabinet until it popped free, slid a hand up under the molding and retrieved the mission phone.

			She composed a text asking Fury for an update on Jean-Paul Viscose. Her fingers paused, hovering over the screen. She debated and reworded, keeping the tone as casual as possible to avoid any hint that this was anything more than a professional check-in.

			The transmission came back promptly.

			Viscose and Hoffman were both still in custody. They’d lawyered up and were stonewalling, but that was to be expected.

			She shut off the phone with a groan.

			Viscose and Hoffman both behind bars made it difficult to see the hit on her as their doing. It was a whole lot harder to coordinate something like that from within jail, and Fury would be monitoring those communications.

			There was no way he would have caught wind of this and let it happen.

			She trawled her mental filing system for someone else to point to and found no obvious leads. The only suspects that loomed in the back of her mind—that loomed over everything, their roots like stubborn weeds in the cracks of her heart—were the ones she least wanted to face.

			Red Room.

			Hydra.

			Those who’d made her and trained her were the only ones capable of something like this and even that was highly unlikely. She’d taken a torch to those vipers wherever and whenever she could. Still, if this was them, if they were here, in Chicago, on her tail, then no one and nothing she touched here would be safe.

			It was time to leave.

			She shuffled to the bedroom and grabbed her pre-packed bag from the closet.

			Scattered memories leading to featureless shadows played over and over.

			She lifted duffel bag strap to her shoulder and made her way for the front door. She paused there, leaning against the frame for support. Her head spun—protesting. But she didn’t have a choice. No matter how she felt, she had to go.

			She’d wiped the apartment before heading to the club, but gave it one last scan.

			Melanie Ardonia was no more.

			Natasha Romanoff, though, needed answers.

			She left the train, eyes red, hoodie pulled in tight. There was comfort in anonymity, in knowing no one would recognize her in this state.

			It was doubtful she’d have recognized herself.

			The used car lot stood catty-corner from the train station.

			Based on the battered and beaten inventory, it looked a whole lot like they expected this kind of situation on the regular. The salesman who came out to greet her moved and talked like a club promoter, if club promoters wore cigarette smoke like an aura and the t-shirts under their blazers were stained with pizza sauce.

			Romanoff waved off his efforts to steer her toward the minivans and squat SUVs. All she cared about was four wheels that could effectively get her from here to there. She forked over a handful of cash for the cheapest hatchback on the lot.

			But once she was in the car, the full weight of what next settled.

			She’d never felt this weak before and—that was maybe the most painful part of all of it—she needed help. The Black Widow couldn’t handle this situation alone.

			She’d already catastrophized and plotted contingencies. Going to S.H.I.E.L.D. was a no. A scorched earth strategy wasn’t exactly known for drawing out those responsible. And that said nothing of the tests S.H.I.E.L.D. would want to run, endless vital scans, brain scans, blood draws.

			She rubbed at the needle prick on her arm.

			Last thing she wanted was more scrutiny, more people trying to own a piece of her.

			It had already taken a monumental effort of tradecraft, sweet talk, and downright deceit to keep her blood out of S.H.I.E.L.D.’s databases thus far. Fury could feed her all the platitudes he wanted about how they’d never dream of letting that information get abused—much less leaked—but she’d “borrowed” access to S.H.I.E.L.D. data and seen what happened to it a few too many times to trust them on that.

			She also considered Tony Stark, but cringed before she could finish the thought. Even if he could help her, the production he’d make out of the whole ordeal would be much too exhausting. He’d want to create new machinery, run his own tests, and then fly off on a tangent no matter the results, leaving the initial question in the dust.

			Not to mention that Stark kept secrets like his Bugatti Veyron kept a low profile.

			She’d spent the entire trip from apartment to car lot working through the options, eliminating them one by one, and in the end there was only one name that ticked all the boxes—just one who understood the need to be overprotective of physiognomies and who’d hunted down more than a few medical mysteries of his own.

			Not that he’d be thrilled to see her—or anyone with a passing whiff of S.H.I.E.L.D. on them, for that matter. And forget about calling him a medical doctor. If you wanna insult me, just insult me, he’d say.

			They weren’t friends; they were barely even colleagues.

			But when it came to understanding the medical needs of powered individuals and those who worked closely with them, there was no one she trusted more.

			Romanoff steered the rental car toward I-81 and set off toward the Undisclosed Location east of Rapid City, South Dakota, that was Bruce Banner’s current lab.

			Romanoff would give Banner this: he knew how to secure a facility. Leave it to Banner to convert an old missile silo into his own form of a doomsday prepper bunker—except the doomsday was something he was trying to keep in.

			There wasn’t exactly a doorbell she could ring, but parking herself in front of the security cameras got no response. She tried knocking. As if he could hear her through all the layers of reinforced concrete. She supposed it was time for the hard way, then.

			It was about all she could manage in her current state to break in: circuitry rerouting, ventilation system infiltration, and even good old-fashioned lock picking and keypad jacking. Granted, he was sometimes just as interested in keeping things in as keeping them out, but that was all the more reason she trusted him.

			Romanoff dropped from the air vents into the lab, loud enough to ensure he heard her. His back was to her as he hunched over an electron microscope. His hand gripped the countertop edge. Something rippled across the surface of his skin, veins bulging along his exposed forearm where he’d rolled up the sleeves of his lab coat. She waited, letting him work through whatever system he needed to pull himself together.

			Finally, he let go.

			She said, “I tried knocking.”

			“I tried not answering.”

			“I’m sorry to come in this way.” She paused, struggling to choke out the rest of what needed saying. “I’m not well,” she said. “I need your help.”

			Banner swiveled, caught a good look at her, and his eyes widened. She was dizzy, the lights too bright.

			The exertion of getting into the lab, something that would have been a matter of course a week ago, now winded her to the point of nausea.

			Banner said, “You look like you lost a fight with—well, me.”

			The fluorescent lights and shiny lab equipment swirled together like coffee stirring into milk.

			She tipped forward.

			Banner rushed toward her, caught her, and set her gently on the floor. He said, “Of all the places you could have gone, Natasha, why did you come to me?”

			“Because you—know what it’s like.” Damn it. She was sounding sappy. Definitely not the right track to take with Banner. “You understand that not everything can be trusted on S.H.I.E.L.D. servers.”

			Their eyes met. He looked away first, jaw shifting; laughed at himself. “Like that, huh?”

			“Like that.”

			“Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

			And so she did.

			Slowly, while the dizziness passed, she walked him through the project she was working on, and the night of her going away, and the symptoms that had come down on her hard and fast, and she told him the little she could remember about what had happened that night. Movement had left her with the impression of being in a vehicle of some sort. The men who’d grabbed her felt like a medical team. They’d done something to her, she didn’t know what, didn’t know why, didn’t know if it would happen again, and she needed help figuring it out.

			From the look on his face she knew Banner understood the fear.

			He said, “I’m not a doctor, you know that.”

			She nodded. “But you’ve done so much experimenting to try to understand yourself and you’ve studied people like us, I know you have. You know more about the non-human side of humanity than any doctor that’s out there. I figured you’d be interested, for no other reason than the advancement of science.”

			He sighed in concession.

			“Can you help me?” she asked.

			Banner stood, made his way to a nearby cabinet, pulled out a tray and carried it back to her. He placed the stethoscope tips in his ears. “I don’t know,” he said. “Turn around, let me listen to you.”

			He ran her through the basics—heart, lungs, pulse, temperature, blood pressure, eyes—and said, “How badly do you want to figure this thing out?”

			She wrapped her arms around her knees. “A group of thugs scooped me up off the street without much of a fight,” she said. “I want it pretty darn bad.”

			Banner said, “Your heart and lungs seem to be fine. No brain damage I can see. Maybe you’re just fighting a bug.”

			She scoffed. “Yeah, well, we know it’s not that.”

			“Do we?”

			“I can’t remember the last time I’ve been sick,” she said. “Enhanced immune system and all that.”

			“Are you immune to poison?”

			“In a this-is-gonna-hurt-but-not-kill-you sort of way. You think that’s what’s happening here?”

			“Maybe. From what you’ve said, this seems to be affecting your short-term memory, mixing things around. Some poisons can produce neurological symptoms like that, but if you want to go deeper than guessing I’m going to have to draw blood, run tests, an MRI.”

			She clenched her jaw and stared at him.

			He placed his equipment back in the tray and let her have the silence.

			She trusted him, that was why she’d come here, but every part of her rebelled at the thought of giving him the one thing she’d fought so hard to protect.

			Banner gestured to the lab space around him. “I tell you what. If it’s S.H.I.E.L.D. that’s got you spooked, or Tony—”

			“I’m not afraid of them—”

			“We can use this instead.” He rummaged in a drawer of supplies and pulled out a small device, similar to a diabetic testing kit, marked with a stylized HI brand. “Holt Industries. No affiliation with Stark, promise.”

			She held out her hand.

			Banner dropped the gadget into her palm.

			“Cheap, easily deployed rapid sequencers. And absolutely no data stored,” he said.

			She’d heard about these devices, but had never held one. They’d sped up field testing and diagnosis and had slashed medical costs better than all political talk combined. Where other companies had failed, Allan Holt, pioneer geneticist and billionaire philanthropist, had rubbed salt in Big Pharma’s wound by giving them away for free.

			“It’s worth a try.”

			Thirty minutes later, Bruce was hmming over his lab equipment. Romanoff, who’d been lying on the floor, eyes closed and resting, said, “You found something?”

			“It’s what I haven’t found,” Banner said. “No poison, no sedative. No late-phase markers like I’d expect in an allergic reaction. Anyone else and I’d say it’s just a bug, but …”

			She glowered. “What are you getting at, Banner?”

			“It takes time to build up an immune response. A week, sometimes two.” He trailed off with a frown. “Seems pretty unlucky you’d get attacked right when you were hitting a low point.”

			“Unlucky or unlikely.” Romanoff tamped down a rush of paranoia. There were no coincidences in her line of work. But trying to weave a cohesive, all-encompassing narrative web out of random events could be just as dangerous. You could strangle yourself on all those threads if you didn’t trim them carefully—or snip away the one you really needed.

			“You’re a hard person to take down.” Bruce rubbed his chin. “Trust me—me and the green guy should know.”

			She tilted her head, smiling, to concede the point.

			“But debilitating you first—well, that evens the odds a little, doesn’t it? Just like no one wants to fight the green guy. If they wanna take me down, they keep me like this.”

			“So they evened the odds. They scooped me up. Tossed me right back out. It was over in minutes. Yet—they injected me with something. I know they did.” She stood on shaky legs and approached Bruce’s workstation. “You’re sure there was nothing else in my bloodstream? I know what I felt, Bruce.”

			He pried the blood samples out of the device and handed them over to her for destruction in the autoclave. “Nat. You really must be out of it.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“They didn’t put something in you, Romanoff. They took something out.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 3

			Bury Me Face Down
Margaret Dunlap

			The only sound in Banner’s laboratory was the hum of equipment and the regular tick, tick, tick of a cheap clock mounted high on one reinforced cinderblock wall. Romanoff couldn’t help but feel like the passing seconds were mocking her as they reverberated in her skull alongside Banner’s words:

			They didn’t put something in you, they took something out.

			No, precision was important. They had stolen her blood. 

			Romanoff pressed her hands to her forehead in a vain effort to force her headache back down where it belonged.

			This was one of her worst fears come to life.

			The combination of genetic manipulation, pharmacological experimentation, and brainwashing that had created the woman now known as the Black Widow had been the Red Room’s greatest triumph. Since her defection, Romanoff had taken great care to ensure the recipe she carried in her veins did not fall into the hands of anyone who might be tempted to recreate that “success.” 

			As far as she was concerned, anyone could be tempted if the price was right.

			And now someone had succumbed to the lure.

			She was going to have to track down the group that attacked her, destroy the samples they took, and then forcibly dismantle their organization until there was no chance it would ever rise from the ashes. Which should send a message to anyone else contemplating that particular brand of personal assault.

			Unfortunately, crushing her enemies was a goal, not a plan. And a goal, along with a brain stuffed with cotton, got her exactly nowhere.

			She didn’t even know who the men who dumped her in that alley worked for.

			Banner had politely turned his attention back to his bench while she pulled herself together, which Romanoff appreciated. It was hard enough to ask for help; his sympathy would have been unbearable.

			She braced herself when he looked up, but Banner was all business. “From what I can tell from your immune response, your symptoms have probably peaked. The levels of your IgG show you’re not contagious—if you ever were. But you should take it easy if you can.”

			“Not an option, Banner. I won’t let someone use my DNA as a blueprint to make more Widows.” Romanoff pushed herself to her feet, noting that the dizziness, while still present, was abating. Abating would have to be good enough.

			Spiders waited for their prey to come to them. She didn’t have that luxury.

			“You have a lead, then?” Banner said.

			She had a memory of hands in the dark. Nothing identifiable. No faces, badges, uniforms, or even tattoos. Just a voice and a phrase: Not the same as Victor.

			What wasn’t the same?

			Who was Victor?

			She had too many questions, and not enough answers. Romanoff sighed. In the field, make use of all your assets. Banner’s brain was nothing if not an asset. “Maybe,” she admitted. “A name. Victor.”

			Banner polished his glasses thoughtfully. “One of your former targets? Or employers?”

			That had been her first thought, too. Years of working for the Red Room, then as a freelancer, then for S.H.I.E.L.D., and most recently with the Avengers, made for a flatteringly long and diverse list of enemies. But no Victors came to mind, and her memory was as enhanced as the rest of her. Not to mention that anyone sufficiently irritated so as to put together such an elaborate plot surely should have left an impression. She massaged an aching temple and shook her head.

			“There’s always Victor Von Doom,” Banner suggested. “He’s crazy enough to take a run at you, and genetic manipulation is certainly in his wheelhouse.”

			Both statements were true enough, but … “Why now? And why me?”

			Banner shrugged. “For the hell of it? The man isn’t exactly balanced, even for a megalomaniacal dictator.”

			If they included “because I was bored” as a viable motive, the field of suspects was going to be unmanageable. Still, something about the theory didn’t feel right. “He has the Doom Bots. Why go to all the work of raising child assassins when he can crank out another phalanx of mindless drones? Plus, Von Doom isn’t even on a first name basis with himself. I can’t imagine he lets his henchmen call him Victor.”

			Banner gave that the weak smile it deserved, then sobered.

			“You’re sure that’s why they took your blood? To resurrect the Red Room?”

			Romanoff shrugged. “I’m open to being wrong. But I can’t afford to do nothing if I’m right.”

			“Do you want me to check with medical suppliers?” he asked. “If someone’s trying to make a Black Widow clone, they’re going to need specialized equipment.”

			And a lot of it. The Red Room’s techniques relied heavily on manipulating group dynamics: turning the girls against each other, teaching them not to form attachments, forcing them to weed out the weak among themselves. One clone would not be enough. Even if they merely hoped to use her blood to reverse-engineer her enhancements … 

			Romanoff went still.

			Anyone interested in what made her blood special would have at least one other enhanced human on their radar.

			They would want the Winter Soldier.

			She had known the Soldier since she was young. First as an instructor in the Red Room, on loan from Hydra. She remembered lying prone in the dirt, sighting down a sniper rifle as long as she was. She remembered how much his metal hand hurt when she missed.

			She learned not to make mistakes.

			After her graduation, they had worked together whenever Hydra’s and the Red Room’s interests aligned. Sometimes that meant being in the field together for weeks. It was during those periods, when the Soldier’s mind had time to heal between bouts in Hydra’s deep-freeze, that she saw glimpses of the man inside.

			A man she never suspected would turn out to be James Buchanan Barnes. Bucky, as he was known to his long-lost childhood friend Steve Rogers. Captain America. Although the Soldier had broken free of Hydra’s mental conditioning and regained most memories of his previous life, Barnes had declined all offers to come in from the cold.

			Romanoff knew that choice grieved Rogers, and she told herself at first it was for his sake that she tracked Barnes, sending him burner phones until he accepted one on the tacit understanding that he if kept in touch with her, she’d stop sending them.

			She hadn’t mentioned that little arrangement to Rogers yet. If she did, she’d have to tell him about her history with the Soldier, and that story was not only hers to tell.

			As for her and Barnes, they let their history lie. Sometimes the kindest thing you could do to the past was bury it.

			He had told her he wanted to live a normal life. Never having known normal, she didn’t see the appeal, but if it was what he wanted, she’d do her best to let him have it. There were not exactly debts between them, but she owed him that.

			Romanoff checked her phone. No word from Barnes in more than a week. It wasn’t like they were on a set schedule, but a silence that long wasn’t normal.

			She typed him a quick text, finishing it with their old code for: “If you don’t reply immediately, you had better be dead.” Then she set her phone to re-send the message every ten minutes until it got a response. Barnes wouldn’t be happy about it, but in fairness, she had never known him as a happy person.

			She looked up to find Banner watching her. Right, he’d asked a question. Medical suppliers. “It couldn’t hurt,” she said. 

			Banner raised a brow, but didn’t pry. Not about who she had been texting anyway. “Anything else you want to tell me?”

			Romanoff shook her head as she gathered the few things she had brought with her: phone, keys, lock picks. Her mind was already racing ahead to her next steps. If the men who attacked her had gone after Barnes first, he might have additional information about them she could use. If not, the fastest way to find the bad guys was to get to Barnes before they did and wait for them to show up.

			“If you don’t object, I’d like to call some friends of mine for a consult, medical specialists. They’re discreet, but I’ll keep your details out of it.”

			Romanoff did one last check of the lab. Wiped a stray fingerprint from a tabletop. “Not a problem. Let me know if you find anything?”

			“Of course.” The frown deepened. “Take care of yourself”

			Romanoff gave him a tired smile. Taking care of herself had never been a problem. She’d been doing it all her life.

			The sun was bright and the sky overhead seemed to stretch forever as Romanoff drove east. In the hours since she left Banner’s lab, the landscape had shifted from prairie to endless fields of winter wheat.

			Still no word from Barnes. 

			Romanoff refused to worry. Phone batteries failed. Signals dropped. Even Super-Soldiers occasionally slept.

			They also got captured or killed.

			The last time they’d spoken, he’d been on the move, hiking through the mountains of rural Albania. He hadn’t told her exactly where, but since the Winter Soldier was technically still wanted by multiple world governments, Barnes never settled down for long. Still, it was a place to start, and once she was on the ground in Tirana, she’d be in a position to learn more. Until then, or until Barnes responded, it was useless to speculate.

			She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her symptoms might be improving, but dark circles clung under her eyes. If Melanie had showed up to work looking like this, her friends would have sent her home with take-out chicken soup before she reached her desk. 

			Her mind ticked through them as she kept driving: Keisha, Sora, and Maria. They were all smart, capable people. It was possible those friends had picked up on something she’d missed in her altered state—a suspicious person, a clue. She knew better than to reach out to them … but part of her was desperate enough to risk it.

			No, she absolutely could not.

			Ending an undercover op meant leaving clean. No cards. No messages. Nothing that might, years later, drive someone to seek out a person who only ever existed as a web of false documents and lies.

			The safest thing for civilians, for her, for her greater mission to protect the world, was for Melanie Ardonia to vanish with no trace left behind beyond memories and a few photos that would soon be scrubbed from social media.

			It was the safest thing to cut ties … Unless …

			There was a diner up ahead. Old-school, the kind of place that hadn’t been remodeled in so long that “tacky” had become “vintage.” Romanoff parked behind the building, went inside, and ordered a black coffee. It arrived accompanied by two white pills on a saucer and a sympathetic “I know that face from the inside” look from the waitress. Romanoff palmed the pills into a napkin, knocked back the coffee—Americans never made it strong enough, but at least it was hot and bitter—and headed for the restroom. There, on a narrow strip of wall between the men’s room and a door marked “storage,” she found what she was looking for: a pay phone, battered, but not yet vandalized out of existence.

			She lifted the receiver. The dial tone came through loud and clear.

			Keisha picked up on the second ring. “John David’s office.”

			“Keisha, it’s me.”

			“Melanie, hey!” It shouldn’t have been a relief to hear Keisha code switch out of her professional phone voice when she heard Melanie on the line. Whatever she was to Keisha, it wasn’t a friend. Friends tell you their real names, for starters. “It is so good to hear from you,” Keisha continued. “Look, I know you got an offer from that fancy new startup, and they’re paying for you to move back east, and I’m sure they fill their office with puppies and stock options, but—and I’m just putting it out there—have you considered not doing that and coming back here instead because, I swear, if Kevin tells me to try turning it off and on again one more time, I am going to—”

			“Did you notice anything weird at the club the other night?” Whatever dire fate Keisha was plotting for Kevin the mansplaining IT guy, it wasn’t a saga she had time for when someone could be tracing the call.

			“Well …”

			Romanoff could picture Keisha at her desk, eyes cast up to the ceiling as she reconstructed the events of the evening. For someone who wasn’t a trained operative, she had eerily good recall.

			“There was the white boy with a man bun and toe sneakers,” Keisha said, “but I get the feeling that’s not what you’re talking about.”

			“Not exactly.”

			A pause. “You sound kinda off. Are you okay? Did someone slip you something?”

			“I’m fine. Just worn down. Anything else you remember?”

			“Well, Maria lost all of her alcohol tolerance while she was pregnant, so it was apparently a fun night for her.”

			Romanoff fought down a smile. She wished she could remember Maria’s antics from the club, but it was all a blur. “How’s she doing now?”

			Keisha made a noise between amusement and exasperation. “I think she’s still hungover, but the way her toddler brings home colds from daycare, who knows. There’s a new Holt clinic down the block and I promised to take her this afternoon. They’re offering free health screenings to everyone who works in the building. We’re all going to get checked out at lunch.”

			Part of Romanoff wondered if she’d passed on something to Maria, but she remembered what Banner told her—you’re not contagious, if you ever were.

			“Sounds like a good idea. I have to run, but I’ll call you again soon, promise.”

			“You better. I worry about you all alone in that new city.”

			“No, it’s fine, I’ve got a friend looking after me.”

			That one wasn’t even technically a lie. Banner was a friend. Well, coworker. Sort of.

			“Okay …” Keisha’s tone carried a world of doubt, but before she could continue her interrogation, they were interrupted: “Oh, they would send Kevin. I gotta go. Call me if you get lonely, yeah?”

			Romanoff hung up, paid for her coffee, and returned to her battered hatchback. Keisha had been a dead end, but a small part of her was warmed by hearing a friendly voice.

			As the car started up, the burner phone remained silent and still in her pocket. She checked to be sure. Nothing from Barnes.

			It was always possible he was deliberately ignoring her.

			Romanoff put the car in gear and turned back onto the rural highway. If Barnes didn’t want company, he had until she got on a plane to let her know. Otherwise, it was time to track down a super-hermit.

			Albania.

			Romanoff was willing to admit that the Southern Balkans had their charms, even here in the mountains, with the bite of winter sneaking into the warmth of the fall afternoon. Still, assuming Barnes was still alive when she found him, the two of them were going to have a serious discussion about just what a “normal life” was, and why on earth he had gone looking for one in Albania.

			On the plus side, two days after leaving Banner’s lab, not only had her symptoms passed, her search was bearing fruit. After stowing away on a cargo flight to Tirana, she’d driven north, following small clues, until she came to Rrëshen, a moderately large town full of otherwise friendly Albanians who went abruptly silent when she asked about a man with dark hair and a haunted look, who kept to himself and muttered a lot in either Russian or English. Which was nearly as good as a blinking neon sign telling her she was in the right place.

			Unfortunately, while she was no longer trying to find one man in a country of three million, she was still trying to find one man in a city of nearly ten thousand. And when someone with Barnes’ skillset wanted to be left alone, he usually got what he wanted. Of course, he usually didn’t have someone with her skillset looking for him.

			Romanoff parked her rental car and made her way down the main market street of a working-class section of town. At first glance, pastel paint over the Soviet gift of brutalist architecture was not all that reminiscent of 1930s Brooklyn, but if Barnes was looking for normal, he wouldn’t be chasing brick tenements and fire escapes. No, he’d be searching for something more elusive, a feeling of home.

			She watched grandmothers pull their groceries behind them in wheeled carts while children fresh out of school ran past mom and pop shops that looked like they’d been in business for generations. This was the kind of place Barnes had been subconsciously drawn to even as the Winter Soldier.

			The only thing that didn’t fit the scene was a brand-new Holt Clinic, its ultra-modern glass and steel façade giving the impression it had been beamed down from a passing spaceship. Banners across the front windows proclaimed in Albanian, “Now Open,” “Free Screenings” and “Unique Medicine for a Unique You!” She wondered if this was part of the same wave of expansion that included the Chicago clinic Keisha had mentioned, and caught her fingers straying to the burner phone in her pocket. One quick call, just to make sure everyone was all right—

			What part of burn an identity do you not understand, Romanoff?

			A flash caught the corner of her eye and Romanoff smoothly moved her hand from the phone to the blade concealed in her sleeve. But it was only a boy, about seven years old, dribbling a soccer ball down the sidewalk. The flash had been sunlight bouncing off the tin foil-encased paper tubes wrapped around his left arm.

			Well, that was interesting.

			Romanoff watched the boy’s reflection in the clinic window as he steered his ball around lamp posts, hydrants, and pedestrians, a never-ending gauntlet of defenders between him and an ever-retreating goal.

			She spotted the sparkly star sticker on his left shoulder as he ran past. That cinched it. Plenty of kids liked to dress up like their favorite super heroes, but Barnes wasn’t usually a role model for the lunchbox set. Especially since, as far as everyone but S.H.I.E.L.D. and Hydra were concerned, he didn’t exist.

			A voice behind Romanoff interrupted the boy’s quest for sporting glory. A woman, probably his mother, was calling from the open door of a small café halfway up the block. The boy turned, kicked his ball up to balance on his cardboard-and-foil-encased arm, and jogged for home.

			At the casual pace of someone in no particular hurry, Romanoff followed him.

			The cafe was the kind of small, no-frills establishment found—with minor cultural variations—all around the world: half a dozen wooden tables by the entrance with a glass-fronted counter displaying ready-made sandwiches and baked goods at the back. One end of the counter had been repaired with layers of plastic wrap replacing part of the glass. Other than that, a sign advertising free WiFi was probably the biggest change to the décor since the days of the Warsaw Pact. The WiFi appeared to be the chief draw for the café’s lone other customer, who remained buried in his phone as Romanoff entered and approached the woman behind the counter.

			The Balkans had calmed down in recent decades, so her Albanian didn’t get as much of a workout as it used to, but ordering an afternoon coffee and pastry brought up memories of pleasant undercover routines. The relationship between woman and boy was confirmed when he whined “Mëma …” at her urging to put away his ball and bring Romanoff her food.

			Despite somewhat restricted movement in one arm, he managed to deposit the coffee and baclava without too much of the former sloshing onto the latter. Romanoff thanked him and said, “I like your arm.”

			The boy beamed, and his mother, overhearing, smiled indulgently. “Agron spent days on that. He’s always playing Iron Man.”

			“Mëma! Not Iron Man!”

			If Romanoff hadn’t been a spy, she might have missed the minute headshake Agron’s mother sent his direction as she said, “Of course it’s Iron Man. Don’t bother the nice lady.”

			His mother turned to help another customer, and Romanoff beckoned Agron to stay. “If you’re not Iron Man, who are you?” she asked.

			He glanced back over his shoulder at his mother and muttered something so low that all Romanoff could catch was, “… says it’s not nice to gossip.”

			Ah … Well, Agron wouldn’t be the first skittish informant she’d had to coax into giving up his secrets. She turned the conversation to safer, more neutral, ground. “Do you like heroes?”

			He nodded.

			“Me too.”

			“Have you ever met one?” he asked, voice low, eager. The secret—the “gossip” his mother didn’t want him to share—was vibrating inside him with his need to tell.

			God bless mothers who didn’t train their children to be spies.

			Romanoff pretended to consider, letting his anticipation build. “A few,” she said, before posing the question he was clearly dying for her to ask. “Have you?”

			He nodded so hard it was a wonder his head didn’t fall off his neck.

			“Could I meet her?”

			“He’s a he,” the boy corrected. “And … I’m not supposed to talk about him. It’s a secret.”

			“Oh …” Romanoff took a sip from her cup—keeping her eyes down in a way the boy would read as either dismissal or disappointment—and took a moment to appreciate a country that knew how to make real coffee. “I guess you shouldn’t tell, then.”

			Romanoff kept an eye on Agron as he moved on to other chores, letting him think she didn’t notice the way he snuck glances at her while she savored the coffee and nibbled the baklava, which was alarmingly good for an establishment with so few customers. He was thinking so hard she could practically hear it, and Romanoff waited patiently for him to make his next move.

			It didn’t take long.

			The next time his mother went into the back, Agron was at Romanoff’s elbow. “I know how you can meet the hero,” he whispered.

			“I thought you weren’t supposed to say where he was.” She kept her voice equally low.

			“I won’t,” he said, eyes alight at the sheer genius of his plan. “You can follow Nemoya.”

			Romanoff blinked. That was … not the answer she had been expecting. She repeated the word, to make sure she had heard correctly. “Nemoya?” That was Russian for—

			Just then, Agron’s mother returned from the storeroom, interrupting her train of thought.

			“Ach! That dog has been hanging around my back door for days. She belongs to—” She caught herself. “One of the locals.”

			Romanoff tried to picture Barnes finding himself adopted not only by a hero-worshipping boy, but a stray dog. The dog must have been first. Agron would have taken kindness to animals as evidence that Barnes could be trusted, and then approached the strange man with the metal arm to ask what his dog’s name was. Barnes—in full brooding loner mode—had replied in Russian, “Not mine.”

			Nemoya.

			She wondered how long it had taken him to realize that Agron was not easily put off, and that Russian was no longer a popular second language in this part of the world.

			“She likes people,” Agron said.

			It took Romanoff a second to remember he was talking about the dog, and not his mother.

			“Do you want to meet her?”

			His mother was having none of it. “Agron, if you don’t have schoolwork, I can find something else for you to do.”

			For a moment, he looked torn, but Romanoff shot him a covert nod, and he dutifully trudged off. “He’s no bother,” she assured his mother as she settled her bill. “Very bright boy. I’m sure he’ll make a great hero someday.”

			The woman waved off the compliment but seemed pleased. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

			Romanoff’s eye fell on a row of premade sandwiches in the counter case. Tempting as another piece of baklava was, spiced liver would better serve her purposes. “Could I get one of those to go?”

			Romanoff carefully kept the sandwich wrapped in plastic and out of sight until she was sure which one of the dogs she found sniffing around the back of the cafe was actually responding to being called in Russian, and which were just hoping for a handout. In her experience, dogs were not deliberately unreliable sources, but they could be misleading if you didn’t speak their language.

			Satisfied with her identification, she gave the dog half the sandwich and took the opportunity to observe as it ate. Compared to the other street dogs, this one was suspiciously fat, clean, and happy. The name might protest otherwise, but she was definitely someone’s. Once Nemoya was done with the sandwich, she plunked her hindquarters to the ground in an optimistic sit, tail whipping back and forth in hopes of another treat.

