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Black Widow. Back in time

    by GorMartsen

      Summary

      "Let go"
I kept my eyes on Clint all the time falling down. I knew that I made the right choice. I would not be able to look into Laura and kids eyes and tell them that Clint is no more… if we succeed… I hope it's "when" and not "if". But I lost faith a long time ago. Even before the Snap.
It was time to let it go and hope that my sacrifice will be enough to …
---
Marvel, Iron Man and so on are not mine.
I am just imagining it.
---






  






      

  











Let Go



    Chapter Notes

      I updated the chapter and fixed the grammar issues. But I kept some sentences with unusual structures, letting my Soviet Union background shine through the Nat.







  
  "Let go"


  I kept my eyes on Clint, all the time falling down. I knew that I had made the right choice. I would not be able to look into Laura and the kids’ eyes and tell them that Clint is no more… if we succeed… I hope it’s “when” and not “if.” But I lost faith a long time ago, even before the Snap.


  It was time to let it go and hope my sacrifice would be enough to …


  🕷


  It was like waking up from a dream. One moment, I was in a vortex of memories of my past suffering in the cold of pain and survival. The next moment, I opened my eyes and looked at the wall from the bed. I was in a bed in a hotel room. Does the afterlife provide hotel services? The adrenaline boost sharpened my perception of reality, and Red Room training took over me. Acknowledge location, settings, and immediate and short-term danger. Accept your surroundings for what they are and think about them later.


  I looked around, taking everything at the same time. Time stretched and crawled. Seconds become minutes. The adrenaline rush and blood pumping in my ears turned to the stretched sound of a rising tide.


  There is a knife attached to the thigh, and a gun is under the pillow. My hand immediately launched on that. Feeling a gun in my hand gave me a false sense of security and being in control. I am not weaponless anymore.


  Hotel room.


  Everything looks old but new: TV, phone, bed lamp, clock, bed frame and hotel service items - they all look like from at least 15 years ago. The design suggests Europe.


  No immediate danger.


  I let go of my hold on accelerated perception, and time returned to its regular speed.


  Think Natasha, It's time to think. Where am I?


  I remember falling, and I remember letting go. Soul stone. What happened?


  I looked around once more and chased the deja-vu feeling. I saw it before.


  I got up and walked to the window. Leaning on the wall next to the window, I carefully looked out, keeping my profile out of view.


  Outside, I saw Prague, Europe. It was like going back in time. The cars, people’s clothes, and the feeling in the air — all of it gave me an even stronger sense of déjà vu.


  It took me a few moments to recall. I’d been here before, in this exact hotel room, at this exact time.


  It could not be.


  I went to the bathroom and found my younger image in the mirror. I touched my hair and face, looked at my hands, and checked my scars. I discovered that any scars that I had collected over the last decade or so were missing.


  My hand involuntarily went to my stomach. The hollow feeling in place of my womb is still there. Even Cho’s regeneration cradle was not able to restore what Red Room took from me.


  I put the gun on the sink and splashed cold water on my face.


  Think Natasha, think.


  The more details I saw, the more I was sure it was that time.


  Soul stone. Could it be that it sent souls somewhere when they sacrificed for it?


  Nobody knows. Or nobody left this knowledge known.


  Why this time? I focused hard on remembering what was unique about this day, this time period of my life. Only one thing stood out: It was my turning point. I was ready to die to stop going on the same path that I was before. I was thinking of dying trying to kill Dreykov.


  Catharsis. Sacrifice.


  Fucking stone.


  Rage and deep soul pain rose up, and I punched the mirror with my younger self-image.


  The glass breaking sound filled the bathroom, and the mirror, broken in pieces, collapsed into the sink.


  I did not want it.


  No, that’s a lie. When Stark started to work on time travel, I was hoping — badly hoping — to reverse the latest damage that had been done, to reverse my latest and biggest failure.


  When he did it, I immediately signed up for it. I made sure that I was on a mission for Soul Stone. I already knew what I was going to do even then.


  I wanted to make it better, to correct my failures and shortcomings, to be free from my all-consuming guilt.


  I didn't follow Clint's steps after Snap, only because I already tried that. More blood on my hands never washed out any other, innocent, blood away.


  I never would be able to wash it away, no matter how far I would travel back in time. I still remember. Every. Single. One.


  Sobs started to escape my tight-squeezed lips.


  I turned to the shower and opened the water. Old habits die hard.


  Black Widows do not cry.


  I went underwater as is, not bothering to undress, and just curled on the floor and cried and cried and cried, hiding my tears behind running water. Black Widows do not cry and do not show weaknesses — or they are dead ones. I learned this fast back in the Red Room.


  Hours later, when I felt empty and hollow, I dried myself up and curled on the bed in a fluffy bathroom robe.


  I turned the TV on to distract myself from all of that. Some stupid movie and maybe ice cream would be nice. Perhaps room service can do that?


  For the next hour, I was stuffing myself with strawberry, chocolate, and tasty European ice cream while watching the stupid Friends show.


  Just for a bit, I felt content.


  🕷


  Eventually, I had to get back to reality. It was already after lunch, and midday news caught my attention.


  
    "
  
  
    Tři měsíce po jeho zmizení, Tony Stark je stále nezvěstný. Pátrání pokračuje...
  
  
    "
  


  It is April 2008, and Stark is still somewhere in the hands of Afghanistan’s terrorists. 


  What happened to me those days? Ah, right. It was the beginning of my dance with Clint and the SHIELD.


  Clint.


  He should be there soon with a kill order from SHIELD. Originally, he recruited me instead of proceeding with it.


  Clint's proposal to switch alliances came at the best possible time. He gave me hope for changes, for being better. He probably saw that I was already one step through the door. I accepted the offer back then.


  SHIELD is not an option anymore. Now knowing that HYDRA has actually hollowed out SHIELD years ago, I find it surprising that nobody found it out. Or perhaps they did and have been neutralised.


  
    "
  
  
    Tržní hodnota Stark Industry vykazuje známky zotavení.
  
  
    "
  


  I turned back to the news after hearing Stark's name again. If I remember correctly, he escaped around the time I joined SHIELD. It was hard to track time those days. I spent weeks in interrogations and evaluations. Back then, it was surprising to hear about Stark closing weaponry production on the news after I resurfaced. When I last heard about him, they speculated about his death and who would lead the company forward.


  Back then, I did not know that he had escaped by himself. I thought that one of the military groups finally found him and rescued his white ass, and the Stark PR team thought it would be more beneficial to colour him as self-saving rather than the victim. That would not be the first or even last time I saw people in power twist facts to their liking.


  It colours me surprised to learn that information many years later. That was not on his file when I was assigned to his case to infiltrate his company.


  Back then, I thought he was a rich and egoistic man who believed in owning the world. I felt satisfied playing with him and seeing his hidden pain when I was revealed as a spy.


  Looking back at that, I feel stupid, I feel dirty. I feel like my own judgemental perception did not let me see that Stark was in a similar pain to mine. He hid it under the armor of indifference, playboy and jokes. I hide mine under quite the same.


  We had more similarities than I suspected back then.


  Stark never forgives betrayal, which I learned much later. The last time he let me get any closer to his true self was during the Accord fiasco. As soon as I jumped ship to follow Steve, he crossed me out. 


  I remember now that I thought Stark was right; we need accountability and an overview. But whatever Ross was doing then was not that. And that was as good as any excuse for me to switch sides. But I did not tell him; I just flipped in the middle of the confrontation.


  One day after Snap, we talked about it. I spent many, many days going over the past, over SHIELD files, to find out what was actually happening behind the scenes. How we ended up in this shitty future with so many dead…  I needed to know. I needed something to hold my sanity together.


  We talked for hours. He was able to pull data that I did not know about. He told me about what happened on Titan. And then many other things that happened before that.


  Inexplicably, we ended up talking about time travel. Maybe it was because the sorcerer with the Time Stone was actually from Earth, or maybe because we both had many regrets and it was just wishful thinking about what if.


  In the end, he told me that he had always been fascinated by the possibility of time travel and that he even created a Protocol called “McFly” when he was still attending MIT.


  I jolted up.


  I can go to Stark, get him out and tell him everything. If anyone could understand, it would be him.


  Maybe, just maybe, together, we can do something about the future.


  I pulled out all my documents. I had a US passport with the name Natalia Romanova and an Italian passport with the name Natalie Romano.


  Right, I chose the name Natasha Romanoff after I joined SHIELD. New life - new name and all that.


  I had a few thousand euros, a ticket to the theatre and random receipts.


  Right, the theatre is where my target should be in two days. Fat chance that I would go there now.


  I need a plan, and I need a backstory.


  I just know a person, well, sort of a person, who can help me with that.


  I grabbed my laptop and jumped a few hops to secure my connection to the darknet via the hotel network.


  It took some time, but I was able to locate one of the IRC networks where Stark’s AI, JARVIS, listened and searched for information about Stark.


  I used the nickname GbalFgnex, which is “TonyStark”, encoded by Caesar Cypher. Nothing fancy but good enough to attract his attention.


  > GbalFgnex joined


  > J.1787 sent a private message


  J.1787> Sir?


  GbalFgnex> J. Protocol McFly


  J.1787> Please provide the verification code


  GbalFgnex> Unauthorized user. Need assistance to retrieve S.


  J.1787> How can I help you?


  GbalFgnex> I need backstory, documents and financial support to proceed with the primary objective. Sending file with all details and my current location.


  J.1787> It is doable. Please wait.


  The next fifteen minutes I spent on the edge. I was barely familiar with JARVIS, and he was overshadowed by Vision after his death. All I know for sure is that JARVIS was loyal to Stark to the fault.


  J.1787> Your US passport is acceptable. All other arrangements will be ready upon your return to the US. A parcel with a phone is on its way, the ETA is 2 hours to your location. Please keep the provided phone with you at all times. Non-negotiable. Immediate contact with S. is requested upon retrieval. ETA?


  GbalFgnex> I should get to S in the next five days.


  J.1787> I will be watching you.


  GbalFgnex> Good. N out.


  I have eight hours to prepare for my trip to Afghanistan. I need to plan it out.


  🕷
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  Location: Pakistan

  Date: April 30 2008



  It took me some time to get to Stark. I had a general idea of where to look for Stark, but it was still not easy. The mountain area was vast, and I needed a lead to narrow my search area. 


  I also was followed — I saw Clint on my trail since Prague. As soon as I landed in Pakistan, I shook him off. At first, I thought to partner up with him and pull him into saving Stark, but it would raise too many questions and knowing how SHIELD works from inside, I would screw everything up by revealing myself. It was better to leave him be and keep SHIELD in the dark as long as possible.


  After that, it was an agonising ride in an old jeep that I bought for cash. I needed to be mobile and go to a no-man’s land.


  I had to spend some time getting my hands on some weapons, explosives and supplies. It was the easy part — I knew the black market dealing very well, and Pakistan was a country where you can find a lot of stuff that goes kaboom, as long as you have cash or are ready to crack some bones. I was both.


  The hardest part was to find out who to beat up, break bones and plain torture to get information about the Ten Rings camp location.


  When I finally found it, five days later - after I landed back in time, I had to discard the idea of alerting US forces to get him out. It was not viable — it would take far too long, and there is no guarantee that someone is not going to fuck it all up, leaving dead Stark behind.


  Sabotage and stealthy retrieval instead, I decided then.


  But before I proceeded forward - shooting, screaming, and explosions started. I saw a metal armoured figure was putting everything on flame.


  Stark.


  He was like a raging metal monster, lashing out at anyone shooting him and putting everything to ashes and on flame.


  I did not have time to react or even approach - I was too far away, trying to scout camp from a vantage point.


  Then Stark shot up in the air and flew away. I marked the direction he left and went back to my car — I needed to get to him first before anyone followed him.


  🕷


  It took me two hours to reach his crashing site, but of course, he had already left. I looked at the armour scattered over a sand dune, thinking that it would be better not to leave it here. Unfortunately, it was too heavy to pick it up.


  Blowing it up then.


  I took out C4 charges that I picked up from an old white-bearded man with no teeth and shaky hands. Then, I stuffed them inside what looked like a chest section and dropped whatever other big pieces I saw around on top of that.


  It was a spectacular explosion, scattering pieces over half a mile around. Good luck putting it back together.


  It took me another fifteen minutes to catch up with Stark. He was smart enough to hide after he had noticed a car following his steps, I assumed.


  I stopped the car and looked around, trying to see if I could spot him. I was in the space between dunes with some random rocks scattered around — not many places to hide. He was around here, and I was sure of it.


  We don’t have time to waste on hide and seek, and we need to get out of here ASAP. I pulled out the phone and called Jarvis.


  “Hello Jarvis, I am putting you on speaker phone,” I said a bit too loud. Then, I dialled up the speaker phone at maximum volume, hoping that Stark was within hearing distance.


  “Miss Romanova. Where is Mister Stark?” British voice was carried around.


  “Somewhere here, Jarvis. He just escaped his captors. He probably thinks I am with them or something.”


  “Sir, verification code CW 201 - McFly.”


  I looked around, hoping to see Stark getting out of his hiding spot.


  My danger senses flared, and I quickly spun around, finding Stark a few steps away. He immediately jumped on me, and we fell to the ground. I would easily subdue him, but it would be counterproductive, so I relaxed and said:


  “I found him, Jarvis.” I was still holding the phone in my hand while being pinned down by Stark.


  Stark moved his eyes to the phone and back to me. Still holding one hand up, ready to punch me, with another on my neck.


  "J, buddy, is it really you?" He said with a dry voice.


  “Affirmative Sir.”


  “Who is redhead, buddy?” He asked then, still on guard.


  "By protocol, McFly, Miss Natalia Romanova is your contiguous plan in case of kidnapping. She has worked for you for the last two years since that incident in Las Vegas. She did not provide the authorisation code. I suggest to proceed with caution, Sir"


  “Time travel, huh?” Stark looked at me with a bit of surprise.


  "Tell me something to prove it," Stark said, focusing on me again and applying a bit more pressure to my neck.


  “You built an ARC reactor and put it in your chess to keep shrapnel from killing you,” I replied calmly.


  “Not good enough. Try again, Annie.”


  I rolled my eyes and said:


  “When you return to the US, you plan to close weapon production. Also, you plan to make new armour and hunt down any Stark weapon sold  under the table.”


  “That’s better, I guess.” He grabbed the phone from my hand and stood up. I let it go and got up myself.


  “We need to move,” Is all I said, moving to the driver’s seat.


  🕷
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     Location: Afghanistan 
  

  
     Date: May 1 2008 
  



  I grabbed a backpack from the backseat and dropped it on Stark’s legs.


  “Food and water,” I said, switching from neural gear and speeding up.


  He immediately pulled out a water bottle and drank it all.


  “Why are you here, T-800?” He asked as soon as he finished drinking.


  “You invented time travel to fix Snap in the future. Multiple teams went to the past to retrieve important objects that were destroyed. They were required to undo Snap.”


  We jumped on a bump, and I had to keep my mouth shut for a second while trying to keep the car on the road.


  “I was on one of the teams and I had to sacrifice myself to retrieve one of the objects. Then I woke up back in time, in my younger body, five days ago.”


  “Snap?” He quirked his eyebrow.


  “Big purple aliens used powerful objects to erase sentients over the half universe. Then he destroyed them so that no one can undo it.” I gave the bare minimum explanation.


  Stark was silent for a minute after that. Then he laughed without real heat in it and said:


  “I wish you were crazy.”


  I looked at him a bit worried and asked, “But?”


  “But you showed up out of nowhere and contacted J through a channel I did not know about. You know too much - it's not just a lucky guess. You make too much sense, well, except for the purple alien,” Stark explained.


  He pulled another bottle of water and asked nonchalantly:


  “Fine, I might as well bite a bullet. What is your plan?”


  “I don’t have any,” I replied.


  “You don’t?” He asked with clear surprise in his voice.


  “It’s not like I planned to wake up in the past.” I rolled my eyes.


  “Well, you do act like you have a plan,” Stark replied.


  “I just roll with punches, and I am over my head,” I admitted.


  “Why me then?” Stark asked with interest and continued:


  “Don’t take me wrong, I am glad that you are helping me right now, but why do you choose to find me over anybody else?”


  I thought a bit about that. There are too many reasons to list. But in the end, he was right about the danger lurking in the distance. We ignored, laughed him off or ridiculed his behaviour. I personally just saw an eccentric rich man who likes to play Iron Man and get attention. Somehow, we collectively ignored that Stark was the one to shoulder WMD and carried it through the portal without any guarantee to come back. Nobody paid attention to his words about the armada on another side of the portal. Nobody was ready for Thanos when he came.


  It all boiled down to:


  “Because I believe in you.”


  🕷


  “How did my escape go originally?” Stark asked some time later.


  “I never knew for sure. You were tight-lipped about it.” I shrugged my shoulders and continued, “My best guess is that you were found by the military after they were investigating that firework in the mountains.”


  I looked at him and said:


  “I found your crash site and blew up your armour. Last time around, it ended up in the wrong hands.”


  “Who?” he asked, with an edge in his voice.


  “Stane.” I paused and continued: “Stane is behind selling Stark weapons to terrorists and your abduction.”


  Stark went all stiff and rigid. I continued:


  “He used your prototype to build armour and tried to kill you again. I am not sure about the details - I was on a different assignment back then”


  I saw the moment when Stark decided to suppress the pain of betrayal and change the topic:


  “Funny. I just realised that I know nothing about you”


  “Sure.” I shrugged and continued: “I’ve been raised as a spy and assassin under the Black Widow program created by Red Room. It’s a secret program made by the Russian government. It was brutal, and out of twenty girls, only one survived training. As a graduation gift - they sterilise you.


  Around this time, I was already fed up and just wanted to be done with it. I planned to kill Dreykov, the Red Room leader. Ready to die in the process.


  Instead, I was recruited by SHIELD. It's an international spy network that works for the World Security Council.


  One of the first missions from SHIELD was to kill Dreykov, and I thought I had succeeded back then. But Dreykov survived, and the Red Room program continued in another location.


  After that I was a SHIELD spy and assassin. No kids, obviously, no lover or partner, no family.”


  I picked up a water bottle and drank it all. It was my turn to deflect:


  “Anyway. You returned to the US, made a press conference and closed weapon manufacturing. Weeks later, you and Stane had a fight at Stark Industries HQ. As a result, he died. The next day, you announce yourself as Iron Man”.


  “Iron Man?” Stark asked.


  “Well, you built a flying armour suit and went on a rampage over Afghanistan, blowing up Ten Rings and any other terrorist group that you could find. The press got wind of the flying robot and called it Iron Man.”


  When I said nothing more, he prompted:


  “What happened next?”


  “SHIELD sent me undercover to spy on you. I was able to manipulate events so that you made me your PA.”


  “What happened to Pepper?” Stark interrupted me abruptly.


  “You assigned her as a CEO” I shrugged and continued when he asked for more details:


  “I found out that you were dying from palladium poison. Reported it and was reassigned. SHIELD was able to make a lithium-based solution, but that was a short term. Coulson got assigned to babysit you while you were coming up with a better solution.


  Somehow, you made a new element to replace the palladium core in the ARC reactor. No clue how you did it. Coulson didn't stay too long with you. We had an alien prince in exile to land in New Mexico, and Colson was reassigned to deal with that.


  That was another clusterfuck, I don’t know the details, but the small city was almost levelled up in the process.


  Anyhow. Back to you.


  Ivan Vanko, was able to build his own ARC reactor and used it to try to kill you. Apparently, his father worked with yours and was behind the ARC reactor idea. He was deported back to the USSR after some scandal, allegedly for spying.


  So Vanko came after you to avenge his father.


  Then, the New York Invasion happened where the first time was introduced the Super Hero team - Avengers.


  Then we have Killian from AIM. They were able to make some sort of super soldier serum that had the side effect of blowing people up. He tried to kill you as well.


  After that, there was some weird cosmic alignment, during which portals opened over many planets, and some other aliens tried to change the universe.


  Then Captain America and I found out that SHIELD was infiltrated by HYDRA. Yes, that Captain America. SHIELD found him somewhere frozen in ice but still alive. He was revived before the New York Invasion.


  Anyway, we did not have too many options, and HYDRA was launching a project that would eliminate any potential threats to them all over the globe. So we had to leak all SHIELD intelligence and screw up the launch. It was a big fallout.


  Avengers after that was mostly afloat, thanks to your financial support. It was a shit show. The short story, we screwed up big times, and the UN was trying to come up with a way to gain control over Super Heroes. Some went rogue, some not. We were not united, and it showed.


  Sometime later, another alien was trying to collect those powerful objects I spoke about, and you ended up on their ship on its way to a planet called Titan.


  You, with a bunch of other aliens, a sorcerer and Spider-Man from Earth, tried to save the day, but something went wrong, and the purple alien won. He could come to Earth after that to collect the last object and do the Snap.


  Everything went to shit. You eventually were able to return back to Earth.


  Stark International was one of the key factors that helped to survive people all over the world.


  You got married to Miss Potts, and you had a child - Morgana.


  Everyone was trying to move on and deal with that shit.


  Then one guy randomly traveled through time with pym particles or something like that and we came to you to build a time machine.


  As I said before, I went on a mission to the past and chose to sacrifice myself to retrieve one of the objects.


  Then I woke up here.”


  I drank more water and let Stark process what I said so far.


  “I got Pepper pregnant,” Stark eventually said with some wonder on his beaten-up face.


  I just rolled my eyes at his reaction.


  🕷


  The next six hours were spent mostly in silence. Stark was on the phone all the time, doing who knows what.


  I was driving and paying attention to our surroundings. It would be nothing good if we got caught in any unexpected trap.


  “We're almost there. I think it will be better if I stay under the radar for now. You take the car and drive back to the US base. I will go back to the US by myself.”


  Stark looked down on the phone, which beeps with a new incoming message.


  He screwed his face and then said:


  “I need some time anyway.”


  “I will write down anything that I remember, and we can come up with a plan?” I proposed.


  “I must deal with Stane and weapon manufacturing as soon as possible,” Stark replied.


  “So you're all set on closing it this time too?” I asked for clarification.


  When he looked at his hands and said nothing, I got it. I have my own share of innocent blood on my hands - I, too, sometimes, just stare at them with dread in my soul.


  We did not talk too much anymore. I didn't push it. I have my thinking to do.


  I jumped out when we got closer to the US military base and watched him go through the checkpoints. Then I walked away. I have to make my own way to the US, hopefully without surprises and SHIELD getting in the way.


  It’s time to do some thinking and planning.


  🕷
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  Location: Afghanistan

  Date: May 1 2008



  It did not take long to find another car. It was a small Toyota covered in decade-old dust. I was fine to fit in, but anyone close to 6’ high would be kissing his knees. Maybe that's why the owner sold it cheap? Doesn't really matter. It's not like I will keep it longer than a week.


  The road back to Islamabad was uneventful. Most likely, it was due to a dirty car that had not seen water since the last rain season, if they had any here.


  Sand, more sand and sand again.


  I kept alert. It's not a place for daydreaming.


  In the end, it took me two days to get back to Islamabad. Then, I spent another two days waiting until Jarvis gave me the green light. He was working his magic on my backstory - putting me in databases and social networks and, in general, leaving digital footprints of my previous existence.


  He also triggered a passport emergency reissue, and I got a shiny, crispy new US passport. Now, it is legally printed, properly registered, and has all the necessary entries, so I am safe to cross a border with the US.


  He organised the delivery of a suitcase for me, with all the small things that I needed to fit into a picture of a tourist coming back home — everything that would make me inconspicuous and prove my backstory.


  He has already prepared everything in LA: apartment, car, and office for my PI business. He followed up my suggestion to screw my story a bit. So now I have a low credit score, am listed as a dropout from the university and have a Ducati 999S that I allegedly bought after my first big lucky trip to Las Vegas.


  Seeing Jarvis pull something like arranging for me an apartment with an established history of living there was frightening. There are people on the darknet who organise stuff like that for cash, and Jarvis knows them.


  I can only guess what Stark was up to in his earliest days if his AI can do things like that all by itself.


  Instead of focusing on possible doom days, courtesy of Jarvis, I spent my time on polishing my backstory, learning some bits of local culture and whatnot.


  The usual pre-infiltration mission routine.


  It was familiar. It was grounding. It was letting me forget that I was in the past, that nobody knew me, that I flew blind here with no plan. It sounds crazy. I know it is crazy. I don’t know how Stark believed me.


  Doubts. Since the Snap, I have become accustomed to them. The constant flow of what if that I had a hard time suppressing. And if before they were about the past, now they are about the future. What if I fucked it up, what if I made it all worse. What if…


  Stop, Natasha, just Breathe in. Two. One. Breath out. Three. Two. One.


  Again.


  Breath in. Two. One. Breath out. Three. Two. One.


  Again.


  🕷


  I expected to be stopped by customs when I landed in the LAX. I made sure that I didn’t have anything illegal on me. I felt naked without any weapon, but it was too important to mess up. So, I was as ready as I could be, with Jarvis's help, of course.


  SHIELD was not going to ignore me so easily. I know that, and it was accounted for.


  I proved right to be ready when, after my passport was checked, I was pulled aside and escorted to the interrogation room.


  I stayed calm.


  The next hour I spent chewing bubble gum and looking at the ceiling, thinking about what I should do next. I need to tighten up my ends with the Red Room — I should not ignore that. In the original timeline, I tried to blow Dreykov up somewhere soon. This time around, I am going to put him down and salt his corpse. There is not going to be another chance for the Red Room to continue.


  🕷


  They let me steam by myself for an hour or so. Eventually, the door opened, and Clint, in a border officer uniform, came in. All proper and tight up.


  I perked up and said in my best California accent:


  “Dude, what took you so long? Were you stuck on the 101 or something? I've been waiting forever!”


  He gave me a look, dropped a thick folder on the table and only then sat. He made a show of opening it and flipping pages.


  “Officer Barton.” he made a heavy pause after the introduction.


  “Miss Romanova, you were detained under The Patriot Act. Please be advised that anything you said can and will be used in a court.”


  Ah, so this is how they want to do it. Well, let's dance a bit here, Clint.


  “I ain't playin' around. You gonna have to release me or I'll just sit tight 'til I get my lawyer, ya feel me?”


  “Don’t you have a degree yourself?” He looked over the folder, which he was still busy flipping pages in.


  I just blew a hairlock from my face and smirked at him, saying nothing.


  “Listen, Miss Romanova. We ask a few questions, you answer them, and you are free to go. It's simple like that.” he tried again.


  “Are you all chill now? Keep it up, officer.” I smirked and blew a bubble of gum, and popped it loudly.


  “You departed the US two months ago, last known location London, Great Britain. Then you came back from Pakistan. What was the nature of your trip?” he probed again.


  "It was a business trip. Gotta keep that client confidentiality and all that stuff,” I replied with a smirk.


  “We need more than that, Miss Romanova,” he replied with a stern voice and look.


  “Your funeral then.” I shrugged my shoulders.


  “Step out of bounds, and I'll sue you 'til you're broke. Go and talk to your boss. Either let me go or I'm calling my lawyer. No more chit-chat.” I crossed my hands under my bust and popped another bubble.


  He looked at me once more. Flipped folder pages a few more times and stood up.


  “I suggest you think about your actions once more, Miss Romanova.”


  I watched him go with a smirk. I know Clint; he has nothing on me so far, or he would choose a different approach right now. His actions told me all I needed to know about what SHIELD would do next.


  They will monitor my actions and connections and wait for an opportunity — exactly what I need them to do.


  Fifteen minutes tops, and I am out. I bet they bug my luggage and put someone on my tail.


  That’s fine. I accounted for that, too.


  🕷


  I was out in exactly fifteen minutes. I took a cab, as soon as I left the airport. I did not try to skip the first or second one. There was no point in avoiding a SHIELD-issued one, and I bet 20 bucks that it would be a SHIELD-issued one if anyone would bet on that at all.


  “Where to?” The driver asked as soon as we started to move.


  “Brentwood. 1204 McClellan Dr. Fill me up on what is good in our la-la land? Feels like forever since I dipped out for work.”


  He beamed at me in a mirror and replied:


  "So, like, where did you go? Was it, like, a good trip?"


  “Yeah, it was rad. I even got a fat bonus.” I beamed back at him.


  We chatted a bit. I blended in with no problems and kept up with driver gossip and complaints: about street construction, traffic, and all that local stuff that you have to know if you are from this place, if you are Angeleno.


  Fortunately, my new apartment was not so far away from the airport, and it was not a traffic time.


  I gave the driver some good tips and went to check out my new living arrangement. On the way up to the second floor, I picked up bills and some random printed ads from an overflowing mailbox.


  When I got inside, I kept my ruse. There is a good chance that the place is already bugged to the gills.


  “Casa dulce casa,” I said in a low tone and dropped my shoes. 


  I unloaded all the clothes from my luggage to the laundry machine and then did the same with everything I wore. I wished for a safe trip to heaven for tags and bugs that SHIELD put on my clothes. It doesn't matter, they probably have more already inside my apartment, but I feel like being a bit bitchy.


  I went through the kitchen to take a bottle of wine with the glass, dropped bills on the counter, and went to the bathroom, where, to my surprise, a jacuzzi was waiting for me.


  It was a spacious bathroom, easily the size of the third bedroom, with a separate shower cabin, a TV mounted on a wall and a nice stereo system.


  I put the TV news on, albeit on silent, and turned on the CD player with whatever was inside. I ended up listening to an old one for me but the latest for everyone else: Madonna's album American Life — Hollywood.


  Someone did their work with a bit of creativity and humour, it looks like.


  After that, I turned on the jacuzzi to fill it up and took a quick shower.


  Home sweet home indeed.


  🕷


  Hours later, when I had almost finished cleaning up the apartment, there was a ringing from downstairs. The intercom showed a regular delivery guy with a small package with a high-priority strip on it.


  A few minutes later, with one signature down, I had the same fancy phone that JARVIS had previously provided me — the one that Stark had taken with him. There was a new message.


  J> Please drop by your office when you find it convenient, Miss Romanova.


  Looks like Stark already wants to do a recap.


  N> On it. ETA 25.


  In my closet, I found a red leather jacket, pans, sport-style motorcycle shoes, and a helmet all in my size. J. really went for an all-red look with it.


  Opening a safe box hidden in the closet's wall, I found my PI badge and a gun. They were all legit, with properly filled paperwork and credentials. It looked like I had been carrying them around for a few years. At this rate, I will start to believe that I always lived in LA.


  I was out and down in the garage in ten minutes.


  There, I found another piece of my backstory - the Ducati 999 S.


  When I turned the ignition on, a purring mixed with a low bass vroom filled the garage. I had never owned a motorcycle before; I did not have such luxury things to be attached to.


  Even Stark AI knows how to please a girl.


  I did a quick detour on the 101 - I had some tail to shake off. They definitely were not ready to see me going all throttle out. I laughed a bit, imagining their faces.


  Eventually, I went to the office building's underground garage and found my way to the room - I had it in my file, provided by Jarvis. I even had an office key on my chain.


  Inside, I found a small and narrow office with no reception section — just a table with a computer, a single spare chair, and a window.


  Bare walls were empty. No flowers, no pictures or frames.


  As soon as I dropped in front of the computer and turned it on, the camera on top of the screen lit up with a red dot, and I looked at Stark on the screen.


  “Miss Romanova,” he greeted me.


  “Stark.” I nodded back to him.


  “How did it go? Jarvis saw that you were detained in the airport.”


  “It went well. All thanks to Jarvis.” I replied honestly.


  Stark rolled his eyes and said:


  “Jarvis will monitor the activity around you and inform you of any developments.”


  I gave him a nod of acknowledgement.


  “
  I will be busy with the Stark Industries and weapons dealings for a while
  . Is there anything critical I need to know?”


  “Except Stane tried to kill you, I have nothing important to add. Well, you know already that he originally got his hands on a prototype. That’s pretty much all I know about this time.” I replied.


  “J is keeping an eye on Stane, but I need to get access to his work computer. At this point, it is safe to assume that any SI personnel compromised and I need outside help. Can you break into SI tonight?” Stark asked with a complicated face.


  “I thought J. can break in anywhere?” I asked curiously.


  Stark made a face and said: “I may or may not have done something to the SI HQ firewall while I was drunk some years ago. It’s easier to break in than to figure out what I actually did back then. So, are you in?”


  “Sure, give me the details”, is all that I said.


  🕷


  At midnight, I walked through the security of Stark Industries HQ all the way to Stane's office. Stark gave me all the inside information I needed; it was a walk in the park.


  It is much easier to break in when you have such information and support.


  Still, I planned it all ahead, of course. I got the necessary tools to get into the office through a window on the twentieth floor.


  The small cut in a few places and hard wire to pull it open is all it took to break in.


  It did not take long to connect the phone to Stane's computer and start uploading the backdoor.


  “Miss, Stane just drove in and is on his way up,” I heard Jarvis saying in my earpiece.


  “Do we have enough time to finish the upload?” I asked back.


  “A minute to spare,” replied Jarvis.


  I finished preparing my escape back through the window and waited for the upload to finish. As soon as “done” popped out, I detached everything, turned the screen off and was out of the office.


  I barely finished locking the window back when the door opened, and lights illuminated the window. I took a small mirror out and checked what he was doing inside.


  Stane went to the bar and poured himself a full glass of whiskey with ice. He looked troubled. Then, he spent some time just going over the files on his computer. Eventually, I saw him making a video call.


  “Can you tap me in?” I asked into my earpiece.


  I immediately heard Stane speaking in Arabic. He was talking with Ten Rings, Raza, the terrorist leader who was holding Stark in captivity. Stane was pushing him for crossing him over and not finishing the job. Raza promised to give him good retribution and requested more weapons for a good price, of course.


  They arranged to meet five days later. I made a comment to Jarvis that Raza might have something related to the Iron Man prototype that he is going to bargain with Stane about.


  My path back was as easy as my path in, and at 3 a.m., I was back at my apartment, playing a bit tipsy person who had a good night but was able to drive home.


  🕷


  The next morning, I spent doing home chores and keeping myself busy. Groceries, small items, and other necessities took a solid two hours to get from the nearest supermarket. Well, at least the Civic Honda that I found next to my new shiny red toy was in working order and good enough not to break down on a shopping trip.


  After that, I went over all the papers and documents that I had. When I found an expired old LA Fitness card, I decided that going to the gym was as good an idea as any to spend the afternoon. A quick search for the nearest gym with a walk-in policy got me on my way.


  I need to get used to my younger body and be 100 per cent sure of what I am capable of right now.


  On the way to the gym, I saw RadioShack and stopped to buy an iPod or something.


  Back in the future, I used to have everything on my phone, so the need to have a music player as a separate device was really annoying. Even the phone provided by Jarvis was just that — a phone. Maybe I can nudge Stark to make his Stark phone faster?


  Fortunately, I was also able to buy some music. Funny enough, they had the American Life Madonna album on sale.


  Training felt nice and right. I have been doing it for so long now that it has become a part of my being. It twitches and twists something inside me if I am on a dry streak without training unless I am on a mission.


  I had to do a thoughtful review of my physical capabilities. I don't really remember what my limits were fifteen years ago. I needed to learn them all again, so I did cardio, worked on different groups of muscles, and tested my strength.


  Then I went to throw punches in a sandbag.


  “Hey Babe! Need a hand?” I heard a voice throw music in my ears.


  Turning around, I saw a tall guy with biceps the size of my thighs, dressed in Nike pants and a singlet. He was clearly shaven, had blue eyes, and had blond hair. He was looking at me expectantly.


  I took out my headphones and asked, “Did you say something?”


  He smiled back and repeated: “Need a hand? I can give you tips on how to throw a punch”


  I rolled my eyes. I bet he is looking to put his hands up instead of giving tips.


  “No, thanks,” I replied with clear annoyance in my voice and turned around to pick up a bottle.


  At that moment, his big hand caught me by the left upper arm, and I heard him saying:


  “Don’t ignore me babe!”


  Fucking moron.


  With a loud enough, “Don’t babe me”, I spun to close quarters, levelled myself down and jabbed his jingle bells. After that, I caught his head with both hands when he curled his body forward from pain and introduced my knee to his face.


  Then I stepped back and let him collapse at my feet. I heard him whining in a high-pitched voice, “You fucking gnarly”


  I sat down and, in a hush, forceful voice, told him, "Try and touch me again, and I'll show you my gnarly side. Got it?"


  When he said nothing, I grabbed him by the hair and made him look in my eyes: “I said, got it?”


  He almost squealed like a girl: “Got it! Got it!” 


  Satisfied, I drank some water and looked around. Everyone was pretending that nothing happened. If girls were pretending that they saw nothing (maybe it was ordinary for boys here to be forceful?), boys purposefully were looking elsewhere. At least nobody was going to uphold the honour of the fallen macho.


  I went back to my punching. Something was wrong with my balance when I threw my left punch. I was not putting enough weight behind it.


   
  🕷


  After training and a quick shower at the gym, I went for the ride. I need to sort things out in my head. I noticed that I was too shaken out by time travel. While I was able to get into the zone while I was looking for Stark, after that, I was adrift.


  That's why I found myself at the beach, watching the sunset and thinking.


  Right now, I am not a young and highly trained assassin anymore. It has been almost ten years since I did that. After the Snap, I was abandoning Black Widow behavior more and more. Guilt, self-blaming, and awareness of my sins were changing me, and I had to adapt to it or just jump the bridge. In the end, that was exactly what I did, didn't I?


  And while back then, in the future, I had people who knew me or thought that they knew me and had some expectations of me, here I am — nobody knows 
  
    me,
  
   nobody knows Natasha. She doesn't even exist anymore.


  I am Natalie Romanova. PI with some education in law (albeit unfinished) and private practice. I don’t need to be flirty. I don’t need to manipulate people. I can be me: as fucked up as I want, as gnarly as I can manage.


  I felt like a mountain had dropped from my shoulders, and I breathed with a new resolve.


  I should be fine.


  Maybe It's my new, this time true, chance at life.


  🕷
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  The next few days were spent getting acclimated back in time. I caught myself looking for non-existent products or being surprised by the price a few times already. I need to be familiar with prices, products, and the current global and local political climate. 


  Another self-assigned task that I pursued relentlessly was documenting the timeline. I spent hours in the office, writing down everything I remember. The more I write down, the better our chances of avoiding most of it. I really hope that my past will not become our future.


  Jarvis ensured that my computer was secured and encrypted, but just in case, he kept my files on his server, and I only had access when working with them. In case anyone steals this computer, my files will stay secure.


  I can only imagine what HYDRA will do if they get access to this information.


  To my surprise, I got a few calls for PI work. Apparently, to keep my cover, Jarvis posted ads in newspapers and some online sites, and who knows where else? I politely denied my service, of course, claiming  I had a working case for now.


  All in all, it was a slow day. It was a lull before the storm, as I found out later.


  🕷


  Something was wrong. The sharp, startling, and overwhelming feeling of danger put my body on overdrive.


  I grabbed my gun, which I kept under the pillow (the only way to sleep somewhat less paranoid for me), and without even bothering to dress up, I made my way around the apartment to see what triggered my honed instincts. In the kitchen, I picked up a knife. It was good for cutting meat, not so much for knife fighting.


  Note to myself: I need to buy a proper battle one.


  When I found nothing amiss inside, I carefully looked out of the window.


  Something is not right, and I need to figure it out ASAP.


  I counted at least two cars that were not here yesterday. Then, I found more and more signs of something out of place.


  I was under tight observation, I absently acknowledged. More important was the origin of the observation — Red Room operatives. Maybe someone else would not see a difference and would have to guess who came to their door, but I was painfully familiar with protocols and methodology that originated from SMERSH.


  SMERSH was a highly efficient and deadly agency focused on counterintelligence and dealing with deserters. When it was disbanded after the Cold War, The Red Room took everything from them — their methodology, experience, and training—and turned it a few notches up, making it even more brutal and lethal.


  It looks like Red Room came to pick up their wayward daughter or at least make sure that I was dealt with.


  I hoped it would take them longer to find me and that I would have enough time to prepare and make my move first, but that was out of the window now.


  I realised they got help. Could it be HYDRA doing it? It's possible but less probable. Maybe Fury? He liked to play games like that and then watch what happened. Any confrontation with them will lead to my cover blowing away. If I engage them, I have no chance. My only option is to run away. If I do just that, SHIELD benefits the most. Definitely, it is Fury doing it, then.


  I absently played with a kitchen knife in my left hand while thinking about what to do. Well, I planned to take Dreykov down, didn’t I? It sounds like a plan; I just need to be really smart about it, not like last time. It was not fun to hide in an old subway station for days, and I am not in dire need of repeating the experience.


  I typed my barebone plan and reasons to Jarvis, asking Stark for assistance. Ten minutes later, I had a business class ticket to New York.


  I was able to get out of my apartment before they mounted an assault and slipped out unnoticed. It's not for nothing I was named The Black Widow.


  For the four hours it took me to land at JFK, I was rehashing my plan.


  The first step in my plan was a cover story for my journey to New York, which Jarvis took care of. I now have a legitimate reason to go there. Apparently, I am chasing the cheating wife of one of the SI managers, and she was coincidentally on the plane with me. I took a few discreet pictures for a later report.


  The next step is to leave the US and return later without leaving any evidence of having done so. If I manage to lose the Red Room operatives in the process, all the better.


  As soon as I got out of the airport, I headed to the parking lot. There, I picked up documents, a proper uniform, and luggage from an unremarkable van. The door was left open for me, giving me space to change. This was all Jarvis's doing, of course.


  My cover story was quite simple: I was portraying a last-minute replacement for an unlucky girl who got stuck in an elevator on her way to work. It was purely coincidental, I’m sure, and had nothing to do with me.


  On the way back to the airport, I left my original documents, luggage, and clothes in a rented car that would be waiting for my return. For some unknown reason, it would be seen driving around New York, following Mrs Janson's location.


  I passed security and hurried to the cargo plane I was assigned to. The crew and the plane were already on standby, waiting for me. Nobody wanted to miss the scheduled departure window. In less than fifteen minutes, we took off in the direction of Budapest.


  🕷


  At first, I planned to blow up Dreykov again, just in a different way. Stark disagreed, saying that I simply didn’t have the proper tools before. When I read the list of equipment, Stark was going to provide me with - I made a new plan — this time without blowing up buildings, running from local forces, or other excitement. After all, it didn’t work last time, so there was no need to try and repeat it again.


  While I was in transit, J. started supplying me with all kinds of information that I would have died (or at least killed someone) to have in the original timeline. I had Dreykov's schedule, travel routes, frequently visited places, and even records of his phone calls.


  Back in the future, when Ultron happened, we were terrified of that AI. Now I suspect that Ultron had nothing on Jarvis. If Jarvis decided to wipe out all of humanity, we would stand no chance at all.


  Jarvis was terrifyingly efficient.


  🕷


  When I landed in Budapest, I had three days of leave while the plane’s cargo was unloaded and reloaded. This gave me enough time to execute my plan and finish my mission here before anyone caught wind of my absence from the US.


  I rented a car and drove to my first pickup stop. Stark (but mostly Jarvis, I’m sure) had organised gear, ammunition, and other tools to be delivered for this mission. I didn’t even want to know how.


  I have good sniper training, and I am proud of my skills. Nothing exceptional, especially compared to Clint, but it's not bad, either. The problem with using it on Dreykov lies in the distance. The closest acceptable position that is not under monitoring is approximately five miles away. Even Clint dismissed it as a viable option at the original time.


  I had doubts at first as well, but when Jarvis supplied all the necessary adjustments to make the shot, it became much easier to put Dreykov down this way, and I was happy to do just that.


  Unfortunately, Jarvis discovered that the computer where Dreykov kept important information about the Red Room was air-gapped, and there was no way for him to access it. I made the mistake of focusing only on Dreykov the first time, which led to disastrous consequences. Not only did I fail to kill him, but I also left the Red Room files untouched.


  To completely shut the Red Room down, we need to not only eliminate Dreykov but also ensure that nobody picks up where he left off. Leaving the files behind is not an option.


  That’s why I found myself in the best Stark military gear, flying over the old town area in the middle of the night.


  I didn't get an Iron Man suit—not really—but Stark was able to supply me with a jump pack with carbon-kevlar wings. (I made the mistake of calling it a jetpack and had to endure Stark's rant about the impossibility of controlling jetpacks without supplemental sources of thrust.)


  I used the jump pack to gain a thousand feet in the air and then glided to the target. My helmet was equipped with night thermal vision. Add to that a screen that Jarvis used to adjust my trajectory, speed, and vector, and you have gear that was a decade ahead of its time.


  Part of me felt a thrill and excitement, while another part felt dread and anxiety about repeating the same clusterfuck as last time. I pushed those feelings aside and focused on the mission.


  I was approaching the target.


  🕷


  I landed on the roof after executing a strange manoeuvre. Well, it was really Jarvis doing the work; I just had to follow instructions. Anyway, we were able to bleed off my horizontal speed by using gravity, wind resistance, and who knows what else. (I had tuned Stark out during my practice for this manoeuvre a few hours ago.) It was tricky and a bit hard to bleed off speed properly. I had to make a sharp turn upward, and with the help of some weird effects, I hovered in place for half a second. Then I fell from at least twenty feet. With the wings helping to slow down my fall, I landed safely. After that, the wings just collapsed into a barely visible backpack.


  Jarvis visualised areas covered by detectors or potentially visible to patrols or posts. With his help, I slipped toward the target like a shadow. That’s when I hit a metaphorical wall. They had put detectors on window frames, window glass and its integrity, doors, and even air displacement.


  Jarvis directed me to use some tools to drill into the wall (the fuck). What was Stark doing to come up with ideas like that? It was quick, and the tool itself sealed the breach in the wall while providing wide enough access to the inside of the room to insert a controllable wire/USB extension/camera. I used it to turn on the computer and download everything, leaving nothing behind.


  🕷


  The next day, I was getting into position to snipe Dreykov from a distance that would make Clint jealous. I was aiming to shoot a mini rocket/missile instead of a bullet from five miles away from the Red Room building.


  Initially, the missile would be launched from a railgun rifle and accelerated toward the target via electromagnetic propulsion. Then, the missile would use its own engine to adjust its trajectory.


  I had to laser-guide the missile all the way to the target—the building entrance. So far, that has been the hardest part of the plan. Any minuscule twitch on my part at this distance would make the laser jump around the whole building. I had to be in accelerated perception just to keep it on target. With the missile travelling at around Mach 1.2 and a five-mile distance, there was no other way to do it.


  It would be 8 a.m. local time when Dreykov arrived at the guarded complex that I raided last night. Jarvis would give me a countdown. The missile would get within 1,000 feet of the target by the time he opened the door.


  Everything was accounted for, and I was ready for it.


  “One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, MA...” I heard Jarvis' voice giving me a countdown, and I accelerated my perception, making his voice stretch out in time.


  On “MAAAA,” I pressed the trigger and focused on keeping the laser guide system on the building entrance, where Dreykov should appear soon.


  The five seconds it took for the missile to cover the distance with the initial push from the railgun felt endless. I usually can't hold accelerated perception for longer than six or seven seconds at a time, and it tires my brain quickly.


  Jarvis continued to count seconds down to help me properly process time in my current state. Eventually, I heard the beginning of the stretched "fiiiiive," exactly when Dreykov reached the entrance door. I didn't release the trigger. It was a safety measure: if we had the wrong target, releasing the trigger would cause the missile to disintegrate safely, changing its direction in the sky.


  Instead, it disintegrated Dreykov. He essentially evaporated into a red mist. I didn’t want to give him any chance of being saved, and luckily, I had the means to ensure that.


  In three hours, I will be in Belgrade — my next and last place to be. Dreykov kept his backup data there, which we discovered from his files. The backup needs to be destroyed to ensure nobody can pick up where he left off. Once that's done, my job here is complete.


  🕷


  The same evening, I walked into a local bank that provided anonymous deposit boxes. All you needed was the code and the box number.


  Instead of removing everything, Stark proposed replacing the important data with a trojan. This way, we could track who accessed the backup. I wanted to be sure that the Red Room never happened again, and Stark was fully on board with the plan.