			“You think you’re very cute, don’t you?”

			Nemoya wagged her tail in agreement. Well, she wasn’t wrong. She was sized between a shepherd and a sheepdog, with mixed black and white patches in her shaggy fur accented by an endearing brown spot covering her left eye. Romanoff wondered if she could take a picture and send it to Maria to show her little girl. The baby was too small to care, but the toddler was mad for dogs, who she was convinced were all a) named “puppy” and b) desperate to be her friend. She might be able to get away with a photo. The background was generic enough, strip out any time or geo-location data from the digital file, and—

			No. She was on a mission. The best present she could give Maria’s toddler was to never intersect with her life again.

			She scowled at the dog, as though any of this were her fault, and resisted the temptation to give those begging blue eyes the other half of the sandwich. “Assets get paid when the mission is over,” she told her.

			Nemoya continued to stare, unimpressed.

			“Go home. Get!”

			The canine stare-off continued. Romanoff crossed her arms and remained firm. At last, Nemoya rose and trotted off down the street. A careful distance behind, Romanoff followed.

		

	


		
			Chapter 4

			Sleep When I’m Dead
Margaret Dunlap

			In less than half an hour, Nemoya had led Romanoff out of the neighborhood and through a largely abandoned industrial area, eventually coming to a ramshackle stone outbuilding behind a row of apartments nestled into the foothills at the edge of town. Secluded from the rest of the property by trees, it might have been a gardener’s cottage in another life; though, judging by the state of the landscaping, it hadn’t housed a gardener in quite some time.

			Nemoya approached the door and whined.

			Romanoff hung back out of sight. Just in case Barnes was home. Just in case someone else was. When a minute passed with no signs of life, she joined Nemoya and gave her the other half of the sandwich.

			“Good girl,” she told her. “Now shut up before someone hears you.”

			While the dog ate, Romanoff checked the door for traps or alarms. Not that Barnes needed to install any nasty surprises to deter burglars. Barnes himself was nasty surprise enough for anyone foolish enough to break into his home. Worse, a truly unlucky burglar might find the Winter Soldier waiting for them.

			Still, better to be safe than on the wrong end of a lethal booby trap. Since she found nothing, either she was correct about Barnes, or she was about to break into the home of a random Russian-speaking stranger who fed stray dogs. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time. 

			Less than a minute later, both she and Nemoya were inside, greeted by a wave of heinous but familiar stink that triggered a brief nostalgia for the summer she and the Soldier had spent trekking through the Carpathians in order to assassinate a particularly paranoid target hiding out in his (as it turned out, not-so-) impenetrable mountain fortress. The experience had not left many illusions between them, least of all in the body odor department. Still, while she’d known he’d been serious about going off the grid, she hadn’t expected him to go full hobo. “For the love of … wash yourself, Barnes.”

			The only response was from Nemoya, who had settled on an old cushion-turned-dog bed in the corner and was now chewing on a stuffed … something … that let out a series of plaintive squeaks. The dog bed and chew toys were not the only signs that someone had once made a home here. In the dim light filtering through the blinds she could see a plant by the window. A few books by the bed. On the wall above the books, a line of sparkly star stickers, undoubtedly peeled from the same sheet as the one decorating Agron’s cardboard arm. She tried to imagine sharing stickers with the man Barnes had been when she was Agron’s age, and shuddered.

			Barnes had been here, no mistake. But however repellent the man-stench he had left behind, what she didn’t smell was the telltale odor of decaying flesh. So where was he? And why hadn’t he returned her messages?

			Romanoff flipped the light switch by the door, but the only response was a hollow click beneath her fingers. A few seconds later, the beam of her flashlight revealed three naked bulbs by the ceiling, tell-tale gray spots indicating filaments ruptured by an electric surge. She felt a shudder as the thought evoked memories of Viscose.

			Playing her flashlight over the room, Romanoff realized that what she had at first taken for general disarray was, in fact, the aftermath of a fight.

			She let her eyes follow the conflict through the space, putting together the pieces of a memory she had never had. The way the mattress was pulled off its narrow frame where someone—no, at least two someones—had surprised Barnes in his sleep. The rip where sweat-stained sheets had caught in the shifting plates of his metal arm.

			Beside the bed, she spotted the smashed remains of a disposable cell phone.

			That explained why he hadn’t answered her messages.

			Beside that, scattered sections of the local paper had been stacked on the floor … until someone had stepped on the pile and gone sliding. Bare footprints on the dirt-streaked tile showed where Barnes had pressed the advantage, using the attacker’s momentum to drive him back against the far wall, next to the door to the kitchen …

			Except …

			Along the other wall, the one that would have been by Barnes’ shoulder as he bull-rushed his opponent, something had left a long black gouge in the plaster. A tire iron? Pry bar?

			Not an important detail. What mattered was that there was no blood spatter.

			Which meant Barnes had ducked in time.

			And since he wouldn’t have let an attack like that go unanswered, there ought to be a steel fist-print in the opposite wall right about … There.

			Where there was nothing.

			No, there was something … But wide of the mark.

			Was she off?

			She retraced the encounter. No, she wasn’t off. Barnes’ swing was.

			Of course it was. The overwhelming smell in the small room wasn’t Barnes’ rejection of conventional hygiene, but the odor of a Super-Soldier too out of it to shower.

			He had been infected, too.

			Now that she knew what she was looking for, she could see more evidence of Barnes’ missteps. A trail that ended in the kitchen.

			Aside from a tiny W.C., it was the only other room in the small living space, a European efficiency with a curtained stand-up shower tucked into the corner beside a sink, mini-fridge, and hotplate. Here, the smell of rotting garbage from the kicked-over bin was almost enough to cover the coppery undertone of spilled blood.

			Almost, but not quite.

			She played her flashlight over the scene, taking in the brown stains covering the walls and floor. Whoever Barnes had been fighting had been well-trained and knew their business. She couldn’t stop her mind from spotting patterns: the line of drops flung from the blade of a bloody knife pulled from a wound and viciously stabbed down again, the smeared pool on the floor from a severed vein, the fine spray from a nicked artery quickly covered.

			She sighed. It was a grisly scene, but whoever had attacked Barnes, they, and he, were long gone now. The key question was whether Barnes had managed to defeat his attackers and flee, or if they had come out on top and taken him with them. From the obvious evidence left behind, the fight could have gone either way. Good thing Natasha Romanoff knew how to look beyond the obvious.

			She found what she was looking for behind the small water heater mounted above the shower: a hidden access panel that gave way to a secret compartment just big enough for a Super-Soldier’s bug-out bags.

			Empty.

			Romanoff allowed herself to sink to the ground in relief. If Barnes had been taken, his gear would still be there. He might not have been at the top of his game, but he was still better than the bad guys. As the weight of unacknowledged worry lifted from her shoulders, she felt just a hint of pride: That’s my Barnes.

			No. Not her Barnes.

			She was allowed to care about people; that didn’t mean she could keep them.

			When she didn’t get up, Nemoya eventually came over with her chew toy to investigate, nosing at her hand until Romanoff obliged to scratch behind her ears. She continued petting as she considered what she had learned.

			Despite the viciousness of the fight, Barnes had let his attackers leave alive. He might have hesitated to kill them for ethical reasons, but Romanoff suspected he had also had more pragmatic concerns.

			He had let them go so he could follow them.

			She could try to follow him, but according to Agron’s mother, Nemoya had been hanging around the café for days. Barnes’ trail was as cold as the one she had left behind in Chicago. Romanoff looked down at her lap full of contented dog. “Did you see which way the angry man who fed you went? If I get you another sandwich, can you take me to him?”

			Nemoya sat up, suddenly tense, dropping the squeaky toy, which Romanoff reflexively caught as it fell into her hand. Slimy, but she ignored that as a minor distraction because Nemoya wasn’t reacting to Romanoff’s question. She was focused on the front door. A moment later, Romanoff heard footsteps outside.

			Perhaps Barnes had had an ulterior motive for cultivating the dog.

			Romanoff evicted Nemoya from her lap and rolled into a crouch just as two men burst into the apartment.

			Behind her, Nemoya scrambled to hide in the shower. Not an attack dog then.

			Good thing Romanoff didn’t need protection.

			The two men were still in the front doorway, although even at that distance they must have heard the dog. Perhaps they had been caught off-guard by the stink.

			In Romanoff’s experience, encounters that began with two men kicking in a door usually ended in violence. Given Nemoya’s hasty exit, the dog agreed with her. But as the men hesitated, Romanoff seized the initiative.

			She stepped out of the kitchen, leaning casually in the doorframe, and in her most urbane Albanian accent, asked, “Something I can help you boys with?”

			She let the dog toy dangle casually from her fingers, like a martini glass.

			The two men looked at her, then at each other. She took the opportunity to examine them in turn.

			The first wore an all-black version of international military surplus, from his combat boots to—God help her—a beret. The other wore a slightly too-tight black polyester-blend suit: the uniform of a poorly paid low-level gangster, complete with knock-off Gucci loafers. Whoever these men were, they were not from the same outfit that had attacked Barnes.

			And what were the odds that their sartorial choices weren’t the only part of this operation they had failed to coordinate?

			“Who the hell are you?” said Gucci, the one in the suit.

			Romanoff raised an eyebrow. “If you don’t know me, let me suggest you might want to skip to the part of this conversation where the fight’s over, and you just tell me what I need to know.”

			Gucci’s jaw dropped in surprise. His friend in the beret growled and charged.

			Romanoff strode forward to meet him, neatly sidestepping to avoid the calloused fist coming at her face in a brutal haymaker. She felt the breeze brush her cheek as it went by. He’d had training, and there was good strength and speed behind his arm, but all of that power meant that, without her mass to counter his inertia, he finished his swing overcommitted, and just a little off-balance.

			Before Beret could recover, Romanoff smashed her elbow into his temple and her heel against his shin. A quick follow-up kick to the back of the knee, and he was heading for the floor with the weight, but not the elegance, of a sack of bricks. Romanoff grabbed his belt as he went down, twisting his fall so the temple opposite the one she had so abruptly introduced to her elbow met the corner of Barnes’ metal bedframe before hitting the floor with a satisfyingly meaty thunk.

			There was an art to rendering someone definitively unconscious, and she took pride in her work.

			Not that she had time to bask, because his buddy, Gucci, was about to serve as an object lesson in why—if you were going to fight alongside someone—you wanted to train with them first. That way, you knew their moves, and if they did something like leave themselves open to being blind-sided by the Black Widow, you could position yourself to take advantage of any opening their miscalculation created.

			Instead, Gucci was rushing at her like she hadn’t just laid his partner out for the surgeons. Well, maybe he would learn from this experience. She kept one eye on the hand reaching into his jacket for a weapon, but didn’t let it distract her from his stride.

			One step.

			Two.

			In the middle of his third, she moved.

			If Gucci ultimately went down even faster than Beret had, it was his own fault for not wearing high-grip shoes. Sure, sometimes necessity forced her to wear heels into combat, but that was why she made sure all of her footwear had traction soles. Plus, stilettos could take an eye out in a pinch. They were multi-taskers.

			She paused to consider Gucci, moaning on the floor, and knelt beside him. “Ready for the part where you tell me what I need to know?” she asked.

			Gucci, alas, had not quite caught up with the scene. “Did you trip me with a dog toy? That’s messed up. Who does that?”

			“The kind of person who knows how to take advantage of her environment in a fight. Also, one who wears appropriate footwear. Seriously, traction. Think about it. Now, since you clearly didn’t come expecting to find me, what are you doing here?”

			He hesitated. In her experience, that happened to certain men when the temporary indignity of having been beaten up by a woman eclipsed the memory of how painful it was to have the small bones of their hands stepped on.

			She provided a reminder.

			He yelped. “We’re supposed to send a message to the one-armed Russian.” She eased up on his hand a little, as a reward for good behavior, even as she shook her head in disbelief. Someone had sent two guys against the Winter Soldier?

			Either the local mafia didn’t know who they were sending a message to, or they weren’t terribly bothered about whether this pair came back alive. “What kind of message?” she asked.

			When he hesitated, she shifted her weight back onto his hand.

			He cringed. “He was interfering with collections! The boss sent us to take care of it, but the Russian left town before we could. Problem solved, until we hear someone is at his place. We come to find him, find you instead.”

			Romanoff thought about the small café with a broken display case, excellent baklava, but no customers, and understood how Agron had known the man with the metal arm was a hero. Leave it to Barnes to go off the grid in search of the simple life, only to put himself in the crosshairs of the local mob by objecting to armed goons extorting local business owners. Honestly, he was as bad as Rogers.

			Still, no reason to ruin his good work if she didn’t have to. She let her smile turn acid as she placed her boot against Gucci’s throat, and … pushed. Not using enough force to crush his windpipe, but enough to remind him how delicate cartilage could be.

			“Did it not occur to you that a man willing to take on the mob might have powerful friends?” she asked. Under her heel, Gucci’s face took on a dusky hue. “You tell your boss that if he doesn’t want the Black Widow coming after him and the rest of the family, he’ll leave this town and its people alone. Can you make him understand that?”

			His eyes wide with fear, he nodded.

			“Are you sure? Because I can let your corpse deliver the message for me. Would that be easier?”

			She eased up, giving him just enough air to talk. He quickly gasped out, “No. I’ll tell him.”

			“Good. Make sure he understands. Now take your friend and get out of here. And find some decent shoes.”

			Romanoff lingered in Barnes’ apartment only long enough to gather Nemoya’s few things before bringing them, and the dog, back to the café.

			They had closed for the evening, but eventually Agron’s mother responded to Romanoff’s persistent rapping at the back door. Her relief at finding her after-hours visitor was neither Gucci nor Beret was somewhat tempered when Romanoff presented her son with Nemoya’s dog bed and toys, including a squeaky one now marred by a large shoeprint.

			“I talked to your friend,” she told Agron. “He has to go away for a while and wanted to know if you could look after Nemoya. So she doesn’t get lonely.”

			Agron was clearly flattered by the responsibility. As he went to get Nemoya and her things settled, his mother considered Romanoff, wary. “Agron’s friend, the man he wasn’t supposed to tell you about, are you the reason he’s gone?”

			There was no good reason not to let this woman, and by extension the rest of the town, believe whatever she wished about her. But she was tired, and the thought of being hated for something she hadn’t done was exhausting. “No.”

			“Is he all right?”

			“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I’m trying to find out. But if you’re worried about the … other men … they shouldn’t bother you for a while.” Not until wounds healed, memories grew dim, and scared men whose only power was in their fists felt the need to prove they were strong.

			The woman seemed to understand what Romanoff didn’t say. “I see.”

			“Thank you for taking care of the dog,” she said.

			A shrug. “It’s no trouble.” And that was all. With Barnes gone, there was no reason to linger. Romanoff ordered a last piece of baklava, but she took it to go.

			Romanoff returned to where she had parked her rental car, licking the last of the honey syrup from the pastry off her fingers as she walked through the lengthening shadows of the chilly October evening. The car was just as she had left it, ready and waiting to take her on to the next stage of her search.

			If only she knew where she was going.

			She had just settled herself in the driver’s seat when the phone in her pocket buzzed. She checked the screen.

			Banner.

			If he was calling, he’d found something.

			“So I talked to those friends I mentioned. I don’t know for sure yet that this is related to what happened to you, but there’ve been several recent biological thefts that have me worried.”

			“Like what?” she asked.

			“Last year the CDC’s inventory of Marburg turned up short. The same thing happened with Nipah samples at the Microbial Containment Complex in Pune, India.”

			Not exactly reassuring news even if it didn’t have anything to do with her. The places Banner was describing were all bio level 4 labs, high-security facilities for containment and research of lethal pathogens for which there was no available vaccine or treatment.

			Officially, there was no such thing as level 5.

			“What’s the most recent theft?”

			“Look, this isn’t something anyone is in a rush to advertise, all I’m getting is rumors and whispers.”

			“Understood. Give me what you’ve got, let the spy take it from there.”

			“Full information is uploading to your secure FTP drop box now, but the most recent incident was a theft of active samples of a Red Room engineered strain of letalis toxoplasma gondii. Looks like it was part of some really nasty bioweapons research back in the Cold War …”

			Romanoff went still. She remembered letalis toxoplasma gondii from the Red Room—a fairly harmless parasite they’d mutated into something one hundred percent deadly. Some of her sestra used it on fellow assassins, though she’d never touched it herself.

			She was already putting the car in gear, ready to start the engine as soon as Banner answered her next question. “Where was it taken from?”

			“The Russian State Research Center of Virology and Biotechnology in Koltsovo, outside Novosibirsk. You might know it as—”

			The word left her lips as Banner spoke it.

			“VECTOR.”

			The puzzle pieces clicked into place. The man she had overheard wasn’t referring to a person, but a location.

			Not the same as VECTOR.

			A vector was defined by velocity and direction. At last Romanoff had both.

			She hung up on Banner without saying thank you. He’d forgive her. The car’s engine roared to life, and Romanoff peeled out onto the quiet street. The last rays of the setting sun felt warm on her left shoulder as she turned north.

			Toward Novosibirsk.

			Toward answers.

		

	


		
			Chapter 5

			Flashback City
Mikki Kendall

			Strolling through the quiet, frigid streets of outer Novosibirsk shouldn’t have felt anything like Chicago. But even as she scouted out the area around the VECTOR Institute, the howling wind reminded Romanoff of her time as Melanie.

			She distinctly remembered the way Keisha would bustle into the office saying, “The Hawk is out today.” Dropping snacks on everyone’s desk, griping all the while about the cold sharp talons of the brisk air that some Chicagoans called the Hawk.

			While the Hawk shrieked through dense canyons of glass and steel, Novosibirsk was older, the edges nowhere as sharp. Yet the curved, swooping space-age architecture seemed to enhance the bite, instead of block it.

			While some would call Romanoff nostalgic, no detail was too small for the Black Widow’s memory. A spy needed total recall, even for things like playful debates over hot cocoa versus pumpkin spice lattes, or conversations about how the Windy City’s sub-zero temps were worth it because it killed off rats and bugs. Knowing how to seamlessly blend in over a mug of apple cider was what made her the Black Widow. Or at least that was what Romanoff told herself as she burrowed into her thin jacket. Tactically the jacket was perfect, but she wouldn’t have minded a little more insulation. Still, her time in the Red Room taught her how to manage being cold.

			The warmth she felt even on the coldest days in Chicago was nothing compared to the Russian cold of the ’80s under Brezhnev. The lack of heating fuel, the unescapable deep chill, had been curiously emblematic of a country falling apart. There had been no warmth, no sweet treats, and certainly no smiles, just a frigid dampness that settled into her bones. Shelter had been little more than crumbling concrete, and rations might as well have been rat meat—all dubious highlights of living through the death throes of an empire.

			It wasn’t always terrible, she reminded herself wryly, even as she drew further into the recesses of the small jacket. She tried to find a bright spot in those memories, too, but that time was always clouded by the knowledge that she wasn’t a person to her handlers. The bullets she was expected to deal out to their enemies could just as easily have wound up in her back if she failed. And they would have most likely been delivered by one of her sestry.

			The only pleasant moments from back then were the times she trained with the Soldier. It hadn’t been easy. His task had been to make her a stronger fighter, after all. She’d been one of the best in class and had resented the extra sessions at first, though she’d known better than to express that resentment in word or deed. She’d obeyed her Matron, rising an hour earlier than the others, climbing to the training floor morning after morning to fight someone bigger and stronger and faster than she could ever hope to be.

			“Yesho raz,” he’d bark as they practiced punches and kicks, over and over.

			Her task was to survive, to maybe temporarily disable him. They didn’t bother pretending she could defeat him, which made her work harder to win. 

			He’d shown glimpses of kindness, even when tossing her like a ragdoll. A small smile when she managed to get a weapon away from him, a soft “molodetz” when she landed a blow.

			He was supposed to be nothing more than a weapon, his mind regularly wiped clean—a fact she learned too late—but she found a hint of the person he’d been, and who he might have become if he wasn’t under Hydra’s control. He’d been quietly kind to a little girl who was certain every day might be her last.

			As she’d gotten better, faster if not stronger, he’d made up games for them to play when they trained one-on-one. So many kicks landed correctly, and he’d pick her up and twirl her around, dancing with her feet balanced on his, while he hummed a tune she didn’t recognize. It hadn’t been like the rigid dancing lessons they all attended with a dozen rules about perfect form; this was a bright, lively set of steps, set to a tune that sometimes drew a giggle out of her. 

			What she’d started to feel was somewhere between the fierce affection of a sibling and her first nascent crush. There’d been small secret smiles shared every morning when she walked in, and somewhere deep down she began to rely on that smile. She had, perhaps, gotten careless in showing that emotion. But the smiles had been so brief, so subtle, or so she had thought. That was her mistake.

			There was no allowance for silly things like sentiment or affection in the Red Room.

			Romanoff had learned that lesson the hard way.

			One morning, the type of brutally cold morning that always soured everyone’s mood because there was no comfort even under the woolen blankets that covered their beds, much less once they left them, she dressed and fairly scurried up the stairs to the training room.

			It wasn’t any warmer there, but she knew he’d be waiting and maybe there would be a few moments of fun. But there’d been no smile that day. No barking. No compliments. His face was blank and she found herself desperately searching his eyes for some glimpse of the man she’d come to think of as a friend. 

			Unnerved, distracted, she’d landed a punch badly.

			Instead of barking instructions and making her do it again, or allowing her time to reset her stance, he’d broken her arm. Casually, like swatting a fly.

			She’d screamed and he’d stared at her, then dropped her and walked out. She wasn’t sent to train with him again. A small mercy, she thought at first. The other training was torturous enough without the extra weight of the cast dragging her down. Not the plaster itself, which wasn’t that heavy, but that it marked her as a failure. 

			She’d sulked in private, brooding over the betrayal until “Doveryai, nu proveryai”—trust, but verify—said by a dance instructor in a lesson about partners and leaps made her wonder if breaking her arm had been less casual cruelty than a lesson about who to trust and when.

			She hadn’t stopped being mad at him, though, even during their joint Red Room/Hydra missions. She’d carried a grudge until much later, when she learned the full extent of who Bucky Barnes was and what was done to him as the Winter Soldier. She forgave him then, but never forgave those who’d sent him.

			Some of the red in her ledger was justified.

			They’d met again when they were both free. The smiles had returned, and the compliments, but not the dancing. He never touched her if he could help it, never unbent enough to display that kind of casual, easy joy. Not in front of her anyway, though she could have sworn she’d heard him laugh, seen him tap his toes a little. She understood why he held himself so tightly. Deep down, he felt a shame and guilt that even he couldn’t name, and maybe a little fear that she’d reject him. And in some ways, he wasn’t wrong to feel that way—he was a tangled emotional mess she’d largely avoided cleaning up. If it even could be cleaned up.

			What she’d seen at Barnes’ hideaway in Albania—the smell, the mess, the evidence of a fight gone wrong and a hasty departure so close on the heels of the Chicago attack—was reason to believe the two incidents were connected. Something had been taken out of her, and chances were good the same had been done to Barnes. If he’d been led to VECTOR, then that was all the more reason for her to follow up on Banner’s lead.

			Finally, she reached the institute’s perimeter, a badly maintained fence pinning in the campus of buildings along with a foreboding forest of pines. No guards patrolled this far down the fence line, but she was sure to brush against their paths as soon as she was inside. She slipped over the fence quietly, still partially lost in her memories, but not so lost that she wasn’t casing it from the woods. She was out here trying to find the best way in without being noticed. She should have been alone in the woods, the guards seemingly uninterested in leaving the warmth of their shack. But she was not the only one crunching lightly through the snow.

			She darted through the trees.

			The footsteps followed, moving after her through the dark with the shadow-like stealth of a hunter just as skilled as she was. She paused and started again, using the perimeter terrain as an aural canvas, testing each sound against the quiet night until she was certain that there was one and only one who followed her.

			And Romanoff led on, away from her intended goal into a more heavily wooded area, and swung up into the nearest boughs to lie flat along a branch where the evergreen foliage was dense enough to hide her, but not so thick as to block her view.

			Moonlight and facility lights provided a backlit ambience.

			She caught that first glimpse of him, the hunter who tracked her, and let out a silent gasp. Her lips started to form his name, but she caught a glimpse of his face. His eyes were cold, his body language the relentless prowl that she still remembered in her worst moments. Barnes was gone, in his place was the Winter Soldier, merciless, unstoppable.

			Her deepest fear come to life. They’d gotten to him again: the Red Room. Hydra. Barnes was gone, and the Soldier was following orders—orders she could only guess.

			Romanoff backed away, trying to sort through her options even as fear closed a fist around her throat. They’d come for her, too—to take her blood—to restart the training program she thought was gone for good. She’d feared it when she’d been grabbed, and again when she’d discovered Barnes’ place ransacked and him missing, and now here it was, proof: Barnes erased and made again as he was then, the person burned out and replaced with a weapon.

			The Soldier sent to hunt her.

			Memories merged into a moment of panic and Romanoff let go of every carefully built persona. She, too, was a weapon, and the best weapons didn’t think, they acted.

			She fell fully into who she’d once been.

			She was a Widow again, just a Widow.

			Her, and the night, and her training against a killing machine.

			It was all too fast; there was no time to mourn.

			She was here, alone, and her first priority was to save herself.

			If the Barnes she knew was gone, if the man who was kind to her had been erased again, then she could avenge him, but she might not be able to save him.

			The tree wouldn’t hide her for long.

			She tensed, bracing for what she knew was coming. This was the Soldier, the one who’d broken her arm without hesitation. She didn’t fall when he used that metal arm to smash the tree beneath her.

			She leapt, lightly, ever so lightly in the grandest jeté of her life.

			Clouds passed over the moon, hiding its light, but she imagined his shocked face as she sailed overhead. She landed on her feet, body coiled to strike.

			He rushed her.

			She feigned a kick, but her real goal was an elbow to his solar plexus. It was enough to throw him off, if not wind him, and bought her a few precious seconds.

			She dove between the trees, fully prepared to lead him on a merry chase until she could formulate a battle plan.

			The Soldier got in front of her somehow. He could still sling her like a rag doll, and did, slamming her against the trunk of a tree. She repaid the favor, landing a sharp kick to his chin. It was a brutal battle, and she struck again and again with seemingly no effect.

			But something wasn’t right.

			He was different. Softer.

			When still in Widow training she had been able to put down anyone they sent against her. Anyone except the Soldier.

			He’d always won easily, sometimes it was all she could do to hobble out of the training room. Fear of those memories drove her, but the Soldier was not fighting as hard as she remembered.

			She’d gotten better since she’d trained with him, but not this much better.

			She wound around him, trading blows, spine curving as she flowed from one move to the next. He’d taught her well, but he wasn’t her only teacher. A fouetté and a spinning kick were surprisingly similar, and the extra kinetic force helped. He blocked more than he struck, and led her back through the trees in a bizarre parody of the ballroom dances she remembered.

			She changed the slow-motion balance, sliding under him and swinging up, raining blows on his head before he tossed her away.

			She wasn’t hitting with her full strength, not yet, but she wasn’t doling out love taps either. He reacted, of course, lashing out and trying to grab her out of midair like a butterfly he wanted to catch. He could have swatted her down, left her lying in the dirt and gone on his way. But he didn’t hurt her. Not really. Not the way he could have. Maybe he didn’t want to kill her any more than she wanted to kill him.

			This was more like sparring than the brutal fight she’d expected.

			Her mind flooded with memories.

			Each new blow brought another wave, not just of the training, but of the brief morning smiles, the way it had felt to dance, what it had been like to meet him as Bucky Barnes.

			She didn’t want to risk getting hurt, but if she could avoid hurting him …

			“Less offense, more defense,” she muttered to herself. 

			If he was still in there, still capable of stopping himself from killing her, then she had to do her best to save him. Had to tell him she didn’t want to hurt him. She let him get close. His eyes were glassy, unfocused, and his balance was off. It couldn’t be, shouldn’t be, but it was as if … he was like her.

			The Soldier was sick. Maybe that was why he’d reverted to the ingrained, kill-or-be-killed instincts. He might have been hallucinating, slipping in and out of contact with reality, waking nightmares driving him to defend himself from friends as well as any foe.

			“K chortu, ti bol’noy,” she told him.

			She slid out of his reach.

			“Ya ne khochu tebya po ranit,” she said. “Davai pomogu tebye.”

			It was a running patter to make it clear that she didn’t want to hurt him.

			“Eto ya—malen’kaya lisa. Ya tvoya podruga,” she said.

			He’d once called her the little fox, and now she repeated that nickname in as quiet and comforting a voice as she could while dodging and deflecting blows. She was his friend, the little fox. She didn’t want to hurt him. He was sick.

			Not something she’d ever expected to do.

			But talking to him in Russian seemed to calm him enough for her to get close. Keeping up the soothing banter, she slapped his metal arm once, lightly, just as she would when they were training. It was an old signal, but one she assumed he used with others since he was the one who’d taught it to her.

			This arm was different from the bulky brutal thing in her memories, sleeker, plates moving like leaves or living things, creepy or cool depending on perspective, but it seemed to register that single light tap instead of a strike in the same way the old one did.

			The fighting stopped.

			Life returned to his eyes and his expression shifted from blank to aware to appalled and he stumbled backward in a contortion of horror and disgust.

			She moved toward him.

			He backed away again.

			She resisted the impulse to chase him and made herself keep still. She knew what it felt like to wake up this way, though perhaps not as well as he did. Space was what was needed now. They stood awkwardly, the both of them, and she switched to English. “Do you remember me? Do you know where you are?”

			He didn’t respond.

			She added, “I’m here to help you.”

			“I’m … not safe.” He looked ashamed. “You need to leave. Get as far away from me as you can. Before … before he comes back.”

			“Don’t be absurd,” she said. “You’re coming with me.”

			She registered that they’d been out here too long. There was no telling what danger they might be in if the VECTOR guards showed up.

			“Let’s go,” she said.

			He took a step away from her, and it was hard to know if it was a move to protect himself from her, or to protect her from the part of himself he feared.

			“You need me,” she said. “I know there’s something wrong with you.”

			His body fell into military at ease and he stared through her.

			She clenched her jaw. “Barnes, I can help you.” Softer—“Please.”

			She reached for his hand, could still feel him wavering, as if he was continuously off balance. Her initial assessment was right. He wasn’t well, just like she had been. Sick—weak—tampered with.

			The need to get away from this place, to get them both safe, grew more urgent.

			She tried tugging him forward. His feet kept him planted firmly in place, but his legs shook and he swayed, slightly off balance. He was too heavy to carry, and she didn’t want to have to fight him again.

			She gestured toward the fence line and, using the hand signals they’d both learned long ago, she explained that they may have been compromised and needed to leave. The familiarity of an old routine seemed to break through the mental armor.

			He took one step, and then another, and followed as she led.

			They left the grounds together and, as he came back into himself, he leaned against her, mission instincts taking over. As they left the woods, they entered the edge of outer Novosibirsk like a couple out for a late-night stroll after a night at the pub. It was a good cover, an easy and familiar one for them, and it gave her an excuse to hold onto him, to make certain he stayed grounded in the now.