  I was in and out in fifteen minutes. Unfortunately, it was not the end of it.


  When I was already out of the bank, my senses flared up, and I saw General Greykov, one of the GRU curators, and he recognised me.


  I had a split second to decide: fight or flight. I ran. Two of his guards followed me while he ran up the stairs to the bank, probably to check the deposit.


  His guards were not the sharpest, but they were fit and well-trained. I had my share of “training” with them before. Not exactly these two, but I knew what Greykov preferred in his subordinates and guards. The longer they were on my tail, the more likely their backup would arrive, and I was sure the other four were already on interception vectors.


  “Turn left here,” I heard Jarvis’ voice in the earpiece and immediately followed his instruction.


  Somehow, Jarvis was able to see my surroundings. I wouldn't be surprised if Stark had pointed one of the satellites to do just that.


  I saw why Jarvis asked me to turn there — after another sharp turn, I encountered a group of bikers standing in a circle, watching someone demonstrate a proper drift on a sportbike.


  “Помозите, помозите ми,” I screamed, faking a terrified voice.


  Part of the group turned around and looked in my direction. They saw a pretty girl running from two fit guys and made a quick conclusion. People like that usually don’t need many reasons to break someone’s face. If a pretty girl is involved, well, anyone can guess what would happen.


  Still, it wouldn't stop my pursuers for long. I had just enough time to notice one bike with the keys still in it, and I was on it in seconds.


  I was barely thirty feet away when I heard shots behind me. Bullets whistled over my head, and the right mirror shattered into pieces of sharp glass. I managed to get away unscathed, but it was a close call.


  Thanks to Jarvis, I avoided any police patrols or CCTV. I soon abandoned the motorcycle and made my way to my rented car, which I had parked some distance away before going to the bank.


  For the next few hours, I did loops and circles around Belgrade to leave unnoticed. There were no more encounters with GRU, thanks to Jarvis' guidance, and I was on my way back to Budapest.


  🕷


  Sneaking back into the country with Jarvis’s help was as easy as sneaking out.


  Soon, I was driving to the location where Mrs Janson would be in the next half hour. I was in the same rented car that Jarvis had made sure was seen all around New York, following Mrs Janson.


  Terrifying, I thought to myself and smiled.


  A few hours later, I was on a pedestrian bridge with a long-range camera, taking photos of Mrs Janson making out with a guy at a street café.


  “Miss Romanova,” I heard from behind me. I turned around to see what I already knew from the voice — Clint.


  The likelihood that SHIELD would approach me as soon as the Red Room's destruction became public knowledge was high. We accounted for that, too.


  “You look hella familiar,” I replied and blew a bubble.


  “Agent Barton, we met a week ago at the LA airport,” he replied, showing his badge.


  “What’s that?” I asked, looking at the badge with interest.


  He rolled his eyes and showed the badge again, saying, “Strategic Homeland Intervention, Enforcement and Logistics Division. In short, SHIELD.”


  “Someone hella wanted to name it SHIELD, yeah?” I smirked back.


  He made a show of blowing out a suffering breath, then leaned on the rails next to me, looking at the same making-out couple, and said in a calm and collected voice:


  “We wouldn’t say no to someone of your calibre joining us.”


  “Me? Dude, you folks runnin' low on detectives or somethin'? Just 'cause I found Mrs Janson?” I said, gesturing to my alibi.


  He gave me a sharp glare, pulled out a stack of pictures from an inside pocket, and said:


  “As you can see, we were able to take a few pictures while you were gallivanting around Europe for the last couple of days.”


  I gave him a surprised look and took the pictures.


  They were of poor quality. It's hard to find CCTV with good resolution in 2008. Some of them were even edited by Jarvis, and they didn’t notice that. The images were similar enough to suggest a resemblance, but no distinct features were visible.


  We left them on purpose, ensuring there were enough similarities with room for doubt.


  “Wow, this chick looks hella like me,” I commented after a few pictures.


  I whistled when I saw my picture on a motorcycle drifting into the next turn.


  “I can totally do that,” I smiled at Clint and showed him the picture. He twitched; his expression was like someone biting into a lemon. He sharply took the photos from my hand.


  “Hey, I ain't seen everything yet!” I loudly complained.


  “Miss Romanova, or should I say Black Widow?” he said, locking eyes with mine, probably waiting for me to crack my ruse.


  “Is that the person in your pics?” I interrupted him excitedly. “Why the ‘Black Widow’? Did she kill her many husbands?”


  “Please, enough.” Clint said forcefully, almost grinding his teeth.


  “We don’t know how you were able to get out of the country and then get back in without leaving any evidence, but we know that it was you who eliminated Dreykov. The Red Room is no more. Coincidentally, General Greykov died of a heart attack a few hours ago. We consider your last operation a masterpiece. We could really use someone with your experience in SHIELD. Please consider. We will be watching you.”


  After that, he turned around and walked away without another word. Knowing Clint as I did, he basically ran away. I almost giggled with sadistic glee.


  🕷


  I was back in LA the same day. Even if SHIELD suspected me of being the Black Widow, I kept up the ruse. As soon as I was back in my office, I organised the pictures to be sent to Mr Janson by email with a message that the job was done, proof was attached, and my bank account information was provided for payment.


  I'm sure I’ll get paid for it. I don’t want to think about how Jarvis will smooth things out on the other side, but I don’t doubt he will.


  Speaking of the devil, I got an incoming call on the computer from Jarvis.


  “Hey, Jarvis,” I said as soon as the connection went through. There was no video feed, just a voice.


  “Welcome back, Miss Romanova,” he replied smoothly and continued, “There are some matters we need to discuss. Please review the file.”


  The first thing I noticed was that Jarvis had liberated about 100 million dollars from the Red Room. In the next section, he listed what he had spent it on. While I was getting back to the US, he leaked the Red Room files to the mass media worldwide.


  He made sure that each girl who was killed in the Red Room was mentioned in the leaked files.


  As I went down the list, I recognised some of them. They were taken out of the program, and we never saw them again — others I killed personally just to survive. Dreykov was fond of mortal fights between girls to the death and used them to keep us in line. The Red Room always had a fresh batch of young girls to train (and kill).


  Jarvis found information on all of them, including whoever had survived up to this point in time and any relatives who were alive. He made sure to inform the relatives about their lost girls and organised public pressure on the Russian Government, not only from inside the country but from outside as well, to prevent kids from disappearing.


  Then, he opened an account for each girl with their share of the Red Room money. They would be able to use the money as soon as they were of age.


  He did the same for each graduate but sent them a message that their existence had been erased from the Red Room files and that they were free to do whatever they wanted.


  Tears were running down my face when I reached the end of the file.


  “Thank you, Jarvis,” I whispered through my spasming throat, not even trying to hold back my sobs. “Thank you.”


  It took some time to calm down and finally dry out my emotions and tears. I felt as light as a feather. Something inside of me had loosened up and uncoiled.


  Unfortunately, there was still one bitter decision left to make:


  Remaining balance:
   35 million.


  “Jarvis, can you make sure that whatever is left is directed to help kids in need, please?” I asked him, blowing my nose with a napkin.


  “As you wish, Miss Romanova.”


  🕷


  

  



  

  








      

  











PI Days








  
  Location: Los Angeles



  Date: May 12 2008



  I spent the rest of my day in a jacuzzi, drinking wine and watching Friends, letting it all go. No more thinking about the Red Room, SHIELD or even the future. Just me, wine, bubbling hot water and silly jokes.


  The next morning I woke up well rested. I felt content in a way that I hadn't felt for forever and a day. I don’t remember what I dreamed about, but I didn't sleep like that for a long time. Peaceful dreams completely eluded me since the Snap. I vaguely remember having them before that, but even then, it was a rare case.


  I avoided watching the news that caught up on the boiling political and international scandal. Every country was putting pressure on the Russian Federation. I know for sure that most of them had their own, highly secret, programs that were borderline inhuman or close enough to make every human rights activist scream murder. It was just the Russian Federation that got caught with its pants down.


  Case in point, the Red Room became the top news of the week and I was not ready to see any familiar faces of (deceased or killed by me) girls. I need to leave it all behind. I need a distraction.


  So I dove into writing down everything that I remember from my future past and that was a lot of writing to be done. Except for morning exercises, I was mostly in the office during the day, just doing that.


  It was hard to pinpoint the exact day, sometimes even month for specific events. I thought I was good with memories, but for me, it was like fifteen years ago. Yes, I remember what happened and in what kind of order, but memories are not labelled by days, months or even years. 


  It is crucial in many ways, to be accurate. It’s our advantage that needs to be utilized properly and my inability to do just that was driving me crazy.


  🕷


  On the fifth day, after I came back from New York, I received a request to investigate a client's husband - she suspected him of cheating. I decided to take it, it should be as good as any distraction.


  That’s how I found myself the next day shadowing this rich guy and making notes on him. In the end, it took me three days to catch him with his pants down. I was able to take photos from a nearby building right through the window, where he was pretending to be a sex slave and letting his lover (male) do as he pleased.


  I was surprised with the end development, but it was good fun. I even earned five hundred from a satisfied client for my report (I kept pictures out of it, they were illegally taken and giving them to the client would see me out of business., but I kept them anyway. It might be useful at some point if I need it as a blackmail. You never know when you need it.)


  My client told me that she tried to catch her husband on unfaithful behaviour many times and all previously hired PIs failed, (I bet they did not. They just charged her husband more to stay silent and destroy evidence) and so she is going to recommend me to her friends ( I am sure, it is wife's gossiping clique). The next day I got two more similar requests to find out what their partners were up to.


  I was getting my feet under me, slowly and steadily. I even got a cash flow in, without breaking laws, well, mostly.


  🕷


  A few days later, I was hired to find a missing school-age girl. Police were not able to find her for the last two weeks and distraught parents decided to find help on the side.


  As soon as I had all the details, I contacted J and asked him for help.


  Unfortunately, the car that she was abducted by, was already found abandoned in a bad neighbourhood with no wheels, engine or anything that could help to find her.


  I was going on foot, asking questions in the area where the car was left, while J. was trying to find anything that could help us find her.


  “J. Did you check records for a few days before abduction?” I sent him a message when all my questions in the area had no results.


  “What am I looking for, Miss?” replied J.


  “Anything suspicious? Someone driving slow, probably observing Miss Kettlebell, maybe even quick interaction” I supplied.


  “I am on it, Miss Romanova”


  🕷


  It was  3 am when I woke up from a buzzing phone. It was Jarvis. It might be something urgent.


  “J?” I asked as soon as I picked it up.


  “I have a lead, Miss Romanova,” he replied immediately.


  I was out of my bed already and jumping on one leg, trying to fit another in my yoga pants.


  “I am listening”


  J walked me through his investigation in short and to-the-point sentences. He suspected a cop as the culprit, after noticing him on the few CCTV records around Miss Kettlebell. Then, he discovered that the cop had been visiting some house for the last few days that was not registered under his name. When he checked old records, he found out that the cop visited it every day for the last two weeks and he was there right now.


  Ten minutes later I was driving at high speed over LA to another part of the city. I agreed with J that the timing was quite suspicious and worthy of investigation.


  When I finally arrived, I left my motorcycle a few blocks away and approached the house on my feet. There were no lights and the house was silent. I sneaked to the backyard and picked the backdoor lock. Carefully, I checked upstairs and ground floor - I found nothing: no signs of the cop or the girl or even any other living soul. Still, the cop's car was in the driveway. He should be somewhere here.


  There were no visible doors leading to the basement. So, I went outside to check around. Nothing. I got back inside and started to go over anything suspicious that might be the entrance.


  It took me fifteen minutes to find it, to my displeasure. He hid entrance to the basement in an old broken and monstrous fridge.


  I was able to carefully open it and silently went downstairs.


  The cop, or at least I suspected it was him, passed out on a bed that was taking up most of the basement space. The room smelled of sex and blood. I saw a cage in a corner, where on a dirty and bloody mattress was a small form of a supposedly missing girl.


  It took me a moment to subdue him. He tried to raise, but I knocked him down fast, probably breaking a jaw in the process and maybe stepping on his jingles, purely accidentally of course. I made sure that he had no weapon or anything on him.


  I checked the girl after that and found that she was still breathing.


  “911. What is your emergency”


  “It’s PI Romanova. Registration number LA-8712-A. I found Miss Kettlebell, case 2008-1567-A. Please send an ambulance and patrol to 1718 Leafwood Dr, Monrovia”


  “Yes, Ma’am. Is there any hostilities on the site?”


  “Male, he is unconscious and I immobilized him. No immediate danger. The victim is unconscious as well, heartbeat is present, and breathing is shallow. There is visible head trauma. Possible internal bleeding. The victim was subjected to sexual abuse.”


  “Got it, Ma’am”


  “Let officers and medics know that the basement entrance is in a small room at the end of the hall through an old fridge. I left it open. They may come in through the backdoor, it's unlocked.”


  After a brief pause, the dispatcher replied:


  “Done. ETA five minutes for patrol and seven for ambulance”


  When I was sure that the girl was more or less stable and was not going to die any moment, I looked around once more. There was a video camera on the tripod, TV and mini fridge. Looks like, the bastard was doing it for a while, it did not look like something was set up recently.


  “Ma’am patrol is on site” I heard a 911 dispatcher voice from my phone.


  “Thank you. I am waiting downstairs” I replied.


  It was male and female partners. They had their weapon in their hands but pointed down. 


  "PI Romanova?" questioned the male officer.


  "Yes, Registration number LA-8712-A. I called 911." I replied and without making sharp moves, showed the phone that was still in my hand.


  As soon as they saw it, the female moved my way, while the male went to check on the scumbag.


  “How is she?” she asked me with worry in her voice, holstering her gun and crunching next to me.


  “The heartbeat is stable, but breathing is shallow,” I told her, after checking the pulse again.


  Soon medics arrived and Miss Kettlebell was on her way to the hospital. I prepared myself for a long night with papers and reports.


  🕷


  I got back home close to 11 am the next morning. As I predicted, I had to fill up reports, forms and other legal documents.


  There was a stream of curious people to have a look at me under the ruse of congratulation.  Fortunately, I was able to avoid most of the attention, by hiding somewhere deep in office space at the back. Before I can go, I need to finish a bit of paperwork.


  The Department Chief came to see me too, to voice his thanks for helping in the girl's search. At the same time, he gave me a formal warning on misconduct under the Private Investigator Act. Under PIA I am not allowed to break in and had to go through proper channels first. I toed the line by claiming the backdoor was opened and I heard a muffled scream. nobody wanted to call me on that. Rumours on what has been found on site were already flying over the department.


  Later, when I was ready to leave, they let me slip away through the employee-only exit. The public entrance was occupied by news channel crews, hungry waiting to interview me as soon as I was out of the door. 


  Nope, not gonna happen, not today or maybe ever.


  When I finally got back home ( and the feeling of having a place to call home was so pleasant) I was all in a buzzing state - too much police-issued coffee on empty stomachs can do that to you.


  While I was making something light to eat, I made a mistake by turning the TV on - I was on all local, and some US-wide, news. They were able to take my picture when I was sneaking out of the Police Department employee entrance only.


  Great, just fucking great.


  🕷


  Date: May 23 2008



  For the next few days, I was doing my best to avoid the press. J. warned me about some paparazzi sneaking around my office, so I stayed home.


  Eventually, it became too much and I wrote to J.:


  “J. I need to get away and do something. Any ideas?”


  Usually, J responds immediately, but there was a long-minute pause before I got a call from Stark.


  “Hi,” I greeted him.


  “Welcome to the world of celebrities, Miss Romanova,” he said somewhat gleefully. He is enjoying it, I noticed.


  “I swear it's almost like a New York invasion all over again” I grumbled back.


  “I” Stark paused, “ did not read details on that yet. Wow, really?” J. probably opened a page from my still-growing file for him.


  “Okay, I am going ignore that. J. said you need to get away for a bit?”


  “Yeah, Have anything in mind?” I replied with hope in my voice.


  “Stern, you mentioned him on the file,” said Stark.


  “Are you sure? I don’t think we are ready to touch anything around H.” 


  Stern was HYDRA, I remember that. But, Stark was not so easily discouraged.


  “He is a part of an illegal weapon sale network. He is buddy-buddy with my dear godfather” replied Stark with venom in his voice.


  “I am not against milking him for information, but it is too early to poke that viper nest, Stark. If they feel that they are at risk, nobody around you is safe.” I cautioned again.


  Winter Soldier, the boogeyman of the century, is something that I really want to stay away from right now. Oh, fuck, I need to tell Stark about that and soon. Can I get away with writing it all down and dumping it on J's virtual hands?


  “Okay, Okay. I see your point. But we can uncover anyone who does not know about H, right?”


  “Right,” I replied carefully.


  “So, let's get our hands on his private records and find out who we can touch without H going on a murder spree?” proposed Stark.


  “Sure. Washington DC, right? When am I leaving?” I asked.


  “We. I am going with you” replied Stark.


  🕷


  I shook off my tail on the 101 again, going over the speed limit many times over. J. promised to suppress traffic cameras from registering my movements, so I could go on randevu with Stark.


  We met with Stark on a private airfield, where he rented (or maybe bought, who knows) a private jet.


  “So, what is the plan?” I asked as soon as I dropped in a chair inside a plane.


  “J. tracked down encrypted communication to this location,” said Stark and turned his laptop around.


  “It's the Hideaway. " I didn’t try to suppress my surprise.


  "So there are places that you or J cannot force your way in?” I somewhat playfully jabbed him.


  “Don't be absurd. We already broke in. It just so happens that we need to intercept his biometric-based encryption, or it will take too long to decode." Stark boasted first and then continued:


  "I still don't know the location of his office, but I made it possible to locate his computer in the building."


  Stark dumped a box on a table and opened it. Inside was a somewhat plain-looking watch: white plastic body and band with black screen.


  "Here, you need to put this on. It will give you directions to his office when we are inside"


  "What is your plan to get in? I am sure even you cannot just walk in the Hideaway."


  "I have a meeting with Senator Weber,” explained Stark.


  I raised a brow, prompting him to continue.


  “You are coming as my paper holder” He smirked and turned laptop again.


  “You have a similar build, and she has all registered credentials to enter without hassle.”


  Dark raven hair, blue eyes and big glasses. She did have a similar body type. I can make it work.


  “I assume you accounted for the need to change my appearance?” I inquired.


  🕷


  We went through the security checkpoint without any issues. It helps to lower alertness, when you are in the company of the Stark. Right now he is on the news almost daily. Everyone speculates about his decision to cut down weapon production and how he is going to ruin Stark Industries. It’s hard to find anybody who doesn't recognize him at first glance.


  I was automatically put into the checkbox for an unimportant background accessory. Especially with my look and thick folder in my hands, that I press to my chest.


  When we got to the meeting office, Stark waived me off:


  “Stay here”


  “Yes, Mister Stark” I replied in a nervous voice.


  Senator Weber met Stark out of his office, eager to meet Stark, and they both went inside, leaving me with Weber’s secretary in the waiting area.


  I gave her a nervous smile and sat on the edge of the chair for visitors.


  In less than five minutes, J sent a pulse to my new watch. Looks like J caught a trail of the digital signature for the STane computer.


  “Sorry, Do you know where the bathroom is?” I asked in a low voice, making sure to look uncomfortable and on the verge of peeing myself.


  “Oh dear, too much excitement?” she asked me good-naturedly.


  I gave her a nod.


  “Go down the hall, turn on the left twice. Here, you need to have a key.” She passed me a key card.


  “Thank you!” I exclaimed and dashed out immediately.


  As soon as I left the office, I shifted to the expression “I'm busy and I know where I am going” person. Looking at my watch every so often, only enforced the image of a busy woman that is late for an appointment or meeting.


  Fortunately, Stern's office was not so far away and there was nobody in the halls to pay attention to me. I  put my wrist, watch face forward, on the scanner and let J do his magic. It did not take long for him to pick a code. I was in.


  Stark organized a meeting for this date for the solo reason that Stern was sitting on some committee today. Nobody should be in his office to prevent our intrusion.


  I didn't stay around waiting for the download to finish or something like that. I need to just plug in the USB extender between the biometric keyboard and system block, so it can intercept whatever encoding Stark spoke about. 


  In and out. Easy.


  When I was halfway back, I noticed security walking my way, paying extra attention to me.


  “Sorry officer, I am looking for a bathroom” I gave him a charming smile.


  “Do you have a keycard?” He asked suspiciously.


  “Yes! Senator Weber's secretary gave me this. She explained how to get to the bathroom, but I am afraid I got lost.” I said and showed him a card.


  “You are not the first one. Are you new here?” I felt that his suspicious level barely changed. Looks like this one has good instincts.


  “Oh, I am not working here. I came with Mister Stark. He is in a meeting with Senator Weber”


  “It’s this way, ma’am”


  He walked me to the bathroom, waited until I came out and walked me back to the Senator Weber office.


  “Do you know her?” He asked immediately as we came back to the office.


  Weber’s secretary looked with surprise at him and asked: 


  “Yes, she came with Mister Stark. What happened?”


  “Nothing. Just making sure. Good day.” he said and left.


  I gave her a nervous smile and passed a keycard back.


  “Thank you”


  🕷


  When we were leaving, the security officer who stopped me was standing in the hall. He followed us until we left the building.


  “Admirer?” joked Stark, as soon as we were out and walking down the stairs.


  “He found me in the halls after I was on the way back,” I replied.


  “Huh,” said Stark and pulled his phone out.


  “J. is already cracked encryption. We got what we came for”


  “J is the best” I beamed to Stark and my “watch” gave me a pulse.


  🕷


  We didn’t talk on the way back to the airport. Only when we were sitting back in the jet, I asked:


  “How is it going with SI?”


  “It is fine. I have, hopefully, a full list of all involved personnel. If I go for it now, I can clean it up, but there is a risk that they make a scapegoat out of Stark Industries. A few more days, a week max, and I am ready to move with it.” he explained.


  “What is Stane doing? He had a meeting with Raza a few weeks ago, right?”


  “Stane wiped him out” grumbled Stark and continued:


  “He got blueprints for the prototype and some scraps that survived after you blew it up. His pet engineers are trying to build a suit based on that.”


  "I don't like it" I replied and continued "It might end up with cluster-fuck"


  "Don't worry, J watching them. And they are missing a key element," Stark tapped himself in the chest, producing a soft metal sound and finished with a sharp smile:


  "His pets failed to reproduce this." 


  “Be careful, he might do something that you don’t expect” I cautioned him.


  Stark lost his smile and said solemnly:  “I will. I will”


  🕷


  

  








      

  











Iron Man








  
  Location: Los Angeles

  Date: May 26 2008


It was too early to return to LA, I needed time to let it all blow over. Something else would eventually happen, public attention would shift, and I would become the old news.
And so, I found myself speeding north by Highway One. It was going side by side with a shore and sometimes I would find myself so high over sea level that the ocean was replaced with clouds, or maybe it was just a fog? It felt strange to look over it and see, instead of blue with sparkly gold sun reflection,  white, white and more white until the horizon.
I’ve been on this road before, in the future. It was still in use, of course, as an important transport artery back then, but it was so empty, that rare cars were travelling it. Now, though, the traffic was quite intense and very often I would find myself stopping for a short break, to avoid patches of traffic where multiple cars followed one slow one and no one could pass it.
It was way different back then, in future. The Snap vanished not only half of humanity but also half of every living form. It screwed up natural balance badly, or whatever we had after hundred years of industrialization, poisoning water and atmosphere, after killing different species to the extinction-level and beyond.
But it was only when I got to RedWoods, it really hit home. The place, the woods, was more lively, more full of sounds, it was just more.
The difference was startling.
At that moment, I vowed to myself - I have to do anything and everything so this will stay the same way, so this will never become that horrible future I remember.
🕷
I wanted to stay there for a while, but after a few nights camping and spending nights by the fire - I ran out of clean underwear and all my stuff smelled like smoke and sweat. I badly needed shower and laundry services.
I packed and left, with a last look over my shoulder. One day, when all is done, I will be back here, or somewhere else like here, again.
When I got back to civilization, to shower and TV, in some third-rate motel, the News was buzzing with the appearance of Iron Man.
Stark was not idle while I was away. The News reported seeing Iron Man blowing up terrorist forces all over Afghanistan. There were photos and even video proofs to support the new hype in the news.
Speculations, wild guesses (some even claimed it was aliens) and demands for answers were all over the TV.
Everyone was trying to guess who or what it was and terrorising government representatives to get answers.
It was the perfect time to get back to my tasks and blend into the background.
🕷
It was late afternoon when I got home. And while I felt tired after so many days on the road, I felt recharged, ready and motivated. I don’t know how I ended up in the past (and while Soul Stone is a possible reason, it really explains nothing about how)  and what it all means, I know what needs to be done and done I am gonna do.
The next day, and the week after I redoubled my efforts working deep into the late nights. I was mostly done and tried to double-check all dates or order of events. 

	helped me to index it all in a way that finding anything became an easy task. It helped tremendously.


I kept one eye on the news and the Stark. He was busy with his plan to collapse the illegal weapon trade, he was deeply invested in it. He took it as his failing, especially when he became aware that it was his godfather, Stane, who was trading with terrorists behind his back and the one who hired them to kill him.
Hopefully, he finishes it soon and we can start to plan our next steps. One step at a time.
Though Stane was worrying me. Even if Stark promised to take care of him. At this point, all I can do, except put a bullet between his shoulders or eyes, is nothing about it.
It was a waiting game right now. I just hope Stark will not give enough time to Stane to screw him over.
The feeling of time running out - was getting stronger and I didn't like it one bit.
🕷
I was still in the office, staying late, again, when I got Stark’s call.
“Stark,” I asked cautiously. I had a bad feeling about it.
“Stane disappeared, and J lost track of him after I gave the go-ahead to the FBI, someone tipped him,” he said immediately and a bit edgy.
“Do you have a visual on his prototype suit?” I asked.
“J has. It looks finished, well, except for the arc reactor. Without it, it's a high-tech dummy. He is not there.” There was noticeable concern in his voice.
I thought about it for a moment. Stane could go over the board, that was clear. He should have a backup plan if everything goes to shit, but would he leave immediately? What would I do in his place, If I had the same ambitions as him? I would not give up easily. I will try to salvage it. The suit is his ticket to go up.
“He is going after you” I replied as soon as I connected the dots.
But it was already late.
“He is here,” said Stark and I heard a Stane voice in the background.
Fuck.
I half listened to what I could make out of their conversation, already halfway down to the parking lot. I need to get there ASAP.
Then a high-pitched noise cancelled a call.
🕷
I was way above the speed limit, zipping between cars left and right. Speed and the need to focus on the road helped me to avoid thinking about all what-ifs. 
I really do not want to wonder if my return in time killed Stark. So I pushed my motorcycle’s engine to the red zone. I was already on the Highway and at the speed where I had to keep my accelerated perception here and there, to just survive it.
I doubled my effort.
When I arrived, and it was hard to tell how many minutes since Stark’s call, I had to hit brakes hard, making a drift at least for thirty feet, all the way to the stairs before the entrance.
I dropped my motorcycle on the ground, there was no time to be nice about it. The helmet followed suit a few running steps later.
The front door was open and, with a gun in my hand, I made my way from room to room ready to shoot any moment.
It took me a few long minutes, going all over the place, to find Stark. And only after I heard a breaking glass noise coming from downstairs. I went there with caution, in case any hostilities were still here.
The first thing I saw was Stark on the floor, next to the table with glass pieces scattered around. The room looked like his garage or more likely home workshop.
“Is anyone else here?” I asked, I found no signs of Stane so far but better to confirm.
“Nope,” replied Stark and tried to stand up. He did not look good.
“Fill me up, Stark” I prompted, still keeping the gun in my hand and doing a quick check over this place.
“J was down, son-of-bitch, did something to him. I didn't have time to suit up or anything. He used an experimental device to paralyse me and took an arc reactor out of my chest” Stark said, finally standing up and moving to some panel on the wall. After doing a power reset, he continued:
“He left me to die from a heart attack. J. Are you here?”
“Indeed. I am sorry, Sir..” J started, but Stark interrupted him
“No, buddy, It’s my fault. I got cocky. Is MK-3 operational?”
“I finished repairs, Sir, but your current power supply is insufficient.”
“We need to stop him,” Stark said instead and turned to me.
“What is the plan?” I replied, finally putting the gun in the holster.
“Stane will not leave his suit behind. We will ambush him there.” proposed Stark and started to walk to the side of the workshop. On that, I agreed with him.
He made a hand sign to follow and continued:
“Here, I have your gear from Budapest. I did some modifications - removed the jump pack monstrosity and replaced it with a repulsor flying system. It is less powerful than mine and only good for a flight. No shooting energy beams for you.” Stark showed me customised boots and gloves. He made new armour plates as well, in black and red colour.
When he pointed to the backpack, I recognized it as wings in a collapsed state, albeit a bit bulkier in shape.
“I kept wings,” he continued to explain: “they are better for stealthy gliding. Repulsors are too loud for that.”
“I detected Stane, Sir. He entered the workshop with the prototype suit,” announced J.
“Well, that's our “ started Stark, but J interrupted him again.
“Sir, Miss Potts and the SHIELD agents just arrived at HQ. I believe they are going in Stane’s workshop direction.”
“The fuck?” swears Stark.
“It’s Coulson doing,” I replied and quickly explained:
“He needs her to let SHIELD in, otherwise they don’t have legal rights to be on premises.”
“Suit up. We need to go now” said Stark with urgency in his tone and started to walk away.
I immediately started to change, dropping my motorcycle gear on the table: jacket, boots, gloves, until only underwear left.
I needed to put the catsuit first and it was intolerable to under layers.
This gear was not like an Iron Man suit - it was less armoured and most of it was mounted on top of a catsuit. All I had to do was to put a related part in a proper place, and it would click together.
Only chest piece with back protection I had to put over my head first. I noticed another add-on on catsuit - a built-in wire system connectors, that were aligned to be immediately engaged with pieces of armour to distribute power.
The power source, ARC reactor, I found on the back of the wings backpack. It was the most secure place and when I put it on, it would be hidden between my wings and my back. It was protected and not visible from there, supplying all power in armour and repulsors. That was thoughtful, I will be more visible with a glowing circle anywhere else.
“How are we gonna do it, Stark?” Turning around, I asked and continued to put on gloves.
Stark was already enveloped in his armour and replied with his robotic voice:
“I am going in hot. You find a vantage point, in case he will be able to suit up and get out. Shot him down.”
And Stark was gone.
Great plan, I mused, putting my helmet on.
“All systems online.” I heard J’s voice in my ears.
The visor lit up with all kinds of information icons and texts. I turned around and picked up a railgun. I got visual information right in the air next to it - like battery charge amount and ammo type. It was similar to a railgun that I had in Budapest but with minor changes. It, probably, can charge while I hold it.
“Do we have ammo to blow up an armoured suit, J?” I asked while making sure the railgun was ready for action.
“Red marking magazine, Miss Romanova.”
I equipped one and took another as extra and attached it to my side, on a magnetic holder.
“How do I get out of here J?” 
“It's better if you go from the balcony,” replied J and I heard the sound of a sliding door.
It was only when I was out, with a railgun still in my hands, that I got a question:
“How do I carry it on?” I could not fly with it in my hands, but it didn't have any belt on it.
“Turn it with stock up and press with the left side to the chest.”
I followed J's instructions and the railgun stuck to my chest. Immediately the visor displayed a railgun icon with text disabled/carry mode. It was completely uncomfortable to walk like that - I was hitting the barrel with my knees.
“Take off, J,” I said and prepared to be launched into the air.
“Engaging” replied J and repulsors came to life.
Controls were the same, as before, but the reaction was more touchy. In addition, having a railgun attached to my chest was a bit weird. At least it was not making too much air resistance.
“Calibrating controls” supplied J.
I adjusted my path to follow the projected line on the visor. Guideline had an ETA with the current speed. I opened my hands more to pick it up and felt an extra push not only from my hands and legs but also at my back. Did Stark put extra repulsors there as well?
“Three hundred mph” commented J.
I checked over the already dark, with night lights, the city's landscape and focused on one building that was standing high - the US Bank Tower.
“J, can you disable security systems on the US Bank Tower rooftop?”
“I am on it, Miss”
“It’s done," he replied in less than a minute. Terrifying, I thought to myself and smiled.
"Prepare landing sequence, J” I commanded when I was almost there.
"Engaging landing"
The landing was more smooth and more natural, with repulsor help. Wings just added more force to the air break and I touched down on the roof.
“Sitrep J,” I said, taking a position on the side with a view of SI HQ.
“SHIELD failed to subdue Stane. Sir is on the site.” Supplied J.
I double-checked the railgun and mounted it on the composite fence. With a whining sound, it came online and blinked “ready” on the visor.
“Synchronising target system” I heard J saying and a window popped up on my visor, showing a zoomed-in image, from a railgun target system.
“Sir is leading a hostile party to the rooftop. Calculating point of interception. Prepare to shoot.” 
I did a few quick breaths in and out and focused on the HQ rooftop, following target system prompts.
“On Mark. One thousand three, One thousand two, One thousand one, MAA”
It was like back in Budapest. I was in accelerated perception again and time started to crawl. I felt it, when the missile accelerated out of the railgun, pushing it into my shoulder.
I was focusing on the self-adjusting target point provided by J calculations, following it with the target system. The J. voice in the background was doing a countdown until the target would be in place. I saw the same countdown in milliseconds on the visor. Someone took into account my training.
Stark passed first, going up with full throttle when the countdown passed one second until the mark. Then I saw the Stane’s monstrosity hot in pursuit.
I saw him starting to react with flares and engaging in an anti-missile manoeuvre. He probably has ALTAS or MAW, because reaction speed was faster than any regular human capabilities.
It did not help him much, the missile went right into his shoulder, making a cumulative explosion. It did not blow suit up, unfortunately, but Stane spun and flipped over the roof a few times from the sheer amount of momentum transfer. He crashed hard into some structure on the rooftop of the HQ.
I released my hold on accelerated perception.
“Sitrep, J” I requested, still keeping Stane targeted and ready to shoot another missile.
Stark landed next to Stane’s suit and, after doing something, made it open. Sparks flew from it all the way around, but there was no movement.
“Target down, Miss” confirmed J.
“Are there any other hostilities?” I requested.
“Negative.”
I waited a few more minutes and when there was no follow-up, I decided to dodge out of here.
“Inform Stark that I am going back, while nobody notices my presence”
I unmounted the rifle from the fence, powered it down and prepared for takeoff by attaching it to my chest.
With another glance at HQ, I took off. Show time is over.
🕷
When I woke up the next morning, J sent me a message to turn the news on. With coffee in hand, I dropped on the sofa and turned it on. NEWS was in a frenzy. Everyone reported about the shooting, fire and FBI agents all over SI. Everyone was waiting for the upcoming press conference that was announced this morning.
I was able to eat some cereal until the live translation of the press conference started.
Tony Stark: Been a while since I was in front of you. I figure I'll stick to the cards this time. There's been speculation about what happened the other night. I ask everyone to wait until the FBI releases an official statement.
Reporter Everhart: Is it about weapons dealing with terrorists? Is it why over a hundred Stark Industries employees were arrested this morning? Did Obadiah Stane die resisting arrest?
Tony Stark: I honestly cannot comment on that. Right, stick to the cards. Also, there’s been speculation that I was involved in the events that occurred on the rooftop
Reporter Everhart: I'm sorry, Mr. Stark, but do you honestly expect us to believe that that was a bodyguard in a suit that conveniently appeared despite the fact that…
Tony Stark: I know that it's confusing. It is one thing to question the official story and another thing entirely to make wild accusations or insinuate that I'm a superhero... 
Reporter Everhart: I never said you were a superhero.
Tony Stark: Didn't?
Reporter Everhart: Uh-uh.
Tony Stark:  Well, good, because that would be outlandish and fantastic. I'm just not the hero type, clearly, with this laundry list of character defects, all the mistakes I've made, largely public --
Stark paused for a moment.
Tony Stark: The truth is: I am Iron Man
And so it began - the era of superheroes has started.

  Location: Los Angeles

  Date: June 7 2008


It started like the last time around. Iron Man was the news of the day. In the beginning, everyone forgot about the FBI investigation and numerous employees being arrested.
Then it started to shift. If you read between the lines, the message they were trying to push into people's minds was quite simple: “Can we trust Stark with Iron Man”. Not many knew or were able to find out that it was Stark, who uncovered Stark Industries' involvement in illegal weapon trade and put it down. They ignored that Stark was one of the victims of that trade as well.
Conveniently, Stark was not available to comment on it or even visually be present in the US.
Rhodes was able to make a deal with brass on Stark's behalf and they both were deep in operations in the Middle East, blowing terrorist camps one after another.
Stark gave a bit of time for the message to surface, before making another move: releasing to the FBI “anonymous tips” with an impressive amount of evidence on another weapon company. He kept a pace of one company per time after that.
It was pandemonium. The media caught up on a trend and was speculating who was next. Many political careers died, very often with a person in question.
The information that we took from Stern was very helpful with that.
The FBI had to lend hands from other legal departments, just to keep up with the constant flow of coming in evidence.
A few times someone tried to bribe their way out and fall between cracks. When that happens, “somehow” (I am sure it was J.) information would find a way to the hands of the press and media.
That made another round of scandals and arrests.
Congress organised a committee to oversee the ongoing investigation. It was mentioned a few times on the news and everyone forgot about it shortly after. Until one of the committee was arrested on the grounds of corruption and bribery. He tried to use his political power to “help out upstanding citizens against false accusations” - unsuccessfully of course.
In a few weeks, nobody was talking about Stark, Iron Man or Stark Industries, unless Stark blew up someone somewhere across the pond again. Even then, It was barely making it to the middle page these days.
Pretty much, nobody cared about it anymore, everyone was watching a drama unfolding on the political landscape all over the States.
I was able to return to my PI practice. Nothing major, cheating couples mostly.
🕷

  

  








      

  











Interlude - Obadiah Stane













  Opportunity
Location: Unknown
Date: June 22 2001
It was ten years and some since Howard and Maria died. It was hard years, but Stark Industries prevailed thanks to myself, I thought sitting with a Cuban cigar and a glass of whiskey.
I was in the rare mood to introspect and think about the past. Maybe it was because it was my birthday and I, to my displeasure, turned sixty or perhaps I was getting sentimental with age.
I turned my focus back in time...
The first few years were mostly fine, while Tony was still grieving and drinking his sorrow in alcohol and parties. SI still had active contracts with the Army and Air Force, and they were all up to keep having Howard's latest inventions.
I kept sales up by using my contacts with private military companies. Still, without Howard making new inventions, the SI RnD division had a hard time producing pretty much anything on the same level. They were good at taking ideas and prototypes to the mass production level when you need to cut expenses here and there and optimize manufacturing, but they were shit to produce something new.
Even then, I kept the company afloat, making SI RnD cut more corners than was advisable, but needs must.
We needed something new, so the SI would not be thrown out of the competition. I told Tony as much back then, and he was able to deliver. Gods only know how between his parties and other parties he did it.
I hoped before that he would come to his senses over time, and he, somewhat, did. He still spent time partying and having a new woman or sometimes women in his bed any other day. I have a hard time believing he did not sire a single child. He was making new weapons as a child who was making sand cakes. Maybe, If I had pulled him into doing work earlier, he would have come to his senses faster, but well, I had a soft spot for him and it was as good an opportunity as any to show my worth, without staying in Howard's shadow.
Unfortunately, I fall right into another Stark shadow. 
As soon as Tony started to make weapons for the SI, we skyrocketed again, to the competitor's displeasure. And so, any progress I made to make my name was overshadowed with new success thanks to Tony, never mind that it was all my doing.
Tony, oh Tony, was not ready back then and even ten years later is not up to the task of leading the company. He is a great inventor, but without my help, he would run the company to the ground in no time.
I was getting tired of being in Stark's shadow. It was not the first time I thought about starting my own company. Unfortunately, I am not an inventor, I am a businessman, a salesman. To split from SI, I need to make my team. Then I will shine, taking all glory away from SI.
Unfortunately, talents like Tony or even Howard are rare and others poach them fast, they have money for that. Sure, If I poach for SI, I can grub them, no problem. But to do so for myself I require more money than I made in all these years at SI, If I plan it properly.
I felt like the SI owed me more than I got over all those years. Unfortunately, there is not much I can do about that.
🪨





      






Location: Unknown
Date: July 2001
It was just another day for me. I had a golf game with rising star, congressman Stern. We met a few times via common acquaintances. He was part of a pro-military faction and looking to get in contact with a leading weaponry company or so I thought.
It did not take long to recognize that there was more than usual politicking behind his motives. I was curious what that was.
To my surprise, he has been aware of my desire to make a name for myself and my need for extra finances to establish it.
And then he asked me what I was ready to do to get them. Well, I was in this business for a long time and I knew when to grub chances when I saw them.
In the end, he wanted favours, I wanted favours and it was a win-win for everyone.
🪨





      






Turning point
Location: Unknown
Date: July 10 2007
For the last six years, I have been making steady progress in getting capital for my company and not only that. Tony was producing many ideas and not all of them saw the production stage. I was able to, let's just say, acquire them for myself. Nobody was willing to buy them now anyway, but I saw potential and in five or ten years, they will be selling like hot pancakes.
Stern proved to be a very long-term partner in that. I sold to his contacts some technologies that were way above what the US military was ready to buy. They were too expensive and niche applied, but Stern contacts were interested and willing to pay.
I got a good deal out of it, to my satisfaction.
He also put me in contact with people who helped me set up a scheme to make money on low-quality SI products. Before I did it, SI was recycling or disposing of it, to keep a reputation as high as we have.
Now, though, I was making extra on a black market with it.
At first, I was doubtful about making that step. If someone finds out, it would be too big to get unscratched. But in the end, it was a matter of properly setting everything up and making other people take fallout in your stead.
It was a good idea and a good income. I was not expecting them to complain about poor-quality weapons sold on the black market. Nobody expected me to sell high quality for the part of the price, right?
In the beginning, most of the stock went to East Europe. It was a pretty safe market to sell to, there was already enough Stark weaponry that somehow made its way from military supplies. What are a few more?
🪨





      






Location: Unknown
Date: December 5 2007
I was ready, well, almost ready, just a few more good deals or so of under-table dealing and I will let SI fall, leaving it behind. 
If I play my cards right, I can portray myself as one who made SI a leading company. Everyone will recognize that the SI survived for the last decade and a half thanks to my hard work.
I would enjoy that fallout tremendously.
I said as much to my, now-regular, golf partner - Stern.
“It is a shame, You put so much work into it,” Stern replied.
When I said nothing, because I somewhat agreed, but I didn't see any other way, unfortunately.
“You know, I maybe can help you somewhat,” said Stern
“How so?” I prompted.
“I have contact with questionable people and they are looking to get better quality products. They are quite willing to do anything for that”
Did he just hint to …
“It would be just an unfortunate event,” he added.
“I will think about it” is all I said.
🪨
In the end, it was perfect.
Making that decision was hard, I had known Tony since he was a kid, But in the end, he owned me. I deserve SI more than Tony ever was. Anyway, he was wasting his life on women and alcohol. It is honest mercy, he is still grieving his parents and I just helped him to meet them a bit earlier.





      






Falling apart
Location: Los Angeles. SI HQ
Date: May 5 2008
Everything was falling apart. Those fucking morons did not even do their job properly and tried to blackmail me to get more weapons. It was an honest mistake. They even failed to contain Stark in their hands and now I had to find a way to hide my ends. It would be disastrous otherwise.
Stark came back different as well. He was jagged, yes, and suspicious as hell. He did not show his mistrust and tried to hide it under his façade, but I saw it through, he was not the first and not the last wearing it, and it was a poor job anyway.
That’s why I was sitting in the middle of the night in my office with a whiskey in my hand and going over files. I needed to clean up my ends, and some questionable documents had to go first. I was less careful since Stark disappeared and SI was all in my hands. I didn't expect his return, at all. Fucking monkeys. It is time to make them disappear as well. 
With that though, I made a call. Hopefully the last one as well.
“Raza …”
🪨
It was not a complete waste. With the help of mercenaries, I not only hid these ends in the sand, but I got something that Tony left behind. If only he left his prototype behind as well. Unfortunately Stark took care of that. Whatever was left was mostly a pile of crap, but some pieces might help somewhat.
The most important treasure that Stark left behind - was a laptop with software and files on a prototype. Somehow it survived and Raza tried to bargain with it for more weapons to buy.
Too bad for him, I was not in the mood to leave him breathing. He has done too much damage to my plans already.
🪨
In the last three months, I was free to do what I pleased. I looked for promising engineers capable of replacing Stark, or at least as much as possible. RnD personnel are not capable of replacing him, I tried that before. 
One of the first, who I hired, was Patrick McCormack. He was good and had a good resume with smaller companies that we pushed to smaller markets. He had some grudges with Stark from MIT time. That was as good as any way to motivate him.
Hopefully, he can make me armour, out of all this. Stark did it in a cave, with outdated tools. It should be a piece of cake with the tools that they have in SI.
🪨
I was angry and disappointed. Unfortunately, McCormack failed to replicate a power source. He did fine with everything else, anyway most of the ideas that Stark used were already in the SI database - linear engines, air-grade composition materials and metals, and even ballistic computers (mostly used in SI missile products).
The forgotten laptop and software on it were most helpful. McCormack even did better than Stark in the cave - he added proper anti-missile defence systems, more refined controls and flight assistance. But unfortunately increasing the size of the armour was not enough. We were lacking a power source and Stark was really secretive about that.
If I can get my hands on that, I will fall back on my old plan - make my own company. Even better, I will sell armour suits. I just need to get my hands on a power source.
🪨





      






Location: Los Angeles. SI HQ
Date: June 1 2008
Something was going on. I can feel it. Fortunately, I cleaned up all my loose ends and it would be really hard to pin anything on me.
Unfortunately, McCormack still made no progress with the power source, everything else was finished. 
I am running out of time, I hope, for his own sake, he makes a breakthrough.
🪨
Usually, I don’t pick up a call from an unknown number. Well, usually, my phone is waiting until I decide whether to pick it up or not, to my surprise, it accepted the call by itself, when I looked at it. Then I heard from the speakerphone a male voice, that was hard to pinpoint origins for, too generic.
“The FBI got a signed order on your arrest,” the voice said, without any preamble.
“Who are you?” I asked with a cold in my voice.
“We have some common friends that asked me to help you. Do you want help or not?”
“What is it to you?” I am not stupid to jump someone else's tune, and that was it all about. Give help to someone in need and then milk them until dry.
“We are interested in your latest project and willing to buy, let’s say, the first twenty for half price” replied a voice with amusement leaking all the way here.
“If you know as much, you know then, I have some issues with it” I replied cautiously.
“Oh, we might be able to help you with that, but that’s not a phone call. Are you in?”
I thought about it all for a few seconds. I need to hear about their help first. If it is legit, I might have a way forward.
🪨
They have quite interesting cyber tools, they can not only break into my well-secured phone but also shut down Stark home security. If I decide to trust their words, of course.
They proposed to storm into Stark's mansion, cut him open and leave with the power source.
Unfortunately for them, I was not stupid. They don't really need me. They need the power source and the suit. As soon as they have both, I find myself with a bullet in my head. I need to play it well if I want to stay alive and on top of it.
We got to Malibu unnoticed. Their tools were able to keep us away from any surveillance system or just hack them to prevent anyone from tracking us.
When we stopped right next to the turn to the Stark’s mansion, The Voice man commanded one of his people to proceed with breaking Stark's security system. They played with a futuristically-looking device for a bit and replied:
“Security is down.”
“Are you sure you don’t want our help with it?” asked The Voice man.
I told a sob story about my need for revenge and I prefer to do it with my own hands. I did not think they bought it, but they let it slide. One more proof that they don't expect me to survive the next 24 hours.
Instead of answering, I took out earplugs and put them on.
“I have my fancy toys too,” I said, pulling the paralyzer out and pushing a button.
They all freeze.
“Unfortunately, I don’t need your service anymore,” I explained and kept it on longer. That was one of the reasons why it never hit the market - too long exposure to it (and it's different for everyone) and subjects experiencing fatal lung failure due to muscle spasms.
I am sure I can make a deal with people who send them to "help" me. I am even willing to sell the first twenty suits for half the price to them. But it will be from a strong position of mine, not a weak one.
When I was sure they were all gone, I went to the front seat and drove the last mile to the mansion.
It is time to take my future into my own hands… in many senses than one.
🪨