			He stumbled, once, twice, then after the third time he told her, “I’ve been sick. I don’t know why.”

			“I know.”

			But they needed to talk.

			She needed to understand why they were both being targeted and what had led him here.

			The mostly industrial outskirts were almost wholly dead now, but that only made them stand out more. After they turned a corner, Romanoff tugged them into the doorway of a darkened khruschovka and paused to make sure that no one was following them. Their gaze met under the brassy streetlight; his brow furrowed as if he was still struggling to piece together where—when—who he was.

			“I was in Albania,” Barnes whispered. “But I had to leave. Had to get answers. What day is it?”

			“Thursday,” she said, and he stared at her blankly.

			“That means I left four days ago,” he said. “I thought … well … never mind.”

			“What do you remember, then?”

			He winced, as if fighting past a headache. “Not—not much.”

			She swallowed down the sharp retort she might’ve made to someone else. “Try me.”

			She kept watch over her shoulder while she peered over his. “Four days,” he said. His speech slurred. “Four days. Here. But then I’d started getting like this—”

			His eyelids drooped, and his knees buckled.

			She grabbed hold of him, pulled him in tight. Two hundred pounds of deadweight sank into her.

			They looked like a couple too drunk or too cheap to get in out of the cold.

			Someone yelled, “Snimiti komnatu ato yaytsa otmyorznut.”

			He was barely holding his head up, his eyes unfocused as though he was once again losing his grip on reality.

			His hand lifted slightly and his finger tipped toward one of the still semi-inhabitable Cold War apartment blocks far down the street. “I was … there. I think.” She glanced right, left, and nudged him another ten meters in the direction he’d pointed, and into another doorway.

			He said, “Then the—sickness started again. Maybe it’s been two days since then? His memory … not reliable.”

			He didn’t specify that he was talking about the Soldier, but she understood, just as she understood, now, that he hadn’t reverted to the Soldier to attack her. The sickness in a form of self-preservation had done that to him.

			Muscle memory was the worst.

			She needed to get him somewhere out of the way where no one would bother him. If this thing was anything like what she’d experienced in Chicago, he was headed for unconsciousness at best and, if anyone disturbed him while he was in that state, they risked the Soldier coming out in self-preserving instinct, just as he had when he’d spotted her outside the VECTOR compound.

			His body sagged again, weight crushing down on her.

			She said, “You’ve got more in you, Barnes, give me a few more steps.”

			His head lifted and dropped. His hand motioned her right.

			They continued on like that, a few steps forward, a pause, more direction on his part, guiding her toward what she could only hope wasn’t some hallucination-based mirage.

			The exertion winded her.

			He was heavy, and the effort of guiding him, combined with her own body heat, made her once too-thin jacket now sweltering. She craved each gust of cold air.

			They kept on that way until they reached the emptiest block of Soviet-era apartment buildings, and then the door Barnes had guided her to.

			Its lock was already broken.

			“Here?” she said.

			He nodded, and his legs gave out for good.

		

	


		
			Chapter 6

			A Trap with a View
Mikki Kendall

			Romanoff pulled the door open. The inside was dark and smelled of age and abandonment—concrete dust and animal droppings and the remnants of cigarette smoke and cooking oil that seemed to permeate everything and never fully faded.

			She pulled a flashlight from its holster and shone the beam down the hall.

			At the end, a door stood partially open.

			Dawn would be here soon and, if nothing else, the hallway itself was a place to hole up and stay out of sight. She grabbed hold of Barnes’ shoulders, dragged him across the threshold, and shut them in and away from the world.

			Barnes mumbled something and she leaned in close to hear him.

			“Malen’kaya lisa,” he whispered. “Bednaya malen’kaya lisa, Mne zhal’.”

			He was apologizing to her.

			She checked his eyes.

			His pupils responded to the light, but otherwise they were glassy and unfocused.

			Whatever was going on inside his head, it had nothing to do with the present. Whatever was going on inside his head was taking him backward, slipping him past the Soldier and into one of the fugue states in which he must have started to think for himself. He looked exhausted, she realized as she stepped back. From fighting her, whatever this was, or his own demons?

			“I need two passports,” he mumbled, head turning from side to side. “One for me. One for a girl so high.” He gestured, holding his arm out to indicate someone’s height. “I need them now.”

			There was a long pause followed by a string of profanity and threats.

			“Lzhivyy ublyudok. Ty zaplatish’ za eto.”

			He became agitated, struggling as if he was bound. It was painful to watch, and she knew it was only going to get worse.

			She needed to get him somewhere better than this.

			She swung the light back down the hallway toward the partially open door.

			“Stay, Uchitel’, and rest,” she said, and left him, sidestepping forward, soft-footed, careful, with the light beam leading the way.

			The door led into a small apartment, bare and abandoned like the rest of the building, but with a mattress in the corner and a two-burner camping stove set onto upturned crates which—from the amount of fuel on hand—seemed to double as a space heater. There was a small assortment of food that looked recently purchased, and plenty of water.

			It was, by all appearances, an indoor campsite, and she knew from the way Barnes had led her to it, one corner at a time, that it was his, and that brought on a whole different set of worries. By her best guess, he’d been sick before he left Albania.

			But there was no way a man in his condition had gotten himself out of Europe, into Siberia, and procured these supplies and set up this hideaway.

			Four days, he’d said.

			Four days he’d been here.

			To get here and set this up meant he’d been sick, and then not sick, and then sick again, and that right there stopped her cold.

			If he was going through a second wave, then she might be next, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. That brought back the feeling of helplessness she’d felt in Chicago and the terror of not being able to save herself.

			She had to stop this; had to figure out why it was happening.

			Cries rang out from down the hall.

			She spun on her heels and rushed back the way she’d come.

			Barnes was sprawled out on the floor, fighting demons in his sleep. She got her arms around his chest and in a slow, exhausting process, dragged him from the entryway door into the apartment down the hall and onto the mattress.

			He screamed then, a horrible whisper that came through clenched teeth.

			She knew it from experience as the sound of being tortured and having no breath to propel that pain past the vocal cords.

			She braced for the Soldier’s reappearance.

			Instead, he pleaded to someone in his nightmares.

			“You can all leave,” he said. “You don’t have to let them do this to anyone else. I can help you, too. We can stop them together.”

			The words brought back memories she’d rather forget—rumors she’d long since put out of mind. Widows sent to retrieve the Soldier from the field—incidents, malfunctions in his programming.

			She’d never been sent on them herself, of course. Which only had raised her suspicions more. Exactly how had he snapped? Had he tried to escape? What would have happened, if she’d been sent?

			What if he’d asked her to run, too?

			These were things she didn’t want to think about, and didn’t have to. The past was what it was, and now they were here.

			She tugged off his boots and brought him water. He opened his eyes and in a lucid reprieve seemed relieved to find her there.

			His lips turned up just ever so slightly.

			It wrenched at her heart to see that rare smile.

			But the smile faded and his expression turned pained. His hand grasped her wrist and he opened his mouth and struggled to speak, and when the words came they were clipped and broken and familiar—similar to the apologies he’d been screaming in his sleep.

			She put a finger over his mouth and shushed him.

			She helped strip him down to his skivvies, sponged him as clean as she could, and cajoled him into eating one of the containers of borscht he had stashed, along with more water.

			“Sleep,” she said.

			He apologized again. That seemed to be the way of Barnes—the shadow trailing in the wake of the Soldier, acknowledging the darkness, apologizing for it, while never really breaking free on his own. He was the guilty one, the one who felt the shame of what the Soldier did, unthinking. Even as she saw Barnes as someone else—she had to—he’d never been able to separate his actions from the Soldier’s, and it ate him up.

			She always accepted that the Soldier was a part of him just like being a Widow would always be a part of her. There was no point to pretending the past wasn’t prologue, and he didn’t need to apologize for what was done to him, much less be ashamed of it. They both knew this wasn’t his fault, but she understood how hard it was in the aftermath.

			She watched him until she knew he’d fallen back under and then turned away.

			He was vulnerable in a way she had never seen, and that was both frightening and reassuring. But there was no time for these feelings and, even if there were time, she had no idea what to do with them.

			Emotions were messy and, no matter how well she thought she was managing them, she wasn’t certain she was doing it right. Uncertainty made her uncomfortable, but there was no way to deal with them and be sure the answers she came up with were the right ones.

			Frustrated, she rubbed her hands up over her face and through her hair.

			“Was I like this?” she said. “Did I get delirious?”

			She’d spoken to herself; he answered anyway.

			“This feels like someone is trying to clean up an old mistake,” he said. I should have died in the fall. Never should have lived to see this day.”

			She wasn’t sure if he was conscious or aware, but she continued the conversation: “If they wanted us dead, then they failed miserably. Maybe this was all a trick, a way to extract what they needed from us so they could make new versions of us—less devious Widows or more compliant Soldiers.”

			“We have to find them. And stop them. No matter what.”

			“We will,” she said. “But first you need rest.”

			When she was sure Barnes had fallen into a deep, restful sleep, Romanoff took a few moments to center herself. To find that calm, still place where she could think clearly. Even though she was happy she was able to get them shelter, it wasn’t really a safe place, and they were no closer to answers about what a remote disease research center in the middle of Siberia might possibly have wanted with their blood.

			She’d gotten all she could get from Barnes for now. What she needed was information from the outside. It had been a bad day, made worse by the nagging feeling that they were being led around by their respective noses. Someone had to have answers. And, perversely, she really wanted to hit something … or someone.

			She slipped out of the flat, making sure it latched behind her, and found an abandoned, walled-in playground that wasn’t completely garbage for reception. She settled onto a rusted carousel and pulled the secure phone from her pocket as she swiveled back and forth.

			First, she checked her voicemail. There was only one message in her inbox.

			Fury’s voice came over the line.

			“He had the cash for the bond and an excellent weasel.”

			That was his colorful way of telling her Viscose was on the street.

			She swore to herself, furious. She couldn’t understand how a transnational money-laundering, black-market-supplying, foreign-national criminal had been granted bail. The prosecutor had seemed so competent and she’d made sure there was a mountain of evidence for the grand jury. It should have been enough to get an indictment on a silver platter, with a remand to custody until trial.

			She wanted to contact Fury and demand an explanation, but that wasn’t going to happen.

			American justice was supposed to be blind, but she was missing something, maybe a coconspirator with the power to pull strings? She could have sworn she had figured out the whole supply chain.

			With Viscose out, the evidence was about to start evaporating, and with her now in pursuit of answers of a more personal nature, she didn’t have the time to hunt down whatever thread she’d missed.

			She swiveled more aggressively now, ranting silently to herself.

			She still couldn’t shake the feeling that Viscose had something to do with what was hounding her and Barnes, but also couldn’t ignore the fact that he’d been behind bars when it happened.

			Then again, Viscose had to have partners beyond Hoffman, the pharmaceutical exec they’d pinched. He’d need contacts; officials to bribe throughout the various governments’ bureaucracies where he sold his wares. People on the street level he could trust. A fully fleshed-out international operation, and she’d only managed to hack away at the top layer of it. Someone had to have helped him set that up.

			Viscose and the Red Room?

			That would have been the mother of all threads to miss.

			Or maybe someone trying to resurrect the Red Room’s work.

			It made no sense.

			But it was too coincidental to ignore so much happening at once. She couldn’t trust S.H.I.E.L.D., but maybe Fury.

			She considered alerting him—just him—to tell him what was going on and discarded the idea almost as quickly as she conceived it.

			No.

			Whoever had come after her had taken her blood.

			Her blood!

			To talk to Fury about it meant telling him what they’d done to her, meant going into detail about weakness and helplessness and reliving a nightmare she’d just as soon forget. This was personal. Private. She was going to figure out who’d done it and destroy them and her blood. Admit to Fury she’d been sick and next thing she’d know, S.H.I.E.L.D. would be involved. She didn’t want them to have her blood any more than she wanted those who’d taken it by force to have it. So, no, Fury wasn’t an option.

			She continued that silent rant and paused.

			A filthy lace curtain twitched on an apartment window above her.

			So they were being tailed. Well, she’d expected that eventually. All the same, she wasn’t sure she wanted to deal with them on her own.

			She thought about fetching Barnes to watch her back, but at this point, couldn’t be sure whether it was him or the Soldier who’d answer her. Better to keep this quick and quiet. And maybe, just maybe, get some answers.

			She left the courtyard and strode down the alleyway in hunt of her hunters.

			Romanoff stepped outside.

			Pretended to be wandering aimlessly down the street.

			She just needed to lure the tail a little farther away. She didn’t want to bring this anywhere near Barnes. This was hers to handle, and she could do it more easily without having to watch someone else’s back. Especially not right now, when all she wanted to do was wrench answers out of thin air. Or someone’s throat. She wasn’t picky.

			She herded the tail back into the apartment courtyard, the cold air thin and stagnant in the concrete pen. 

			She couldn’t help but feel smug now, imagining as she watched him—and she could tell it was a him—turning from side to side to catch a glimpse of her. Something about his motions screamed amateur, even though he hadn’t outright stumbled directly into view. Just decent enough that he could get cocky.

			Finally, she would get some answers.

			A heady thrill coursed through her and she smiled a little.

			She dropped soundlessly behind him, coiled and ready to grab him and take what she needed.

			That was when a stun baton slammed into the small of her back.

			A jolt of pain sent her to her knees.

		

	


		
			Chapter 7

			Of Monsters and Men
Lindsay Smith

			The stun baton connected, sending electricity charging through Natasha Romanoff’s system. Her nerve endings popped and muscles spasmed and she dropped to her knees.

			She’d been sloppy—maybe even overconfident. She’d forgotten to check her corners and missed the second tail, and now she’d taken a second electric jolt in as many weeks.

			The first had preceded her body’s collapse.

			She couldn’t return to that hopeless place—couldn’t let herself get caught in crevices she thought she’d long ago sealed off.

			Humiliation burned through her, humiliation and anger at herself for letting her desperation for answers get the better of her.

			All three were warning flags.

			All three could make a person stupid.

			She’d seen it so many times, the way the human animal, no different from any other when wounded, lashed out, striking at anything perceived as threat. She’d been the target of those blind strikes a few times herself.

			She forced logic to replace fear and willed her body into patience. In her position, it just might be better to let the enemy perceive an upper hand and let them think they’d won.

			“See, Vovan?” a deep man’s voice said behind her. “She is just a little girl. Nothing to worry about.”

			The one with the stun baton grunted disagreement and pulled her arms in tight behind her back. Sharp cold zip-tie plastic circled her wrists.

			“At least we get Sergei’s cut now,” someone—Vovan—answered.

			Romanoff waited until she heard the first click as he started to tighten the zip tie.

			She pulled her wrists wide, as wide as the loose bindings would allow, then twisted. She caught Stunbatonchik’s hand between hers. A sturdy torque, a wrenching motion, the leverage of her body weight against his and he sailed up and over her back and slammed hard into Vovan, taking both men to the ground. Romanoff slammed wrists into tailbone and, using her body’s own force against itself, snapped the zip-tie and freed her hands.

			Stunbatonchik was first back on his feet and first to catch the blade of her palm to his throat.

			He reeled backward.

			Vovan stood, squared off against her.

			She drove boot to knee, sent him back down, grabbed Stunbatonchik’s arm and windmilled until his shoulder popped. He howled in agony. She let go, drove a knee into Vovan’s sternum, and gripped his face, ready to twist and snap.

			But in the oily alleyway light, in the stench of garbage and terror, and seeing the white edging Vovan’s eyes, Romanoff remembered.

			They’d been on the L one Saturday night, the end to what constituted a late night out for her circle of work friends, but only the beginning of the party for some of their fellow passengers. “Melanie” and Sora lived only a few stops apart, and Romanoff had taken to riding all the way to Sora’s stop. Because she didn’t like to be predictable, she told herself; because she wanted to always be sure they made it home safe, her conscience teased.

			Sora was wearing a glittery dress that night, their fauxhawk feathered over to one side to show off the numerous earrings that scaled their exposed ear. From the moment the U Chicago frat boys stepped onto the poorly lit train, passing a bagged 40 among themselves, Romanoff caught their sideways sneers in Sora’s direction. By the time the boys opened their mouths, Romanoff had already planned her attack.

			“Nice dress,” the first guy said to Sora, twisting his Bears ballcap backward.

			Sora knew how this joust went, too. They lowered their eyes and glanced away.

			“Hey. I complimented you.” He loomed closer, bringing a rank cloud of stale booze with him. “You gonna answer me?”

			Romanoff angled her body—not so much between Sora and Ballcap, but for maximum leverage potential off the train’s support pole. Chicago Romanoff said she was overthinking this, but Red Room Romanoff knew better. She was dressed her mousiest—loose trousers that hit at all the wrong spots, boxy blouse, giant glasses that overshot “hipster” and landed in “horse girl” territory instead. She was dressed to be ignored, but it was a miscalculation—it had turned the spotlight on Sora instead.

			“They’re not interested,” Romanoff said.

			Ballcap’s buddy, in layered polo shirts with the collars popped, stepped up now. “No one asked you.”

			That’s it. Keep their attention on you. “Sit back down.”

			“Back off, fugly.” Ballcap turned toward Sora. “You should grow out your hair. Be a lot prettier that way.”

			Collars bared his teeth. “You need a real man, baby?”

			Sora gritted their teeth. “I’m. Not. Interested.”

			The L train passed through a dark stretch between the streetlights—too-long gaps. When finally their car passed beneath a flicker of light, Ballcap’s face had transformed into something molten—ghoulish with hate.

			Another flicker of light. Romanoff caught his hand as it reached out to grab Sora. Spun him around.

			Darkness. She kicked the legs out from under Collars as he advanced.

			Light. Ballcap somehow thought he could still fight back. He roared, shoving forward, until Romanoff slammed him down to the car’s sticky floor. He was reaching for something and Romanoff didn’t have time to wait to find out what—

			“You psycho—I’ll kill you—”

			Darkness. Romanoff slapped the butterfly knife out of his hand, caught it with her other hand, and brought it to his throat. “Not if I kill you first.”

			Light. Sora’s face, mouth agape, eyes brimming with terror. But not because of their attackers.

			Because of Romanoff.

			Back in the Novosibirsk alley, Romanoff stared down at Vovan. He was better trained than the Chicago frat boys had been; more determined, more certain, but still at Romanoff’s mercy. Her hands around his face, ready to twist and snap.

			This time she caught herself before she became the same monster who’d emerged from the darkness of a Chicago night. The monster that had terrified Sora.

			“Blyad,” Romanoff muttered.

			And just like in Chicago, she clawed back the monster, and drove her elbow down hard into Vovan’s temple.

			The industrial outskirts of Novosibirsk didn’t have much to recommend them, but they did have a surplus of abandoned Soviet-era apartment buildings. Romanoff didn’t have to drag the unconscious men far to find a boarded-up khruschevka, its concrete slab and colored-tile exterior somehow both sun-bleached and soot-stained. Its alley-facing entryway sported a single aged and rusted lock. One half-hearted kick gave her entry.

			The foyer stank of cat piss and unfiltered cigarettes. She dragged the men inside.

			She needed to get to a higher floor, but hauling four hundred combined pounds up multiple flights of stairs was out of the question. It took a minute to find the circuit panel, and a few more to borrow wires and bypass corrosion to bring the elevator back to life, but she got it engaged. The cramped lift carried the three of them to the tenth floor, which had been spared most of the defacement of the lower levels. She kicked open a padded pleather door.

			Something large and furry skittered around the corner.

			She peeked inside, then hauled the men into the empty apartment. Nicotine stains outlined bare rectangles on the walls where heavy woven rugs had once hung. The living room let out onto a glassed-in balcony that groaned precariously as she dragged them onto it.

			After digging out all of their concealed weapons, Romanoff riffled through pockets and turned up Stunbatonchik’s wallet. Found his ID.

			“Mikhail Dmitrievich Kalugin,” she read.

			His friends would call him Misha.

			He was Russian Armed Forces, protective services.

			A security badge said he was stationed at the VECTOR Institute.

			She knew from research that the Russian Army stationed a regiment at the institute, and it should have been a relief to know the military was protecting deadly virus samples, but … She glanced down at his unconscious body and the goose egg ballooning on his temple. If VECTOR was sending someone after her, she must have been on the right trail.

			The rest of the wallet’s contents amounted to a mostly punched loyalty card for Snegaruchka, a local strip club, about sixty dollars in rubles, a spare cell phone SIM, and two wildly contrasting photos.

			In the first, Misha was stuffed uncomfortably into a button-down shirt, hovering like the Ghost of Daddy Issues to Come over a petite woman with a taut smile who wore a skin-tight dress and the signature Russian-red dye job, which wasn’t too far off from Romanoff’s own, and who held a pudgy toddler. Its back was inscribed: Misha, Irina, and Grisha 2017.

			The second photo was of another redhead glancing coyly back at the camera, a woman who was most certainly not Irina, though it took a beat to suss that out since the photo was not exactly focusing on her face as the main attraction.

			Romanoff tsked. “Misha, you naughty boy. What would Irina think?”

			She pocketed the photos, ID, and badge, and returned the rest.

			Vovan’s wallet offered up fewer tidbits, though his military ID did show he held lower rank to Misha despite having more years of service. Less salacious, but more useful.

			Romanoff woke them with a bucketful of rusty rainwater she found on the balcony. Misha thrashed and fought, tugging Vovan with him.

			Romanoff said, “I wouldn’t get that water in my mouth if I were you.”

			Misha tried to bare his blood-smeared teeth.

			Romanoff knelt, studied his face. “Now, what made you two thumbtacks think it was a good idea to come after me?”

			Vovan bucked, bending backward at an awkward angle, which jerked Misha the other way.

			Romanoff twirled the dagger she’d confiscated from his boot. “If you’re looking for this …”

			Vovan spat at her, but couldn’t get enough force behind it. “But did you get the other one?”

			Romanoff didn’t flinch. “Bad at bluffing, too, Corporal. No wonder Misha got the promotion over you.” Over his garbled response, she continued: “What I want to know is why you are following me.”

			He kept his lip sneered, so she sighed and patted the blade against the flat of her palm. “You really want to do this the hard way?” When Vovan didn’t budge, she added, with a look at Misha, “I’m not the one with a suspicious wife to get home to.”

			Misha huffed and looked away. “Fine. You were trying to break into VECTOR. We saw you, fighting with your partner in the woods. We followed. It’s what they pay us for.”

			There was no way these buffoons knew anything about disease samples, but maybe they could lead her to someone who did. “Who pays you?”

			“They didn’t warn us the Soldier was coming,” he said instead.

			Vovan whispered, “The Soldier.” His tone that had started out dismissive turned reverential.

			Romanoff turned toward him. “What do you know about the Soldier?”

			Vovan stared her dead on. “Stories,” he said. Romanoff rolled her eyes. “They said he could kill an entire security detail on his own—”

			Misha elbowed his partner. To Romanoff he said, “Tikho. We know you were trying to get to Karbayeva. Interrogate us all you like, it won’t get you any closer to her.”

			Romanoff stood, turned her back to them.

			This conversation had just taken an unexpected twist, and a lovely one at that.

			Now she had a name, a target, and something to work with.

			Karbayeva.

			To the ceiling, loud enough that they would hear, she said, “Are you so certain?”

			She waited, allowing unknowns to worm through imagination, and she pondered the name they’d so stupidly blurted out. Karbayeva was a Central Asian name—Kazakh, probably—a woman’s name.

			“I don’t care about Karbayeva,” she said.

			Disbelief in the form of scoffing and swearing filled the room behind her back.

			She turned around again.

			“No,” she said. “What I care about is who wants to keep me from Karbayeva.”

			The room fell silent, serious.

			Misha clenched his jaw.

			Vovan said, “They pay well, that’s all we know.”

			“Not even a little curious who’s tied strings to your money bags?”

			Vovan gave her a look, as if offended she even thought he might care.

			“Fine. Anything else you feel like giving up for amateur hour?”

			“You know as much as us now, devochka. Maybe if you keep it that way, you stay alive.”

			She hated leaving an interrogation with loose ends, but one thing was apparent—they really weren’t the kind to look a gift horse in the mouth. Still—Karbayeva’s name was a good bit more information than she’d expected. Not the information she was after. But you followed whatever trail didn’t run you into a wall.

			She edged around them, leaving them exposed on the glass balcony ten stories over Novosibirsk. “Wait, are you—you can’t leave us up here!” Vovan balked.

			She glanced back, shook her head. “And who will stop me?”

			Romanoff waited until she was well clear of the abandoned building to call the local cops on the “indecent young men” who’d broken into it. She was deeply sorry she couldn’t stick around to witness the jurisdictional pissing contest that was about to ensue, even once Durak and Durak-er were able to produce some kind of proof they were military personnel. On the low end, she gave herself a good sixteen hours before either of them was a free man.

			It was more time than she needed, but first, she needed to rethink her goal in getting into VECTOR in the first place. Originally, she’d wanted to find more information on the samples that had gone missing. She had no clue who this Karbayeva was, and the fact that the guards had been bribed to keep people—or Romanoff and Barnes, specifically?—from the woman … that was interesting.

			Was she running tests on their blood? Spearheading a new Super-Soldier program for the Red Room? The possibilities were endless, and none of them pointed toward anything good.

			Romanoff made her way back to the empty apartment and leaned against the padded door of Barnes’ room with a grunt. Her head was sore again. An unpleasant echo of a few days ago. But she couldn’t worry about that now.

			“Hey,” Barnes grunted, from the musty sofa where she’d left him.

			He was Barnes—that was the first thing she noticed, with an uncomfortable flicker in her chest like a spark about to catch. She’d been a little afraid that too long living in his nightmares might turn him again. But his hallucinations were gone. He was James Buchanan Barnes.

			The difference was alive in his eyes, soft and gentle rather than those of a predator assessing its odds. She’d glimpsed it, every now and then—the cracks in the Soldier exposing the frayed wiring of the man beneath. Just a kid flung into a war far too big for him, trying to wear the shoes of a hero he couldn’t possibly begin to fill. His was a heart better suited to evening walks along the piers and warm laughter than nights spent carrying out assassinations.

			Romanoff lingered by the doorway. “How’re you feeling?” she asked.

			“Like an old gym towel.”

			“Wow, someone’s a big baby.”

			This wasn’t her first time tending for him. Nor the second.

			That unpleasant reminder caught her with a fierce hook.

			They’d been on mission together, hunting down a defector in the high Mongolian plains. A shaky extraction, throwing themselves on the cargo bed of a moving train. Gunfire chasing them down the tracks. The Soldier was first in, last out, and as he wrapped himself around her to shield her, he’d caught the gunfire in the thigh.

			A few inches to the left, and—well.

			In a normal human, a femoral artery tear like that was pretty decisive. For people like him, the rules were less clear. But on the long, chugging train ride back to the rendezvous point, it was apparent that five slugs in the quadriceps were enough to rattle even a Super-Soldier.

			He hadn’t flinched when she pried them out. The lack of reaction had been … unsettling. She hadn’t known how to be gentle. Still didn’t, really.

			She was used to pain; used to all the intimate ways it could be inflicted, that she could inflict it, and by all rights, he should’ve howled in agony.

			The emptiness of silence had pressed in on her.

			She’d broken the Red Room’s first rule of working with the Soldier, and just … talked to him. To distract him, she would’ve said, if questioned by their superiors.

			To distract herself, truth be told.

			The substance of what she said to him didn’t matter—complaining about her old Red Room training rival Yelena, maybe, or the itchy polyester gown they’d foisted on her for her previous infiltration op at a Party gala. But she talked and, after a few minutes, his head tilted toward her.

			He’d listened carefully, dark eyes no longer focused like a rifle sight but open, drinking in the star-smeared twilight overhead, drinking her in, sweaty and exhausted and running dangerously low on self-control.

			She’d smiled for him, or tried to.

			He had tried to smile back.

			She’d taught herself that these glimpses of the man beneath the Soldier were glitches, echoes of who he’d once been, and she’d worked hard to ignore what she shouldn’t have seen.

			He’d smiled at her the way he used to smile at her when they’d danced together for training—

			No, she couldn’t think about that.

			She pushed up off the doorframe and strode across the room. “You look disgusting,” she said, and dropped the badges and identification she’d confiscated from Misha and Vovan in front of him.

			“Didn’t know you cared,” he said.

			His smile became a lot more confident and natural, if still a bit strained.

			That flicker in her chest was searing now. “I—care about figuring out what the hell’s going on. Do you remember any more about why you came here?” she asked. “What you were looking for?”

			He sighed and he broke off eye contact and stared at the wall. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I was sick. Someone came for me, to collect me, I think.”

			“Do you remember them?”

			He looked at her, then looked away again.

			“No.”

			There was pain in his voice and she didn’t need the words to understand.

			In self-defense, he’d regressed to the Soldier and the Soldier’s memory was unreliable; that had been clear enough.

			“I don’t remember, either,” she said.

			His gaze tracked in her direction.

			She recognized the look, the flicker of hope that maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t losing control and becoming the thing he hated, that maybe this was something else. She fed that hope. “I experienced the same thing. I was sick, too.”

			“We were targeted?” Barnes asked. “We—us—specifically?”

			“That’s why I’m here.” She considered telling him what Banner had said, about the clues leading back to the Red Room, but they didn’t know that for fact and pulling theory into a conversation like this would only divert it from where she needed it to go. She said, “When I was delirious, hallucinating, people came for me, too. They took my blood. I heard part of their discussion, that’s the only detail I can remember. Not the same as ‘Victor,’ they said.” She finger-quoted the last word.

			Barnes said, “VECTOR.”

			“That’s what led me here. But not you—you would have come for a different reason. What was it, Barnes? What do you know and what were you after?”

			He shook his head.

			“I’m still trying to remember,” he said.

			He raised a finger and circled it to indicate the room. “This place. I know I found it. I know it’s safe. I only vaguely remember it, though. I don’t know if it was me or … him. I was okay, not sick, for a while … but because of him the memories don’t hold together. Whatever compelled me to come here, it’s gone. It was gone before I got to the facility. When I saw you there—when he saw you—he thought the Widows had come for him again.”

			“It was the hallucinations,” she said. “You screamed about the Widows a lot in your sleep.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“There’s no point. Anyway, looks like you’re better.”

			“Yeah.” He reached out for one of the guards’ holsters. The servomotors in his arm nickered softly. “Seems to be passing quicker this time.”

			This time.

			She winced.

			“There shouldn’t have been any times. It still makes no sense.”

			Barnes dropped the holster and made a dismissive noise. “When has anything in our lives made sense?”

			She tilted her head, conceding, then dropped down in front of the sofa.

			Leaning back, she came to rest against the sofa, and heard the whir again as he reached out to grip her shoulder.

			“Careful,” she said. “Don’t get my hair caught in that thing.”

			“Molodtsa.”

			The affectionate term of praise hung in the air between them—the fond teasing more intimidating than the miasma of illness. In an attempt to reset, she said, “What else do we know about this? Any other Super-Soldiers targeted?”

			“You’d know better than me. You’re linked in to all that …” He exhaled.

			“Well, I’m not exactly hiding out in Albania with my dog, but no, I’m really not.” Romanoff chewed her lower lip. “S.H.I.E.L.D. is my last resort. For everything. Right now, I work for myself.”

			Barnes tilted his head, eyes narrowed, disbelieving.

			She said, “What? It’s true.”

			“Yourself?”

			“Okay, and whoever happens to be paying for my experience as a security consultant, which is usually S.H.I.E.L.D., but I get to choose.”

			“And your S.H.I.E.L.D. boss is all right with this?”

			“He’s not my boss, he’s my client. And it doesn’t matter if he is. Not up to him. Not up to anyone but me.” She looked away. Bringing Fury into the conversation brought doubt as well.

			She’d already decided that she couldn’t get S.H.I.E.L.D. involved. It meant the loss of every bit of privacy she’d built for herself. Having Barnes with her complicated things even more. He wasn’t exactly a wanted man, but there was a reason he’d chosen to lose himself in Albania and not, say, Indiana.

			S.H.I.E.L.D. didn’t hold him responsible for what he’d done under Hydra’s control, but that didn’t mean they believed he was reformed.

			She said, “I suppose if this was affecting enhanced individuals, I would’ve heard about it by now.”

			She was tired, tired in a way that a fight with a couple of goons couldn’t explain. And the headache had returned, and with it the fear of falling back into the weakness that had enveloped her in Chicago. But with the weakness came the urgency to find out what had caused it and ensure it never happened again.

			She paced.

			Barnes’ eyes followed her from beneath a curtain of dirty hair. “Got somewhere to be?” he said.

			She paused. Turned. “Yeah. Away from your stink.”

			The metal hand stretched out with a plaintive whine.

			In response, the flutter inside her chest began beating again.

			Romanoff focused on work because work was predictable and safe and the one place she never worried about losing control. She said, “The goons who came after us here were paid to keep an eye on someone named Karbayeva who works for VECTOR, and to stop her from talking to outsiders. They thought we’d come to the facility to find her.”

			The corners of his lips turned up slightly.

			He knew exactly where she was going with this.

			He said, “You have a way to get to her?”

			“Maybe.” She pocketed Misha’s badge and the keys to the Lada the men had tailed her in. “Stay put,” she said. “Take a shower or something.”

			She strode toward the door and made the mistake of looking back.

			Barnes’ expression had turned soft, wistful. There was a vulnerability that hadn’t been there just minutes before and it only highlighted how much of a mask he’d still been wearing.

			He said, “You have to come back.”

			She shrugged and, repeating the words he’d used earlier, said, “Didn’t know you cared.”

			They felt fake, coming out of her mouth this way. She’d known. She’d always known, even way back when they were what they were, before.

			“Always have.” His voice trailed off into a mumble. “Me and the Soldier both.”

			She stood frozen.

			Any other time, she’d have popped off a dismissive quip or blithe retort, but the wisecracks fled her, refusing to pass her vocal cords.

			Barnes rolled over on the sofa, turning his back to her. His old t-shirt rode up and Romanoff could see where the hardened, whittled ridge of spine and the gnarled web of scarred flesh yielded to metal. A cruel reminder that he was never just one or the other, the Soldier or Barnes.

			He said, “You deserve better than a damaged monster.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 8

			Old Friends
Lindsay Smith

			Romanoff slumped against the cool cement wall in an alley thick with antifreeze and rotting garbage. She didn’t care. She gulped down air anyway. The stink grounded her. Reminded her she was working. Missions always smelled like this—like decaying alleys and gun oil; like cast-off secrets and things better left alone. The Red Room used her as a seductress, to be sure, all glammed and glitzed and soft and sweet, but even then her time was best spent lurking in the shadows until she found that single perfect moment in the light.

			Mission.

			Barnes was not, could not be, the mission.

			And yet he was a piece of it.

			He’d been tampered with, just like her.

			From everything she’d learned so far, her best guess pointed to the usual suspects. Red Room. Or Hydra. But how? And Why?

			Her only tool in trying to understand the connection was sitting in a personal high-tech lab fifty-five hundred miles away.

			She glanced at her phone—no news was good news from Barnes—then shoved it in her pocket, right next to the ID cards and badges she’d taken from the lackeys who’d come after her.

			It was time to go hunting.

			Romanoff looked up. She’d crossed a deserted street into something approximating a high street in the dilapidated suburb. EVERYTHING MUST GO, proclaimed the women’s boutique in front of her. “Stil’nii Mod.” Like a lot of Russian fast fashion, everything about the shop was trying a little too hard. A little too insistent. Like the knit leopard-print dress on the mannequin in the front window, and the lace-up thigh-highs that wobbled drunkenly along the line between “sandal” and “boot.”

			“Well, now I know where Misha’s wife shops.” With a sudden smile that was only for herself, Romanoff opened the door to the shop.

			“Irina” checked her hair in the Lada’s rearview mirror one last time.

			She’d used half a can of cheap hairspray to achieve the necessary bouffant, but it still might not have been enough, given what she recalled from previous ops in post-Soviet spaces. She cracked gum between her teeth and headed for the VECTOR main gate. On the radio, Polina Gagarina raged about an ex-lover who was out of time. Even chipper, upbeat Russian pop songs always held that distinctly Slavic melancholy refrain.

			It suited “Irina” perfectly.

			She sped toward the gated entrance and slammed the brakes at the last minute. The irrational driving wasn’t hard to fake—six-inch heels with two-inch platforms were a dangerous combination for a braking system that begged to be put out of its misery.

			Two soldiers stepped out from the guard building.

			Romanoff rolled down the window but didn’t turn down the radio.

			The men exchanged a look, then came the nod from the senior officer, and the younger of the two circled around the vehicle. It was not, she was certain, part of their standard operating procedure.

			She glared from behind oversized sunglasses.

			The older man stood expressionless, cradling his AK-77.

			The younger completed his circle, returned to the driver’s side, and said, “How did you get this vehicle?”

			Romanoff cracked the gum with a vengeance. “My husband,” she hissed, “is Mikhail Kalugin. I am running this errand for him because he forgot his wallet. Yet again.”

			The guard’s shoulders relaxed. “Hand it over, then. We will see he gets it.”

			She drummed her nails against the steering wheel. “You misunderstand me,” she said. “Misha left it on the nightstand. Of our neighbor Lena.”

			Realization dawned across both the guards’ faces, and they shrank back. She could practically hear their assholes clenching over the wheeze of the Lada. “Ma’am, we, uh …”

			“I am going to go have a word with my husband now,” Romanoff declared.

			The look that passed between the two guards was the very definition of Not Paid Enough For This. “Of course, Mrs. Kalugina. Just be quick about it, yes?”

			“Misha always is,” she said, acid, and peeled off in a shriek of bald tires.

			Romanoff parked the Lada at the far end of the motor pool and sank down into the footwell while she shimmied into the military police BDUs and jacket over the leopard dress. Once her hair was stuffed under the guard hat, she was effectively swallowed up in the uniform, and her gait as she made her way toward the guards’ entrance—shoulders boxy but hunched, chin tilted just enough to put her eyes out of view of anyone her height or taller—finished the work for her.

			The CCTV security camera over the doorway whined as it swept a broad arc over the top of her hat. When she held Misha’s ID badge up to the reader, it beeped green to let her inside.

			The halls of the central VECTOR building were thick with the fumes of memory—choking, smothering, Romanoff’s eyes watering and her lungs refusing to fill up. She’d never been to VECTOR before, but the late Soviet hellscape was mired with buildings just like it.

			Walls painted a shade of mint just this side of too aggressive. Once-white baseboards and trim caked with dust and dead skin cells and the filth and slush of dozens of winters. The fluorescent lights overhead were spaced too far apart and at too low a wattage to offer more than a sketch of corridors, shapes, signage. The chimeric smell of bleach and body odor hung over everything, neither blending nor cancelling each other out.

			Romanoff headed down the corridor with as much confidence as she dared.

			An elderly babushka in a button-down housedress, slippers, and saggy hose trundled forward, taking up the center of the corridor, sandwich cart clattering with half-drunk podstakanniks of sugary apple juice and tea. “Zakuski for you, devushka?” she asked.

			Hunched over, her eye line was beneath Romanoff’s.

			Dammit. Romanoff tipped her chin in greeting. “Not today.”

			“You should eat more.” The babushka clicked her tongue. “So many ladies as guards now. What a time.”

			Romanoff tried to step to one side, but the babushka angled the cart just enough to block her way. A dry Sovietism popped into Romanoff’s mind, something about equality and workers, before Romanoff realized her instincts were about thirty years out of date. She scanned the hallway—mostly empty, only retreating backs in both directions …

			“And you have a man’s patronymic, too,” the babushka continued, reading her ID badge now. “How curious.”

			Romanoff gripped the front of the cart with both hands and shoved, hard. The babushka hurked as the cart rammed into her midsection, then carried her backward into a swinging door that led to a service corridor. “Guards—”

			Romanoff clamped a hand over the babushka’s mouth as she wrestled her toward a storage closet. “I really don’t want to have to do this.” Romanoff met her wide-eyed gaze. “Can you promise not to scream if I take my hand away?”

			The babushka nodded and, after a moment’s deliberation, Romanoff released her mouth.

			“Thugs and thieves,” she muttered instead. “A shame to see what Russia’s become.”

			“We were always here.”

			Romanoff yanked her kerchief free and used it to bind the babushka’s hands in front of her. Gently set her down on the ground. The babushka pursed her lips, and it was a defiant look she likely perfected back in the days of breadlines and evaporating bank accounts. And now you’re tying up old ladies, Romanoff thought, shaking her head to herself. Surely this balanced out the scales for sparing the goons earlier. She was exactly as ruthless as she needed to be.

			“Thanks for the reminder about the badge, though.” Romanoff nabbed the old woman’s ID badge as well—Politkovskaya. “This should do the trick.”

			The babushka sighed. “Well, I am very tired. This seems like as good a place as any for a nap.”

			Romanoff smiled and swiped a lab coat and safety glasses from the supply closet’s shelf. Costume change number three—now that was more like old times.

			She hopscotched her way through VECTOR’s security layers using a mix of the two ID badges, but to her great annoyance, it was the leopard-print dress that convinced a clammy-skinned lab tech to let her “borrow” his login. She went straight for the samples database. If someone at VECTOR was behind what had happened to her and Barnes; if this Karbayeva was the reason that they’d had something taken out of them …

			But no new samples had been entered in the last five months, and nothing registered as stolen. Banner had said they’d taken blood from her, and a specific Red Room parasite had gone missing, but if either of those things were true, they weren’t listed.

			Romanoff grit her teeth, plugging in various search permutations in the VECTOR intranet. Romanoff. Barnes. Soldier. Serum. Enhanced individuals.

			Something had to make sense of all of this.

			She ran another search. 

			KARBAYEVA, DINA. PhD in epidemiology.

			VECTOR faculty for the past five years.

			Judging from the CV in the system, Karbayeva spent time all over Russia and Europe prior to coming to VECTOR. Red Room was definitely a possibility, then. A deeply embedded operative with access to all kinds of dangerous things …

			Romanoff made her way deeper into VECTOR’s bowels. She found the Level 4 access wing in a sub-basement and, as she wove through the honeycomb office corridors, it looked woefully understaffed. Karbayeva’s office, though—there was a light on under the door.

			Romanoff took a breath, opened the door, and in one swift movement, stepped inside and locked it behind her. The room was small, spartan, with a lamp and a desk and a bookshelf. No windows, no other way in or out. A woman who looked to be in her late fifties was hunched over documents on the desk, and she looked up in surprise.

			Romanoff strode forward.

			Karbayeva’s eyes widened in surprise, and she pushed back, reaching for something—gun in the desk drawer, a panic button to alert her Red Room superiors, it didn’t matter.

			Romanoff’s stilettoed boot heel crushed down onto the tightly packed bones of Karbeyeva’s wrist.

			The woman yelped.

			Her chair rolled backward, carrying her with it, as Romanoff yanked her out of the seat, spun her, and shoved her against the desk. She seized both of Karbayeva’s wrists in one hand. The other closed around the woman’s throat.

			Karbayeva trembled, eyes rolling wildly. They came to rest on the ID badge pinned to Romanoff’s lab coat.

			“Politkovskaya?” she whispered. “The sandwich lady?”

			Romanoff’s hand twitched. Something about this was all wrong. Using her heel, she eased open the desk drawers one by one, scanning each in turn from the corner of her eye.

			No guns. No radios or panic buttons or anything else.

			Karbayeva let out a sigh. She wasn’t old, but she was worn out. Romanoff could see it now in the anxious lines bracketing her mouth and bisecting her forehead. And as the initial adrenaline from the attack wore off her, the woman just went … slack.

			A trick. It had to be. Romanoff couldn’t fathom what calculus had led Karbayeva to decide this weary, resigned act was the right play, but there must have been one. She couldn’t let her guard down again—couldn’t get sloppy. She would not.

			“Who are you?” Romanoff said. “Red Room? KGB?”

			“Please. Just get it over with—”

			“Hydra? Are you restarting the program? Is that what this is about?”

			Karbayeva lifted her head a fraction at that. Her forehead wrinkled further. “Program?”

			“The samples you took. Why does Red Room want them? What does Red Room want with us?”

			Karbayeva shook her head, blinking. “Wh-what’s the Red Room?”

			Dina Karbayeva’s sandstone skin was freckled in a way that spoke to an early career in the field; faded in a way that spoke of recent years locked away indoors. It was in her eyes, too, that weathered look, the way she kept the lights in her office low. Her high cheekbones held up a tired mouth and stubborn chin. She’d been a prisoner of VECTOR, Romanoff realized, spending the better part of the past three years on-site, with guards tailing her every move.

			Whoever controlled her, it wasn’t the Red Room. Nor Hydra, the GRU or FSB or SVR or any of the other post-Soviet intelligence services that had shattered from the KGB like jagged bits of glass.

			And Romanoff believed her.

			Liars were many things—cheerful, wry, aggressive, determined, slippery, desperate, brimming with tears and regret. The one thing liars never were was resigned. And Dina Karbayeva was resigned—she was exhausted. She was barely holding herself upright.

			Romanoff seated herself in the chair she’d used to bar the door. Misha’s sidearm rested in her lap, but there was no use pointing it at Karbayeva.

			Karbayeva gestured toward a cut-crystal decanter atop her bookshelf. “May I?” she asked.

			Romanoff nodded. “As long as it’s not cyanide.”

			Karbayeva’s shoulders shook with a forced laugh. “I’d prefer something less painful for that.” She popped open the decanter and poured a few fingers of cherry-red liquor into a tumbler. “Don’t suppose you want any?”

			Romanoff shook her head. Without taking her eyes off Karbayeva, she took a closer read of the room. The woman had a degree from Oxford, as well as one from Moscow State and Astana. There were a few photographs, most of which looked at least ten years old; Romanoff took particular note of one in which a middle-aged white man presented Karbayeva with an award of some kind. The man looked an awful lot like photos Romanoff had seen of Allan Holt, the geneticist and public figure behind the Holt clinics.

			Karbayeva swallowed half her drink. “You called me KGB,” she said. “What’s a young thing like you know of the KGB?”

			Romanoff smiled wanly. Too much, she thought.

			“I’m older than I look,” she said.

			“But not old.” Karbayeva shook her head. “It was tough in those days to get the research and experience we wanted. Couldn’t leave the Soviet Union without a pack of minders. Some of them you met personally; others you only recognized later after you’d caught so many glimpses of the same faces on buses and at the corner store, or behind clouds of smoke in the pub.”

			“But you still traveled,” Romanoff said.

			“Of course. I wanted to be the best. Oxford was very good to me. Better than playing with the same tiresome samples at Moscow State.” She watched Romanoff as if for some kind of reaction. “I made good friends at Oxford. Seemed it, at the time.”

			Her gaze flickered toward the same photograph Romanoff had glanced at earlier.

			“I didn’t know, then,” Karbayeva said. “The KGB weren’t the only ones who believed in minders. A protective shield around a person—to keep dangerous ideas out. Or maybe, sometimes, to keep them in.”

			“Someone bribed the VECTOR guards to protect you,” Romanoff said. “To keep outsiders from talking to you.”

			“And you, to silence me for good. Yes? Is that not why you’ve come? I always knew they’d send someone. But it seemed to take so long.”

			Romanoff understood then that Karbayeva had no idea who she was. The realization left a cold film of panic on Romanoff’s skin. “You—you haven’t been testing new samples?” She was tipping her hand too much, maybe, but she needed something to hold onto. “A new type—”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. When it comes to anything lethal, I’m more of an archaeologist. Digging down through the palimpsest of human evolution to admire what we’ve conquered before.” She laughed at some private amusement; swept her hand over a kitschy mug full of mismatched pens. A playful saying on the cup read, in Russian, WORLD’S BEST DETECTIVE.

			Romanoff caught the inside joke.

			Detective.

			Karbayeva was an epidemiological historian. The VECTOR database hadn’t lied about that, either. But what the hell did it have to do with Romanoff’s and Barnes’ blood? What about that was so important she had to be placed under guard? And what about the theft?

			Karbayeva checked her watch with a huff. “Well. It’s about time for my next check-in.” She moved slowly toward her desk, eyes trained on Romanoff as if waiting for her to deny her permission to move. “Unless you want to go ahead and finish your job first …”

			Karbayeva’s fingers curled over the phone and lifted the handset.

			Romanoff stood, strode forward, pressed a finger against the cradle, and cut the line.

			Karbayeva shrank back. True fear reflected in her eyes.

			“You haven’t answered me,” Romanoff said. “Who did you think sent me?” Romanoff pulled the phone from Karbayeva’s loosened grip and returned it to the cradle. “Who’s keeping you prisoner here?”

			The woman’s chin quivered as she debated. Romanoff knew the feeling; she had spent too much of her life on this knife’s edge, waiting while her targets teetered between acquiescence and revolt. Romanoff had spent plenty of time caught between the two herself. Denying who she was. Accepting it. Living with who she was, or in spite of what she’d become.

			She hadn’t wanted to get wrapped up in … any of this. But Romanoff had been her own minder, her own jailer. If someone got too close, if she got too comfortable, she always had one foot out the door.

			Whatever Karbayeva had been wrestling with, she caved. “Allan Holt.”

			Fear spread icy fingers along the back of Romanoff’s neck. “As in … Holt Industries? HI Genomics?”

			“Yes,” Karbayeva whispered. “And the new global clinic initiative, the biotech darling of Silicon Valley and humanitarian of the year here to singlehandedly solve the health-care crisis, yes, yes.” The woman waved her hand as though shooing a mosquito. “I should have known long ago what he was planning, but I wanted to ignore it. I wanted to believe he was still too untested and ambitious, and reality would temper him. But like most men in his … position, it only hardened his resolve. Convinced him more and more of his own rightness and destiny.”

			Romanoff felt the puzzle pieces shifting, closer and closer, but still without that satisfying click. “Dr. Karbayeva, what are you saying?”

			“I realized we’d come to the end of his whole absurd plan when those parasite samples went missing and he put those guards on me.” Karbayeva dropped into her office chair with a weary huff. “He’s finally going to get his wish.”

			“What wish?”

			Romanoff heard the sting of venom in her tone but she was out of options, out of time. Barnes’ illness. Her own. Holt’s reach spanning the globe—

			Bile rose in the back of her throat.

			The health clinic her own friends had gone to—

			Romanoff drew closer and loomed over the woman. Each word enunciated slowly, carefully, she said, “Doctor, what does Allan Holt want?”

			Dina laughed now, full-throated and manic. “What every billionaire philanthropist wants, isn’t it?” Her lip curled back with bitter disdain. “To save the world.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 9

			Black Tie
Margaret Dunlap

			The autumn sun hung low on the horizon as Romanoff brought the Lada to a stop several long blocks away from the crash pad where she’d left Barnes that morning. It was good operational security not to park a stolen vehicle right in front of your safe house, even if odds were good the car’s owners would remain tangled in local law enforcement bureaucracy for a while yet.

			But mostly, walking helped her think.

			And she really needed to think.

			She’d come to Novosibirsk, driven by a need to understand what happened to her, to find whoever took her blood and to guarantee that the weakness and helplessness that had overcome her in Chicago could never happen again.

			She’d come to destroy those responsible.

			And instead she’d found …

			She still wasn’t sure what she’d found.

			The VECTOR scientist, Karbayeva, didn’t have the blood samples that were stolen from her. And yet tracing that theft had brought Romanoff first to Barnes, then to VECTOR and Karbayeva’s laboratory. It implied that, even if Karbayeva wasn’t involved with the theft, someone connected to her research was.

			The arrow leading from Karbayeva pointed directly to Holt.

			Allan Holt the geneticist. Allan Holt the philanthropist. Allan Holt the outspoken, larger-than-life public figure whose ideologies and generosity had earned him a devoted following tens of millions strong, and who, thanks to his clinics and ubiquitous social media presence, gave the impression of being everywhere.

			Allan Holt was a puzzle piece that didn’t fit.

			Was he the one who had ordered the assaults on her and Barnes? Stolen their blood?

			Or was she so desperate to find the person who had attacked her that she was following any lure that offered even the slimmest chance of vengeance? She wasn’t supposed to be in the vengeance business anymore.

			It didn’t make sense for Holt to be responsible for the assaults, but he was the only lead she had left.

			One way or another, she had to talk to him.

			The news had been buzzing for weeks about one of Holt’s rare public appearances in Geneva the following evening, at a gala hosted by the Global Wellness Institute where, in recognition of his work bringing healthcare to underserved populations, he was to be the guest of honor.

			She had to get to that gala.

			Romanoff could see Barnes’ apartment halfway up the next block. In the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of movement, as though someone was coming up to pass behind her.

			She whirled, but the sidewalk was empty. Listened.

			No retreating footsteps. She shook her head and moved on.

			Exhaustion and adrenaline. That’s all it was.

			A few minutes later, she let herself into the abandoned apartment to find Barnes, shirtless and pointing a pistol at her head.

			They both froze.

			Romanoff held her breath.

			Barnes had been cogent when she left him, but the hallucinations had affected his memory once already. Had it happened again?

			He lowered the pistol, his posture relaxing as he slipped out of fight-or-flight mode. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know who it was.”

			“I told you I’d come back.”

			He shrugged, as though he had the right to doubt her word. Romanoff bristled. She had never forgotten him. In all her years of leaving people behind, he was the one who kept leaving her.

			“Did you find what you were looking for?” Barnes asked.

			“I found who I was looking for,” she allowed. “The what is a little more ambiguous. Pack your gear, we need to get moving.”

			Instantly, the pistol was back at the ready. “Were you followed?”

			“No. We have a mission.”

			Barnes put down the pistol and shook his head as he reached for a shirt, discarded on the floor. As he pulled it on, he said, “I’m done with missions.”

			“You took on the Albanian Mafia, then tracked people who assaulted you across an international border. I hate to break it to you, Barnes, but you suck at retirement. Besides,” she admitted, “I need backup.”

			“You’re the Black Widow, you don’t need anyone.” She remembered his last words to her before she left for VECTOR: You deserve better than a damaged monster. Barnes carried as many regrets as she did, possibly more. But he had never been a monster. She gentled her tone and asked, “Do you remember our mission in Paris?”

			He shook his head. Then stopped. “Bits and pieces. An attic. People shouting.”

			She remembered Paris.

			They had been posing as German backpackers renting an attic chambre de bonne in the Marais. Their mark kept a mistress in the building across the street. They were to take him out when he came to see her.

			The target, however, must have been on the outs with his mistress and, with nothing to do but wait by the room’s two tiny windows as the days passed, they talked. About the mission. About the best time to slip away for supplies. About the students one room over and whether they were actually that angry with each other all the time, or if they were rival agents and the constant arguments were part of their cover.

			At the time, she hadn’t known why it all felt so strange. It was only years later—after building a life outside of the Red Room—that she realized it had felt strange because it had been so normal.

			Romanoff blinked herself back to the present. To a flophouse that made the old chambre de bonne seem luxurious. Barnes was still scowling at her.

			She couldn’t leave him here, barely recovered. And she couldn’t go on alone, knowing that her own second wave was building offshore, preparing to break over her head.

			“How can I have your back when half the time I don’t even know who I am?”

			“That’s okay,” she said. “I’ll remember for both of us. If you’ll trust me to.”

			He hesitated for a moment that seemed to stretch for years. Then he turned to stuff his things back into his go bag. She did not let him see her slump in relief.

			Twenty minutes later, the lights of Novosibirsk were in Romanoff’s rearview mirror as she urged the rattling Lada toward Tolmachevo Airport as fast as the under-maintained engine could manage. In the passenger seat, Barnes shifted uncomfortably.

			“What’s the matter?” Romanoff asked. She had to practically shout over the noise of the engine.

			“Did you…?” Barnes began, then started over. “Were we on a mission together in Beirut?”

			“I don’t think so. Why?”

			Still watching the road, she waited for Barnes to continue. The secret of an effective interrogation was patience.

			Eventually, he said, “I get flashes of memory. From objects, smells, people. I’ll remember an image, or a feeling. Half the time, I don’t even know why it happens. But sometimes I can follow that to other things, remember more. Being in a stolen car with you, driving away from a city in the dark. It feels familiar.”

			Stolen beater of a car, driving out of town in the middle of the night … Put like that … The penny dropped. “That wasn’t Beirut,” she said. “It was Baghdad.” Stealing the car had not been part of their orders, and the Red Room had not been pleased with her initiative. As punishment, the Headmistress had ordered her to watch the technicians strip the Soldier’s mind.

			The lesson: he would be allowed to forget her failures; she did not deserve the luxury of a clean slate. She shuddered. “I guess this is kind of like that,” she said, glancing over.

			He didn’t seem happy to have his memory confirmed. “How many bodies are in the trunk this time?”

			Right. Because when they had worked together back then, the most efficient way to make sure no one reported a stolen car was to put the dead owner in the trunk when you stole it.

			The lights of the dashboard danced before her eyes. She blinked until they stilled.

			“No bodies.” Then, so he wouldn’t think she had gone completely soft, she added, “I left them in their underwear, soaking wet and handcuffed to a balcony.”

			It was hard to tell over the engine noise, but she was pretty sure Barnes snickered all the way to the airport.

			Since Barnes was still an internationally wanted fugitive, getting to Geneva was not as simple as buying two tickets for the next flight.

			Fortunately, Russian oligarchs didn’t believe in flying commercial, and Tolmachevo did a brisk charter business. A few pointed questions and properly placed bribes eventually secured a pilot amenable to making an unscheduled trip to Switzerland with two passengers who did not appear on his manifest, and by late afternoon they were in a taxi speeding toward Geneva’s city center.

			The Jet d’Eau, Geneva’s famous fountain on the lake, sparkled in the alpine sunlight as Barnes and Romanoff alighted from their taxi in the heart of the notoriously expensive city’s most exclusive shopping district.

			Romanoff breathed in the cool air and tried to clear her head.

			The ache behind her eyes that had crept over her in the Lada had not abated. She’d seen Barnes relapse. She knew what this was. The weakness from Chicago, the foreign thing was with her still.

			That didn’t mean she was going to surrender without a fight.

			She had a mission: find Allan Holt.

			Barnes scanned the Rue du Rhône like he was preparing a tactical assault. Well, subtlety was not the first of his gifts. Fortunately, aside from a few thirsty glances, most of the passersby were too absorbed in their own business to notice.

			“How are we for time?” he asked.

			Romanoff checked. “Doors open to guests in just under five hours.”

			“Tight.”

			She couldn’t argue with that.

			It was a stroke of good fortune that the gala was being held at Le Richemond, an old Geneva hotel that was—according to the public records and blueprints they had been able to access and review in transit—full of service corridors and other discreet niches where she and Barnes might bring an unwilling subject to have a private conversation. But first, they would need to get into the gala itself and, for that, they would need proper camouflage. 

			Hence, a taxi ride to Globus, Geneva’s most high-end department store.

			Over Barnes’ objections, she led them directly to the men’s section. “This is a black-tie event,” she reminded him. “You can’t wear your tac gear.”

			Barnes did not look mollified, but it didn’t matter. They were already standing next to a rack of tuxedo jackets. She held one up to Barnes’ torso to check for fit. The shoulders were going to be the tricky part; a metal arm ripping out the seams would definitely ruin the line. She put the jacket back on the rack and held up a larger size. The fit looked better, and she slipped it off the hanger. “Try this on.”

			Barnes grimaced but obeyed. Once she was no longer his student, he’d never had a problem respecting her expertise. “Why can’t we play this like Bucharest?”

			“You remember Bucharest?”

			“I remember a party, and I wasn’t in a suit.”

			Bucharest had been an extraction of a high-level American diplomatic attaché. Romanoff had attended the cocktail soirée at the Czech embassy, where she drugged their target’s drink, then helped her “inebriated” friend out to the roof for some fresh air where Barnes had been waiting. The whole operation had taken less than two hours start to finish and the attaché had never seen the West again.

			Even their handlers had been forced to admit it was flawless work.

			But in Bucharest, Barnes and Romanoff had also had several weeks to plan, access to rich intelligence sources as to the layout of the embassy and their security protocols, and if things had gone south while she was inside, she had pass phrases that would have compelled full cooperation from both the Czech diplomats and local law enforcement.

			Here they were practically flying blind. But the only difference Barnes remembered was the wardrobe.

			“Don’t be a baby,” she said. “You grew up in an era when a gentleman wasn’t supposed to go out without a hat.”

			“Do I strike you as a gentleman?” 

			Instead of answering, she eyed the fit of the jacket.

			This one covered his prosthetic shoulder perfectly, but his recent illness—and, likely, his bare-bones lifestyle before that—had cost him significant muscle mass, and the disparity between his flesh and metal sides was noticeable. 

			Fortunately, Globus offered on-site alterations.

			Less than an hour later, Barnes and Romanoff were heading for the exit, Barnes’s new tux over his shoulder in a garment bag. He stopped her as she was about to walk past the women’s section. “What about you?”

			Romanoff restrained herself from rolling her eyes. Barely. It wasn’t Barnes’ fault that his handlers had never thought it important to teach him the complex language of fashion. “This is Geneva,” she told him. “I’m not wearing prêt à porter.”

			Their stop for Barnes’ suit had taken long enough that, by the time they reached the small atelier’s shop that was next on Romanoff’s errand list, it had already closed for the day. Which, all things considered, simplified this part of the op.

			The boutique’s front door faced a narrow side street lined with other similar small businesses, all of them shuttered for the night. Romanoff picked the lock while Barnes kept watch.

			Once they were inside, with the door closed and metal shutters blocking the windows, Romanoff turned on the lights.

			Long rolling racks filled with gowns and dresses lined both walls. The ground floor workshop was designed to accommodate models, magazine executives, and photographers, not customers. A tufted bench near the door where clients could deposit bags and assistants while they consulted with the designer was the single bare concession to a retail trade.