      

  











Investigating “Suicide”








  
  Location: Los Angeles

  Date: June 8 2008


A week later, after Stark came out as Iron Man, I was sitting in my office doing nothing. Well, I went over my files one hundred and one times already, and there was little left to be recorded. So far, I omitted only one major thing - HYDRA's involvement in the death of his parents and the Winter Soldier's role in it.
I need to tell him about it, the longer I wait the harder it would be. So far, I had a good excuse not to bring it, he was busy with SI, with terrorists and the fallout after he announced himself as Iron Man. We need to debrief soon and make a plan to move forward. 
Hopefully, we will do it this or next week.
Another sore point that was bugging me, since cluster fuck with Stane, was my perception of the Stark. I perceived Stark through the lens of his future self. The future self that fucked up and suffered for it. The future self that I saw doing impossible and learned to respect later.
The problem is, this Stark is not his future self yet, and may never be. Unless we fail to divert the future to another road and last week's event showed that it’s not as easy as it looks.
I knew that Stane was up to no good, I even took steps to prevent it. Still, events came to the same point. And while my knowledge about those days was limited, there was, with no doubt, something else taking place that was hard to account for.
After all that J did for my return to US soil, I was under the assumption that he could do a lot of things. That if Stark chose to unleash J on something, it would be borderline impossible to escape his watchful eyes. That there is nothing short of a power outage that can stop J.
Still, Stane somehow managed to slip out and get into Stark's mansion without being noticed.
Someone helped him, someone with an agenda that I didn’t account for.
It might be SHIELD, HYDRA or any other shadow power that planned to benefit from Stane or his action. One thing is sure, they had no issues with him killing Stark.
Unfortunately, there wasn't enough data, and any investigation J conducted afterwards yielded no results.
What was I thinking about? Right, Stark, or more precisely, this time Stark. I have to accept that this Stark is prone to make mistakes, that his future self made before. I need to account for that in the future.
Then I got a knock on my door.
“Come in”
🕷
Half an hour later, I forgot to think about Stark and his problems, about HYDRA acting in the shadows. 
At least for a bit, I had another interesting puzzle to solve.
Just now, I had a visit from Kettlebell's father, who came to thank me for finding his daughter. But that’s not what I was thinking about. During all thanks and promises to pay me back in favour, he mentioned that the case was closed because the cop (what was his name, George?) found a way to kill himself.
Right. I am sure, he even asked his old buddies to hold his legs, while he was at it.
I grubbed a phone and dropped J message:
N> J. Can you look into Kettlebell's case for me, please?
J> What am I looking for, Miss Romanova
N> Any connections that cop, George something? had over, let’s say, half a year? Whatever you can find.
J> Of course, Miss Romanova”
N> Tnx
I can drop it, honestly, I have more important things to do and focus on. But the picture of a beaten-up girl in a cage and a camera on a tripod stopped me from moving on. It was not a simple abduction crime with sexual abuse, there should be more to that. Something that I don’t feel myself ignoring and moving on.
It is time to do more digging. 
🕷
It was almost a week later when J sent me a report on all the connections that he found between Miss Kettlebell's abductor and other people. 
We got three other suspects that J found a connection to after he pulled out the cop's call and text messages log from the mobile company server.
The first one was thirty-six-year-old James Calistor, caucasian, six feet tall, blond, Municipality worker, single, no kids. His old parents live in Oklahoma State. 
The second - Royce Lynn, twenty-five, caucasian, six feet and two inches tall, no living family members, single and no kids as well, currently unemployed.
The third was a woman, and it looked like she was more important than any other one. Tessa Smith, thirty-five, east Asian. Single and no kids. Work as a realtor agent. 
I concluded that she was the leader of this group because Smith ordered two other males to lay low and send them out of the city while she took a trip to Phoenix for a week when it became known that the cop was arrested.
What I found interesting is that they know nothing about the latest abduction. My best guess? The cop got himself a side project for personal use. As awful as it sounds, it is the only explanation I came up with.
I asked J to monitor them all and see if he can find any other contacts. I highly doubt, that these two guys, or the woman, helped the cop to “suicide”. No, there are marks for more organised crime and someone took care of that.
🕷
For the last few days, since I became aware of them, we have been monitoring their movement and communications. Guys were still out of town, while Smith returned to LA the next day after the cop died.
There was nothing suspicious so far, but it was expected, they were trying to stay low.
Then Smith got a call from Phoenix, as J found later, from Josef Walker. J was able to make a call record for me:
W: “Good afternoon Miss Smith”
S: “Ah, Mister Walker, Good day for you too. How can I help you today?”
W: “Well, I received your email. Is there anything we can do to rush a job?”
S: (with frustration in the voice) “As I explained, we need an extra month to finish it. It is not safe to rush it, we have to follow regulations and protocols, I am sure you understand”
W: “I have used your service for a while, Miss Smith, I am sure you can find a way around regulations”
S: “Mister Walker, they exist for a reason. Somebody might die if they don’t follow it and become careless.”
W: “Fine. Let me know when the job is done.”
I spent some time thinking about it. This Walker doesn't sound like he is a part of the group. No, the impression I got from this call is straightforward - he is the client.
Well, good enough lead as any, for now. And so I dug deeper into Walker.
A surface search on Josef Walker showed that he is thirty-two and works in the financial sector. He originated from an old family that immigrated to the US in the 18th century. Currently, the Walker family is the second richest in Phoenix. They hold not a small pull over local government, effectively manipulating it with their finances.
When I dug the dipper, some shit started to surface. This Walker had a party life that would put Stark to shame. There were a few cases when he was caught in a scandal or two, with rape claims but the victim conveniently disappeared and the case was closed.
The more I found, the more I was sure that Smith and Walker's business had nothing to do with real estate.
I need to go to Phoenix and do some digging there.
🕷

  [image: Phoenix Arizona]

It was already dark when I arrived at the Hotel in Phoenix. After a quick shower, I spent hours reviewing everything that J. found.
It looks like Walker's last brush with the law made him cautious. It did not deter him from rape; he just got smarter about it.
He organised a closed club with invite-only members where they were doing quite illegal things. 
It took some time for J to trace most of the members: they were using phones registered in someone else's name, to cover any communications. Walker's stupidity helped us to find it out: he sent himself a message from his anonymous phone.
The data from the Walker's phone had even more information on them and their crimes. When I saw it, I felt my blood run cold - it was horror-level media material. Something that is going to land them all in jail for a long time.
🕷
I spent the next few days conducting surveillance on the locations utilised by this club. So far J. found two different “safe” houses. I did a recon for each of them, ensuring I knew the ins and outs, just in case it might become relevant or useful.
To avoid spooking them, if they have anyone on the lookout, I rent a new car every day, sometimes even a few times per day.
Every evening I spent reviewing the intel, collected by J and making a map of interactions. Especially how Smith fits into all this. J was able to find a correlation between the time when Smith and Walker had a spike of communication with cases of abducted girls that we were able to identify from Walker's phone pictures.
There were more than 60% matches between the recognised victims and their disappearance date. There is only one explanation: Smith was doing dirty work for them.
🕷
Walker tried to contact Smith again, but she stopped to pick up his calls. It affected his behaviour and he became more aggressive and restless. He started spending half an hour every day driving slowly on less populated streets. 
I had a bad feeling about that.
Unfortunately, most of my collected "evidence" is highly illegal. Not only will it not be admissible in court, but I will be prosecuted if it becomes known.
Seeing where it was going, I started to prepare. If I am going to catch Walker red-handed, I need a plan. I need to make it as clean as possible so that any lawyer would have a hard time disregarding arrest and any evidence that comes with it.
🕷
I was sitting outside Angie’s Prime Grill, drinking my coffee and waiting to see a specific person. J. was able to dig into some cases that were related to human trafficking in this branch of the FBI and found the name of the agent, who was on such cases for at least two years.
Agent Dabber was middle-aged, with sandy hair and brown eyes. When he passed me, entering inside, I took stock of him. He was dressed in a nice two-piece suit, light grey colour, with a white shirt. He kept his service gun on the waist on the right side, left-handed then.
When I started to look for a way to arrest Walker and his little club, I became aware of the trouble of doing so. Walker's name was carrying a weight and any case with that name very quickly became politically charged. I needed to find someone capable of doing it, who would take on this case without faltering as soon as he heard the suspect's family name.
That's how I found John Dabber. He is a senior FBI agent and his name was mentioned in multiple cases, all related to abduction and human trafficking. It was exactly what I needed.
I patiently waited, until he came out and took a seat. Unfortunately, his lunch is going to be spoiled.
I stood up and moved his way. He immediately spotted me and tried to hide his reaction, presenting himself as relaxed.
“Mr Dabber,” I said and sat on another side of the table. I put my badge and driver's licence on the table, which I kept in my hand. 
“PI Romanova, Los Angeles”
He looked at the badge, DL and then back at me. With a raised brow he bites his burrito and keeps his eyes on me, but a bit unfocused. Ah, he is paying attention to the surroundings.
I took a folder from under my left hand, opened it and turned around. He raised both brows and, still saying nothing, chewed on his burrito while looking at pages and photos inside.
As soon as he recognized what he saw, he pulled the folder closer and went over pages with more focus. It took him five minutes to read it all, absently finishing up a burrito in a few big bites.
He was silent for another minute contemplating it, until finally said:
“There is not enough evidence to issue a warrant, most of it is hearsay or not admissible in court.”
The investigation report I gave him was somewhat close to reality, except I replaced "J" with an anonymous source. I had to be careful about what I included in it. I needed to get his attention, yes, but I didn't need him to get interested in how I got this information and who my sources were.
“I spent the last few days following Mr Walker and he was expressing erratic behaviour. We might be able to catch him in the act.”
He grimaced, but eventually agreed:
“I might pull some favours to get an approved order on surveillance, but I will have up to five days to report on it. As soon as I put the name into the system, it will be a shit show with no results.”
“What if, hypothetically speaking, I became an unlucky victim of abduction?”
He looked up at me with interest and replied:
“That might work, but we will do it a bit differently. I will register you as my informant, let’s say Strawberry,” he gave me a humorous smile and continued: “When you, so happen, will get abducted, you press a panic button. I may have more leeway to sweep in with the SWAT team then”
“Deal”
🕷
It took another three days and a half for Walker to take a bait. All three of those days, I tried different approaches to get his attention: a businesswoman, a risky dressed butterfly, but he baited only on school uniform, on my third try.
All those three days, Walker kept the same predictable pattern, he would get to the same part of the city, the same streets and drive slowly, looking out from the back of his car.
I highly suspected, at this point, that his driver and bodyguard were aware of his unsavoury activities and didn't care.
Thanks to that, I was able to find a perfect spot to get his attention and make it easy for him to do so, there were no visible CCTVs, and the street was empty at this time of the day.
They did not drive behind me for too long. I heard the car door slap and then someone started to follow me. A quick look back confirmed that it was Walker's bodyguard.
He caught up with me fast and when I felt his hand on my shoulder, I faked a frightening squeal. Right on the clue, Walker’s car stopped next to us and the bodyguard shoved me inside.
I gave just a token of resistance, more screaming than doing anything physical. Walker personally pressed a gun, a bulldog revolver, to my head. I noticed that it had an empty chamber for the next few shots. Sloppy.
“Shut up!” He aggressively pushed it and I immediately did so, leaning even more into scared expressions, with trembling lips.
“You listen and do what we say, you get out of it unscratched. Got it?”
He said with a quite sadistic curl to his lips. He probably finds it entertaining. I gave a shaky nod and the bodyguard grabbed my hands, putting a rope around it a few times. Not the best knot, that I know.
He also took my backpack off, cutting strips with a knife in the process, and patted my pockets for a phone or something, letting his hands linger in some places, and giving me a wicked smile.
I kept playing scared girl and tried to make my profile even smaller in the corner of the car. Walker was busy on his phone, sending messages, while his bodyguard was staring at me with a menacing grin. Good, it would be better if we catch them all.
Twenty minutes later, we arrived at a standalone house, and drove inside, when the garage door opened automatically. I was already familiar with this house; it was one of the club premises I had scouted before today. The bodyguard dragged me out, pulling on a rope on my hands and led me down to the basement, where he locked me in some small and dark room.
I pulled an earpiece from my hidden pocket and put it on.
“I am in,” I said loud enough that a built-in microphone could pick it up.
“Sitrep, Strawberry” I heard Dabber's voice.
“I am somewhere in the basement, in a cupboard. Target sent messages, expect guests arriving soon”
“Roger. Goodluck”
“К черту” I replied. 
I had to hurriedly hide my earpiece when I heard loud footsteps going down.
“Come out, let's play a bit and you will go home” I heard Walker's fake sweet voice…
🕷
“FBI! On the ground! On the ground!”
I did not let myself relax, not yet. I was right to do so, when Walker's bodyguard, who was standing behind me went for the knife, clearly planning to take a fall instead of his boss, by silencing me permanently.
Thankfully while my hands were up in the air attached to the hook on the ceiling, my legs were still free. Time stretched and I kicked his knife hand hard, probably breaking fingers in the process. With a pull on the rope, I jumped high and I locked his neck between my thighs. The rope got loose from the hook, and I flipped backward, dragging him with me and dropping him hard, head forward, on the ground. Another roll and I was on top of him, bringing my hands, locked together, to his nose. His head snapped back at the concrete floor with a wooden sound. It knocked him out, I might or might not, broke his nose and gave him a concussion.
As soon as I stood up, he was cuffed by two agents and dragged out. I looked around and with satisfaction saw that everyone was in the process of the arrest.
Agent Dabber made his way to me.
“Strawberry, you good?” he asked while taking off his jacket.
“Never the better” I gave him a grateful smile, letting him cover my torn clothes. It was not a peaceful waiting time.
Other agents were already collecting evidence and taking pictures.
“Let’s get out of here, and take this off” He nodded to my still tied-up hands.
“Yeah, paperwork?” I gave him a playful smile.
“Paperwork” he agreed and grimaced. 
I laughed at that a bit.
🕷
Agent Dabber and I spent the next few hours doing a lot of paperwork.
He kept my name out of the case files, as promised, claiming informant protection and whatnot. I might need to go to court at a later date, but he promised to do his best to avoid that.
That’s why I had to do this paperwork, mostly statements and so on, so my involvement in the process will be minimal.
“I hate you,” said Agent Dabber in good humour.
“At least you will get a promotion” I jabbed back.
“Right. I never asked how you came across this information?” he asked absently.
I expected him to ask it on the day when I gave him my compiled “evidence”, but he never did so, until now.
I shrugged and explained my cover story more:
“Last month I had a case with a missing girl who was abducted after school. A few weeks later, the main suspect died by suicide,” I made a quote gesture with my hands.
“I got suspicious and started to dig and ask around” I finished and went back to the paper in hand.
“Oh, right! Your picture was on the news. That’s why you looked so familiar. It has been bugging me since we met.” He lit up, to that.
“I just hope they don’t get wind of my involvement this time” I grumbled
“You should be fine. Your name is nowhere mentioned,” he said with chuckles.
After a pause, he asked the question I had been waiting to hear since our first meeting. Honestly, he was taking his time with it.
“What I don’t get is why you decided to come to the FBI, especially me,” he tried to sound relaxed, but there was hidden readiness under it.
“Two years ago I was in Phoenix for one night and Walker was on the news. I got interested and read about him back then. Professional curiosity if you wish. It all clicked together when I saw him with Smith. It's a cross-state crime, FBI jurisdiction, so that was easy to decide. I was ready to walk in with all I had, but then I came across your name. You have been mentioned in the case six months ago.”
He relaxed this time for real. I smiled at him, and then, with a slam on the stack of documents, put the last paper on top.
“I am done. You lost.”
“Hey, I did not know it was a competition” He complained, but there was a smile on his face. 
🕷
The next morning, Tess Smith was arrested by the FBI, as J. informed me. While I had no good evidence to prove their connection, it was enough for them to untangle it from whatever they had in evidence. 
Agent Dabber called me later and invited me for lunch. I accepted it, he might be a valuable contact in the FBI in the future.
We were sitting in the open-air cafe, the same BBQ place, talking about non-important stuff, when he finally said.
“I should not tell you this, but you are already deep in this case anyway. Walker finally cracked and started to talk. I have been in business for years already, but the shit that started to come up made my hair stand.”
“Should I worry about Walkers?” I asked cautiously. There is a possibility that Walker's family decides to retaliate. They definitely could pull it off.
“Nah, you are good. They are busy saving their political capital now” he discarded my worry.
I didn't object but kept it to myself. They might hold a grudge for a while and come at me later.
“How is it with his LA contacts?” I probed for details that I already knew. Let him think he shared it, not me finding it out miraculously.
He looked a bit conflicted, then looked around. Finally making a decision, he leaned forward and whispered:
“They got arrested. I think we got a lead on a trafficking organisation.”
“I hear nothing,” I replied, making a zipping mouth gesture.
After that, we chatted and he attempted to flirt with me for a bit. Fortunately, he got hints and we went our separate ways.
He was cute, but sex as itself did not appeal to me. That was one of the reasons why they cut the womb out of the girls in the Red Room. We were trained to be seductive and good lovers but we never enjoyed it. When your hormones fucked up like that, it became a different thing altogether.
I was on my way back home, when J. informed me that Smith had a severe allergic reaction during her dinner and died in hospital.
Someone was quick to cut loose ends. It was getting dangerous and interesting.
🕷

  

  








      

  











Interlude - Clint Barton. SHIELD








  
  Location: Unknown



  Date: April 25 2008



  When Clint read the mission file, his bullshit meter went off the charts with the tenth wave alert. It was bad, like deadly bad. Not only is he going after, already famous in their circles, the Black Widow, but apparently he knows when, where and what she will be.


  Did he finally piss off someone enough to sell him out? In moments like that, he was happy that he made his home address off the book. Nobody, except Fury, should and would know where his family lives.


  Hm, what if someone sold out the Widow? Could it be? Probably.


  Unless someone needs her to “disappear” and what is a better way to do that than get her “deceased” by SHIELD? Especially if he is the one who does that. He has a reputation no less fearless than her. Some might even believe it happened.


  Possibilities, possibilities. What if he can recruit her? If someone sold her out, why not?


  Maybe.


  But first, he is going to look under and then under the under and maybe then only he will shoot or recruit.


  →


  His suspicions about this mission were confirmed, when supposedly Black Widow bought a flight ticket to Pakistan.


  Instead of preparing for her own mission target (it was stated in intel that she is after Ukrainian businessmen - Anatoli Burlakov), she was skipping the country altogether. He just had enough time to hop on the same plane.


  Quick contact with local airport security forces allowed him to get passport information: Natalia Romanova, a citizen of the USA.


  The follow-up request for a personal file was quite surprising: she was born in Los Angeles, dropped out of the USC, and opened a private investigation practice. Taxes records. Parking tickets. Not so stellar credit history. Two years ago she paid out all credits; moved to a more respectable neighbourhood - Brentwood and bought a motorcycle - a Ducati 999 S, red paint.


  It did not match with the information in his mission file. Is it another cover story that SHIELD missed? If it is, then it is either a masterpiece or just a shitty one. You don't suddenly pay out all your credits out of nowhere if you're trying to stay under the radar. You don't buy an expensive motorcycle that costs nearly six months' salary, either.


  Unless you know what your enemy knows and they know what you know and you play that. Was it enough of the “know know” this time?


  When they landed, she disappeared as soon as she left the airport. He tried, really tried his best, but whenever he caught the lead on her, it was already cold.


  It did not go the way he expected.


  “Not at all, Sir.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He has no other options, except to report mission failure and return to the US.


  →


  When he was on his way home, already savouring the moment of seeing his wife and kids, he got a call: his target unexpectedly reappeared in Pakistan and was now en route to Los Angeles.


  He doubted they would see her again anytime soon, especially using an alias that had been compromised, but here is she. He put her name on alert watchlist just for precaution and by protocol, really not hoping to have any results.


  He had to rush to the closest airport to get to LA on time. 


  On the way there, he read all that he could find on her. He needed anything to pin her down, to prove her connection to the Red Room. Maybe he missed something.


  Four hours came and went and he still found nothing.


  Even the team he dispatched to investigate her residential address returned without success. Well, technically, they did come back alive - it was already a success in the case of Black Widow. They even brought a twenty-page report and several gigabytes of video and pictures, but it didn't aid him in the slightest.


  He would prefer if there would be some shooting with maybe dead bodies, preferably Rumlow’s body in the mix. That would be too much to ask, right?


  Anyway, He had nothing. The longer he looked at it the more he thought that someone was making fools out of SHIELD. The question is who?


  →


  He got nothing after interrogating her either, it did not even surprise him by now. 


  If it is her cover and not her real life, it is done masterfully. What really disturbs him is her ability to push his buttons, it is like she knows all his little ticks and knows how to get under his skin, but he couldn't pin it down to anything. Maybe they just don’t mix well? He hates fucking bubble gums.


  Even before a report from the cab driver, that they arranged from their local agent's pool, arrived he knew that nothing would come out of it.


  He looked at the file again and pulled details on the transaction that happened two years ago: Apparently, she met Stark in Las Vegas back then and he paid her for some services that she did as PI.


  She even paid taxes on that.


  Then it was like a light bubble. She disappeared in Pakistan, which is next to Afghanistan. And a few days later Stark fucking drove into the US base all by himself, claiming he escaped his captors.


  Finally something! Director Fury needs to know it ASAP.


  →


  

  








      

  











Interlude - Nick Fury. SHIELD








  
  Location: Unknown

Date: June 7 2008



  He enjoyed looking over the vast ocean from his office, especially when the Helicarrier was airborne. It filled him with a sense of pride in one of his favourite achievements - the Helicarrier.


  It allowed him to move SHIELD HQ around and keep it mobile. If your enemy doesn't know where you are, they don’t know where to hit or how to infiltrate. And it has nothing to do with his eyepatch or trenchcoat, despite what gossipers might say.


  He learned his lesson very well back in the nineties: never trust, especially if it's friendly. He felt a subconscious impulse to touch his eyepatch but resisted it.


  That’s why he was standing here, looking out over a vast ocean thousands of feet below the belly of his fancy toy, contemplating two issues: Stark, aka Iron Man, and Romanova, aka Black Widow.


  If it were just Stark, he could easily find an angle to gain control over him. Iron Man is a perfect candidate for his other project - the Avengers, and recruiting him would be an easy task. Everyone has weaknesses, and Stark is no exception. He just needs to mention Howard, claiming personal acquaintance, or perhaps infiltrate his home discreetly to demonstrate that Stark needs additional protection, showing vulnerabilities in his security. A few mysterious remarks and it's done. Easy.


  If it were just Romanova, that would be easy as well.  Black Widow was raised as a weapon. A weapon that may have rebelled against its wielder. She is not the first nor the last recruit they've absorbed from foreign elements. The issue is she isn't a recruit, and there's no guarantee she is the Black Widow.


  When he sent Agent Barton to recruit her after the Red Room's downfall, he was testing her. If she had been assigned to infiltrate SHIELD, she would have accepted the offer. That would imply that the downfall of the Red Room was an orchestrated smokescreen.


  Even if she truly left the Red Room without any hidden motives, she would agree to the offer. He is confident that the Black Widow wouldn't miss the chance to use SHIELD as a shield against others trying to enlist her services by force or pay her back for deflection and destruction.


  It matters not, he would benefit in both scenarios. In one case, he would gain insight into their activities and be one step ahead. In the other, he wouldn't trust her anyway. Either way, he would have a well-trained operative and field agent.