			Fortunately, Romanoff could usually fit sample sizes.

			She had been taught since girlhood about the power of properly selected clothing as a tool of seduction, distraction, and disguise. Now she flicked through gowns searching for just such a tool.

			As her fingers slipped from hanger to hanger, she remembered Sora and a very different shopping foray during which they’d dragged Melanie on a tour of their favorite Chicago thrift and consignment shops. Since—in their words—Melanie’s work wardrobe “was in need of serious rehab.” Sora had been so eager to take Melanie under their wing, Romanoff couldn’t bear to turn down the invitation.

			“People will tell you there are colors you can and can’t wear,” Sora had said, loading Melanie’s arms with skirts and sweaters in elegant forest greens, burgundies, and purples, “but that’s nonsense. The fashion police aren’t a real thing. You can wear whatever you want. The trick is to wear it on purpose.”

			In the present, Romanoff’s fingers stopped on midnight blue silk.

			She pulled the gown from the rack and smiled. Straight skirt, high neckline, low back, no sleeves.

			Sora would approve.

			Well, except for the lack of pockets, but that’s what thigh sheaths were for.

			A small curtained cubicle took up the back corner of the shop, and Romanoff slipped inside to change. She came out to check the fit in the workshop’s full-length mirror, but Barnes’ expression gave her a pretty good idea of the effect.

			“That’s … ah … You’re, um …” He stopped trying to talk for a moment, cleared his throat. She smirked, waiting for him to continue.

			When he still seemed to be having trouble getting his thoughts in order, she said, “A friend said this was a good color for me.”

			“Remind me to thank your friend.”

			“It’s not for you.”

			“I can still appreciate good advice.” A smile that had nothing to do with the Soldier spread across his face, then froze. An instant later, he had a pistol in his hand. His eyes met hers, then flicked upward.

			That’s when she heard it. A door opening. A footstep on the stairs.

			Barnes had been distracted by the dress.

			She had no excuse for missing someone stirring on the floor above. 

			None except the too-tight feeling behind her eyes that was entirely too much like that night in a Chicago nightclub.

			No, don’t even think like that.

			The second wave shouldn’t be hitting her for at least a day. Twelve hours. A few hours.

			Hours plural, at least.

			She’d be fine.

			Assuming the next few seconds didn’t escalate into someone getting shot. 

			Another footstep descending the stairs. Another.

			A pause.

			A voice called, “Allo?”

			Romanoff put a hand on Barnes’ gun. Shook her head.

			Mouthed, “I’ll handle it.”

			He raised a brow but lowered the pistol. Once it was safely out of sight, Romanoff took a deep breath and answered the voice above. “Cécile? Is that you?”

			Two more quick steps, and a brunette leaned down to peer into the shop below. Spotting Romanoff, her jaw dropped. “Simone! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? … Or ring the bell?” Her eyes cut to Barnes and narrowed. While he was no longer visibly armed, he was still a hulking stranger in Romanoff’s personal space. “And who is this?” Cécile asked.

			“A friend,” said Romanoff.

			Cécile looked unconvinced. “What kind of friend?”

			Barnes seemed as curious to hear the answer as Cécile was. What kind of friend was he? After a short pause Romanoff said, “An old friend.” Then added, “You can trust him.”

			At that admission, Cécile relaxed. So, Romanoff noted, did Barnes.

			“We were just on our way out,” Romanoff added.

			At this, Cécile’s expression hardened once again. “Not dressed like that you aren’t.”

			Before Romanoff could object, Cécile had her on a block in front of the shop’s tri-fold mirror as she marked and pinned the blue silk dress.

			“Cécile, it’s not necessary,” she protested.

			“If you are wearing my designs in public, you are wearing them properly.”

			Romanoff gave Barnes a helpless look, but he only seemed amused. “Fair is fair,” he said. He turned to Cécile and held up the garment bag containing his tuxedo, then pointed to the curtained cubicle at the back. “Okay if I change clothes?”

			She gave him a quick glance before returning her attention to the bodice seam. Ripping and rebasting, her fingers moved almost faster than the eye could follow, needle passing a whisper from Romanoff’s skin but never touching it. “Bathroom upstairs,” she said. “You can change there. Shave, too.”

			It was more order than suggestion.

			Romanoff hoped the authoritative tone wouldn’t be a trigger, but Barnes merely ran a hand over his beard scruff, nodded, and went upstairs.

			Cécile was just biting off her last threads and Romanoff was enjoying the lack of lung constriction—the dress had fit before, but she was more muscled and more endowed than the average runway model—when Barnes descended the stairs.

			Trusting the Globus tailors to their work, she had not seen him in the tux before they’d left the store. Looking at him now, in his custom-fitted designer suit, freshly shaved, hair slicked down, metal left hand tucked out of sight in his jacket pocket … It was like looking back in time at the young man from Brooklyn who volunteered to fight a war for his country, only to make the ultimate sacrifice and then keep going.

			The illusion held until their eyes met.

			His eyes held more darkness than that young man could have ever imagined and, in that instant, all the intervening years came rushing back.

			“What do you think?” asked Cécile, standing back from them both to admire her handiwork.

			“Thank you,” Romanoff told her. “It’s perfect.”

			Barnes offered Romanoff an arm as they left the shop. As she took it, he leaned toward her ear. “Should I have remembered her?”

			Romanoff shook her head. “I met Cécile when I was a freelancer. After the Red Room, before S.H.I.E.L.D., when I was taking jobs from anyone who would hire me.”

			“Cécile was a client?”

			“No. Her first boutique was funded by a business partner who was using it to launder money.”

			“Through a dress shop?” Barnes sounded dubious.

			Romanoff shrugged. “It’s a business that works with a lot of wholesalers who don’t mind taking large payments in cash. I gather it worked fairly well until the partner got into debt with the kind of people who thought hiring the Black Widow as a collections agency was a reasonable option. They sent me to get the money. He didn’t have it, so I burned down the shop, and my employers collected the insurance.”

			“Was the business partner…?” 

			Romanoff found she had a hard time looking him in the eye. “There are plenty of things in my past I can’t make up for. But all Cécile had ever wanted was her own shop, and I took it away. When I came to a point in my life where I could give it back, I did.”

			“How much of this does she know?”

			“As far as Cécile is concerned, I am the personal assistant of a very wealthy patron. She’s never asked for the details.”

			Barnes gave her an appraising look. “The business partner. You’re taking care of his widow, too, aren’t you?”

			“Widower, actually.”

			“Wow. Looks like I’m not the only one who got deprogrammed.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I turn my back on you for five minutes and you run off to Albania and adopt a dog.”

			“Wasn’t meant as an insult. Hero looks good on you.”

			“The dress looks good on me.” Their arrival at the taxi rank put an end to further conversation. “Come on,” she said, stepping up to the Mercedes waiting at the front of the line. “Time to go to work.”

		

	


		
			Chapter 10

			White Nights
Margaret Dunlap

			Security cordons and a surplus of limousines combined with Geneva’s regular Friday evening commuters slowed traffic outside the hotel to such a crawl that their taxi driver happily agreed to leave Romanoff and Barnes a few blocks from the gala.

			The Le Richemond hotel was on the lake, fronting a grassy esplanade. A knot of onlookers clogged the sidewalk, hoping for a glimpse of Holt or one of the other celebrity attendees as they emerged from their cars. The police on scene made sure everyone kept a respectful distance from both the beautiful people and the immaculate lawn, while Holt representatives distributed flyers for the local clinic and free bottles of a new Holt-branded bottled electrolyte water and supposedly immune-boosting green juice.

			Romanoff suppressed an eye-roll. Snake-oil, the lot of it. At this point, Holt could put his name on anything, tell people it was good for them, and still have customers lined up around the block.

			Even more annoying, the growing crowd was blocking her view.

			As Romanoff crossed the street to get a better vantage on event security at the hotel’s main entrance, her heel slipped in a patch of gravel. Barnes, at her side in a heartbeat, caught her upper arm and kept her on her feet. When she looked up to thank him, his expression was distant, unhappy.

			“What is it?” she asked. “Another memory?”

			He shook his head, sliding his hand off her arm and onto her back, left bare by the dress. 

			“You were a dancer. I’ve seen you run across rooftops and ridgelines. You don’t stumble because your heel slips. Something’s wrong.”

			Oh. That. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I’m fine.”

			But it was too little, too late.

			Behind his eyes, the pieces fell into place. “You’re getting sick again. The second wave.”

			“Not yet. I’ve got hours.”

			Given the way she was feeling, that was probably an exaggeration, but the last thing she needed right now was a partially amnesiac Super-Soldier having a panic attack.

			“How can you be sure?”

			She fixed him with a glare. “I’m sure because we don’t have an alternative.”

			Barnes frowned back.

			“This is why you wanted me to come with you, isn’t it?” Her lack of response was answer enough. “Damnit, Romanoff, what’s the point of having friends if you don’t talk to them?”

			Why indeed? Romanoff shook her head, tired in a way that had nothing to do with whatever was wrong with her body. “People like us don’t get to have friends, Barnes.”

			“Right. Sure. I’m not your friend. And you’re nemoya.”

			Not mine.

			Just like the dog wasn’t his.

			Romanoff sighed. They didn’t have time for this. “Look, none of this matters because we have to talk to Holt. And he’s not going to wait around at this gala for me to feel better.” Barnes still wasn’t convinced, she could tell. She looked him straight in the eye and said, “Trust me. I know myself. I can do this.”

			Slowly, he nodded.

			As they began their survey of the venue, Romanoff just hoped to god she was right. 

			Twenty minutes later, Holt arrived just as Romanoff and Barnes were finishing their assessment of external security. He looked pretty much like he did in all the videos: the hair more salt than pepper, but still worn long enough to read as “eccentric genius,” not “corporate stuffed suit,” the easy smile, and the warm brown eyes were all there. Although Romanoff noted he had traded his signature designer t-shirt, blazer, and jeans combo for a black-on-black tux accented by a narrow lavender tie.

			A crowd of handlers and event staff revolved around his every movement.

			The six uniformed security guards were easy enough to spot, and Romanoff’s experienced eye picked out at least half again as many in plain clothes.

			“So, we’ll just walk the red carpet and go right in?” Barnes said, still a little put out.

			Hardly. If she were working with Stark, the red carpet would have been a feasible option. Not only would no one ask the famous billionaire playboy philanthropist for his invitation, but with him filling every camera lens within a five-block radius, it would be trivially easy for her to fade into the background.

			In this case, however, any camera—from the security drones to the paparazzi—could be connected to facial recognition software that neither of them could afford to be scanned by, especially Barnes. The minute the wrong algorithm made a match between him and the Winter Soldier, Barnes’ dreams of a simple life were up in smoke.

			Which meant they’d need an alternate route in.

			The only other ground-level access to the hotel was a small service entrance off an access way than ran behind a row of upscale shops and a block of luxury apartments. Barnes went to reconnoiter while she kept watch from the back door of a closed boutique.

			“No cameras,” he reported on his return. “Door is solid core steel with an RFID locking mechanism.”

			“Is there an access code for busboys who forget their key cards?” she asked.

			“Fingerprint scanner,” he said. Paused. “It’s like the setup in … Buenos Aires?”

			That had been an underground poker night, not a hotel, but as far as the locked door went, close enough. “Do you remember Buenos Aires well enough to run that play again?”

			“I think so.” He frowned. “Maybe I should be the drunk one this time.”

			Would that they could, but … “Won’t work. A drunk woman is an opportunity. A drunk man is potentially belligerent and a threat. Still good?”

			He nodded. “Got local cash?”

			Romanoff pulled a wad of bills from where she’d tucked them under her thigh sheath and handed them over. Barnes put them into one of his suit’s innumerable pockets. Not for the first time, Romanoff envied the concealed-carry capacity of men’s versus women’s formal wear. He gave her a short nod. “Ready.”

			How many times had he said that to her? Romanoff couldn’t help smiling as she tugged at Barnes’ sleeve. “Follow my lead,” she said, and headed for the door.

			If they had been able to arrive earlier in the day, Barnes and Romanoff could have entered on the pretext of making a delivery to the kitchen or posing as supplemental waitstaff. Now, with the event underway and the kitchen in the full crush of service, the back of the hotel was deceptively quiet. Which was fine from the perspective of remaining unobserved, but less useful in terms of convincing someone to open the door.

			Fortunately, while Romanoff’s only professional stage experience was as a ballet dancer, she was a consummate actress.

			Romanoff staggered a bit and slurred as she pounded on the metal service door and shouted in her best spoiled American accent, “Hello? We’re locked out. Let us in! Does anyone speak English?! We’re locked ooooout!”

			At least there was a silver lining to her unreliable sense of balance, she thought: her wobbly steps added an extra layer of verisimilitude to her implied intoxication. Behind her, Barnes played the part of the embarrassed companion, shrugging sheepishly at a passing group of hipsters leaving the luxury apartments on their way out for the night. They looked away as Romanoff continued to pound and shout, leaving Barnes to look more and more uncomfortable with every delivery person, off-shift worker, and lost tourist who passed, until finally a very grim security man in a black suit opened the door.

			“Madame—” he began, but before he could finish his admonition, Romanoff was stumbling through the door, catching at his lapel as if for balance. Reflexively, he backed up a step, effectively pulling her inside, which left enough room in the doorway for Barnes to follow, pulling the door smoothly shut behind them.

			Romanoff gushed on without pause, still leaning hard into the guard’s personal space. “Oh, you are a lifesaver. I swear, I followed the bartender’s directions to the ladies’ room exactly, but I must have gotten mixed up because the door he pointed me to was some kind of emergency exit, and the next thing I knew I was outside and the door locked behind us, and I was sure I was going to have to walk all the way back around to the front, and these heels, they are no joke.” With more relief than she cared to admit, she put her weight on the guard as she raised one foot to ostentatiously adjust the strap of her borrowed sling-backs. Not shoes she’d be using again after this mission, but they did—at least—have rubberized soles. More importantly, between her grip on his arm and his view of her calf, the guard was definitely not paying attention as Barnes lifted his keycard from the extensor ring at his belt.

			“Come on,” Barnes said as he urged Romanoff away from the guard, “let go of the nice man. He has work and we have to get back to the suite.”

			Spotting the more reasonable half of the couple, the guard switched his attention to Barnes. “Monsieur. You are not permitted here. You must both come with me—”

			Romanoff cut the guard off before he could finish. “I don’t want to go to the room! There’s a big party going on. Why can’t we go to the party?”

			“Yeah, I think you’ve partied enough for one night,” Barnes said. He turned to the guard. “I am so sorry. My sister wanders when she’s drunk. She’s harmless, though.”

			“There is a special event this evening. Security is very strict.”

			“Don’t I know it. I promise, I’ll get her right back to our room.” He brought out Romanoff’s wad, several blue hundred-franc notes clearly visible on the outside, and tucked it into the guard’s hand. “For your trouble.”

			The guard eyed the bills, then slipped them into his pocket.

			Some languages were universal, even among the law-abiding Swiss.

			The guard escorted them to an elevator that would take them up to the guest rooms, but once they were in the hotel proper it was a simple matter to use their stolen key card to access the back stairs to the ground floor, then slip through a service entrance into the main ballroom. That put them inside the last layer of event security, where their clothes and their presence were everything they needed to prove they belonged in the gilded hall. 

			All they had to do now was find Holt.

			The ballroom was a Swiss neoclassical fantasy of gold and cream, simultaneously luxurious and austere. Invited guests, splendid in black tie and ball gowns, milled about the floor waiting for the evening to begin, as waiters effortlessly navigated the currents of humanity, ready to offer attendees their choice of aperitifs including—Romanoff noted—Holt Green Juice, served in a champagne coupe. 

			Would Holt claim it was more effective when drunk out of stemware?

			Not her mission. Not her problem.

			Romanoff let her hand rest lightly on Barnes’s arm as they took a turn about the room, feet gliding near-soundlessly over the blond parquet floor. Unfortunately, finding a particular middle-aged white man in a crowd of European bureaucrats and philanthropists was a bit like trying to locate a rabbit in a pillow factory.

			“The guest of honor should not be this hard to find,” Barnes muttered.

			“No kidding.” Romanoff was just about to suggest they split up when she felt Barnes’ arm tense under her fingers.

			“Incoming. Two o’clock.”

			A white woman in a plain black dress holding a tablet was hurrying in their direction. It wasn’t hard to spot her, especially when she waved to get Romanoff’s attention.

			Not typical behavior for someone preparing to make them disappear in the night, but still …

			Romanoff turned aside in case the woman could read lips. “Security moving?” she asked Barnes, sotto voce.

			“Not that I can see.”

			Not that she could either.

			The woman was less than three meters away.

			“Let’s see what she wants before she gets them involved.”

			She could tell from Barnes’ posture that he wasn’t happy, but he didn’t offer an alternative.

			The woman reached them, slightly breathless.

			“Ms. Romanoff,” she said. Perfect, not only have we been made, she knows my name. Romanoff made a conscious effort to relax, a good first step whether what came next involved quick-talking, violence, or running like hell. “I’m so sorry I missed you at the door,” the woman continued. “Allow me to show you and your companion to your table.”

			Romanoff and Barnes exchanged a look. Our table?

			Still, their only real options were to follow the woman or leave and, if they took the latter, they lost their best chance at Holt. Having come so far, it would take a mortal injury to keep Romanoff from talking to him.

			She could see Barnes doing a similar analysis behind his eyes before dipping his chin in the briefest of nods. Unanimous then. Romanoff gave the woman her best smile. “Please do.”

			Their escort led them to the back of the room, where a round table was partially concealed by a decorative wooden privacy screen. More reassuring than being taken to an abandoned utility closet, but it still raised the hair on the back of Romanoff’s neck.

			Semi-privacy was enough to conceal a multitude of sins.

			The woman paused outside the screen and gestured for them to enter. There was no logical reason to refuse to take the three steps that would let her see what waited on the other side, but it was a comfort to have Barnes at her back when she took them.

			The table was set meticulously for four with fine china on a sparkling white linen tablecloth.

			And there, seated alone, was Allan Holt. 

			He rose to greet them with a broad smile. “Agent Romanoff,” he said. “And Mr. Barnes. I’m so glad you came.”

			Romanoff shot Barnes a look as she mentally scrambled for footing.

			In planning this mission, she had envisioned many different contingencies for their interrogation of Holt. A polite conversation over fine cuisine had not been one of them.

			Holt stepped around the table, took her hand, and kissed the back of it. Letting go, he extended his right hand to Barnes, who made no move to shake it.

			Holt’s enthusiasm appeared undampened.

			“Truly,” he said, “it is a pleasure to meet you both.”

			Romanoff found her voice and said, “That’s flattering, Mr. Holt—”

			“Please,” he said, “call me Allan.”

			She nodded and said, “You’ll have to forgive me. We weren’t expecting such a warm welcome.”

			“Ah,” he said. “But you came here to speak with me, did you not?”

			“We did.”

			“And so you must have questions.”

			“We do.”

			“Please,” he said. “Join me.”

			Romanoff glanced over the table, at the four place settings.

			He was waiting for us.

			The connections fell into place in a split second, the threads that connected this moment all the way back to the beginning. From Holt, to Karbayeva, to VECTOR, to Chicago.

			There was only one reason for Allan Holt to be prepared to dine with the Black Widow and the Winter Soldier: because he was the one who had set everything in motion.

			Assault. Sickness. Blood. Theft.

			It was Holt who hired men to steal her blood. Holt who had infected her. Romanoff felt dizzy.

			She placed a hand on a seat back for balance.

			Beside her, Barnes moved closer. Protective.

			She appreciated the gesture, but his sudden closeness didn’t help her disorientation.

			She took a half step forward—couldn’t show weakness, never show weakness—and focused on Holt’s smile.

			She knew how to spot a fake. She knew manipulation. There was nothing manipulative or fake about his warmth or welcome. His every micro-expression reeked of authenticity. Which only gave rise to more questions.

			If Holt had been responsible for their assault, why was he acting like they were all friends?

			She glanced at the table again.

			Four settings. Three people standing around it.

			Someone would be joining them soon. Time to cut to the chase before the last variable arrived. She said, “You stole our blood.”

			Holt nodded, conciliatory. “And for that,” he said, “I truly apologize.”

			“I want it back.”

			“All of the blood samples will be returned to you. Both of you. Not tonight, obviously. But tomorrow we can go to the lab and take care of it.”

			Everything she knew about men like him said he was bluffing.

			And all her training said he wasn’t lying.

			She studied him, trying to make sense of information that made no sense.

			All this trouble to take what didn’t belong to him and he was just going to give it back?

			“The sickness,” she continued, because after she had come so far and suffered so much, he was going to confirm every part of what he had done. “That was you.”

			He nodded again. Just … admitted it. As though she had not killed far more dangerous men for daring far less serious affronts.

			“Why?” she demanded.

			Before he could answer, Romanoff caught a movement from the other side of the screen. She reached for one of her weapons, but before she had time to draw, a man stepped into view, and Romanoff found herself looking into the featureless black eyes of Jean-Paul Viscose.

			It took all her years of training to keep surprise and anger off her face. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Barnes shift his weight forward, as if to attack, and knew he recognized Viscose, too.

			She remembered the burned-out lights in his apartment in Albania. Another piece fell into place.

			Allan Holt, world renowned scientist and philanthropist, had partnered with Jean-Paul Viscose, genetic thief and smuggler. Looked like she wouldn’t have to track down that loose end in Viscose’s supply chain after all.

			“Ah, Jean-Paul,” Holt said. “As you can see, our friends have arrived.”

			Viscose smiled, showing teeth. Romanoff ignored him in favor of addressing Holt directly and enjoyed the scowl that crossed Viscose’s face at the slight. “I assume you’re the one who arranged for him to make bail in Chicago?” she asked.

			“Of course,” he said.

			Romanoff again tamped down her rising anger. Holt had undone her entire investigation with something he dismissed with a simple “of course.” She kept her voice deliberately light, probing for weaknesses between the two men without letting either Holt or Viscose see the knife. “I hope you’re not expecting to see that bond money again anytime soon.”

			Holt gestured to Viscose, who grudgingly pulled out a chair for Romanoff. “Please do sit down,” he said. “I am aware he has no intention of making his court date. A fortunate decision on his part, since, as it happens, I have no desire to see him in custody. I consider the money to secure his freedom an investment, which has already paid off handsomely.”

			Romanoff leveled Viscose with a stare and fought her growing dizziness to remain standing. “I’m surprised,” she told him. “You don’t strike me as the kind of man who allows himself to be bought. Especially when you don’t get to keep the money.”

			Viscose did not rise to the bait. “Some things are more valuable than money.”

			“Such as?”

			Holt answered first. “The future, Agent Romanoff.”

			For the first time he sounded annoyed.

			Maybe he didn’t like conversations that didn’t revolve around him.

			“A future it would give me great pleasure to show you,” he continued, his tone once again warm and friendly. “I apologize for your rough handling in Chicago. I made it very clear that neither one of you was to be harmed, but I very much needed the samples Jean-Paul and his teams were sent to acquire.” He shrugged in offhand apology. “You’re both so careful with your genetic privacy, there really was no other alternative.” 

			“You could have asked,” said Romanoff. Not that she would have said yes, but it would have been polite. And considerably narrowed the list of suspects after her attack.

			Billionaires. No sense of courtesy.

			Holt’s earnest expression did not waver. “I understand I haven’t given either one of you reason to trust me. But I do think that once you understand what’s at stake, you’ll agree that I’ve only done what is necessary to ensure the future of humanity. Allow me to offer you—both of you—a tour of my private laboratory. Say, tomorrow at noon? If you let my associate know where you’re staying, I’ll send a car to bring you to my helipad.”

			Displeasure rolled off Barnes in subsonic waves. “I don’t think so,” he said. 

			“Given our past experience with you and your”—Romanoff cut her eyes to indicate Viscose—“associates, I’m sure you can understand why that’s not an acceptable arrangement. Besides, there’s no need to wait. You can explain your justifications for assault and theft right now.”

			The woman in the black dress cleared her throat from the other side of the screen. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr. Holt, but they’re ready to begin the program. Should I tell them you need a minute?”

			“Not at all, Lydia. I’ll be right there.” He stood to leave. Barnes put himself between Holt and the edge of the screen. Holt said to Romanoff, “I really do think we’d all be better off having this conversation tomorrow. None of us do our jobs for the accolades, but it would be rude for the guest of honor to leave before he could be properly … honored.” He turned to face Barnes, who had not moved. “If you would excuse me?”

			Romanoff took a step to bring herself behind Holt, bracketing him between her and Barnes, but when she tried to move, her left leg buckled, and the world tipped and spun. She caught herself on the back of a chair. No. NO. Not now, damn it …

			Holt was still talking, but his voice sounded distant, or maybe that was the ringing in her ears.

			She heard Holt say, “You really should get her out of here.”

			Then Barnes, low and dangerous: “Was that a threat?”

			“Merely an observation,” Holt said. “She’s in for a rough night.”

			She had to keep it together. If Barnes started a fight, she wouldn’t be able to save him. She had to—had to …

			That was all she managed before the world went black.

		

	


		
			Chapter 11

			The Carrot and the Stick
Mikki Kendall and L.L. McKinney

			She was on the run again, fighting beside her sestry while the dogs growled behind them. For a brief, terrifying moment, the dream was real. If she slipped, if she faltered, if she so much as missed a step she would be torn apart. 

			Then she jerked awake. Again.

			It was getting harder to fight this.

			Like clockwork, her body dragged her back into sleep that was more torture than rest.

			Through the haunted hours she was a child running for her life, then the monster in some child’s half-remembered dreams as she orphaned them, and she stood over the bodies of those she’d pushed off the narrow ledge of life before the Red Room came for them.

			She saw them clearly now, the faces of the dead.

			Keisha. Maria. Sora.

			And seeing them, her own voice screamed from far away, and from somewhere equally far away another voice replied, a familiar voice, comforting, constant, promising they wouldn’t let new monsters be made, promising everything would be all right.

			Trapped between hallucination and memory, unsure of what was real and what was not, she was afraid of what she had done, of what she still might do, and a touch, soft and gentle, soothed her.

			Her body shook and settled.

			She had always thought herself the spider at the center of a web.

			Now she was the fly.

			Time passed. Her eyes opened.

			Shadows shifted slowly into shape, Barnes in the chair beside her, sound asleep, snoring softly. His hand still clutched the damp washcloth he’d used to sponge her and keep her cool.

			In her head she could still hear his voice speaking softly in Russian.

			She turned away and shut her eyes.

			The caring didn’t mean anything, she told herself.

			He’d done this because it was part of the job.

			Dreading it, but knowing her body still needed rest, she slipped back under, but this time, there were no dreams.

			When she woke again, the worst had passed—a much faster bout of sickness, just as the second round had been faster for Barnes.

			She slid out of bed. On shaky legs she headed for the shower.

			She was getting dressed when Barnes woke.

			A gruff “Slow down, eager beaver,” was all he said.

			She gave him a look. “Where are we?”

			“The hotel. You don’t remember?”

			“I remember the gala.” Her scowl deepened. “Holt. Viscose. And then—”

			“And then you passed out.” He frowned right back. “You should’ve been honest about getting worse. We shouldn’t have been out there—”

			“Tikho. We did what had to be done.”

			Barnes slowly unfolded himself from the chair, stretching every muscle and rotating his shoulders carefully like he had to adjust to his arms before he could really move them.

			She watched him without really watching.

			Her mind felt blank, numb, confused.

			Barnes paused, glanced at the heavily brocaded curtains that covered the hotel room windows. Morning light peeked through the slits of fabric. At least, she thought it was morning light. Romanoff climbed back into bed, exhausted from just putting on her clothes—simple leggings and a T-shirt, the dress from last night discarded in a pile on the floor.

			He said, “What’s wrong?”

			She looked at him, then away, puzzling over the answer.

			What was most shocking was that she did have answers now—she had traveled the world, seeking whoever stole her blood, and had found him. In fact, she had an invitation to his lab to destroy the samples herself. Now should be the easy part. She was so close to finding retribution. This should be a decisive moment of triumph.

			Instead she felt unsure. Allan Holt left her confused.

			There was no question that he had masterminded all of this, but she’d known every flavor of villain and she couldn’t place his.

			Barnes waited patiently, allowing her time to find the right words.

			Caution, this was caution.

			She told herself to remember that not everyone was bad. Mostly. Some people could be trusted.

			Keisha, for example, had never been anything but kind and generous. She was no pushover, though. That warm charm hid a steel core that peeked through when necessary. Old Red Room Romanoff would have spent all her time looking for weaknesses, for lies, while the new her … the free her had learned a lot from Keisha and the others. Including the value of giving people a chance.

			She didn’t want to do more damage or cause harm simply because she felt violated. She said, “I don’t know if I’m right about Holt.”

			“Right about him how?”

			“Holt might be a victim, too.”

			“That’s a sudden shift in direction.”

			She nodded.

			“And you’re sure you’re feeling okay?”

			“All things considered …”

			“So, why the change of heart?”

			Romanoff shook her head. “Hard to explain,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about how many people throughout history—even us—have thought they were doing the right thing and had no idea what was really going on until it was too late.”

			Barnes dropped a knife from somewhere up his sleeve and spun it lazily along the fingers of his flesh hand. “You philosophizing? Don’t sound like you.”

			Romanoff looked back at him. “Maybe we’re just paranoid after Hydra, the Red Room, and everything else. Maybe we’re wrong.”

			“You think because he looks like someone’s favorite grandpa he’s harmless?”

			“He does have kind eyes, but it’s not really that. The philanthropy,” she said. “Everything he’s done to care for others at his own expense. Then there’s the way he reacted to us when we showed up. He knew we were coming. He has resources. If he wished us harm, he could have attempted it many times along the way. But instead he was genuinely happy to see us, welcoming, like friends …” Her voice trailed off. Saying the words out loud sounded more ridiculous than they did inside her head.

			Barnes didn’t mock her. Nor did he outright dismiss her.

			“That might all be true,” he said, “but it doesn’t explain Viscose.”

			Viscose.

			Jean-Paul Viscose was a serious hurdle.

			No matter how kind or well-intentioned a man like Allan Holt might be, he wasn’t stupid. Holt knew exactly what kind of creature Viscose was and chose to work with him anyway.

			“At the gala. You—recognized him.” Her frown returned. “How?”

			“I can’t be sure, all right? But I think he was part of the team in Albania. The ones who …” His voice lowered. “Infected me.”

			Natasha took a deep breath and sighed. Her lungs gave a small rattle. She felt tired, so tired and light still danced in the corner of her eyes. The sickness wrung her out like nothing else and, based on her first bout with it and on what Barnes had gone through, she knew she’d continue to feel the aftershocks and headaches for days.

			Romanoff pulled the covers tight around her. “He could be muscle for Holt. If Fury knew …” But could she tell Fury? S.H.I.E.L.D. would likely mess with the state of play—and they’d already let Viscose slip through their fingers once. But she was in no condition to take him down on her own and, while Barnes was technically partnered with her on this, she doubted he’d be all that eager to risk winding up on S.H.I.E.L.D.’s radar. She couldn’t blame him. Plus, she wasn’t thrilled that this mess had spilled over into her personal business.

			Still … Maybe S.H.I.E.L.D. taking Viscose out of the game would clear things up just enough to allow her to read Holt a bit easier. And if she made sure Barnes could clear out before that happened, everyone got what they wanted.

			Barnes shrugged and offered her an out. “He’s a means to an end, possibly.”

			“Or Viscose is using Holt. If he’s innocent, we’ll need to save him.”

			Barnes said, “Not sure about innocent, but he’s definitely charming. You’re right, there’s something about him that makes you want to trust him.” He looked at her then, his gaze kind but intense. “That’s why I don’t trust him.”

			There was a little voice in the back of Romanoff’s head which reminded her that billionaires didn’t get rich because of kindness. Holt had to have more than a little hard-driving ruthless bastard in him to be that wealthy, deep down she knew that, but it didn’t mesh with who he purported to be. If he was faking his compassion, his empathy for seemingly the whole world, then he could teach the CIA, Hydra, and the Red Room a thing or two. They’d never had anyone as convincing as him.

			Something still didn’t click.

			She said, “Holt’s not talking about order or control. His entire focus seems to be on ensuring genetic strength and diversity, but not with the typical eugenic and racial crap that usually comes part and parcel. He seems to actually care.”

			“I’ll grant you he’s not spouting any of the usual take-over-the-world buzzwords. Yet.” Barnes’ brow furrowed. “But the Romanoff I remember wouldn’t have given a damn. She liked no one, trusted no one.”

			Romanoff nodded, absorbing the unspoken caution to keep her mind on the job. She didn’t mention that her innate lack of trust was a result of lessons learned via broken bones and blanked-out minds. But he was right. She had learned the hard way that lying could come easier than breathing.

			The invitation to Holt’s lab, so they could destroy their blood samples themselves, could easily be a trap.

			They had no choice but to accept. 

			Barnes handled the logistics to get them to Holt’s facility. Post-sickness, her mind still fuzzy and her limbs weak, Romanoff didn’t trust herself behind the wheel, and he’d been the one to take down the coordinates from Holt after she passed out. As Barnes left to get the car, she had something else to handle.

			She’d finally settled on contacting Fury. Not about her blood being stolen or about Barnes—she was still keeping a lid on all that—but to let the colonel know she’d spotted S.H.I.E.L.D.’s latest jailbird.

			She found a computer in the hotel business center and, after using one of the field VPNs to establish a secure connection, sent a burst message that Fury was likely to find and decode. She could almost hear him asking why she didn’t just pick up a phone, but she wasn’t in the mood for a full Q&A.

			“Found your boy rubbing elbows with local celebs yesterday at the GWI Gala. Complications arose. Lost track of him. Following the trail, will confirm new visual when I can. Stand by.”

			She left out the Holt connection, for now.

			The trip to the facility took longer than she expected. Seemed Holt couldn’t shake the recluse stereotype that followed people like him. Romanoff didn’t know whether that was a comfort or something to worry about. Out here, the trap scenario seemed more and more likely.

			Barnes guided the rental car along the winding road into the Alps, pointing when they passed a helipad.

			He joked, “Look at those birds. You can’t tell me that this is anything but a total super villain lair.”

			He wasn’t talking about eagles or other raptors, though he might as well have been given the size of the helicopters on display. Holt had a fleet that would do S.H.I.E.L.D. proud.

			Romanoff and Barnes fell into assessment mode.

			Barnes said, “Too heavy to be affected by the wind, extra-large fuselage. I wonder where he got those.”

			She didn’t reply, but thoughts about what Holt must have done to acquire his wealth whispered against the back of her mind.

			Holt was a man of science, true, but so was Dr. Jekyll.

			The winding mountain road dead ended at a guard gate that kept several hundred meters of manicured open space between approaching vehicles and the facility entrance.

			Romanoff’s gaze roamed the perimeter fencing, counting off cameras and mentally placing sensors. Security on the outside boundaries alone put VECTOR to shame.

			Beside her, Barnes let out a low whistle. These measures were more about keeping what was inside in, than they were about keeping the unauthorized out.

			Barnes crawled the car to a stop.

			Two guards stepped out of the booth, both armed, one carrying an undercarriage mirror.

			Barnes rolled down his window and nodded hello to the men, and to the cameras, which were everywhere. Romanoff expected a demand for identification and the hassle of namedropping their way inside, but the gate slid aside without them exchanging so much as a word.

			Barnes sighed.

			She didn’t need words to know what that sigh meant.

			If the facial recognition and behavioral biometric software that had worked magic on the outside was any indication of the tech outfitting the inside, the road to improvisation, impersonation, and infiltration had just become impassible.

			She glanced at Barnes. He responded with a forced, exaggerated grin.

			Neither one of them knew what this meeting with Holt might lead to, but if things went sideways and impersonation and infiltration weren’t viable options, that left blowing things up.

			He was in his element. At least there was that.

			The guards motioned him on.

			Barnes took the car around to visitor parking, swung into the nearest open spot, and turned off the engine.

			The facility entrance beckoned.

			They continued forward on foot, which gave her time to take in more of their surroundings. The place was serene, like something out of a movie about a utopian society. Those things tended to hold messages about how a beautiful face hid an ugly underbelly. With Viscose involved, that wasn’t far off.

			Another helipad was nestled nearby, housing a single chopper, not that there was room for more. This one lacked the military look of the others, but was still impressive even at a glance. If the sleek shape, Holt Industries logo on the side, and close proximity were any indication, she’d bet that was Holt’s personal ride. A single guard kept watch over it.

			Movement on the west side of the facility drew her attention from the chopper. A docking area behind yet another fence housed at least half a dozen semis. The name GENESIS SPRINGS stuck out on the side of the front most trailer, circled in the familiar blue logo Romanoff recognized from the bottles of water Keisha always had on hand.

			“Gotta keep the melanin hydrated,” she’d say.

			Maybe this wasn’t a trap. Holt didn’t seem like the type to endanger civilians who were just trying to do their jobs and make deliveries. Still, though, she wasn’t going to let her guard down. Men hollered at each other to wrap it up, they had a schedule to keep. A couple engines roared to life, smoke billowing from the pipes on top of the rigs.

			Barnes muttered, “Figured he’d be a cucumber water guy.”

			She blinked. “What?”

			“Cucumber water. Isn’t that what rich people drink? Instead of …” Barnes nodded toward the trucks she’d been eying.

			Romanoff snorted. “And I would know that how?”

			“You hang out with them more than I do.”

			“I hang out with everyone more than you do.”

			She didn’t miss the faintest ticks at the corners of Barnes’ lips.

			The two of them fell into silence as they reached the front door.

			Romanoff had spent considerable time researching Holt and his facility while in transit, but the only visuals she’d been able to locate were interior images—clean, white, sterile. Based on those, she’d expected a steel and glass monstrosity. What she found instead was a natural façade built into the rock face in a way that flowed seamlessly along the mountainside, like it was meant to be there. That same low outward profile, which made it difficult to spot the building from a distance, also made it difficult to visualize its grand scope until you’d stepped through its doors.

			Vaulted ceilings, white concrete, snow-bright daylight from panoramic windows all greeted them when they walked in, as did Allan Holt, who was already present and waiting. His face lit up when he saw them, the same congenial and concerned man he’d been the night before. With practically a skip in his step, he began walking toward them.

			Three men and women in khaki kept pace with Holt, and several more followed along the periphery, a total of eight within fighting proximity, each less impressive and more forgettable than the one before. It was a deliberate inconspicuousness, a useful one that allowed them to blend into the background, and that type of generic invisibility took an immense amount of training.

			On a good day, they’d be nothing Romanoff couldn’t handle. But in her current state, she wasn’t so sure. If she and Barnes had indeed entered a trap, then this felt like the moment when the walls would begin to close in. 

			Holt clasped Romanoff’s hands in his and said, “How was the drive? Shame you didn’t take me up on the offer to fly. The view is amazing.”

			Barnes didn’t answer.

			Romanoff smiled, attempting to match Holt’s charm.

			“I imagine it must be,” she said, “but I do love exploring from the ground. You can pick up so many more details than when in the air.”

			If Holt caught the double meaning he didn’t show it. He glanced her over, as if appraising her condition.

			“By all appearances, it looks like you’ve made a full recovery, and so quickly. But tell me, are you back to full strength?”

			She’d never admit to him that she still felt the effects of the second wave.

			“What a question,” she said instead.

			“Ah, I will take that as a yes, Agent Romanoff.”

			She smirked, playing along.

			He could read into that whatever he wanted.

			“Outstanding,” Holt said with a full smile, but he said it like a scientist apprising an experiment—instead of like a normal human who might actually be worried about her. Romanoff reminded herself that he’d been the one to give her this sickness. Her impatience rose and the benefit of the doubt that she’d been ready to offer just hours earlier faded fast.

			Barnes meandered toward the windows.

			He sold the detour with an intense interest in the edge-of-the-mountain view. He was scouting escape routes, she knew. She also knew that, if it came to an escape, a man like Holt would have prepared for whatever Barnes might find now.

			Movement along the ceiling distracted her. Something camera-like caught her eye.

			Its body rotated, observing Barnes as he tracked the panoramic window.

			In turn, Holt watched Romanoff’s line of sight and together they saw the device shift. “Magnetometers,” he said. “They help catch the occasionally forgotten phone and smartwatch.”

			Romanoff raised an eyebrow.

			Holt chuckled. “Far less sinister than it sounds,” he said. “Our research relies on highly sensitive equipment and we can’t afford inadvertent data corruption, so we take precautions against accidental electromagnetic influence.” He nodded toward Barnes’ non-human arm and then back at the ceiling. “With all that metal, the alerts can’t be helped.”

			Romanoff offered a wan smile.

			As if skirting the facility’s behavioral biometric surveillance wouldn’t be challenge enough, Barnes and his metal arm were now a walking, talking bullseye.

			On top of that, the human security team would be a whole other factor to contend with—if it came to an escape.

			She noticed that the eyes on the ceiling didn’t track the guards the way they tracked Barnes. Romanoff assumed the same algorithms that processed her face and gait had been trained to ignore theirs. But she could play spot the weapons, and these weren’t rent-a-cops—they were armed to the teeth.

			Holt motioned forward, inviting Romanoff to the window. “From here you can almost see what you missed by not flying,” he said.

			She followed along because he’d requested it and she was his guest, but what she really wanted was to understand why he’d invited her here and why he was stalling. He’d dangled that carrot of letting them destroy their blood samples—so where were they?

			A small commotion came from the far end of the entry hall. Romanoff turned in time to see Viscose stride into view. She fought down a grimace. Hello, to my least favorite podonok. She’d known the scumbag would show up eventually, but his appearance threw an unwanted wrench into their mission.

			Viscose quickened his pace and, when he reached them, Holt said, “I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t be able to make it.”

			Viscose grunted, then jutted his chin in Barnes’ direction.

			“We should remove that arm.”

			Barnes turned and faced him. Under his breath he whispered, “Priditye. Voz’mitye.”

			Come and take it.

			Viscose smiled coldly and Romanoff briefly entertained a fantasy of knocking his teeth into his throat as a lesson in manners. From the look on Barnes’ face, she suspected her idea was the gentler approach.

			Holt put a hand on Viscose’s forearm. “There’s no need. We’re all friends here. We’ll avoid the south wing. The equipment will be fine.”

			To Romanoff he said, “Please excuse us. Mr. Viscose’s concern comes from loyalty to the facility and protecting our research. As I’m sure you can imagine, allowing a biomechanical weapon to wander the halls is a severe protocol violation. We’ll have to be careful.”

			Viscose took a silent step back.

			Holt motioned toward the interior and, expression beaming with pride, said, “Please, will you join me? There’s so much I want to show you.”

			Like our blood samples.

			So she nodded and followed, and a few steps later Barnes was tight up against her side.

			The security team fanned out, some walking ahead, some behind.

			Viscose took up the rear.

			Holt could use whatever terminology he wanted and live in whatever oblivion he desired, but there was no getting around the fact that, regardless of his own apparent sense of friendship and camaraderie, this was an armed escort. She wondered what had prompted such a nervous response, then caught sight of her and Barnes’ reflection. They weren’t Romanoff and Barnes to these people; they were the Black Widow and the Winter Soldier. Intimidating, unpredictable, and dangerous in ways that would make people who weren’t Hydra or another high-powered enemy nervous.

			Holt led them down a series of halls to a wide set of elevator doors. They all stood in awkward silence, Holt checking a digital watch on his wrist.

			“We’re still on schedule,” Viscose muttered from the rear.

			“Schedule?” The question slipped free from Romanoff’s lips. She did her best to pitch her tone upward, trying to sound more curious than suspicious.

			Viscose growled low before saying, “Not any of your business.”

			Holt tsked. “Come now, let’s not be rude.” The elevator finally arrived, the doors parting to let them on. The guards boarded first, lining the walls of the car, then turning to face inward almost simultaneously, like it was a little dance routine they had practiced.

			Barnes snorted.

			Holt gestured for the two of them to go next, bending at the waist and giving the slightest flourish of his hand. “Our guests asked a question. After they’ve been gracious enough to come all this way, the least we can do is provide some answers.” The smile that pulled at his face managed to be just the right side of sinister. He and Viscose boarded last, caging her and Barnes between them and a half dozen military grade rifles.

			The elevator dropped at an alarming speed. Barnes tensed beside her. They were going down, a handful of stories given the readout above the door. There hadn’t been a second story to the facility, that she’d noticed. That meant most of this place was underground.

			Not … the best circumstances, but they would work with what they had.

			“Answers,” Romanoff pressed as the doors parted and their group stepped out and into a hall that was drastically different than those above. Up there it was all bright, shiny surfaces and natural light. Down here, it was more doomsday bunker than fancy facility, a skeleton of concrete, pipes, and electric.

			Holt said, “Yes. It’s the least I could offer, given how much you’ve helped me.” He led the way through several doors, each time using his palm, iris, and voice scan to unlock them.

			The message was clear: he was the key to getting in and quite possibly back out.

		

	


		
			Chapter 12

			A Rock and a Hard Place
Mikki Kendall and L.L. McKinney

			The deeper into the facility Romanoff and Barnes went, the more bunker-like it felt. All the while Holt continued the friendly banter, apologizing for the spare aesthetics in the utility passageways, describing the research underway in the sections they passed, as well as the exacting details that made his lab the most advanced high-containment structure in the world. At least, according to him.

			“I’ve broken into more secure places,” Romanoff offered. “No offense.”

			Holt chuckled. “Oh, I doubt that, my dear.”

			Their own personal SWAT team followed, silent, intent, observant. Romanoff could feel Viscose behind her, hulking and menacing, and full of ill will. Every so often, a guard would break off and stop in the middle of the passageway, posting themselves as a sentinel.

			She chose to focus on Holt, or at least appear to, while her mind worked through contingency plans, committing the route to memory and mentally tracking the way back with each new turn.

			“You said we helped you. What did you mean?” she asked.

			Holt, soft and gentle, said, “Agent Romanoff, have you never been stuck between a rock and a hard place? Forced to redeem someone you’d rather condemn? Unable to save someone you cared for? All because the fate of the world required it?”

			More times than she could count. “That’s life.”

			“So it is.” Holt straightened his shoulders, as if some great, invisible mantle had been placed upon them.

			Romanoff imagined he often felt it had.

			“What all do you know about me, Agent Romanoff? And please, don’t be shy.”

			Romanoff arched an eyebrow at the rather odd request. “You’re very wealthy. But you don’t act like it.” Except for the personal armed battalion comprised of mostly white men, along with the drugging people and stealing their genetic material, but she bit back that quip. Best to sow into his ego and see what ill-fated fruit it spawned.

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” There was amusement in the old man’s tone. “Please, continue.”

			“You spend most of your money investing in philanthropic ventures. The housing projects, the food banks, the clinics, the testing, all of it non-profit.” She stole a glance at Barnes. He stuck to her side. But, unlike her straight line down the passageway center, his effort to stay close and listen left him occasionally brushing up against the walls, and she knew what that meant.

			“And all of this would lead you to conclude … what?” Holt asked.

			That you work hard to look good to the public. “That you … care deeply about your fellow man.”

			“Oh yes.” Holt’s tone shifted. There was a sudden weight there. “I care very deeply. I can imagine such sentiment might sound odd coming from someone who is, as a rather spirited journalist once put it, a ‘privileged poppet who fell into an indescribably large pile of money, then failed forward from patent to patent, fighting through lack of funding, intense competition and even sabotage from envious peers, to where he is now. Holt Industries, a shining beacon of hope for the masses.’ Very apt storytelling.”

			“I’ll bet.” Romanoff let her eyes trail over their surroundings as they reached what seemed to be a central control room.

			A huge computer console sat in the middle of the room with several server towers arranged around it, all sterile and polished—like an overfunded biotech lab, or a hedge fund manager’s office. Clinical and orderly. Mundane, almost—but Romanoff wasn’t about to trust that.

			Holt continued, “What the papers and tabloids won’t tell you is why I did all of that.”

			“Not out of the kindness of your heart, then?” she asked.

			Another chuckle split Holt’s lips. “I like you, Agent Romanoff. You don’t take kindly to nonsense. Direct, to the point, but not outright disrespectful.”

			Barnes exchanged a look with Romanoff best summed up as he’s getting on my nerves.

			Romanoff managed her own smile. “It’s the training,” she offered in response to Holt’s compliment.

			Holt sniffed a laugh. “I suspect there’s more to the Widow than her venom. Ah, what was I saying, Jean-Paul?”

			A muscle rippled in Viscose’s jaw. His inhuman eyes narrowed. “Why you ‘did all that,’” he said through clenched, pointed teeth.

			“Right, right. Oh, ah, thank you, Jean-Paul. I can handle things from here.”

			The surprise Romanoff felt flashed across Viscose’s face.

			“But you—” he started.

			It would’ve been easy to miss, if she wasn’t studying him intently, but Holt’s smile sharpened just the slightest bit. “Please see to business as usual. I don’t want the shipment to be late, and I doubt I am in any danger from our guests.”

			It was fortunate Viscose hadn’t managed to don some enhancement for shooting lasers from his eyes, or the look he gave Holt might’ve melted him on the spot.

			“Shipment?” Romanoff wondered aloud.

			“None of your—” Viscose began.

			But Holt cleared his throat. “Company matters, Agent Romanoff. Nothing that will interfere with your business here. Jean-Paul, if you please.” He lifted his chin and held Viscose’s gaze.

			With a subtle nod, the hulking figure retreated.

			Romanoff wasn’t sure whether to be concerned with losing sight of Viscose—that was just going to be one more loose end to tie off—or impressed with the fact that this old man had sent the bio-engineered brute running.

			“Another time, then, Jean-Paul.” A ripple of satisfaction moved through Romanoff when the line of Viscose’s shoulders tensed.

			He pitched a glare in her direction. “Sooner than you think, little spider.” His voice rumbled with the promise of threat and echoed faintly in the room even after he departed.

			Holt waited until the doors closed behind Viscose before continuing. “Before I became the man you see before you, I had my share of struggles, trite as it may sound—and I’m not fishing for your sympathy. My unfortunate circumstances in life drove me to become the man I am today.

			“The most influential trial was the loss of my mother. I watched her succumb to her fifth fight against cancer. Lynch Syndrome. Autosomal dominant mutations that interfere with DNA mismatch repair. I was lucky to have escaped the same fate, and I wondered … why that was. So, despite a struggle with learning disabilities, I developed an intense fascination with and passion for decoding inherited genetic traits. I don’t want to bore you with the details, but that leads me to you.” Holt aimed a finger at Romanoff, wagging it slightly between her and Barnes.

			“That’s why you stole our blood?” She couldn’t help the sudden kick of irritation at the base of her skull, but she managed to keep her tone calm. Inquisitive even. “Because you were fascinated?”

			Holt frowned as if genuinely offended. “Heavens, no. I … borrowed … your blood because I had hoped—and was delighted to find I was correct—that you could save us.” Now he beamed with pleasure, like a mathematician who’d solved an unsolvable equation and at last had a chance to show off the proof.

			Romanoff felt Barnes’s eyes on her, but she kept her gaze fixed on Holt, who looked to be winding up for a monologue.

			So she pitched him the ball he seemed so eager to knock out of the park. “Save us? From what?”

			His smile widened and he swung for the fences. “My philanthropic work has always been aimed at the goal of saving the best of humanity’s genetic diversity. When a species like ours begins to outgrow available resources, self-interest and short-term thinking sets the stage for human annihilation.” His expression fell and, if Romanoff weren’t so cynical, she’d have believed that was genuine despair on his face. “Humanity will destroy itself. It’s not a question of if, only when. Be it war, uprising, an extinction event, or an environmental breaking point that takes us over the brink, and all my indicators point to sooner rather than later.

			“There’s no government, no secret organization, no individual—not even someone with my resources—with the power to stop its crushing tide. But I, we, can save the world as we know it by preempting its destruction.”

			Romanoff’s spine stiffened. She did not like the sound of that. It wasn’t the first “save the world” speech she’d heard, and those usually came with more death and destruction than one might think would accompany the goal of “rescuing” humanity.

			Maybe the old man’s just like the rest of them. Pity. The question was how much like the rest of them. What was his plan? And what did it have to do with her and Barnes?

			“We?” Romanoff asked.

			“Indeed.” Holt took a steadying breath and glanced around, seeming to belatedly realize their current location. “Let’s continue this discussion where it’s quiet.”

			He gestured across the space to where glass walls led off the center floor to a quasi-conference room where six stuffed chairs surrounded an oval table. Holt motioned them toward its door. “We’ll have everything we need at our fingertips.”

			Romanoff didn’t move.

			She’d been patient. She’d listened to him talk. Had followed him on his circuitous route into the bowels of the earth. But fascinating as it had been, none of it was why she’d come.

			She said, “Everything we need, except my blood.”

			Holt said, “Especially your blood. Come. You’ll see.”

			Romanoff glanced at Barnes, who’d wandered toward a server tower, and caught his eye.

			He nodded subtly, almost invisibly.

			She sighed. “Fine. Let’s see it.”

			Holt stepped aside to allow her to pass.

			Barnes followed.

			What was left of the security staff stayed out on the central floor. There were now few enough that she and Barnes could pick them off—even with her strength still diminished.

			Romanoff took a seat at the oval table. She understood then what Holt meant about fingertips.

			This wasn’t so much a table as some form of glass neural network with individual terminals set where each chair was stationed, and the chairs not so much chairs as deceptively comfortable pods that shape-shifted and conformed to the body, interacting with each terminal as if pod and table were a single unit.

			Curious, Romanoff passed a hand over the glass. Barnes took the chair next to her and did the same.

			The terminal lit up with a series of controls—near enough to a touchscreen that navigation felt intuitive.

			Holt, still standing, said, “I’ve given you complete access to the mainframe so you can see everything I can.”

			Romanoff’s focus split then, half of her still listening to Holt, the other half working on tracking down her stolen blood.

			Data scrolled along the terminal surface as if it had heard her desire.

			It took a moment to understand what had happened, and another to interpret what she saw, but when the information came together it jerked her around yet another corner.

			To Holt she said, “You’ve already destroyed it?”

			He smiled, congenial and father-like and full of empathetic concern. “There are valuable secrets in your blood, my dear. We would never want them to fall into the wrong hands and, secure as this facility may be, I don’t care to bear that responsibility. So, yes, I personally destroyed it once we were done.”

			The answer stunned her to silence.

			Not because of what he’d said, but because of what he hadn’t.

			“Then why are we here?” Romanoff practically growled. “And done with what?”

			Holt didn’t respond.

			The sense of trap heightened, despite Holt’s best efforts to convince her otherwise. But they weren’t about to leave without getting some answers.

			In her peripheral vision she saw Barnes tense.

			Her mind tumbled in circles, spinning, grasping for something solid to hold on to. She pressed her fingers to the terminal again.

			Bruce Banner’s hypothetical question—why someone would want to sicken her—came racing back. “But debilitating you first—well, that evens the odds a little, doesn’t it?”

			She went back to work, digging, searching. Barnes leaned in to get a look at the information she pulled up. She heard his sharp intake of breath at the same time her heart kicked against her ribs. The both of them stared at the results of the … experiments Holt had run.

			“You …” She took a moment to gather herself. “Used our blood to scrub something?”

			“Yes.”

			Barnes grunted. “Something nasty. Nothing good could come of this.”

			Holt sat finally, directly across from Romanoff. The pod enveloped him and his section of the table came to life.

			“Please, look further,” he said.

			Her terminal keyed up with history and research and she took the details and documents in as fast as her brain could process.

			As she knew, Holt had poured his fortune into providing free basic medical care to all, provided that those who accepted underwent genetic testing and counseling. 

			Lauded “philanthropy” had built him the largest genetic repository ever assembled.

			But here was the new information, which nearly caused her to gasp. Through this testing, he’d discovered what he’d coined a “life sequence”—genetic variations that correlated to stronger immune systems, parasite resistance, absence of heart disease, lower blood sugar, and a delayed onset of most age-related diseases.

			Extrapolating from the nearly two billion genetic profiles at his disposal, he estimated that roughly twenty percent of the world’s population carried some variant of this sequence.

			In these people he’d found humanity’s strongest, most resilient members who could survive a widespread disease—if he could give them that chance. But that was where everything started to go wrong.

			She didn’t understand the technical jargon or the numbers, but she could follow data sets and from them a picture emerged: Holt had been running experiments on those with the “life sequence,” deliberately infecting unknowing and innocent victims, testing for survival rates of his so-called perfect human pathogen to be sure his plan would work, but every one of these “genetic lottery winners” had died.

			Years and years of work, and every test, every trial, every single one of them was dead.

			That couldn’t be right.

			That would mean a level of human experimentation not seen since Hitler and Stalin.

			“Boshe moi,” Barnes breathed beside her, mirroring her shock.

			Holt’s words cut through the thick of it. “You look unhappy. I’d hoped you two, of all people—what with the many difficult choices you’ve had to make in your lives, I’m sure—would understand that, sometimes, it is necessary to hurt what you love to save it.” Holt’s expression formed a perfect portrait of remorse. “And I do so love our species.”

			Romanoff’s mind was a whirl as she read over the information. There was so much of it. Holt’s testing had revealed that a sliver of humanity could survive a particular upheaval, but there was nothing out there that would provide such a thing.

			Unless …

			She pulled up the information on her and Barnes’ blood and began to read in light of this newfound information. The blood had been able to dilute a … pathogen? No, this was different. It presented itself as a pathogen. And nerve failure. Heart failure. Organ shut down. Natural causes. She knew this list of “side effects” from … no.

			“What a minute,” she whispered as a feeling like ice washed through her body.

			“I’ll do whatever is necessary to achieve my goal of saving humanity,” Holt continued. “Even if that means sacrificing some of it.” He held out his hands. “A rock, and a hard place.”

			Shock and clarity rang through her body. Disparate pieces that hadn’t seemed to fit now joined together. Banner’s discovery of multiple biological thefts. The attack in Chicago. Her sickness. Barnes. The trail to VECTOR. The Red Room parasite. Karbayeva. Even Viscose and his missing secondary funding source. It was Holt. Every last part engineered by this … madman who deemed himself the hand of God.

			What was it Karbayeva had said Holt wanted?

			To save the world, of course.

			“It was you,” Romanoff began. “You broke into VECTOR and stole the letalis toxoplasma gondii.”

			During the Cold War, the Red Room cultivated and genetically manipulated the toxoplasma gondii parasite so that it was capable of killing quickly, and from which victims appeared to die of natural causes. They used it in high-profile assassinations, and to take out the competition and defectors if necessary. Easy to leave a cold trail when it looked like a heart attack.

			She knew about the parasite, yes. But she’d never paid it too much attention for her own needs—there were nearly always more practical ways to kill, ones that didn’t involve getting unnecessarily close to the target. But while a bullet or bomb could miss? This … never did.

			Holt nodded. “Not me, personally, but I orchestrated it, yes.”

			“If you unleash something like this on the world …” Romanoff trailed off, her mind racing. “You’ll kill everyone.”

			“Not everyone.”

			Holt ran his hand across the surface again, bringing up a chart. The numbers grew and grew, and Romanoff recognized them as lives lost over predicted end-of-the-world scenarios.

			Holt said, “My intent is to wound, not kill. Well, not kill entirely. Any of the catastrophes I spoke of will wipe out the human race as a whole, but if I can get ahead of the event horizon …” The chart dropped drastically. “By wounding humanity, I will drive the engine of nature to strengthen mankind. Head off our inevitable doom.”

			“A preemptive strike,” Barnes parroted from earlier.

			“Exactly.” Holt smiled again, but there was little light behind it. “The parasite was too deadly for my purposes. I needed to dilute it. Your blood was an excellent filter, thank you.”

			The slimeball had the nerve to sound genuine.

			Romanoff felt her teeth grind.

			“With this improvement, instead of humanity going up in a burst of flaming hubris, it’ll be a controlled burn. One we can come back from.”

			“And you’re the one to control it.” Romanoff eyed Holt, her jaw set. Protecting himself in the process, no doubt.

			“Yes,” he whispered. And then louder, “Yes. Someone has to. Anyone with my resources could have done it, but no one stepped in. No one wanted to face the truth, so I did.” And his whole body relaxed as if it had found relief in being understood. “In a controlled burn there are trees that don’t make it, but the forest survives. Without the burn, it all dies, you see?”

			Romanoff stood. Palms against the table, she leaned toward Holt and said, “You can’t do this.”

			Barnes followed suit.

			Two of the security staff edged closer to the glass room, but Holt waved them off. “It’s already done.”

			Romanoff stared at him, blank, numb, silent.

			“How?” Barnes asked when she couldn’t.

			“That doesn’t matter,” Holt said. “There’s no way to stop it.” After a beat, he added, “I promise, it will be swift. As painless as possible. Once the parasite takes hold, the brain’s pain receptors shut down, then the autonomic nervous system. The effect is painless, peaceful sleep. I’m not a monster, I don’t want people to suffer, which is exactly what will happen if we let nature take its course. Don’t you see, this is the only way.”

			Romanoff couldn’t move. She couldn’t really speak.

			Cold horror crept in as she realized how easily they’d been moved about, like chess pieces on a global board. Holt was better than any operative Romanoff had ever met because he was not a liar.

			He was a true believer. A fanatic in service of his own peculiar death cult.

			And now he was going to release this super-parasite on all of them.

			“So, let me get this straight,” Barnes interrupted with a growl. “You’re going to kill off eighty percent of the world’s population and somehow this is going to save humanity as a whole?”

			He gripped the chair, leather handles almost breaking under his strength.

			“You’re not going to save us, you’re going to destroy us. The entire world will descend into chaos. There won’t be anything left for those who survive.”

			Holt smiled calmly. “Every one of my clinics is an emergency shelter, kitted to supply food, water, shelter, clothing, fuel, power, medical supplies, and long-range communication for survivors, and all the knowledge necessary to rebuild will be right there at their disposal. It will hurt, but not for long.”