  But she did not accept the offer. And maybe she isn't the Black Widow at all. Yes, Agent Barton reported that the intel raised his bullshit meter, but what he wasn’t informed about was that the intel came directly from the Red Room sleeping agent. At least, that's what he thought before. Now? He has no way to confirm it. Unfortunately, the agent never reported again and, likely, was dead.


  The point is: Romanova might or might not be a Black Widow, but she is somehow connected to Stark, and that is a problem in itself.


  Stark might be compromised (or might not be) and he has to find a way to deal with it. At least, the chances of Stark being conscripted into the Ten Rings are minimal now. 


  He has to find an angle to use them both.


  What to do, what to do.


  🏴‍☠️


  In the end, he decides to approach Stark at his home, bypassing his security in the process. Stark's reaction would tell him enough about the nature of his connection to Romanova. He can work with that and plan future steps.


  His first clue that something was amiss came when he couldn't find the little trinket he had 'borrowed' from the Skrulls - it had somehow gone missing.


  It took hours to locate it; apparently, the R&D department had taken it and the report had gotten lost in the process.


  He made a mental note to investigate further and proceeded with his plan, already in a foul mood.


  It worked like a charm, or so he thought, until fucking Stark barged in with the Iron Man gauntlet already charged, ready to shoot at the slightest provocation.


  It was his second clue, and he missed it.


  “Who the hell are you?”


  His plan has already taken a hit, but he is nothing if not professional and adaptive.


  “Nick Fury. Director of S.H.I.E.L.D.” He replied calmly, turning around.


  "For a moment, I thought your security was lacking, but it looks like I don't need to worry," he complimented Stark, hoping to soothe his ego.


  “Ah,” said Stark, but instead of relaxing, he powered up his gauntlet even more, judging by the whining sound.


  “Get to the point, Willy.”


  “I'm here to talk to you about the Avengers Initiative,” he tried to steer the conversation, but he could already tell it wasn't working. Stark was paranoid; something had spooked him before, and he didn't like it one bit.


  “Is this some kind of spy club or what? Sorry, not really my scene. I'll take a hard pass on that.”


  He assessed Stark's posture, facial expression, and body tension. Stark wasn't going to talk; he needed more information.


  All he could do now was sow seeds of doubt and fuel Stark’s paranoia. Whether Romanova is the Black Widow or not, throwing a wedge between them is something that he can do now and reap fruits at a later date.


  “Watch who you trust, Stark,” he said, already moving to the door.


  “Not everyone is who they seem to be.”


  🏴‍☠️












      

  











Interlude - Tony Stark








  
  
    Location: Afghanistan
Date: May 1 2008
  



  When he heard Jarvis's voice on speakerphone, a chill ran down his spine. He couldn't believe it. At first, he thought it was an elaborate ruse designed to draw him out of hiding. But then the idea that they might have gotten their hands on Jarvis ignited a cold, burning fury within him. He didn't even listen to the words being spoken, his mind fixated on the cold, calculated vengeance he would exact if they had harmed Jarvis.


  He stealthily moved behind the car to approach the redhead from behind. Was it Jarvis's voice he had heard, and what was that code he mentioned? At the last moment, she turned around, and he pounced, sending them both crashing to the ground. He raised his fist, ready to drive her teeth deep into her throat.


  “I found him, Jarvis.”


  Things got more complicated after that. He listened to her; he had to. She was saying things he hadn’t yet voiced to anyone.


  He had spent three long months reflecting on everything while tirelessly pretending to build a Jericho missile for them.


  After discovering an alarming number of Stark weapons in their possession, he realised that someone had used his company, his name, to do all of that, to sell to terrorists.


  He was planning to shut it down, to fuck everyone over, and to find every last piece of Stark weaponry and burn it, burn it all.


  And she already knew that.


  Then she started to tell him about the future, his future. That quickly became too much, too fast and he found himself overwhelmed. He wasn't ready yet to process three months in captivity, damn it, and here she was, dumping at least a decade of clusterfuck situations on him.


  Maybe when he was younger, when his parents were still alive, he would have jumped at this opportunity. But right now, it felt like another piece of shrapnel was carving a path through his chest: too much, too fast, too painful.


  What threw him for a loop the most was her claim that he and Pepper would have a kid together. Gosh, he has (or is it “had”?) a kid (Morgana, right?) in the future. He simply couldn't wrap his head around it.


  He spent hours dwelling on that thought alone.


  🕷


  
    Location: Malibu
Date: May 7 2008
  



  He tested her as soon as she returned to LA, even on the same day she landed. He needed access to Stane's computer anyway, so it was a case of killing two birds with one stone. And if he could gather some evidence of her breaking into HQ in the process, that only made him feel more secure; he would have something to pin her down with.


  That he caught Stane in the process of calling Raza was pure luck. Unfortunately, any last doubts about Stane went down the drain with that discovery.


  After that, he brushed Natalia aside, claiming he needed to sort out the company. He even initiated all the necessary processes to ensure that 
  Obi
   Stane had no way to stop him. (Every time he thought about Obi Stane, he still felt the pain of betrayal.)


  For a week, he waited with trepidation for the other shoe to drop after that. He didn’t trust her, like at all. Maybe she did come from the future, but there was no guarantee that she was being sincere with him.


  Logically, it was all sound and well—Natalia gave him enough data to believe it (he had scrutinised it intensively). But he really did not want to believe it. (How is he going to fight aliens? He is sure that carrying WMD through the portal once is enough, even in the future. There are too many factors to even plan to repeat it!)


  It was too much, so he ignored it to avoid getting overwhelmed.


  When she informed him that she needed his help to take down the Red Room, he was suspicious. He decided to play along, but he took precautions in case it was a trap, a ploy to obtain his ARC tech, or even a scheme to get to Iron Man.


  And so, he gave her one of the failed old prototypes for the Air Force (progenitor to the EXO wings series) - you need on board AI to actually operate those things (no human can do that).  With Jarvis's help, she should be able to use it. The same goes for the missile railgun.


  He supplied both with self-destruction mechanisms and trackers; there was no way he would let his tech get lost somewhere. And if it was a trap or ploy, one word and there would only be debris left behind.


  She did not do that. Even more surprising was her ability to operate the suit and railgun with minimal support from Jarvis.


  In the end, he found himself repeatedly watching her use his tech to blow up Dreykov, and kept asking himself - was he really done with creating weapons( or maybe not)?


  🕷


  
    Location: Los Angeles
Date: June 1 2008
  



  "He is going after you" echoed in his head on repeat, all the while he lay immobilised and dying. At that moment, he understood that he had let his fears and doubts corner him into indecision. He had spent too much time afraid of doing anything (Well, maybe not anything. He was ready to clean up Stark Industries, and his plan to do the same across the US and beyond was already coming together.), which ultimately compromised everything.


  At least he made upgrades to that prototype by adding ARC and repulsors. It deserved to have a separate name from the EXO series now. Railwing MK-I. Sounds about right. Maybe he should call Natalia  Darkwing Duck now.


  That thought made him smile. Darkwing duck With a railgun.


  Smiled. Oh fuck, fucking fuck, move Tony!


  🕷


  
    Location: Los Angeles
Date: June 2 2008
  



  “The truth is: I am Iron Man”


  He stood there and looked at the chaos he had unleashed, keeping his mask firmly on. He noticed Agent Coulson standing at the back with Pepper and had to suppress the rising anger.


  He had almost gotten Pepper killed.


  For the last month, since he came back from that hellhole and saw Pepper, he had not been able to get that thought about his future kid out of his mind. Until recently, he had discarded any idea about settling down or having kids. He didn't want to be like his father, the man who had successfully screwed him up. He knew he would be an awful parent.


  But now, every time he saw Pepper, he couldn't get that thought out of his mind.


  Or take his eyes off her. He tried to see what his future self had found in her, and day after day, he discovered he was falling for her—and fast. It was like a self-fulfilling prophecy.


  (Yeah, right, Tony. It's got absolutely nothing to do with those long legs and that gorgeous face.)


  Was it because he now knew that she was the mother of his future daughter? 


  (Would he have a daughter, the same one, or would she be completely different?)


  Sometimes he felt like he was going crazy with all these time travel paradoxes.


  What he knew for sure was that he would burn anyone who tried to harm her, no matter what.


  🕷


  
    Location: Malibu
Date: June 7 2008 9 pm
  



  He couldn't believe this shit was happening again. Someone had gotten into his home (again!) and used the same method to shut Jarvis down, again! Fucking bullshit, that was it.


  He tried to patch it up, but all he found were strange, exotic effects that short-circuited Jarvis’s subroutines for no apparent reason. He had to be satisfied with an urgent alert on his phone in case it happened again: no more surprises from murderous visitors. 


  One time was more than enough.


  He underestimated Stane, or whoever helped him. But that was beside the point; he was more angry with himself. Natalia had warned him, but no, he thought he was smarter, that he had everything under control.


  He had to get his head in the game - no more procrastinating, no more avoiding Natalia. He had to sit down and read through the fucking files she had spent most of the month writing.


  He had to accept that he feared what he might find there. Isn't the whole reason for time travel to fucking avoid future mistakes?


  No more. He would read it and deal with it.


  For Pepper and Morgana.


  He stopped his car just before turning onto the private drive and pulled the suitcase from the backseat—he had a reason to believe he was ready for anything. While making Iron Man Mark III, he had tinkered with the idea of a mobile hand gauntlet with an integrated repulsor.


  It took him some time, many cut corners, and compromises on durability, but he did it.


  And now he was going to beat the shit out of whoever got into his house.


  🕷


  “Not everyone is who they seem to be.”


  He stared at the door that closed behind Fury and lowered his hand, powering the gauntlet down. Natalia hadn't told him about the visit from SHIELD. Maybe she didn't know, or perhaps it was a new development.


  It didn't matter, really. He needed to sit (maybe even lie down next to the pool with a bottle of whiskey - yeah, that sounds about right) and read those files now. No more avoiding it; he had already made a mess with Stane and might make things worse if he kept hiding his head in the sand.


  “Watch who you trust” Fury's words echoed in his mind, and he smirked, finding it ironic given his own history of betrayal and deceit.


  🕷


  
    Location: Malibu
Date: June 22 2008
  



  It took him long enough to (drink his stock of heavy alcohol, there was no way he could be sober while reading it) read and process what she had written so far.


  It was still too much and too heavy to gulp down a metaphorical throat.


  He thought about it all the time: while tinkering with MK-III, while blowing up terrorists and caches of his weapons scattered across Afghanistan, while developing new products for SI, and even while sleeping.


  In the end, he was finally ready to plan his next move forward.


  But first, a surprise is in order. Hopefully Strawberry (hilarious, if they knew who they were calling Strawberry) likes surprises.


  🕷


  

  








      

  











Surprise


    Chapter Summary

    I think this chapter truly lives up to its name, "Surprise."
To everyone who thought I might have abandoned this fic, worry not — I haven't. I've just been grappling with writer's block, and during that struggle, "Yellow Flash Canary" (YFC) burst into my thoughts.
Going forward, I'll alternate between "Marvel. Black Widow" (MBW) and YFC, depending on how the inspiration flows.
One thing's for sure: diving into a completely different story like YFC has reinvigorated my writing for this one, and I might employ this strategy again in the future.
Thank you for reading.








  Location: Los Angeles
Date: June 22 2008
 
Since returning from Phoenix, my life has slowly found its new rhythm. Each morning was dedicated to training, followed by my day-to-day work as a private investigator. With JARVIS's assistance, I continued to probe for leads on a human trafficking organisation I had accidentally stumbled upon.
Investigations into Smith's connections yielded no results. Her two underlings were nabbed by the FBI, but they were clueless about the organisation's operations. If they had known anything substantial, I doubt they would still be alive. They were mere foot soldiers responsible for driving, abducting, and delivering. Their world was limited to Smith and an occasional cop; they were unaware of Smith's dealings with Walker.

  J managed to extract data from the FBI servers on cases similar to ours, revealing an ongoing investigation named 'Shadow Breaker.' However, the FBI hadn't unearthed anything conclusive, only piecing together that the multiple abductions bore the hallmarks of organised crime, with separate cells operating in different cities.


  I had a stroke of luck in Phoenix when I approached Agent Dabber. Unbeknownst to me, he was part of the 'Shadow Breaker' task force, having joined a year earlier. His involvement explained his leverage in advancing our investigation.


  J also accessed my file; it was a sparse document, listing only my codename and my recent involvement with a case under 'Shadow Breaker.'

After this initial surge of information, we hit a dead end, mirroring the FBI's own standstill."
With Stark's permission, J. extended his data collection network to other major cities. I suggested applying the parameters we identified in Los Angeles to see if we could locate similar cases elsewhere and J. informed me that he was utilising Stark’s pattern prediction algorithm, which he had already been running for me in LA.
This algorithm was a source of concern on its own. It vividly brought back memories of Arnim Zola and the disastrous Project Insight — connections that left me uneasy.
However, more than a week had passed without any tangible results. It was possible that the organisation had halted its activities following the recent arrests, or perhaps J. simply required more data to accurately identify any further suspects."
So, I busied myself with the mundane tasks of a local private investigator and devoted more attention to my training regimen. With decades of experience outpacing my younger body, I had to train rigorously to align my reflexes with my seasoned instincts. It was challenging, but the progress was visible.
Today marked one of the most intense days in my training routine — endurance. Despite the Red Room's gruelling regimen, which elevated my body's tolerance for physical stress, maintaining peak condition requires constant, strenuous effort.
This commitment earned me a notable reputation at the gym. After the incident where I subdued an overly bold gym-goer on my first day, no further attempts were made to approach me. Ironically, that man gained a sort of admiration for his “bravery” as it became known that I followed a strict and demanding training schedule.
At least now, no one wastes my time, and everyone keeps their hands to themselves.
I emerged from the gym shower wrapped in a towel, my legs trembling slightly—a testament to the day's rigorous training. It was a successful session, but fuck, it wasn't easy.
Exhausted, I slumped onto the bench next to my locker, allowing myself a few moments to recover. But there's no rest for the wicked — the buzzing of my phone inside the locker forced me to move again.
“Morning, Strawberry,” Stark's voice came through cheerfully as soon as I answered.
“Stark,” I responded, rolling my eyes. Ever since that case in Phoenix, he'd taken to calling me by this new nickname. I actually found it endearing; it carried a hint of irony and helped me distance myself from the Black Widow persona I had begun to shed even before my time travel.
“Swing by my place in half an hour. Oh, and don’t shake off SHIELD this time.” Then, he abruptly ended the call.
I tossed my phone back onto the bench and reached for a sports bra. As I dressed, my mind raced, trying to decipher Stark's intentions. He had rarely called in the past two months, preoccupied with the aftermath of Stane's death and the ensuing FBI investigation into his dealings with terrorists.
His specific request for me to maintain my SHIELD surveillance indicated that whatever he was planning required openly demonstrating our association. This aligned perfectly with the cover story I had crafted from the start. Considering the sprawling scandal unfolding nationwide, it might be time to bring that story into the open.
That sounds about right. Perhaps now we can begin to advance our plans — or at least clarify what our plan actually is.
🕷
Upon arriving, I parked my motorcycle near where I had left it last time. The body panels still bore the marks of past hurried arrival — subtle unless you were looking for them: a few scrapes on the side and asphalt-grey streaks on the handle.
I removed my new helmet, a replacement for the old one that hadn't survived my last frantic visit.
As I approached the front door, it clicked open automatically. It was a bit creepy if you didn’t know that J. controlled home security
"Welcome back, Miss Romanova. Mr. Stark is currently in the workshop and has been expecting you," J’s voice greeted me seamlessly.
"Thank you, J." My response was brief as I navigated towards the workshop. Reaching the closed door, I hesitated.
"Um, J, a little help here?"
"Please place your palm on the bio scanner to proceed," J. instructed.
I complied, pressing my palm against the scanner. A second later, the door lock clicked open. When did Stark manage to get my palm print? Sneaky bastard.
As I stepped into the room, I found Stark engrossed, biting into what seemed like a triple burger beside a holographic table displaying an intricate web resembling a tree made of multicoloured knots and lines.
He silently gestured for me to come closer, his attention swiftly returning to the hologram.
Setting my helmet down on the nearest bench, I moved closer to the display, captivated by the complex visual. Upon examining the details, I recognised the descriptions of each line and knot — it was a visual representation of the events I had documented.
"Jarvis put this together based on your recollections," Stark noted without diverting his gaze from the display.
"Nice touch, J," I murmured, my focus absorbed by the new connections unfolding before me.
"It is my pleasure to assist, Miss Romanova," J responded, his voice emanating smoothly from somewhere above us.
"I've highlighted the major points, especially the events flagged as critical," Tony explained, pointing to the hologram. "Here’s where the arc reactor poisoning starts affecting me. This event is interconnected with several key moments: Pepper becoming CEO, Rhodes transforming into War Machine, SHIELD exploiting my instability, and the entire EXPO debacle with Hammer and Vanko. Somehow, all these events lead to me inventing a new element by this specific date.”
"I should start feeling the effects of the poisoning in about four to five months, maybe longer since I'm aware of it and have taken measures to prevent its buildup," Stark continued, grabbing a jar of green smoothie, swirling it, and downing it in one gulp.
"Do you have any leads on how you managed to invent a new element?" I inquired, intrigued by the intricate connections JARVIS had mapped out.
"I have no idea. There's something nagging at the back of my mind, but so far, nothing concrete," Stark responded, frustration evident in his tone.
I pondered for a moment before suggesting, "I remember Fury brought a case here containing Howard Stark's belongings not long after you accomplished it."
"Do you think we can break in to take it?" Stark asked a hint of excitement in his voice.
I considered his question carefully but ultimately expressed doubt, "No, I don’t even know where it's been stored all this time. Unless you’ve already managed to break into SHIELD?”
"No, their security is airtight. We need to figure out how to access that Helicarrier first. I've tracked down remote terminals, but the access is highly restricted there."
"Maybe we could fast-track the development of Extremis and the Regeneration Cradle as backup plans," I suggested.
Stark made a sceptical face, then replied, "Based on your timeline, those are years away from even being viable."
"Fair enough," I shrugged, "but we need both of them."
Stark looked away, lost in thought for a moment, before finally responding, "I’m planning to start a medical division. Beginning with limb prostheses will give us a foothold in the medical field. From there, it’ll be easier to expand our reach and potentially get in contact with both companies."
"Cho wouldn't be opposed to it. I know her personally. You could try reaching out to her sooner, discuss the science and whatnot," I continued, reminiscing about the time spent with Cho exploring potential uses of the Cradle to restore my womb.
"Killian is already on HYDRA's radar or will be shortly. I'm not sure we can easily divert their attention or take over the project without a firm hand," I added thoughtfully, considering the intricate dynamics at play.
"Noted. Next up are the events in New Mexico following the invasion in New York," Stark said as he switched to the next item on the hologram.
"Yes, they're interconnected. That incident weaves a web of connections, including the invasion itself and Project Insight," I confirmed, pointing out the links on the display.
"Right, that's the one where HYDRA tries to take over the world, and Captain America saves the day again?" Stark asked, his voice tinged with humour.
"The one and only," I smirked back.
We remained silent for a moment, absorbed in the visualisation. Remembering events and documenting them was one thing, but seeing them mapped out like this was entirely different. The more I studied the connections between events, the more I discovered links that weren't immediately obvious.
“It’s useless,” Stark blurted out unexpectedly.
“What do you mean?” I asked, turning to face him fully.
“All this knowledge, these events? They’re going to be irrelevant soon. I’m not going to die from poisoning, so there’s no reason for Rhodes to steal a suit, no reason to make Pepper CEO and no need for me to race in Monaco because I feel like life is slipping away.”
“With the actions we’re taking now, we can’t predict what will happen. It would be foolish to expect any event to unfold as it originally did. We've already altered so many things, like you not being with SHIELD, for example.”
I realised he was right. All this time, I had been trying to adapt and record everything I remembered from my past, solely focused on preventing the Snap. But this wasn't just about the Snap anymore, was it?
“It still counts as intel,” I countered half-heartedly.
"Jarvis, let's filter this. Sort it out and highlight the major players by threat level. We need to focus on the big fish," Stark directed.
"Very well, sir. Sorting and highlighting the major threats now," J responded promptly.
"Now, let’s add another dimension — time. Make the whole thing dynamic," Stark continued, adjusting the hologram.
I watched Stark work, content to let him take the lead. While I was proficient in data analysis, my expertise was more tactical than strategic; it was best to let Stark do Stark’s things.
Over the next fifteen minutes, it became evident that our plan would hinge on two primary strategies: fostering power-based developments and systematically removing destructive elements from the board.
And I was fine with that.
🕷
We had spent the last few hours refining our future plans when Stark suddenly suggested we take a break. He led me to a corner of the workshop, where I immediately spotted my railgun on a stand. However, I didn’t see any armour elements nearby. Stark pulled an underlayer from a rack and tossed it to me, casually instructing, "Put it on."
I glanced back at him, one eyebrow raised inquisitively. He rolled his eyes dismissively and turned away — cute.
This underlayer was nothing like what I had worn last time. It was sleek, plain black, with a few connectors on the surface — deceptively simple until you examined the inside. I felt the cool metal surfaces make contact with my skin at various points.
“I’m done,” I announced in less than five minutes.
“I was sure you had bigger assets,” Stark quipped, giving me a practised up-and-down look.
I crossed my arms under my chest and huffed at his audacity — the dare.
"Okay, remember, this is just a training prototype. I need you to run through the training regimen; we'll be collecting your neurological data while you're at it. This way, everything will be prepared when you wear a suit," Stark instructed.
For the next two hours, I engaged in a variety of activities: jogging, sprinting, jumping, rolling, and any other manoeuvre I could think of that might be useful in the suit.
All this time, I saw Stark analysing holographic data, which I assumed was a direct representation of my bodily state and neural activity.
"I think that's enough for now. Let's move on to the next stage," Stark eventually declared, gesturing for me to follow him.
We headed back to the main area of the workshop, where Stark directed me to a red circle painted on the floor. "Stand in the middle of the red circle, strike a T-pose, and ask Jarvis nicely," he instructed, pointing to the centre.
Stepping into the circle, I looked up at the ceiling and said, "Jarvis, if you please?"
"Certainly, Miss Romanova. Starting initialisation sequence," J replied. As he spoke, the floor around me began to open. I remained still, suspecting that Stark had prepared a new suit of armour.
"Okay, this is also a prototype. As you might have noticed, it's flexible. Flexibility is the opposite of armoured. You'll be able to withstand regular firearms without a problem, but anything above 15,000 joules will penetrate," Stark explained, a smirk playing on his lips at the word "penetrate." He quickly added, "To be on the safe side, I'd say 10,000 joules and below is fine."
"No cat fighting with the Raptors for you. Their Gatling gun hits with 18,000 joules. Jarvis will give you access to the specifications and limitations later. Let’s run another series of tests."
🕷
After completing the flight test, I landed back in Stark’s workshop. Stark was engrossed, analyzing graphs and deep in discussion with J about the test feedback.
As I approached the holographic table, Stark said absently, "Go remove your armour and clean up."
I stepped into the red circle and requested, "Jarvis, please remove the armour."
The process was swift, but it left me drenched in sweat beneath the underlayer. Realizing it was already past 6 p.m. and feeling both starved and exhausted, I decided a shower was necessary and that it was the perfect time to order some food.
Exiting the workshop, I followed J's directions to the guest room. As I made my way there, peeling off the underlayer suit, I called out, "J, could you order some food for me?"
"Certainly, Miss Romanova. What would you like?" J inquired.
I paused, considering what would best replenish my energy. "Grilled chicken with roasted veggies and rice. Oh, and Greek strawberry yoghurt with fruit salad as well, please."
"The Order has been placed. The expected delivery time is thirty minutes," J informed me just as I stepped into the shower.
🕷
Fresh out of the shower and wrapped only in a towel, I realised I had stupidly left my clothes back in the workshop. Exhaustion was clearly taking its toll more than I had anticipated.
As I headed down to retrieve my clothes, I heard the front door open. Assuming it was the food delivery, I quickened my pace towards the entrance. Turning the corner, I almost collided with Pepper, who appeared just as startled to see me. She was holding her heels in one hand and a folder full of papers in the other, which scattered across the floor as she jumped back in surprise.
Her eyes briefly swept over my barely covered form, and I could see the wrong conclusions forming in her mind. Her expression quickly shifted to a professional facade, one that she hadn't yet perfected to the level I remembered from the future, where hints of jealousy still seeped through.
“I'm sorry. I didn’t expect anyone to be here,” she said, struggling slightly to keep her voice steady and professional.
“No problem, I’ll be on my way soon. Stark is in the workshop if you need him — at least, that’s where he was half an hour ago. Let me help you with those,” I replied, bending down to gather the scattered papers.
As I assisted Pepper, my inner spy couldn’t help but notice they were related to property in Malibu.
“Thank you,” Pepper said as she joined me on the floor. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”
“It’s not a big deal,” I responded with a warm smile, helping her pick up the last few papers. Unfortunately, the signing page with names fluttered too far away, and I couldn’t catch the names listed.
“Victoria Potts, Stark’s PA,” she introduced herself as we stood up, extending her hand.
“Natalia Romanova, Private Investigator,” I replied, shaking her hand firmly.
A flicker of recognition passed through her eyes. Had Stark told her about me? I trusted him, but I preferred to keep my past just that — past. I hoped he hadn’t shared too much.
“Pepper, this is Strawberry; Strawberry — Pepper,” said Stark as he came around the corner from the workshop elevator. His eyes involuntarily flickered over my naked body in a towel, and I responded by giving him the finger.
He rolled his eyes and motioned toward inside the house. “Go to the kitchen. I’ll grab the food,” and with that, he disappeared.
Pepper and I watched his retreating back. “Traitor,” I mumbled under my breath. Pepper shot me a sharp look before finally suggesting, “Shall we?”
🕷
The silence in the kitchen was palpable as Pepper and I waited for Stark. I suspected the food was just an excuse for him to escape the brewing storm, leaving me to handle the explanations. Coward.
“How long have you known Stark?” Pepper asked, her voice tinged with unexpected sadness. What had Stark done this time?
“About two years,” I replied. It was bizarre.
“He never mentioned you before,” she said, her tone unchanged. Oh no, she might think Stark and I were an item.
“We’re not dating or anything,” I quickly clarified, letting out a weary sigh. She glanced at me, her expression shifting as her eyes swept over my towel-clad form.
Right, how was I supposed to explain this? I just shrugged.
The uncomfortable silence stretched on for another five minutes. Fuck it, I decided, I let Stark deal with his own mess. It wasn’t my fault, after all.
As if on cue, Stark entered the kitchen, his arms laden with bags of food, and immediately tried to lighten the mood. “No catfight yet? Come on, you’re both sitting here way too quietly. Was expecting some dramatic soap opera action by now. I even brought food!” he exclaimed, setting the food on the table with a flourish.
“Let’s see what we have here,” he continued, blatantly ignoring my unimpressed look and Pepper’s thinly veiled annoyance.
“Aha, Strawberry yoghurt! Want some?” He offered the yoghurt to Pepper, who looked like she was about to crack.
“I can’t believe you brought me strawberry yoghurt! I’m allergic to strawberries!” she exclaimed, her voice controlled but intense.
“That’s mine,” I interjected, chuckling as I snatched the yoghurt from him. And the grilled chicken, too,” I added, pulling another bag toward me. I was done with the drama and ready to eat.
“Right, Taco?” Tony offered the next item to Pepper, who simply rolled her eyes and began sorting through the bags herself.
“Seriously, Tony. Jarvis knows better than to order Tacos for me,” she retorted with a sigh.
“That would be correct, Miss Potts. I believe the orange bag contains your favourite smoothie and salad,” Jarvis chimed in, his voice smug.
I was already tearing into the grilled chicken with my fingers.
“I knew that! Of course, it was an orange smoothie!” Tony blustered, trying to recover.
“It’s not an orange smoothie, and it’s avocado! Orange is the restaurant’s name!” Pepper corrected him, amusement now colouring her tone.
🕷
As I finished my fruit salad, Stark had already polished off his meal and was perusing the folder Pepper had brought. Reaching the last page, he gestured to Pepper, who promptly handed him her pen from her purse. With a practised flourish, he signed the document, closed the folder, and slid it across the table to me.
Raising an eyebrow, I glanced at Pepper. She returned my look with an expectant yet guarded expression, her body tensing subtly.
"Stark, what is this?" I asked as I skimmed the document. It was a deed of gift, naming me the owner of the property here in Malibu.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Pepper's eyes widen as she turned to Stark.
"You didn't tell her?" she asked, surprised.
"Of course not! It's a surprise. You don’t spoil surprises before the actual surprise, right?" Stark retorted.
"Why?" I asked simply, genuinely taken aback.
"It's my way of saying thank you for your help — saving my ass in Afghanistan and later with Stane," Stark explained, rolling his eyes as if my question was absurd.
"It's all yours; do what you want with it," he continued nonchalantly. What he didn’t explicitly say — but what I understood — was that it would be practical for me to move in. This would provide a cover story to keep me closer and allow easy access to my suit in his workshop.
That's when it clicked why he had added my biometric data to the workshop door scanner.
"As soon as you sign these papers," Pepper interjected, offering me a pen. She seemed more surprised than I was, likely unaware of my involvement until this moment.
"Okay, girls, behave. See you later," Stark chimed in nonchalantly, standing and leaving the kitchen.
"He's an idiot," I remarked to Pepper as we watched him go. With all this secret play, he unintentionally gave her a solid emotional rollercoaster, and she was visibly still reeling from it.
I barely had time to react when Pepper, overwhelmed by the moment, suddenly embraced me in a tight hug.
"Thank you. Thank you. Thank you," she murmured repeatedly.
Once Pepper had regained her composure, I finished signing the documents for my new property. I planned to inspect it soon, anticipating a move if the place was livable and didn’t require repairs. Knowing Stark, it was probably ready for immediate occupancy.
"Do you want to go for a girls' night out sometime?" Pepper asked as she organised their copies into her folder.
"Sure," I shrugged and gave her my cell number.
"Text me when you have time. I think I’m more flexible than you."
"I will." For some reason, her promise sounded more foreboding, and I felt like she meant something more than just to text me.
Now, it is time to find my clothes. I’d done enough unintentional revealing for one day.
🕷
 