			“You’re insane,” Barnes bit out.

			“I’m prepared,” Holt replied.

			Romanoff said, “You’re planning to kill billions of people.”

			“I’m only putting human evolution back on track. The strongest will survive and the generations that follow will live longer, healthier, less painful lives.”

			Romanoff struggled to take it all in. When this had all started, she’d only wanted her blood back—not to uncover the deranged plan of a mass murderer.

			Because of Holt, so many of the people she knew would die. She glanced at the terminal and her fingers moved of their own accord, typing in Keisha’s name. She saw the dates that Keisha’s and her friends’ files were created—shortly after she’d left Chicago. They’d gone to a free Holt clinic because it was convenient.

			Keisha and Maria would die.

			Maria’s son and husband would survive.

			Sora would be fine, too.

			Her mind reeling, Romanoff looked for each of the Avengers.

			Some answers were obvious. Steve would be fine; not much could kill him besides time. Banner was a question mark, but she was pretty sure that the Hulk could survive anything. She typed in Tony’s name and was saddened to see that Stark would die. Even though his personality was larger than life, he’d always been a hero because of skill and determination, not any special genetic advantage.

			She grew increasingly upset at the thought of her friends suffering, of them grieving their loved ones, but more than anything she was enraged at Holt’s determination to play God, and the willingness of this greedy opportunist Viscose to go along with it.

			“And you think I’m just going to let you get away with this?”

			Holt stared at her. “You’re an intelligent, compassionate woman. Think of the suffering that will be averted for centuries—millennia—to come.”

			“Appealing to the ‘woman’s intellect’? Pathetic,” Romanoff practically seethed at Holt. “I wonder what business management book told you to do that. The same one that warned you to build your golden parachute? Though in this case, it looks more like a golden bunker.”

			Holt recoiled like she’d slapped him.

			“I don’t need a golden bunker. All I need is the parasite. Once it’s in the water, nature will do the rest.”

			She’d had enough of this. Romanoff caught Barnes’ eye.

			It was time to go.

			At her signal, he was ready to act.

			“Well, thanks for that lovely chat,” Romanoff said, shoving the chair in under the desk. “Since the blood samples were already destroyed, we’ll gladly be on our way—”

			Holt stood as well and explained in that infuriatingly calm voice, “I’m afraid I can’t allow that, Agent Romanoff.” His fingers moved over the console.

			The dull thud of doors closing confirmed her assessment: Holt was already deploying protocols. He’d planned to make the facility their prison—and then their collective tomb.

			Barnes flexed his arm, the plates whirring, and Holt responded to the unspoken message. “You are right, Sergeant, the doors might not hold up to enough punches from that, but it will take time. You don’t have that on your side.”

			Holt added, “The two of you will die here. I am sorry about that. Truly.”

			Romanoff didn’t bother to conceal the ice in her voice. “You must know that if we never get out of here, neither will you.”

			“That’s what you fail to understand about me, my dear. This has never been about me. I’m among the eighty percent. If I stay, if I leave, I die, but at least I’ll die knowing my purpose is fulfilled. Humanity will be saved.”

			“Most of humanity will be dead.”

			“Most is better than all.”

			Romanoff snorted. “And here I thought Viscose was the monster.”

			Holt made some dismissive sound, but she could tell he didn’t appreciate the comparison.

			“How did you rope someone like him into this madness?” He wasn’t the “greater good” type. “What lie did you feed him and the rest of your employees?”

			“No lies, Agent Romanoff. I don’t claim to be a good man, nor do I pretend my methods are ethical. But I am honest. And … Jean-Paul is effective in strategy and implementation, and his less than legal connections and resources have been paramount. But he is a simple man with simple motivations.” Holt almost sounded disappointed. “He’s happy to assist for the right price. Even though money won’t hold the same worth once this is over.”

			“You wound me, Allan.” Viscose’s voice carried in over the speaker set at the middle of the table.

			Given Holt’s reaction, this was a development he had not anticipated.

			“Jean-Paul? What are you doing?”

			Movement caught Romanoff’s attention and she stiffened when she saw the blast doors that had trapped them open and Viscose step inside, the small contingent of bodyguards that had escorted them down here at his heels.

			Holt pushed to his feet, his brow furrowed as the doors to the small conference room parted and Viscose and his minions swept in.

			About a half-dozen rifles trained on her and Barnes.

			“What is this?” Holt’s gaze bounced between them and Viscose. “You should be well on your way to—”

			“Don’t worry, old man.” Viscose waved Holt off. “Your plans will proceed. But I have a personal matter I must see to first.” His gaze narrowed in on Romanoff.

			She felt her muscles flex, her body already preparing to go on the defensive.

			“I’ve been waiting to pay you back in kind for our little tiff in Chicago,” Viscose rumbled, his voice dangerous, low.

			Holt made some disbelieving sound. “Vengeance? That’s what this is about?” He looked genuinely angry for the first time. “You’d … jeopardize everything for … some petty, trivial, childish—”

			Viscose rolled his eyes. “I told you!” he snapped. “Your plans are fine. And if the Widow is to die, I’d prefer it be with my hand around her neck, squeezing until the light goes out of her eyes.”

			Romanoff pressed her lips together, brows raised, and ticked her head to the side. “There are easier ways to get a girl’s attention.”

			“No. No!” Holt huffed and stomped forward to plant himself in front of Viscose. “I forbid it!”

			Not smart.

			Viscose eyed Holt like he was so much fresh meat, his nostrils flaring in distaste. “I think I’ve let you live this farce long enough.” He snapped and two guards hurried forward to take hold of a shocked Holt.

			“What is the meaning of—unhand me. Unhand me!” He struggled futilely against their hold.

			“It’s cute you think you’re the one in charge here.” Viscose chuckled, the sound throaty, choppy. “Take the old man to his room. Make sure he’s comfortable.”

			“No. No!” Holt struggled as he was hauled to the conference room door. “You can’t do this! This is my life’s work!”

			Viscose massaged a temple, heaving an aggravated sigh. But when he trained his attention on Romanoff and Barnes, the irritation on his face melted away. “Where were we? I was about to kill you.” His fingers flexed.

			“You’re really going to let him kill most of the world,” Romanoff said, not exactly disbelieving, but surprised. Holt had a point when he said money wouldn’t mean much after this was all over. “For a payday?”

			“For a payday, and a crown.” Viscose laughed. “It will take a little bit of time for the parasite to do its worst. By then, I’ll have used Allan’s resources to set up a nice little corner of the world, from which I’ll be able to take advantage of humanity’s weakened state. Never was the type to try and take over the entire world. Twenty percent of it, however, feels doable.”

			“That’s it, you just … get rich and exploit everyone while they’re at their lowest?”

			“What did Allan say?” There was a whir as the nodes in Viscose’s body powered up. Muscles bulged beneath skin, pressing veins to the surface. “Simple motivations. Ready to die, little spider?”

			Viscose’s people lifted their weapons once more.

			Barnes tensed and shifted beside her.

			Romanoff sighed long and heavy through her nose. “Let’s put a pin in that.”

			She released a wave of Widow’s Bites, breaking through the glass that surrounded them and knocking out all the guards in the exterior room, disorienting the handful in here with them. Then she lunged forward, tackling one reeling goon to the ground, as Barnes turned to handle Viscose. Even weakened as she was, subduing a bunch of staggering soldiers was easy. She made quick work of disarming and then dispatching them, dropping their unconscious bodies to the floor while leaving Viscose to Barnes. She needed to save her strength.

			Having fully recovered from the parasite toxins, Barnes was steady on his feet and brutally effective against Viscose in hand-to-hand. The two traded blows, the sound of fists driving into flesh thick and oddly loud. This wasn’t like their dance in the woods. Viscose wasn’t clumsy, exactly, but he lacked Barnes’s elegance.

			And Barnes was angry—possibly angrier than she had ever seen him. Holt at least had the excuse of being convinced he was saving the world; Viscose was just greedy scum. Putting him out of commission was a gift to the world and to themselves.

			Romanoff turned back to her task, stepping over bodies in order to reach a still semi-conscious Holt where he was sprawled between his escort. She pinned and hog-tied him, and gave herself permission to use him as a cushion to watch Barnes and Viscose as they tore apart Holt’s fancy little board room.

			Barnes slapped Viscose around like it was nothing. Viscose could fight, there was no doubt about that, but just as she remembered from their conflict on the boat, he lacked the tactical range that only experience gave.

			Where Viscose sought to use his strength as a boon, Barnes was able to counter it, then go in with a series of quick punches and jabs. Viscose seemed almost confused that his enhancements didn’t net him the advantage he was used to. He tried to adjust, but Barnes switched up his style in kind, weaving in and out of range, dealing damage then retreating before Viscose could truly react. It was always a pleasure to watch Barnes work.

			“When did he learn capoeira? Whoever taught him that godeme should have known he’d be better using a galopante …” she mused to herself.

			But just as Barnes was well on his way to subduing his opponent, Viscose triggered something hidden in the palm of his hand. With a low whir and a sudden shimmer like heat rising from concrete, a wave of energy slammed into Barnes and pinned him to the nearby wall by his arm. A magnetic pulse of some kind. It seemed Viscose had learned from Romanoff besting him on the boat and had upgraded himself yet again.

			Viscose turned to Romanoff and Holt. “You can watch me beat her to death, and then I’ll get back to you, Winter Soldier.”

			Romanoff pushed herself off Holt, rising gracefully to her feet to face her opponent, and gave herself the gift of one hard kick to the face and a punch to his solar plexus.

			Viscose only had time for one good swipe at Romanoff before Barnes managed to tear his arm free from the wall. Unfortunately, there was a price for his freedom.

			There was a sharp tick then, the familiar rapid beep of a detonator from Barnes’ direction.

			Romanoff’s stomach sank.

			“What is that?” Viscose asked, before the sudden jolt and rumble of an explosion sent all three of them tumbling.

			That would be the backup plan.

			While Romanoff and Barnes hadn’t been sure what kind of trap they were walking into, they were certain a trap was what this was. As a result, they’d planned to blow their way out if it came to it. On their way down here, Barnes had been peeling strips of EPX-1 explosives off his arm, planting them along the way while she kept Holt busy talking.

			Viscose’s little device must have triggered the detonator when he pinned Barnes’ arm to the wall.

			Best laid plans—and all that.

			“We gotta go!” Barnes shouted over the sound of the servers and other things crashing to the ground. All around them, the room started to shake apart. Guards picked themselves up and, thankfully, raced for the exit. They had the right idea.

			As much as she hated to run from a fight, Barnes was right. She bent to scoop Holt into her arms.

			Bang!

			The gunshot somehow managed to echo in her ears even amidst the chaos.

			Holt jerked in her hold, then went still.

			Standing there, clutching the old man in her arms, her gaze fixed on the widening stain of red against his chest, then lifted to where Viscose had regained his feet. She honed in on the gun, now aimed at her.

			Viscose fired.

			She brought Holt’s body up to take the shot.

			There was a roar as Barnes practically flew across the room, slamming into Viscose.

			The two squared off again, but were interrupted when the building heaved once more.

			The floor, the walls, everything pitched and trembled, throwing them around like toys in a shaken shoebox. Viscose managed to land a punch that sent Barnes reeling, electricity jolting through him. He dropped to his knees.

			Romanoff dropped Holt’s body and raced for Barnes. The ceiling splintered and the walls began to bow. She dodged chunks of falling concrete and skirted stone projectiles, closing the gap.

			But she wasn’t fast enough.

			The floor rose, knocking her off her feet and tossing her into the air.

			She landed on her back, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

			In slow motion she watched it happen, the roar, the collapse, as the girders twisted and wrenched free, and Viscose vanishing as the building above her let loose like a landslide rushing for the sea. This wasn’t the ending she’d imagined, but it was the end nonetheless.

			Her eyes closed.

			She felt the rush of pulverized concrete, felt the dust stick to her lips.

			But the crush never came.

			She opened her eyes to darkness, to air so thick she could hardly breathe, to the shape of Barnes and the dim glint of his mechanical arm hunched over her, shielding them both from the full weight of the debris.

			“Viscose,” she said. “Got away.”

			Mouth dry, filled with concrete dust, she choked and pulled her shirt up, shoving it in front of her mouth and nose to try to catch a breath. Barnes heaved, metal arm leading the way, shoving rubble, making a path toward fresh air, and she followed him, crawling out of the pocket into cold, now stuttering light. They left Holt’s body in the wreckage.

			There was no sign of Viscose, no sign of any of Holt’s guards.

			Romanoff glanced at the main computer console. Everything about Holt’s plans was in that mainframe; that had to include a way to shut things down. The answers had been at her fingertips, and she’d been so invested in settling a personal score, getting her blood back, she’d let them slip free. This was as much her fault now as Holt’s.

			The guilt rocked her to her core.

			Now … now what did she do?

			Barnes pushed forward. Voice hoarse, dry, he said, “We need to go.”

			He was right.

			The lab continued to collapse around them. Barnes had saved them once, but she doubted he’d be able to do it again.

			With one last look at Holt’s prone form, her anger and fear warring inside her, she turned to race for the exit, and the crumbling building beyond.

		

	


		
			Chapter 13

			Fast and Dirty
L.L. McKinney

			Even after years of exercise and training, of hours upon hours of being molded by pain and conditioning, of being pressed, pulled, and battered into the ideal specimen, the primal part of Natasha Romanoff’s brain that reacted to fear refused to be silenced. Holt’s facility had come crashing down on top of her and Barnes, and there was nothing in her repertoire of skill or physical ability to save them from it. They needed to get out.

			Now.

			“This way!” She didn’t wait to see if Barnes followed before bolting down the corridor, back the direction they’d come. An animalistic panic tried to ride the wave of fight or flight surfing her nerves, but she clamped down on it. Instead, she focused on reverse-navigating a way out.

			A trail of mental breadcrumbs marked their escape route. A patch of caulking here. A labeled door there. The nondescript tunnels didn’t make it easy. Everything was concrete and pipes in these lower levels; it was easy to get turned around. Hopefully, her brush with the parasite hadn’t muddled her mind too badly. Her brain was one of her sharpest weapons—having it dulled in any capacity could prove deadly, especially now.

			Another blast went off somewhere behind them. The support beams hidden behind thick walls vibrated with the force of the explosion. It was as if the entire facility was attempting—and failing—to brace itself.

			FWOOM!

			The ground heaved.

			Barnes cursed.

			Romanoff threw her weight to the side, catching herself against the wall. She grit her teeth, her jaw aching.

			The two of them rode the swell as concrete broke open with the sound of bottled thunder.

			Something metallic groaned long and low until … bang! Hssssssssss.

			Steam poured into the hall as a shroud of darkness dropped over everything. The scream of an alarm filled Romanoff’s ears. Her pulse kicked in her temples.

			If she were the praying sort, she’d hope Holt had built this place with—

			Emergency lighting kicked in, splashing the halls with cones of misty red.

			After a handful of seconds, the rumbling finally subsided.

			“Come on,” she barked as she took off again. The crimson haze wrapped around her, slick and wet against her face. She blinked and wiped away what she could.

			The wailing noise and inconsistent lighting didn’t help her already swimming senses. She nearly turned left when she meant to go right. Barnes’s sudden grip on her elbow brought her back around.

			Damn it. Another notch in a long list of her body’s betrayals, thanks to Holt’s super-parasite.

			Around the next corner, the elevator they had ridden down in came into view, an emergency bulb spinning in front of it. Instead, Romanoff slammed into the nearby door marked STAIRS with a clang. Her shoulder ached for the briefest moment as she barreled through and up. Her and Barnes’s feet pounded against the metal steps, rattling the entire flight as they stampeded toward the surface.

			One flight.

			Two flights.

			Three flights.

			Nearly there.

			Another rumble shook the building like a snow globe. The stairs bucked, nearly throwing her back. Her center of gravity shifted, nauseating, as her inner ear didn’t have time to adjust. She flailed, grasping at the railing. Her fingertips brushed it but couldn’t get hold. She was going over.

			Fingers clamped around her wrist, jerking her to a stop. She dangled, caught just short of a fall that would have broken her into pieces. Barnes, one hand gripping the rail, reeled her in, eyeing her as he did. That was twice he’d saved her now. His gaze said he’d been counting.

			His brow lifted in question but she waved him off.

			“Keep going.” They didn’t have time to worry about her lingering symptoms.

			Barnes hauled her forward and shoved her ahead of him. They continued the climb, the final flight made all the more difficult by everything shuddering around them.

			At last, she pushed out into the familiar halls of the ground floor. The vaulted white concrete and panoramic windows were already coming apart. Daylight spilled through the fractured skylight. Smoke now clogged the air, the ventilation systems unable to handle the sudden strain of filtering out smoke and debris from explosions.

			Out of the frying pan, but not the fire.

			Romanoff shielded her face with one arm, breathing into the crook of an elbow. With Barnes at her back, the two of them thundered across the formerly pristine floor now cracked and littered with shards of glass and chunks of concrete. The alarm continued to wail, accompanied by a calm female voice urging all occupants to find the nearest exit. The place was empty. Either everyone was trapped below, or they’d already fled. Hopefully the latter.

			The shriek of folding metal and crackling stone chased Romanoff and Barnes through what was left of the main entrance. Down the front stairs and across the circle drive.

			After putting some distance between themselves and the crumbling facility, they eventually stuttered to a stop. Romanoff’s entire body thrummed as it attempted to recover, the process hindered by the remnants of the parasite still coursing through her. For a breadth of precious seconds, she doubled over, panting, hands on her knees. Barnes did the same not too far off.

			“Maybe.” He coughed then swallowed. “I overdid it with the explosives.”

			She snorted. “Maybe?”

			“Just a little.” Barnes straightened, having already caught his breath. “No sign of Viscose. Or anyone else.”

			“He can’t be far,” Romanoff said around quick breaths. “Holt said he was supposed to be going with the shipment. He’s gotta mean the parasite.” Now that the immediate threat of death by collapsing building had been skirted, her mind turned toward ticking off the different ways they could maybe, possibly stop Holt’s plans.

			“We need transportation,” Barnes said, far too calm for the situation at hand. “Fast transportation.”

			A smile pulled at Romanoff’s lips. “I’ve got just the thing.” Her gaze played over the helicopter she’d spotted earlier. Luckily, despite the building practically deteriorating beneath it, the landing pad looked to still be intact.

			They crossed the grounds at a run, reaching the pad just as the front of the facility started to cave in on itself. Thankfully, the impending destruction had scared off the guard.

			“Get the anchor wires.” Romanoff yanked open the door and climbed inside, leaving Barnes to literally rip the security hooks tethering the copter in place right out of the ground.

			Her fingers flew over the control panel, flipping switches in sequences and pressing buttons to cycle through readout screens. This beast was state-of-the-art, the kind of tech only someone in Holt’s tax bracket could afford, outside of the military. If this wasn’t a race against a doomsday clock, she’d take a moment to be impressed.

			The whirr of mechanics and wind picked up as the engine set the blades to spinning.

			The cockpit gave a sudden lurch, and she braced herself with one hand against the console, the other gripping the frame. The very earth seemed to give and sway violently before settling into stillness. Everything went quiet save for the beats of the blades against the air. Suspiciously quiet, she would say.

			What the…?

			Outside, Barnes had straightened from where he worked at one of the last few hooks. His brow furrowed, he tossed a quizzical look her way, clearly just as confused.

			Then all hell broke loose.

			With a roar of flame and force, the center of Holt’s facility erupted. Brick and steel went flying. Some of it pelted the copter, bouncing off the reinforced windshield. Thankfully, this bird was top-of-the-line and looked like it could take a beating.

			A mushroom of fire rolled into the air. Beneath it, the ground quivered, the shaking steadily intensifying. The compound began folding inward. Barnes’s bombs must have set off a chain reaction somewhere in the sublevels that ran beneath this entire campus, and now everything was going under. A wave of destruction barreled right for them.

			Romanoff tore her gaze away from devastation and refocused on the console. “Barnes!”

			“YA znayu!”

			The copter started to rock.

			Obstruction: 50 yards flashed across one of the screens, accompanied by a handy little top-down rendering of the encroaching danger.

			Obstruction: 30 yards

			Obstruction: 20 yards

			Barnes hauled himself into the cockpit.

			Romanoff yanked on the controls.

			Obstruction: 10 yards

			The copter lifted into the air as the ground practically melted away beneath it. Her heart hammering in her ears, along with the scream of the wind and whirling engines, she guided them away from the flaming sinkhole.

			Beside her, looking a little battered but somehow completely unbothered, Barnes went about strapping himself in and pulling on a headset. He hit a few buttons to take over the controls, leaving Romanoff to secure her own harness and headgear.

			“Any idea where we’re going?” Barnes’s voice came over her headphones, cutting through the noise of the blades.

			“No. But maybe Holt can give us one.”

			“From beyond the grave?”

			“Something like that.” Her hands went back to the system controls. Compared to many other copters, this thing was a damn flying yacht. Rich boys and their expensive toys. She wagered this was Holt’s personal ride, and if he was anything like the other billionaire think tank she was acquainted with …

			Her fingers moved over holopads, her mind working through progressions with muscle memory similar to how her body moved through motions in a fight. Within moments, the Holt Industries logo flashed across the screen, followed by sequences to databases, system drives, and more.

			“I’m in the servers.”

			“From here?” The surprise in Barnes’s tone amused her.

			“This system is wired into the Holt Industries global mainframe. Hopefully it’ll tell us something.” She entered a few keywords and phrases, then hit search. Leaving that to do its thing, she worked at pulling up recently accessed files and folders.

			There was a lot there, more than enough to potentially put Holt away, but that was no longer a worry. Instead she focused on pulling out particular details, medical facilities, lab technologies, anything that looked like it might go into engineering then transporting bio-hazardous materials.

			Then—bingo. Most of Holt’s recently accessed files were paperwork for a deal he closed not too long ago with Genesis Springs, a natural water bottling company, wherein he had purchased a majority of the holdings.

			Genesis Springs. Those were the trucks she’d seen outside the facility when she and Barnes arrived. Holt had engineered the parasite to be transmitted via water, that had to be it.

			As she relayed this over the coms, the copter circled the now-decimated compound, and a location pinged to life on the map.

			“This bottling plant has got to be the distribution point for the parasite,” she said. Then her eyes widened as four more markers popped up. Four more plants … “Points. Damn it.”

			“Closest one?” Barnes asked.

			“Too far for us to get to.” Luckily, though she preferred to play the lone wolf, she could still call in the cavalry. Hopefully S.H.I.E.L.D. would be able to spread wide enough fast enough. “Maintain current flight pattern.”

			Barnes nodded and brought them around again as Romanoff worked out the communications and sent a message over a channel she knew Fury kept an ear open for.

			“’Bout time you phone home,” Fury eventually said into her headset.

			“Banter later, need you to help save the world.”

			“Talk to me.” Every ounce of amusement drained from Fury’s tone. He was all business.

			“I’ve got locations you need to hit.” She tapped another few buttons and a bar snaked its way across the screen.

			There was a blip and then Fury’s voice returned. “Received. Water bottling plants? Doesn’t seem like Viscose’s usual MO.”

			“It’s Holt’s.”

			“Holt?” She could imagine Fury’s face crinkling. “As in—”

			“Holt Pharmaceuticals, yes. Viscose is working for him. Well, was working for him. There’s no time for details, just know that Holt’s going to put something deadly in the water and Viscose is point on distribution from these locations. I’m calling a Priority One on this.”

			Fury grunted in that way that meant he was likely snapping at someone and delivering orders via quick gestures and sharp looks. “Fast and dirty, then?”

			“That’s what I was hoping for.”

			“And what about Holt himself?” Fury asked.

			Romanoff glanced out the window and down at the still flaming pit of former doomsday bunker. “Dead. Viscose’s doing. Get a read on my transmission point. That’ll lead you to what’s left of Holt’s facility. Maybe a body.”

			“What’s left of—what happened to you preferring to keep it quiet?”

			She didn’t miss the note of amusement in Fury’s voice, or the look Barnes shot her.

			She aimed one right back at him. “What happened, indeed.”

			“Story for another time, I take it,” Fury went on. “I’ll let you know when we wrap things up at the plants.”

			“I appreciate it.”

			“Don’t suppose I can look forward to an in-person debriefing once I get there?”

			“As long as you give me the resources and oversight to make sure Holt Industries is wiped off the map.” She wanted to, no, needed to be sure this was put to rest. Permanently. While she wasn’t the one responsible, Holt had used her blood to facilitate his plans. That was enough to make this her problem in more ways than one. The Widow did not leave loose ends.

			“You wanna lead cleanup?” Fury asked, his tone disbelieving.

			“As a favor, Nick.” She kept her voice steady.

			Silence stretched between them, weighed down by both what had been said and what hadn’t. Natasha Romanoff didn’t ask for favors. Not unless it was important. And to use Fury’s name? She hoped she got her point across.

			“I think that can be arranged,” Fury finally offered.

			Her shoulders slumped and it was all she could do to keep from sighing. Or saying thank you. “See you soon, then.”

			“Soon-ish. Might take me a couple hours to get to you.”

			“I’ll make myself comfortable. Romanoff, out.” She ended the transmission and settled back into her seat.

			For the first time in days, she let go of the tension wound up in her muscles. She allowed the faintest sense of relief to creep in. Holt was dead, Fury was set to head off Viscose. She was poised to lead cleanup.

			“Well,” Barnes’s voice cut through the relative quiet. “You won.”

			“We won,” she countered. “And you don’t have to stick around for when Fury gets here.”

			“Hadn’t planned on it.” Barnes’s gaze scanned the ground below, likely searching for a place to put the copter down.

			“Got any victory plans?” Romanoff arched a brow, eyeing his profile, though a steady flicker on the console drew her attention.

			“Going back under. This time so deep you might not see me ’til Groundhog Day.” He chuckled faintly at his granddad joke.

			But she was too distracted to jab at him. She was focused on the steady blinking, indicating an active coms channel if she was reading this right.

			She gestured for Barnes to be quiet, then reached to tap the screen. The readout shifted, activating an interphase that brought up a map. At the same time, a familiar voice growled in her ears.

			“—worry about the police. They’ve been paid to do their job, you do yours.”

			Viscose.

			Romanoff’s spine straightened. She reached to increase the volume, sharing a brief look with Barnes.

			Her attention went back to the new display as another voice picked up on the channel.

			“It’s just, this close to deployment, all of our orders have come directly from Mr. Holt himse—”

			“Holt is dead,” Viscose cut in. “And if you don’t want his check to bounce, you’ll shut your mouth and ready the transport trucks.”

			As Holt spoke, Romanoff’s gaze played over the newly revealed display. Lights danced across what looked like an interactive GPS map. Her eyes went to the nearest flickering point, a dot above a marker titled Bunker 01. The coordinates listed below identified it as the now decimated facility. The dot slowly circling above it had to be their copter.

			“And, so help me, the next person to mention how we’re off schedule will join our late employer,” Viscose threatened.

			As he spoke, another dot some distance across the map flickered in tandem. It led a small army of smaller dots along a road.

			Fingers tapper her shoulder and Romanoff glanced away from the display and into Barnes’s face.

			“Convoy,” he mouthed, then pointed at the line of dots.

			She nodded. That’s what she had guessed.

			But they weren’t headed in the direction of any of the locations she had given Fury. At least, not according to this map.

			Her fingers moved over the display, shifting field of view to zoom in on the lead dot, the one that lit up as Viscose continued to hound his subordinates.

			Where are you going?

			“—about the Widow and the Soldier?” another voice asked.

			Viscose sighed heavily. “Dead. Or buried alive and soon to be dead. Either way, they’re no longer a concern. Now, the Q&A portion of today’s show is concluded,” he continued, once more embodying the deceptive calm of a gentleman. Well, gentle-something. “We’ll reach the city within the hour. Be ready, Powell, or you’re fish food.”

			“Y-yes, sir,” the first voice responded.

			Romanoff was already expanding the map. “Within the hour” definitely didn’t put them at any of the locations she’d sent Fury.

			Beside her, Barnes gestured for her to cut their end of the transmission. She switched them back over to the copter’s private channel.

			“Within the hour,” Barnes repeated. “That’s less than thirty minutes.”

			“I know.” Her eyes followed the map. “It looks like they’re headed for Geneva. It’s the only city close enough to fall within the time frame.”

			“Hold on,” Barnes said, yanking at the copter’s controls.

			Romanoff braced herself as he brought them around and aimed the copter in the direction of the city. They cut through the air like a shot, the terrain flying by beneath them. Man, but this beast was fast.

			“Time to intercept: nine minutes,” he announced, reading his instruments.

			“And that’s one, two, three … six, seven trucks,” she said, counting the convoy dots.

			“Think Fury’s people can head them off, too?” he asked.

			“Not in twenty minutes they can’t.” But she composed a message with this newfound information to send to Fury anyway. “And those plants need to be taken offline either way.”

			“Local authorities?”

			“Sounds like Holt paid them off. I’ll tell Fury to tag them in, but we can’t leave it to chance. This one’s ours.”

			“Thought you might say that.”

			Fury replied to her message. Single word. He didn’t sound happy.

			She switched back to the map and pulled up the path the trucks had taken before pushing it onto the navigational readout. Barnes’s eyes flickered over the information before he course corrected just slightly and increased speed.

			“This thing’s built for speed and comfort, not combat,” he said. “How do we stop Viscose? Crash into him?”

			“If it comes to it?” Romanoff figured he was right about the lack of combat features, but she went over the schematics all the same, hoping against hope that something might jump out at her. Nothing. There was nothing on this blasted thing that could help them.

			She spit a curse, smacking at the console in frustration. The map zoomed in briefly on the Swiss countryside. Her gaze played over the digital terrain as the convoy of dots crossed a bridge.

			Barnes stole a side glance at her that she pretended not to notice. “Time to intercept: five minutes,” he murmured.

			It looked like they might have to use the copter itself after all.

			Or … maybe not. Romanoff stared at the bridge as the last dot crossed it. An idea burst to life between her ears. Not a good one, but a damn sight better than crashing their ride into the lead truck and hoping that’d put a stop to things.

			Her fingers flew over the console, the touchpads lighting up beneath them.

			“Idea?” Barnes asked.

			“Maybe.” She smirked as the insignia of the Swiss military filled the display. Then she took a quick breath, braced herself, reached into her mouth to pinch at her back left molar, twist, and pull a crown free with a sharp snap.

			Barnes watched this with a sort of fascination on his face—the look of someone who knew what was going on even if they didn’t know why. “Cyanide pill?”

			“Not yet.” She flipped the crown over, revealing a silicone fitting. Double-tapping the surface, the crown lit up.

			Barnes’s eyebrows nearly vanished into his hairline. “Stark tech?”

			“Borrowed.” She set the now-glowing tooth against the console. The telltale ring of light enclosed it, followed by a string of binary as the programming inside the tooth melded with the copter’s computer. She hoped this, combined with access to the global Holt mainframe—direct access from one of Holt’s computers no less—would be enough. “Ever hear of the Schweizer Reduit?” she asked as she went to work breaking down barriers, firewalls, and a mess of other defenses.