      

  











Painful Truth








  
  Location: Los Angeles
  

  Date: June 24 2008


  I came to check the house the same day, wanting to see if I needed to do anything before moving in. As I suspected, Stark had taken care of everything. The house was already furnished, and there was even some art on the walls — I didn’t need to do anything except move in.


  The next day, I spent time organising and moving my stuff from my old apartment. The biggest issue was the old Civic. There was no easy access to public transportation from my new home, so I ended up taking a taxi to my old place and then driving the Civic back.


  By the time I finished unpacking the essentials and collapsed onto the couch, it was late evening. Exhausted, all I could think about was that I never wanted to move again — maybe ever.


  But there was one issue that I couldn't and shouldn’t postpone any longer.


  It had been almost a month since Stark announced to the world that he was Iron Man. Or, if I counted the time since I returned from the dead — coming back in time — it had been exactly 60 days, 3 hours, and 12 minutes. Well, thirteen minutes now.


  I still hadn't told Stark the truth about his parents' deaths. To be honest, every excuse I made to justify the delay was valid and solid, at least in my head. Still, I knew I was procrastinating.


  Honestly, how could I not?


  When Tony learned the truth the last time, he didn’t handle it well. I bet I wouldn’t handle it well in his shoes, either.


  Unfortunately, the Red Room made sure that it never happened — I don’t even have a silver lining about who my parents were. The closest person I have to family is my fake sister Yelena, my fellow survivor of the Red Room training.


  At first, I thought maybe I needed to set up a meeting, make it sombre and businesslike, and find the perfect time when he wasn’t dealing with the most urgent issues and, I don’t know, processing his trauma.


  My old habits and training urged me to orchestrate it so that I would be deeply ingrained in his mind as a trusted ally or even a friend, giving me control over both him and the situation.


  Old habits die hard, right?


  In the end, I sat in my new home, watching the sunset and taking a swig from a bottle of vodka, contemplating what to do. That’s when I decided to send Stark the file I had written about the Winter Soldier program.


  Not even twenty minutes later, I heard the screeching sound of brakes from outside. Moments later, the front door slammed and hurried footsteps approached the living room.


  It looks like Stark is here. I didn’t even turn around, taking another swig from the bottle. (My inner observer gave me a solid ten for creating a perfect scene to manipulate Stark's feelings. I needed to wash that thought away, and vodka was good for that.)


  Stark was enraged. I could feel it radiating from him as he paused at the door frame. Maybe he expected something different, maybe the bottle of vodka in my hands was too absurd, or maybe he just forgot how to speak. In the end, he said nothing as he made his way over.


  He abruptly sat down next to me on the right and pried the bottle from my hand. I let it go, and he took a solid gulp. I looked at him with a bit of surprise.


  “The fuck you drink, Strawberry?” Oh, he used my nickname, so he’s not mad at me.


  “Smirnoff,” I replied curtly. He drank more, and I raised an eyebrow.


  When he passed the bottle back to me, I took a swig as well.


  And so we drank, first one bottle and then more until the sun completely disappeared over the horizon, and we could only see each other in shades. Neither of us bothered to turn on the lights.


  “I am going to destroy them,” he proclaimed into the darkness.


  We had finished the last bottle of vodka I had at home fifteen minutes ago. We were drunk as hell. I was sure that if I tried to stand up, I would need to invoke all my training just to walk straight in my current condition. It took me a few moments to process what Stark had actually said.


  “Good,” I agreed.


  We passed out right there on the couch, where Pepper found us the next morning.


  🕷


  I woke up still drunk. That was the only excuse I had for Stark's head resting on my stomach while he nestled between my legs. At least we were still dressed, I mused to myself.


  Just then, a glass of water appeared in my blurred vision. I didn’t question its origin, focusing solely on grabbing it without missing by a mile.


  As I finished drinking the divine and blessed essence of life, ready to worship whoever brought it to me, I noticed a fuming Pepper standing over us.


  “Hey,” I tried to say, though I’m sure I screwed it up.


  Stark stirred, and I suddenly realised how numb my legs were and the urgent need to pee. While he attempted and failed to sit up, I debated how to make it to the bathroom. Should I crawl? Ask Pepper? I couldn’t ignore it — Black Widow doesn’t pee her pants because her legs are asleep. Unless I’m in a sniper nest, then it’s allowed. Am I? Where’s my rifle? Damn, I’m not.


  I longingly looked toward the bathroom.


  At some point, Pepper's expression shifted from fuming to amused. Stark found his way to the bottle of water and drank it as if it were the last one on Earth. I wanted it, too, but I’d definitely pee myself if I drank more. Damn. I needed to get to the bathroom.


  Crawling it is, I decided, letting myself drop from the sofa.


  “Natali!” I heard Pepper's horrified voice but ignored it, attempting to crawl. Unfortunately, it was only in my mind — I still had my face planted on the floor.


  🕷


  I think I passed out for a moment because the next time I opened my eyes, I was already in the washroom, sitting on the toilet and experiencing divine bliss. I didn’t even care that I couldn’t remember how I got there or whether I had taken my jeans off.


  🕷


  Eventually, I surfaced from my drunken sleep, mostly due to the afternoon sunlight flickering over my face. Someone had left a window open, and the shades were moving with the afternoon breeze, making a rattling sound and sending rays of sunlight straight into my eyes.


  The first thing I recognised was that I was in my bed, in my room, and pretty much naked. I couldn’t even remember how it happened. If Stark fucked me, I’m going to cut his arc reactor and shove it so deep in his ass that it can protect his heart from the inside.


  There were no signs of Stark in the room or any indication he had ever been here. Small mercies, I thought to myself as I made my way steadily to the shower. Weird glimpses of me crawling under the table and hiding from enemy soldiers flashed through my mind. Weird.


  🕷


  I didn't feel like dressing up, so I wore a long, baggy shirt instead of a nightie. When I made it to the kitchen, I found Pepper and Stark sitting there. Stark was nursing his head with a cold bottle of water, and Pepper seemed more amused than upset.


  It was too late to change my mind. They had already seen me in a similar state a few days ago, anyway. I just came in and made my way to the coffee machine. In the chrome reflection of the coffee maker, I saw Stark trying not to let his eyes wander up my legs while Pepper blushed and averted her gaze. Then, she noticed Stark looking at me and swatted him on the head.


  It was amusing.


  “Coffee, anyone?” I asked without turning around.


  They both declined, so to play with them a bit more, I stretched up to the shelf to reach a fresh cup. Of course, it was unnecessary; I had a clean cup right next to the sink. Shirt dangerously rode up, and I saw both of them comically widen their eyes in the reflection.


  “So, what’s going on?” I asked as soon as I sat and sipped my coffee — one sugar, two creams, and steamed milk.


  A pile of newspapers and magazines lay on the table that I didn’t have yesterday — definitely not my favourite sources of information or ways to spend leisure time.


  Pepper slid one magazine my way. On the cover, I found myself in a dramatically captured moment of taking off my helmet. It was taken a few days ago when I came for an unexpected suit test.


  I looked at her and raised an eyebrow.


  “Read it,” she said instead of clarifying. I shrugged and opened it.


  Well, it could be worse. The article Pepper mentioned had fresh news: Stark had spent the whole night at the place of the new girl in town, and at nine a.m., his car was still parked on the property. They speculated that it was a sign we were definitely in a sexual relationship and were trying to guess if I was a gold digger or if Stark had finally found someone to keep around.


  I shuffled through the other magazines and newspapers on the table, catching headlines:


  
    "Stark's New Flame: PI in the Picture"
  


  
    “Hero Meets Hero: Iron Man's Secret Sleepover”
  


  
    "Stark's Latest: PI Sparks Romance Rumors"
  


  
    "From Models to Mystery: Stark's PI Affair"
  


  “You, both of you, are a PR disaster,” Pepper said, her voice laced with clear annoyance.


  “Even I would believe what they wrote if I hadn’t personally dragged you,” she pointed a finger at me, “to the washroom and then to your bed.”


  “And you,” she pointed a finger at Stark, “what were you even thinking? The PR team woke me up at 6 a.m. with messages saying they hate their job, hate me, and hate you!”


  “Give them a bonus?” Stark mistakenly suggested.


  “Of fucking course, they get a bonus!” Pepper snapped, a rare sign of her losing her cool.


  It made me think about what actually happened during those hours when Pepper was apparently dragging me to my bed. Another weird flash of memory surfaced — me starting to peel my clothes off while still in the washroom, sitting on the toilet.


  Well, at least one mystery was solved — I had wondered who undressed me and how I got to bed. The last thing I remember clearly is Stark and me opening the third bottle. How many did we drink yesterday?


  I shook my head, focusing on the present.


  “You left us no other option to handle it,” I caught the end of her rant. Stark looked properly chastised but a bit resentful as he said, “I already don’t like it.”


  “Don’t care. Deal with it. You both are going to the fundraising event, ‘Clean Water for the Poor,’ where you are going to give a speech about your water filters!” Pepper strong-armed Stark into compliance. She certainly knew how to use misfortune to her advantage.


  Then it hit me.


  “Why am I going there?”


  🕷


  Pepper left us to our hangover misery, chin up and shoulders square. To be honest, she had a win here. Both of us were going to attend that fundraiser and play along with the image of “we are friends, not lovers.” At this point, I suspected it would fail badly.


  A problem for the future, I guess.


  I went to change even before Pepper left, hoping to find some silence and not have my house occupied by an uninvited guest when I emerged.


  “Stark, why are you still here?” were my first words when I found him still in my living room.


  Stark ignored me, continuing to fiddle with his phone and the TV on the wall.


  “Aha, got it!” Stark exclaimed as the screen lit up with a booting logo. A few seconds later, it was replaced with yesterday's visual representation of the timeline.


  “Jarvis, leave only information related to HYDRA.”


  “Certainly, Sir,” Jarvis's voice came from the TV speaker, and the image rearranged itself, placing Zola, Pierce, Strucker, Malick, Whitehall, Hive, and all current HYDRA heads at the centre of the screen with lines of events.


  Only then did Stark turn to me and say, “I want them gone, like yesterday. We need a plan.”


  “We should start with Zola,” I suggested. “If we can remove and replace him with some kind of simulation, we can have a mole in their ranks.” It sounded simple to me.


  Stark was silent for a moment but eventually replied, “It’s not gonna work.”


  When I raised an eyebrow, silently asking for an explanation, he shrugged and elaborated, “It doesn't work like that. If I make a simulation good enough to represent him, it might become him as well. AI, at least my AI, wouldn’t be able to pretend. It either is or it isn’t. Making anything less than that is going to fail.”


  There went a good plan out the window. It was a good idea.


  “We can find a way to tap into their communication with Zola. It will take time to figure out their encryption codes, of course, but that's better than nothing,” added Stark.


  I shrugged and replied, “Good enough to begin with, but not enough to wage a war against them.”


  “Hmm,” Stark hummed absently, then opened a file on SHIELD.


  “What we can do is get into SHIELD files. You said that one HYDRA branch has infiltrated SHIELD deeply. If we can gain full access to their system, we can start to unravel all HYDRA personnel within SHIELD.”


  I nodded along with what he said. Yes, intelligence gathering is the first step.


  “What about other branches?”


  “Sir, I believe I can help with that,” JARVIS said unexpectedly.


  “Go ahead, Jarvis,” replied Stark.


  “Sir, you recently optimised my pattern prediction algorithm to find members of the human trafficking organization for Miss Romanova. If I have sufficient data, I might be able to use it to find other HYDRA members.”


  Stark was almost gaping. Well, not really. It takes a bit more than that to flabbergast him completely, but it was close enough.


  “Jarvis, that is... a great idea.” Then he turned to me with a sour expression and said, “I might have been behind the HYDRA algorithm that you wrote about.”


  I immediately understood him. Project Insight’s Helicarriers were built with Stark's help, and it wasn’t a big leap to think that SHIELD asked him to create a prediction algorithm.


  A shiver ran down my spine. JARVIS now possessed the beginnings of that algorithm, and he had been using it for a month to help me track down trafficking members.


  It was that algorithm that made me agree with Steve to destroy SHIELD, the Helicarriers, and so many other people who had nothing to do with it. The death toll was so significant that it took the Snap to overcome my failing on that day and that decision. It was a turning point in my life where I understood that I had no right to make such decisions and needed to follow someone more versed in ethical limits. That’s why I chose Steve back then, right? If I didn’t stick with him, then I made a wrong call with SHIELD. I wasn’t ready to face that truth back then, and I’m not ready now.


  I was spiralling down again. I felt the blood on my hands, on my skin. The rising disgust with myself burned at the back of my throat, and I felt like I was going to vomit.


  “I got you,” I heard Stark's voice through the rushing blood in my ears.


  I felt his hands around me, and I just broke.


  Black Widows do not cry. What a fucking shit is that?


  🕷


  It took me time to calm down and get back to my senses. I felt warm and safe. Stark was holding me in his arms, and his shirt (which smelled awful because he hadn’t had a chance to change it since I didn’t even want to think when) was soaked with my tears.


  He understood me; I could feel it. He was as raw right now as I was. As I told him, I believe in him, but at the same time, I’ve accepted that both of us are damaged people. With good intentions, the road to hell is paved. We need someone to manage us both so we don’t go off the deep end, thinking we’re doing it better. My future past was a raw example of that.


  “We're gonna fail,” I mumbled to myself.


  “What was that?” Stark asked.


  “We need someone else on the team, or we're gonna fail,” I said louder.


  “Hm,” was all he said, but I felt that he understood me.


  We were silent for a while. I mentally went over the list of people with whom we could conspire in our little club of misery.


  SHIELD was out of the question — any of them. Clint was too loyal to SHIELD even to approach. He didn’t know me; we never spent those days together in that shithole under Budapest. And he had his own personal graveyard — good operative, bad leadership. I laughed a bit, remembering my resolution for Stark.


  Steve was also out of the question, even if we could find him before SHIELD did. As soon as Bucky entered the picture, Steve was compromised. Now, I could see that many of his decisions were questionable at best. Perhaps he had good intentions, but the end result was, well...


  “Pepper?” Stark interrupted my process of crossing people out.


  I thought about it for a moment. Pepper had become CEO when Stark was in the process of dying. He trusted her with SI and believed that she would do good by his standards. And she did. Thanks to her leadership, Earth didn’t collapse into a medieval age of chaos after the Snap. She was Stark's lifeline through all of that as well. Who else, indeed?


  “Pepper,” I agreed.


  🕷
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“So, how are we going to do it?” I asked the obvious question.
It was late afternoon, and while we had started working on our plan to take down HYDRA, we were nowhere near developing a general strategy.
Now, we also needed to include Pepper in the plan so we didn’t end up doing something like what Rogers and I did to SHIELD.
At some point after my breakdown, we had moved to the kitchen, and I raided the fridge for anything we could consume. I realised we hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday, and I was starting to feel it.
“Do you want to tell her everything?” Stark asked instead of answering my question.
“I don’t think we need to do that,” I replied after a pause and continued, “Maybe we just run our plans by her?”
“She will ask questions, specifically how we know that HYDRA infiltrated SHIELD. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t think telling Pepper that we have a kid in the future is something I want to do, but she won’t be satisfied with no answers,” Stark explained, waving his pepperoni and cheese sandwich around — the one I had just made for him.
“Yeah, I understand,” I said, and I did. That sort of thing starts to eat at your brain — I could see it happening to Stark already — and we need someone who grounds us, not someone to join the paranoia train to hell.
“Security and safety reasons,” I proposed and elaborated. “We tell her that we need to run it by her to make sure we don’t go off the rails, but we will only tell her what she needs to know for her safety. Also, on that note, I think Agent Coulson is still in contact with her. She needs to be careful not to spill the beans to him.” I raised a valid point: “Can she hide her changed perception of SHIELD from him? He’s an experienced agent, and if he senses she’s hiding something, he’ll start digging. That’s something we don’t need him or anyone in SHIELD to do.”
Stark was silent for a bit, contemplating the latest addition. Eventually, he spoke in a more sombre tone:
“I’ll think more about it. Also, we need to make a backup plan in case either or both of us die.”
“Makes sense and another point for the Extremis. If you can properly stabilise it, it would be an extra ace up our sleeve against assassination attempts or accidental death — well, mostly,” I said.
Stark grimaced again, but he didn’t immediately reject my idea, still thinking it over. Finally, he agreed: “Fine, I’ll look into it and see what we can do right now. You mentioned early unsanctioned human tests. They cut corners, and I’m sure that wasn’t the first time. It’ll take time to dig it out, but by then, I’ll have a running medical department in SI and try to take over the project.”
“We need to remove any information about the application of Extremis as a super soldier serum from everywhere. Otherwise, we’ll get heat from HYDRA too early to counter. We need to make sure that all HYDRA contacts with Killian’s AIM are found and silenced if needed.” I voiced my concerns about possible HYDRA involvement again.
“Yeah, and we need to run it by Pepper.” I looked at Stark in surprise, but he seemed completely serious in his attempt to be the voice of reason.
Good.
“To summarise, you’ll think about how we can bring Pepper into our plans without drawing SHIELD's — and, by proxy, HYDRA's — suspicion. Then, you’ll work on a plan to get a hold of Extremis. We also need to come up with a backup plan in case either of us dies. Anything else?” I said, biting into my tuna salad sandwich.
“HYDRA,” Stark replied, his voice laced with clear bloodthirst and anger.
“We need a strategy to move forward with them,” I pressed, returning to the important part we had started discussing when Pepper left my house.
Stark silently munched on his sandwich, and I did the same, thinking about the best way to deal with HYDRA without resorting to a massacre.
🕷
In the end, we didn’t come up with a super smart plan, but we both agreed that our first and most crucial step needed to be intel gathering, which meant getting into the SHIELD system. We also needed to stay under the radar as long as possible, so the second part of the plan was to stay away and project an expected image — a playboy playing hero with a chip on his shoulder and his PI friend, with everyone trying to guess if he is fucking her.
On that side, newspaper rumours were in our favour, even if we didn’t plan for that.
What was definite is that any HYDRA analysis of our public activities should at least appear neutral or provide a positive outcome for their own plans. This should keep us safe from any active interference or even termination by them.
That might be complicated with AIM, but it depends on what we find about them and how we take over the Extremis project. We need to be especially careful with that.
We decided to hold off on bringing Pepper into the fold until we had a clear plan to ensure no attention came from SHIELD via Coulson.
Even then, I was sure that the less she knew, the less danger she was in. Of course, my desire to leave my future past buried played a significant role in my stance, just as much as worrying about Pepper's sanity if she learned about the sheer number of issues we needed to solve.
In the end, I went to the gym, not my home one — I needed something extensive, and training had always grounded me.
At least the heavy weight of Stark's parents' death was no longer pressing on my shoulders.
🕷
Today was one of those days when sleep eluded me. I was sitting on the stairs leading to the ocean below the house, to the small strip of sand that was not even a proper beach — just a patch under the cliff, barely 30 feet wide at low tide. At high tide, it was almost entirely submerged by crashing waves of salt water, leaving no place to put a blanket or sunbed without getting drenched.
It was deep in the night, and the moon was hiding behind the building, casting even deeper shadows everywhere around. At least the sky was beautiful, full of bright stars with rare planes or satellites crossing it and competing for my attention with a meteor or two.
The nightlife background noise, mixed with the occasional sound of an engine and the gentle, hypnotic rhythm of the ocean waves, completed the peaceful picture of nothing happening.
That was a lie.
 “I expected you one month ago,”  I said into the night, barely loud enough to be heard a few steps away. There was no answer, no movement, but I knew she was there.

   “What took you so long, сестренка¹?” 

Only then did the shadow on the side of the steps fluidly move and sit beside me.
 “I was under the Слепой Крот  (Blind Mole)  protocol for the last year.” 

   “Твою мать², did you get out with the emergency code phrase?” 


   “Yeah. One day, I was the perfect wife for a rich guy in Minnesota, and then, after the call — I remembered everything. I had to leave immediately. You know how it goes when you get those codes.” 

 “Yeah.”  I had my share of that. Even though I was less affected by the fallout from an emergency break compared to other Widows, it was a nightmare nonetheless.

   “Any complications?” 

One problem with emergency code phrases is that they affect your mental abilities, and you need a backup or extraction team to disengage safely.

   “SHIELD found me a week ago. I was about to look for you anyway, but they were faster. I thought they got me — I was ready to go out with a bang, but then this guy tried to recruit me.” 

She said it flatly, but I could hear an apparent surprise in her undertone.
 “I told him I needed to see my sister before I declined or accepted their offer.”  She chuckled, giving me a glance.  “He gave me a business card with a tracker. Could you believe that?” 
I chuckled at that as well. I was sure Clint knew it was shot into the sky but was probably overruled by protocol. Oh, I’m sure it was Clint. There are too many similarities with my recruitment. It looks like Fury decided to grab one Black Widow for himself while any on the market was available.
 “I am glad you are okay, Лен³.”  I turned fully to face her. The stars provided just enough light to see her face, albeit in shades of grey. She looked younger than I remembered. Was it eighteen years since that Ohio mission for her? She was barely seven years old back then, and all her memories of me were painted with the childish admiration of an older sister she looked up to.
In the original timeline, I didn’t handle our connection well—I didn’t even try to find her then. Even though we reconnected while attempting to kill Dreykov, my decision to never look for her caused irreversible damage to her image of me all these years.
It is different this time — at least, I hope to make it so.
 “Why didn’t you come for me?”  It was a childish question, and she even tried to pout and pretend she wasn’t seriously asking. But the truth that I learned in my previous time was simple — she had been holding on to our pretend sisterhood all these years, using it to survive.
 “You already know why,”  I replied truthfully, and she knew it. Her fake childish expression melted away as if it had never been there.

   “SHIELD, they are watching you.” 

I just gave her a nod, maintaining eye contact.

   “Initially, I thought you had already joined them and sent that guy to bring me in. But when I mentioned my sister, and he knew nothing about it, I knew then — you were not one of them.” 

 “Was it a dark-haired, short guy with a bow?”  I asked with curiosity.
 “Yes, how?”  she asked, not faking or hiding her surprise this time.
 “I have my ways,”  I smiled. So it was Clint — I was right.
 “So, what do you think?”  she asked, watching my expression closely.
 “It depends on what you want,”  I replied honestly.
She turned away, leaned back on the stairs, and looked up at the sky. I let her think. It was a loaded question — I knew it was.

   “You know, I’ve imagined this moment so many times that I’ve lost count of...” 

I let her speak, just listening to her voice and what she said, giving her my full attention. I had a similar experience in the original timeline, but that was overshadowed by my failure to kill Dreykov. Back then, she held more resentment, anger, and pain of abandonment than dreams and longing.
Maybe this time around, I can be a proper elder sister, at least for a bit.
🕷
She had finished pouring her soul out some time ago, and now we were sitting silently. At some point during her tale, she had rested her head on my lap, and since then, I had been absently running my fingers through her hair.
 “I want to matter,”  I heard her say softly.
It felt like a knife was thrust into my chest and twisted to make sure I felt it. My old regrets, my old failures...
 “Помоги мне.” (Help me)
I could say that she matters to me, but that would be useless. She would hear it but not understand it. I know — I’ve been there myself. Fortunately, I know exactly what she needs.
“Want to help me destroy a fascist organisation?”
“Да Ладно!” (No way!) she exclaimed with surprise, but then immediately followed with excitement, “Of course, I will help!”
“You need to use the Слепой Крот (Blind Mole) again. Are you sure?”
She made a face, and honestly, I understand — I don’t like it either. When I defected to SHIELD, it was one of the things I kept to myself. It was a secret SMERSH technique designed to infiltrate heavily monitored organisations. The method is based on medically-induced hypnosis, where they force you to forget part of your real identity and believe your legend is your real past. When someone uses a code phrase, your true self slowly emerges back — the longer you are under the protocol, the longer it takes — and when you come back, you are ready to complete your mission. Emergency codes are a fallback in case an agent needs immediate extraction. You regain your senses almost immediately but pay for it with migraines while your body processes the traumatic release of the chemical lock on your memories.
At some point, I discovered this protocol was the basis for the Winter Soldier program — they just made it more brutal, and instead of temporarily locking your true self, they tried to wipe it out.
“Хорошо⁴, I will do it. So, who are they?”
“SHIELD.” I sweetly smiled at her, enjoying her surprise. It looks like Fury would get his Black Widow after all.
🕷
“Here is your legend. I made only a few changes — you won’t remember anything about me from Ohio. There will be another girl, Natasha, who later died in training (she does look similar), and you won’t recognise me as the Black Widow. If forced to meet or see my pictures or videos, you'll note that I look like her, but you’ll be sure she is dead.”
Lena was going over the notes, carefully memorising them.
“Done. Directives?”
“Here. Nothing fancy. You're joining SHIELD because you want to atone for all the shit the Red Room made you do, and in memory of Natasha — it’ll perfectly mix with the legend and provide all the needed validation when they run you through psychological evaluation. I’ve listed a few other things here, too. It’s important to make sure you screw up their lie detectors in the right way to pass.”
She read it no less carefully, double-checking that everything was worded correctly. One of the downsides of the Слепой Крот (Blind Mole) is that the wrong words can bring the wrong results.
The Слепой Крот (Blind Mole) protocol had one specific perk that outweighed all its negative effects — an Operator could encode directives into the agent's subconscious, and the agent would act on these subconscious desires until they resurfaced after hearing a code phrase. The instructions needed to be simple and never complex, for example, “Get into a relationship with person X” or “Apply for a job as a secretary to Mister Y”. It should never include any complex or abstract ideas as part of the directives, nor should it use negatively formed sentences. If you use something like “Don’t apply for the janitor position,” your subconscious will hear only “Apply for the janitor position.”
Using directives helps agents get in the best position to proceed with objectives while they don’t even remember they are agents — hence, Слепой Крот (Blind Mole). When they regain complete control of themselves and resurface from under the protocol, they are ready to act immediately.
“Okay, I agree with that. Now what?” she asked once she finished reading the directives.
“Now we’re going to your place — you should wake up in a familiar setting, thinking you had your ‘meeting’ with your ‘sister’ in the cemetery and decided to join,” I replied.
🕷
We were at a run-down, abandoned building where she had made her temporary base of operations when she arrived in LA. As we prepared for the final phase of the Слепой Крот (Blind Mole) protocol - I had already mixed the solution that would switch her into coding mode - I asked:
"Ты готова?" ( Are you ready? )
"Мы снова встретимся." ( We will meet again.  ) She hugged me fiercely but briefly. As she lay back on the old couch, she said, "Давай." (  Do it. )
"See you soon, сестренка¹," I said and gave her a shot.
“Двенадцать, Осень…”
🕷
I felt like shit on the way back home, but really, what else could I do? SHIELD already had their eyes on her, and I knew she really had only one option: to join. The other option was to hide her from them for the rest of her life. But they would dig deeper this time, and I know that. She wouldn’t be able to sit somewhere under a fake name for too long — she would expose herself sooner or later.
This way, she will be protected and relatively safe. And I will keep an eye on her this time, making sure she has a backup when she needs it.
 And help you infiltrate SHIELD , my traitorous inner voice said. I hated that I could even use her like that, but it needed to be done — we needed our insider into SHIELD and, by proxy, HYDRA. And she was willing.
N: We should have a mole in S in a month.
S: Should I ask?
N: No, but we need to prepare an extraction in a worst-case scenario and keep an eye on her.
I closed my phone and looked at the door to my new home. I didn’t feel like going in, so I turned around and ran — ran from my pain, from my guilt, and from feeling dirty.
Maybe I’ll feel better when the sun rises, but for now, I need to get away.
🕷
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    1 Сестренка - little sister.
2 Твою мать - is short from “Еб твою мать”. While the literal meaning is vile, It is usually used to emphasise how surprised you are.
3 Лен, Лена - is a short form of the name Елена (Yelena).
4 Хорошо - in this case, it’s more like “OK”, but it means “good”.


  


      

  











Disaster at “Clean Water” fundraising








  
   Location: Los Angeles
Date: July 26 2008 

It had been a long and emotional week, and the feeling under my skin promised a disastrous ending. I still falsely hoped it would end on a positive note.
When the morning began with Pepper showing up at my place early on Saturday morning, I started to suspect that hope was futile.
Even though I was already awake — or more accurately, hadn’t slept yet — I was still in my baggy T-shirt with nothing underneath. I was planning to have a calm weekend, staying home and seeing nobody, after all the events of this shitty week.
So, when I opened the door to an energised Pepper, she was greeted by a clear picture of someone who was not in the mood or state to go anywhere.
She flicked her eyes down and up my half-naked body without losing her cheerful expression and said:
“Morning, Natalie! I'm sorry I didn’t call — I was in the area anyway — but do you remember what day tomorrow is?”
“Morning, Victoria. Sunday?” I tried, not hiding a yawn.
I realised we were still standing at the open door, so I gestured for her to enter.
“Well, yes, but it looks like Tony isn’t the only one who forgot it. Tomorrow is the fundraising!” She took off her shoes and went further inside the house as she spoke. I had a moment of mental short-circuiting.
“What does that have to do with me?” I asked, closing the door and following her inside.
Today, she didn’t look like she was dressed for a workday. She wore a lovely yellow summer dress that ended just above her knees, and the sandals she left in the hall matched in both colour and style.
“Because you are going — I hope you didn’t forget — and I’m here to see that you have an appropriate outfit!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together as we entered the living room.
“Right, that fundraising. I thought it was happening, like, next week?” I tried to remember. No one had specified an exact day, but they implied there was still time.
“Oh, you’re as bad as Tony. Well then, put something on,” she started, and her eyes again involuntarily scanned me from top to bottom. “Let’s see what we can find for you to wear tomorrow. I know this nice place — I bought a great pair of shoes there — we must definitely visit it! Now, stop standing here, go-go — clothes won’t find themselves for you,” she said as she dared to turn me around and give me a gentle push.
It had already been a long week, and it just got longer if Pepper’s enthusiasm was anything to go by.
🕷
We had been shopping for at least four hours already, and I ended up with more than just one outfit for tomorrow. Pepper insisted on buying many other things that I had neglected to have — I really didn’t feel like buying all this unnecessary stuff before.
I had my sports outfit and some casual clothes, and if I needed something for work, I would buy it at the moment of need. But having my closet full of clothes that I might never wear just because they looked good on me was not something I was used to — the Red Room and SHIELD were not places for that, nor was the time on the run after the Sokovia Accord disaster or the time after the Snap.
And all this time, while we had been shopping, Pepper kept giving me cryptic glances. At first, I ignored them, but then I started trying to figure them out and quickly got tired of doing so.
“What is it?” I asked Pepper.
“What are you talking about?” she tried to deflect, but I pressed: “You know, so say it already.”
“Well,” she dragged it out, “you are not what I expected.”
When I raised my eyebrow at that, she continued: “You know, you have the build and look of a supermodel — and yes, I remember you are not one — but you look like one, and, well, you’re not acting like them. Believe me, I’ve seen too many supermodels around Tony to count. I still expect you to act like them, but you don’t.”
Ah, that’s what it was about. Go figure.
I shrugged my shoulders and replied, “Having long legs and a pretty face doesn’t mean you have to spread them — while dressed in nice fabric — for wealthy men or women. I’m sure you know that.” As I said my piece, I gave her an appraising look, glancing down and up, emphasising that she is no slouch herself when she’s not in business attire.
“You’re right,” she agreed, then jumped off the uncomfortable topic: “Look at this scarf — it would go nicely with your eyes.”
🕷
By the time Pepper dropped me back home, it was already after 5 p.m. I swear I’ll never go on a shopping spree with her again — it was more exhausting than my endurance training. Anyway, I now have more clothes than I know what to do with. And shoes — I shouldn’t forget about that impractical and easy-to-break row of shoes occupying the bottom of my closet.
And the outfit for tomorrow’s fundraising event — I had to fight with Pepper over the dress. While I agreed that it had to match Stark’s outfit, I didn’t want to wear anything that would compromise my mobility.
In the end, we settled on a light lavender slit dress with an opening that went too high. Of course, that meant we had to find proper undergarments for that dress alone.
The matching high heels were a compromise that I threw in Pepper's direction; at least I knew how to make them deadly. I didn’t think about the need for accessories, which was apparent when Pepper learned that I didn’t have any. When I complained that I didn’t have much to spend on that, she reminded me that Stark was paying and, yes, for my accessories as well.
I couldn’t wait for the week to end — I was already done with it. But it looks like it was not done with me.
🕷
“Show time,” said Stark, putting on his sunglasses as our car stopped at the red carpet leading to the venue where today's fundraising event was being held.
I wished I could do the same; camera flashes were quite bright, and I had to be careful not to get blinded. I smiled my fake smile, held Stark's hand at the elbow, and just followed his lead.
According to Stark’s PR plan, I’m here today to show token support as a “friend” and have to say the same if anyone asks me. I don’t know why I care or why they need it. It’s not like it was Stark's first time in the newspaper with a scandal or two, but Pepper was insistent, and I still don’t know how I agreed to that — I blame my drunken state that morning.
At least I told them that I am not responsible for any shit that is going to happen during or as a direct result of my presence here.
Pepper was already here and had probably spent hours supervising, preparing, and making sure that every duck was in a row.
The evening was progressing as planned. I walked with Stark around, and he introduced me as his friend to a few people, and I clapped at his speech. Eventually, I retreated to the bar while Stark was deep in conversation, doing his social voodoo.
“So, how do you like his dick? I definitely enjoyed it.” My mellow mood was interrupted by an unexpected female voice from my right while I was in the middle of drinking a tonic (no more vodka or even beer, thank you very much). She was doing it on purpose — I realised this when I finished coughing and turned to look at the suicidal bitch.
It was a blonde with long legs and a short dress that barely covered her lower assets.
“Ah, you, that reporter from Iron Man’s press conference,” I replied.
“Christine Everhart for  Vanity Fair ,” she corrected, falling right into my trap.
“See if I care,” I said, turning away and silently snickering in my head. She wouldn’t leave it at that.
She stood there for a second but then sat next to me, gesturing to the bartender for a drink. “Moscow Mule, please,” she said, then turned back to me.
“Now, I wonder if you don’t care that I fucked him or if you don’t care to fuck him,” she continued, gesturing to Stark, who was in the middle of sweet talk with Pepper.
I shrugged, sipped more of my tonic, and said, “Why not both?”
“Huh, and here I was, ready to go with a romantic story about our own local hero saving Stark in the sands of Afghanistan and falling in love with him while running away from terrorists,” she replied. In the bar mirror, I saw how she carefully watched my expression, trying to catch any answers in my body language or facial expressions.
I left her unsatisfied with another shrug.
“You're a tough one and very secretive, you know? I tried to dig into your past but found very little about it. Special forces? Marines? Or even better, some secret agency that you retired early from? You know they almost erased everything from USC records, but that didn’t stop me — I found your records in the archive.” She pulled a picture from her purse and showed me an old group photo, where someone who looked like a younger version of me stood among them. “I even talked to your alums. Did you know they barely remember you?”
“I’m a dropout,” I replied uninterestedly, pondering when and how Jarvis had planted that.
“But I bet they wish they were in your shoes now! You saved Stark, the Iron Man! And not just once, but twice! Yes, yes, I found out about Las Vegas as well,” she continued with delight in her voice.
“He even paid you enough to buy a Ducati! At first, I thought it was to silence you, you know, for getting pregnant, but I see a theme here. A very down-to-earth private investigator who saves people no matter who they are. I can work with that, too. So, why didn’t you fuck Stark? I can see him falling all over himself to get to ‘know’ you better,” she even air-quoted the word “know” in the process.
“Why should I?” I gave her a side glance and smirked.
At that moment, I sensed danger; the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end. Everhart's gaze shifted past me, her expression turning to one of fear. I immediately entered accelerated perception, using the bar's reflections to assess the threat on my left side.
There was someone about fifteen feet away, arm extended, likely holding a gun aimed in our direction.
As he raised it, I was already in motion — flipping myself backward, arching into a half-backbend.

  BANG

In slow motion, I saw Everhart’s cup deform at the edge, forcefully torn from her hand. It spun in the air, splashing its contents in a glistening arc. The metallic clang and whistling zing echoed in my ears, stretched by my accelerated perception.
I lost sight of her and focused on the assailant — I recognised him instantly as the man who tried to kill me in Phoenix.
He was already adjusting his aim, the revolver’s cylinder halfway turned for the next shot. I twisted to the side, shifting most of my weight onto one hand, moving out of his line of fire.

  BANG

With the bridge of my right foot, I caught the airborne copper cup from the Moscow Mule and used my momentum to catapult it as a projectile at the guy's face.
By the time my legs reached the floor again, the cup had hit him, and—

  BANG

The next shot went entirely off target — too high. I twisted again to keep him in my field of view, ready to dodge another shot. I was lucky enough to hit him in the left eye with the cup, and he was now holding his face with his left hand, struggling to aim at me again.
When the revolver’s cylinder was halfway to the next shot, I twisted in the middle of my first step towards him.

  BANG

I avoided getting shot again, already gaining momentum to close the distance between us. Panic began to build on his face, and he turned to run, pointing the gun in my direction but completely off-target.

  BANG

He was a good runner — I barely kept pace with him. When he passed the door to the hall and turned right, I had to slow down and carefully peek over the door frame.

  BANG

I was right to do so. That was the last bullet, so I ran after him again. Unfortunately, the delay cost me, and he was gone by the time I reached the next room that the hall led into. People were in a panic, trying to get out through another door, making it impossible for him to use it, and I couldn’t see him anywhere.
I looked around for another door he might have used — there was a barely visible service room door on the far side — but when I reached it, it was locked and didn’t budge when I tried to force it with my shoulder.
 Damit .
I glanced around, searching for any sign of him hiding somewhere, but he was gone.

   Damit. Ушел, сука. 

🕷
It was less than a minute later when I returned. Everhart was on the floor, bleeding — she had taken a bullet that was meant for me.
There was less blood than I expected, but she was still bleeding from the right side of her chest — a mess spread under her right breast, with a long strip of blood trailing down her chest.
To my surprise, I saw pieces of plastic and electronics instead of the raw open wounds I expected. The bullet had impacted whatever she had hidden there, embedding shards into her body and carving deeper into her breast.
“I am dying,” she said dramatically as I sat next to her, examining her wounds.
“Tell me the truth,” she begged. “Did you fuck Stark or not?”
I looked at her in surprise.
“What? I don't want to die without knowing!” she dramatically exclaimed. People and their priorities.
I didn’t dignify it with a response and focused on what I could do.
“Try to stay still and thank your little trinket — it saved your life.”
It was a lucky coincidence: the bullet had enough power to be lethal, even after it chipped a cup and glanced off it. Instead, it shredded her dictaphone to pieces and went along her ribs without penetrating deeply. I bet she’s in a lot of pain already, and it won’t go away anytime soon.
I quickly stood and went to the bar, grabbing a clean towel to apply pressure on the open part of the wound to minimise bleeding — luckily enough, it wasn’t extensive. She really got lucky today, or perhaps unlucky; if she hadn’t decided to question me, she might have avoided it altogether.
“And a Moscow Mule and my lucky American Eagle,” she murmured, a bit unfocused as I returned. Is she hallucinating? I checked for any other dangers and pressed the towel carefully against the gaping wound along her ribcage, right under her arm. She seemed to regain her focus and asked, “Who was that? Did you catch him?”
“No, he ran away,” I replied, completely ignoring the first part of her question — I didn’t need her starting to dig into that.
“How is she?” I was still on high alert, so Stark's approach with Happy looming over him wasn’t a surprise to me.
“Oh, Tony, you’re here too!” Everhart started but then grimaced from the pain.
“Stay still, Christine. The ambulance is already on the way,” he said, placing his hand on her shoulder to prevent her from moving. Then he turned to me, silently asking for the answer.
“Stable. She’s in shock, and the shot wasn’t lethal. I’d check for internal damage — a rib or two might be broken, and there’s a risk of internal bleeding.”
“Tony, why didn’t you fuck her?” asked Everhart.
It’s going to be a long wait.
🕷
I was standing over the dead body of the guy in the morgue.
“Do you recognise him?” asked the officer in a bored tone.
That was a problem here — it was the guy who had tried to kill me in Phoenix, but something was wrong — I just couldn’t pin it down.
“Have you done dactyloscopy¹ already?” I asked instead.
“I’m not sure I can answer that,” the officer replied, but I could tell they had.
“Then you already know it’s him. I assume you’ve alerted the FBI?” I turned to look at the officer. His face showed surprise, but he quickly connected the dots.
“Yes, they’re picking him up soon. So it wasn’t a random attack?” He became curious now.
“I’m not sure I can answer that,” I replied with a smile, and he chuckled, giving me a thumbs up.
“Fair enough.”
I turned and left the morgue, thinking about what was bugging me about it.
They found him with his throat cut open, covered in blood, in an alley one block away, half an hour after the shooting happened. Why he was here, how he was here... My phone buzzed, and I checked the caller ID.
“Dabber,” I greeted him as I accepted the call.
“I just learned that our runaway showed up and crashed your party,” he replied with a hint of humour, but there was worry in his voice.
“Something like that. How did he get away?” I asked, voicing my concern.
“Four hours ago, he disappeared from the hospital — someone helped him. The stationed police post outside his room saw nothing, heard nothing. They’re being questioned right now. Nobody even thought he would go after you,” he answered, frustration in his tone.
“Hold on, hospital? What was he there for?” This is important.
“Well, you don’t remember? You broke his nose and gave him a concussion.”
Here's the thing: the guy I fought at the fundraiser didn’t have a broken nose, but the guy in the morgue? He did.
That's what had been bugging me all this time — the question is, what does that mean?
🕷
 

  ¹Dactyloscopy - is a term used in forensic science, specifically referring to the study of fingerprints for the purpose of identification. While it may not be common knowledge to everyone, it's familiar to those with an interest in criminology, law enforcement, or forensic science.
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