			“You know I ha—” Barnes’s head snapped around, his eyes widening. “That’s your idea?!”

			“You got a better one?” she asked as she proceeded to hack her way into ally government systems. The combined tech used a blend of brute force and finesse that wouldn’t necessarily go unnoticed, but would get the job done. At least for a little while.

			“Give me a minute,” Barnes grumbled.

			“We don’t have a minute,” she said, her smile widening when the system opened wide and let her through. “I’m in.” She doubted she’d be able to hold it for long; the security in here was reactive. It took almost everything she had just to maintain the connection.

			Breaking the Geneva Convention while flying into Geneva. She’d have to laugh at the irony later. And hope Fury could soothe any hurt feelings that might arise at the result.

			“Perfect timing.” Barnes jerked his chin forward. “There they are.”

			Romanoff glanced up from her work in time to see the half-dozen or so large Genesis Springs tractor trailers in tight formation, snaking their way along the mountainside. They were coming up on a bend she was able to identify within the defense system she now had access to.

			With the press of a few buttons she activated the hidden explosive high in the rock. There was a muted boom before the landscape shivered, shifted, then started to tumble toward the road and the trucks below.

			The coms light started blinking rapidly and Romanoff hit it again, smirking as the panicked voices of some of the truck drivers filtered into her headphones.

			“—coming right at us!”

			“There’s nowhere to go!”

			“Speed up, SPEED UP!”

			The trucks at the front of the convoy picked up speed, managing to make it past the impact point. The two at the rear weren’t so lucky. Boulders battered the sides of the trucks, toppling one of them over in the middle of the road. The other truck swerved in an attempt to avoid, but the driver cut it too hard, sending it over onto its side. Sparks flew as metal scored up asphalt.

			“What is going on back there?” Viscose demanded.

			None of his men had answers.

			Romanoff’s lips curled again as she worked to activate the next defense. A chunk of the road dislodged itself and started to rise, pushed upward at an angle by a set of pistons. It rose slowly, acting as little more than a speed bump for the first few trucks. She hissed as they continued rolling, but the next two weren’t so lucky.

			Unable to stop in time, one of the trucks hit the ramp at nearly full speed. And flew into the air like a massive missile, slamming into the ground and bouncing to a stop as hunks of metal went flying, along with a couple of the tires and who knew what else. The truck behind it barely managed to stop, but not before the front of it crested the top of the ramp. Now it was trapped, unable to move forward or back up, hung on the edge and useless.

			More panicked and angry shouts filled the com.

			Barnes gestured for her attention. She switched back over to their main channel. “There’s a bridge about two miles ahead, can you take it out?”

			“I can try.” Her fingers flew across the console as she searched for the bridge in question.

			Just as she honed in on her target, the screen flickered, then died.

			“Hey,” she started, but as quickly as it went dark, the system came back online. It was back on the Holt mainframe. “Uh-oh.”

			“What?” Barnes asked.

			A few attempts to reestablish a connection confirmed her suspicion. “I was kicked out of the system. Can’t get back in. Looks like we’re doing this the hard way.”

			“Is there another? WHOA!” Barnes yanked the copter to the side.

			Romanoff barely managed to brace herself. The engine whined as he accelerated into the bank, using gravity to draw them back around. She twisted in her seat to get a glimpse at what he’d dodged. A trail of white smoke snaked through the air, arching up from the road.

			“Bazooka,” Barnes said, as if it weren’t obvious. “Who just happens to have bazookas on them?”

			“You.”

			“Touché.”

			“And Viscose is nothing if not prepared. Keep her steady as you can and get in close.” Romanoff unfastened her harness and climbed her way into the back of the copter.

			“You realize those are two different things, right?” he called after her.

			“That’s why I said steady as you can.” She grunted as Barnes pulled around again, likely dodging another shot. On hands and knees, she crawled her way through to the rear seats, fingers moving over the armrest between them.

			When she’d looked over the schematics in search of weapons earlier, she’d spotted a—aha! Pressing fingers into a ridge, she felt the give of a spring. The secret compartment popped open. Inside rested a single pistol. She pulled it free and checked the mag. Full. There was one extra, which she snatched up and shoved down the back of her pants.

			The copter tilted again, and she had to grab hold of the chair. When she was able to, she crawled her way back to the front—grabbing a safety line, harness, and the fire extinguisher on the way—and strapped back in. “Nice job,” she said, noticing that they were practically on top of the truck behind Viscose’s. This, thankfully, put them out of the line of fire. At least for bazookas. The telltale plink-plink of bullets against metal at their rear meant Viscose’s men in the last remaining truck had opened fire.

			“Can’t stay here long,” Barnes said. “What’s all that for?”

			“Doing this the hard way.” She looked up from where she was tying off a knot in the safety line where it looped securely around the extinguisher canister. “Can you land this thing?”

			Barnes’s eyes widened, though he kept them trained ahead. “On the truck?”

			“Yeah.”

			A muscle in his jaw worked. He was thinking, but they didn’t have time for that.

			“I don’t hear a no,” she said.

			Barnes muttered something that sounded suspiciously like damn it, Natasha. “You don’t hear a yes, either.”

			“Can you get me close to the gap?” She pointed at the space between the truck and the trailer, then lifted the makeshift anchor. “I’ll tie this on. Don’t know how long it’ll hold, but you should be able to follow.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” Barnes said. “Brace yourself.”

			The copter gave a jerk as he accelerated, bringing it down toward the top of the truck.

			Thunk!

			The skids hit and scraped along the top. Barnes cursed, and tried again, pushing at the stick for just a touch more speed. This time the copter settled in, bucking like a bronco in the process. The way the muscles in Barnes’s arm bulged, he was fighting like hell to keep them steady.

			“Go!” he shouted.

			Romanoff took off her headset and slid open her door. The scream of the wind blasted her ears and nearly stole her breath. It almost muffled the sound of gunfire from behind them, bullets likely whizzing past, the bulk of the copter protecting her. The road rushed by at ninety kilometers per hour. Big, fat tires rumbled along, waiting to grind her into so much paste. She tightened her grip on the safety harness.

			She only had one shot at this.

			Steeling herself, she pushed out onto the skid. Instantly, the wind tore at her, trying to rip her free and send her flying. If it wasn’t for her harness, and her own increased strength, she would have gone careening into the mountainside.

			Instead, her arms burned as she held tight to the latch just inside her door, her feet managing to find and brace against the skids.

			Plink! Plink-plink!

			As she predicted, the body of the copter shielded her from the gunfire, but she didn’t have the strength nor the time to stay there. Fighting against the force of the wind, she lifted the safety line, gave it a little slack, then spun it lasso style, the extinguisher swinging from the end.

			Aiming, she let loose. The weight of the canister and the force of her throw dropped it the few feet, landing in the small space between the truck and the trailer. She let it go, then tugged. And tugged. And tugged.

			Finally, the line went taut. She yanked, testing it. There was no way to tell how secure it was. This would have to do.

			With a quick breath, she let go of the skid. Gravity and the wind got into a tug of war with her body. One wanted her to go down, the other wanted her to go back. She wound up somewhere in the middle, slamming into the top of the trailer and tumbling a few feet. Metal buckled beneath her. Pain danced up her limbs. She scrabbled for hold of the line, her visibility reduced to little more than flashes of sky and steel.

			Her fingers burned where they slid along the safely line but she latched on and jerked to a stop. Thankfully, the anchor held.

			The air yanked at her with icy fingers, biting into every inch of exposed skin as she climbed to her knees. She stole glances over her shoulder at the copter as it wavered, just feet shy of potentially crushing her. The hell was Barnes doing?

			She didn’t have to wonder long, as the engines suddenly sputtered, the steady beat of the blades stuttering. Her eyes widened in realization. He … he’d cut the power.

			The copter rocked then started to simultaneously drop and drift away, but not before Barnes leapt from the skid, same as she had. Only he didn’t have an anchor.

			Metal bowed as he hit the top of the truck, rolling almost wildly until—with a flash of silver in the sun—he flung out his right arm. His fingers ripped into the top of the trailer, the metal screaming in his grip, rising around his fingers like it was made of crepe paper. He held on, his expression tight with the effort.

			The copter continued to drop, back over the edge of the trailer and right into the path of the truck behind it. Tires squealed, but it was no use.

			Crash! The two collided. Metal twisted and shrieked. Glass shattered. There was a distinct pop! pop! as tires blew. Then the entire mess went tumbling along the side of the road.

			Barnes gazed upon his work a moment before raising his face to Romanoff and lifting his hand to give the OK sign.

			She heaved a relieved sigh, then gestured for him to take the driver’s side. She would take the passenger.

			Barnes nodded and twisted himself around to regain his feet.

			With a plan in place, Romanoff reached back to pull the gun free from where she’d tucked it into her pants.

			Five down. Two to go.

			Now the hard work began.

		

	


		
			Chapter 14

			Friends in High Places
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			The wind yanked at Romanoff with angry, arctic fingers. It roared in her ears and bit at her exposed skin. She sunk her teeth into her lower lip, the sharp, almost pleasant sting grounding her. She had a job to do, and the faint but familiar swell of dizziness, the way her limbs somehow felt heavy but hollow at the same time, drove home the fact that she still wasn’t fully recovered.

			Weapon in hand, her mind played over the mission parameters. Two trucks full of Holt’s parasite remained, this one and the final one out front. Both had to be neutralized before they reached Geneva. Then there was Viscose himself to deal with.

			Romanoff pushed to her feet and made her way toward the front of the truck. She kept hold of the makeshift tether she’d fashioned from the safety line, just in case. It was a long way down and, enhanced as she might be, there were some things even a Widow would not survive.

			The persistent metallic thunk, thunk, thunk at her back meant Barnes was on the move as well. She glanced over her shoulder, and their gazes met for the breath of a second. That was all it took for understanding to be established. Just like that, they were once again partners on a mission, but this time they were the ones in control. No Hydra, no Red Room, just them and a shared determination to never be used like that again. Their silent communication as clear as any words, possibly more so. The two of them approached the trailer, heels dug in, fighting the push of the wind.

			With a well-aimed flick of her wrist, Romanoff looped the safety line around the exhaust pipe closest to her, once, twice, then wound it around her hand. She gave a nod.

			On cue, Barnes leapt onto the top of the cab, bringing his full weight down. Silver glinted as he lifted his right arm then drove it down and through the roof, metallic fingers ripping the steel open like it was made of tinfoil.

			The men inside shouted in surprise. The truck jerked into a swerve. Romanoff pushed off the side of the trailer, using the added momentum of the vehicle’s sway to bring herself out just far enough to aim the heels of her boots at the window.

			Crash!

			More shouts of alarm. She felt the meaty give of flesh as her foot connected with some unfortunate goon’s jaw. His head snapped around, and she landed in his lap, feeling his body go limp beneath her. Even as the last bits of glass rained across the inside of the cab, she lifted her free arm, pistol in hand, the barrel aimed right at the driver’s temple.

			He threw his hands up, eyes wide, face going an interesting shade of purple.

			“Hey!” Romanoff barked before gesturing to the wheel with her weapon. “Ten and two!”

			The driver scrambled to take hold of the wheel, the truck swerving again in response.

			“Easy!” Barnes’s voice came through the hole in the roof of the cab, his irritation carrying over the roar of the wind, followed by the groan of metal as he shifted.

			The radio in the dash crackled briefly. “What’s going on!?” Viscose demanded.

			The driver’s eyes bounced between the receiver and Romanoff. His throat worked in a thick swallow. His hands trembled where he white-knuckled the wheel. Sweat slicked his brow.

			“Seatbelt,” Romanoff said, ignoring Viscose’s growing agitation as he shouted orders, somehow unaware that there was no one listening.

			At first it seemed like the driver didn’t understand, then he hastily unfastened the buckle, his hands still trembling.

			“Good,” she approved. “Now, remember to tuck and roll.”

			Confusion crossed his face, then a split second of realization before the driver-side door yanked open and a metal hand reached through.

			The driver screamed, the sound fading as he was hauled out of the cab and tossed into the grass alongside the highway.

			Barnes swept in to take his place, closing the door. His nose wrinkled. “I think that guy pissed himself.”

			A smirk pulled at Romanoff’s lips. “Apt response to being pulled out of a moving vehicle by a massive metallic arm.” She felt something shift beneath her before remembering she was sitting on one of the guards. He groaned, rolling his head around, only to be sent off to see the sandman again when Romanoff slammed her elbow into the area just below his temple. He went limp.

			That should keep him quiet for a bit.

			Romanoff refocused on the truck ahead of them. The last one. “Get us in close.”

			“No backseat driving,” Barnes muttered, though the truck lurched forward as it picked up speed.

			Barnes held his hand out and Romanoff passed the safety line to him. While he got to work tying off the wheel, she took aim with the pistol and fired rounds along the edge of the windshield. Angling herself down in the seat—and the guard’s lap—she shielded her face and, with a series of quick kicks, lashed out at the corner of the fissured safety glass.

			The windshield popped loose. Barnes’s metal arm reached forward and wrangled it free, letting it fall to the side of the road and out of sight. Without protection, the wind pounded at them once again.

			“Get ready,” Barnes warned before grabbing a baton and jamming it into place over the accelerator.

			“What about him?” Romanoff jerked her thumb at the unconscious seat warmer. 

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			With a nod, she grabbed the now empty frame then pulled herself forward and out onto the truck’s hood. The wind continued to howl and yank at her as if angered by her refusal to topple to her death. She wavered briefly, her arms lifted to keep her steady. There wasn’t much room for maneuverability, and the slight slope in the surface didn’t help. Balanced on the balls of her feet, she braced herself. The truck gained ground on the one in front of it. Calculating the shrinking distance and the height she needed to clear, she adjusted her timing, hoped her math was solid, and leapt.

			The added momentum helped propel Romanoff forward and up. She landed on top of the trailer and tucked into a roll, coming out of it onto her knees. Her senses swam briefly, her head full of sawdust. Keep it together …

			Thunk!

			Barnes landed beside her, making it look entirely too easy. A second later, the trailer jerked as the now abandoned truck slammed into it from behind. There was the screech of rubber against concrete as the driverless truck gradually veered along the curve of the road, then went tumbling onto its side.

			Luckily, or maybe intentionally—Barnes had a way of managing these things almost like magic—the downed truck stopped just shy of the metal guardrail that separated the road from a sheer drop-off, keeping it and its lethal contents intact.

			Six down, one to go.

			The final truck continued to barrel along the road, the mountainous terrain opening up alongside them, plunging down into a valley below. Clinging to the top of the trailer, Romanoff was very aware that there was nothing between them and a hundred-foot drop. They needed to get inside before anyone got the bright idea to try to toss them.

			Barnes started forward, then drew up short.

			Romanoff got to her feet, able to see what had stopped Barnes in his tracks.

			Viscose.

			The shark man stood at the head of the trailer, cutting off their path to the cab. He sneered and shouted something, but the wind chewed up the words, though Romanoff thought she heard something about a spider and a web.

			“I got him,” Barnes called, then paused as she stopped him with a hand on her shoulder.

			She shook her head. “The magnet. He’ll go for your arm again. When he does, I’ll distract him. He comes for me, you get free then go for the driver.”

			“You can take him?”

			Any other time such a question would carry the sting of insult, but this wasn’t Barnes doubting her skill, it was him analyzing her physical ability in her current state.

			“I’ll manage.” She didn’t have to beat Viscose, just keep him busy.

			Barnes looked ready to protest, a muscle working in his jaw. But he nodded and pulled away.

			Romanoff let him go, pacing the narrow distance to the edge of the trailer to put what little space she could between them.

			Viscose’s inky eyes swiveled back and forth, a motion detectable by the slight turn in his neck. He shifted as if to head off Barnes, that shimmer from before forming around his palm.

			Romanoff struck as he did, launching a Widow’s Bite that crackled and snapped as it hooked into Viscose. He faltered, but didn’t go down. To the side, Barnes dropped to his knees, his arm trapped against the surface of the trailer.

			Electricity rippled through Viscose, stilling him briefly before fading, no doubt absorbed by the implants imbedded beneath his skin. She’d kept the voltage low this time, just enough to sting. To annoy. She didn’t want to give him an edge in this fight, she only wanted his attention.

			“Ready to try and kill a spider?” Her words rose above the wind as she pitched her octave high, her tone teasing, taunting, daring.

			Viscose’s attention snapped to her. Snarling, he lowered his body and came at her.

			Romanoff was ready.

			She pushed into her own run, but instead of going high she went low, dropping into a slide just as his arms swung in an attempt to grab her.

			Viscose stumbled slightly, fighting against the inertia of both the truck and the tug of the wind. Just as she’d planned.

			Out here, her smaller, lighter size provided less wind resistance. Hopefully that would make her faster and, if she planned it right, add a bit more bite to her strikes.

			She stole a brief glance at Barnes. He bared his teeth as he pulled, metal groaning as he worked to get his arm free.

			Viscose lumbered back around, and Romanoff spun, driving her heel into the back of his knee. He shouted, more from anger than pain, but went down to one knee, turning to swipe at her with a backhand.

			She pulled to the side, but not too wide—the open air behind her waiting to swallow her up and spit her out dead. This allowed him full range of motion in his swing, and left him overextended.

			Viscose snarled, “You little—”

			A palm strike landed on his throat, choking off his words.

			He clutched at his thick neck, struggling to breathe.

			She shifted her stance, twirled into a piqué, aiming to slam her knee into the side of his head. Before the blow connected, a hand snatched at her stationary ankle and pulled.

			With a rush of vertigo, she went down, banging into the top of the trailer. Pain danced up her wrist, caught beneath her torso. She bit down on the burn, pivoted her body, and lashed out with a donkey kick.

			Viscose snagged her ankle again and drove a fist into her knee. Thankfully, the movement of the truck and the compensation from dodging her kick threw him off balance as well, or he would’ve folded her leg in half.

			Still, the blow landed and she dropped onto her back.

			She swallowed a cry as her nerves went white hot with the hurt. There was barely time for the throb beneath her skin to register before Viscose pulled her toward him, like he was reeling in a fish.

			To the side, Barnes jerked as most of his arm came free.

			Romanoff lifted her other leg, aiming a kick that Viscose swatted away, amusement clear on his face.

			“You don’t look well, little spider!” he said, his words half a laugh.

			He wasn’t wrong. The familiar buzzing at the base of her skull, and the way her skin felt too tight for her body, told her that the parasite was still in her head, her blood. The fight must have brought it back to the surface—it almost felt like a relapse, but it couldn’t be.

			A meaty fist snagged her by the front of her shirt. She brought her arm up and around, propelling her elbow down into his forearm. It was like hitting stone.

			He put a hand around her throat. His fingers squeezed. Her lungs rebelled as they attempted to take in oxygen that wasn’t there. She hit and kicked, trying to get him to loosen his hold.

			“Finally,” he growled, drawing the word out slowly. “The Widow is caught in her own web, tangled, dying.”

			Her vision started to wane. The pounding in her chest filled her ears and ballooned behind her eyes. Spots danced across her sight, the world closing in until all she could see was Viscose, the smile cutting across his face. She clutched at his thick fingers, attempting to pry them loose. But it was no use. His grip was like a vise, unrelenting.

			“I should toss you over and let your body break against the mountainside.” His words were thick, haunting, echoing between her ears as everything started to meld together. “But I think I’d rather squeeze the life out of you, myself.”

			He drew her in close, invading her space, intimate almost, and hissed, “Die for me … little spider …”

			Romanoff shifted her fingers where they clawed at his. Her previous, seemingly frantic motions slid into the smooth precision of muscle memory. She went for the Widow’s Bite wristlets.

			Viscose laughed. “How soon you forget, your venom has no lasting effect on me—grkk!”

			A plume of mace hissed into the air, blooming in his face. The fingers around her throat tightened, then let go as he went tumbling back.

			She hit her knees, coughing as her oxygen-starved body drew in greedy breaths. Her waning vision swept outward. No sign of Barnes, only the dented metal where his arm had been trapped to the trailer.

			Viscose howled in pain and rage, swiping at the air with one hand while the other stayed pressed over his now useless eyes. The loss of vision shouldn’t have affected his ability to track her, but the pain had to be … distracting.

			Regaining her feet, Romanoff started toward him, ready to end this.

			That was when the trailer jerked.

			The sound of squealing brakes pierced the air as they fought with the massive wheels. There were no sudden stops for rigs like this, and the whole thing went sliding along the road.

			Romanoff managed to stumble to a stop.

			Viscose wasn’t so lucky.

			Like a striking snake, his hand latched onto her wrist. His fingers clamped down hard, crushing the wristlet and grinding her bones together. She twisted, pulled, tried to get free, but it was no use. He had her.

			Three things happened at once.

			She felt her center of gravity pitch as Viscose’s did.

			Viscose flailed, trying to find his footing, but he couldn’t fight inertia.

			She dug her heels in, but it wasn’t enough.

			They were going over.

			All she saw was the sky, then the side of the trailer as she went over the edge.

			Pain erupted from the center of her back as she slammed into the guard rail. Her body tipped outward and over.

			Then she was falling.

			She flung her free arm out, fingers squeezing to activate the zip line in her other wristlet. There was a crack of stone as the head lodged itself in the rock. She braced herself, but even so, the sudden halt was like slamming into concrete. The force of the impact rattled her bones to the point where she felt she might shake apart.

			Pain thundered through her, compounded when all three hundred plus pounds of Viscose yanked on her other arm.

			She felt the rolling burst of her shoulder coming free of the socket, bit into her lip, and screamed. Fingers clasped around at her leg. Viscose.

			He clung to her as they dangled against the mountainside. He shouted something in French, but her pain-addled brain and dampened senses couldn’t make it out.

			All she knew was she had to get him off her, or she was going to die.

			With a feeling like molten cold sluicing through her veins, her fingers twitched, then flexed in the sequence to activate the crushed wristlet.

			Nothing.

			Viscose pulled at her, still shouting. He let go of her wrist.

			She flexed her fingers again.

			It was weak at first, but the electric jolt finally crackled and snapped to life.

			“Your venom has no lasting effect on me,” he’d said.

			But she didn’t need it to.

			She straightened her arm fully, screaming as the pain ate away at her nerves, and pressed. The bite shot forth.

			Viscose jerked as it found its mark. He might be able to absorb and redirect the electric current, but not before it rendered his limbs useless for just the barest few seconds.

			That was all she needed to draw her leg up, high as she could, and drive her foot down onto his shocked face.

			He let go. The sudden lack of weight was a relief, though short-lived.

			Her heart hammering in her ears, she almost didn’t hear his fading shout, or when it abruptly cut off.

			Romanoff closed her eyes and just … existed for a moment. Her body ached, her muscles screamed.

			She needed to somehow climb up before the last of her strength abandoned her, but with one arm practically useless, that wasn’t likely to happen. And even if it was, the zip-line anchor was stuck in the hillside too far below the guard rail. She wouldn’t be able to get to the road.

			And so she hung there, like a side of beef, pounded and ground out.

			Her vision waned. Her muscles spasmed. Her fingers tingled where the wristlet bit into her flesh, cutting off the flow of oxygen.

			“This is okay,” she said aloud, to no one in particular. “This … this is okay …”

			They’d done it. Mission accomplished. That’s what was important.

			“Workplace hazard,” she could hear Fury say. “Getting the job done is what matters. Living through it is just a luxury.”

			She chuckled, the sound slightly manic even to her ears. He was right of course.

			“Natasha!”

			Her eyes snapped open.

			Someone was …

			“Nat!”

			Barnes, she realized, somewhere above her. She dropped her head back to search the cliffside.

			There he was, the glint of his arm still catching in the sun, beckoning to her.

			“Hold on!” he shouted. Or at least that’s what she thought he shouted.

			Then he threw something.

			A harness dropped beside her, swaying in the air, just feet away.

			But her arm …

			Drawing in a sharp breath, she gritted her teeth.

			“Come on, Romanoff,” she breathed, but her body refused to listen.

			She flexed her elbow the barest bit. The pain was instant and raw. It clawed through her, pressing up from beneath her skin like hot coals, shaking loose a scream from somewhere deep inside her.

			The taste of blood flooded her mouth as she bit into her cheek.

			She reached.

			“You look like hammered crap.” A familiar voice drifted in against Romanoff’s foggy thoughts.

			She winced, her head pounding, and forced her eyes open. The world tilted and swayed, refusing to come into focus at first. Then, bit by bit, the picture started to right itself.

			Light filled her vision first, cold and synthetic. Then came sound, the steady beep … beep … beep … of a heart monitor. Gradually, the smell of disinfectant filled her nose.

			A hospital, she realized.

			Blinking to clear her vision, color blended with the light, and gradually took shape. A body. A face.

			Fury sat in the chair beside her bed, his eye trained on her briefly before it returned to the magazine open in his lap. “Hammered crap that’s been put through a wood chipper.”

			Romanoff groaned. Even that hurt, the thumping in her head intensifying. Everything else hurt as well, and she couldn’t catch her breath, not fully. Pain gnawed at her chest, likely from a few cracked ribs. “What … where …”

			“Somewhere secure.” Fury closed the magazine and set it aside. “Despite what appears to be a valiant effort to break yourself into as many pieces as possible, you are whole, mostly healthy, and safe.” He emphasized that last word. “So, work on getting from mostly to fully.”

			She swallowed, her throat scratchy, her tongue feeling too thick for her mouth. “Viscose.”

			“Dead.” Fury shrugged. “Not the healthiest thing to go bungee jumping without the bungee.”

			Romanoff snorted in lieu of laughing. If Fury was making jokes, that meant he had been worried. A sudden spike of fear moved through her. Did he know what happened? What about Barnes? Did they have him in custody? She couldn’t remember anything past being pulled up to the highway, then Barnes managing to set her shoulder before everything went black.

			Fury pitched a glance at her suddenly excitable heart monitor. “I meant it when I said you were safe.”

			“I know.” She winced and shut her eyes again. “Just … working through … what led up to now,” she panted.

			“Ah,” Fury said knowingly.

			Romanoff fixed him with her own look.

			Fury held it for a second before clearing his throat. “You’ll be happy to know, I’m sure, that we managed to round up all traces of the parasite. It’s been properly disposed of.”

			“All of it?” she asked.

			“I’m very thorough.”

			That wasn’t where her doubt rested. “And … anything else? From the scene?”

			Fury arched an eyebrow. “If you’re worried about certain parties involved”—he glanced at her heart monitor, which didn’t react this time—“the guards you incapacitated are all alive, and also in various stages of healing. You really did a number on them. Lot of ground to cover for someone on their own.”

			The relief that played through her was almost powerful enough to take her back under. Instead she grinned. A little. “There’s talented … and then … there’s talented.”

			Fury chuckled. “Touché.” He pushed to his feet with a faint grunt, then reached to wheel the bedside tray forward, revealing a cup of partially melted ice chips. “I’ll leave you to rest.” He moved to exit, then paused at the door. “Nice job, Romanoff.”

			“Mmmm.”

			And then he was gone.

			Romanoff stared at the empty doorway as her eyelids started to droop. She didn’t want to go back under, but it seemed she didn’t really have a choice.

			The next time she opened her eyes, the room was dark save for the light of the TV. Her head was still full of sawdust, and her body felt like her bones had evaporated. Moving was something of a chore. Someone on screen was remodeling a bathroom, but she didn’t pay much attention, instead focusing on a figure sitting in the dark.

			The body occupying the bedside chair was larger and bulkier than Fury’s. Illuminated by the dim glow of the TV, Barnes fidgeted with something on the ground between his knees. At least, it looked like Barnes. And moved like Barnes. But over the past 48 hours, many faces and voices had plagued her senses.

			The vestiges of Holt’s parasite likely no longer had hold of her, but getting dropped off the side of the mountain in her weakened state had wrung her out to dry, and then some.

			“You … you shouldn’t … be here,” she croaked. Each word was like fire in her throat.

			“Don’t talk,” he ordered, then popped open something that sounded like plastic. There was a sizzle, crackle, then whoosh, followed by the smell of something both acrid and minty. Oddly enough, it soothed the heat in her throat and eased the ache in her head. Barely.

			“Brought you something to eat,” he muttered.

			She shifted slightly, curled beneath her blanket. A rich, earthy scent, distinctly spiced, now filled the air. Her stomach both leapt and roiled at the prospect.

			“Is that … borscht?”

			“An attempt at it.” Barnes set about doing … something else, lord knew what. “Don’t look at me like that—it was simple, that’s all.”

			“I’m not looking at you,” she said, unable to help the smile pulling at her face.

			Barnes set the container full of the familiar red stew on the tray, after removing a half-eaten bowl of noodles she’d picked at earlier.

			“Get some rest. The food will still be here when you wake.”

			Romanoff closed her eyes, her body, her mind, her very being weary.

			The darkness came for her, and she let it.

			When next she surfaced into consciousness, the TV was off and Barnes was gone.

			If he was ever actually there. Hard to tell the difference between a hallucination while on what had to be god tier pain killers and a good spy, but she remembered his voice, if nothing else. He had been talking, reading something. She remembered names.

			Keisha.

			Maria.

			Sora.

			It was his voice, but their words.

			Maria’s kids were getting big. And dammit all, she might be pregnant again. She hoped it was just gas.

			Sora got another tattoo. They really liked this one. And they added color to the Melanie ink. She’ll need to come back and see it, see them again.

			Keisha was pissed. She’s not speaking to Melanie for just up and vanishing like that, but she’s here if she wants to talk. Just let her know. Because she’s pissed, but she’s worried, and how dare you pull something like this, you better be okay, love you.

			Barnes had sounded amused.

			Then he was gone again. Back and forth, in and out, the memory of him woven into stretches of dark, the lights always off, the night fallen heavy. Back and forth, in and out, between check-ins from nurses, and at least one more visit from Fury, until one merciful day, when she cracked her eyes against the overhead fluorescents, her head didn’t explode with pain.

			Back and forth. In and out.

			She hoped that was the meds making her memories fuzzy.

			Blinking against the brightness, she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. For the first time in heavens knew how long, she could breathe, slow and deep. The aches remained, but the pain had subsided.

			Her vision was strikingly clear. She could see everything, every detail on the readout of her monitor, the information on the whiteboard across from her, what little there was. Just the word “agent,” then the name of her nurse: Archie.

			She knew she was alone, but her gaze strayed to the bedside chair all the same. Barnes wasn’t there, but something had taken his place.

			Natasha recognized the burner phone. Melanie’s phone.

			She reached for it, hesitated, then curled her fingers around it. When she lifted it, the screen flickered to life. It, like her, should be dead, but somehow, there they both were, still here.

			Thanks to a certain soldier.

			A notification rested just beneath the date and time. If this was correct, it’d been a week since she’d been dangling along the cliffs in the Alps, but the message was from today.

			She half expected it to be Fury, maybe Banner, but the last name she anticipated flashed across the screen.

			Keisha.

			It was a single line of text that could mean nothing and yet … everything.

			Get well soon.
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